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ABSTRACT
Jews Behind Glass:
The Ethnographic Impulse in German-Jewish and Yiddish Literature, 1900-1948
Samuel Jacob Spinner

This dissertation demonstrates that German and Yiddish literature about Jews from the turn of
the twentieth century until after the Holocaust is characterized by several discourses and tropes
borrowed from contemporary ethnography, anthropology, and folklore studies. The influence of
these disciplines is manifest in the representation of Eastern European Jews as primitive savages,
the depiction of the Jewish people as being at risk of extinction, the articulation of the need to
salvage European Jewish culture, and the literary conjunction of folklore with contemporary
instances of violence against Jews. These motifs are especially prominent in the works of Alfred
Döblin, Franz Kafka, and Arnold Zweig in German and S. An-sky in Yiddish. This dissertation
identifies the permutations of these ethnographic discourses in German-Jewish and Yiddish
literature, opening new avenues of exploration in the study of the literary and cultural
construction of Jewish identity in European modernity.
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1

INTRODUCTION

If, let us assume, a deluge comes, inundating and washing away from the
face of the earth the Jewish ghetto and the Jewish life it contains, not leaving
behind so much as a residue, a sign, except by sheer chance, Mendele’s four
major works [...] as well as two or three shorter works—then, I doubt not, with
these spared, the future scholar would be able to reconstruct the entire map of
Jewish shtetl life in Russia of the first half of the nineteenth century in such a
manner that not even one iota would be left out.1

David Frishman wrote in 1911 that were a deluge to wipe away the world of the shtetl, it
would be possible to reconstruct it down to its smallest details using the works of Yiddish writer
Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh. This formulation transposes literature into the space that had only
just been carved out for anthropology,2 its literature, and its museums. The documentation,
preservation, and representation of exotic cultures, down to their tiniest details, were the domain
of ethnography, called Völkerkunde in German (usually translated as ethnography). These were
also primary objectives in the study of domestic European folk culture, called Volkskunde in
German (usually translated as folklore studies or folkloristics). The impact of these disciplines
on the formation and articulation of European identities in modernity is a growing subject of
1

Quoted in Dan Miron, “The Literary Image of the Shtetl,” in The Image of the Shtetl and Other Studies of Modern
Jewish Literary Imagination (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000), 7. For the original, see David Frishman,
“Mendele Moykher-Sforim,” in Ale verk fun Dovid Frishman, vol. 4 (Poland: Ferlag Lili Frishman, 1938), 91.
2

My use of the term anthropology is consciously anachronistic. I use it to encompass all of the varying fields that
now come loosely under the rubric of anthropology, but in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were
distinct. Most significant of these fields is ethnography, followed by Volkskunde or folklore studies. Physical
anthropology, the only one of these disciplines that was actually denoted by the word anthropology in the period, is
also included under this rubric. When I write “anthropology”, I generally refer to all three disciplines. I refrain
from distinguishing between them because the writers under examination in this dissertation rarely did. For them
the distinctions between these fields were largely invisible, and when sighted were easily blurred. What I wish to
emphasize are the various elements of all of these disciplines that found expression in modern Jewish literature in
German and Yiddish; my focus is not the relation of these writers and their texts to the historical development of the
social sciences and its sub-disciplines.
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inquiry; the premise of this dissertation is that anthropological discourses – derived from
ethnography, folklore studies, and physical anthropology – played a role in European Jewish
culture equal to the role they played in the broader culture. The particular work of this study is
to describe and examine the ramifications of anthropology on German-Jewish and Yiddish
literature; these ramifications diverge from those in other European literatures by virtue of their
amplified complication and polyvalence in the Jewish context.
If the names of disciplines, including those listed above, can tell us about their
orientations and goals, then the stakes of this dissertation can perhaps best be captured by the
lack of clarity in the disciplinary naming of Jewish anthropological disciplines. In brief, whereas
Max Grunwald, the institutional founder of Jewish folklore studies in Germany and AustriaHungary, named his society the Gesellschaft für jüdische Volkskunde, identifying its subject as
domestic folk culture (Volkskunde), S. An-sky, Jewish anthropology’s institutional founder in the
Russian Empire, referred to his discipline – in the name of his museum, society, and pathbreaking questionnaire – as etnografiye, ethnography. The focus of Grunwald’s and An-sky’s
attention was largely the same—European Jewish folk culture; the opposing directions of the
names they called it bespeak the range of approaches and meanings implicit in anthropology’s
turn-of-the-century confrontation with Jewish identity. Were the Jews to be subjects of
Volkskunde as indigenous Europeans or of etnografiye as exotic primitives? The answer, as it
appears again and again throughout the works examined in this dissertation, is both.
Anthropological discourses enabled a full exploration of the dynamic at the heart of the turn-ofthe-century Judenfrage; they enabled Jews to be cast as Europeans and as foreigners, as
indigenous and as exotic, as belonging and not belonging. While anthropological methodologies
were used to undercut racial anti-Semitism by emphasizing the cultural unity of mankind or the

3

impossibility of establishing the racial difference of Jews, these were not the themes and subjects
that found popularity in Jewish culture and literature starting from approximately 1900. What
Jewish writers in Yiddish and in German found in anthropology was a discourse that enabled a
major shift in the conception of the value and use of the things that comprised Jewish identity—
culture, religion, and language. Jewish culture came to be seen as something that could be
sought in the primitive authenticity of eastern European Jews, particularly Hasidim; and as
something that could be utilized in the creation of a modern Jewish identity, one that neither
rejected Jewish tradition nor the opportunities presented by emancipation and growing
acculturation. In this respect, in the embrace of the contradictory potentials in anthropology’s
renovation of Jewish identity, writers in German and Yiddish broke with their nineteenth-century
forebears and partook of one of European modernity’s most important moments.
And so, from Franz Kafka’s intense dalliance with eastern European Jewish culture and
Yiddish literature to the appropriation of Hasidic folklore in Yiddish and German literature, the
shadow of anthropology, though often obscured by the dominance of an inwardly oriented
intellectual and literary history of German-speaking Jewry, is visible over the breadth of
European Jewish culture in the first half of the twentieth century. The wager of this dissertation
is that without the context of anthropology (and the historical contexts upon which it resides) a
prominent and fundamental aspect of European Jewish culture and literature in the first half of
the twentieth century is impossible to understand.
A comprehensive history of Jewish anthropology has not been written; indeed, that
Jewish anthropology is something that might have a history has not been fully established in the
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historiography of anthropology,3 although the number of essays and monographs on the subject
within Jewish Studies is slowly increasing.4 But an accounting of anthropology’s presence in
Jewish literature depends neither on the history of Jewish anthropology nor of Jewish literature
in Europe—the discourses in which anthropologically-inflected Jewish literature participated
were trans-European, concentrated sometimes in one language or region and sometimes in
another, but always transnational and multilingual. The most prominent example of such a
discourse is that of primitivism, which spanned from France to Russia, Gauguin to Larionov.
Yet there has been almost no scholarly accounting of what primitivism in the Jewish context
looked like. Nor have the larger patterns of anthropology’s influence on European literature

3

On the relation of Jewish anthropology to anthropology in general, see Virginia R. Dominguez, “Questioning
Jews,” American Ethnologist 20, no. 3 (1993): 618–624; Jeffrey D. Feldman, “The Jewish Roots and Routes of
Anthropology,” Anthropological Quarterly 77, no. 1 (Winter 2004): 107–125.
4

What follows is a full, if not complete, list of scholarship on the history of Jewish folklore studies and
anthropology. These contributions represent a wide variety of chronological and geographical perspectives; a
comprehensive overview of the subject remains a desideratum. Margrethe Brock-Nannestad, “Jüdische Museologie.
Entwicklungen Der Jüdischen Museumsarbeit Im Deutsch-jüdischen Kulturraum,” Wiener Jahrbuch Für Jüdische
Geschichte, Kultur, Und Museumswesen 1 (1994): 55–70; Matti Bunzl, “Völkerpsychologie and German Jewish
Emancipation,” in Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of Empire, ed. Matti Bunzl and H.
Glenn Penny (University of Michigan Press, 2003), 47–85; Christoph Daxelmüller, “Jüdische Volkskunde in Mittelund Osteuropa. Überlegungen Zur Wissenschaftsgeschichte Einer Vergessenen Institution,” Aschkenas 2, no. 1
(1992): 173–204; Christoph Daxelmüller, “Hundert Jahre Jüdische Volkskunde–Dr. Max (Meïr) Grunwald Und Die‘
Gesellschaft Für Jüdische Volkskunde’,” Aschkenas 9, no. 1 (1999): 133–144; John M. Efron, Defenders of the
Race: Jewish Doctors and Race Science in Fin-de-siècle Europe (Yale University Press, 1994); Jeffrey David
Feldman, “Die Welt in Der Vitrine Und Die Welt Außerhalb; Die Soziale Konstruktion Jüdischer
Museumsexponate,” Wiener Jahrbuch Für Jüdische Geschichte, Kultur, Und Museumswesen 1 (1994): 39–54; Itzik
Nakhmen Gottesman, Defining the Yiddish Nation: The Jewish Folklorists of Poland (Wayne State University Press,
2003); Mitchell Bryan Hart, Social Science and the Politics of Modern Jewish Identity (Stanford, Calif: Stanford
University Press, 2000); Mark W. Kiel, “Vox Populi, Vox Dei: The Centrality of Peretz in Jewish Folkloristics,”
Polin 7 (1992): p. 88–120; Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “Problems in the Early History of Jewish Folkloristics,”
in Proceedings of the Tenth World Congress of Jewish Studies, vol. Division D, Volume II Art, Folklore And Music
(Jerusalem: The World Union of Jewish Studies, 1990), 21–31; Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “From Cult to
Culture: Jews on Display at World’s Fairs,” in Tradition and Modernization: Plenary Papers Read at the Société
Internationale d’Ethnologie Et De Folklore, ed. Reimund Kvideland (Turku: Nordic Institute of Folklore, 1992),
75–105; Dov Noy, “Introduction. Eighty Years of Jewish Folkloristics: Achievements and Tasks,” in Studies in
Jewish Folklore: Proceedings of a Regional Conference of the Association for Jewish Studies Held at the Spertus
College of Judaica, Chicago, May 1-3, 1977, ed. Frank Talmage (The Association for Jewish Studies, 1980); Simon
Rabinovitch, “POSITIVISM, POPULISM AND POLITICS: THE INTELLECTUAL FOUNDATIONS OF
JEWISH ETHNOGRAPHY IN LATE IMPERIAL RUSSIA,” Ab Imperio, no. 3 (July 2005): 227–256; Katharina
Rauschenberger, Judische Tradition Im Kaiserreich Und in Der Weimarer Republik: Zur Geschichte Des Judischen
Museumswesens in Deutschland (Hahnsche Buchhandlung, 2002); Jeffrey Veidlinger, “THE HISTORICAL AND
ETHNOGRAPHIC CONSTRUCTION OF RUSSIAN JEWRY,” Ab Imperio, no. 4 (October 2003): 165–184.
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about Jews been traced. The particular issue of a Jewish iteration of primitivism forms the
subject of one chapter of this study; the remaining chapters analyze other anthropological tropes.
Each chapter draws attention to a different permutation of anthropology’s influence in and on
Jewish literature; my aim has been to chart some of the most prominent, yet heretofore
unrecognized formulations of these discourses in the period from roughly 1900 until just after the
Holocaust.
My period begins around the turn of the century, although the roots of Jewish
anthropology go back to the beginning of the nineteenth century, as do the literary antecedents of
the works under examination in this dissertation. The first shoots of Jewish anthropology are to
be found within the territory of the Wissenschaft des Judentums, which, in its largely philological
focus, encompassed Jewish legends and folklore. Other aspects of anthropological work are to
be found in the efforts of a few scattered influential but isolated race scientists, such as the
Australian-English-American Joseph Jacobs (1854-1916) and the Russian-American Maurice
Fishberg (1872-1934).5 But it was not until the beginning of the twentieth century that
anthropology’s emergence as a discipline began to significantly impact Jewish literature and
culture. This is because the presence of the discourses this dissertation documents is ultimately
more closely related to developments in anthropology across Europe, particularly in Germany
toward the end of the nineteenth century, than to the influence of Wissenschaft des Judentums.
The increasing importance of colonies in European politics was matched by the growing
prominence of anthropology, visible in the ethnographic museums that began springing up in the
latter part of the nineteenth century and the human zoos, or Völkerschauen, which flourished in
the last decades of the nineteenth and first decades of the twentieth centuries. While these

5

On these scholars and Jewish race science in general, see Efron, Defenders of the Race.
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institutions appropriated the artifacts and the bodies of foreign “savages” and turned them into
tools of European identity formation,6 I will argue that European Jews looked to themselves for
inspiration. In their “medieval German dialect” (Yiddish), and primarily in the rituals, dress,
folklore and beliefs of the eastern European Jews, the so-called Ostjuden (eastern Jews),
European Jews found a “primitive” culture that could stand in for the domestic traditions that
formed the subject of Volkskunde, as well as the exotic cultures described by ethnography that
formed the objects of primitivist discourses.
Martin Buber’s first collection of Hasidic stories (Die Geschichten des Rabbi Nachman,
1906) and Y. L. Peretz’s Hasidic stories (first appearing in the 1890s) roughly mark the starting
point of the discourses I chart. In their positive evaluations of the merit and literary usefulness of
Hasidic folktales, the neo-Hasidic works of these writers represent a major shift in both Yiddish
and German literature. Neither author was the first to draw attention to Jewish beliefs and
practices that had come to seem exotic to an increasingly urban, decreasingly traditional
readership. As Dan Miron has authoritatively shown, the appropriation of folklore in Yiddish
maskilic literature was one of its defining features. Throughout the nineteenth century, argues
Miron, maskilim writing in Yiddish deployed exhaustive descriptions of folklore and traditional
beliefs and practices in an effort to discredit these customs even as they were documenting them.
The overarching attitude of the maskilim toward traditional Jewish culture was negative, but in
Miron’s analysis these writers were caught in a push-pull dynamic between “folklore and
antifolklore.” Even Abramovitsh’s amelioration of the powerful negative judgments of Jewish

6

On the relationship of anthropology and colonialism in the German context, see H. Glenn Penny, Objects of
Culture: Ethnology and Ethnographic Museums in Imperial Germany (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina
Press, 2002); H. Glenn Penny and Matti Bunzl, eds., Worldly Provincialism: German Anthropology in the Age of
Empire, Social History, Popular Culture, and Politics in Germany (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2003);
Andrew Zimmerman, Anthropology and Antihumanism in Imperial Germany (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2001).
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folklore and customs is “not yet the neoromanticism of later times, which regards folklore as a
source of inspiration.”7 Miron ends his essay by saying that the neoromantic moment begins
with Peretz and the publication of his mock-ballad Monish in 1888, but “Peretz’s contribution to
a new literary and nonliterary interest in folklore and the neoromantic trend he initiated… [are]
beyond the scope” of his essay.8 It is precisely at this moment that my study begins. In seeing
the “trend” that Peretz initiated as actually part of a broader European flourishing of primitivist
and exoticist anthropological motifs, not only as a literary development of the nineteenth-century
Herderian tradition of interest in folk culture, I have chosen to focus on S. An-sky rather than on
Peretz. An-sky embodies a combination of Peretz’s neoromanticism and an explicitly
anthropological modernist project. In so doing I have sacrificed comprehensiveness (for an
analysis of Peretz in this light would certainly be of a piece with my project) for a clearer
delineation of the elements of this moment in Jewish literature.
In German-language Jewish literature of the nineteenth century a similar shift took place.
The middle of the century saw a flourishing of Ghettoliteratur, which was actually not about
ghettos, but mostly about small-town Jewish life in central Europe before the emancipations of
the early part of the century set loose the forces of acculturation that led to the dissolution of
traditional Jewish folkways.9 This dissolution was not entirely attributable to Emancipation; the
middle of the nineteenth century saw a parallel and associated development in “non-Jewish”

7

Dan Miron, “Folklore and Antifolklore in the Yiddish Fiction of the Haskala,” in The Image of the Shtetl and
Other Studies of Modern Jewish Literary Imagination (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 2000), 72.
8
9

Ibid., 80.

On Ghettoliteratur see Anne Fuchs and Florian Krobb, Ghetto Writing: Traditional and Eastern Jewry in GermanJewish Literature from Heine to Hilsenrath (Camden House, 1999); Florian Krobb, Selbstdarstellungen:
Untersuchungen Zur Deutsch-judischen Erzahlliteratur Im Neunzehnten Jahrhundert (Wurzburg: Konigshausen &
Neumann, 2000); Gabriele von Glasenapp, Ghettoliteratur: Eine Dokumentation Zur Deutsch-judischen
Literaturgeschichte Des 19. Und Fruhen 20. Jahrhunderts, 3 vols., Conditio Judaica 53-55 (Tubingen: Niemeyer,
2005).
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German literature, namely the nostalgic Dorfgeschichten that painted an idealized portrait of
small-town, pre-industrial life. Emancipation and its aftermath added a strongly teleological note
to the Jewish iteration of this nostalgic literature, in that the abandonment of traditional folkways
and religious beliefs was a prerequisite to participating in modern society and embracing the
values of Bildung. As such, Ghettoliteratur is secure in its retrospective nostalgia, displaying a
general negative evaluation of the world it portrays, even as, like in the Yiddish literature of the
Haskalah, there is an ethnographic comprehensiveness to its documentation of Jewish beliefs and
practices.10 There is also the occasional appearance of an incipient appreciation of eastern
European Jewry; Ritchie Robertson argues that this element conditions Heinrich Heine’s mostly
negative appraisal of Polish Jews in his essay Über Polen (1822).11 The appreciation is largely
motivated by compassion for the Polish Jews’ miserable poverty and a sarcastic scorn for the
enlightened German Jews who disdain them. Heine’s disgust is, however, forcefully stated, and
perhaps predominant: “Das Äußere des polnischen Juden ist schrecklich. Mich überläuft ein
Schauder, wenn ich daran denke, wie ich hinter Meseritz zuerst ein polnisches Dorf sah,
meistens von Juden bewohnt.”12 As I will show in this dissertation, particularly in the first
chapter, this negative appraisal came to be replaced by adulation for the culture of eastern
European Jews. Heine, despite his sympathy, still views the Ostjuden in largely negative terms:
“trotz der barbarischen Pelzmütze, die seinen Kopf bedeckt, und der noch barbarischeren Ideen,
die denselben füllen, schätze ich den polnischen Juden weit höher als so manchen deutschen
10

Ritchie Robertson likewise sees the shift in attitude toward eastern European Jews as, roughly speaking, from
negative to positive. See Ritchie Robertson, “Western Observers and Eastern Jews: Kafka, Buber, Franzos,” The
Modern Language Review 83, no. 1 (January 1, 1988): 87–105. See also Ritchie Robertson, The “Jewish Question”
in German Literature, 1749-1939: Emancipation and Its Discontents (New York: Clarendon Press, 1999), 408.
11

Ritchie Robertson, “Enlightened and Romantic Views of the Ghetto: David Friedländer Versus Heinrich Heine,”
in Ghetto Writing: Traditional and Eastern Jewry in German-Jewish Literature from Heine to Hilsenrath, ed. Anne
Fuchs and Florian Krobb (Camden House, 1999), 25–40.
12

Heinrich Heine, “Über Polen,” in Heinrich Heine: Werke Und Briefe in Zehn Banden, ed. Hans Kaufmann, vol. 3
(Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1972), 564.
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Juden, der seinen Bolivar auf dem Kopf und seinen Jean Paul im Kopfe trägt.”13 Whereas
Heine’s (sarcastic) admiration for Ostjuden is in spite of their primitive trappings, it is precisely
those things – the hats as well as the ideas – that around the turn of the century become the
objects of sincere primitivist admiration. This does not mean that modern writers managed to
avoid any unease about what was, in essence, a foreign culture. But instead of being something
to be looked at nostalgically from a geographic and temporal distance, the culture of the
Ostjuden became a powerfully constructive force to be encountered, grappled with, and used.
In addition to the distinction that Miron and Robertson draw between the largely negative
but also ambivalent literature of the nineteenth century and the increasingly positive literature of
the beginning of the twentieth century, I posit an additional transformation. Both the Yiddish
works of the Haskalah and the German works of Ghettoliteratur express their ethnographic
orientation in inventories of details that extend beyond literary local color into the realm of near
museal collection. An analogy is to be drawn with the modus operandi of Volkskunde and
ethnography in the period: practitioners of both were rapidly collecting large volumes of material
to feed their growing disciplines. In the first half of the twentieth century, however, even as
anthropological themes, motifs, and ideas became central to the work of the writers under
discussion, the semblance of anthropological methodologies – at least in the guise of the impulse
to collect of mid-nineteenth-century writers – had diminished. Anthropologically inflected
literature had given up its role as a passive repository of folklore and ritual practices and had
become instead a site for the articulation and testing out of ideas and ideologies.
David Frishman’s comment with which I began emphasizes the degree to which literature
took the place of anthropological institutions (i.e. museums) in early twentieth-century European
13

Ibid., 565.
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Jewish thought. Frishman’s formulation relies on the documentary impulse of the literature of
the Haskalah, but represents an ideological orientation that is entirely missing in Abramovitsh’s
work.14 For the writers under examination in this dissertation, literature, though its
methodologies are different, represents a viable alternative to museums and scientific
anthropology. Though their works are not “true” ethnographies (and occasionally they
acknowledge as much), these texts are positioned to fulfill the role discerned within
ethnography—namely the location of authenticity and the calibration of identity. The
interchangeability of sites of knowledge production (between literature and museums) is further
emphasized by the career of S. An-sky, who features prominently in this dissertation. An-sky,
the organizer of the first ethnographic expedition to Jews and one of the first Jewish
ethnographic museums, understood the task of Jewish ethnography to be the revitalization of
Jewish culture. And although his contributions to the institutional development of Jewish
anthropology were tremendous, he ultimately located the means of accomplishing that
revitalization in literature. In that regard, his magnum opus The Dybbuk is as convincing a
testament to his conception of Jewish anthropology as were the expeditions and ethnographic
society he organized. The conjoinment of anthropology and literature within The Dybbuk is
paradigmatic for the relationship between literature and anthropology in all the works examined
in this study.
These works span from the turn of the century to 1948 and were composed in Yiddish or
German. However, the present study is not organized chronologically or linguistically. Each of
the four chapters tracks a thematic and its associated tropes through the range of their literary
14
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expressions in both Yiddish and German. This organization is intended to offer a clearer vision
of the parameters and ramifications of each discourse. The comparison of German-Jewish and
Yiddish texts shows the transnational, multilingual nature of this complex of discourses. This
comparison has two intended effects: first, it emphasizes the extent to which Jews and their
culture were constantly in transit between east and west in the period. A westward migration,
prompted by economics and further encouraged by emancipation, began in the middle of the
nineteenth century and accelerated around the turn of the century. This meant that many
Westjuden (including Franz Kafka and Arnold Zweig) were only one or two generations
removed from their east-central and eastern European forebears. Other Jews, including yeshiva
students, and soldiers during the First World War, went eastward.15 The reality of Jewish life in
Europe never matched the stark East-West dichotomy painted by so many contemporaries;16 I
show how much unity there actually was, even within the anthropological discourses that were
most likely to have fostered the division. Second, this essentialized idea of an eastern versus a
western European Jewish identity has been adopted and repeated in much scholarship on
European Jewish history, culture, and literature, which links itself to disciplines shaped by
linguistic or political boundaries. This is seen in the very existence of a discipline like GermanJewish Studies, for which offering a coherent linguistic, geographic, or cultural justification is
difficult. A recent polemic by the prominent historian of Jewish mysticism Moshe Idel, argues
against the dominance of German-Jewish writers and thinkers in the historiography of European
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Jewish intellectual history.17 But as one reviewer has pointed out, Idel’s response is to privilege
the religious and philosophical authenticity of eastern European Jews, a move itself borrowed
from the German-Jewish tradition he decries.18 My comparison of German and Yiddish texts
shows that there was a discursive common ground (also examined in a slowly growing body of
scholarship),19 which promoted multi-directional negotiations of identity.
In the first chapter I seek to define the parameters of a Jewish instantiation of
primitivism. Primitivism describes the European modernist aesthetic and philosophical
engagement with the art, beliefs, and bodies of so-called primitive peoples. The cultures of these
primitive peoples – who were usually from the distant lands revealed to Europeans by the
processes of colonialism – were used in the creation of alternatives to European modernity. I
look at inter-war German literature, documenting the way in which primitivism came to be
expressed not only in relation to South Seas islanders and African tribesmen, but in relation to
the Hasidim, residents not of some distant, exotic land, but of Germany’s neighboring countries.
I find the locus classicus of Jewish primitivism in the representation of encounters with Hasidic
rebbes. The works by Joseph Roth, Alfred Döblin, and Franz Kafka that engage with this mode
of primitivism freely intermingle often conflicting images of Jewish identity. They express a
search for authenticity among the Ostjuden that sometimes succeeds and sometimes fails. By
depicting both the success and the failure of the primitivist project – in contrast with the general
tendencies of primitivist art and literature which present a façade of success – these texts about
Jews represent a unique form of primitivism. The primitivism of these writers is ultimately
17
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overdetermined: they seek out ritual and aesthetic experiences, often strenuously characterizing
them as primitive, only to have those experiences undermined by the ordinary humanity of the
people they encounter.
The second chapter analyzes a number of texts, including works by Arnold Zweig and S.
An-sky, related to the surprising proliferation of blood libels against Jews around the turn of the
twentieth century. These sensational affairs prompted a new kind of use of Jewish folkloric
material that goes beyond the “display-case” representation of nineteenth-century literature. In
these new texts, folklore is an ideological tool, turned in service of aims divorced from the actual
content or context of the folkloric material itself. I argue that the works that were written in
response to the crises of the blood libels share an approach to the persecution of Jews that sees
the traditional paradigms embodied in folk literature and motifs not as historical models of an
appropriate political response, but as prompts for an inwardly-oriented engagement with issues
of Jewish identity.
The third chapter documents the pervasive discourse of “salvage” at the peak of its
articulation in response to the First World War: the first text examined is a German book – Das
ostjüdische Antlitz (The Face of East European Jewry) – by Arnold Zweig, and the second, from
the other side of the Eastern Front, is the Yiddish text Khurbn Galitsiye (The Destruction of
Galicia) by S. An-sky. These works are deeply concerned with the survival of the Jews and
articulate this concern anthropologically, i.e. through salvage. Salvage ethnography prioritized
the collection and preservation of artifacts, folklore, and the like, from peoples – always
“primitive” – thought to be at risk of vanishing. Zweig’s interest in Ostjuden is motivated by his
concern for the survival of Westjuden; in order to reignite the spirit of their people, the
Westjuden needed to draw on the authenticity of the Ostjuden who were themselves, in turn,
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threatened with the loss of their authenticity. An-sky’s book articulates more practical goals—
people must be saved. But, like Zweig’s, An-sky’s conception of ethnography was also oriented
toward a renewal of national identity. Whereas Zweig is focused on the future of the Jews,
Khurbn Galitsiye displays a concern with the salvage of people and objects in the here-and-now.
The juxtaposition of these two books shows the range of possibilities within the discourse of
Jewish salvage, and how this discourse applies across languages and national borders from
Central to Eastern Europe.
The final chapter documents the existence of the flip side of salvage’s coin, namely the
discourse of extinction. Although, starting from the first half of the nineteenth century, concerns
about extinction had generally been expressed in reference to “primitive” peoples – the peoples
who were actually dying out in the period – it also came to be reflected in the way Europeans
thought about their own, largely demographic, prospects. From the turn of the century, these
European anxieties about extinction saw a particularly strong iteration in the Jewish context, with
writers, thinkers, and anthropologists expressing variants of it. It is this range of expressions of
anxiety about Jewish extinction, reflected in works by Nathan Birnbaum and Hugo Bettauer,
which forms the subject of this final chapter. Although there was a long tradition of representing
disaster and catastrophe in Jewish literature, and even of expressing the anxiety of extinction, I
argue that the idea of extinction remained exclusively a metaphor until the turn of the twentieth
century, when the additional possibility of extinction as a physical reality emerged.
In sum, ethnography and its related disciplines had a powerful presence in German and
Yiddish Jewish literature in Europe during the first half of the twentieth century. The
imbrication of ethnography and literature in European modernity gave rise to discourses that
were able to capture the polyvalence and ambivalence of being Jewish, and to configure and
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represent Jewish identity. Jews in Europe were both insiders and outsiders, white but Semitic,
European but oriental; they were aus Halb-Asien,20 from semi-Asia, but thus also semiEuropean. Troubling the boundary between observer and observed, savage and cultured, Jews
formed at one and the same time the most accessible and most problematic of ethnographic
subjects. The works examined in this dissertation were efforts to represent Jews built upon a
complex series of negotiations of identity spanning Central and Eastern Europe, and shadowing
the networks of influence traced by ethnography.
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CHAPTER ONE
HASIDIC SAVAGES: PRIMITIVISM IN INTER-WAR LITERATURE ON JEWS

1. Introduction
This chapter argues for the existence of a particularly Jewish primitivism that is related
to, but distinct from modernist primitivism in general. Alfred Döblin, upon seeing Hasidim1 in
Poland, invokes the key trope of European Jewish primitivism: “I feel as if I’ve come upon an
exotic tribe.”2 This trope is also employed by Franz Kafka and Joseph Roth; it is the key
formula connecting the objectives of ethnography to the aims of modernist literature and is the
lynchpin of Jewish primitivism. This trope is in turn predicated on the feeling at the heart of
primitivism, namely that truth and authenticity are not to be found in Europe, and that the
aesthetic models of Western culture must be rejected in favor of inspiration from so-called
primitive or savage societies. The older or more primitive an object or idea, the more viable a
component of primitivism ideology and/or aesthetics it could be. Döblin wrote: “The old
[world] isn’t dead. I feel intimately and violently attracted to it. And I know that my compass is
reliable. It never points to anything aesthetic, it always points to living, urgent things.”3 And
again: “I unconditionally reject and repudiate classicism, Hellenism, and humanism. They are
bourgeois easy chairs, deep, lazy lounge chairs. […] I’m a born enemy and adversary of serene
classicism and overly beautiful Grecism, an adversary of their emulation and their very doctrine,
because they are perishable.”4 And where was he to find what he sought? Among the Ostjuden:
1

Plural of Hasid.

2

Alfred Döblin, Journey to Poland, ed. Heinz Graber, trans. Joachim Neugroschel (Paragon House Publishers,
1991), 75.
3

Ibid., 187.

4

Ibid., 188–189.
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“I want to see the dead, the vanished, (das Tote, das Entschwundene), which lives. I don’t want
renovations. Those people in black coats and fantastic fur caps on the sidewalk! Don’t I
recognize them? The Jews!”5 These quotations are all from Alfred Döblin’s book Reise in
Polen (Journey in Poland, 1926), a quintessential and overlooked document of primitivism,
Jewish and otherwise.
For Döblin, as for his contemporary, the artist and paragon of primitivism Emil Nolde,
the quest to transcend the Western tradition led them to so-called primitive peoples: in Nolde’s
case, natives of the South Pacific, and in Döblin’s case eastern European Jews. And just as the
image of the foreign primitive was always calibrated vis-à-vis the European, in German-Jewish
culture, the positive image of the Ostjude was always the counterpart to a negative view of the
Westjude. And so Döblin writes:
What an impressive nation Jews are. I didn’t know this nation; I believed what I
saw in Germany, I believed that the Jews are the industrious people, the
shopkeepers, who stew in their sense of family and slowly go to fat, the agile
intellectuals, the countless insecure unhappy refined people. Now I see that those
are isolated examples, degenerating, remote from the core of the nation that lives
here and maintains itself. And what an extraordinary core is this, producing such
people as the rich, inundating Baal-Shem, the dark flame of the Gaon of Vilna.6
What events occurred in these seemingly uncultured Eastern areas. How
everything flows around the spiritual!7
This statement matches perfectly the sentiments of what Steven Aschheim has called the “cult of
the Ostjuden,” and what Sander Gilman described in Jewish Self-Hatred.8 It defines Judaism by
5
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replacing one set of stereotypes derived from a negative image of the German Jews with another
set of stereotypes derived from a positive image of Eastern Jewry. This positive image of
Eastern Jewry is centered around a remapping of the borders of culture—the “seemingly
uncultured Eastern areas” have become the center of Jewish identity while Germany shifts to the
periphery.9
The standard accounts of this “cult of the Ostjuden” see it simply as a self-critique of
Western Jewry. I expand the definition of this moment from an inwardly-oriented critique
mediated through the Ostjuden to include a discourse actualized by, conditioned by, and focused
on eastern European Jewish identity and culture, namely the discourse of primitivism. For
example, Döblin sums up his view on the tension between Eastern and Western Jewry, between
Hasidim and acculturated Jews:
I know what the enlightened gentlemen, the Jewish Enlighteners will say. They
laugh at the “stupid backward” members of their own nation, they’re ashamed of
them.… The mere notion of telling the old fairy tales that the stupid backward
people concern themselves with: what nonsense, what ignorance! None of that
stuff is real, after all. I, neither an Enlightener nor a member of these national
masses, a Western European passerby—I view those “Enlightened” ones like
Africans who flaunt the glass beads they’ve gotten from sailors, the dirty cuffs on
their dangling arms, the brand-new dented top hats on their heads. How poor,
how shabby, how unworthy and soullessly devastated the Western World is,
giving them those cuffs….10
Döblin’s critique of Jewish “enlightenment” is couched in the terms of primitivism: the
Enlighteners are like Africans who have given up their authenticity in favor of the worthless
frivolities of Western culture; by extension, the Jews could be, had they resisted enlightenment,
9
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like those savages who have maintained their authenticity, uncorrupted by the West. In this
figuration, all Jews are like Africans positioned over and against Western civilization; the
authentic Jews are those who are less enlightened, namely the Ostjuden.
In this chapter I seek to expand the understanding of what primitivism in Europe was in
the first half of the twentieth century. Doing so will involve delineating a heretofore
insufficiently described or understood Jewish primitivism, which demonstrated commonalities
along with significant differences from the main strands of primitivism operative, primarily, in
the visual arts. The tasks of this chapter are as follows: first, to demonstrate that there was a
Jewish primitivism, namely a deep interest in and focus on eastern European (primarily Hasidic)
Jews as authentic primitives. Second, to point out that where the scholarship has noted the
modern interest in eastern European Jews, or the Ostjuden, it has been identified as a form of
Orientalism. Third, to recalibrate this identification—it is not only Orientalism, but also
primitivism. Though the two are associated, distinguishing between them, or, rather, forming an
understanding of Jewish primitivism beyond the expectations of orientalist criticism, is crucial.
My final task in this chapter is to show that Jewish primitivism achieved the otherwise
unfulfilled goal of the broader European primitivism, namely to bring the primitive other within
the European self.
The central question in the interpretation of primitivist modernism, a question which has
prompted intense scholarly debate, is whether primitivism represents an appropriation of foreign
cultures that validates the colonial discourses that enabled their transfer, or whether their
redeployment in the context of European culture forms an artistic engagement that operates as a
critique of European culture and society. This is a dichotomy that Jill Lloyd, the premier
historian of German visual primitivism, traces back to the debate between Ernst Bloch and Georg
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Lukács on expressionism;11 strengthened by post-colonial criticism, this distinction has persisted
through the debate unleashed in the aftermath of the MOMA primitivism exhibition of 1984 to
the present. Undoing the binary discourse wrought by these debates is a task attempted by Lloyd
in her insistence on expanding the zone of investigation of primitivism beyond France to include
Germany.12 I wish to take up and further her suggestion that a full, differentiated understanding
of primitivism must be drawn from an expanded examination of its territories and products, an
examination that, in concert with numerous recent studies on German Orientalism, will establish
an overdetermined, messy discourse, capable of polyvalence just as it was of stridency.13
Lloyd’s argument, however, rests on the distinction between primitivism and modernism— the
former, in her characterization, aligned with realism, and thus appropriation; the latter aligned
with expressionism, and thus non-appropriative new forms. This distinction produces the
bifurcation she argues against, but which she nevertheless accepts and maintains. I will
demonstrate in this chapter that, in light of Jewish primitivism, these binaries can be dislodged
and ultimately dismissed: Jewish primitivism, by being both a product of European Jews and
about European Jews, itself breaks down this distinction—the question of appropriation is much
more blurry, and thus loses its potency.
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This close association of the primitivist observer with the primitive object is the primary
feature that distinguishes Jewish primitivism. European primitivism, in its varied guises, is
typically understood as a kind of philosophical or aesthetic experiment.14 Jewish primitivism,
because it has almost always been understood as a form of Orientalism, has also been understood
in this way. Paul Mendes-Flohr’s path-breaking contribution casts it as such explicitly: “The
new, positive image of the Orient nurtured by fin de siècle aestheticism provided an auspicious
opportunity to reevaluate the image of the Jew as Oriental. No less importantly, it also allowed
the Western Jew to develop a new perception of himself, his Oriental origins, and his East
European brethren.”15 According to Mendes-Flohr this Orientalism was decisively shaped by
Martin Buber, and so his history of Jewish turn-of-the century Orientalism is largely a reception
history of Buber’s works. Steven Aschheim’s equally important work paints a complete picture
of what he calls the “cult of the Ostjuden” in terms of its cultural and social context, but offers no
comparative analysis with similar trends in Germany or across Europe. According to Aschheim,
the “power” of the Ostjuden “as cultural symbols made them essential ingredients of German
Jewish self-definition.”16 This interest in Ostjuden is thus “a highly revelatory prism through
which to understand the psychic and symbolic economy of German Jewry and the making and
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changing disposition of its cultural suppositions and self-understanding.”17

Most scholars have

subsequently followed the lead of Mendes-Flohr and Aschheim, seeing representations of the
Ostjude in reference to the specificities of German-Jewish intellectual, political, and cultural
history. These approaches leave unasked two crucial questions: what to make of this discourse’s
similarities to broader European discourses, and what to make of its similarities to an interest in
“authentic” Ostjuden among the eastern European Jews themselves.
In emphasizing the larger connections between modernism and Jewish primitivism, and
in examining the question from a trans-European Jewish context, I am following the lead of
Gabriella Safran in her important article on the Russian Yiddish writer S. An-sky. Safran
positions An-sky in the context of European modernist primitivism as an example of “the
paradoxical status of the Jews”—potentially both ancient and modern, both mystical and
capitalist.18 She describes An-sky’s infatuation with an aboriginal Siberian writer who
abandoned his career in St. Petersburg to rejoin his “savage” brethren, and further compares Ansky’s play The Dybbuk to “a living ethnographic diorama,”19 particularly in its focus on marriage
practices.
Though Safran’s sustained scholarly interest in An-sky has established him as a viable
and increasingly popular subject of study, scholars have not been as quick to take up her
provocative analysis of the ways in which An-sky connects the image of the Jew to the image of
the Siberian native in Russian literature. It is, however, my starting point: I maintain that the
linking of the Jew to the savage is crucial not only for an understanding of An-sky’s
17
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ethnographic literature, but for modern German-Jewish and Yiddish literature as well.20 Though
An-sky cannot be said to have had an influence on the primary representatives of German-Jewish
primitivism, they certainly had mutual forebears and reference points, primarily in the
development of Jewish ethnography and folklore studies.
Furthermore, the unique orientation of post-First World War ethnography in Germanspeaking lands dovetailed neatly with the modernist penchant for crises (of identity, society, and,
in the Jewish context, religion). The post-First World War situation in Germany necessitated a
radical recalibration of the colonialist bases of ethnography: the German Empire was defunct.
The situation in the former Austro-Hungarian Empire was analogous—the polity that had to a
large degree prompted and justified ethnography in the Hapsburg realm, as a means of unifying,
under the umbrella of Germanic science, the disparate ethnicities, language groups, and incipient
nationalities, had disappeared. But the primitivist turn inward necessitated by the disappearance
of viable external objects – or, rather, the translocation of the other to within a European space –
also predated the First World War.21
The impact of these changing historical situations in relation to primitivist modernism has
not been fully charted. The situation is even starker in Jewish Studies, where Gabriella Safran’s
article on primitivism and S. An-sky remains the sole example of an effort to link Jewish
literature and primitivism; there has been no other work that attempts to formulate, or even
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delineate the boundaries of Jewish primitivism.22 By contrast, a mini boom in Jewish American
studies has seen recent work by David Koffman and Rachel Rubinstein on the presence of Native
Americans in American Jewish culture and literature, and a book by Stephen Katz on Indians in
Hebrew literature.23 Just as broader American primitivism, with its concomitant interest in
American Indians, took a unique form in the Jewish context, thus demanding its own treatment,
the same is true for primitivism in European Jewish literature. In fact, the differences between
Jewish primitivism and general primitivism in Europe are substantial enough that the general
absence of commentary on this divergence is a serious lacuna in the scholarship.
There has, however, been significant work done on the intellectual and cultural context
for Jewish primitivism, including the groundbreaking work of Mendes-Flohr and Aschheim
already mentioned. Much attention has also been paid to the German Jewish press which avidly
took up the subject of Ostjuden. David Myers has written on the negotiation of the space
between east and west in German-Jewish culture, claiming that it expressed a “desire to forge a
holistic Jewish national culture.”24 He identifies two of the most prominent venues for the
appreciation of eastern European Jewish culture in Germany as the Berlin Jewish periodicals Ost
und West (east and west, 1901-1923) and Die Freistatt (the place of refuge, 1913-1914). David
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Brenner has written extensively on Ost und West, and Andreas Herzog has compiled a volume of
extracts from the Jewish press of the period on the subject of Ostjuden.25
Indeed, these periodicals are important markers of the contours of Jewish primitivism:
the geographical equivalence denoted by their titles – bi-directionality in the former,
unprejudiced balance in the latter – indicates the ways in which this form of primitivism went
beyond that found in its other European iterations. To be precise, it was about a negotiation of
identity that – in contrast to primitivism in general – was largely not appropriative. Rather, it
entailed an actual moving toward the ethnographic object. This move was plausible and possible
due to the cultural, religious, and geographic proximity of the Eastern Jews, as well as the (at
least theoretical) inclusiveness indicated by Myers’ characterization of the general impetus
behind some of the most influential contemporary periodicals. This produced a paradox: the
same primitive values and virtues that were desirable were the very ones that needed to vanish in
order to maintain the smoothness of transition between east and west—after all, though many
western Jews wished to emulate eastern Jews, very few wished to go so far as to look like them,
or “go native.”26 Identifying the Ostjude as a primitivist object meant that his primitive nature
needed to be simultaneously a surface feature, easily removed, and an authentic identity, meant
to be emulated.
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Writing on the idea of “wildness,” Hayden White notes that “in the past, when men were
uncertain as to the precise quality of their sensed humanity, they appealed to the concept of
wildness to designate an area of subhumanity that was characterized by everything they hoped
they were not.”27 Modernist primitivism turned this equation on its head: one sought in the
primitive what one hoped to be. Among isolated artists, this sometimes meant moving to the
countryside, or even abroad to “go native.” In the German-Jewish context, the use of primitivist
ideals to produce new modes of living meshed with long-standing concerns in the negotiation of
Jewish and modern identities. As such, eastern European Jews and their culture were sources of
thought and inspiration in widely distributed periodicals and for numerous writers and thinkers—
it was not exclusively the domain of the avant-garde.
Jewish primitivism was thus an iteration of the social, mystical, and aesthetic
experimentation of broader European primitivism, an iteration enabled by the growing
ethnographic interest in the Jews of Eastern Europe. This interest was certainly reflected in the
growth of scientific anthropology on the Jews; more importantly for the present chapter, it was
also manifested in the works of writers who were not ethnographers, and whose concerns were
formed not primarily by anthropology, but by primitivist Kulturkritik. Arnold Zweig’s Das
ostjüdische Antlitz, which I will argue is an exemplar of the impulse to salvage in European
Jewish culture, is also a significant example of the concatenation of primitivism and ethnography
made possible by Jewish primitivism. These broader concerns, specifically the desire to develop
new forms of identity, combined with the proximity of the model for vital, authentic living,
resulting in new forms of primitivist works that went beyond what have previously been defined
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as the boundaries of primitivism. Jewish primitivism therefore expands the definition of
primitivism.
Also under examination in this chapter are works by Alfred Döblin and Joseph Roth that
are attempts, in large part, at a literary ethnography of Hasidic Jews. They expand the reportorial
and ethnographic elements of Zweig’s Das ostjüdische Antlitz, while reducing its ruminativeness
and self-conscious stylizations. I treat them in this chapter separately from Zweig because they
more clearly indicate a tension at the heart of primitivism, a tension between primitivism and
Orientalism. Colin Rhodes argues in his opposition of primitivism to a Saidian Orientalism, that
primitivism is about “making the familiar strange or about maintaining the strangeness of
unfamiliar experiences,” whereas Orientalism seeks to make the exotic familiar and bring it near
in order to dominate it. If so, then it is not only primitivism and Orientalism that are at odds with
each other, but, in fact, ethnography and primitivism, though they remain fundamentally
imbricated.28 This is why, for example, Döblin’s Reise in Polen fails so strikingly as
ethnography—his motivation is the search for authenticity in the strange; making it familiar by
explaining it would divest it of its interest and utility. It is for this reason that at the moments in
the text where Hasidim seem most ordinary he becomes disenchanted.
Gert Mattenklott, in what remains the only study of Ostjuden and exoticism not framed
by the concerns of Orientalism, probes what he identifies as the difficulty of a primitive object
that, by virtue of its presence in German cities, must live directly beside the “phantasmagorien”
conjured by the primitivist imagination.29 Quoting at length from the journal Ost und West, he
claims that in its enthusiastic, mystical, tropology “Keine ethnologische, keine
28
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rassenpsychologische, keine soziologische Physiognomie ist hier entworfen, sondern im Grunde
eine philosophische.”30 Ultimately, this interpretation leads to the conclusion drawn by the
majority of scholars who in turn base their approach on Paul Mendes-Flohr’s definitive essay
“Fin-de-siècle Orientalism,” with a dose of Steven Aschheim’s Brothers and Strangers: namely,
that “the cult of the Ostjuden” (qua Aschheim), or Jewish Orientalism (following Mendes-Flohr)
is largely a philosophical approach to Jewish identity, catalyzed by an increase in social contact
due to immigration.31 The dominance of this approach can be seen in Martina Urban’s recent
study of Buber, which goes so far as to reject any primitivist affinity in his Hasidic stories: “the
vision inspiring these works was primed neither by nostalgia for an irretrievable ideal past nor by
a desire to appropriate an exotic otherness. Hasidism, or rather the mystical aesthetics of this
movement, exemplified the spiritual parameters of the envisioned cultural renaissance-cumrenewal.”32 This interpretation seems to me incorrect and overly sweeping. Moreover, the
categories need not be mutually exclusive: for example, David Pan’s account of German
primitivism foregrounds the spiritual and philosophical component of primitivism without doing
away with its aesthetic components.33
Implicit in these non-formalist approaches is a critique of the definition of primitivism
first codified by Robert Goldwater in 1938 and brought to the forefront of the culture wars by the
notorious MOMA exhibit in 1984. Goldwater, and following him the curators of the MOMA
exhibit and the authors of its catalogue, were largely concerned with the formal relationships
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between so-called “primitive” art and modern art—what the curators labeled “affinities of the
tribal and modern.”34 Numerous responses evinced by the debate over the exhibit have since
refocused scholarly attention on the content of primitivism, as it were, seeing it as a venue of
philosophical, social, and spiritual critique, rather than a sequence of formal experiments.35
The utility of these new approaches is conveyed by Mary Gluck’s rethinking of one of
the modernist manifestos of primitivism: Wilhelm Worringer’s Abstraktion und Einfühlung from
1907. Gluck argues that primitivism needs to be understood beyond the simplistic relationship
of foreign culture to European art. She draws attention to Worringer’s symbolic transfer of the
source of his primitivist inspiration from the Trocadero ethnographic museum to Georg Simmel,
the move with which Worringer opens his manifesto. Gluck points to Worringer’s transfer as
evidence of the theoretical superseding the formal. She writes that the “going away” of Gauguin
and his imitators “was a purely idiosyncratic answer to a general professional and aesthetic
crisis, whose solution could only come from within, rather than from outside, European society.”
She understands this inner-European solution, however, to be confined to “the heart of
modernity,” i.e. “the realm of unstructured modern life as it existed in the large city.”36
Relocating primitivism to the city helps explain Worringer’s distaste for the musealized and
“commodified Primitive” as Gluck calls it, and is one way of understanding the denaturing of
primitivism into purely symbolic terms. As such, Worringer’s contribution, says Gluck, was to
identify “the defining quality of the Primitive… [as] a profound subjectivity rather than a
34
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superficial exoticism. The true Primitive was not outside but within, not in a geographic space
beyond Europe but in a psychological realm within the artist. Subjectivity and introversion
became the hallmark, not only of the newly-invented urban Primitive, but of all Primitives.”37
This chapter attempts to consolidate, clarify, and expand the conception of the
connections between primitivism (and its orientalist, exoticist tendencies) and Jews by
examining a number of texts that reveal a dimension of Jewish primitivism that, in attempting to
both record their subjects and collect or extract what would be useful for their internal agenda of
Kulturkritik, bypasses the debate on primitivism that has distracted most scholars from its
historical specificity, and, more importantly, enriches our understanding of the possibilities
inherent in modernist primitivism beyond a dialectic of appropriation and subversion. This is so
because the distance – rather, the lack of distance – between the Jewish primitives and the Jewish
primitivists required, as Mattenklott argues, “ungewöhnliche Energie […] am Exotischen gegen
die namensgleiche Wirklichkeit festzuhalten.”38 But even more, the overlap of real and exotic
produced new ways of thinking about both categories. It is also for this reason that the standard
definitions of Orientalism and primitivism are stretched to the breaking point when confronted
with the ways in which Jews engaged with and implemented these discourses. The social,
geographic, and religious mobility, variability, and proximity of Jews in Europe meant that the
trajectory of any discourse was never unidirectional, nor were its vectors of power. The
Ostjuden were simply too close – ethnically, linguistically, and geographically – to the
Westjuden to be fully cast as primitivist subjects.39 What Robert Goldwater noted in his
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definitional work on primitivism is not the case for Jewish primitivism: “The fact that the
primitives of the twentieth century are not part of the artist’s own tradition is in itself of value
because it frees the individual and so makes his desired return to a single underlying intensity
that much easier.”40 The fact that the tradition of the “savages” was not fully foreign to the
primitivists formed the defining challenge of Jewish primitivism.
But in order to be a viable object of study and more importantly a source of inspiration,
the Ostjuden need to be cast as sufficiently different from the western European Jews. They
needed to be as exotic as the tribesmen to whom Kafka, Roth, and Döblin compared them.
Where these writers differ from their primitivist fellow-travelers who fall under the rubric laid
out by Goldwater (for example the artists Emil Nolde and Max Pechstein, both of whom traveled
to the South Pacific), is that Hasidic Jews were bound to western European Jews in a way that
Pacific Islanders never were to German artists. German-Jews saw the possibility of being
Hasidic, and thus primitive, and saw the possibility that Hasidic Jews could become western—
after all, many German-Jews were only one or two generations removed from their central and
eastern European forebears. This made studying and writing about the Hasidim, whether with
the tools of literature or of anthropology, all the more risky. Firstly, anthropology was used by
anti-Semites to prove the intractable, non-Germanic nature of Jews, even beneath their
assimilated veneer. Secondly, and equally significant for these writers, becoming primitive
needed to be a matter of choice, an active uncovering of the primitive within, rather than an
accidental slide to an easily accessed savage identity.
offered a context for a primitivism with very different stakes than that of Western Europe. My own argument
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In documenting the primary features of Jewish primitivism, I will focus primarily on an
analysis of the literary representation of Hasidic rebbes (the premier rabbis and leaders of
Hasidic groups) in several key texts. Hasidic Judaism, largely due to Buber’s neo-Hasidism,
became a uniquely adaptable venue for the instantiation of the various tropes and motifs of
primitivism. The Hasid was perceived as atavistic: dressed in outmoded, even medieval, garb,
performing rituals with an ancient flavor, and openly contemptuous of modern life. His (and it
was almost exclusively male Hasidim who were of interest) spirituality was also from another
time and place: strenuously and uncomfortably exuberant, simplistic, and naïve. Like African or
South Pacific savages, Hasidim were seen to be manifestations of an earlier, and therefore more
authentic, way of life—in this case, a more authentic way of being Jewish. What German-Jewish
writers accomplished with their deployment of the Hasid, they accomplished even more
concisely in their depictions of his cleric, the rebbe. The rebbe was seen as a guru, practicing a
mode of pastoral supervision seen to have more in common with shamans than European clerics,
or even rabbis as they were known in Western Europe. And just as modernist primitivism’s most
prominent progenitors, including Pablo Picasso and Wilhelm Worringer, identified the locus of
their primitivist origins in the ethnographic museum, so Jewish primitivism has a myth of
origins: a visit – a pilgrimage, as it were – to a Hasidic rebbe.41
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The visit to the rebbe is, most significantly, the site of the key distinguishing feature of
Jewish primitivism—the failure of the encounter. The three writers who depict visits to rebbes –
Roth, Döblin, and Kafka – all portray visits that failed to meet their expectations. The rebbes
were primitive, but not in the right ways, or they were insufficiently primitive. In identifying the
rebbe as the most concentrated dose of primitivism among the Jews, and then finding that an
actual rebbe failed to validate the tropes they brought with them, and finally, in portraying this
failure, these writers enacted the central feature of Jewish primitivism. Recent scholarly
attention has been devoted to the distance between Gauguin’s depiction of his Tahitian idyll and
its reality: the Tahitians were by and large Christians, living in a radically modernized society;
Gauguin was impoverished and struggled to make ends meet and to fit in, and so on.42 But
neither he nor any of the other primitivists in the canonical history of primitivism acknowledged,
let alone depicted, the inevitable failure of the primitivist ideal. Acknowledging the disparity
between primitivist ideals and reality forms the central component of the critique of primitivism,
but has no place in primitivist discourse itself. As Hayden White pointed out in his trenchant
account of the antecedents of primitivism, primitivist notions “do not so much refer to a specific
thing, place, or condition as dictate a particular attitude governing a relationship between a lived
reality and some area of problematical existence….”43 But acknowledging this is not a part of
the discourse of primitivism itself, even in its Slavic guises, until its Jewish iteration. Jewish
primitivism is thus a distinctive discourse in that it represents its constituent elements as well as
the failure of those elements.
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Because of their unique place in the definition of Jewish primitivism – as the key sites of
primitivist failure – I will be focusing, albeit not exclusively, on these depictions of visits to
rebbes. In order to describe more fully the features of Jewish primitivism in general – a
complementary task of this chapter – I will make reference, as needed, to additional passages
from the texts at hand.
Placing Hasidim within a primitivist discourse was an effort that joined writers in both
German and Yiddish modernity. It spoke to a set of concerns that imbricated the issues of
modernism with issues of Jewish identity—specifically a concern with authenticity on an
individual as well as societal level. It is in this regard that Jewish primitivism distinguishes itself
from the broader European trend: its concerns were not merely theoretical, but spoke to the lived,
vital concerns of many Jews. More precisely, the field for its exploration of issues of identity –
Jews – comprised the very people doing the exploring. Sometimes it was western Jews recasting
eastern Jews as primitive, sometimes it was eastern Jews doing it to themselves—the valences
were in flux, but shared a basic premise: the Jews were primitives and primitivists.

2. Joseph Roth – The Wandering Jews
Joseph Roth’s fiction deals substantially with traditional and Hasidic Jews, typically as
ciphers for an authentic, vanished way of life that he associates most typically with the
Hapsburgs and their empire. It is, however, the medium of travelogue that evokes his most fully
realized depiction of Hasidim, in Juden auf Wanderschaft (JaW).44
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Like most of his nonfiction, JaW is a piece of meditative journalism—a series of
essayistic reportages on the situation of the eastern Jews across Europe, from the Soviet Union to
France to the ocean-liner taking an emigrant across the Atlantic. The book evinces an overriding
concern with the social and economic situation of the Jews, but it is also in many ways an
ethnography of the eastern Jews. It is, however, a multivalent ethnography: by virtue of its genre
it plays up the difference between western Jews and eastern Jews, and by virtue of the inclination
of Roth’s polemic, it sometimes plays down those differences.
Roth was born in the Galician city of Brody—a heavily Jewish town in the far eastern
reaches of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, in a multi-ethnic and heavily Hasidic region. Though
he became one of the most prominent journalists of the Weimar Republic, Roth maintained until
his death a powerful nostalgia for the Austro-Hungarian Empire, an empire whose aristocracy
and multi-ethnic populace represented to him everything that was good about the world that
vanished in the First World War. Roth’s nostalgia was not directed, like Stefan Zweig’s in Die
Welt von Gestern, to the culture and society of fin-de-siècle Vienna; rather, he was attracted to
the Austro-Hungarian hinterland and the simple values he saw in its citizens—reverence for the
Emperor and for family, rather than the rejection of tradition and the fracturing of identities that
he saw in the post-War world.
Like Zweig, Döblin, Buber, et al., he saw in Hasidic Jews an answer, but in contrast to
those writers, Hasidic Judaism was not an answer to the perceived hollow Judaism of Western
Europe, but the hollow nationalism and identity politics of post-Habsburg, post-imperial Europe.
Despite his shift in emphasis, his use of the Hasidim is entirely typical, controlled by the same
tropes current in the other works examined in this dissertation:
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[the] hasids... occupy a very remarkable position within Judaism. To the Western
European they are as exotic and remote, as, say, the inhabitants of the Himalayan
region... In fact they are even more mysterious, because, being more prudent than
those other helpless objects of European inquisitiveness, they have already come
to know the superficial civilization of Europe.... Meanwhile, the things that
happen at the court of a wonder-rabbi are at least as interesting as with your
Indian fakir.45
For Roth, the exoticism of the Hasidim is twofold: their culture and behavior is as interesting,
and as foreign, as that of a fakir. But their mysteriousness, and thus another grounds for interest
in them, derives from their familiarity with, and rejection of, European civilization. This was an
assertion of identity that Roth himself rejected. Although he was born in the Galician city of
Brody – a town deep in Hasidic territory, wedged between Poland and what is now Ukraine – he
occasionally listed his place of birth as Schwabendorf (or Szwaby), a town in the area, as well as
the name of the neighborhood in which he was born, thereby indicating his affinity for
Germanness, even deep in eastern Europe.
Roth’s comparison of Hasidim to Himalayans and fakirs evokes a different kind of
primitivism than a comparison to an African savage. In the contemporary exoticist imaginary,
the African was less civilized—culturally and physically retarded in evolution; the Indian fakir
was a member of a refined civilization and a practitioner of a mystical religion.
Though, due to these characteristics, Hasidim should be desirable and legitimate subjects
of ethnography, Roth complains about the prejudice which prevents them from assuming their
rightful role. It is their geographic proximity and their ubiquity that obscures their value:
...even if their naivete and their hospitality had been as great as those of other
people who have suffered at the hands of our desire for knowledge, even then it
would be hard to persuade a European man of learning to embark on a voyage of
45
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discovery among the hasids. The Jew, because he lives everywhere in our midst,
has ostensibly already been “researched” (“erforscht,” Roth’s quotation marks).46
The quotation marks immediately call into question the value of the so-called research that
scholars have undertaken on Jews. Roth accuses scholars of being unwilling to identify the Jews
as suitable subjects of ethnography, even as he sarcastically acknowledges the damage European
“men of learning” cause to “those other helpless objects of European inquisitiveness.”47
Roth suggests that the problem with studying the Hasidim is that they have been
preempted by other Jews, those who live among the researchers: local Jews have already been
construed as exotic and foreign, defusing the genuinely exotic potential of Hasidim. For the
researcher, Roth is saying, all Jews seem to be sufficiently alike in their otherness; but in reality
the distinctions are clear-cut both in the aspects that are of interest to the ethnographer, and in
those that should be of interest to the ethnographer.
In his identification of the “wonder-rabbi” as the best example of the exoticism of
Hasidim, Roth evinces the common interest in Hasidic rebbes among German-Jewish writers. In
fact, as will be shown in this chapter, a focus on Hasidic rebbes is a quintessential marker of
Jewish primitivism; this is so because the main aspects of Jewish primitiveness are located in the
figure of the Rebbe: he is mystical, powerful, irrational; he evokes passionate devotion; he is
surrounded by crowds of followers—these are all qualities thought of, in the modern period, as
quintessentially primitive.48
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The translation of wonder-rabbi for Wunderrabbi is not quite correct—Wunder means
miracle, and so in German Hasidic rebbes are uniformly described as miracle workers,
emphasizing their shaman-like characteristics, rather than their more prosaic pastoral roles. The
first pieces of information Roth conveys about rebbes adds to this exoticizing schematic:
There are many wonder-rabbis living in the East, and each one is reckoned by his
supporters to be the greatest. The calling of wonder-rabbi has been handed down
from father to son for generations.... He has the power of blessing, and his
blessing is efficacious. He can curse too, and his curse will blight an entire
family. Woe betide the skeptic who talks dismissively about him. Fortunate the
believer who comes to him bearing gifts. The rabbi doesn’t take them for himself.
He lives more modestly than the meanest beggar. He eats only so much as will
barely keep him alive. He lives only that he may serve God.49
The overstated seriousness in the free indirect discourse of this passage creates a sarcasm
seemingly at odds with the ethnographic nature of this report—are we to believe what Roth is
saying? From a strictly historical perspective, there is some truth to his description, but the free
indirect discourse makes room for Roth to both convey what the rebbe’s followers believe and
satirize what he claims they believe. In any case, these matters are presented as facts, buttressed
by the remainder of the description which contains yet more detail and local color.
The distribution of food was a public ritual performed at holiday gatherings; it is
something that Kafka, as we shall see, also witnessed. Roth describes the rebbe’s mealtime
gatherings: how he distributes food among his followers and saves none for himself. Roth then
juxtaposes food and sex, telling us that “the enjoyment of his wife is a sacred duty to him and is
a pleasure only because it is a duty.”50 However, this is a matter that Roth would presumably
have had less direct knowledge of, and he offers no source for this information. Nevertheless, it
49
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is precisely this kind of information that characterizes popular literary ethnography, straddling
the line between prurience and science, between real knowledge and hollow titillation.
Roth immediately undercuts this primitivist emphasis on the Rebbe’s mystical
detachment when describing the altogether comprehensible and reasonable things he does for his
followers:
Day after day people come to him with a dear friend who has fallen ill or a mother
who is dying, who are threatened with imprisonment or are wanted by the
authorities... Or by those whose wives are barren and who want a son... Or by
people who are faced with a great decision and are uncertain what to do. The
rabbi helps and intercedes not only between man and God, but between man and
his fellow man, which is still harder... The rabbi has wisdom and experience in
equal measure; he has as much practical common sense as he has confidence in
himself and his mission. He is able to offer advice or prayer. He has learned to
interpret the sentences of Scripture and the instructions of God in a way that does
not bring them into conflict with the laws of earthly life, and he leaves no little
chinks anywhere through which a liar might manage to slip. Since the first day of
Creation, many things have changed but not the will of God, which expresses
itself in the basic laws of the world. There is no need of any compromises to
prove that. Everything is just a question of understanding.51
This is a description less of a witch doctor than of a social worker; the tasks described here and
their spiritual situation seem well-suited to modern European life. Even so, for Roth the exotic
trappings of the Rebbe lend him a spiritual authority that is shown, by contrast, to be lacking in
the West. Roth ends the above-quoted paragraph with a critique of the West: “[the rebbe] has
left the stage of wisdom behind him. The circle is unbroken. Man is once more a believer. The
arrogant science of the surgeon kills the patient, and the empty knowledge of the physicist leads
his students into error. One no longer believes the knower. One believes the believer.”52
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In a bit of meditative ethnographic acrobatics reminiscent of Arnold Zweig’s Das
ostjüdische Antlitz, (which will be discussed in the third chapter) Roth builds up the exotic nature
of his subject, but then establishes, in fact, a very basic, universally human identity. This
identity is then used to confront civilized, European values. Its scientific-ethnographic basis is
what provides it with the sting to penetrate the otherwise impenetrable facade of Western science
and empty knowledge.

3. Fieldwork – Visiting the Rebbe
Depicting a visit to a Hasidic rebbe is a literary set-piece extending from the classic
ghetto literature tales of Leopold von Sacher-Masoch and Karl Emil Franzos, to the three writers
under examination in this chapter: Roth, Döblin, and Kafka. The rebbe was not only the
lynchpin for the representation of eastern European Jews as primitive, but was also the ideal
opportunity for the conversion of the writer into ethnographer. As has been noted in almost
every account of modernist primitivism, the manipulation of propinquity – whether bringing the
exotic home, or going away to the exotic – is one of the most fundamental elements in the
deployment of primitivism. Visiting a Hasidic rebbe was, perhaps, the ultimate venue for innerEuropean ethnography, sharpening the dynamics involved in the associated genre of the “journey
to the Jews.”53 The palimpsestic layering of Hasidic primitive identities that I mentioned above
is especially operative in the case of rebbes, making it the quintessential expression of Jewish
primitivism. As a result of the First World War and its displacements, numerous rebbes could be
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found in Prague, Vienna, or Budapest; before the War they could be found taking the waters at
Carlsbad, for example, or seeking medical treatment in Berlin. In short, whereas some rebbes
needed to be visited in the manner of an anthropologist journeying to the South Seas, the
relocated urban courts of other Hasidic rebbes presented a kind of Jewish Völkerschau – a human
zoo exhibiting the primitive in the midst of civilized Europe.
Roth sets the description of his visit to a rebbe off from the text almost as if it were a
stand-alone work, positioning it, perhaps, as a short story. He begins with an eye to belletristic
rather than to ethnographic detail: “It was on a day in late autumn that I set out to call on the
rabbi. A day in late autumn in the East, still warm, full of humility and a golden forbearance.”54
Roth travels with locals, but gains admittance to the rebbe by looking foreign, that is, like a nonJew: “I had on a short fur coat and high riding boots. I no doubt looked like one of the feared
local officials, a signal from whom was enough to get someone thrown into prison. Therefore
people let me pass.”55 He describes the crowds outside the rebbe’s house and the rebbe’s
gatekeeper, whom Roth manages to convince to let him cut the line. He enters the house through
the back entrance; finally, he gains admittance to the inner sanctum. Roth’s narrative contains a
physical description of the rebbe as well as of his room, with the weight toward the former.
“...[H]is left elbow rest[ed] on the table. He had black hair, a short black beard, and gray eyes.
His nose jutted powerfully from his face, as though on a sudden impulse, widening and flattening
a little at the tip. The rabbi’s hands were bony and thin, and his fingers had sharp white nails.”56
The rebbe’s lackluster appearance sets the stage for the disappointing and brief encounter that
follows. The rebbe asks the reason for Roth’s visit, and Roth replies “that I had heard much
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about his wisdom and had wanted to meet him.” The Rebbe responds: “‘God is wise!’ he said,
and looked at me again. He beckoned to me to come to the table, shook my hand, and, with the
heartfelt tone of an old friend, bade me: ‘Farewell!’”57 The rebbe’s response could hardly be less
melodramatic, although, in an unprepossessing way, he does manage to address Roth’s request.
The domesticity of the scene – Roth had entered through the kitchen – compounded by the
plainness of the rebbe’s room, and the ordinariness of his appearance, precedes a response that
confirms the conventionality of the experience. Roth is certainly not describing events of greater
interest than an encounter with a fakir. Roth ends the episode by describing his conversation
with the doorkeeper on his way out: “He wanted to hear what news I had, wondered whether the
Japanese were once again preparing for war. We talked about wars and about Europe.”58 They
might as well have been in a cafe in Berlin or Vienna—the exoticism of the episode has failed,
and though its ethnographic elements are not therefore automatically devalued, they must be
weighed more carefully against the expectations with which Roth introduces them. Roth
promises a culture as interesting as that of the Himalayans or Indian Fakirs and criticizes
Western scholars for neglecting this culture because of its resemblance to the culture of Western
Jews, only to produce a depiction that in all its basic elements corresponds to things that are
familiar and ordinary.
Roth is struggling here with the peculiar task of directing the primitivist gaze at European
Jews: what exactly is it that is foreign, and therefore good and useful, about them? And is it,
indeed, their exotic and primitive aspects that are most useful, or the opposite? These questions
are at the heart of Jewish primitivism.
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After the disappointment of his primitivist expectations during his visit to the rebbe, Roth
turns to religious celebrations in order to evoke more convincingly primitivist images. He
writes, “It moved me deeply to see a whole people that didn’t separate physical cravings from
spiritual joys but united them, consecrating its sensual pleasures to its God, making the book that
contained its strictest laws into a beloved. There was fervor and ardor together, dancing as a
form of worship, an orgy of prayer.”59 This characterization of the religion of the eastern Jews
as containing a unified spirituality is one of the commonplaces of the cult of the Ostjuden. They
combine diligent observance of laws with deep feeling; their prayer is imbued with eroticism.
Body and soul are both given expression. This contrasts, implicitly, with the religion of the
western Jews, which is typically characterized as hollow, stiff, and lifeless, a religion eviscerated
by the legacy of the Enlightenment and the burden of acculturation.
Continuing his ethnographic report of holiday observances, he says of the holiday Simhat
Torah60: “...I saw Jews losing consciousness... not on the anniversary of a battle but out of joy
that God had chosen to share his knowledge and his law with them.”61 Here the difference of the
Ostjuden is calibrated vis-à-vis non-Jews, who, Roth claims, become intoxicated to celebrate
victory in battle and other unworthy occasions.
Pivoting back to the baseline critique of western Jews, Roth writes, “I had seen them
[Ostjuden] losing consciousness once before, but that was through prayer. It was during Yom
Kippur.”62 This, again, is in contrast to the western European observance of Yom Kippur, where
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the holiday, which Roth translates as “Day of Expiation,” is “translated as ‘Day of Atonement,’ a
phrase that reflects the western Jew’s whole willingness to compromise.”63 He then describes
Yom Kippur, combining explanations of beliefs with elaborations of ritual and emotional
behaviors:
The streets suddenly go dark as candlelight breaks from windows.
…
[People] hasten through the lanes quite transformed, making for the prayerhouse,
dressed in the heavy black silk and dread white of their funeral suits, in white
socks and loose slippers, head down, their prayer-shawls bundled under their
arms.
…
All the fathers now bless their children. All the women now weep in front of the
silver candelabra. All friends embrace one another. All enemies beg one another
for forgiveness. The choir of angels blows a fanfare for Judgment Day. Soon
Jehovah will open the great volume in which this year's sins, punishments, and
destinies are recorded.64
The final lines are a paraphrase of the central prayer of the High Holiday liturgy, the “Unetaneh
Tokef,” which describes both the trumpets that usher in the judgment, and the book in which it is
inscribed. This allusion to a basic text is imbricated with descriptions of atmospheric and
emotional elements of the observances of the day. It is a full, if brief, ethnography; Roth’s prose
revels in drama—there is no change of any kind to indicate that we have traveled from external
description (“all enemies beg one another for forgiveness”) to something religious or spiritual
(“Soon Jehova will open the great volume...”). A strange kind of free indirect discourse is at
work here, moving the voice of the authority from an external observational position to an
internally situated, actively participatory position. Each one conveys authority in its own way,
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playing on the same dynamic that vitalizes participant-observer ethnography. To know what the
Jews believe, Roth writes as if he were one of the believing Jews; to describe what they look
like, he writes as if he were observing them dispassionately.
He proceeds to offer a description of Yom Kippur observances that foregrounds its
primitiveness:
From a thousand windows there breaks a wailing prayer, interspersed by soft,
mild, otherworldly melodies […]. In all the prayerhouses, the people stand,
crowded together. Some prostrate themselves on the ground, lie there for a long
time, then get up, sit on footstools or flagstones, hunker there, and suddenly leap
to their feet, sway back and forth from the waist, and run around incessantly in the
tiny space like ecstatic sentries of prayer. […] A giddiness comes over them, they
reel, they rant, they whisper, they hurt themselves; they sing, shout, wail.65
In his portrayal of Yom Kippur, Roth has more than made up for the banality of his visit
to the Rebbe; but in order to do so, he has abandoned the ambivalence of his literary ethnography
in favor of a full mobilization of the primitivist elements he sees in the Hasidim. This passage,
in remarkable contrast to the visit to the Rebbe, is a triumph of Hasidic primitivism.
Despite its supremacy for Roth, the primitivist impulse does not preclude a more purely
ethnographic impulse. Roth finishes his chapter on the Jews of the shtetl with a short series of
ethnographic vignettes – a funeral, a wedding, a discourse on Jewish musicians – and then with a
longer excursus on the Jewish proletariat, which forms the main subject of the remainder of the
book.
Roth’s final ethnographic portrait encapsulates the dynamics involved in the production
and appreciation of “authentic” folk culture in the period, and, by extension, speaks to the
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relationship between “real” ethnography and the kind of primitivist literature under examination
in this chapter. He describes the batlan as:
[T]he oddest profession... the Eastern Jewish joker, a fool, a philosopher, a
storyteller. He entertains the guests at weddings and bar mitzvahs. He sleeps in
the prayerhouse, dreams up stories, listens to the men arguing, and racks his brain
about all kinds of useless matters.... To work, to marry, to have children, to
become a respected member of society—all these seem beyond him... he doesn’t
starve but he’s always on the brink of starvation.
Roth identifies the archetype of the batlan as Sholem Aleichem (pen name of Shalom
Rabinovitz). This is an odd comparison—he acknowledges that Sholem Aleichem was famous,
and had far-reaching ambition, without admitting that he thus meets none of the criteria of the
batlan, aside from, in a manner of speaking, storytelling, albeit literary and commercial. On the
one hand is the batlan, a strange indigenous type of person, practitioner of the “oddest
profession”; on the other hand is Sholem Aleichem, a familiar kind of European—a successful
author and public figure. Here too an artificial process of cultural generation is at odds with the
natural processes that are supposed to create indigenous culture. Shalom Aleichem cannot be
both a vagrant storyteller and a best-selling author. And of course, he was not—he was a bestselling author who affected the persona of a vagrant storyteller as part of his craft. Roth – in a
manner typical of the German-speaking audience of Yiddish literature, among whom translations
of Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh, Sholem Aleichem, and others were enormously popular in the
period – accepts the authentic veneer that these writers presented, allowing popular literature to
substitute for the holy grail of literary ethnography, namely authentic culture.66
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But Roth is also aware of the ironic tension at work in the production of new, yet
authentic Yiddish culture. He finishes his ethnographic vignettes with a paragraph on the
Yiddish theater, saying that “it’s become almost more of an institution of the Western ghetto than
the East.”67 In the term “Western ghetto” and in locating the Yiddish theater there, Roth has
identified the way in which (as we will see with Kafka’s Rotpeter) a performed authenticity
undermines itself: how authentically ostjüdisch can something be that has become, as Roth says,
an institution of the West? This is a perception that many viewers of Yiddish theater in Central
and Western Europe – Kafka famously among them – failed to make.
But then again, it was an institution of the Western ghetto: by virtue of sharing a religion
with the eastern Jews, the western Jews by definition were participants in their culture, and not
mere consumers. What is being described here is, beyond the popular consumption of exotic
ethnic art, a mise en abyme: the western Jew looks at the eastern Jew who has become a western
Jew, performing an eastern Jew.
Roth spends the last few pages of this chapter describing the ostjüdisch proletariat, but
not before making one final gesture in the realm of Jewish ethnography: “The rustic Jew of
Eastern Europe is a type completely unknown in the West.”68 Typology was one of the most
significant descriptive tools of contemporary anthropology and ethnography, and by invoking it
for the first time here, Roth attempts to inject a serious anthropological tone to the chapter,
which, as I have demonstrated, never managed to find stability in its perspective on authenticity
and primitivism among the Ostjuden. What Roth describes is the typical European primitive –
akin to Gauguin’s Bretons – but Jewish:
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No less a “son of the soil” than the peasant, he is half peasant himself. He is a
sharecropper or a miller or a village innkeeper. He has never learned a trade.
Often he is completely illiterate. At most he is capable of doing little deals. He’s
barely any cleverer than the peasant. He is big and strong and of an improbably
sound constitution. […] Many have the healthy common sense that one tends to
find in the countryside, and that develops wherever a sensible race is immediately
subject to the laws of nature.69
The ideal of the “child of nature” was one that was immensely attractive within the discourse of
primitivism. This image went against the grain of the stereotype of the Jew as an enfeebled city
dweller, corrupted by greed, confused by too much learning, and cut off from the land. The most
exotic kind of Jew, in Roth’s work, is, finally, not a Hasid, but a Jew who most closely resembles
a non-Jew. He is primitive in his rustic simplicity, rather than in his exoticism.
By locating the primitive Jew ultimately in a familiar European type, Roth underlines the
way in which Jewish primitivism constantly moved between two modes—extrinsic and intrinsic,
and the way these two modes tussled in the effort to identify not the western or eastern Jew, but
the European Jew. The risk of identifying the foreign in a subject too familiar is the
diminishment of its exoticism; thus, despite Roth’s extensive and committed primitivization of
Hasidic Jews, the central moment of this primitivism – the visit to the rebbe – was a failure in its
inadequate primitiveness.

4. Alfred Döblin – Reise in Polen
Though Döblin has little to say about Jews in his fiction, with the prominent exception of
a Hasidic interlude at the very beginning of Berlin Alexanderplatz, his voluminous non-fiction
writings (books, essays, and articles) are often fixated on Jewish subjects. The latter are
characterized by their topicality—they address Zionism, territorialism, and other solutions to the
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so-called “Jewish question,” and they address the concerns regarding the vitality and viability of
western European Jewry.70 In this regard, Döblin’s writings on Jewish subjects are of the same
spirit as much other inter-war commentary on Jewish issues, and are oriented toward the major
concerns that Jewish primitivism addressed.
Döblin’s other fiction occasionally shows traces of his interest in the primitive and exotic,
in particular his trilogy Amazonas, a historical novel set in Europe and South America during the
period of the colonization of the Americas. These novels, however, have little to do with Jews;
at times they have little to do with savages or primitives at all—there are large stretches that are
solely concerned with Europe and Europeans. Reise in Polen (1926) is Döblin’s most sustained
non-essayistic engagement with Jewish subjects, and also his most concentrated iteration of
primitivism; though it forms something of an exception in his larger oeuvre, it is very much of a
piece with the other primitivist texts under examination in this chapter.
The book is an account of a long trip Döblin took around Poland; the most notable topics
to emerge in the book are the authentic Jews he sought and his incipient interest in Catholicism
(to which he ultimately converted). The descriptions of the Jews he met, synagogue services he
observed, and towns he visited are not the only elements of the book, but they are predominant.
One of the centerpieces of this travelogue is a description of a visit to the court of the Gerrer
Rebbe, the leader of the largest Hasidic group in Poland. Döblin had prepared this section to be
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a standalone piece for publication elsewhere, setting it off in his manuscript with the title: “With
the Spiritual Prince of the Jews of Gura Kalwarja.”71 It thus resembles Roth’s vignette in its
separability from the surrounding text. Also like Roth’s visit to a rebbe, it bears the strain of
resolving high expectations with a reality that does not conform fully to the demands of
primitivism—it was a failure.
Reise in Polen is long and multi-faceted, with large parts dealing with matters extraneous
to Jews; nevertheless, significant portions of the work are devoted to observing and describing
Polish – usually Hasidic – Jews. Although the Jewish content does not overwhelm the book, it
does, in many ways, define it: Joseph Roth, in a review of the book, indicated that it should have
been entitled “Reise zu den Juden” (Journey to the Jews).72 The standalone vignette about the
trip to Gura Kalwarja (in Yiddish Ger) thus encapsulates the Jewish primitivism so prevalent
elsewhere in the book. More important than offering a good access point to the book, it takes on
the “visit to the Rebbe” trope that Roth attempted, and enacts the same dynamic of primitivist
expectations disappointed by a prosaic reality.
Formally a typical travel vignette, it opens early in the morning with the beginning of the
voyage—Döblin seeks the railroad station, to travel from Warsaw to Gura Kalwarja. His interest
at this point is not, however, in travel, but in the Hasidim, and he quickly begins accruing local
color, describing “men in long black coats and black skullcaps” and “young, old, black-bearded,
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red-bearded Jews.”73 Like Roth, he is interested in their cultural trappings – coats and skullcaps
– and also in their physical appearance.
In seeking the primitive, Döblin balances ethnographic particulars with universal
generalities, for example by juxtaposing a praying Jew and a nursing peasant woman who are
near each other in the train carriage. Both are offered as examples of purity, bound by the ease
and naturalness of their actions, but whereas the natural behavior of the Jew is spiritual and
rarefied in nature, that of the peasant is corporeal and mundane. This tableau on the way to the
Rebbe indicates the dichotomy of Jew and other, spiritual and mundane, on which Döblin’s
primitivism is premised. The seeds of its failure are, however, also present in this dichotomy:
the earthy naturalness of the peasant woman is perhaps a more fundamental primitivist trope than
the spiritual intensity of the praying man—but it is among the Hasidic worshipers, not the gentile
peasants, where Döblin seeks to substantiate his primitivism.
As he approaches the Rebbe’s court in Gura, his prose displays a concentration of
primitivist tropes:
As we turn into the broad main street, a fantastic unsettling tableau heaves into
view. This swarm of pilgrims in black – those who came with us and others –
with bag and baggage, teeming along the lengthy street. These black skullcaps
bobbing up and down. The yellow trees stand on either side, the sky above is pale
gray, the soil tawny—between them, an almost frightening, bustling black throng
moves along, hundreds of heads, shoulders serried together, an army of ants plods
along, inches along.74
Condensed into this short sequence of sentences is a pileup of primitivist tropes: the Jews are like
animals, they are governed by strange rules and norms (an assertion borne out by Döblin’s
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subsequent comment that the crowd was “much worse than any urban crowd that I have ever
experienced”75). These tropes continue to develop through the next two paragraphs, and come to
join with a more descriptively oriented focus:
But the men and the boys who await the travelers and come to meet them are of a
very special sort (Art). They have long hair, their curls shake; the curls, twisted as
tight as corkscrews, drop sideways from under the skullcaps and dangle in front of
their ears, next to their cheeks, on their throats. I get a picture of what earlocks
are; what a proud adornment. How proudly these men, youths, boys stride along
in clean black caftans, in high shiny black caps....76
Dispassionate description is balanced by hyperbolic assessments of character; the enthusiasm of
Döblin’s experience comes through—he seems to be seeing sidelocks for the first time, and is
compelled to describe them and to judge their meaning. He seems surprised that he finds clean
caftans and beautiful slippers, not disheveled, dirty savages.
Nevertheless, in the next paragraph Döblin invokes the key trope of European
primitivism: “I feel as if I’ve come upon an exotic tribe.”77 Roth, Döblin, and as we shall see,
Kafka, all deployed this trope, which encapsulates Jewish primitivism—it is the key formula
connecting ethnography to the image of the Jews in modern literature. The invocation of this
foundational trope is reserved until a crucial moment—the moment just before entry into the
Rebbe’s house, and the critical encounter with the Rebbe himself. Döblin’s excited anticipation
sets up his inevitably bitter disappointment. He makes his way past foreboding and unfriendly
men in the vestibule. He describes the growing crowds flooding the rooms; his initial efforts to
negotiate a way in to the Rebbe are fruitless. Finally, his guide manages to make his way
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through the crush into the Rebbe’s study; after a few minutes a doorman pulls Döblin into the
room: he has finally gained entry to the inner sanctum. His primitivist description of the Rebbe
bespeaks his expectations. The Rebbe is not fully human, he is, rather some kind of animal
covered in fur and without eyes: “His head is completely wreathed in a tremendous mass of
curls…thick sheaves of curls tumble over his ears, over his cheeks, along the sides of his face all
the way down to the shoulders. A full fleshy face surges out from the curls. I can’t see his
eyes.”78 The Rebbe also lacks normal civilized comportment: “He keeps rocking to and fro,
incessantly, now less, now more … he doesn’t look at me, doesn’t look at my companion … his
expression is ungracious, he never looks up for even an instant.”79 Nevertheless, he has been
conversing the entire time in Yiddish with Döblin’s companion, who relays the Rebbe’s offer
that Döblin may ask a question. Döblin writes: “I think to myself: Impossible, that’s not what
I’m after; I want to speak to him, not question him.”80 The pompousness of the reaction reflects
his misapprehension of what a Rebbe is and does. In his moment of hesitation the experience
already begins to slip away from him, as Roth’s did, toward banality and disappointment: “But
the rebbe is already speaking again, softly: I can’t understand a single word of this very special
Yiddish. Then, suddenly, I have his hand, a small slack fleshy hand, on mine. I am astonished.
No pressure from his hand; it moves over to mine. I hear a quiet “Sholem,” my companion says:
‘We’re leaving.’ And slowly, we leave.”81
Döblin attributes his lack of comprehension to the Rebbe’s dialect of Yiddish, Polish
Yiddish presumably. But he has not only failed to understand the Rebbe’s words, he has also
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misunderstood the purpose of such a visit. Though he claims he was interested in the Rebbe as
an interlocutor, this imposition of a role external to the Rebbe’s own conception of himself
bespeaks the deeply primitivizing character of Döblin’s wishes: his desire to engage the Rebbe as
a subject transforms him into an object. The Rebbe remains an inscrutable, fully “other”
object—Döblin’s linguistic inadequacy is recast as the Rebbe’s inscrutability.
His failure to comprehend is so complete that, leaving the room, he wonders, “What
happened?”, and finds out that the Rebbe asked who Döblin was, what he wanted, and wondered
if he was a lawyer, concluding, “I won’t be interrogated. He has nothing to ask me and I have
nothing to answer.” The rebbe, although perhaps a bit paranoid, is quite right—one visits a
Rebbe for words of blessing (which Döblin received in the end), support, or advice. An
interrogation, conversation, or interview with him would have been unexpected and
inappropriate. Döblin clearly thought, as Roth had, that he would be given access to the great
mystery of Hasidism, and would witness the spirituality and holiness that surrounds a rebbe.
Instead, like Roth, he experienced the social framework shaping such an encounter – the
doorman, the crush of visitors – and the very normal, modest exchange with the Rebbe—person
to person. These lived experiences, underlined by the Rebbe’s refusal to participate in Döblin’s
project, necessarily exploded his primitivist preconceptions—primitivism cannot coexist with
reality. Again, as with Roth, what is unique about Jewish primitivism is that it represents, rather
than denies, this moment of primitivist aspiration and then failure.
What Döblin was searching for can best be encapsulated in his description from later in
the book of the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism:
A Jewish “heresy” cropped up in the Ukraine. It was spread by a lone man,
poorly acquainted with Talmud and Torah. He began to say all kinds of things to
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the poor Jewish masses… He didn’t go inside the bes-medresh, the synagogue, he
remained outdoors, studying, people said, the voices of the birds and the speech of
the trees. “Ah,” he said, “the world is full of light and wonderful secrets…
Anyone can be great and righteous without knowing the Talmud.” The
uneducated ran to him. He must have been an imposing, elemental (urwüchsig)
person. This wonderful man taught the vast power of the soul, the omnipotence
of the soul. They made him a tsadik, a superhuman, a mysterious being who
saves others, works miracles… He taught joy and merriment, ardent prayer;
sorrow struck him as reprehensible. Pure thought, feeling were everything for
him; praying the forest and amid the sheaves of grain was also good.82
This must have been what Döblin was hoping to encounter; it is easy to understand his bitter
disappointment at the prosaic humanity of the Gerrer Rebbe. The Baal Shem Tov was
urwüchsig, a better translation of which is primitive, or perhaps originary. The Gerrer Rebbe
was also under-evolved, but like an animal; the Baal Shem was primitive in an authentically
human way, emphasizing what was best about his humanity.
The failure of Döblin’s primitivist hopes does not, however, undermine the durability of
his primitivist tropes—some encounters are, in the end, successful. At the end of the Sukkot
holiday, Döblin wanders among the sukkot in the courtyards of Warsaw with his guide, and
meets a Hasid who invites him into his sukkah83; he finally has an opportunity to ask about what
he saw the previous day in Gura, including the tish (the ritual holiday gathering around the
Rebbe’s table) he attended after his audience with the Rebbe. He asks, in particular, about the
shirayim—morsels of food from the Rebbe’s plate that are distributed among the Hasidim in
attendance. His host’s teenage son offers a modern opinion on the matter: “in that crush, some
people faint and they could catch TB; they have to be carried out”; the father offers the Hasidic
explanation, which is cited below. The teenager’s comment is related by Döblin with indirect
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speech, the father’s with direct—the contrast indicating differing levels of authority. The
teenager’s comments are relatively obvious and banal, and thus do not need the authority lent by
a direct quotation. The father’s explanation which appears in quotation marks is as follows:
Eating and drinking: our attitude toward them is different from yours. You
believe that you eat for the sake of your bodies. We do not believe that. We see
eating and drinking as something spiritual, something that contributes to the mind.
Bread and wine may be nothing, or nothing much. But when they reach the
tsadik, they change and become something special. The tsadik is not like just
anyone. He is holy, because of his learning and because of his father and
grandfather, from whom he issues. He is closer to God than other people. When
the tsadik touches the fish or merely looks at it on his table, something of his
spirit goes over to the fish. And if someone else partakes of that fish, then he
absorbs something of the rebbe’s spirit. People crowd and shove around the
tsadik, but they gain something. Merely being at his table… The things he says
during the meal are completely new things, which come to him from God as he
eats.84
This short paragraph is rich in ethnographic detail and focused on an almost magical spirituality.
Following this extended quotation, Döblin continues the ethnographic process, moving from
observation to interpretation. His explanation is scholarly in orientation and scope, if not in
quality or authority. But it is motivated and carried along by his reiteration of many of the basic
tropes of primitivism. Döblin writes:
How does a democratic nation come up with saints? An old vestige: the kingdom
collapsed; the structure that people cling to is religion, cult, and its chief carrier is
the rabbi. He can be understood in national terms: rabbis are the leaders, kings,
dukes, princes. And they actually ruled until the past century. But that’s not all.
The Jews brought the Middle Ages along. They have their Torah, a single book,
but it is accompanied, namelessly, by magic and by faith in witchcraft. In this
respect, Judaism resembles Buddhism, which has its own teachings but tolerates
the survival of ancient deities. Behind the backs of the rabbis, the populace
attributed these illegitimate magic powers to these Jewish leaders, these spiritual
rulers. Especially once the mystical Hasidic movement brought back magic. The
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magicians became rulers, became rebbes… the rabbinical dynasties still exist –
although their great era is past – and they hand down a mysterious choseness.85
This explanatory comment is rich in the kinds of things that mark it of its moment: its
interpretive scope is synthetic and comparative – he looks back to the beginning of the exile as
well as to Buddhism – a kind of perspective popular in the wake of The Golden Bough. It is also
redolent of an orientalist fascination with Eastern religions. Finally, Döblin has invoked here, by
indicating that the source of rebbes is a “vestige,” and by describing Hasidim as having “brought
the Middle Ages along,” what is known as the doctrine of survivals, a feature of anthropological
evolutionism that is adjacent to the discourse of primitivism.86 This doctrine, a staple of
anthropology in the latter part of the nineteenth century and into the twentieth, understood
features of contemporary culture that seemed inexplicable to be preserved remnants of earlier
culture. Primitivism, according to Johannes Fabian, denies coevalness to the primitive object—
anthropology saw tribal societies as representatives of an earlier stage in the evolution of
civilized societies.87
A more striking example of the primitiveness of the Polish Jews is contained in a
description of a Jewish cemetery on the eve of Yom Kippur: the people are described with
images of roaring currents, they chant and shriek like savages, their voices and faces emerge out
of nowhere like ghosts: “Along the wall… men stand, alone or in groups, each man holding a
book, murmuring, humming, rocking, shifting from foot to foot. Here, I already notice the
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grumbling noise that comes from my right, from the cemetery: individual cries, very loud,
disjointed talking, also chanting.”88 Elsewhere in the cemetery:
I am startled by a woman’s fierce, piercing shriek. It begins and ends, often
renewed, with a long painful chant. No one pays it any heed. And as I thread my
way through the rows of graves, I find a headstone; but on the ground […] lies an
elegantly dressed young woman next to an elderly one. The older woman, curled,
clinging tight to the bottom of the headstone (I can’t see her face, her head and
shoulders are covered by a large black shawl), she screams, calls, calls, moans.89
…
From all over the meadow, even where I see no people, I hear chanting, shrieking,
wailing, moaning. […] Now and again, something emerges from the green, a
back, a head, a face.90
…
[More women] lie on the graves, weeping, lamenting, accusing themselves,
calling, appeasing the dead, [they] huddle in the grass, lamenting, moaning,
emitting the shrill singsong.91
…
An old wrinkled woman kneels and lies there; she screams loud, barking, always
with brief pauses.92
The contrast to a Christian cemetery he visits in another city is striking: “The cemetery is
full of lovely simple tombstones… The cemetery undulates; its green surface filled with trees, is
beautiful… And as I criss-cross through leaves, through rain, a singing resounds. And men
holding hats are standing about a grave; a male choir sings a Latin song: I hear ‘Requiescat.’ It
rings out so soothingly under the treetops in the rain. Everything is so soothing. They decorate
88
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their graves… murmur a prayer, speak to one another, straighten the flowers. And slowly go
their way….”93
Seeking to explain what he saw in the Jewish cemetery, he writes, “Cold shivers run up
and down my spine when I see and hear these things… This is something horrible. It is
something primordial, atavistic.” He asks, “Does this have anything to do with Judaism” and
explains it using the concept of survivals: “These are living vestiges of ancient notions! These
are vestiges of the fear of the dead, the fear of wandering souls. A feeling handed down to the
members of this nation with their religion. It is the remnant of a different religion, animism, a
cult of the dead.” 94 Of course, these vestiges were not very far removed from their cultural
origins, after all, as Döblin wrote slightly earlier: “The liquidation of the Jewish Middle ages in
Eastern Europe commenced during the second half of the previous century.”95
The utility of the Hasidim was thus that of a fossil; converting savages into fossils and
denying them the claims of contemporaneity was central to primitivism, but was difficult to
implement with respect to the Ostjuden. The proximity – geographic, ethnic, and linguistic – of
Hasidic Jewry meant that they could never be fully shunted into the past, never fully denied
subjecthood. It is this impossibility that creates the unique features of Jewish primitivism; it is
also why Döblin’s interest in Hasidim is focused on their “survivals.” They could not wholly be
relegated to an earlier stage of evolution, but at least they could in part. For Döblin, the Hasidim
live in the past insofar as they have brought the past into the present. Additionally, the best
analogies Döblin could conjure to articulate his vision of Hasidic Jewry are the primitivist
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touchstones of the Middle Ages, the obscure and ancient spirituality of an exotic religion
(Buddhism), and the primitive religiosity of magic.
During synagogue prayers on Yom Kippur he finds these primitive religious behaviors
repeated, even among non-Hasidic Jews. In a Zionist synagogue:
The white-bearded man [the cantor], as a preparation, has drawn his prayer shawl
all the way over his head. Others in the room do likewise. The cloth drops down
over his forehead; he squeezes the cloth together under his chin. And what I then
hear what he then sings is an echo of the wailing and yammering that I heard at
the cemetery this morning. But now it’s in the chant. In this ardor, the man sucks
himself in just as he has drawn himself into his shawl, in an ardor that moves
everyone. He truly weeps, he truly sobs. Sobbing has become singing. Singing
borne by sobbing. The song sinks into its primal element (Urelement). He trills;
his voice drawls down level by level. Then, desperate and pleading, he throws it
high again, it sinks back, woeful. And again he throws it high. The weeping
overflows into the women’s gallery. Like the man, who never yields in his
yammering and urging, who intensifies them, the women, overhead, give in
completely. Their weeping grows louder, stronger, drowning out his
weeping. Ultimately, a truly anxious universal weeping has spread out,
reverberating through the room. The men rocking in their prayer shawls sing,
deep and dismal… Solemn chants come, also strange and joyous songs.96
On the morning of Yom Kippur, Döblin goes to a small congregation of Gerrer
Hasidim. Before even entering, he anticipates its strangeness: “…we begin to climb up the dark
stairs, along worn steps between crumbling masonry, this is a very special place.” His hunch is
immediately confirmed: he hears “loud, indeed shrill singing, no not singing,” and “a wild
confused shouting, then a murmuring with individual cries, a sonorous tangle that sometimes
fuses into a single noise and roar….”97 The service is chaotic, primitive, and strange:
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The worshipers here rock in a peculiarly sharp and expansive way. At one point
in their prayers, one man suddenly kneels, then, tumultuously, all the others; they
get back on their feet, slowly and chaotically. The simple brown-bearded man
next to me prays strong and loud. Now his voice changes; I can’t follow what he
reads: he weeps. The others also have broken voices. Now their voices rise in a
chorus, an ecstatic tangle begins, a shrill chaos. Mute rocking, then sudden
shrieks. And now, what’s this; a singing, in unison, a joyous song. The place
livens up, it’s like a dance, an exuberant rejoicing. It starts with words, then, like
laughter, ends as lalala.98
This mode of worship is contrasted with a visit to a liberal “Temple”: “[th]ese prayer rooms
reveal a difference of worlds.”99 In the temple “[w]ell-dressed gentlemen and ladies step into
various doors … The man with the prayer shawl in the vestibule is wearing a real doorman’s cap,
and it even says ‘portier’ … Total silence. The bright clear singing of the choir … Only
occasional whispers in the throng behind the benches … The room is a large wide circle, and lo,
it has three genuine tiers with a balcony, it’s built like a real theater.”100
Döblin wanted to leave immediately, “for I despise what the liberals of all persuasions
call ‘divine service,’” but he is captivated by the cantorial singing, which he finds to be “the
finest artistry.” It is not merely an artistry appropriate for a so-called temple built like a theater:
“…it’s not mere art, the art of concert halls; there is such a thing as religious art, even if it’s not
as sublime as religious non-art.”101 This distinction encapsulates one of the fundamental
differences Döblin sees between Hasidic Judaism and “Europeanized” Judaism—the former is
able consistently, as a part of the daily lives of its practitioners, to evoke religious “non-art.” The
appeal of religious art is not its refinement, but its proximity to non-art, its approximation of the
worship of Hasidim: “The praying begging praising emotions express themselves here with a
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thin veneer of civilization.”102 Beneath this civilization is true culture, the culture of ecstatic
prayer and chaotic worship—Döblin describes the cantor’s prayer with three adjectives not
separated by commas, emulating the tumultuous emotions they describe. The prayer even has
the effect of making the concierge “wild,” as he clears a path for the rabbis and cantor to bring
the Torah scrolls among the worshipers. Döblin observes as “[f]rom all sides, the men stretch
out their hands to touch the red velvet, to kiss the Torah.”103 As he describes it, by evoking the
primitive Judaism beneath the “thin veneer of civilization,” such a liberal divine service is even
capable of producing genuine spirituality, as the worshipers break their decorum and stretch out
to touch the Torahs.
As he is about to commence his description of his ultimate encounter with a Hasidic
rebbe, Döblin finally, in the last few pages of the book, addresses why his interest in Hasidim is
so dominant. He writes, “Why don’t I speak to any Catholic priest, any monk? I’d really like to.
I don’t know Polish, I can’t ask for directions to reach one; however, the people who I speak to,
and who know what I want, are no help. If I say I’m interested in culture, they think I mean art
galleries.”104 His excuse seems weak—he could presumably have found a way. But this
explanation also excuses his passive style of travel and the resultant passive narrative—he
presents himself, his self as traveler, as dependent on others. In this regard, his inability to talk
to priests is both logistical – he doesn’t speak the language – and also intellectual, in that his
guides do not understand him. More than that, they do not understand what true culture is, and
attempt to provide him access to the kinds of modern aesthetics he so abhors, instead of showing
him where to find true, i.e. primitive or ancient, culture. He does not have that same problem
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with the Jews—his guides understand what he wants, and, even though he does not speak
Yiddish, he is able to find ways of communicating with the Jews who guide him and those whom
he observes. This speaks to a failure not only of communication, but of cultural development—
the authentic Poles, if they exist, are inaccessible, and the secular or modern ones are so totally
removed that they can neither fathom nor facilitate what Döblin desires. The Jews, even the
secular, non-religious ones who guide him, still maintain contact with the culture he admires.
Döblin begins the story of his final visit to a rebbe with a primitivist image: “Once again
I am summoned to the dark lanes. A rebbe lives here, the Rebbe of Strickow. I’d like to speak
to him.”105 The place where the Jews live is characterized as “dark lanes”; winding and
mysterious, they are not modern, well-lit avenues—the lanes are a closed-off place to which one
must be summoned, not a place one can simply stroll, if one desires real access. They form a
ghetto, a place that in its origins is medieval, and so appeals conceptually and aesthetically to
Döblin. But a ghetto is also a place of separation and incarceration, and thus preservation;
because it held a group of people distinct from their surrounding neighbors, it resembles, in
many ways, the ethnographic showcase. This ghetto is of a manageable size—it is not swarming
with unfathomable quantities of people, as was the Jewish section of Warsaw or the town of
Gura.106 In fact, Döblin favorably compares everything about this visit with the Strickower
Rebbe to his visit to Gura. He writes, “The great Rebbe of Gura Kalwarja wouldn’t accept me;
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this one sits down with me at the table. He lives in a tenement, his bes-medresh [study and
prayer hall] is small.” Whereas Döblin described the Gerrer Rebbe as partially un-human,
Döblin notes the Strickower Rebbe’s civilized garb, as his Hasidim “take his wet umbrella and
silk overcoat.”107 He is “a tall figure with a powerful gray beard”; the Gerrer Rebbe was seated,
and appeared, by comparison, weak. Unlike the Gerrer, who seemed fleshy and animalistic, the
Strickower is dignified and spiritual: “He has deep, very calm eyes, which do not gaze out of
him, but are turned inward. They are windows peering inside him. … He’s modest, kindly,
…this rebbe has almost an excess of softness and gentleness….” Döblin draws the comparison
explicitly, saying “What a contrast with that rich autocrat, the Rebbe of Ger.”108
The experience itself is also superior: “It’s not easy for me to ask questions. But I take
heart when the rebbe, that tremendous figure with a gray beard, responds calmly and kindly, in a
highly intelligible way.”109 Döblin also notes that when he attempted to ask a question, the
Rebbe quieted down the bystanders, letting him speak. The results of such a pleasant experience,
though different in result, are not different in process or style from any of his other descriptions
of Hasidic Jews. He reports what the Rebbe says about the Sabbath, and the Rebbe’s response to
his question about the division of Hasidim into groups. In addition to the Rebbe’s comments on
the spiritual utility of Hasidic groupings, the bystanders explain to Döblin the logistics of
rabbinic dynastic succession: “At a rebbe’s grave, his followers shake hands with the son or
grandson who has proved capable and worthy, they congratulate him.” The Rebbe’s brother
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offers his own perspective on Hasidic succession: “One has to study a lot… I was far from being
as good a student as my brother, I wasn’t up to it.”110
This dichotomy between the spiritual and the worldly is also played out in the house of
the Rebbe: “While the mild, lovely words resonate within me, the men sometimes get into
violent, chaotic disputes.” Döblin himself continues in this succession of binaries, asking the
Rebbe’s opinion on Orthodoxy and Zionism, seemingly assuming that the Rebbe would affirm
the anti-Zionist position of the Orthodox political party Agudath Israel. The rebbe, however,
offers a response that in its moderation breaks apart the binaries inherent in the categories Döblin
refers to. The rebbe says that “He is no enemy of Zionism. But in the eyes of God, a man is a
Jew if he keeps nation, country, and Torah together. Without this there is no Zion.”111 He also
supports the study of secular subjects, albeit only after an education in Talmud and Torah.
Döblin pushes at another binary, asking “how do the old sacred writings relate to modern science
and scholarship; can they be made compatible with one another?” The rebbe’s response, again
moderate, delights him: “The Torah is the source that makes everything fruitful. Science is only
a single body of water deriving from it.”112 Döblin calls the conversation a “Wundervolles
Gespräch, vollkommenes Labsal” (a wonderful conversation, completely refreshing).113 And
indeed, in its contrast to the expectations he brought to it, expectations formed by his
rudimentary knowledge of Hasidism and the contemporary situation of Polish Jews, as well as
his prior experience with the Rebbe of Ger, it was refreshing. The schemas, tropes, and binaries
that had governed his understanding and description of Hasidic Jews throughout Reise in Polen,
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give way to the Rebbe’s humanity and moderation. For Döblin, finally, primitivism recedes in
the face of humanity. In a sense this means that his primitivist conceptions of Hasidim have
failed to withstand their confrontation with the reality of Hasidim. But it also means that his
primitivism has succeeded, insofar as he had outsize expectations about the wisdom and
authenticity of Hasidic rebbes, and these expectations were finally confirmed in his encounter
with the Strickower Rebbe. Accordingly, in his encounter with the Gerrer Rebbe, the description
of appearances predominate; in his encounter with the Strickower Rebbe, his focus is on ideas.
In each case what Döblin draws attention to is the feature of the experience that accords with the
expectations of primitivism. These alternatives say as much about the malleability of
primitivism as they do about Döblin’s understanding of Hasidism. In the opposition of his two
visits with rebbes, Döblin has exposed the contradictions and limitations of primitivism, which
elsewhere in European of primitivist modernism were concealed or ignored.

5. Kafka’s Primitivism, From Apes to Hasidim
Max Brod recorded Franz Kafka’s response after a visit on September 14, 1915 to the
court of the Rebbe of Grodek, who had been transplanted from Galicia as a result of the First
World War: “Looked at precisely, it was like a wild African tribe. Sheer superstition.”114 In this
section of the chapter, I identify Kafka’s primitivism as paradigmatic of the primitivist
instantiation of Jewish identity. At the same time, I present a perspective on Kafka that may add
something to the critical understanding of his relationship to eastern European Jews and Judaism.
The Hasid is for Kafka, just as he was for Roth and Döblin, a primary venue for the negotiation
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of the Jewish space between East and West, Yiddish and German. Kafka’s primitivism in
particular displays the potentialities inherent in the primitivist characterization of Jewish identity.
Though Kafka’s model of primitivist representation diverges significantly from the
standard model, it nevertheless conforms to its structure. One of the key elements of primitivism
is, as Gill Perry has called it in her analysis of visual primitivism, “the cult of ‘the going
away.’”115 Primitivist writers and artists followed in the paths of anthropologists who
themselves had followed the explorers and merchants unleashed by colonialism: going away to
the primitive peoples was the primary means of accessing, exploiting, and representing them.
By engaging in the “cult of the Ostjuden,” but foregoing “cult of the going away,” Kafka
condensed even further the special inner-European qualities primitivism in the Jewish context: he
did not go to the shtetl, he brought the shtetl to himself. As John Zilcosky has argued about the
role of travel in Kafka’s work, his travels were geographically limited, ultimately becoming a
form of interior travel. This is certainly the case for Kafka’s ethnographic journeys to the Jews.
I will argue that the ambivalence toward ethnographic as well as primitivist projects evinced in
his diary is mirrored in his story Ein Bericht für eine Akademie. Taken together these two texts
show how profoundly nuanced Kafka’s imbrication of anthropology, primitivism, and Jewish
identity was.
Zilcosky’s definition of Kafka’s travels is particularly apt in relation to his exploration
and study of Judaism. In the well-documented period of his friendship with the actor and
Galician Jew Yitskhok Löwy from 1911-12, Kafka not only immersed himself in Yiddish plays,
but also began an intensive study of Jewish history and religion and Yiddish language and
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literature.116 He read scholarly overviews of the subject and recorded in his diaries the Talmudic
legends and other tidbits that Löwy told him. In the world of Kafka’s travels, this was a veritable
ethnographic expedition focused on Judaism in general, and specifically on eastern European
Jews. Exemplary of this “journeying” and collection of ethnographic information in the diaries
are two passages, one from the twenty-fourth and the other from the twenty-fifth of December,
1911. In these passages, Kafka describes two circumcisions: the first of his nephew in Prague,
and the second a hypothetical “typical” circumcision among Russian Jews. He attended the
former, and his information regarding the latter came, presumably, from Löwy. Delphine
Bechtel has read these two descriptions as opposed to each other—the description of the Prague
circumcision characterized by its clinical briskness, and that of the Russian circumcision by its
extended attention to the various details and practices surrounding the main ritual.117 In both
passages, however, Kafka conveys a strong sense of the exoticism of the ritual, oscillating
between careful description and unbridled judgment. On the Russian circumcision, he writes, for
example, “Die Beschneidung erfolgt meist in Gegenwart von oft über 100 Verwandten und
Freunden.”118 Several lines later he records the feature of traditional circumcisions that has often
aroused disgust, the metzitzah ba-peh (oral suction of the wound): “It is not […] appetizing when
they [the circumcisers] suck the bloody member with [their] mouths, as it is commanded.”119

116

The volume of material on Kafka and Judaism is enormous. The following are two of the most important works
in this area of Kafka research: Evelyn Torton Beck, Kafka and the Yiddish Theater, Its Impact on His Work
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1971); Ritchie Robertson, Kafka: Judaism, Politics, and Literature
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985).
117

Bechtel sees Kafka’s other descriptions of Ostjuden as governed by the terms of these two passages, namely
bodily inscription and ritual torture, the latter which appears in Kafka’s story “In der Strafkolonie.” See Delphine
Bechtel, “Kafka, the ‘Ostjuden’, and the Inscription of Identity,” in Kafka, Zionism and Beyond, ed. Mark H. Gelber
(Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag, 2004), 189–205.
118

For the original, see Franz Kafka, Tagebücher, ed. Hans-Gerd Koch, Michael Müller, and Malcolm Pasley
(Frankfurt a. M.: S. Fischer, 1990), 316. The translations of diary entries are mine.
119

Ibid., 317.

69

Kafka’s interest in Ostjuden came intensified in 1915, and is recorded in his diaries and
letters in a number of episodes in which he assumes the literary stance of a kind of participantobserver avant la lettre. Though he may have claimed that the Hasidim seemed to him like “a
wild African tribe,” the distance between him and them was actually not that great. He had a
friend who was a Hasidic insider of sorts – the Czech writer Jiří Langer (1894-1943). Langer
was not raised a Hasid; he came from a secular Jewish Prague family, like Kafka. He grew up in
the same social and religious milieu, and came to inhabit the same artistic and cultural world as
Kafka—they were introduced to each other by Max Brod. But Langer, interested like so many
others of his cohort in finding an authentic Jewish identity, “went native.” In 1913 he absconded
to the court of the Belzer Rebbe deep in Galicia and remained there for several years. When he
returned to Prague, it was in full Hasidic costume, complete with caftan, hat, beard, and
sidelocks. A filthy, wild Hasid appeared in the midst of clean, orderly, dignified, bourgeois
Prague. As Kafka described him in his diary, he was “The Westjude who assimilated to the
Hasidim.”120 Or, as his brother later wrote, Langer “had not come back from Belz; he had
brought Belz with him.”121 This, of course, is the same vector of translocation performed by the
ethnographic showcase, as well as the prisoner-of-war camps during the First World War. The
challenge to anthropology and to primitivist literature posed by the necessity of propinquity is
attenuated by the tribesman, African or Hasidic, who shows up in the middle of Prague. Indeed,
the Hasidim had increased their presence in central Europe dramatically due to the First World
War. Entire rabbinic courts moved from the Eastern Front to the big cities—Prague, Budapest,
Vienna, and Berlin. The ethnographic subject was brought close to hand—the Völkerschau had
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come to town. But though Kafka shared a religious background with these Jews, and carried the
same potential as Langer to become one of them, he describes pure foreignness—African
tribesmen. His friendship with Langer together with the increase in the number of Hasidim in
Prague and its vicinity enabled Kafka to embark on his first “true” ethnographic expeditions: a
visit with Brod and Langer to a Hasidic rabbi in Prague in September 1915, and in July 1916,
two evenings spent observing the Belzer rebbe in Marienbad.
In a diary entry from Tuesday, September 14, 1915, Kafka described a visit with Brod
and Langer to the court of a “Wunderrabbi” (a miracle rabbi, or Hasidic rebbe) in Prague the
preceding Saturday.122 It was this same visit that precipitated his comparison of Hasidim to
African tribesmen, as reported by Brod. Interestingly, it is Langer, the insider, who initiates the
ethnographic characterization of the Hasidim in Kafka’s diary entry. Kafka comments that “the
Rabbi reflects a strong paternal character,” emphasizing the Rebbe’s generalizable humanity. 123
Langer responds by telling him that “all Rabbis look savage” (alle Rabbi sehen wild aus).124 Of
course, if it were otherwise, why would they have come to visit? Fathers can be seen anywhere,
indeed, Kafka spent plenty of time thinking about his own father; savages must be sought out.
The appeal of the Völkerschau and of the Hasidic court is that there are wild things to be seen.
Kafka then describes how he and his friends are escorted to the Rebbe’s table, where they can do
more than observe as through a cage, they can interact. Kafka, however, chooses to passively
observe, and records a description of the Rebbe that is broadly ethnographic, laced with a
zoological discourse that, like A Report to an Academy, is suggestive of ethnography’s
uncomfortable resemblance to the study of animals. His report also implies that part of the
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fascination Kafka had for these Jews was the uncanny way they both resembled and differed
from Kafka’s kind of Jew.125 Kafka describes the Rebbe:
[He is] in a silk caftan, beneath which his underpants are visible. Hair on the bridge of
his nose. With a hat trimmed in fur, which he keeps pushing backwards and forwards.
Dirty and pure, a feature of an intensely thinking people. He scratches the base of his
beard, blows his nose through his hands onto the floor, reaches with his fingers into the
food; but when he leaves his hand on the table for a moment, you can see the whiteness
of his skin, the way one believes he has seen a similar whiteness only in childhood
fantasies.126
The visible undergarments evoke a childlike naïveté and an inadvertent sexuality. He has a fur
cap on his head, hair on his nose—his entire head seems to be covered with fur, like an ape. He
persistently moves his cap around his head and constantly scratches his beard, as if caricaturing a
monkey.
These zoological observations are punctuated by an ethnographic note on how the Rebbe
eats. But then, just as quickly, Kafka tests out yet another type of anthropology—this time
racialist, describing the extreme whiteness of the skin on the Rebbe’s hand. This passage
condenses the standard primitivist tropes applied to eastern European Jews: the retrograde lack
of civility intimated by the Rebbe’s use of his hands to eat identifies him with primitive man; the
animalistic depiction of the Rebbe’s appearance identifies him with apes; his whiteness is a sign
of child-like purity. The first image is a typical piece of ethnographic information, calibrated
along the scale of Western civility later codified by Norbert Elias. The second characterization is
likewise straightforward. The third, however, has multiple valences. In comparing the Rebbe to
a child, Kafka is making the identification of authenticity with childhood characteristic of
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primitivism.127 Moreover, his focus on the whiteness of the Rebbe’s skin is an inversion of
racialist typology which typically identified blackness with primitiveness, and primitiveness with
animality, sometimes literally. Here primitiveness is desirable, but pure and thus white. The
locus of animality is transferred to the Rebbe’s beard, rather than his skin color. And despite his
whiteness, he is still seen by Kafka as black: it was on the way home from that visit that Kafka
made the connection between Hasidim and African tribesmen. The diary entry with its recording
of the Rebbe’s animal features brings the primitivist tropes full circle, and we are presented with
an ape—a Hasidic ape.
At the beginning of the description of his ethnographic expedition with Brod and Langer,
Kafka writes that after they entered the room where the Rebbe sat, “We squeeze into a
corner.”128 This passage calls to mind Kafka’s most famous statement on his own Jewish
identity, from a diary entry about a year earlier (January 8, 1914): “What do I have in common
with Jews? I have hardly anything in common with myself; I should stand quietly in a corner,
happy that I can breathe.”129 The corner is the place Kafka identifies in both these diary entries
as the point of observation; in the former of ethnography, in the latter of introspection. In both
cases his own identity is at stake: in the former case, he concludes that he has nothing in
common with Hasidim; in the latter, that he has nothing in common with himself. This structural
duplication once again puts the observer in the place of the observed; Kafka performs on himself
as on the Hasidim the same process of observation, categorization, and judgment. Here, in
explicit reference to Jews, we have the collapse of subject and observer, of Jewish ethnography
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and Jewish identity, which is typical of Jewish primitivism and is a key feature in Kafka’s
reflections on Jewish identity.
Finally, Kafka spent two evenings on vacation in Marienbad observing the Belzer Rebbe.
Following the custom of other European aristocrats, Hasidic Rebbes (at least those who were
rich enough) would spend the summer in the elegant spa town of Marienbad. Kafka’s guide was,
once again, Langer. He accompanied Kafka as they followed the Rebbe on his evening stroll,
surrounded by his retinue. In a letter to Max Brod (July 18, 1916), Kafka described what he saw,
contrasting an exoticist frame with ordinary contents. He wrote that the Rebbe “looks like a
Sultan […]. But not a masquerade—an actual Sultan. And not only a Sultan, but also a father, a
school teacher, a professor, and so on.” 130 The immediate deflation of his orientalist fantasy
corresponds to what he saw: although the Rebbe carries a silver stick and his attendants hold an
umbrella over his head and carry a chair should he wish to sit, all that occurs is a slow stroll.
The Rebbe points to buildings and architectural features and asks about them; though he appears
wise like a teacher, his interest in his surroundings is ordinary. Nevertheless, Kafka finds things
to observe and record: the Rebbe blandly comments “A nice building,” which Kafka designates
an “astonishment particular to the Ostjuden.”131 As with Roth’s encounter with a rebbe, and
Döblin’s encounter with the Gerrer Rebbe, Kafka presents an image of a Hasidic Rebbe (one as
prominent as the Gerrer) who, despite his exotic retinue and accoutrements, is ultimately banal.
Perhaps this can allow us a new perspective on a story that has been analyzed from
almost every direction.132 Kafka’s short piece “Vor dem Gesetz” (before the law), eventually
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published as part of his novel The Trial (1925), first appeared in print in the Prague Zionist
periodical Selbstwehr in the issue of September 7, 1915.133 Although the diary entry of
December 13, 1914, indicates that “Vor dem Gesetz” may have been drafted by then, its
composition was certainly after the period of Kafka’s friendship with Löwy, and quite likely
from the time when he met Langer and began his second round of intensive engagement with
eastern European Jews and Judaism. As such, I would like to propose a reading of “Vor dem
Gesetz” that builds on Heinz Politzer’s path-breaking interpretation of the “Mann vom Lande”
(man from the country); I would like to suggest that the dynamics of the encounter between the
man from the country and the gatekeeper resemble the dynamics of an encounter with a Hasidic
rebbe.134 Politzer suggested that “man from the country” is a literal translation of the Hebrew am
ha-aretz, which in its Yiddish equivalent (am horets) means simpleton. In “Vor dem Gesetz”135
a “man from the country” approaches a doorkeeper seeking entry to the law.136 When the man
looks closely at the doorkeeper, he notices his “fur coat,” his “big pointy nose,” and his “long,
thin, black tatar beard.”137 He observes the doorkeeper so closely and for so long, that he even
recognizes “the fleas in his fur collar.”138 These descriptions do not explicitly evoke stereotypes
of the Ostjuden, but Kafka is always careful never to offer rote descriptions or signifiers that are
not overdetermined.139 Yet the doorkeeper’s fur coat and collar are reminiscent of the fur in
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which the Rebbe is garbed; the dirtiness implied by the fleas evokes the Rebbe’s dirtiness. The
doorkeeper is exotic, barbaric, and foreign; these features are enough to suggest a comparison
between gatekeeper and rebbe.
Even more significant are the dynamics of the encounter. In what scenario does an
unschooled ignoramus come to a bearded man with a fur coat, seeking information about or
access to “the Law” (das Gesetz, itself a possible translation of Torah)? A visitor to a Hasidic
rebbe. Although Hasidim may have had many reasons, mundane as well as spiritual, to visit
their Rebbe, western Jews who documented their own encounters were seeking something larger
and vaguer, something more like “das Gesetz.” Seen this way, the story is a critique of the cult
of the Ostjuden, in that it represents the high hopes and deep disappointment of those who, like
Roth, Döblin, and Kafka himself, came to Hasidic rebbes and to Hasidism expecting to sample a
Jewish version of Gauguin’s Tahitian paradise, but instead found a reality that could not comply
with their fantasies. This is why the most the doorkeeper can offer the man from the country are
gnomic banalities: as we have seen so far, that is what non-Hasidic Jews usually found in the
meeting of their primitivist expectations and the misunderstood reality of Hasidic rebbes. And
like the man from the country, Jewish primitivism expected, with no substantiation, an essential
truth to be concealed behind the doorkeeper/Rebbe.

6. Coda – Kafka’s Jewish Ape Anthropologist
Finally, I will present another fresh reading of a heavily tilled piece of Kafka’s turf. The
story Ein Bericht für eine Akademie (A Report to an Academy) is, in many ways, a satire of the
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Jewish project of acculturation and Bildung.140 But how it gets there is a tricky question.
Indeed, as I will make clear, the primary force of its satire is directed at ethnography in its
various popular and institutional guises, in particular the Völkerschau, or ethnographic showcase.
I argue that Kafka’s satire of Jewish identity formation is located within his satire of
anthropology.
A Report to an Academy describes an ape who has been invited to relate the story of his
life to a gathering of academics. The ape, known, much to his chagrin, as Rotpeter (Red Peter),
tells of his capture in the wilds of Africa by a German expedition, and his subsequent
transformation, by his own efforts and with the help of some friendly humans, into a civilized
European. Kafka does not tell us what kind of scholars the members of the academy are; we can
presume that they are zoologists or anthropologists of some sort. But Rotpeter makes reference
to his many appearances on theatrical stages around Europe, offering his story and his presence
as popular entertainment. And so the exact nature of his report – somewhat scholarly, somewhat
middlebrow, in parts definitely lowbrow – is unclear and unstated. To make sense of this hybrid
creature – part man, part monkey – and his performance, a different sort of hybrid creature must
be postulated – part anthropologist, part theater-goer – in other words, a modern European.
Kafka’s satire thus addresses itself not only to scientific lectures, but equally, as
Alexander Honold has argued, to the phenomenon of the Völkerschau, the ethnographic
showcase.141 These showcases were a late nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century
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popular spectacle in which groups of native peoples from distant corners of the globe were
transplanted to the middle of European cities. For a fee, visitors could come and see these
“savages” in purportedly authentic costumes and settings, and engaging in authentic rituals and
dances. The leading German impresario of these entertainments was Carl Hagenbeck, who
began his career as a dealer in exotic animals. In Kafka’s story the expedition that captures
Rotpeter is identified as a Hagenbeck expedition;142 Rotpeter is the ideal Hagenbeckian
captive—he is an animal and a human. When we meet him, however, he is on display for his
own profit.
The ethnographic showcase is not the only clearly discernible anthropological object of
ridicule in the story. The other is evolutionism. Under the influence of Darwin, late nineteenthcentury zoology and anthropology were joined in their interest in evolutionary theory.
Anthropologists attempted to reconstruct the cultural evolution of humanity by comparing socalled primitive cultures with their own Western cultures, and drawing the evolutionary lines
from the former to the latter. Kafka’s Rotpeter holds himself up as an example of
anthropological evolutionism: in his transformation from ape to human is, so he implies, the
story of mankind’s evolution. But the ape has raced through millennia of cultural evolution over
the course of five years. The principle on which the scientific utility of Rotpeter’s lecture is
based has been reduced to absurdity. Though he speaks with the precisely correct affect and
idiom, he says little of scientific value or interest.
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Indeed, if he were actually a useful subject of study for the members of the academy,
why is he lecturing them, instead of being observed? Kafka has transformed the scholarly venue
into a space of performance, the lectern into a stage, the lecture into a Völkerschau. But this
Völkerschau is a failure: its subject has nothing to say or show about primitive culture, about his
identity as an ape. What he is putting on display is, in fact, the culture of his observers. Yet he
remains an ape: though he wears western clothes, he is still covered in fur; his face remains that
of an ape.
The irony here is that the subject mirrors the desires of those who study him, rather than
satisfying them. The members of the academy must have had mixed feelings: titillated by the
novelty of a talking ape, disappointed by the non-spectacle of a droning, pompous speechifier.
This inversion of the expectations of an ethnographic showcase has more than playful, satiric
consequences. It explicitly puts the ethnographic subject into the position of the ethnographer;
excluded by Rotpeter’s first person narration, the members of the academy are entirely
subordinate to the ape, who assumes their role even as he performs his own.143
It is this dual positioning, in my opinion, that resembles the positioning inherent in
Jewish primitivism. As Sander Gilman has noted, A Report to an Academy is not about Jews.144
The point hardly needs to be made, though—the story is quite clearly about a talking ape. But,
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as Gilman has it, it is also clearly about Jews.145 Reading the story this way requires a forceful
imposition of the Jewish theme on the story, and then an immediate retraction. Gilman tries to
have his cake and eat it too. This identity-oriented interpretation of the story’s German-Jewish
connotations is indeed compelling: Rotpeter speaks of his attempts to adopt German language,
behavior, habits of eating and drinking—the very elements of embourgeoisement and
acculturation that Jews throughout the nineteenth century attempted to acquire, and did acquire,
all the while, like Rotpeter, both agonizing and boasting about it.
My reading offers a different means of interpreting the story in a Jewish light, precisely
by reading it as a satire of anthropology in the period—it is, thus, a metaleptic reading, separated
twice over (from the ape to anthropology, from anthropology to the Jews), but nonetheless
connected. The story suggests, ultimately, the very stance that Kafka has adopted in its
production. Rotpeter, though he is displaying himself to and performing for an academic
audience is, in the final analysis, the scientist himself. He closes his speech with the following
statement, “I wish only to share knowledge, I am merely reporting; even to you, esteemed
members of the Academy, I have only reported.” But unlike the medical or ethnographic report,
the report here is not offered by a scientist speaking on a subject external to himself, but by the
subject speaking about himself. Rotpeter is both the subject and the scientist, the savage and the
ethnographer. It is this condensing of observer and observed that most clearly and effectively
identifies Kafka’s story as a comment on Jews. The text is Kafka’s report—an ethnographic
document charting the dynamics affecting Jewish identity; a report whose subject is, on one
level, a talking ape, but on another is Jews, or perhaps even Kafka himself.
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If Rotpeter, though he has adopted European dress and a refined manner, remains an ape,
what will happen to the hairy, filthy Hasidic Jews who have arrived in Prague, Vienna, and
Berlin? This question, of course, in its various permutations, was one of the most pressing for
European Jews in the first half of the twentieth century. And though it can sometimes be a
struggle to identify where and how Kafka addresses Jewish issues, where he talks about
anthropology, he is also talking about Jews. In reading Kafka’s story A Report to an Academy
over and against his depictions of Hasidic Jews, I am suggesting not only the strong primitivist
impulse in Kafka’s works, but also the centrality of the eastern European Jew in the primitivist
representation of Jewish identity.
By looking to the Ostjuden – their fellow Jews and Europeans – German-Jewish writers
used a figurative representation of themselves to engage in the discourse of exoticism and
primitivism for which other Europeans used the African tribesman. Jewish writers were able,
instead of traveling to the South Seas, to travel to the shtetl, and instead of painting a savage, to
paint a member of their own tribe. Jewish primitivism positioned the Hasid not in relation to the
savage, but as the savage. Not only a metaphoric double – the Hasid’s tenor to the tribesman’s
vehicle – the Hasid is also substituted for the savage, performing the same rhetorical task: they
both become metaphors for the western European Jew who himself stands in a metonymic
relationship to the non-Jewish European. The Hasid is thus an even more viable expression of
primitivist aesthetics than the African tribesman—he can smoothly traverse the entire distance
between savage and European, between primitive and civilized.
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CHAPTER TWO
FOLKLORE AND PERSECUTION: DEALING WITH THE BLOOD LIBEL IN MODERN LITERATURE

1. Introduction
The period from 1870-1939 saw, according to some reckonings, more blood libels than
the preceding six and a half centuries.1 The blood libel, as has been documented by the folklorist
Alan Dundes, among others, is an example of European folklore that emerged in the Middle
Ages, and with remarkable durability and a complete absence of substantiation in reality,
produced all too real consequences for the Jews over the centuries.2 The charge that Jews killed
non-Jews, usually young Christian boys, in order to use their blood to make Passover matzah
resulted in judicial murders, pogroms, and other violent and punitive consequences.
The mainstream European press was full of reports on the blood libels in the decades
surrounding the turn of the century. The Jewish press was even more focused on them and
included numerous analyses and rebuttals of the proceedings; the blood libels were, in the world
of European Jews, omnipresent. The blood libel itself was a piece of non-Jewish folklore, but it
led to the development of a rich body of Jewish folklore. As An-sky noted in a different context
(namely, the First World War), tragedy and calamity were a surefire way to produce folktales
and motifs. More broadly, the blood libel literature exemplifies what David Roskies
characterizes as the “dialectical response to catastrophe, which always disassembled the worst
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disasters into their recognizable parts.”3 This dialectical response emerged as far back as the
destruction of the Temple, but it continued into the modern period. 4 Roskies does not, however,
address in any detail the proliferation of blood libels and their Jewish responses in the modern
period. In the case of the blood libel, the literary use and anthropological study of folktales
became a primary form of Jewish response to violence and persecution in the first part of the
twentieth century.
The spate of blood libels around the turn of the century climaxed with a blood libel and
the resulting sensational trial of Mendel Beilis in Russia in 1913. The profound impact of the
Beilis affair cannot be overestimated, and resulted in major works by, among others, Arnold
Zweig and S. An-sky.5 What binds these writers’ blood libel-inspired texts together is their
dependence on folklore. For European Jews at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Beilis
affair, and by extension the phenomenon of the blood libel in general, was one of the most
pressing instances of persecution. It demanded a response. Many writers and thinkers deployed
folklore to reframe the issue from a matter of a particular Russian trial to a matter of the grand,
salvific arc of Jewish history. In other words, the issue was not a local one of persecution of
Jews, but a universal one of the redemption of the Jews and the end of their Exile. I will argue
3
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that the early twentieth-century literature of the blood libel, along with the attempts of major
Jewish anthropologists to respond to it, foregrounded the idea of redemption, both personal and
communal, shifting the focus away from the particulars of the various blood libels to religiouslyinflected representations of the forward path of Jewish history.
Interestingly, many of the responses to the blood libel utilized the pseudo-folkloric (or
fakeloric) stories about the sixteenth-century Prague rabbi Judah Loew (known as the Maharal)
and the homunculus he purportedly created, the golem. Though there has been a huge amount of
scholarly attention to representations of the golem (including two monographs in the last three
years alone), little of it has emphasized the golem’s instantiation in responses to persecution in
modernity.6 Among the few scholars to discuss modern literary works that address the blood
libels are Arnold Band and Gabriele von Glasenapp. Band has observed, “… What we find in
the [examples of literature about blood libels] is evidence of the author utilizing history in order
to create fiction and, in turn, utilizing fiction in order to comment upon history.”7 In contrast,
Gabriele von Glasenapp, in her more limited analysis, argues that Chaim Bloch’s version of Yudl
Rosenberg’s golem tales (both of which I will address presently) is intended as a tool for the
defense of the Jews against contemporary blood libels, making their fictionality beside the point.
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I accept both of these conclusions, and in this chapter I identify some of the comments European
Jewish authors made in response to the blood libel, and the means by which they did so. I argue
that there was a dominant mode in the first half of the twentieth century for approaching the
blood libel (and, by extension, persecution of Jews), namely the mobilization of Jewish folkloric
material.
A number of major literary texts on the blood libel – including Yudl Rosenberg’s Nifloes
Maharal (Wonders of the Maharal, 1909) and Chaim Bloch’s adaptation of Rosenberg, Der
Prager Golem (The Prague Golem, 1919), S. An-sky’s play Der Dibek (the Dybbuk, subtitled
Tsvishn tsvey veltn, between two worlds), written in Russian in 1914, published first in Hebrew
translation in 1918 and in a revised Yiddish version in 1919), as well as Arnold Zweig’s early
drama Ritualmord in Ungarn (Ritual Murder in Hungary, 1914) – make use of Jewish legends in
their varied assessments of the meaning and ramifications of persecution of the Jews. With the
exception of An-sky, these writers were all specifically addressing the blood libel; I will argue
that An-sky’s play also does so, albeit implicitly.8 The golem texts under examination in this
chapter instantiate the ability of folklore to make sense of violence and persecution. As Arnold
Band noted, these writers wished to address history; in order to do so they all elected to write in
the idiom of folklore, an idiom often referring to the past or conveying imagined historical
events. This idiom of folklore, even though it was inspired by and responded to contemporary
instances of destruction and loss, was deployed in a positive engagement with Jewish history,
envisioning a trajectory of hopefulness. The cases of the blood libel were all too real, but they
provoked fantasies of redemption.
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2. Yudl Rosenberg – The Golem
One of the most prominent modes of literary engagement with the blood libel was created
in 1909, when Yudl Rosenberg, a Polish Hasidic rabbi, published Nifloes Maharal, a book of
stories about the famous Prague luminary, Rabbi Judah Loew ben Bezalel, known as the
Maharal. This book was notable, and became a success, due to its legends – cast as traditional
and ancient – about the Maharal’s creation of the golem.9 Rosenberg presented his work not as
an artistic creation, but as a faithful edition of an old manuscript that had been sent to him from a
distant library. Rosenberg’s book, originally written in Hebrew but published immediately also
in Yiddish, drew on previous iterations of golem stories, but was innovative in one fundamental
respect—he turned the golem from a household servant and general protector of the Jews into the
protector of the Jews from blood libels.10 The addition of blood libels to the Prague golem
stories was his key innovation. Historical records do not show that sixteenth-century Prague had
any blood libels, so there is no historical basis for Rosenberg’s innovation. It seems clear that
his book was a response to the proliferation of blood libels in his period throughout Eastern
Europe; this must remain a matter of speculation, since he never admitted that his book was
anything but an edition of an ancient manuscript.
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Rosenberg, a Hasidic rabbi employed his entire life in rabbinic posts, wrote fiction, as
well as a work on the halakhic11 implications of electricity, and translated parts of the Zohar into
Hebrew. The rabbinic component of his oeuvre has overshadowed the affinities his fictional
works bear to other texts of the period that make use of folklore. His modest career as a rabbi
also somewhat obscures the profound impact his stories about the golem had on literature of the
twentieth century. Rosenberg, primarily via Chaim Bloch (as will be shown presently), is the
ultimate source for all subsequent associations of the golem with the blood libel.
Rosenberg’s book is not primarily about the golem; it is devoted to legends of the
Maharal, the great Rabbi of Prague. In Rosenberg’s stories both the golem and the Maharal are
active defenders against the blood libel. In his telling, the Maharal was born on the night of
Passover – the traditional time for ritual murder accusations – and his mother’s labor fended off
an incipient blood libel plot. His birth foreshadows his later heroic conduct in averting
unremitting, unrelenting instances of the blood libel. The Maharal initially created the golem,
however, not as a savior, but as a household servant. After several mishaps, strongly reminiscent
of the folktale of the sorcerer’s apprentice (popularized by Goethe), the Maharal decided that
“the golem is fit only to save the Jews from various troubles and calamities, but not to help them
observe mitzvas [commandments].”12 Through the rest of the text the golem plays an
intermittent role in saving the Jews of Prague, but always at the command of the Maharal, who
remains the primary subject of the book.
Despite Rosenberg’s attempt to present the stories as a faithful edition of an old
manuscript, he was not a very good forger. As Shnayer Leiman has demonstrated, his
11
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pseudepigraphic work contains numerous anachronisms and other markers of inauthenticity.13
The failure of his book as a fabrication, however, is beside the point. As Leiman has also shown,
Rosenberg’s creation of the golem legends was a purposefully allusive intertext, referencing
Jewish legends of the Maharal as well as Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes mysteries. As
such, he was not a forger at all, but was playfully manipulating folkloric and historical material,
placing spurious layers of authenticity one on top of the other, playing a literary game that goes
back to Cervantes.
Despite the obvious fabrication of this story, and despite the occasional uncovering of
Rosenberg’s literary shenanigans by scholars,14 Rosenberg’s philological authority was widely
accepted and was transmitted in sources such as the authoritative lexicon of Yiddish writers by
Zalman Reyzen. Ira Robinson argues that Rosenberg was operating in a climate in which many
marginal scholars – since the boom in Jewish philology in the middle of the nineteenth century –
made false claims about the rarity, antiquity, provenance, and even authorship of new editions
that they were producing.15 Additionally, says Robinson, Rosenberg had wanted to produce such
editions from an Orthodox perspective, but with the authority of secular scholarship.16 It is clear
that his frames of reference were both scholarly and literary; whether or not his fictional works
were a hoax, they were certainly meant to look like works of legitimate philology.
The association of the golem with Prague enriched its utility as an exploratory tool of the
connections between tradition and modernity. Prague was the erstwhile capital of the Habsburg
13
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Empire, an ancient university town at the geographic center of Europe; but by the modern period
it was also noted for its medieval ambience. The narrow, winding lanes, the oddly proportioned
houses, the gothic churches, and its ancient Jewish cemetery—these all contributed to Prague’s
instrumentalization as a locus of the mystical, the surreal, and/or the absurd in the works of
writers like Meyrink and Kafka. Around the turn of the century, the medieval Jewish section of
Prague – the ‘ghetto’ – was torn down in a project of Hausmannization known as the ‘finis
ghetto’ project, (in German a Sanierung, connoting sanitization and renovation) meant to turn
Prague into a central European Paris, and to rid the Bohemian capital of its corrupting, medieval
Jewishness.17 The ghetto was then turned over entirely to the fantasists, who no longer needed to
compare their imagined Prague with the real one. Not every building in the Jewish quarter was
torn down though. The most evocative of the buildings, including the Altneuschul – a medieval
synagogue in the attic of which the golem was, according to legend, ‘buried,’ – the Jewish town
hall and its clock with Hebrew numerals and backward running hands, and the ancient cemetery
were preserved as markers of the otherness of the space and as surviving remnants of its past.
Enough of old Prague’s mystery was retained with these buildings that the city could still be a
useful literary stage for the conflict between old and new.
In general, this conflict is always present in the instantiation of folklore, in particular
literary folklore (or fakelore), with its constantly fluctuating relationship to authenticity. This is
the drama that underlies Yudl Rosenberg’s version of the golem tales—it is fakelore disguised as
scholarship, which in turn closely resembles earlier literary forms of folklore. It is also the
dynamic explicitly at play in An-sky’s drama, as we will see; folklore, in these works, is
constantly being shuttled between its putative ancient origins and its contemporary situation and
17
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relevance. It is this ease of movement that made it an ideal venue for the imbrication of an
exploration of Jewish issues of contemporary import with redemptive thought.

3. Chaim Bloch – The Golem in German
The scholarly frame that Rosenberg built for his golem stories was eliminated from the
first translations of the text into German and then English.18 In fact, Rosenberg himself has
disappeared from them. The 1925 English edition of The Golem is based on the earlier German
translation (1919) by Chaim Bloch.19 In the translations, Bloch is promoted to author, and in the
English version the only translation acknowledged is the one from German by Harry
Schneiderman. Schneiderman also provided a short introductory biography of Bloch for the
volume. This piece is entitled “Chayim Bloch: An Interpreter of the East to the West.”
Schneiderman, describing the volume at hand, writes,
The book which he [Bloch] published and which was so
enthusiastically hailed by numerous critics and reviewers, was on a
purely Jewish subject, the value of which lay in its success in
interpreting to the Western world the soul of the East European Jew.
And this success did not result from the author’s ability as a
sociological writer. He has no such ability. But he has a great and
beautiful talent, and that is to tell a story. It was through the medium
of a story, or rather, of a series of stories, that this man, in a few little
volumes had done more to give the Western world an insight into that
‘mysterious realm,’ the heart of those Polish Jews who appear to
prefer to live in their ghettos in a manner which has changed very
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little, if at all, during the past two hundred years, than many learned
dissertations could have done.20
Here we have a radical re-orientation of the perspective toward this very same text. In
the translation of the book from Hebrew to German to English and its translocation from Warsaw
to Vienna, and through its English translation farther westward, the interest in philology and
scholarly bona fides has disappeared. A very different interest has taken its place—that of the
explication and illumination of the “East” for an audience from the “West.” In particular,
Schneiderman, mentioning the “mysterious realm” of the “ghetto,” has recast the book from a
work of philology to one of ethnography. The implicit claims to ethnographic authority made in
numerous other literary works were rarely, as in Rosenberg’s case, explicit claims to scholarly or
scientific authority. They were, more often – like Schneiderman’s claim on behalf of Bloch –
claims that “through the medium of a story… [the book provides] an insight into that ‘mysterious
realm.’”21
How Bloch came to Rosenberg’s text is easily conceived. Like Rosenberg, Bloch was a
Hasidic Jew and a rabbi; he was an author, like Rosenberg, of a wide variety of books, including
popularizations of Hasidic and other Jewish legends. Bloch also published, throughout his long
career, in Hebrew, Yiddish, German, as well as English (after his emigration to America).
Though a prolific writer, and the popularizer in German of one of the most durable and vibrant
stories of modernity, Bloch is largely a forgotten figure. Recent scholarly attention to the golem
motif in English has focused much more on Rosenberg while sidelining Bloch as, more or less, a
plagiarizer. On the other hand, German scholars, for example Gabriele von Glasenapp, continue
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to privilege Bloch’s text (even while paying lip-service to Rosenberg), presumably for reasons of
language facility.22
Chaim Bloch’s adaptation of Rosenberg’s book, Der Prager Golem, engages many of the
scholarly and literary ways in which the golem stories were understood. The second edition of
the book, from 1920, contains a foreword by the scholar Hans Ludwig Held, who had written
elsewhere on the golem, and was subsequently to write an entire book devoted to the subject.23
Held refers to the usefulness of Bloch’s book in the study of the “golem problem,” residing at the
intersection of folklore and the anthropology of religion. He is grateful for Bloch’s book because
it brings to light previously unpublished, indeed unknown, stories about the golem. Held and
Bloch (judging by the latter’s own introduction to the volume) seem to have been under the
impression that the presumed manuscript source for the Hebrew book (i.e. Rosenberg’s book) on
which Bloch’s version is based was authentic. Bloch, just like Held, found scholarly utility in
the book—his afterword is a short essay assembling everything known about the origins and
development of the golem legends, the word “golem,” the Maharal and his descendants—even
Gustav Meyrink’s famous novel The Golem (1914) is cited in Bloch’s introduction.
But Bloch also emphasizes the artistic beauty of the stories. His introduction opens as
follows: “Unter den vielen jüdischen Sagen und Legenden, die von verschiedenen Künstlern
verewigt wurden an die auch die neuere Dichtung gern anknüpft, sind die Geschichten vom
Golem unstreitig die schönsten.”24 He goes on in this vein, writing “Ein narkotischer Duft
entströmt diesen Wundergeschichten.” But the end of his introduction turns toward the blood
22
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libel. Having been preceded by an introduction by Held, a non-Jewish writer (who went on to
support the Nazis), and then having established the universal beauty of the stories, Bloch writes,
In den letzten Jahren ist er [the golem] sozusagen zu europäischer Berühmtheit
emporgewachsen, da sich die zeitgenössischen Schriftsteller und Künstler mit ihm
befassen. Er hat die Ghettomauern mit trotziger Wucht durchstoßen und steht
jetzt auf der Weltwacht. Man hört seine klagende Stimme über das Leid der
Gegenwart, in dem sich auch das alte Judenvolk befindet.25
Bloch argues that the golem is no longer simply a figure of protection for the Jews, but has
become a guardian for all peoples facing the struggles of modernity. He then combines the two
areas of the golem’s efficacy—the artistic and the protective: “in diesen unheimlichen Zeiten
seelischen Druckes, da die ganze Welt vergolemt vor unseren Augen tobt und in Ost und West,
Nord und Süd eine schreckliche golem-Atmosphäre wütet und alles niederreißt… suchte ich
meinen Seelenschmerz zeitweilig durch Vertiefung in golemlegenden zu betäuben….”26 It is not
the golem itself, but the stories that protect and soothe him. But the ultimate task of the stories,
writes Bloch, is to display “mit welcher Findigkeit und teuflischen List damals Ritualmord
beschuldigungen gegen die Prager Juden angezettelt… wurden.”27 With that, his introduction
ends.
Bloch’s afterword ends on a similar note. As I described above, he treats the various
linguistic, literary, folkloric, and historical elements of the tales, but concludes with an excursus
on the blood libel. He gives a long list of some of the most notable blood libels in history, from
the twelfth century to his own times, including the recent and famous cases of Tiszaeszlár (18821883), Leopold Hilsner (1899-1900), and Mendel Beilis (1911-1913), as well as two Polish libels
from 1919. What the golem stories ultimately tell us, writes Bloch, is how pervasive and
25

Ibid., 18.

26

Ibid.

27

Ibid., 18–19.

93

threatening the blood libel was and remains. The stories “beweisen zur Genüge, mit welchen
unlauteren Mitteln man Ritualmordbeschuldigungen gegen die Juden zu erheben bestrebt war.”28
Bloch’s engagement with both the blood libel and Jewish folk literature continued after
the publication of Der Prager Golem. In the next year he published a collection of the earlier
Polish golem legends about Rabbi Eliyahu of Chelm, called Israel der Gotteskämpfer, in which
the blood libel figures. More significantly, he published a scholarly work in 1935 called Blut
und Eros im jüdischem Schrifttum und Leben, Von Eisenmenger über Rohling zu Bischoff. This
work is a point for point rebuttal of Erich Bischoff’s notorious and immensely popular 1929
book, Das Blut in jüdischem Schrifttum und Brauch [sic]. Bischoff was an orientalist and
Hebraist who had published previously on the Kabbalah and the Talmud.29 Bischoff’s book was
intended to prove that Rabbinic Judaism not only condones, but even requires the consumption
of blood. The book claimed to be a proof of the blood libel. Max Grunwald (1871-1953), the
founder of Jewish anthropology in central Europe and author of a lecture on blood libels I will
discuss later in this chapter, wrote the afterword to Bloch’s book. In it, Grunwald comments that
he and Bloch both agreed on the necessity of a refutation of Bischoff, and indeed assumed that
one would be forthcoming from Christian scholars.30 The repeated citation of Christian scholars
and religious figures (including Martin Luther) by both Grunwald and Bloch conveys a number
of things: their faith in the honesty of the scholarly community; their larger argument (echoing
Martin Luther, who is cited in Grunwald’s afterword) that the blood libel injures the dignity of
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Christians and is an affront to the Christian religion; and finally, their hope that the defense of
the Jews would not be left to the Jews alone. Grunwald notes that they waited in vain, and so
Bloch took it upon himself to write such a defense. For his part, Bloch writes in his introduction
that he felt that more responses should have been forthcoming from the Jewish side; that a
vigorous defense would have proved useful and corrective. Indeed, in his foreword (separate
from the introduction), he mentions the Jewish opponents of “apologetics” and says that the
writing of the book was suggested to him not by Jews, but by Christian scholars.31 Nevertheless,
he seems to share some of the concerns of his fellow Jews, both in his expectation of defense by
Christians, and also by writing that his book has “kein politisches Ziel,” and is merely a
“religionsgeschichtliche Abhandlung.”32
This perspective on blood libel apologetics mirrors Grunwald’s founding vision of Jewish
Volkskunde. According to Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, Grunwald positioned Jewish
Volkskunde as an antidote to racialist anthropology, one that Jews must pursue themselves.
Moreover, it would be the discipline’s genuine scholarly endeavors that would stand against the
false science of racialism.33 Bloch’s book certainly falls within the purview of Jewish
folkloristics as defined by Grunwald; it also meets the criteria of scholarship that Bloch himself
sets forward, i.e. it is indeed a work on the history of the Jewish religion. But it was also a
refutation of Bischoff: the lengthy introduction contains a long description of Bischoff’s
intellectual biography, including a discussion of his predecessor in anti-Semitic scholarship,
August Rohling, who had also written a popular book supporting the existence of the blood libel
from misquoted and misattributed Jewish sources, and his sometime teacher, with whom he later
31
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broke, the prominent Protestant Hebraist Hermann Strack. Bloch’s introduction is meant to
provide an overview of the intellectual background against which Bischoff’s book appeared, in
particular of the depredations to which Bischoff subjected both his scholarly reputation and the
field of Hebraistics. It is also a very brief overview of some of the contemporary blood libels
that informed the various scholarly and popular contributions on the blood libel. In fact, Bloch
relates a visit he paid to Moritz Scharf, the protagonist of the Tiszaeszlár blood libel. Bloch
visited him many years after he had become notorious around the world for testifying against his
father and his community in the blood libel trial of 1883. Scharf was tortured his whole life by
guilt, and told Bloch that the best proof of his regret is the fact that he remained a Jew.34 This
episode, somewhat out of place in the back and forth of citations of disreputable supporters of
the blood libel and prominent (Christian) opponents of it, contains a message that diverges from
Bloch’s scholarly apologetic. Despite its largely scholarly orientation, the visit to Scharf seems
to assert that the most useful thing to emerge from a blood libel is not the opportunity for nonJews, or Jewish scholars, to meet a theoretical challenge, but that it offers individual Jews the
opportunity to meet the personal challenge of affirming their Judaism in the face of modernity.

4. S. An-sky on Blood Libels and Folklore
S. An-sky wrote an article published first in Russian in 1912, and then republished in
Yiddish in his collected works, entitled in the latter “Blut-bilbulim in der yiddisher folksshafung” (Blood libels in Jewish folk culture).35 The article is introduced by a few pages of
reflection on the subject of Jewish folklore in general and folklore on blood libels in particular,
34
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and is then followed by many pages of folktales compiled from different sources. The main
body of the article contains stories relating to the Maharal and his golem, seemingly from two
main sources, neither of which is provided. The remainder of the article contains legends of the
blood libel involving the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of Hasidism, as well as miscellaneous
blood libel legends, for which the editor of the volume provided the name, date, and place of
publication of the sources. Although unattributed, the source of the majority of the tales
presented by An-sky is clearly Yudl Rosenberg. It is therefore surprising that, to my knowledge,
the existing scholarship accepts An-sky’s sources for what he says they are—ancient and
authentic. Unlike in the remainder of his article, in which the other types of stories are at least
briefly introduced, Rosenberg’s Maharal-golem stories are proffered directly after An-sky’s
introduction, without any comment, attribution, or notice of segue.
That An-sky deems the source unworthy of explanation is strange, considering the
divergence between Rosenberg’s book and the kind of folklore that An-sky and his colleagues
were accustomed to collecting, namely folklore which needed to be actively collected—stories,
songs, and the like, which were heard and transcribed by the ethnographer from members of the
“folk.” At the beginning of the article, while remarking on the general dearth of collections of or
scholarship on Jewish folklore, An-sky mentions the only two of significance to have appeared
by then: Ginsburg and Marek’s famous song collection from 1901, and Ignatz Bernstein’s
collection of proverbs and expressions from 1908. Rosenberg’s is not such a book, nor does it
pretend to be. It purports to be a transcription of a manuscript by the Maharal’s son-in-law, and
thus establishes (ignoring Rosenberg’s unacknowledged authorship) a specific claim to
historicity and authorship that would exclude it from any category of folklore. Even if there
were stories of the Maharal, the golem, and the blood libel in circulation, it is strange that An-sky

97

should have taken Rosenberg’s volume, which does not claim to be a representation of those
folktales, as his source. Moreover, toward the beginning of the article, when complaining about
the lack of any collections of Jewish “folktales, stories, legends, and parables,” An-sky notes that
what does exist is “greatly crippled by the authors of folk storybooks and the religious
sermonizers who have attempted to fit folktales to their didactic goals, and attach to them the
name or miracles from one famous rabbi or another.”36 This, according to Ira Robinson’s
reading, is an excellent description of Rosenberg’s Nifloes Maharal.37
Having said that, it makes sense that An-sky would avoid mentioning the nature of his
source, as it undermines his claim to the authenticity of the stories he reprints. His article does
not reprint the entirety of Rosenberg’s volume. He only reprints those portions that deal
explicitly with the golem and/or the blood libel.38 Nevertheless, An-sky’s main argument is that
Jewish folklore contains a unique strand, different from the folklore of any surrounding peoples,
namely that of the blood libel and more specifically that of the golem and the blood libel. The
article was written, according to Gabriella Safran, at the behest of a Russian non-Jewish writer as
a response to the Mendel Beilis trial, in order to show the long history of these false
accusations.39
Before discussing the specificities of blood libel legends, An-sky outlines the unique
motifs of Jewish folklore in general. According to An-sky, Jewish folktales describe the
“interior, intimate-national life of the Jewish people, without any relation to other nations or
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religions.”40 As such, there is a preponderance of persecution tales which typically describe an
evil decree (gzeyre) threatening the religious practices or physical safety of the Jews, issued by
the ruler under the influence of an evil adviser. The Jews weep, fast, pray, and repent, and at the
last moment God nullifies the decree. The saving of the Jews is often effected through an angel,
Elijah the Prophet, or the Patriarchs; sometimes, however, through a rabbi, a wonder-worker, or
other righteous man. Most typical is the motif of a king’s adviser who secretly receives advice
from an anonymous Jew, whose identity is ultimately revealed and then takes the place of the
adviser, undoing the evil decree. To a great extent the evil decree in these tales is the blood libel.
An-sky notes that this theme is one that “afflicted the Jews over the course of centuries.”41 As a
result, most blood libel legends take the form of a historical legend, with the specifics of local
color given exactly—names, dates, locales. This legendary historicity allows An-sky to explain
the motivation of the blood libels as follows: “religious fanaticism; racial hatred; personal
vengeance; the desire to pass off one’s own crime as the Jews’; an effort to gain wealth at the
Jews’ expense; or to acquire the king’s good graces by uncovering the Jews’ crime.”42 This is
the extent of An-sky’s analysis of the reasons behind the blood libel; he shows no further interest
in the question of what motivated the historical reality of the blood libel—his interest was in the
stories that Jews told about them.
An-sky further describes various motifs of blood libel legends, finally arriving at the most
peculiar aspect of these folktales: “[folk-culture] created and introduced to Jewish folklore –
specifically of blood libels – a special creation,” namely the golem. An-sky describes the
features of the golem in blood libel stories, which correspond to the features of the golem
40
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generally in Jewish folklore. But his attribution of a special connection between Jewish folklore
of the blood libel and the golem is, in light of Rosenberg’s authorship of the stories, incorrect.
Finally, An-sky notes that the majority of blood libel legends are associated with Prague and the
Maharal. At this point, he begins to paraphrase (in some places quite close to the original text)
much of Rosenberg’s book. The essay is rounded out by a number of other folktales and legends
of indeterminate origin.
Summing up, An-sky writes that all these legends are a small part of a much larger
quantity of Jewish legends related to persecution in general, inspired by various other historical
forms of oppression and violence. Still further, he includes in the broader category of these
stories – based on mood (‘shtimung’) – stories in which great rabbis struggle with the great
demon Ashmodai and his minions, in order to hasten the coming of the Messiah.43 An-sky
concludes by once again maintaining that these legends separate Jewish folklore from the folk
culture of other nations; they represent a folklore of
sorrow and fury, which reveals the mood of an entire people, a people persecuted,
pursued, and helpless. True, the legends and stories are all resolved with the
victory of justice, with happiness for the Jews, and with praise to God, but this
optimism is saturated through and through with despair. In order to unmask a
blood libel, to effect the triumph of justice and honesty, the imagination of the
folk (folks fantaziye) arrived at the creation of a golem; the supernatural aid of
angels; voices from heaven; revelations in dreams; and hidden saints and wonderworkers. These are a sign that the folk had lost its faith in normal, earthly justice.
And indeed, it is hard to say which is more tragic: the mournful historical records
of Jewish suffering and persecution, or the fantasy contained in these legends, that
triumph is only attained through miracles….44
An-sky’s view of the ramifications of the folklore of persecution is much more modestly
stated here than in The Dybbuk. The scope of his essay certainly constrained him, but so, it
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seems, did the absolutely futile optimism of the stories themselves. This essay, written during
the Beilis Affair (and as a response to it), and just before the First World War, is much more
pessimistic and modest about the capabilities of folklore than his great drama. Perhaps the fact
of Jewish survival despite the ravages of the war, as well as his success in salvaging artifacts of
ethnographic value – limited though it was – fostered the hopefulness An-sky explores in The
Dybbuk. The “successful” conclusion of the Beilis Affair, with Beilis’ acquittal, and An-sky’s
own participation in an activist humanitarianism during the war may have recalibrated the
backward gaze of his folklore analysis to a forward gaze of folklore generation, the hopelessness
of the historical view to the hopefulness of the redemptive view.

5. An-sky – The Dybbuk
An-sky later shifted to a folklore-inspired redemptive optimism in The Dybbuk (subtitled
“between two worlds,” written in Russian in 1914, published first in Hebrew translation in 1918
and in a revised Yiddish version in 1919).45 The Dybbuk is heavily indebted to ethnography,
both conceptually as well as practically, as much of its material derives from stories, legends,
and beliefs that An-sky collected on his ethnographic expeditions. Nevertheless, it is much more
than dramatized ethnography, or a bricolage of folk practices. I argue that the play dramatizes
An-sky’s chief concern, namely the turning of Jewish ethnography and folklore to the task of
cultural revitalization. For An-sky, one of the primary tasks of ethnography was to revitalize the
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Jewish people, and to offer a new system – leaving aside Torah study and prayer – that could be
a wellspring of emotional engagement, as well as cultural productivity.46
The play is a story of star-crossed lovers, Khonen and Leah, who were betrothed to each
other in their childhood. Khonen becomes an orphan and falls into poverty, and the betrothal is
forgotten and remains unknown to Khonen and Leah. Eventually Leah is engaged to be married
to someone else, even though she and Khonen, now a young scholar and mystic, have fallen in
love with each other. Overcome by grief, Khonen drops dead. On the day of Leah’s wedding,
she visits the grave of a couple who were murdered on their wedding day during the Chmielnicki
massacres of the seventeenth century. She invites their spirits to her wedding, and then indicates
that she wishes to invite the spirit of Khonen. On her way to the ceremony, she shouts out “You
are not my bridegroom”47 and throws herself onto the grave of the murdered couple; Khonen’s
spirit has possessed Leah’s body. Reb Azriel, a Hasidic rebbe, attempts to exorcise the dybbuk,
but fails. The town rabbi is summoned; he reports that he had a dream in which the spirit of
Khonen’s dead father summoned Leah’s father to a rabbinical court, to establish that they had
agreed to marry their children. The court is convened, Khonen’s father’s spirit testifies, and the
court rules in his favor, ordering Leah’s father to pray for the souls of the departed and give his
fortune to charity. Khonen (the dybbuk) remains unappeased, and as the unknowing
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townspeople rush to prepare Leah’s wedding, she chooses to unite her soul with Khonen’s and
dies.
Despite the obvious primitivism of the play, scholarship tends to focus on The Dybbuk’s
debt to An-sky’s “actual” ethnography, bypassing the literariness of its primitivism.48 My
reading of The Dybbuk is intended to show that the building blocks of the play consist not of
ethnography, but literary ethnography. More specifically, the use of folklore in the play mirrors
the dramatic arc of the plot: just as the personal tragedy of the two lovers is ultimately cast
against the background of general redemption for the Jewish people, so the pieces of
ethnography out of which the play is composed are oriented toward the same redemptive end.
Most significant is its placement in the nexus of anthropology and blood libels. Gabriella
Safran, in her critical biography of An-sky, proposes the conjunction of the motif of the golem
and the dybbuk as fundamental to understanding the particular history of An-sky’s play.49 She
argues that The Dybbuk was conceived and written in the shadow of the Beilis affair, in the very
same period that An-sky was grappling with the impact of the blood libel on Jewish folklore,
including golem stories. This is certainly the case for An-sky’s article, analyzed above, on
folktales and the blood libel; that article was commissioned for a Russian newspaper in the midst
of the Beilis trial.50 But The Dybbuk too was drafted, according to Safran, “in the midst of his
agony over the blood libel trial in Kiev.”51 Safran argues that An-sky had initially hoped that
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there would be a modern counterpoint to the golem, dramatically and decisively exonerating
Beilis and the Jews. But “the ambiguous verdict showed that this had not happened. As he
mourned, An-sky wrote a play about a supernatural hero who was the opposite of the golem.”52
As An-sky understood Rosenberg’s golem stories, the golem was a symbol of violence against
Jews, in particular violence caused by blood libels, and also of the resilience of the Jews in the
face of that violence. Safran writes that “An-sky looked at Kiev in September 1913 and saw
Prague in the sixteenth century.”53 She suggests that the Beilis trial, in 1913, set the stage for a
reorientation of values in An-sky’s worldview that, together with his ethnographic expeditions
and the First World War, resulted in The Dybbuk. More specifically, she suggests that whereas
An-sky had earlier seen folklore as a means of renewal and revitalization for the Jewish people,
he had come to realize that perhaps it did not, after all, hold redemptive powers—the blood libel
itself is a piece of folklore. Safran contrasts the essay An-sky wrote on golem folktales in which
he discussed “the optimism of folklore, which testifies to the deep faith of the folk in the victory
of truth,” with the tragic and hopeless tone of The Dybbuk.54 The Beilis affair, argues Safran,
prompted An-sky to produce “a supernatural hero who was the opposite of the golem. Where the
golem emerged out of communal grief and saved the community, the dybbuk emerged from
individual crisis, and in the play, the result is the destruction of Leah and with her, as Azriel says,
‘a living branch … on the fruitful tree of the people of Israel.’”55 Though I rely on Safran’s
conjunction of The Dybbuk and blood libels, I disagree with her take on the play as a pessimistic
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rejoinder to the triumph of the golem stories. Rather, the play affirms the hope of redemption,
even amidst personal tragedy.
In addition to the historical context for the blood libel-tinged reading of the play provided
by Safran, there is internal evidence within the play that suggests a link to blood libels. Early in
the first act a wedding guest, who has no other role in the play, comments on a strange grave
marker on which is written, according to the scene description, “Here lie the holy and pure bride
and groom who were martyred for their faith in the year 5408.”56 An-sky described this folk
belief in his First World War memoir Khurbn Galitsiye (The Destruction of Galicia, 1920):
While traveling before the war through Volhynia and Podolia to collect folklore, I
encountered a very widespread legend about a betrothed pair whom Chmielnicki
had murdered while they were being led to the wedding canopy. In fifteen or
sixteen small towns I was shown a small grave near the synagogue, and
everywhere I was told the same legend about the betrothed couple. This is almost
the only legend from the time of Chmielnicki that is still so widespread. After the
persecutions of 1648, the existence of the Jewish people was endangered, the
whole Jewish people was on the point of being massacred and the people
symbolized this in the legend of the betrothed pair who were murdered at the
moment of their union, which was to have perpetuated their families and
generation. A symbol, as it were, of a tree cut down in its moment of
blossoming.57
The prominence of this grave in the second act, during which Leah’s wedding is to take
place, is evocative of her star-crossed love; she goes to their grave to invite them to the wedding.
But by the end of the act, when Leah refuses her living groom and, speaking in the dybbuk’s
voice, throws herself on the grave of the murdered bride and groom, its role is no longer clear.
She asks them for help, screaming out “Holy bride and groom, protect me! Save me!”58 The
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Chmielnicki massacres were perhaps the defining instance of Jewish suffering in eastern
European Jewish culture before the spate of pogroms and blood libels around the turn of the
twentieth century. As An-sky observed in his ethnographic expeditions, folktales that sprung
from the massacres – including the one about the slain bride and groom – were to be found in
numerous towns even two and a half centuries later. In placing a legendary marker of this
communal tragedy at the center of The Dybbuk, An-sky reorients the tragic trajectory of the play
from a personal tragedy to a communal one—Leah and Khonen’s suffering is metonymically
associated with the murdered bride and groom, who, in turn, are synecdochically representative
of the Chmielnicki massacres. This string of associations foregrounds persecution and
communal suffering, the same themes that An-sky associated with the blood libel in his
essayistic responses to the Beilis trial.
And yet, the ending of the play is not conclusively tragic—in fact, the overtones of
hopefulness belie an optimism that, despite the Beilis affair and the First World War and the
unarguable destruction and dissolution of traditional Jewish lifeways, persisted. Moreover, it
persisted in the context of folklore. Although An-sky’s play was about a dybbuk, it bespeaks not
a circumvention of the golem’s symbolism, but another angle of attack on the problems facing
the Jewish people.
The Dybbuk is not merely an example of ethnographic salvage, but deploys its
ethnographic contents in the service of An-sky’s general project of cultural revitalization. More
specifically, The Dybbuk’s ethnographic aspect serves the redemptive hopefulness of the play. It
does this first by linking the ethnographic descriptions and materials to the play’s inner
workings, and second, by promoting the juxtaposition of a larger, mystical reality with the
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particular reality of the plot. The mystical reality is what creates the room for An-sky’s
orientation of the tragic plot toward a redemptive interpretation.
Many contemporary critics accused An-sky of aimless ethnographic collection, which
caused the literary quality of the play to suffer. For example, Avraham Shlonsky called the play
“an ethnographic museum strewn with bits of folktales, religious rituals, etc.—all of it devoid of
literary or dramatic necessity.”59 Those critics who condemned An-sky for merely presenting
folk materials as if the play were a museum failed to understand An-sky’s insight into the
generative epistemological power of museums. Understanding that museums create and shape
the knowledge they purport to preserve or present is not solely a post-modern insight; indeed, it
is implicit in An-sky’s conflation of the museal and the literary, a conflation his critics noted but
did not appreciate. By bridging the institutional as well as genre gaps between a museum and a
play, this criticism of The Dybbuk opens the way toward a more sophisticated understanding of
the common potentialities of museums and literature. Though intended as a negative critique,
calling The Dybbuk a museum actually foregrounds some of the play’s strengths, including the
way it dramatizes the generation and interpretation of folktales.
The play is not only a display of ethnographic material—it is a performance of responses
to folklore, which go beyond collection and use. Khonen and Leah, of course, are not models of
An-sky’s ideal armchair ethnographers, and what happens to them would certainly not encourage
any neophytes interested in following An-sky’s lead. But they do model the direct link that Ansky envisioned between deep, even radical feeling, and folklore. Collecting for An-sky was not
simply about amassing tidbits and displaying them, as some critics have accused him of doing in
The Dybbuk. Collecting, and the entire field of ethnography, was also oriented toward the
59
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effects, salubrious and inspiring, that it could have on the Jews. An-sky did not only envision the
folklore in the play having this effect on the audience, but also having this effect on the
characters in the play.
In one of the scenes that doubtlessly annoyed critics of the play, rare items of synagogue
Judaica are shown to Leah, with explanations proffered by her nurse Frade and the synagogue
attendant. Eventually Frade seeks to end the little ethnographic exhibition by turning it into a
performance of piety—she asks to kiss the Torah scrolls. As she approaches the ark to kiss the
Torahs, Leah quickly and shyly exchanges a few words with Khonen. At that very moment she
is instructed by Frade to kiss the scrolls, and does so with unseemly passion and length. She has
in turn transposed her feelings for Khonen into a performance of traditional piety.60
The first act ends with another set of ethnographic “displays” that direct the internal
narrative movement of the play. Leah’s father Sender has just returned from arranging the
engagement and wishes to celebrate with his comrades in the synagogue. While they wait for
food and drinks to be brought, Sender, as if providing a caption, says “Let’s dance! Everyone
join in! You don’t think that Sender will marry off his only daughter without dancing and
rejoicing? What kind of Miropolyer Hasidim are we?” Now that Sender has explained what will
take place, An-sky immediately offers a stage note describing the dance in detail. He writes,
“Sender, the three Batlonim [idlers], and Meyer places their hands on each others’ [sic] shoulders
and in a circle, their eyes rolled up in an expression of ecstasy, they sing a repetitive tune while
they move slowly in place.”61
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This ethnographic tidbit does not sit alone as if in a display case—it precipitates the
dramatic climax of the act, namely the discovery of Khonen’s death. In the midst of the dance,
an old man calls for Khonen – and others – to join, whereupon Sender also comments on his
absence. His unconscious body is thus discovered. So, from the moment that Sender enters the
synagogue, a swift series of actions is set into motion, beginning with Khonen’s death and
ending with its discovery. The domino effect of this climax is halted by the ethnographic display
of Hasidic dancing. Earlier the ethnographic vignettes served to move the action of the play
forward, here it ends the act. Though An-sky may be documenting the rites he describes, this is
not his primary interest. Folklore, throughout the first act, has been a dramatic mover, a kind of
repeated deus ex machina that marks and also produces the key moments of dramatic movement
in the act. Within the context of modern literature and modern Jewish lives, the place of folklore
can no longer be as “natural” as it was in the places and periods evoked by the setting of The
Dybbuk. The first act presents a vision of Jewish life that, while to a certain extent preserving an
imagined past in which the folk and their culture were one, also manages to mirror the present in
which folk culture no longer naturally emerges from the people and is not a seamless part of their
lives—things must be introduced, explained, elaborated. Nevertheless, without folk culture, their
lives do not function—the play’s action, in other words, would halt.
I will now turn to the way An-sky represents the connection between the specific action
of the play and its cosmic, redemptive strains.

The Messenger, a mysterious man, is the only

character in the play with the capacity to sense the connections between the two worlds—the
present world and the world to come. He has a deep knowledge of Hasidic literature as well as
folklore, and his sensitivity to the true nature of the situation, namely that claims being made in
the world to come by Khonen and his father are affecting the world of the living, does not render
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him infallible. In fact, the penultimate act ends with a crucial miscalculation on the part of the
Messenger. Reb Azriel, the Hasidic rebbe, sends for Leah’s rejected groom and insists that he
arrive as quickly as possible. It becomes clear in the final act that Reb Azriel intends to perform
the wedding the moment the dybbuk is expelled from Leah, perhaps fearing he could return.
Thus the groom’s swift arrival is crucial. And so, after Reb Azriel calls for the groom, the
Messenger states, “The groom will be here on time.”62 The groom, however, arrives just too
late, giving the dybbuk the chance to confront Leah and once again possess her, this time causing
her death.
If the Messenger could not have foreseen what would happen—in fact, if he predicted the
wrong outcome, what hope does that leave for any of the other characters? Reb Shimshon, the
town rabbi, had turned over responsibility in the matter, since he did not feel competent. Reb
Azriel himself, though conducting the trial with authority, gives voice to his own feelings of
inadequacy and insecurity. The remaining characters are barely able to produce insights beyond
simple descriptions of what they see and what is going on. And so, though the lovers are
explicitly reunited in death – their souls are bound to one another, alluding to the archetypal
friendship of Jonathan and David – the play ends on a tragic note. Love wins, but it costs the
lovers their lives and the confidence of the rabbis in their ability to control the world. The
Messenger, who now must realize the magnitude of his error, closes the play by reciting the
traditional blessing offered on witnessing or hearing of a death: “Blessed is the true Judge.” This
blessing is understood traditionally as an affirmation of God’s knowledge of and authority over
the world in the face of human impotence. The Messenger’s deployment of the blessing is more
ambiguous. Since he has been the sole figure throughout the play to have an inkling of the
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magnitude of the ostensibly minor concerns at hand, it is possible that he believes that justice has
been served.
Most significantly, a mystical song which opens the play also closes it, giving the play an
eschatological frame. The Dybbuk, even before the curtains are raised, opens with “a soft,
mystical chant,” as the stage directions indicate; the first stanza of the song is printed before the
fuller scene description, and then repeated as the first lines of the local Jews sitting in the
synagogue:
Why, oh why did the soul plunge
From the upmost heights
To the lowest depths?
The seed of redemption
Is contained within the fall.63
Whereas the song was sung at the beginning by the locals, not apropos of anything else, it
now follows the final words of the Messenger, making it clear that it is a frame that sets the tone
for the play and functions as a key for its deciphering.64 If the “seed of redemption/ Is contained
within the fall,” then the fall – whether of the lives of Khonen and Leah, or Khonen’s spiritual
excommunication – serves a purpose greater than its immediate context. Khonen and Leah die,
and the feud does not end (as the Rabbinical judges fearfully note after the trial), but a greater
purpose is served—the redemption is at hand. This is in stark contrast to the social and familial
recuperation that usually takes place at the end of a dramatic tragedy. Ending the play with two
religious texts – the blessing of justice and the mystical song – destabilizes the recuperation and
resolution that typically end a tragedy. Although these two texts suggest comfort and solace, the
Messenger throughout the play has always offered a contrarian take on the traditions that he
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recites and recounts. He opens the play by bickering with the locals about the wealth of the
rebbes they admire; he insults the father of the bride, implying that his wealth has corrupted him.
When he recites a quotation from Reb Nakhmen’s Hasidic stories, the Hasidim who listen to him
find the words to be possibly transgressive, and certainly overwhelming. He has been, all along,
an outsider, not just by virtue of his social status – a messenger from some other place – but also
by virtue of the border-pushing exchanges he has with the other characters in the play. And so at
the play’s end, his utterance of the blessing of God’s justice along with the mystical affirmation
of good things coming from evil should be understood as radical affirmations of their positive
contents, bringing him once again into conflict with those around him who are shocked and
dismayed. Where they see tragedy, the Messenger sees hope.
An alternative reading, namely that the Messenger confirms the pessimism of the failed
exorcism, and partakes in the sadness, even resignation, of the bystanders, is proferred by
Yohanan Petrovsky-Shtern to rebut David Roskies’ argument about An-sky. Roskies parallels
An-sky’s life with the contents of his work to show a narrative of return, while Petrovsky-Shtern
argues for “no-return.”65 For Petrovsky-Shtern, the play confirms An-sky’s pessimistic appraisal
of the future of Hasidism—just as the Hasidic Rebbe failed in the play, so had Hasidism found
itself failing in modernity: “An-sky’s tragic scene in The Dybbuk signified that his neo-Romantic
utopia based on Hasidic premises was no longer possible … An-sky returned to Hasidism as if to
testify that it was no longer a redeeming haven for the Jewish intellectual.”66
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The ability to draw such conclusions from the play undermines the very argument these
conclusions are put forth to support. An-sky’s intention was never to mobilize Hasidism as
religious practice; it was to extract from Hasidism that which he understood to be a modern
cultural idiom, namely folklore. Unless we are to understand that An-sky had lost his faith in the
regenerative cultural and intellectual power of folklore – something which is not borne out by the
evidence – then the play, by definition, successfully confirmed An-sky’s beliefs. Certainly
Hasidism is portrayed as ineffective in the play; but the Messenger radically reorients the
position of judgment on the matter. Khonen and Leah may have died, but their souls are bound
together for eternity, just as the seeds of redemption are contained within the fall. The
Messenger, looking beyond the bounds of the Rebbe’s court and the shtetl, sees the larger
ramifications of the story. From this perspective, neither Hasidism nor An-sky’s project has
failed; rather a local failure must be overlooked to find universal success.

6. Arnold Zweig – Between Two Worlds
Another play that emerged from the confluence of turn-of-the-century blood libels and
the interest in folklore is Arnold Zweig’s Ritualmord in Ungarn (Ritual Murder in Hungary,
1914; the 1920 edition is entitled Die Sendung Semaels, Samael’s Mission).67 The play was
written, like An-sky’s, around the new year of 1914. Zweig announced its composition and the
source of his inspiration in a letter dated January 21, 1914, in which he reports that he wrote the
play in just a few weeks, which is, he claims “a proof of how deeply the Beilis trial … outraged
my most inner Jewishness.”68
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Zweig’s play faithfully depicts (by drawing on court documents) the Tiszaeszlár blood
libel, in which the town’s Jews were accused of murdering a non-Jewish teenage girl, in order to
use her blood in a synagogue ritual. A thirteen year-old boy, Moritz, was coerced into testifying
falsely that the girl was ritually slaughtered. The accusation, the characters, the court
proceedings—all correspond very closely to the historical record. Zweig’s play, however,
deviates from reality at its ending: whereas the real Moritz moved with his family to Budapest
after the acquittal and lived an uneventful life, Zweig’s Moritz, overwhelmed with guilt due to
his false confession, commits suicide in the very synagogue where the murder of the Christian
girl was purported to have taken place. I have offered the bare bones of the story; Zweig gives a
more complete representation of it, fleshed out with courtroom scenes.
Arnold Band has drawn attention to the mobilization of the blood libel as a literary motif.
He establishes the profound significance that the Beilis affair had on Kafka, particularly in
Kafka’s formative years and on the story The Judgment. Both Band and Sander Gilman
approach the blood libel in Kafka by way of Arnold Zweig’s Ritualmord in Ungarn, though
neither is interested in reading the play on its own terms.69 Band comments that although
Ritualmord is based on the blood libel of Tiszaeszlár in Hungary in 1882-1883, it is “not
interested in historical authenticity.” Moreover, Band notes that the play is less interested in the
phenomenon of blood libel than its effect on the psychology of the protagonist, who was falsely
accused of murder.70 The faithfulness with which Zweig quoted from trial transcripts in the play
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undermines Band’s observation. Nevertheless, this historical precision is at odds with the half of
the play that takes place, according to the play’s directions, “outside of earthly space” and
“outside of earthly time.” These scenes depict the debates of Semael, God, and various figures
from the Bible and Jewish folklore, over the fate of the protagonist, and the Jewish people and
their Exile.
A contemporary critic noted that the two titles of the play – the original, Ritualmord in
Ungarn, and the revised title, Die Sendung Semaels – reflect the dual nature of the play: half
historical and half mystical.71 In a letter to Felice Bauer dated October 28, 1916, Franz Kafka
indicated that the parts set in heaven left him cold and confirmed his already negative impression
of Zweig’s abilities. Kafka notes, however, that Zweig “has identified himself with the case and
is now under its spell,” rendering it impossible to “distinguish between the two worlds,” namely
the supernatural and the earth-bound.72 This dynamic identified by Kafka, as well as the
contemporary critic cited above, echoes An-sky’s play, which he subtitled “Between Two
Worlds.” What enables both of these plays to examine the bond between the two worlds – the
worlds of nature and lived history on the one hand, and of the supernatural and redemptive
history on the other – is their mobilization of folklore, a genre that is a product of the former kind
of history and often contains the latter.
Kafka, though he rejected the artifice of Zweig’s scenes in heaven, calling them “feeble,”
is deeply moved: “At one point I had to stop reading, sit down on the sofa and weep.”73 Sander
Gilman, in his article on Zweig’s play and Kafka’s reaction to it, suggests that it is the
71
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conjunction of the supernatural and the mundane, specifically as it is expressed in the real-life
event of the blood libel, that Kafka so strongly responds to and includes in his own works.
Gilman writes, “Kafka projects the role of the victim, diseased and outcast, robbed of his
integrity and manliness, ritually murdered by the Christian world about him, into the faceless
characters of his fictions … The suppressed, ill, Jewish male, predestined to die shamefully, dies
over and over again in the works of these writers [Kafka and Zweig], ritually butchered in the
anti-Semite’s fantasy of ritual murder.”74 I would like to draw attention to and expand on
Gilman’s insight that the operative conceit of Kafka’s and Zweig’s works is its conjunction of
the physical (namely the human, Jewish body) with the fantastic (the folkloric invention of the
blood libel). This conjunction is precisely what moves Kafka to tears in the passage from the
diaries that prompts Gilman’s analysis of Zweig’s play. Gilman remains focused on gender and
illness; I am interested in the uses of folklore to represent persecution. More specifically, I argue
that this conjunction of fantasy and reality that, according to Gilman, characterizes Zweig’s
work, is visible in his use of folkloric material as a foil for an interrogation of the world around
him; this is, moreover, something that also characterizes An-sky’s play. In a larger sense – in
terms of genre – it is an imbrication of realism and folklore.
Although the blood libel of Tiszaeszlár is the subject of the play, Ritualmord in Ungarn
begins in heaven, with a dialogue between Semael and God. In Talmudic and post-Talmudic
demonology, Samael is an archangel, like Satan typically associated with powers of accusation
and denunciation, but not always characterized as wholly bad. He is certainly not Satan himself.
But Zweig identifies them as the same figure, indicating in the list of characters the name
“Semael der Satan.” Zweig’s distortion of this significant figure of ancient Jewish religious lore
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is beside the point—as I will indicate in the third chapter, in my reading of Das ostjüdische
Antlitz, ethnography for Zweig was not a matter of factual precision. Nevertheless, in the
schematic dialogue between God and Semael, Zweig deploys, with a sure and subtly
authoritative style, basic eschatological tenets of the Kabbalah. God tells Semael, “Die Seelen
der Menschen tragen meine Einung in sich, die Seele meines Volkes bringt meinen Gesalbten
herauf, meinen Erlöser. Maschiach kommt. Die Schechina kehrt heim, ich werde eins sein mit
meiner Glorie.”75 The Hebrew words are not translated, on the one hand reducing the implicit
pedagogic utility of this kind of ethnographic demonstration, while on the other hand increasing
Zweig’s ethnographic authority. However, it is clear from the surrounding lines that the general
subject is mystical eschatology—the specifics are not important. God is tussling with the Devil
and mankind, more specifically, the Jewish people, are caught in the middle. The scene ends
with God sending Semael down to earth: “Bringe die Lüge des Blutes über die Häupter
Israels…,” so that they will be purified “im Sturm der Verzweiflung.”76
The next scene opens by a river in Hungary, with two Jews conversing. Whereas
knowledge of Jewish mysticism and demonology characterizes the heavenly scene, the earthly
scene is marked by local color enriched with ethnographic detail. One of the Jews is described
as “ein älterer Mann, mit dem Kaftan bekleidet, hohe Stiefel an den Beinen, mit grauem Bart und
Schläfenlocken,” in other words he is the picture of a Hasidic Jew in full regalia.77 The second
Jew, younger, is dressed identically. They speak in a folksy German, with some slight
inflections meant to indicate Yiddish. For example, instead of the usual second person singular
formal in German (Sie), they use the Yiddish (rendered as ihr). The syntax and other
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grammatical and lexical elements are all typical German—the second person formal, along with
a smattering of other words, complement the picture of exotic Jewishness, rather than form an
accurate representation thereof. The ethnographic knowledge combined with local color is
amplified in their discussion as they discuss holidays and life-cycle events. Their conversation
begins with a comment about the impending Sabbath candle-lighting. The second Jew then
responds by way of commenting on the difficult social situation surrounding them: “Schwarze
Tage… Die Bauern hetzen die Hunde, und die Knechte werfen mit Erdbrocken.”78 This is
clearly foreshadowing; these ominous events are taking place before Semael has begun his plot
to introduce the blood libel. At this moment, the connection between the two worlds – that of
Semael and that of mankind – is somewhat disturbed. The causal chain, meant to lead from
God’s command to repercussions on earth, seems to point elsewhere. The origins of the blood
libel, even though clearly shown to have emerged from the voice of God, are shown also to lie
among the non-Jewish residents of the rural village.
In Zweig’s retelling, the blood libel is an instance of folklore in its most universal form,
prompting a radical assertion of identity. For example, whereas the Jews’ costumes are
described in great detail, the costumes of the Hungarian villagers and some itinerant Gypsies
receive meager attention—only Jews receive the full ethnographic treatment here, as a kind of
antidote to the essentializing, homogenizing premise of the blood libel. The constituent parts of
the libel have been rehearsed again and again throughout European history, with little variation.
In drawing attention to the radical specificity of the Jews, but not the Hungarians or the Gypsies
(both of the latter being involved in the propagation of the blood libel in the play), Zweig shows
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that though the libel never changed, the victims were always individual people with individual
identities.
This is suggested in the contrasting costume descriptions, but is explicitly dramatized at
the center of the play, which revolves around the struggle over Moritz – the key witness – and
whether he will tell the truth or will lie. The decision for him is based largely on his decision to
move to the big city, leave behind his traditional Jewish identity, and live as a gentile, a prospect
held out to him by the prosecutor in exchange for his testimony. For Zweig, as will be shown in
chapter three, Jewish identity was one of the key issues in works like Ritualmord and Das
ostjüdische Antlitz. But whereas Das ostjüdische Antlitz presents a positive process of identity
formation growing out of an engagement with the universalizing potentialities of anthropology
and ethnography (for example, in Zweig’s use of the concept of types, the book’s generic,
unlabeled portraits, and the focus on community and Volk), Ritualmord presents the negative
process: Moritz’s hand is forced, and his struggle to make a decision and ultimately to lie
destroys him, leading him to suicide.
Moritz, whose struggle between affirming or denying his Jewish identity forms the
central drama of the play, is introduced reading the Bible. The stage notes for the scene indicate
that a wall of the town synagogue is visible in the background. The character’s background is
thus literally and visually established as traditional; his demeanor is, however, that of a typical
teenager—he is rude to his mother. The conflicted nature of his character is compounded by the
direction his conversation takes. He reads aloud a passage from the Bible about the Egyptian
pharaoh, which prompts him to discuss the Kaiser, and then to ask his mother if he might
become a soldier. His mother reacts with alarm, but he says, “Ich möcht gern Soldat werden,
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Mutter. Da hätt ich einen bunten Rock wie Josef and einen Säbel wie Joschua.”79 This line
quaintly and powerfully encapsulates the boy’s crisis: his frame of reference is entirely Jewish,
but his desires are stereotypically non-Jewish—he is vain and interested in the military.
By framing the play’s action with heavenly scenes, Zweig also shows Moritz’s struggle
to be framed by the cosmic consequences of his decision. The closing scene of the last act of the
play is situated in the “Raum des göttlichen Lichts” where the play began. Whereas the play’s
opening depicted lofty mystical figures, including the Voice of God and the demon Semael, the
end features prominent figures from Jewish history and folklore. Rabbi Akiba and Israel
Baalschem convene a heavenly court to judge Moritz, just after his suicide. Akiba was a major
Talmudic personage (R’ Akiva), and Israel Baalschem (the Baal Shem Tov) was the founder of
Hasidism; both were major figures in Jewish legend and folklore, with the latter especially the
subject of countless stories attesting to his love of his fellow Jews and his supernatural powers.80
Akiba calls for justice, pointing out the grievous sins Moritz committed. By contrast, Israel
Baalschem calls for justice and love, noting that Moritz was just a boy and was tortured. The
choice of these two figures as heavenly advocates is difficult to understand. The Baalschem’s
position, as the quintessential exponent of love and brotherhood, and the star of a best-selling
collection by Buber, is comprehensible. But Rabbi Akiba’s position is difficult to reconcile with
his historical character: after all, he said in the Mishnah81 that, had he been on the highest court,
no one would ever have been put to death.
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Once again, though, the superficiality of Zweig’s knowledge is no impediment to its
deployment. What is crucial is the veneer of authenticity: the deployment of two of the most
prominent figures in Jewish legend and history as Moritz’ advocates before the heavenly court
implicates the entire span of Jewish history in his plight. Indeed, the invocation of Kabbalistic
eschatology in the opening scene combined with the Baalschem’s closing speech, contributes to
a reorientation of Jewish history in a teleology leading to Moritz’ suffering and his two trials,
heavenly and earthly. The Christian typological undertones implied by the emphasis on Moritz’
suffering and by the Baalschem’s speech on redemption are just as out of place as the speech’s
Zionist overtones.82 However, it is these tones, both the redemptive and the Zionist, that form
the substance of Zweig’s moral. Akiba and the Baalschem have been positioned against each
other so that Zweig could place in the mouth of the founder of Hasidism words oriented toward
his contemporary situation. The Baalschem says to Moritz, upon hearing that God has judged in
accordance with him:
So spreche ich dir zu, du werdest wiedergeboren im Lande der Väter, in Freiheit,
Wissen und Freude. Dort lebe nahe der heiligen Erde, ein Bauer, und erweise
dich. Denn der Mensch muß seine Weile haben, und muß ein Tor sein für allerlei
Leben. Dies aber, was du in jenem kurzen Leben getan, sei dir nicht zur Sünde
gerechnet, sondern zum Verdienst. Denn durch dich sind die Seelen entbrannt,
die Herzen erschüttert worden und die Funken gehoben. Du warst, als du
verrietest, ein Gefäß des Maschiach, ein Bote der Glorie und ein Wagen Gottes.83
The insistence on the connection to the land and the invocation of farming as a redemptive
profession are in tune with contemporary Zionism, not with the Baalschem’s eighteenth century,
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Hasidic ideology, just as Akiba’s mercilessness does not ring true to the R’ Akiva we know from
the Talmud.
Folklore and ethnographic detail are not employed in service of the discourses from
which they emerge, but, rather, specifically as tools to address the contemporary problems facing
the Jews. For Zweig in the period in which he composed the play, the answer to the problems
facing the Jews, to the Judenfrage, was Zionism. As such, the connectedness of the Jewish
people to the Land of Israel is brought to the fore in a peculiar passage late in the play. As part
of the court proceedings, a reenactment of the murder in its purported location in the synagogue
shows that Moritz could not have witnessed it through the keyhole as he had testified. Just
before this climactic moment, which renders the case against the Jews null, the Rabbi – present
at the reenactment along with Moritz’ father – pledges a pilgrimage to Jerusalem if the truth is
revealed. Moritz’ father pledges to join him. At times of tribulation and moments of great need,
Jews traditionally fast, pledge money to charity, and pray. An earlier scene had already shown a
prayer service led by the Rabbi, and the Rabbi had in fact committed his congregation to a diet of
only matza and water for the duration of Passover; but the play’s ultimate statement of religious
devotion, coming as it does at its climax, is a commitment to the land of Israel. The Rabbi
reminds us of his pledge in his last lines, with which the play’s penultimate scene end: he enjoins
the Jews to prepare for Moritz’ funeral and says that he will reconsecrate the synagogue, but then
will embark from the “Land des Fremden heim in unser Land.”84 These are the last words
spoken in the play by a human character—the final scene takes place in the ‘realm of divine
light,’ and consists of the debate between Akiba and the Baalschem, which I have already
described. And so the final human word in the play is one that reaffirms the basic equation of
84
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Zionism: here is foreign, there is home. This is another version of the two worlds that Zweig’s
play is split between.
The final words given to Moritz emphasize the conflict between the lived experience of
Jewish suffering and history and its eschatological implications. The fifth act opens with Moritz
alone in the synagogue expressing his despair and confusion in a soliloquy. As he prepares to
commit suicide, Moritz sings a Yiddish folksong about the coming of the Messiah, “ein
Volkslied auf eine traurige Melodie.”85 The song, translated into German but retaining awkward
transliterations of Yiddish (Rabbenu for rebenyu, for example), does indeed have a mournful
melody, but is a happy song, describing the celebrations that will greet the coming of the
Messiah. A cumulative listing song, it casts a Rabbi and an interlocutor, presumably a child,
who asks the Rabbi what will happen when the Messiah comes; upon receiving an answer the
interlocutor asks for more details, all of which are repeated cumulatively in every stanza. As a
folksong, and perhaps even a lullaby, it is an appropriate, if melodramatic, note of departure for
Moritz. Its eschatological subject highlights the gravity of the moment, indeed the theme of the
play, which has been emphasized throughout by the deployment of folkloric material. As the
heavenly hosts and Moritz’ advocates look on, waiting to see how he will act, he does not realize
that the fate of the Jewish people lies in his hands – indeed, he seemed not to fully grasp, during
the trial, the effect of his testimony on his own small community. Nevertheless, he voices a
concern with redemption, that, despite the repetitive debates about it in the “Olympian” scenes,
only now seems to be a real, human matter—the matter of his life or death. It acquires this
measure of reality precisely through the deployment of folk material. In order to prove that
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redemption is a vital concern of the Jewish people, Zweig employs a folksong to prove the same
to Moritz.
In this regard, Zweig has echoed the tactic used by An-sky in The Dybbuk¸ which both
begins and ends with a folksong (or what seems to be a folksong) on an eschatological theme.
An-sky’s song, discussed earlier in this chapter, is more abstruse and mystical than Zweig’s, as
befits the elliptical nature of the play; it is also his own composition, whereas Zweig’s is a
traditional folksong. Nevertheless, they are both positioned as folksongs and are given primacy
in their expression of the key salvific theme of both plays. An-sky achieves this by placing his
song at the very beginning and very end of the play as a frame. Zweig incorporates the song
more smoothly into his drama, placing it at the play’s climax.
Despite the differences in the deployment of a folksong in the two plays, the burden put
on these songs is typical of the way folk material was incorporated into Jewish literature in the
period. There is a thematic net binding all these works – persecution, dybbuks, golems, blood
libels – but there are formal commonalities as well that derive from the kinds of things the
writers use folklore to do. One of the primary uses of folklore in An-sky and Zweig’s dramas is
the expression of a concern with redemption, the reality and centrality of which needed to be
affirmed in the face of modern alienation from traditional beliefs. This was done in order to
solidify the basis for the adoption of new redemptive beliefs—in Zweig’s case of Zionism, and in
An-sky’s of an identity based on folk culture and its collection.
As I noted earlier, the primary tension explored in both An-sky and Zweig’s plays is the
connection “between two worlds.” But they present two opposing formal approaches to the
issue, approaches that reflect their theoretical underpinnings. As Kafka commented in his letter
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to Felice on Ritualmord in Ungarn, Zweig utterly conflates the two worlds of the play, but he
admits that formally they remain separate—the supernatural scenes, for Kafka, are literarily
weak, and the earthly scenes stronger, because, assumes Kafka, they must be based on court
documents. Kafka’s observation identifies an ambivalence in the work: the play goes to great
lengths to prove the presence of the spiritual in human life, but it keeps them completely
separated. There is no interaction between the heavens and the earth—they are superimposed,
but not enmeshed. None of the characters has a mystical experience and none of the events is
anything but realistic. The mood of the play is overwhelmingly realistic; even the supernatural
scenes are so stripped bare of ambience (heaven, for example, is described as the Raum des
göttlichen Lichts) that they offer no surreal alternative to the realism of the earthly scenes.
An-sky, by contrast, enmeshes the two worlds. The Dybbuk has an overwhelmingly
surreal atmosphere, which lent itself to expressionist adaptations in the famous Habimah staging
(1922) and the later film adaptation (1937). All the characters have mystical experiences;
mystical and Kabbalistic theology are at the forefront of the play; and the play’s key scenes
involve a spirit possession and the trial of a disembodied spirit. There is no separation between
the two worlds in the world of The Dybbuk. An-sky’s eschatology is also much milder than
Zweig’s—it is reduced to a love affair between two young people. Yet their love comes to
represent both Jewish history (in the Rebbe’s fear that a “branch of Israel” will be chopped off)
and redemptive history (in the interpretation of the Messenger and the opening and closing song
of the play). For An-sky the two worlds are fully enmeshed, whereas for Zweig the two worlds
remain each in their own place. The subject of both of their plays is, however, the connection
between the two worlds—between the particular history of individuals and the cosmic history of
the Jewish people.
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Though the drama of An-sky’s Dybbuk revolves around the suffering of the two lovers,
the play ultimately speaks to the emplotment of their individual plights within the context of
redemptive history. Between the Messenger’s pronouncements, the Reb Azriel’s concern with
the viability of a ‘branch’ of the Jewish people, and the opening and closing mystical song,
redemption as something that encompasses the entire Jewish people is foregrounded. Zweig’s
play argues for a similar relationship between the plight of the individual and the Jewish people.
The opening and closing scenes of the play are in heaven: angels, demons, God, and prophets
speak of redemption and the Messiah, but what is at stake is the single soul of the boy Moritz.
Zweig pays attention to the individual’s capacity to effect redemption for all, but in the scene in
which Moritz ends his life the redemptive ramifications falter. The heavenly antagonists simply
watch; life goes on. So too the Rabbi’s oath, joined by Moritz’ father, intimates, but ultimately
does not contain, the capacity to alter history—his journey to the Holy Land will be a religious
pilgrimage after which he will return to Hungary, it will not be a fulfillment of Zionism’s
promise for redemption.

7. Max Grunwald – Psychology and Sermons
The literary context is not the only one in which anthropology offered a venue for the
examination and interpretation of blood libels and the consequent invocation of a redemptive
perspective on the Jewish situation. There were a large number of responses – lectures, essays,
books – by non-specialists, but also by anthropologists and folklorists. Exemplary of this latter
category is a lecture by Max Grunwald that is, in many ways, a complete statement of the place
of the blood libel in the turn-of-the-century Jewish imaginary. Grunwald, the institutional
founder of Jewish anthropology and folklore studies, and a rabbi first in Hamburg, then in
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Vienna, published a lecture he had given in 1906 entitled “Zur Psychologie und Geschichte des
Blutritualwahnes (Der Prozess Simon von Trient und Leopold Hilsner).”86 The lecture was
given twice, both times to Jewish lay societies: the “Zentralverein Deutscher Staatsbürger
jüdischen Glaubens” in Berlin and the “Verein zur Abwehr des Antisemitismus” in Vienna.
Grunwald’s dual profession – folklorist and rabbi – combined with the nature of the audiences in
attendance, produced an interesting document. The lecture begins by alternating between
apologia and sermon and ends on an inspirational homiletic note; the entire middle of the lecture
is a recounting based on historical sources of the two blood libels mentioned in the lecture’s title.
The lecture’s weight falls in the realm of Geschichte rather than the Psychologie promised in the
title—the description of the two blood libels is extensive, but the psychological analysis is
limited in scope. Grunwald’s conclusion is, in short, that the blood libels were due to
“Aberglaube vermählt mit der Habsucht.”87 The psychological component of his analysis, such
as it is, is based on his observation that blood libels only occurred in Christian lands—never, for
example, in Muslim lands.88 His conclusions resemble those of Alan Dundes, one of the most
influential American folklorists of the latter half of the twentieth century. Dundes, in a
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groundbreaking volume of essays on the blood libel, contributed a psychoanalytic interpretation
of the roots of the blood libel.89 Deploying his concept of “projective inversion,” Dundes argues
that the blood libel was, in essence, a way for Christians to accuse Jews of doing that which the
Christian religion required, but which was, nevertheless, taboo—namely killing and eating their
God. Grunwald similarly posits a specifically Christian explanation, because, so he argues, the
blood libel never appeared in any other context. Moreover, argues Grunwald, the explanation for
such a discrepancy – after all, many other forms of anti-Semitism thrived in Muslim countries –
must be psychological.
The answer, suggests Grunwald, lies in the paradoxical assumption of Christians that the
basic tenet of their belief system – namely, the forgiveness of sin through the sacrifice of blood,
specificially Christ’s blood – was shared by the Jews. This although “die hebräischen Propheten
haben mit der ganzen hinreissenden Gewalt ihrer flammenden Beredsamkeit gegen die Idee des
Blutopfers gekämpft.”90 But since the sacrifice of blood was crucial for Christians, the idea took
hold,
dass der Jude, da ihm die Gnadenmittel der Kirche, vor allem die aus dem Blute
des Gottessohnes strömende Sühnekraft versagt bleiben, durch andere Blutopfer,
etwa durch Abschlachtung eines Christenkindes, Gott zu versöhnen sucht. Vom
kirchlichen Abendmahl ausgeschlossen, geniessen die Juden nicht den Leib,
trinken sie nicht das Blut Christi; vermutlich behelfen sie sich damit, dass sie
Christenblut den Ostermazzen beimengen.91
Just after this analysis, Grunwald again mentions that the blood libel superstition was integrally
linked to material greed (Habsucht). Of course, this is not a contradiction—the psychological
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process by which the blood libel seemed plausible and the economic context that was its catalyst
work hand in hand. He points out that “jede Judenverfolgung war eine grosse, schlau
ausgedachte Finanzoperation, gewinnreich für die verschiedensten Gruppen der christlichen
Bevölkerung,” including the expropriation of money, lands, and goods, the absolution of debts,
and the establishment, in many cases, of lucrative pilgrimage sites.92
These economic and psychological explanations of the blood libel appear after a prologue
in which the moral purity of the Jewish people and their religious tradition is described based on
its tradition of tolerance. Jewish religious tolerance, says Grunwald, is different from Lessing’s
model in Nathan the Wise, in which “im letzten Grunde niemand Beweise dafür hat, welcher
Ring der eigentlich echte sei.” By contrast, the Bible “verleiht jedem Religionsbekenntnis den
Charakter göttlichen Ursprunges und Gewolltseins.”93 The wisdom in the Bible’s formalization
of religious tolerance lies in the way in which monotheism tends to oppression and violence,
since deviation from its beliefs indicates their denial. The Bible therefore prohibits religious
wars and codifies tolerance. Grunwald establishes this based on biblical texts as well as
comments from contemporary non-Jewish scholars.
Building on this contrast of a Jewish belief in tolerance and the Jewish suffering as a
result of the intolerance of others, Grunwald then uses the biblical story of the binding of Isaac to
establish that “die Erlösung der Menschheit von den Greueln der Menschenopfer hat Israel mit
seinem Eintritt in die Geschichte vollbracht.”94 It is this, then, that makes the blood libel a
particularly ill-deserved accusation. He cites Christians as having rejected the blood libel,
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including Pope Gregory X and Johann Eisenmenger, author of the profoundly influential antiSemitic grab-bag of Talmudic and Rabbinic quotations Entdecktes Judenthum. Grunwald also
cites Jewish apostates and traitors who dismissed the blood libel, for example Johannes
Pfefferkorn (who appears in Arnold Zweig’s Ritualmord in Ungarn). Because of its
implausibility in the face of Biblical and moral precedent and the protestations of so many, and
because of its resurgence in modern times, Grunwald felt obliged to make sense out of the blood
libel as well as to document it historically.
He devotes roughly equal amounts of space to the fifteenth century case of Simon of
Trent and to the Leopold Hilsner case from the turn of the twentieth century. He chose those two
cases as exemplary: the former of official church sanctioning of and participation in a blood libel
and the latter of modern judicial complicity in it. In the latter half of the twentieth century the
case of Simon of Trent has been systematically documented in the scholarly literature; but when
Grunwald gave his speech – at a time when blood libels were still being actively perpetrated – he
felt it necessary to call for “eine authentische, wissenschaftliche Bearbeitung,” which would fill a
lacuna in the scholarship, but would also conclusively demonstrate their falsehood.95 Grunwald
makes an initial stab at this with a full précis of the affair. He ends his description with the
refutations of non-Jews: a contemporary scholar, whom he cites, as well as Pope Paul III of the
sixteenth century.
The extensive description of the Trent case and the authoritative proclamations of
Christian religious leaders and scholars against it were particularly necessary for Grunwald in
light of the Leopold Hilsner affair. As Grunwald writes by way of introduction to the latter case:
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In Unterhaltungen, öffentlichen Reden, Predigten und Broschüren wurde man
während des Prozessganges nicht müde von dem Martyrium des heiligen Knaben
Simon zu erzählen, der einem Ritualmord zum Opfer gefallen, und dessen
heiligen Blut die Juden von Trient zum Passahfest verwendet hätten. Diese
Erzählungen bildeten eines der wirksamsten Mittel zur Erzeugung der geistigen
Atmosphäre, in der das Urteil gegen Leopold Hilsner möglich geworden.96
The connection of past to present in the dissemination of folklore is, following Grunwald’s
analysis, reduplicated: the blood libel bases itself on handed down tradition, but also on the
purported historical instances that the tradition created. It is a self-fulfilling prophecy that exists
only in hindsight, a vaticinium ex eventu, and which uses that very same false backward gaze to
promote its furtherance.
Grunwald, in retelling the details of the Hilsner case – which were, presumably, quite
well known to the members of his audience – comes to the following simple conclusion:
“[Hilsner] wurde verurteilt einfach darum, weil er Jude ist.”97
Grunwald concludes his comments on the Hilsner case with a condemnation of the
Austro-Hungarian justice system that he expands to society in general:
Ueberall im gesitteten Europa schreit das Entsetzen über die krasse
Rechtsverletzung auf, der Zorn der Gebildeten über die Tatsache, dass im
zwangzigsten Jahrhundert ein Hexenprozess stattfinden durfte, in welchem von
Schurken genährte Vorurteile, sorgsam gehütete geistige Finsternis der Massen,
gewissenlose Verhetzungen mordgieriger Agitatoren Einfluss auf ein
Gerichtsurteil nehmen konnten.98
Everywhere in Europe, says Grunwald, but not in Austria. The sole redemption for the country
from the judgment of history, he writes, is “tätige Reue.”99 That regret was never displayed, and
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Hilsner was only freed from prison toward the end of the First World War by the direct
intervention of Emperor Karl in 1918. At that point no one was watching, and there was nothing
to lose. The judgment of history seems to have spared the reputation of Austria in this regard as
well—compared to the Tiszaeszlár libel and the Beilis affair, both of which ended with
acquittals, the Hilsner case, which ended with a conviction, has been largely forgotten.
Grunwald balances the futility of his lecture in the face of Austrian intransigence with a
return to the homiletic tone with which he opened his talk. Indeed, in the paragraphs that form
the conclusion, he offers an elegant rhetorical flourish that intensifies the uplifting message he
has attached to the dispiriting content of the lecture. Referring to the biblical Binding of Isaac,
with which he began the talk, Grunwald writes:
War es nun eine Prüfung des Gehorsams oder eine Erkenntnisprobe, der Abraham
unterworfen wurde, gleichviel, das Geschehnis hat eine vorbildliche Bedeutung
und Kraft gewonnen für die gesamte Geschichte des jüdischen Volkes, welches,
gehüllt in den Purpur des eigenen Blutes, mit der Dornenkrone des heiligen
Martyriums auf dem Haupte, durch die Länder und Zeiten wanderte, um die
ewigen Gebote der Freiheit, des Rechtes und der Liebe zu verkünden. Wie
Abraham bereit war, seinen Sohn Gott zu opfern, so hat das jüdische Volk durch
Jahrhunderte und Jahrtausende … seine Söhne und Töchter zum Blutgerüst und
zum Scheiterhaufen schleifen lassen…
Möge das Gedächtnis dieser Edlen einen Funken altjüdischer Begeisterung
in den erschlafften Herzen ihrer Enkel entzünden … dafür nun zu leben, wofür die
Väter so heldenmütig zu sterben wussten, die unvergleichliche Treue im Leben zu
bewähren, welche jene mit dem Tode besiegelt haben!100
The elegance of these lines and their rhetorical power stand in sharp contrast to the
“authentische, wissenschaftliche Bearbeitung” that Grunwald had earlier claimed was the
purpose of the lecture. But, as I have shown is the case with An-sky and Zweig, Grunwald’s
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perspective on the significance of the blood libel is oriented toward the trajectory of Jewish
history, not any individual’s history.
Grunwald’s sermonic take on the issue sits somewhat uneasily with his scholarly
orientation. His moderation, however, is understandable given the nature of the essay—it was a
talk delivered to groups of Jews with an interest in advocacy and defense. Grunwald himself
was a scholar and a rabbi, and thus had pastoral and educational concerns in addition to his
intellectual interests. His title reveals the ambivalence that is found in his conclusions. Just as
the origins of the blood libel must be divided between history and psychology – between the
group and the individual – so its effects must be divided. Unlike An-sky and Zweig, however,
Grunwald sees the dichotomy between society and the individual not within the Jewish people,
but between the Christian world and the Jewish world. Though Grunwald was a rabbi, his
concept of redemption, as implicitly stated in this article, is diverted through the world around
him. He foresees two consequences of the blood libel, a Christian and a Jewish one. The
capacity for the Christian world – specifically the Austrian government and judiciary – to
recognize its prejudice and change its ways is a societal consequence that Grunwald desires but
despairs of seeing effected. The alternative that is left to him, as a Jew and a rabbi, is to
influence the individual Jews whose emotional and religious lives are so impacted by a case like
Hilsner’s, and, but for the grace of God, whose physical well-being might also be endangered.
And so, whereas for An-sky and Zweig the individual’s position in relation to the blood libel is
drawn as reality-bound (An-sky’s protagonists cannot marry; Zweig’s commits suicide), and the
larger consequences remain speculative and mystical, for Grunwald the individual must seek a
religious, moral and personal outcome. The remembrance of the blood libels throughout history
and of their forefather’s suffering should light a spark in contemporary Jews that ignites in them
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an aspiration to live for that which their ancestors died for, namely Judaism.

8. Conclusion
The writers examined in this chapter rely on the presumed authenticity of their sources to
fend off the ugly side of modernity. Their approaches are all vague answers to a vague question,
namely the so-called Judenfrage, the Jewish Question. For non-Jews the Judenfrage may have
been an issue of integration and acculturation; for German Jews, particularly from the turn of the
twentieth century, the Judenfrage was becoming a question of how to live authentically as Jews
and Germans. The spate of blood libels in the period lent a shocking, pressing element to the
challenge of being Jewish in Europe. In a way, every artifact of Jewish culture and literature of
the period is an engagement with this complex of issues. But in the intersection of golems,
dybbuks, folklore, and blood libels, the basic elements of an answer to the Judenfrage, an answer
shared by such different figures as An-sky, Zweig, Grunwald, Rosenberg and Bloch, appear.
Each of these figures is operating, with variations, within the parameters of An-sky’s vision for
Jewish ethnography in general, and more specifically Jewish folklore, as the basis of a cultural
renewal. For both Grunwald and Bloch this renewal was religious; for An-sky, cultural; for
Zweig, Zionist. All of them created an intersection between folklore and the persecution of the
Jews in order to promote their own version of renewal and redemption.
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CHAPTER THREE
FROM SALVAGE TO SALVATION: LITERARY ETHNOGRAPHY DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR

1. Introduction
Ethnographic collections and observations can be made either now, in the
twelfth hour, or not at all. … [T]he ethnographic assets of primitive peoples
(Naturvölker) are disappearing, unsalvageable from the corrosive influences of
foreign culture. Business and trade, missionaries and bureaucrats, all are equally
working toward the destruction of the old; the more energetic their seizure of
material goods, the more unsparingly complete is the destruction of ancient
customs and traditions. These must be studied NOW, or they will be lost to
science forever.1 [emphasis in original]
This was leading German anthropologist Felix von Luschan’s appraisal of the state of his
discipline in 1903. He was giving voice to what, by then, was an entirely typical – even
dominant – aspect of anthropology in Europe. Similarly, in America, Margaret Mead related
what she had been taught by her teacher Franz Boas, the early twentieth-century founder of
anthropology in America. Margaret Mead wrote, “Even in remote parts of the world ways of life
about which nothing was known were vanishing before the onslaught of civilization. The work
of recording these unknown ways of life had to be done now – now – or they would be lost
forever” (emphasis in original).2 Mead and von Luschan were both echoing a discourse that was
expressed definitively in 1839 by one of its earliest promoters, the English anthropologist James
Cowles Pritchard: “[I]f Christian nations think it not their duty to interpose and save the
numerous tribes of their own species from utter extermination, it is of the greatest importance, in
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a philosophical point of view, to obtain much more extensive information than we now possess
of their physical and moral characters.”3
This kind of anthropology has been called “salvage ethnography” by Jacob Gruber (his
term has largely prevailed), and anthropology of the “eleventh hour” by Barbara KirshenblattGimblett.4 Wherever anthropology came into contact with so-called primitive peoples, this
discourse could be found. In fact, as theorists including Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, James Clifford,
and Jean Baudrillard have argued, this discourse came to embody much of anthropology and
folklore studies—it was not only a justification for the emerging discipline, but its raison d’être.
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett writes that the “preoccupation with disappearance has shaped folklore’s
disciplinary subject.”5 Baudrillard is even more pointed: “In order for ethnology to live, its
object must die.”6
From the turn of the twentieth century, this discourse of imminent loss and urgent salvage
came to be applied to European Jewish culture and society. As I demonstrated in the first
chapter of this dissertation, this same period saw the transformation of the European Jew into a
primitive subject. And just as no primitive culture was free from the risk of degradation and
eventual disappearance, the same went for Jewish culture. In the context of early twentiethcentury Jewish anthropology and anthropologically-inflected literature, salvage quickly became a
byword. It drew on the nineteenth-century literary tradition of nostalgic ghetto- and shtetl3
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literature in both German and Yiddish and reached its apex in literature stemming from the First
World War. It was this war that, in its massive and widespread destruction, created a strongly
felt sense that traditional eastern European Jewish culture was on the brink of disappearance.
This chapter analyzes two prominent works that emerged after the First World War, works that
forcefully evince the discourse of salvage: Das ostjüdische Antlitz (The Face of East European
Jewry), a German ethnographic meditation by Arnold Zweig first published in 1920, and Khurbn
Galitsiye (The Destruction of Galicia), a Yiddish war diary by S. An-sky first published in 1923.7
These works, though they reflect the ethnographic discourse of salvage, are not works of
ethnographic in the strictest sense. An-sky’s book is a hybrid memoir and diary, and Zweig’s is
a stylized, ruminative ethnography, more given to meditation than observation and recording.
Yet they form, each in its own way, efforts at salvage that expand the role of literature into that
of scientific ethnography, and that of ethnography into the realm of literature. There were
intimations of this imbrication of the tasks of ethnography and literature in the Jewish context
before the First World War: Y. L. Peretz’ Bilder fun a provints-rayze (Impressions of a Journey
through the Provinces, 1891) is a series of vignettes garnered from an expedition he undertook in
1890 to investigate the social conditions of Jews in the Polish countryside. The narrator’s
authoritative voice and omnivorous collection and deployment of local color bespeak the
ethnographic character of a project borne of concern over changing social and economic
conditions, rather than cultural loss and preservation, which are not stated concerns in the text.
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The crystallization of this discourse is apparent in the critic David Frishman’s statement
on the role of literature in the face of cultural loss. Frishman wrote that the works of Sholem
Yankev Abramovitsh (Mendele Moykher-Sforim) were useful for the project of salvage:
If, let us assume, a deluge comes, inundating and washing away from the face of
the earth the Jewish ghetto and the Jewish life it contains, not leaving behind so
much as a residue, a sign, except by sheer chance, Mendele’s four major works
[...] as well as two or three shorter works—then, I doubt not, with these spared,
the future scholar would be able to reconstruct the entire map of Jewish shtetl life
in Russia of the first half of the nineteenth century in such a manner that not even
one iota would be left out.8
But whereas Frishman imagined a double salvage project—using works written for other
purposes for the re-creation of a lost civilization, the First World War gave impetus to a notion of
literature created for the very purpose of salvage.
In this chapter, I demonstrate – by juxtaposing Zweig’s German book and An-sky’s
Yiddish book for the first time – that the discourse of salvage formed part of a trans-European
interrogation of Jewish culture, linking Yiddish and German literature.

2. Kriegsgefangene – Finding Anthropology in Art
As Steven Aschheim, among others, has demonstrated, the First World War, and more
specifically the location of the Eastern Front, gave many German-speaking Jews direct access to
eastern European Jews for the first time.9 These Jews, even before they were seen or known as
living people, had become a powerful idea in the turn-of-the-century German-Jewish imaginary.
In Martin Buber’s Hasidic tales, Nathan Birnbaum’s essays, and periodicals like Ost und West,
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German-speaking Jews learned of the perceived authenticity, vitality, and truth of the Jewish
beliefs and practices of the so-called Ostjuden. They were seen as true, uncorrupted Jews. The
war-time “first contact” with the Ostjuden resulted almost immediately in literary and artistic
productivity.
Hermann Struck and Arnold Zweig’s book Das ostjüdische Antlitz (The Face of East
European Jewry) is the most prominent example of the war-time German-language response to
the Ostjuden (figure 1). Zweig and Struck served together in the same division of the German
Army on the Eastern Front; it was that experience that inspired their project. Struck was a wellknown artist who had written the standard German text on lithography, and had produced an
image of Theodor Herzl that became ubiquitous. Zweig was a playwright, novelist and prolific
feuilletonist; he also published books on issues of Jewish concern, including Zionism. Das
ostjüdische Antlitz (DoA) falls somewhere in the middle of this spectrum. Featuring lithographs
by Struck, the book is a lengthy, somewhat systematic, largely undifferentiated description of,
and meditation on, the Jews of Eastern Europe.
A key to understanding this text, however, is a remarkable but little known book called
Kriegsgefangene, (Prisoners of War), published in 1917, and also featuring illustrations by
Struck (figure 2).10 The book is divided into two sections, the first featuring an introduction to
anthropology by Felix von Luschan, a leading anthropologist, and the second featuring one
hundred lithographs by Struck of prisoners of war captured by the Germans. In some ways the
comparison of DoA and Kriegsgefangene demonstrates the divergence of literature from
10
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professional anthropology, but their commonalities – centered around Struck’s artwork – suggest
an affinity that goes to the heart of the question of anthropology’s presence in Jewish literature of
the period. In my reading of Struck and Zweig, I hope to show how modern literature about
Jews took part in the discourse of anthropology, turning Jewish European subjects into the
collectors and the collected, and turning the ethnographic gaze onto themselves. More
specifically, I will show how the discourse of salvage shaped the way this book cast eastern
European Jews as anthropological and literary subjects. Although Kriegsgefangene is not strictly
about Jews or salvage, understanding it is essential in situating DoA, by drawing attention to the
ways in which DoA explicitly engages the idioms of visual anthropology, and by extension
anthropology in general.
In the middle of the War, Hermann Struck and the publisher Ernst Vohsen approached
the anthropologist Felix von Luschan with the plan to put together a book that was to be
comprised of a general introduction to anthropology by von Luschan and a series of illustrations
of prisoners of war by Struck. Von Luschan was the “dean” of German anthropology at the
time—from 1909 he held the chair of anthropology at the Berlin University and was director of
the physical anthropology department at the Berlin Ethnographic Museum. Struck had gone
straight to the top for a project that was – due to his métier as an artist – not securely based in the
methodologies and practices of anthropology. Anthropology itself was not yet institutionally
grounded; its origins lay in the recent past—indeed, von Luschan was the first professor of
anthropology at the Berlin University. The long and contentious process of the discipline’s
development reflected not only the difficulty in defining its subjects and goals, but how those
goals were to be achieved. If anthropology was to be the scientific study of man, its methods
needed to be scientific as well. Physical anthropology was increasingly successful in this period
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not only because it grew out of a broader scientistic cultural orientation, but also because it
provided anthropology with the scientific apparatus needed to legitimize itself. Observation of
primitive peoples’ behavior and customs was qualitative and thus imprecise; measuring skulls
could be done with verifiable accuracy, despite the fact that how to interpret the data remained
very much an open question.
Von Luschan’s legacy, though based to a great extent on his work as a physical
anthropologist, has been secured by his outspokenly liberal, anti-racist views. His career was
multifaceted: he wrote general books on anthropology as well as important specialized studies of
African antiquities. He participated in and documented archaeological excavations of Hittite
sites and published on Ionic columns. He gave a lecture entitled “The Anthropological View of
Race” at the First Universal Races Congress in 1911 in London, a conference oriented explicitly
toward the rejection of racism. Even though his conclusions were markedly different from those
of the increasingly prominent racist and völkisch anthropologists, this does not mean that he
bypassed methods of physical anthropology that now seem unsavory or avoided all of the
assumptions of racialist science. He wrote an essay appended to Carl Meinhof’s book on socalled Hamitic (i.e. African) languages called “Hamitische Typen” (Hamitic Types)—both words
in that title are located firmly within the realm of racialist anthropology.11 And he was also the
developer of the von Luschan chromatic scale, a color chart with thirty-six gradations meant to
aid in the identification and classification of a subject’s skin tone in order to establish
correlations among groups or races.

11

Carl Meinhof and Felix von Luschan, Die Sprachen Der Hamiten: Nebst Einer Beigabe: Hamitische Typen Von
Felix Von Luschan (L. Friederichsen, 1912).

141

The diversity of his career speaks to his own wide-ranging interests, but also to the
numerous areas of study still under the umbrella of anthropology. Though less rigorous and
scholarly than his typical work, von Luschan’s collaboration with Struck was not an
unprecedented deviation. He did, however, have serious concerns about it, which he addressed
from the outset. He began his contribution to the book by mentioning a recent volume of
photographs of American Indians for which Theodore Roosevelt had written an introduction
claiming that the book had anthropological as well as artistic value. Rejecting out of hand the
anthropological value of that volume, von Luschan cautions against what he considers
Roosevelt’s folly: “The scientific value of these pictures, in relation to the cost of their purchase,
is vanishingly small.”12 His hopes for Struck’s illustrations were, accordingly, not high.
Nevertheless, he accepted them: “…I saw this book and am happy to admit that I have seldom
been so pleasantly disappointed. Of course these pictures are first and foremost works of art and
must be judged as such. But over and above their artistic value, they are indisputably of
scientific significance.”13 Von Luschan identifies the ethnographic value of the images not as a
function of their artistic qualities, but one of logistics:
In our prison camps there is an extremely visible multitude of the widest diversity
of races, representing all corners of the earth, and all the colors of man that have
heretofore been seen. For the scholar, a visit to some of these camps is almost as
rewarding as a trip around the world. In fact, it is possible here to study some
groups much better and with greater ease than in their homelands. Due to the
nature of things, it is, however, impossible for scholars to visit a large number of
prisoner camps, and certainly impossible for us to bring our students to the camps.
Prisoner of war camps are, after all, not menageries, and can only be made
available for research to a specially selected few. And so we must be all the more
thankful for every visual representation and every kind of scholarly work that
brings to a wider audience even just a small portion of these underutilized
12
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treasures. In this way much useful knowledge can be gained and some long-held
misconceptions can be corrected.14
In a pinch, von Luschan seems to be saying, Struck’s lithographs will do. He himself, however,
does not rely on them—his essay is copiously illustrated with photographs, and he makes no
reference to Struck’s illustrations. Their value is, by implication, for the layman. Von Luschan
claims that this followed the wishes of Struck and the publisher:
This essay was not, so they requested, to deal with the people portrayed in the
artist’s drawings... The artist and publisher wished for, rather, a short introduction
to the fundamentals of anthropology as a whole. Thus it seemed judicious to
include with this text a number – not too small – of photographs of various races.
These are not intended as a counterpoint to the artistic illustrations and just as
little are they intended to make this text an anthropological atlas. They are,
rather, meant merely to unburden the text from bare descriptions.15
Why Struck and the publisher should not have wanted von Luschan to make reference to
Struck’s illustrations and why the illustrations are not as suitable as photographs for a simple
“unburdening” of the text, von Luschan leaves unexplained. Given the lack of obvious answers
to these questions, it seems reasonable to guess that von Luschan refused to use Struck’s
lithographs: lightly cloaking his ambivalence in a few sentences is one thing, but to actually use
artworks (and it is worth noting that he repeatedly calls them “artistic illustrations”) in a
scientific capacity was likely unacceptable for such a distinguished and rigorous scholar. Indeed,
von Luschan’s photographs bear the hallmarks of the ethnographic style, distinguishing them
from mere artworks.
This was not the universal appraisal of Struck’s work, however. In his review of the
book in the Archiv für Rassen- und Gesellschafts-Biologie from 1918, the eugenicist Fritz Lenz
estimated the relative merits of the illustrations as follows: “On the whole, the anthropological
14
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significance of the images, which have clearly been chosen more from artistic than from
anthropological considerations, is by no means small.”16 He, too, avoids explicating the precise
value of Struck’s illustrations, but is careful to note that there is a difference in orientation
between the two types of image. This difference is expressed primarily in format and context:
von Luschan’s photographs appear in pairs, with two head-shots of each individual, one frontal
and one in profile (figure 3).17 Struck’s lithographs contain no pairs, and a wide variety of
views. Most of them, as with the photographs, are portraits, but some also show the entire body
(figure 4). The views are often in profile, with some in frontal, but there are also three-quarter
views—a distinctly artistic trope (figure 5).18 These variations, characteristic of an artistic idiom,
would seem to confirm von Luschan’s concerns about the limited scholarly utility of these
pictures. Nevertheless, he agreed to write an essay accompanying them, and so despite, as well
as by virtue of von Luschan’s cautionary words, Struck’s images are enveloped in a legitimating,
ethnographic discourse, something that he surely wished for when he invited an anthropologist as
distinguished as von Luschan to introduce his book. But why would von Luschan have agreed to
such a scientifically meritless and “artistic” project? His answer cited above is none too
convincing—surely other more scientifically acceptable ways of taking advantage of the
situation in the prisoner of war camps could have been developed. Von Luschan answers this
question directly: “More than ever before, the layman is now thinking about the great
connections within humankind today, and so with great joy I greeted the request of Mr. H. Struck
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and Mr. E. Vohsen to provide the one hundred plates with a generally comprehensible
anthropological essay.”19 Von Luschan, mindful of the vast and ever increasing quantities of
racist material then in circulation with the imprimatur of anthropology, did not wish to turn down
an opportunity for popular education. Struck’s illustrations, he says, “will not be admired
exclusively as an artistic endeavor, but are likely to awaken anthropological interest in many.”20
In his book on the Völkerschauen (ethnographic showcases) of late nineteenth-century
Germany, Eric Ames has described one of their primary functions as being that of inducing
propinquity, i.e. “the closeness and juxtaposition of otherwise distant places within the space of
display.”21 For anthropologists during the First World War, a prisoner of war camp performed
the same function as a Völkerschau. Von Luschan addresses this matter directly, stating in his
essay that the prisoner of war camps served to obviate the necessity of travel. But just as in
times of peace the expedition to exotic locales is reserved for an exclusive cohort comprised
primarily of businessmen and scholars, so too in times of war is its ersatz a privilege, now only
for anthropologists. Lay people, von Luschan reminds us, could not enter the camps. This book,
then, by way of Struck’s illustrations, does for the layman what the prisoner of war camps do for
the professional anthropologist, namely, nullify the distance that anthropology must traverse.
Von Luschan seems to be arguing that the value of Struck’s works is not intrinsic, but lies in
their simulation of the anthropological experience. Therefore, in fact, they need to be
“unscientific,” since that is the natural starting point of the layman in traveling as well as
reading. The book goes on to draw the reader away from its unscientific beginnings toward the
realm of the anthropologist. But the vector travels in the other direction too—if entertainment
19
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can approximate anthropology, then “real” anthropology must also be entertaining. Accordingly
von Luschan writes: “As an anthropologist, I must conclude with the admission that the hours
that I was able to spend in our prisoner of war camps were as pleasurable and as informative for
me as any voyage overseas, and that I have only friendly memories of the personal interactions I
had with many of our prisoners.”22 This experience of pleasure is one he experienced “as an
anthropologist”; thus the pleasure of the lay-reader can also be anthropological in nature, and is
thereby legitimated and elevated from entertainment to science. This is where von Luschan’s
essay ends, leaving the impression that, if Kriegsgefangene is a simulacrum of the prisoner of
war camps, which themselves are a simulacrum of the native habitat of the savage, then the most
important experience to be gained from it is that of scientific pleasure, not knowledge gained.
Nevertheless, von Luschan does set out to convey some basic points of anthropological
knowledge, the first of which is the monogenetic origin of mankind. He summarizes the state of
research as follows: “the process of becoming man occurred only one time and in one place; all
currently living races descend from this original form.”23 This statement is a clear-cut answer to
the basic anthropological and historical question of the origins of man, but also closes the door
absolutely on one of the scientific tacks of racism: if all humans descend from one being, then all
races are related. This repudiates what many anthropologists perceived as the superiority of the
white European races. Von Luschan, backed up by what he calls the cutting edge of
anthropology, flat out rejects such theories.
This anthropological liberalism was not received well in all circles of the discipline.
Further on in his review of Kriegsgefangene, the anthropologist Fritz Lenz does not take kindly
22
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to what he characterizes as von Luschan’s leitmotif of racial unity, “according to which real
differences in the nature of various races, particularly in matters of intellect, are denied.”24 Not
satisfied with impugning von Luschan’s scholarship, Lenz attacks his patriotism:
The military virtues of the coloreds who are led against us by our opponents are
praised. They are even claimed to be significantly morally higher than some of
our white enemies. In Africa in particular, says von Luschan, the only savages
are a few whites touched by lunacy. Thus von Luschan’s plea for the colored
colonial allies has become, without his wishing it, a defense of entente.25
Lenz’s sneering review highlights the stakes involved in anthropology’s relation to racial identity
and politics. Von Luschan, taking on a project with a Jewish artist, displaying Jews, Russians,
Scots, Arabs, and Africans as legitimate and equally useful subjects of anthropological inquiry,
was not playing it safe. While anthropologists like Lenz were developing a scientific basis for
prejudice, von Luschan was using anthropology to elide such judgments, even as he was
attending to cultural and biological difference. It is against this background that Struck’s work
with Arnold Zweig ought to be seen: although it is focused exclusively on Jews, Das ostjüdische
Antlitz takes its perspective and its anthropological basis from a work like Kriegsgefangene: it
envisions Jews as legitimate subjects of European anthropology, imbricating notions of
exoticism and Europeanness within the identity of the Ostjude.
A brief survey of the diversity of Struck’s images strongly conveys this point. Among
the one hundred illustrations, ten depict Western Europeans, among them soldiers from England,
Scotland, France and Belgium (figure 6); eight depict Russian and Polish soldiers of Slavic
ethnicity; nine pictures are of Tatar Russians; six are of Caucasians, including Armenians,
Georgians, and one Dagestani; four are of Russian or Polish Jews (figure 7); one depicts a
24
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Russian of German extraction; one depicts a Bulgarian; one depicts a Russian subject of an
indigenous ethnicity, identified as a Muslim; four show Chuvash indigenous subjects of Russia;
one shows a Russian Siberian; fourteen images are of Sikhs; seven depict other British soldiers
from Punjab and Baluchistan (figure 8); six show Gurkhas from Nepal; twenty four are of North
Africans, including Tunisians, Algerians, and Moroccans, among them Arabs and blacks (figure
9); and finally four represent black Senegalese soldiers. This spectacular array encompasses the
extent of the British and Russian empires, including numerous racial types of interest to
anthropologists. Interwoven among the exotic tribesmen, the savage Sikhs and the gallant
Gurkhas are, with nothing to distinguish them but their names, hats, and faces, Frenchmen and
Scots, and also Jews. The sequence of images makes a strong case that all humans are equally
valid and worthy subjects of ethnographic and anthropological inquiry. The Jew, beside the
Belgian, beside the Chuvash. Nevertheless, the Jews he depicts are given exotic features, placing
them closer to the Chuvash than the Belgian; for example the uniformed but bearded rabbi, bent
over a volume of Talmud.

3. Zweig – Das ostjüdische Antlitz
The collection of illustrations in Kriegsgefangene (1916) is, to my knowledge, the largest
Struck ever published. His second largest was the accompaniment to Arnold Zweig’s book, Das
ostjüdische Antlitz (The Face of East European Jewry), first published in 1920. Though also
large in number, including 52 lithographs, the images are of a narrow focus: they depict only
Jews, more specifically, only eastern European Jews. Putting down Kriegsgefangene and
picking up Das ostjüdische Antlitz, the visual anthropological markers are clear. The focus
remains on the face as a descriptive category, in particular the depiction of the face using
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conventions that suggest the anthropological tropes in which Kriegsgefangene traffics.
Furthermore, Struck’s images in DoA are stylistically indistinguishable from those in
Kriegsgefangene—in terms of Struck’s illustrations, the two books differ only in that the images
are not sequestered from the body of the text, and that they depict exclusively Jews. In both
volumes the majority of the images are of faces; faces in portrait, profile, and three quarter view.
Several of the images in both books depict full bodies engaged in various activities. The rest,
however, show only the face (with the exception of two landscapes in Das ostjüdische Antlitz).
Although Struck’s images were not sufficiently scientific for dispersal throughout
Kriegsgefangene, the book, which prefaces them with cautionary words about their ethnographic
value, ultimately decides in their favor, endorsing the images by virtue of their inclusion in the
book. Zweig’s work clearly has different standards: Struck’s pictures are sufficiently
anthropological to be placed in the body of the text. Having borrowed their anthropological
authority from von Luschan, they lend it onward to Zweig. I do not mean to suggest that von
Luschan magically deemed DoA anthropological by the transitive property of equality; rather,
the use of the same visual idiom in such different books speaks to the breadth and the viability of
the anthropological discourse that governs the images.
Other elements from Kriegsgefangene are repeated in Das ostjüdische Antlitz. The
prisoner of war camps recreated, according to von Luschan, the basic ethnographic exercise of
fieldwork, thus mirroring ethnographic showcases, both in function and in their carceral aspect.
The prisoners of war that Struck drew for Kriegsgefangene had been brought back from the
various fronts to the German hinterland; his subjects for Das ostjüdische Antlitz were equally
prisoners, if not in the strictest sense. The Jews of the Eastern Front were immobilized between
two warring powers and were under the military jurisdiction of one of them at any given time;
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the conditions necessary for Struck to fix them with his ethnographic gaze had thus all been met,
and so they joined the actual prisoners of war as subjects of ethnography.
Zweig also repeats von Luschan’s point about the meeting of opportunity, history and
anthropology in the War, but adds to it the urgency of salvage. In the afterword to a reprint of
Das ostjüdische Antlitz from 1929, Zweig writes: “Perhaps we, the generation of the war, were
the last to see the old face of Eastern Jewry.”26 The war presented Zweig and his cohort the
opportunity to catch a last glimpse of this altes Antlitz, this ancient countenance, just as it was
among the major causes of the disappearance of the Jews Zweig idolized. That Zweig claims the
privilege of being one of the last to view and know the old, authentic Ostjuden is a claim that
buttresses the importance of his book. He was not only among the last to see the old face of the
eastern Jews, he was also among the last to preserve it. The value of his book is thus predicated,
to a degree, on the exclusivity of what it depicts. He invokes a key dynamic of anthropology,
manipulating the relationship between authority and authenticity. Zweig’s aim is to represent an
authentic Judaism; whether or not the substance of the book succeeds in doing so, its chronology
– based on experiences during War and appearing just after it – does so implicitly. As James
Clifford has written, “Authenticity in culture or art exists just prior to the present (but not so
distant or eroded as to make collection or salvage impossible).”27 Zweig has captured this
authenticity by virtue of the War; a War that enabled his access to the authentic culture and
precipitated its disappearance.
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Zweig begins the book with the quintessential Ostjude, the old man: “The old Jew of the
East, however, preserved his face. It looks at us from the tales of Mendele... (figure 10).”28 This
invocation of Mendele Moykher-Sforim (the literary alter ego of Sholem Yankev Abramovitsh)
in the context of preservation brings to mind David Frishman in his 1910 essay on Mendele cited
earlier. Zweig reads Mendele as Frishman does—as the preservation site of the face of the old
Ostjude, i.e. the authentic Jew. But where Frishman imagines a deluge destroying eastern
European Jews, Zweig imagines the destruction of the western European Jews. In the paragraph
immediately preceding his statement on Mendele, he writes:
The Jew of the West was on his way toward a kind of ossified denomination,
toward an eviscerating, desperate piety which cut itself off from all tradition and
was incapable of doing anything but cutting itself off. Due to fervent atheism and
an exaggerated and totally false application of scientific objectivity, this
denomination was declining from day to day, crumbling away, losing weight
faster and faster, and in front of his own eyes, as if automatically and without
resistance, the Jew of the West left these obvious losses to the mercy of the
disaster.29
The spiritual decline of the western Jews is cast here as an image of death—the starving body,
finished off by an unspoken disaster. By contrast, we are shown the Ostjude, who has “a young
and cheerful heart.”30 He adds, “The composure of such human beings is startling... They have
no sense of hopelessness or of the severity of despair in them, not even disillusionment.”31 The
rest of the book goes on in this vein, as Zweig shifts his focus from old men to women, prayer
and Torah study, the street and the home, and so on. He has, for example, a section on children;
in fact, a child’s face is the cover illustration of the book’s first edition (figure 1). Even though
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an old man is the quintessential Ostjude, the Ostjuden paradoxically embody the vigor and
renewal of youth.
In its catalog of eastern European Jewish life and people, this book is an ethnography,
preserving the last generation of the eastern Jews as they once were. But this ethnography was
introduced by a description of the decline and disappearance not of the Ostjude, but of the
Westjude. I do not read this as a reversal of the vector of salvage, from one group to the other.
Rather, I read Zweig as understanding the Westjuden and the Ostjuden to be two parts of a
whole—both presenting alternatives equally available to all Jews.32 At the end of part one,
Zweig returns to this issue, clarifying the relationship between eastern and western Jew:
Hasn’t there begun in every country from the West onward a kind of
de-Jewification of the Jews, which only found its limit in the
indignation of the local people, and often not even in that? And what
will become of this eternal people if the hot revolutionary air causes
the old ethnic glaciers to melt away—will there still remain this
Eastern Jewry in its ethnic richness and authenticity? For this is the
last part of the Jewish people on earth which has created its own new
songs and dances, rituals and myths, languages and forms of
community—and which continues to keep them alive and at the same
time vigorously preserves the old traditions in all their validity.33
The people to be salvaged are all the Jews, eastern and western, but in Zweig’s formulation, the
ethnographic subject has been bifurcated, and both halves are at risk of extinction. The Westjude
is already on his way to spiritual extinction; to remedy this the Ostjude must physically be
salvaged, because implicit in the Ostjude’s existence is the possibility of his disappearance. The
very terms of the question presuppose its answer—the authenticity cannot remain. So we are
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presented with a balancing act: the western Jews and the eastern Jews each need to be revivified.
In order to effect the salvation of the western Jews, it is the eastern Jews who must be salvaged.
This transaction between two ethnographic subjects is made possible by the complicated
position of the Jew within anthropology. In Struck’s illustrations of the prisoners of war, there
are no Belgians in exotic costume—the Belgians are western and civilized, and wear ordinary
uniforms, but the Sikhs, by contrast, are turbaned, eastern and exotic. The European Jew
encompasses both of these extremes in his illustrations: bearded and seated before an open
Talmud while wearing a western uniform. This image of split identity reflects a trope best
captured in the title of one of Karl Emil Franzos’ story collections about Ostjuden: Aus HalbAsien, (From Semi-Asia, 1876). Zweig is only able to ethnographize the one group in order the
save the other because he is not actually dealing with real individuals. Unlike the images from
Kriegsgefangene, nearly every one of which contains the name, regiment, and place of origin of
the soldier directly beside the image, the pictures in Das ostjüdische Antlitz remain anonymous.
Struck’s depictions of soldiers were based on real subjects, though they were conditioned by
anthropological typology. Struck’s images of Jews in DoA and Zweig’s meditations on those
images are meant to be understood typologically—Zweig’s comments suppress the visual
intimations of specificity or individuality.34 These, then, are even more purely ethnographic than
the images in Kriegsgefangene—they are images deployed solely in reference to a conception of
identity external to their actual subjects. In keeping with Nathan Birnbaum’s definition of
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Ostjuden as representing a theoretical, rather than an actual type of Jew, what Zweig is salvaging
is an idea, rather than objects, practices, or persons.35
The calibration between bifurcated halves of one ethnographic object is not, however,
stable—if it were, the need for salvage would have been moved entirely from the eastern to the
western Jews. But, as is clear, what Zweig documented was the Ostjuden. The historical
situation is a primary cause of this compromise: the Ostjuden themselves actually needed to be
salvaged—partially because of the social changes putting traditional lifestyles under pressure,
but mostly because of the massive destruction caused by the War.
The historical situation was also the immediate determinant of the book itself. But as his
allusion to Mendele Moykher Sforim makes clear, his goal was not at all to produce a scientific
ethnography simply in order to save what the War was destroying. At the beginning of the
book’s fourth chapter, he writes: “...if anywhere, it should be said here that this book is not
supported by specialized literature, not by reports, but rather merely by the present condition of
life and by the spiritual gift of observing. It is as wrong or right as the configuration itself which
life presents to the observer. Hence the gaps, hence the exaggerations: it is a testimony.”36 If
anywhere, I would think, such a disclaimer should come at the beginning of the book, not in the
middle—even if the immediate context is what prompted the comment. Zweig has buried his
plea for indulgence, but the die is cast: to hold on to the metaphor—the book may not have
crossed the Rubicon into the territory of proper ethnography, but it is absolutely soaked in its
waters. To try another metaphor, Zweig wishes to have his cake and eat it too: he acknowledges
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that his methodology is not rigorous or scientific, but nevertheless positions his text in the
territory occupied by ethnography.
This imbrication of literary and ethnographic concerns is present in the text from the
beginning. Facing the page on which Zweig’s comment on Mendele appears is Struck’s second
image: a portrait of an old, bearded Jew, wearing a cap with a visor and looking solemnly
downward. The preceding page is faced with a profile of another man, also bearded, this time
wearing a large yarmulke on the back of his head. These are the old Jewish types that Zweig
says come from the stories of Mendele, but are also, the reader is led to believe, representations
of real anthropological subjects who sat for Struck’s portraits. This enmeshment of literary and
anthropological typology is also present in Zweig’s prose. An exemplary passage for his
evocation of anthropological types comes from the section on Jewish girls and women:
Let us take, for example, a girl of the educated class, whose face expresses most
strongly the average of her kind, the vitality of her people. Not a single feature of
her face has been shaped by individual fate, but instead all distinctive marks of
national belonging are most clearly stamped upon her. And so too was her spirit
created, her temperament, her will and feeling; she is created in the image of her
grandmother, exponentially raised into the typical.37
Zweig uses defining keywords of typological thinking: she is average, she bears no individuality,
she is typical. This passage occurs on a page facing a portrait of a girl which, interestingly
enough, conveys a strong sense of individuality: the girl has pursed lips, slightly messy hair, a
squat nose, and stares away with a disgruntled look on her face (figure 11). Nevertheless her
image, along with Struck’s other portraits, is used by Zweig to evoke a type, not an individual.
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Though this kind of extrapolation from averages was the basis of much of physical
anthropology (and was criticized for methodological reasons by von Luschan, among others), it
offered Zweig a venue for his gnomic moralizing. Describing another face, he writes:
A noble and silent beauty of the evening lies upon his forehead. His
deep-set eyes, resting softly, like dusky ponds, in the shadows of his
chiseled cheekbones, know much wisdom but no longer blink at
action. The tenderness of his mouth speaks in the words of the
preacher about our vanity and about our chasing after the wind of our
transitory existence.38
Further on, he extrapolates from an ear: “The large rugged ear of the poor man does not hear
irony, ranting, or insult... His bony forehead cannot hide its searching....”39 Just as these
passages show how Zweig uses an anthropological starting point as the basis for an artistically
rendered spiritual or psychological insight, he also saw works of art as a basis for
anthropological insight: “Just how strongly the Eastern Jewish people [Volk] allows itself to be
bound by such old men can be seen in the dramas of its theater.”40 The theater is offered here as
proof of an anthropological insight. Elsewhere, Zweig further enmeshed the reciprocal
relationship of anthropology and art. After viewing the Habimah production of An-sky’s The
Dybbuk, a production strongly marked by expressionist primitivism, Zweig wrote: “Jews,
coming right out of Chagall’s pictures, painted like the dance masks of wild tribes, in costumes
of South Seas’ [sic] people...were jumping, walking, contorting themselves.”41 Chagall’s
pictures and South Seas natives are held up as equivalent examples of the authentic primitiveness
of An-sky’s play—for Zweig the borders between art and anthropology are porous.
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Other sections of the book are focused on recording Jewish practices, including prayer
and Torah study. Some sections focus on institutions, including schools. I have chosen to focus
on several passages that display Zweig’s use of the face and typology in order to show how the
anthropological raw materials that von Luschan identified in Struck’s aestheticized images are
further developed by Zweig. His book is, on the whole – despite its meditative tone, sometimes
obfuscating style, and lack of attention to ethnographic methodology – thoroughly imbued with
the idioms and aims of ethnography.
Zweig’s ethnographic approach to Jews in Das ostjüdische Antlitz pivots between
documentation and prognostication. He is motivated by the crisis of Jewish identity in Western
Europe, which in turn causes him to fear for the survival of its eastern branches. His approach is
therefore to salvage, and he fills his pages with descriptions and analyses of Ostjuden. This
book bears the markers of salvage and salvation: in the case of the former, an orientation toward
recording and preserving the past and present; in the latter, an orientation toward the future,
namely, the ultimate survival of the Jews.

4. An-sky – Salvaging Lives and Saving Culture During the First World War
Another prominent work that emerged from the First World War and was marked by
anthropology is Der yidisher khurbn fun Poyln, Galitsiye, un Bukovine, fun tog-bukh, 1914-1917
(known as Khurbn Galitsiye, The Destruction of Jewish Poland, Galicia, and Bukovina; From
Diaries, 1914-1917), a war memoir by Shloyme Zanvyl Rappoport, better known by his
pseudonym S. An-sky. The book was first published in his collected works in 1923, but was
based on his travels during the war throughout the region of the Eastern Front dispensing
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humanitarian aid, salvaging Jewish artifacts, and collecting folklore.42 An-sky, unlike Zweig,
was an ethnographer, and was one of the key figures in the development of Jewish ethnography
in Eastern Europe. But he was a person for whom anthropological scholarship was always in
service of a greater cause, and Khurbn Galitsiye is, I will argue, the strongest statement of Ansky’s vision for Jewish anthropology and for Jewish culture. As such, his book evinces a deep
concern for real people as well as real artifacts, concerns that indicate his deep humanity as well
as his sensitivity to anthropological objectives and methods, a sensitivity which Zweig lacked.
Just before the War, in 1911, Y. L. Peretz formulated a call for Jews to collect their folk
culture to foster artistic ends: “Collect, transcribe and inscribe. Come together and learn to read,
sing together, recite, enjoy, create the atmosphere for the artistic….”43 The Great War radically
changed the urgency and tenor of the call to collect. In 1915, three of the most prominent
Yiddish writers of the period – Peretz, An-sky, and Yankev Dinezon – published a call to Jewish
civilians and lay people to collect. Cautioning that if left for others to record, the experiences of
the Jews during the war would either not be recorded at all, or would be recorded with malice,
they wrote:
[W]e turn to our people that is now and evermore being dragged into the global
maelstrom, to all members of our people… with the following appeal:
BECOME HISTORIANS YOURSELVES! DON’T DEPEND ON THE
HANDS OF STRANGERS!
Record, take it down, and collect!
See to it that nothing is lost or forgotten of all that happens in our life during and
because of the war: all the upheaval, the sacrifice, the suffering, the acts of valor,
42
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all the facts that illuminate the attitude of Jews to the war and of others toward us;
all the losses and philanthropic efforts—in short, record everything, knowing
thereby that you are collecting useful and necessary material for the
reconstruction of Jewish history during this horribly important and vitally
important moment. Whatever can be recorded should be recorded, and whatever
can be photographed should be photographed. Material evidence should be
collected, and all this should be sent … to the Jewish Ethnographic Society….44
This call was, in many ways, a crystallization of the literary and anthropological priorities at
which An-sky had arrived after a long and varied career. As David Roskies has convincingly
sketched, An-sky’s life traced an arc, first distancing himself from, and then returning to, the
Jewish people and Jewish issues.45 Initially a narodnik, he had “gone to the (Russian) people”—
he worked among Russian miners and collected their folksongs. He began his literary career
writing in Russian and spent years around the turn of the century in Paris involved in radical
politics. Eventually he began to write in Yiddish in addition to Russian, and finally “returned”
his energies and attention to Jewish issues, swearing off the non-Jewish causes to which he had
devoted so many years. In the same period, he turned his attention to Jewish folklore, deciding
that Jewish folk culture was the key to creating a viable and vibrant contemporary Jewish
culture.
In 1909, in a letter to his friend Chaim Zhitlowsky, he announced that he was turning his
attention away from writing: “...I have decided to devote the rest of my life to the Jewish task,
which I consider colossally important for the creation of a Jewish culture. This is the creation of
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Jewish ethnography, the collection of objects of Jewish folklore, etc.”46 This turn to Jewish
ethnography presumably entailed leaving behind his engagement with Russian folklore as well as
his literary activities, whether Yiddish or Russian. An-sky’s decision intimates a triage between
literature and ethnography. Initially it seemed that ethnography would dominate the remainder
of his career: from 1912-1914 he organized and led the first major Jewish ethnographic
expedition in the Pale of Settlement, collecting folklore, sayings, ritual objects, folk art, and the
like. He would quickly refuse the dichotomy he had imagined between literature and
ethnography, going on to produce his most important literary works, the seminal play The
Dybbuk and his war memoir Khurbn Galitsiye. These two works, the two most significant
produced after his turn to Jewish ethnography, illustrate in two divergent but complementary
ways the possibilities for a non-scholarly, ethnographically informed and engaged literature in
Yiddish. The Dybbuk was his masterpiece and a key work of modernist theater. It incorporates
mystical and supernatural elements with a strong primitivist character by drawing on the folk
tales and customs that he collected on his ethnographic expeditions. This was a literary work
based on ethnographic sources, but not subject to them, manipulating them for its own dramatic
ends, even as it showcased their richness and viability as art—an achievement that certainly fell
in line with, even as it expanded, the goal he stated to Zhitlowsky of creating a Jewish culture
based on ethnography. In Khurbn Galitsiye, however, he achieved what is, perhaps, his most
convincing synthesis of ethnographic and literary concerns. Whereas The Dybbuk is a literary
work that made use of ethnographic materials, Khurbn Galitsiye is a book that takes as its equal
subjects literature and ethnography, placing them within the context of an engagement with
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Jewish culture that privileged, by necessity, the concerns of the present, rather than a scholarly
past or an ideological future. That present was the First World War, and An-sky’s primary
response to it, unifying the ethnographic and the literary, was salvage—salvage of folklore and,
through his humanitarian aid work, salvage of people. Khurbn Galitsiye is a document sprung
from these interests and also a recording of these interests in action. The resulting text is more
ambivalent about its relationship to ethnography but also more dependent on it than The Dybbuk.
Forced by the First World War to stop his ethnographic expeditions, An-sky began
extensive travels through Jewish towns along the Eastern Front, keeping a detailed diary that
eventually became Khurbn Galitsiye. Khurbn, a Yiddish word of Hebrew etymology, does not
simply mean destruction—it is the Hebrew word used in the formulaic phrase for the destruction
of the temple, and thus synecdochically for the exile of the Jews. A khurbn is no mere
destruction, but a cataclysmic, utter destruction. 47 In calling his record of the destruction visited
upon the Jews of Galicia, Bukovina, and Poland a khurbn, he is projecting a number of
suppositions: that the death and devastation that the Jews suffered was not only collateral
damage of the war, but was a result of purposeful persecution and pogroms; and that the scope of
the suffering could only be fathomed in reference to the greatest calamity in Jewish history,
namely the destruction of the temple. This latter observation has been made by David Roskies in
his survey of the Jewish literature of catastrophe.48 Roskies reads An-sky’s book much the same
way he reads An-sky’s life story—as a negotiation between Jewish tradition and modernity. He
argues that the allusion to an iconic, yet remote precedent expresses the traditional Jewish
literary connection to history, but his vivid depictions of suffering ultimately underscore how
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utterly unprecedented the destruction actually was. My reading of Khurbn Galitsiye is focused
on the immediate literary and ethnographic context of its creation.
During the war, An-sky was forced to set aside his official ethnographic efforts; he turned
to humanitarian work in the war zone, acting as an aid-worker at large, roving around the Eastern
Front and coordinating between different aid organizations, the Russian occupying army, and
Jewish communities. A response to the call to collect that he published with Dinezon and Peretz,
his book is also an investigation and record of the state of the Jews along the front and the extent
of their devastation and persecution. Finally, he did not miss the opportunity to continue his
work as an ethnographer and collector—he gathered folklore and saved artifacts whenever and
wherever he could. Khurbn Galitsye records his experiences in pursuit of both objectives—
these objectives fused together the humanitarian and the ethnographic. Aside from their
simultaneity, these objectives shared an underlying impetus, one that referred back to An-sky’s
lengthy career, but especially to his most recent pre-War ethnographic work. If salvage, from an
ethnographic perspective, consists of collecting and preserving elements—folklore, songs,
artifacts, and the like—of a culture that is under threat of disappearance, then the literary
recording of the destruction of Jewish culture along the Eastern front is a process that can be
characterized as salvage. The fact that he accompanied his ethnographic salvage work with an
effort to save lives gives a new dimension to the concept of salvage; it also highlights the degree
to which ethnography and the “Jewish task” were imbricated in An-sky’s outlook.
As described in Khurbn Galitsiye, his working model during the War was consistent: in
just about every town he came to for aid work, An-sky made sure to visit the synagogue, and if
there was one, the court of the local Hasidic Rebbe. In Ger, the town that was home to the court
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of Poland’s largest Hasidic group, an old man leads An-sky through the deserted court of the
Rebbe, and then to the synagogue which was
...a large, bright, but desolate building, which hadn’t been cleaned in ages. The
shrapnel had entered the synagogue when several thousand Jews had taken refuge
there. The shrapnel had torn a large hole in the ceiling, which was now patched
up. Otherwise, neither walls nor floor showed any traces of where the shrapnel
had exited or remained. The synagogue attendant also told me the story of how
the shrapnel injured nobody in the synagogue, but when people had run out into
the street, twenty-three were killed.
When I asked him what had become of the shrapnel that had flown into
the synagogue, he replied in a secretive and enigmatic voice: “Ah, ah! That’s the
point—no one can tell what’s become of it.” A wartime miracle. Who knows
what legends have sprung up around the shrapnel!49
Here An-sky collects a piece of folklore that was not in danger because of the war, but had been
generated by the war. Encapsulated in this oral artifact is the salvage of the synagogue itself; the
story is thus both about salvage (how the synagogue and the people in it were spared) and is
itself an act of salvage (the recording of the story). The collection of ephemeral, newly
generated folkloric material substitutes for the impossible task of collecting an entire building.
Over the course of Khurbn Galitsye, An-sky makes note of several other wartime legends
he encountered. Early in the book he discusses the phenomenon of the legends:
The Jews, frightened and cowed, had no way of fighting—neither the cruel,
murderous persecutions nor the harmful lies. And so they wove their sighs and
tears into legends, as they had done in the past, from which they drew comfort
and courage. In one place it was rumored that the local Rebbe was writing a saga
about the war, “which would surpass anything ever written. When he finishes, the
redemption will come.” Jews talked about the Messiah in many places; they
consulted ancient texts and believed that the Messianic age was finally dawning.
But more than anything, Jews told stories about the false espionage charges. The
peoples’ imagination operated in the same ways as with blood libels: as they saw
it, blood libels were not outright lies but were sparked by crimes other people
49
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committed in order to turn the blame on the Jews. Of course, these legends, like
all folktales, were filled with deep optimism, with the faith that in the end truth
will out.50
The rumor of the literary Rebbe is ironically self-referential given An-sky’s own lengthy saga
about the war, but also involves An-sky’s subjects in the mechanism of folkloric production and
collection. Although, like the Rebbe, An-sky was writing a book about the War, he can hardly
be suspected of having harbored thoughts of divine redemption; aside from An-sky’s resolutely
irreligious outlook, the orientation of a salvage ethnographer is based on the assumption that
things will not work out—that redemption will not come. Nevertheless, his persistence in his
relief work and in producing a literary record of that work betrays a hopefulness that he shared
with the wartime folktales he collected.
Part of the reason An-sky remained hopeful was that the war had become an active,
dynamic mechanism for the production of folklore. Yet war was also, of course, a sinkhole of
culture, exemplifying the paradoxical tension that salvage requires—in order to save something,
it must be at risk of disappearance. Visiting the old synagogue in Brody, An-sky was shown
many ancient silver rarities: menorahs, crowns for Torah scrolls, candelabras from
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, as well as lavish curtains for the Holy
Ark. When I [An-sky] pointed out that this was a dangerous time for keeping
these precious articles in the synagogue, the beadles answered with a smile:
“Don’t worry! We hid them in a place where no one could ever find them.
Did they manage to hide these ancient treasures during the many pogroms
that took place in Brody after my visit? I don’t know.51
In another situation, An-sky was able to save the valuable artifacts. Arriving in Lutsk, he was
given a trunk of artifacts from the synagogue, including:
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an ornamental Torah crown from the eighteenth century and two rare hammered
silver candelabra with sculpted figures—dating back to the late sixteenth or early
seventeenth century. There were several other silver objects in an old artistic
style: a Levite pitcher, a spice box, a pointer for Torah reading, and a plate. And
there were also two ancient gold-embroidered items: a tablecloth and a curtain for
the ark. The overall value of these treasures added up to some twenty or thirty
thousand rubles.52
With the fastidiousness of a professional collector, An-sky lists everything of interest in the
hoard; he does not, however, provide the details of how he managed to spirit them away, but he
did bring them to St. Petersburg. The danger to these objects did not end there, though. An-sky
describes how, “in 1918, when the Soviet authorities were about to dismantle the Jewish
Museum, I took the trunk together with four crates of other rare articles from the Jewish Museum
to the Alexander III Museum for safekeeping; I was given a receipt for the lot, which is still in
storage there.”53 Given the precarious security of these objects, a receipt seems a weak surety,
but for An-sky that particular story was over—the objects were salvaged.
The Soviet threat to these objects, in addition to the receipt from the Alexander III
Museum and his rough estimate of the ruble value of the items makes very clear that here, as in
all ethnographic collections, more was at stake than culture. As soon as the objects left their
original ritual homes, they became commodities, and only secondarily scholarly resources. Not
even a page before the description of the Lutsk synagogue artifacts, An-sky describes the
aftermath of a pogrom in the nearby town of Poretsk. His description of the theft of Jewish
property during the pogrom obliquely and uneasily forces a comparison with the acquisition of
goods as part of a friendly ethnographic salvage effort. After discussing the situation with local
officials and victims, An-sky turned over 700 rubles for the survivors of the Poretsk pogrom,
although the value of the property stolen from the Jews by the assailants was probably much
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higher. In these adjacent passages the futility of relief operations in such a violent and unstable
war zone is contrasted with the clear and quick success of a cultural salvage operation. And yet
at least the pogrom victims of Poretsk received 700 rubles compensation; for their trunk of rare
artifacts, the Jews of Lutsk only received a receipt.
I will now treat in detail what is, in my reading, the centerpiece of An-sky’s book—a
series of episodes in which the imbrication of salvage and salvation, ethnography and
humanitarian concerns, reaches its most complex level. In the town of Khoroskov, the local
cantor approached An-sky and was immediately given aid, because “the support he asked for
was so minuscule and so justified.”54 The gift did not, however, come without stipulation—Ansky the aid worker was working in concert with An-sky the ethnographer, immediately asking
whether the cantor knew any Hasidic tales. To An-sky’s delight, he did: “And what a storyteller
he was! Filled with rapture, teeming with marvelous details like a true poet. Each tale he
recounted was a work of art!”55 Haunting this exchange, as it does all of An-sky’s other
ethnographic endeavors, is the fear of loss. Referring to the stories, he writes: “I felt true pain
that I couldn’t write them down word for word.”56 The joy of discovery is tempered by the “true
pain” caused by the ephemerality of the oral artifact and its impending loss—indeed, An-sky
writes that he was only able to remember one of the cantor’s stories. This story, which he relates
in the text, confirms an earlier assertion he had made about the messianic nature of Jewish
folktales during the War; in fact, An-sky writes that all the cantor’s stories were about the
Messiah.
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An-sky’s evening seems to have been something of a shtetl pastiche, à la Fiddler on the
Roof: he meets an old woman who boasts of her distinguished rabbinic lineage while demanding
a hand-out, he meets the storytelling cantor, and finally another figure enters the scene:
While the cantor was sitting and telling his story, I suddenly heard a quiet, doleful
violin emitting an ancient and deeply plaintive melody. I looked around and saw
in the doorway a famished, tattered, embittered Jew in his fifties, playing an old,
poor, violin. And both were weeping. Tears poured from the musician’s eyes,
and a quiet, heartrending cry poured from the fiddle.57
This sequence is a ridiculous revue of sentimental figures, which even then were nostalgic and
archetypical. An-sky has cast these living people as tropes, even as he mines them for
ethnographic material. He transitions seamlessly from regarding these figures as literary
archetypes to ethnographic informants: “It was very touching to hear his violin weeping and to
see the hungry man’s tears. When I was engaged in ethnographic research, I had noticed that so
many folk songs and folktales are full of grief and lament: ‘So they began to weep and wail,’
‘Woe and sorrow,’ and so on.”58 Although this passage is unambiguous in its depiction of Ansky’s relationship to potential ethnographic subjects and sources, it is not as heartless as it may
seem. An-sky continues on the subject of the sorrowful folk-songs, writing that he “had always
seen this as merely a rhetorical figure. But now, in Galicia, I realized that it is true to life. I saw
people ‘shedding torrents of tears.’”59 It is not his experience as an ethnographer that has
enabled him to be more compassionate in his aid work, but the opposite: his experience as an aid
worker has provided him with the opportunity to elucidate a problem from his field work.
The intertwining of literary, humanitarian, and ethnographic concerns reaches a rich
complication in an episode quickly following the one just described. Still in the same town, An57
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sky met the owners of a Jewish antiquarian bookshop, Lipe Shvager and Rabbi Frenkel. An-sky
describes their store as Galicia’s largest for rare Jewish books and manuscripts. It was destroyed
in the pogrom, and the owners had saved very little. What they did salvage An-sky says he took
back to St. Petersburg. He then relates a story that Shvager told him. Shvager met the Rebbe of
Kopetshinyets in a spa in Hamburg at the beginning of the War. After the Russians had invaded
Galicia, the Rebbe asked Shvager to go to Kopetshinyets and save an extremely rare handwritten
letter and autograph by the founder of Hasidism, the Baal Shem Tov. For a Hasidic Rebbe, the
spiritual value of these artifacts outweighed their monetary value, to the extent that they
warranted a trip into the war zone. An-sky writes that the Rebbe said to Shvager,
...please go to Kopetshinyets immediately and save these letters. If you’re not
able to come back here, store them in a safe place. You ought to know that your
trip will be very perilous. You could be shot, or someone might kill you because
of a rumor... but these dangers should not keep you from performing your sacred
mission and saving those letters.60
Shvager asked the Rebbe about his property and other valuables, worth millions. The Rebbe
responded, “All that stuff is expendable... but the Baal-Shem-Tov’s letters must be saved.”61
Shvager made it to the town, but wasn’t able to escape with the manuscripts, so he buried them
deep in the basement of the Rebbe’s house. Months later, after an initial failure to retrieve the
letters, Shvager finally found them, and saw that the writing had disappeared from the letter
(although the autograph was still intact). After relating this story, An-sky writes:
…I asked to see the letters. He said they were at the inner sanctum in
Kopetshinyets and refused to show them to me. But when I met him there a few
weeks later, I urged and prodded him, and he yielded, though very reluctantly. He
brought the letters to the synagogue. They were wrapped in several sheets of
paper. With great reverence he unfolded the letters without touching them
directly. I saw two small sheets of ancient paper, both of them dated 5513 [1753].
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One was covered on both sides with a dense and tiny handwriting... [with] a
barely perceptible signature in long, sharp, single letters: “Yisroel Baal-Shem.”
The second sheet, half decayed and with faint spots left by moisture or tears, was
completely blank, with no trace of writing.
Shvager, gazing at both letters with dreamy, mystical eyes, said: “I was
told that the script vanished because of the dampness and that it can be chemically
restored... but we Hasidim have a different view... A very different view.”62
The Rebbe sends Shvager on a mission, giving him the brief of an intrepid salvage ethnographer;
it is the cultural value of the letters, not their monetary value that is of concern to the Rebbe—he
tells Shvager not to try to save any of his other property.63 Since Jewish law prohibits
unnecessarily endangering one’s own life, the Rebbe has implicitly ascribed to these artifacts an
incalculable value, perhaps equal to that of a human life. Shvager’s “sacred mission” of salvage
is worth his life. However it is neither the war nor the journey that proves to be the greatest
danger to Shvager. Instead, when Shvager goes to retrieve the letters and cannot find them, “he
almost died of shock.”64 Although a hyperbole, it is the loss of the artifacts that is configured as
coming closest to killing him—cultural salvage, even more than war, is a matter of life and
death.
But the collector’s work is not done—this was An-sky’s rendition of Shvager’s story
about his own salvage expedition, as it were. Now An-sky turns the story itself into an artifact,
reasserting himself as the primary collector, and, equally important, the interpreter: “Frankly, I
didn’t put much stock in Shvager’s tale. It was one of the usual legends that emerge during such
tumultuous times.”65 Like the earlier stories that An-sky collected, he categorized this as a
newly minted folktale, with the difference that this folktale has something to say about the act of
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collecting itself. Moving from an external analysis back into a participatory mode, An-sky asked
Shvager to show him the letters. Shvager, now the native informant, his role as collector having
been taken up by An-sky, resists, protecting the religious mysteries that the ethnographer seeks,
claiming they are in the “inner sanctum” of the Rebbe’s court. Shvager finally relents and
displays the letters with, as Ansky writes, the “flown-away letters” (opgefloygene oysiyes),
alluding to a story from the Talmud.66 This Talmudic legend is of great symbolic significance in
Jewish culture—it is reiterated in a martyrological elegy at the center of both the Tisha b’Av and
Yom Kippur liturgies. It tells of Rabbi Chanina ben Teradion, whom the Romans wrapped in a
Torah scroll and burned at the stake as punishment for teaching Torah. His students asked him
what he saw in the midst of the flames, and he responded “The parchments are burning, but the
letters are flying away.”67 The Baal Shem Tov’s letters in turn reminded An-sky of a different
scene, loaded with its own allusive weight: “I recalled the shard of the Ten Commandments that
I had found at the profaned and shattered synagogue in Dembits. All that was left on the
fragment were the words kill and commit adultery.”68 This image recalls in turn the shattered
tablets of Moses. An-sky kept that fragment of the Ten Commandments with him for the rest of
his life, attesting to his impulse to salvage and his realization of its limits.69 It is these two
images—the broken tablets and the flying letters—that, writes An-sky, “summed up the life of
the Galician Jews”—broken and stripped of their identity.70 These two iconic Jewish scenes are
instances of major crisis in the transmission of the Torah, and, metonymically, in the survival of
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the Jewish people. They speak, therefore, to the fundamental concern at play in An-sky’s
ethnographic and humanitarian aid journeys—survival. An-sky arrives at these two symbols by
way of two stories of failed ethnographic salvage: a destroyed synagogue and a damaged letter.
Elaborating on his reading of these two episodes and reorienting them slightly, An-sky uses them
to describe what was really at stake in the war; to track, in other words, the progression from
ethnographic catastrophe to human catastrophe. He explains that earlier in the war,
the tragedy had still been purely external... hundreds and thousands of lives were
cut short, fortunes destroyed, great cultural treasures wiped out. But the storm
had not yet reached the depths of the soul, had not destroyed human self-worth...
Now... all these living corpses trudged past me not as “shattered tablets” but as
tablets from which the letters had flown away. These people had lost the supreme
sanctity of human dignity.71
By means of these two instances of unsuccessful salvage and their refraction through their
intertextual origins back to their contemporary context, ethnography is fully turned in service of
humanity. Whereas the earlier suffering An-sky encountered offered him material for collection
and the opportunity to elucidate ethnographic problems, now the vector has been reversed— Ansky draws lessons about humanity from his work as a collector. It is precisely here, in the
conjoining of a literary conceit and an ethnographic topos – of biblical allusion and the
compulsion to salvage – that we find the clearest expression of An-sky’s ethnographically
inflected literary voice.

71

Ibid., 251.

171

CHAPTER FOUR
WITHOUT JEWS: FIGURATIONS OF THE VANISHING JEWISH PEOPLE, 1900-1948

1. Introduction
This chapter documents the discourse of extinction regarding Jews in the first half of the
twentieth century. Although this discourse had generally been expressed in reference to
primitive peoples – the peoples who were actually dying out in the period – it also came to be
reflected in the way Europeans thought about their own, largely demographic, prospects. These
European anxieties about extinction saw a particularly strong iteration in the Jewish context, with
writers, thinkers, and anthropologists expressing variants of it; it is the range of expressions of
anxiety about Jewish extinction that forms the subject of this chapter. My argument is twofold:
whereas typical fears of extinction were ethnographically generated, and therefore were applied
to foreign, “exotic” peoples, European Jews applied this discourse to themselves. Furthermore,
although there was a long tradition of representing disaster and catastrophe in Jewish literature,
and even of expressing the anxiety of extinction, the idea of extinction remained exclusively a
metaphor until the turn of the twentieth century, when the additional possibility of extinction as a
physical reality emerged.
Anthropology brought back to Europe the idea that extinction was not just something that
befell ancient civilizations, but was an actual possibility for contemporary peoples, albeit a
certain category of people—namely primitive peoples. Although I am not prepared to argue a
direct genealogical link between the anthropological discourse of primitive extinction and the
discourse of Jewish extinction, the resemblance is crucial. The similarities between the
discourses draw attention to the basic elements guiding the emergence of the concept of
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extinction in Jewish literature and social sciences. More importantly, the resemblance points up
the fundamental difference between a discourse oriented outward toward primitive peoples and
one oriented inward—by Jews toward Jews. The task of this chapter is to document the
existence of a discourse of extinction applied by Jews to Jews, a notion of extinction that
expanded from metaphor to include a literal conception of dying out. In all of its iterations,
except those directly responding to anti-Semitism, the extinction of the Jews was seen as a form
of auto-genocide—the causes of extinction were understood to be a result of the actions and
values of the Jews, not of external forces.
Although a general anxiety about demographic decline was a discourse shared by others
across Europe, I argue that it was expressed nowhere in the European context as strongly as by
Jews in reference to Jews. This chapter will document a range of iterations of the discourse of
Jewish extinction, including essays, polemics, novels, and institutions.
The range of this discourse included variations of the trope of extinction that sometimes
did not reflect the violence implicit in the extinction of primitive peoples, and certainly did not
reflect the later genocide of the Nazis. I lay bare the discourse of Jewish extinction preceding the
Nazis: European Jews were thinking about, theorizing, and enacting institutions and practices to
respond to the possibility of their own extinction, long before the Nazis existed. I do not mean to
suggest that the idea of killing any Jews, much less all of them, was in any way generated by or
attributable to any Jews. Nor do I mean to suggest that the Nazis took this idea from the Jews—
they did not.
For Jewish writers in German and Yiddish in the first half of the twentieth century, the
trope of extinction referred to demographic collapse, spiritual disintegration, and anti-Semitic
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persecution. I argue here that what bound these variations together was that they were all
centered on an absence of Jews, an absence that was no longer imagined exclusively
metaphorically, as in the past, but that was imagined literally.

2. From Catastrophe to Extinction
The topos of catastrophe in Jewish literature and historiography has been present for a
long time. Jews have often been subject to disaster, dispersal, exile, slavery, murder and
massacre and have represented these experiences in literature; in fact, describing these events
came to be the dominant mode of Jewish historical narrative, famously described by Salo Baron
as “lachrymose” history.1 In his survey of the representation of catastrophe in Jewish literature,
David Roskies argues that the transmission and recapitulation of archetypes of destruction are
paramount. He identifies three main archetypes: “the burning of the Temple (the sacred center),
the death of the martyr (the sacred person), and the pogrom (the destruction of the Holy
Community).”2 These three categories remained the primary wellsprings of inspiration for Jews
who sought to write about the terrible events in their pasts or presents; according to Roskies,
even in the modern period Jews engaged in the “dialectical response to catastrophe, which
always disassembled the worst disasters into their recognizable parts.”3
But, though similar, this is not the idea I am tracing. Religious archetypes of destruction
place redemption as their telos—the ur-catastrophe, namely the destruction of the Temple, is
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rectified only by its rebuilding and the end of the exile. Extinction precludes redemption; it thus
represents an associated but distinct discourse.
The trope of extinction was first identified by the scholar Simon Rawidowicz, in an essay
published in 1948, entitled “Am ha-holekh va-met” (A People Constantly Dying). Rawidowicz
argues that the Jewish people “makes only one image of itself: that of a being constantly on the
verge of ceasing to be, of disappearing.”4 He finds this trope expressed throughout Jewish
history: in the Bible, by medieval rabbis, by the nineteenth-century scholars of the Wissenschaft
des Judentums, and by early twentieth-century writers. Although he admits that this trope is
sometimes found among other peoples, he says that “no people was ever so incessantly dying as
the people of Israel.”5
The essay’s abridged English version contains few examples, but even in the original
Hebrew the examples do not bear out a literal understanding of extinction, as his argument would
suggest. A case in point is the example from the Mishnah (Sotah 9:15), which he uses to define
the trope:
When Rabbi Meir died, there were no more makers of parables. When Rabbi
Azzai died, there were no more diligent students. When Rabbi Zoma died, there
were no more expounders. When Rabbi Joshua died, goodness departed from this
world. […] When Rabbi Yohanan b. Zakkai died, the splendor of wisdom ceased.
When Rabbi Gamliel the Elder died, the glory of the Law ceased and purity and
abstinence died. When Rabbi Ishmael b. Piabi died, the splendor of the
priesthood ceased. When Rabbi died, humility and the shunning of sin ceased.6
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This is, according to Rawidowicz, the governing archetype of this discourse: “The
poignant refrain of our Mishnah’s mi-she-met – with the death of so-and-so died this or that
cardinal virtue – echoes throughout post-mishnaic literature, throughout the Middle Ages up to
recent times.”7 The litany of mi-shemet is, however, metaphoric. The Mishnah is, by means of
hyperbole, lavishing praise on the giants of a bygone era; this is not a prediction of death and
dying, but an expression of nostalgia.
Rawidowicz’s other references to the discourse of Jewish extinction bespeak an anxiety
about disappearance; but none of those visions of catastrophe contained the idea his essay
promotes, namely the dying-out of the Jewish people. The litany of dying out that Rawidowicz
cites is marked by metaphor and hyperbole; his other major example from before the nineteenth
century, from a letter of Maimonides, refers to the waning of knowledge of Jewish texts and
laws.8 His later examples likewise do not express literal disappearance. He quotes Y.L.
Gordon, the nineteenth-century Hebrew poet and leading voice of the Haskalah: “Who will tell
me the future, who will tell me that I am not the last poet of Zion, and you my last readers?”9
Gordon is decrying a cultural illiteracy, a loss of knowledge of Hebrew literature; he imagines
himself as the last poet of Zion, not the last man of Zion.
Another example from Hayim Nahman Bialik’s poem “Before the Bookcase” (1910) is
also a misapprehension. He asserts that Bialik considered himself “the last of the last”; in the
poem, however, the poet addresses a shelf of traditional Jewish books, and asks them: “Do you
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remember? I haven’t forgotten/ In a nook in the empty study hall/ I was the last of the last.” 10 He
was, clearly, the last to leave the study hall, i.e. the most devoted of students. Even if the poem
bears out a broader metaphoric interpretation of this sentiment to align with Gordon’s cultural
complaint, we are still in the realm of metaphor.
Rawidowicz’s series of examples which reflect a metaphoric use of the trope of
extinction suits his purposes, which are ultimately homiletic: he understands the discourse of
“ever-dying” to be a reflection of the psychology of the Jewish people—by continuously
prophesying its own end, the inevitable catastrophes of diaspora life would not surprise the
Jews.11 He concludes that “[a] people dying for thousands of years means a living people. Our
incessant dying means uninterrupted living, rising, standing up, beginning anew.”12 As such, the
essay straddles the line between diagnosing the phenomenon of the discourse of Jewish
extinction and being a symptom of it. His reading of metaphoric examples of the trope of
extinction as redemptive is, however, understandable and appropriate considering that he wrote
the essay in 1948, having witnessed the Holocaust. Witnessing the creation of the state of Israel,
his interpretation of the discourse as evidence of a “living people” also makes perfect sense.
Despite his sermonic conclusion and his homiletic interpretations, his essay remains, to my
knowledge, the first identification of the existence of the Jewish discourse of extinction.
His essay is also useful in that his examples indicate the ways in which the trope of
extinction was, throughout its existence, used as a metaphor. Even his modern examples are
metaphoric. However, as will be shown, the discourse in modernity expanded to include a literal
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conception of extinction, not simply a metaphoric one. This is not to say that the metaphoric
iteration of the discourse itself falls out of use—far from it. My addition to Rawidowicz is the
identification of the literal form of this trope emerging around the turn of the century, the idea
that Jews might physically, actually, cease to exist.

3. The Extinction of Primitive Races
The discourse of the extinction of primitive peoples was deeply pervasive: it came to be a
primary impetus for anthropology, a justification for colonial policies, and a motif in social
prognostication.13 This discourse of the extinction of primitive peoples has been mapped
authoritatively by Patrick Brantlinger and my conclusions rest on his rigorous documentation of
the origins and permutations of this discourse, as well as on the work of Fred Gruber, who was
first to codify the centrality of extinction and salvage discourses in anthropology. A few
examples will suffice to show the extent and the urgency of this mode of thinking. One English
pastor wrote about the Tasmanians in 1836, “it seems to me to be a universal law in the Divine
government, when savage tribes […] come into collision with civilized races of men […] the
savage tribes disappear.”14 In 1839, the influential anthropologist James Cowles Pritchard gave
voice to what would become a leitmotif of European anthropology: “Wherever Europeans have
settled, their arrival has been the harbinger of extermination to the native tribes.”15 Alfred
Haddon, another British anthropologist, wrote in 1898: “An infinitude has been irrevocably lost,
a very great deal is now rapidly disappearing […] The most interesting materials for study are
13
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becoming lost to us….”16 The examples are numerous, and all assert the same fundamental
claim: primitive peoples are dying out and we must salvage what we can. This motif quickly
appeared in literature; the American form of this genre is most familiar in literature of the “dying
Indian,” including James Fenimore Cooper’s The Last of the Mohicans. From the late nineteenth
century it began to be echoed first in German anthropology and then in Jewish anthropology and
culture; examples from both of these contexts are given in the preceding chapter.
According to Brantlinger, the primitive peoples were acknowledged to be dying out for
three reasons: 1) violence and genocide, 2) disease, and 3) savage customs which led inevitably
to self-extinguishment or auto-genocide. According to Brantlinger, auto-genocide was “viewed
as the main or even sole cause” of extinction.17 This fantasy helped Europeans justify, to a
certain extent, their own destructive influence on “savage” peoples. It is Brantlinger’s third
category, the prediction of auto-genocide, which became one of the key features of extinction
discourse in its European and its Jewish context. Around the turn of the century there was a
similar apprehension at work among theorists of German nationhood, who feared Volkstod, or
the death of the people. For these theorists, largely demographers, geographers, and other
scholars in disciplines overlapping with anthropology, the concern about Volkstod was largely
directed toward prophylactic ends—the prevention of Volkstod, which was imagined as being
avoidable by means of, among other things, eugenics.18 The anxiety about Jewish Volkstod,
about which I will say more presently, was closely related, but bore its own distinct features.
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Brantlinger also identifies the dominant rhetorical shape of the discourse of the extinction
of primitive peoples:
In art, literature, journalism, science, and governmental rhetoric, extinction
discourse often takes the form of proleptic elegy, sentimentally or mournfully
expressing, even in its most humane version, the confidence of self-fulfilling
prophecy, according to which new, white colonies and nations arise as savagery
and wilderness recede.19
This form of elegy mourns the extinction of primitive peoples before it has actually
happened, since it is thought to be inevitable. The objects of mourning are thus still alive, but
anachronistically elegized. This was made possible by the temporal condensation implicit in
European primitivism, which, according to Johannes Fabian, denied coevalness to primitive
peoples, whose existence was imagined not in the present, but in a conflation of a nostalgic past
and an elegiac future.20 Just as Ostjuden were subject to the discourse of primitivism, so were
they able to be proleptically elegized.
The very possibility of proleptic elegy in a European Jewish context, in other words, an
intra-European context, bespeaks the unique situation of European Jews and their relationship to
anthropological discourses: primitivist elegizing for the loss of other peoples was always for
other peoples, primitive peoples—never for Europeans. As Brantlinger argues, it was, in fact,
the savagery of the primitive peoples that contributed to the inevitability of their demise; as such
it was left to the civilized peoples – who had the cultural capacity to do so – to mourn them. The
Jews, however, as both primitive and civilized, European and exotic, possessed the unique ability
to both observe and foretell, document and elegize, their own extinction.
2012), 157–183. See also Franz Krauss, Der völkertod: Eine theorie der dekadenz (F. Deuticke, 1903); Reinhold
Lotze, Volkstod? (Kosmos, gesellschaft der naturfreunde, 1932).
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I will demonstrate that these two key features of the discourse of the extinction of
primitive races – auto-genocide and proleptic elegy – are guiding forces in the discourse of
Jewish extinction. These elements were adapted to the particular contexts of the debates
surrounding them and the needs of the Jewish writers engaging with them.

4. The Extinction of Jews
The shift from metaphoric to literal conceptions of extinction gradually emerged at the
turn of the century in Jewish anthropological discourses. Max Grunwald, founder of the first
Jewish folklore society (Die Gesellschaft für jüdische Volkskunde), “hoped that Jewish
Volkskunde would preserve a record of a disappearing way of life and, by demonstrating the
beauty of traditions and encouraging their revival, help stem the tide of assimilation.”21
Although initially the turn-of-the-century calls for preservation – Jewish salvage ethnography –
mourned a vanishing way of life, the discourse came increasingly to reflect the basic assumption
of salvage ethnography in general, namely, that the people themselves, not only their culture,
were disappearing. This is implicitly contained in Grunwald’s vision for a Jewish Volkskunde as
a defense against assimilation. The primary threat of assimilation, of course, is the loss of
Jewish identity in the first generation, and in the next, the loss of Jews themselves.22 But,
although for Grunwald the fight against assimilation was a foundational concern of Jewish
anthropology, his instantiation of the discourse of the extinction of culture only approached,
without exceeding, anything more than a metaphorical implication of the loss of Jews.
21
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Likewise, Ost und West, a popular monthly magazine that took a leading role in the
propagation of the “cult of the Ostjuden,” sounded the alarm over cultural loss implying the
possibility, without stating it outright, of a greater loss. On the first page of its January, 1905
edition, the editors issued a call for the collection of folk materials. As part of their selfdescribed drive for an “intensivere und ausgedehntere Pflege” for Jewish Volkskunde, they
wrote:
Es ist höchste Zweit, dass auch wir endlich an die Arbeit gehen. Das erscheint
um so mehr dringend geboten, als kein Volkstum der Welt so sehr der
umgestaltenden, zerstörenden Wirkung der modernen Zeit und der von ihr
hervorgebrachten neuen Lebensformen ausgesetzt ist, wie das jüdische. […] Dem
gesamten Inhalt der volkstümlichen Schöpfungen… droht also Vernichtung und
Vergessenheit….23
The editors deployed this hyperbole even as they acknowledged earlier that people around the
world are engaged in “die Erforschung der Eigentümlichkeiten jedes Volkes und Stammes, ja
sogar jedes verschwindenden Volkssplitters.”24 According to the editors, the Jews need
Volkskunde; they need the cultural preservation ensured by lay collectors across Europe, because
the Jewish people suffers more from modernity than even the “disappearing fragments of
peoples” around the world.

5. Untergangstheorie – Racial Degeneration and the Extinction of the Jews
One of the participating elements in the transformation of the discourses of salvage and
extinction from an anxiety about the loss of culture to a concern for lost people was the
intensifying fight against the demographic ramifications of assimilation. The theorists of this
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demographic decline were known as proponents of Untergangstheorie, which they promoted in
their so-called Auflösungsliteratur.25
With the background of Malthus’ widely influential theory of a catastrophe caused by
untrammeled population growth, modern eugenics emerged out Francis Galton’s application of
Darwin’s new work.26 Galton suggested that natural selection could be manipulated in order to
assure the propagation of the fittest and the exclusion of the weakest from society. This was
necessary because the progress of European civilization made it easier for weaker people to
survive, and even flourish; the end result of this would be the decline of the entire civilized
populace. Galton argued that just as savage races were being wiped out through the process of
auto-genocide – they were incapable of meeting the demands of their own civilization – the same
result threatened the civilized races: “we too, the foremost labourers in creating this civilization,
are beginning to show ourselves incapable of keeping pace with our own work.”27
Accordingly, it was the success of assimilation that formed the basis for this demographic
anxiety in its German-Jewish context.28 The most prominent iteration of this discourse was Felix
Theilhaber’s 1911 book, Der Untergang der deutschen Juden (The Extinction of the German
Jews).29 This book opened a debate that overwhelmed the German-Jewish press, bringing into a
popular forum the work that other Jewish demographers, including most prominently Arthur
25
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Ruppin and Ignaz Zollschan, had been engaged in in the same period. Theilhaber and Zollschan
were both Zionists, and their demographic work was an iteration of their ideological project: to
remedy the demographic decline of German-Jewry, strong action needed to be taken, involving
the complete recasting of diaspora Jewish identity entailed by Zionism. As the prominent
Hebrew writer Yosef Hayim Brenner wrote, Zionism was “a way to forestall the threat of
extinction now facing our people.”30 Though the research was focused on German Jews,
according to John Efron “its central point [was] the inevitable disintegration of first German,
then Western European, and finally all Diaspora Jewry.”31 This disintegration was not
metaphoric: Theilhaber and Zollschan both showed through rigorous statistical documentation
and analysis that the number of German Jews was rapidly declining—too rapidly to ensure a
stable population. Emigration, intermarriage, and lower birthrates due to adaptation to bourgeois
norms (later marriage, smaller families, money spent on things other than children, and so on),
were causing a population crash that would lead, inevitably, to the complete disappearance of
Jews in Germany, and then in all of Europe.
But German Jewry was first because the process of assimilation was most advanced in
Germany, and its Jews were least connected to their traditional way of life. According to
Zollschan, “Modern Bildung is fatal for the tradition formerly alive in Judaism, and destroys
fully and completely (ausrotten … mit Stumpf und Stiel) the specifically Jewish spiritual way of
life based on that tradition.”32 That tradition ensured the demographic vitality of Judaism
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because it ensured high birthrates. Things were so far progressed however, that according to
Zollschan, “religion alone is today no longer capable of saving Diaspora Jewry from complete
extinction (gänzlicher Untergang).”33 Extensive changes in attitudes and behaviors were
necessary, changes that could only be catalyzed by Zionism. Zollschan emphasized the urgency
of the problem. In the introduction to his book Das Rassenproblem, he wrote: “At this point in
time the process of the disintegration of the Jewish race is underway.”34 The most important
Judenfrage is, argues Zollschan, “whether the Jewish people (das Judenvolk) should continue to
exist at all anymore, or not.”35
Theilhaber sounds the same note of alarm in his book, Der Untergang der deutschen
Juden: “the problem of extinction comprises, without qualifications, the Judenfrage. To be or
not to be—there is no problem more important.”36 The root of the problem was also clear: “The
German Jews are dying out; they are a people who have purchased their emancipation and their
entry to the society of German citizenship with the surrender of their religious and national
character.”37 His book, following its lengthy chapters on statistics, ends with a number of
political and communal recommendations, such as for example, a punitive tax for bachelors
above the age of 35. But Theilhaber, reviewing his recommendations, quotes from Faust: “Die
Botschaft hör ich wohl, allein mir fehlt der Glaube.”38 He ends by asking: “Will [the Jewish
people] survive this millennium, or will it, like a wreck on the high seas, be whipped by waves
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and wind, seeking rescue aimlessly and with futility, waiting for the moment when the water will
overwhelm the leaking ship?”39

6. Nathan Birnbaum – The Apotheosis of the Fantasy
This trope, and the despair it provoked, was not limited to social scientists. Perhaps its
foremost articulator was the influential writer and thinker Nathan Birnbaum. Birnbaum, one of
the founders of Zionism, wrote several essays predicting, lamenting, and remonstrating about the
extinction of German Jewry. However, he placed the blame for German Jewry’s decline
squarely on its self-fostered spiritual condition. He was original in his attribution of a physical
extinction of German Jews to their spiritual decline, giving the discourse of extinction its most
literal iteration yet in a Jewish context. 40 Over the course of his life, he ranged ideologically
from Zionism, to Yiddishism, to Orthodox Judaism: he invented the word “Zionism,” convened
the Czernowitz Yiddish Conference of 1908, and eventually became General Secretary of the
Orthodox political party Agudas Yisroel. Birnbaum is and was best known as the great
champion of the Ostjuden and the Yiddish language. In his Yiddishist phase, he believed that the
culture of the Ostjuden, centered on their national language, Yiddish, was the key feature of their
strong and distinctive character. He came to believe that it was their intense and traditional
religiosity that lent them their vitality and enabled their supremacy over Western Jewry. What
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bound his evolving views was his belief that the Ostjuden bore the remedy to what ailed
European Jewry.
It was likely a combination of the strength of his conviction and his polemical flair that
led him to argue that German Jewry was bound for extinction. On this matter he was much more
pessimistic than Zollschan or Theilhaber, and although he maintained a glimmer of hope for
German Jews, his main polemical focus came to be his contention that eastern European Jewry
must separate itself from western European Jewry, specifically from the trends of assimilation
and dissolution that western Jews embodied. Like the demographers, Birnbaum believed that
eastern Jews were not immune from what ailed western Jews; unlike them, however, he believed
that the remedy for either party lay solely in the eastern Jews.
His views on the matter are epitomized by a Yiddish article he wrote for the Warsaw
daily newspaper Haynt, “Tsi shtarbt dos daytshe yidntum” (Is German Jewry Dying?) in 1911.41
Because of their extremely weak Jewish identity, he writes, the main hope of the Jewish people
lies in the eastern Jews: “… the Eastern Jews must use every means in order to avoid being
dragged into this great destruction (khurbn), in order to avoid going down the same path, which
[the German Jews] followed.”42 He cites the recent work of Theilhaber, along with Zollschan
and Ruppin, as proof of his primary contention, namely that “German Jews are facing extinction
(oysshtarben).”43 He clarifies the distinctions between his perspective and theirs as follows: “Is
this not what I have been saying? Of course, I find special qualities of life (lebns-koykhes) in
Eastern Jewry which they [Theilhaber, et al.] do not; but I nevertheless see the danger there and I
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also cry out about it. Of course, in my opinion, the danger comes primarily from Western Jews
and their eastern imitators, rather than from other dangers.”44 He goes on to claim that he
believes there is still some hope, but he twice repeats the phrase “maybe, maybe….”
He presents a fuller vision of the extinction of German Jewry, one without even a
modicum of hope, in a text published in a collection of his writings from 1910. Although
editorials, essays, and speeches were his primary vehicles, Birnbaum included “einige
Dichtungen” (as identified in the table of contents) in his collection, including a short sketch of a
novel that is strangely utopian and dystopian at the same time. The text, Nach tausend Jahren,
Entwurf eines Zukunftromans (After a Thousand Years, Sketch for a Novel of the Future),
imagines a distant future in which American Jewry, invigorated and sustained by the victory of
neo-Hasidism over other forms of Judaism, has become the world’s most significant Jewish
community, far outranking Europe.45 Jews the world over seem to have some kind of unified
governmental system – not described, or, it seems, too clearly imagined – one of the centers of
which is in the American city of “Mojschestodt,” or Mosestown. A newly elected Jewish leader
decides to take a tour with his grandchildren of the world’s Jewish communities, traveling across
Europe and ending in the Land of Israel.
The first stop is Frankfurt and as we soon find out, all that remains of that city’s once
vibrant Jewish community is a cemetery marked by a memorial to the Jews of Germany, which
lists the Hebrew year of death as 6134, or 2373. The grandfather tells his grandson, “The death
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throes were prolonged, Leyzer, and, all in all, full of valor….”46 He then recites kaddish, which,
the narrator informs us, had not been heard in Germany for centuries.
The tourists move on to Vienna which, thanks to its large and vibrant Czech and Japanese
quarters, is thriving. In the also lively Jewish quarter, where they feel at home, they find the
characteristic Viennese cafes filled with Jewish businessmen and workers at the end of their
workday, all speaking Yiddish. Except for one group speaking German, which the grandfather
inquired about:
“Do you know these people here?” he asked the waiter.
“No; they aren’t regulars. They were just passing by and came in. These people don’t
usually come to us.”
“Are there any Germans living in the Jewish quarter?”
“Sure we have Germans, and they’re also regulars. But these people here aren’t
Germans.”
“But they’re speaking good, fluent German,”…
“Well, because they’re German-Jews.”
“Ah, yes! The remainder of that ill-fated branch of our people!”47
He learns that there are less than approximately one thousand German-Jews left, and that they
were decimated mostly by mixed-marriages, whether with non-Jewish Germans or with Yiddishspeaking Jews. The waiter informs the grandfather that the German-Jews also declined due to
their failure to adopt the neo-Hasidism which, so seems to be the premise of Birnbaum’s sketch,
saved Judaism. The piece continues on for a few pages, haphazardly describing the heights to
which the Jewish people have risen, religiously and politically, as well as the dangers still facing
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them in this utopia. All this, however, is evaluated against the description of the disappearance
of German Jewry.
All in all, Birnbaum’s novelistic effort is a recapitulation of his essayistic works,
describing in fictional form the counter-history that lurks in the background of his other writings
almost as a threat, and certainly as a rebuke: if Jews do not change their spiritual situation, they
will physically vanish.

7. The First World War – Extinction, From Fantasy to Reality
The discourse of extinction met a measure of reality in the First World War: the massive
destruction of Jewish communities along the Eastern Front inspired a range of reactions bound
by their realization that numerous Jewish lives and communities were being wiped out. In the
previous chapter I analyzed S. An-sky’s Khurbn Galitsiye, a war memoir that details An-sky’s
reactions to the destruction along the Eastern Front. Whereas earlier I analyzed the way An-sky
conceived of the imperative to salvage what he could of the folklore, artifacts, and lives of the
Jews in the danger-zone, I would like to draw attention here, briefly, to the way he invokes the
discourse of extinction.
In most of his writings, An-sky was concerned with the cultural revitalization of the
Jews; his war diary, Khurbn Galitsiye, however, documents the dire poverty and miserable
physical condition of the Jews inhabiting the Eastern Front, along with his efforts to salvage
valuable books and artifacts, and to distribute funds to impoverished individuals and vulnerable
communities. Commenting on the unprecedented nature of the violence, he writes:
… in Galicia something was happening that went beyond the human imagination.
A great Jewish territory with a population of a million Jews, who only yesterday
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had all human and civil rights, was surrounded by a fiery ring of blood and iron:
cut off from the world and delivered to the full power of Cossacks and soldiers
who were enraged like wild beasts. It seemed that a whole Jewish tribe was
perishing!48
An-sky collects folktales that emerged in response to the War, including one about “the
meeting of two Jewish soldiers on the battlefield. One ran the other through with his bayonet
and heard him cry out as he died, ‘Shma Yisroel!’”49 He compares these stories to the
seventeenth-century story he heard in his pre-War ethnographic expeditions (and which I discuss
in the second chapter) about the bride and groom killed by Chmielnicki just before their wedding
ceremony. He says that that ancient legend expressed the feelings of a people facing extinction,
“in the present war, the people is not threatened with disappearance.”50 This comment
contradicts his prior observation that “a whole Jewish tribe was perishing”; it also is strangely at
odds with the scale of the violence and destruction his book records (bombed out synagogues,
massacred civilians, and so on), and which the urgency of his humanitarian project reflects.
Although he expressed contradictory opinions on the extinction of the Jews in the war
zone, his activities during the War show that he regarded the physical threat facing Jews along
the Front as monumentally dire. His persistence and devotion in collecting and distributing
funds, organizing humanitarian care, and collecting artifacts and folktales, bespeak a deep
anxiety about the prospects for the Jews of the Front and their culture. Equally telling is the
diary that An-sky produced: Khurbn Galitsiye straddles the line between memoir and journal, but
its contents are voluminous, taking up three volumes of his 15 volume collected works.51 Ansky’s writing of the book itself seems to suggest that in the face of insufficient humanitarian
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efforts, something at least might be salvaged by the obsessive recording of his efforts to save
lives, and by the documentation of the cultural and folkloric ephemera produced by the War.52

8. Hugo Bettauer – The City Without Jews or the International Museum of Idiocy
Hugo Bettauer’s novel Die Stadt ohne Juden: ein Roman von übermorgen (The City
Without Jews: A Novel from the Day after Tomorrow, 1922) imagines the passage of a law
expelling all of Austria’s Jews and the disastrous effects this law has on the country.53 The novel
offers an innovative articulation of the discourse of Jewish extinction in several respects. First, it
is the first iteration of this discourse that imagines and describes the absence of the Jews, not just
the possibility or inevitability of their absence. Second, it is the first time that the extinction of
the Jews is ascribed not to internal forces – cultural and spiritual degeneration – but to an
external force, anti-Semitism. Finally, the novel was the most prominent and popular inter-War
iteration of the discourse of Jewish extinction. The book sold hundreds of thousands of copies,
was made into a successful movie in 1924, and was translated into English in 1926. It even
inspired a copycat novel, Berlin ohne Juden, by Artur Landsberger, published in 1925.54
Landsberger, a best-selling novelist and popularizer of ostjüdisch folktales, kept the basic
outlines of Bettauer’s novel, but fleshed it out with lengthy parliamentary debates on the
expulsion law, and detailed descriptions of the economic ramifications of the law. The book thus
presents a more somber take on the premise of a country without Jews.
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I should make clear that although both these novels describe the expulsion – not
extinction – of Jews, they nevertheless represent a form of extinction discourse: the operative
element of the discourse is not the means or process of extinction, but either as with Birnbaum,
its causes, or, as with Bettauer and Landsberger, its effects. These two novels, by focusing on
the effects of the expulsion of the Jews, are representations of Jewish absence. It is in this
respect that they participate in the discourse of extinction—they actualize the discourse’s most
important element, namely the absence of Jews.
Bettauer, a prolific journalist and novelist, identified the genre of The City Without Jews
in its subtitle as a Zeitroman, but by pushing off its topicality to the very near future, allows
himself to depict a highly plausible, but nevertheless unreal situation. The few years between the
composition of Birnbaum’s Nach Tausend Jahren and Bettauer’s novel brought the plausible
elimination of a group of European Jews out of the next millennium into the same week. As
such, Bettauer’s novel is in keeping with the parameters of a Zeitroman in describing a
contemporary, post-World War One milieu and addressing contemporary issues.
At the beginning of The City Without Jews, the populist anti-Semitic chancellor, Dr. Karl
Schwertfeger (clearly modeled on Vienna’s notoriously anti-Semitic mayor Karl Lueger), backed
by politicians across the spectrum and by the fervidly anti-Semitic populace, passes a law
requiring the expulsion of Austria’s Jews. The narrative device driving the story is the love
affair between Leo, a Jewish artist, and Lotte, his slightly aristocratic non-Jewish blonde lover.
After the expulsion, Leo returns to Vienna disguised as a Frenchman; by means of various
connivances he prompts the reversal of the anti-Semitic law, resulting, ultimately, in the return of
the Jews, the recuperation of culture and the economy, and his engagement to Lotte.
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Though the novel is a satire and is written in a frivolous tone, the seriousness of the
hypothetical situation is not neglected. The chancellor announces that, on pain of death, all Jews
must leave Austria by the end of the year, approximately six months hence. They are permitted
to take with them their liquid assets as well as to sell their property and businesses; professionals
would receive an amount equal to their stated incomes. Schwertfeger, in his speech announcing
the law, lays out the rules clarifying who is a Jew:
The law of expulsion applies not only to Jews and converted Jews, but to those of
Jewish origin as well. This term includes the children resulting from mixed
marriages. If, for example, a Christian woman of pure Germanic-Aryan stock has
married a Jew, he and the children of this marriage are to be expelled, while the
wife is permitted to remain in Austria. After mature deliberation, however, the
government has decided to consider the grandchildren of mixed marriages as
being not of Jewish origin, but Aryan.55
It turns out that this expansive definition includes up to twice as many people as anticipated,
including the brother- and sister-in-law of the archbishop. This does not move Schwertfeger; nor
do “the terribly pitiful scenes that occur every day at the departure of the evacuation trains—
scenes which often become so heart-rending that even the mob, gathered about the outgoing
trains to abuse the exiles, is moved to silence and tears.”56 His anti-Semitism is implacable, even
if the beginning of the novel gives intimations that the anti-Semitism of most other people is
malleable and adaptable to circumstances.
Nevertheless, beyond a gestural description of the anti-Semitism of the populace,
Bettauer does not offer a diagnosis of the expulsion. What he does describe in detail are the
effects of the expulsion on Austria—its society, culture, and economy. As such, it represents an
inversion of typical depictions of catastrophe in Jewish literature. As I noted earlier, exile and the
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destruction of the temple have been, from the Bible onward, the dominant motifs governing the
representation of Jewish suffering. The literature of suffering must describe the people who
suffer, and so necessarily follows the Jews into their exile. But Bettauer has inverted the
process, orienting his novel away from a description of Jewish life bereft of Zion, or in this case,
Vienna, toward a depiction of Jewish absence. By exploiting the anthropological fantasy of
extinction, he has sidestepped the messianic formulation of exile, which, by definition, must end
in redemption and a return to Zion. Bettauer amusingly dismisses the possibility of a messianic
reading of the situation of Austria’s Jews: relocation to Palestine is viewed by the Viennese Jews
in the novel as implausible at best and miserable at worst. The child of a converted Jew and his
Christian wife cries out at their elegant lunch table: “I don’t wanna go to Zion,” (I geh’ net nach
Zion); of course, the farthest her father is planning on taking her is Hamburg.57 In another scene,
a young Jewish man profusely thanks his uncle, a wealthy businessman, for agreeing to take him
to London. The nephew is relieved not only for the assurance of his livelihood, but also because,
“between ourselves – Jerusalem – never! Not for me! Nothing but Jews—I can’t imagine it!”58
The covenantal conception of Jewish exile is rendered ridiculous: nobody wants to go back to
Zion. With the telos of exile removed, the presentness of the situation remains—a presentness
defined not by Jews, but by their absence.
To show what is at stake and what stands to be lost, Bettauer offers a series of schematic
sketches in a sequence of short chapters describing the time between the passing of the law and
the deadline for the Jews to leave. These tableaux, including the ones described above, describe
the reactions of Jews, their friends, and their associates to the imminent departure: the mistresses
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of wealthy Jewish businessmen compare the lavish generosity of their Jewish companions to the
miserliness of the non-Jewish men they will be forced to seek out; a young Jewish poet commits
suicide, rather than be forced from his homeland Austria, the only place in which he believes he
can find creative inspiration. Bettauer even pokes fun at those who might genuinely deserve
pity: into the café in which the uncle and his nephew are planning the transfer of their business
walks a Hasid, “an old Hebrew in a caftan, with side curls,” begging alms because he “lost
everything he had in the Lemberg pogrom.”59 The pogrom victim, the archetypal figure of
Jewish suffering in modernist Hebrew and Yiddish literature, is not suffering too much in
Bettauer’s novel: he is not only begging for money but also for stock tips, asking the café patrons
whether he should buy Siemens before the exchange closes. This scene underscores that the
novel is only implicitly about Jewish suffering which, when it appears, is made to seem a joke.
The main subject of the novel is a description of the effects of the expulsion on Austria.
A generous reading of this rather crass scene might position it as a parody of antiSemitism. Bettauer depicts two competing images of essentialized Jewish identity: the
cosmopolitan café going businessman and the primitive Hasid; he shows both to be,
fundamentally, the same: at the mercy of anti-Semites and interested in business. Indeed, they
are both represented as speaking the same Yiddish-inflected German, even though one is
Viennese and the other from Galicia.60 In conflating these two versions of “true” Jewish nature,
Bettauer underscores the hyperbole that characterizes anti-Semitic imagery.
Reading the scene this way also makes the main plot of the novel slightly more palatable,
because otherwise we must admit that it confirms anti-Semitic stereotypes, even as it pokes fun
59
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at them. As Scott Spector has pointed out, everything the protagonist does in order to overturn
the anti-Jewish law “proves the rule: the Jew has passed and has infiltrated, he has used the sham
popular mechanisms of democracy to further his own ends, and he has done so through deception
and dissimulation—and his primary personal motive, after all, is the desire for an ‘Aryan’
woman.”61 Even his disguise has the same effect: to shore up his appearance as a French artist,
he has grown a full beard, the stereotypical mark of Jewishness. At the novel’s end, while
recounting to his lover and her family how he orchestrated the repeal of the expulsion, he trims
and shaves his beard, reverting to his old self: openly Jewish, but now with a non-Jewish
appearance. Even though, as Spector says, this inversion seems to prove the rule of anti-Semitic
stereotypes, I believe it also attempts to undermine these images by drawing attention to their
interchangeability.
Bettauer has thus, in a way, sidelined anti-Semitism: its political advocates are made to
seem as fools; its imagery is turned inside out. He has also put Jewish suffering out of the
picture first by satirizing it, and then by devoting his novel to a city inhabited by only one Jew in
disguise. What we are left with is what the book’s title promises: a city without Jews.
So what does such a city look like? Lotte describes the situation to Leo in a letter written
a year after the expulsion, just before he returns to Vienna. She reports that initially there was
celebration and joy, with food and housing prices coming down. However,
This lasted till Lent, but then the high spirits subsided. Suddenly there was much
unemployment. The clothing industry was at a standstill—we’d heard of a new
failure every minute. The papers said that the honest Christian merchants who
had taken over the old Jewish concerns but were not yet able to cope with their
task should be subsidized by the state. But the unemployed rioted, went around
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the Ring, demolished a couple of stores, broke some windows, and finally forced
the state to pay them ten thousand Kronen in unemployment benefits daily. Then
the Krone began to fall….62
In the arts things were no better, with Vienna’s great cultural treasures in decline. Lotte writes
Except for the opera there’s nothing at all going on in the theatre. …they’re not
allowed to produce anything written by a Jew, and the classics don’t draw the
crowds. For a while they played a lot of Shaw; but since he declared in an
English paper that Vienna has become an international museum of idiocy
[internationales Dummheitsmuseum], he’s taboo. … The musical comedy houses
are all in trouble … It turned out that all the operettas, old and new, were either
written or composed by Jews, usually both. … Of course a few completely Aryan
operettas were produced, but the audiences booed them, because they were all
complete garbage.63
Even fashion has suffered: there are fewer well-dressed people, guests at the fanciest hotels wear
coarse peasants’ clothing, and the best stores have lost their elegance. Elsewhere Bettauer
describes how the finest clothing stores now stock only rough woolen and flannel clothes, and
even those barely sell. In short, it is hard to tell what is worse: the economic or the cultural
situation.
Ultimately, it is the catastrophic economic situation that creates an opening for the
reversal of the law. Using the press, as well as making his own flyers and posters, Leo provokes
and directs public opinion on the economy until the discontent has reached the point that repeal
of the law becomes almost inevitable. But the attention paid to both the economic and the
cultural ramifications of Jewish absence highlights the centrality that both of these discourses
held in anti-Semitic polemics.
And so a city without Jews is a failed city: a city with high unemployment, an unbearable
cost of living, and a backward cultural scene. Bettauer’s vision of Jewish extinction – a vision of
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Jewish absence – is concerned, unlike the other texts I have described in this chapter, with what
has been lost (which it silhouettes by depicting what remains), not what might be saved. It is
also, in the purported words of George Bernard Shaw quoted in the passage above, an
International Museum of Idiocy. For Bettauer, the fantasy of Jewish absence conjured a museum
no more ominous than one of idiocy.

9. The Museum of an Extinct Race
In 1946, the journalist Egon Erwin Kisch, a Prague native and German-language writer,
wrote a review of the Prague Jewish Museum. The essay, from 1946, is entitled: “Mörder bauten
dem zu Ermordenden ein Mausoleum,” or “Murderers Built a Mausoleum for those to be
Murdered.”64 Though the article is largely concerned with describing the museum’s exhibits in
their immediate post-War state, the opening of the review describes what happened to the
museum under the Nazis. Kisch writes:
The plan was: exterminate a people of millions, and, in a museum to be built by
the murderers, demonstrate how fanatical and dangerous an enemy of the
Thousand Year Reich the murdered people, namely the Jews, had been. The more
comprehensive this museum is, calculated the Nazis, the more convincingly it will
prove to future generations how much we changed the world and shaped history.65
That this was, in fact, the Nazis’ plan has never been documented. What is known is that the
Prague Jewish Museum had a long and distinguished history before it was reopened under Nazi
control in 1942 as the Jewish Zentralmuseum (central museum). The museum employed Jewish
curators and registrars in cataloguing and categorizing the huge quantity of ritual objects and
other Judaica that the Nazis were looting from the Moravian and Bohemian hinterland. Under
the orders of the Nazis, the nature of which remain unclear, these curators put together exhibits
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based on those artifacts. Although the Nazis’ intentions and orders regarding the museum are
unknown, the exhibits, unlike most of the people who worked on them, survived the Holocaust.
The exhibits were seen fit to be displayed and provided the basis for the Prague museum’s
renewed status as one of Europe’s leading Jewish museums, a status it has maintained to this
day, based on its distinguished history and its uniquely vast holdings, courtesy of the Nazis.
The Holocaust history of the museum has given rise to what must be called a rumor, the
rumor of a so-called “Museum of an Extinct Race.” This purported name of the Prague museum,
supposedly endowed by the Nazis, is repeated in countless guidebooks to Prague. It has even
made its way into scattered works of scholarship, including an essay by Avishai Margalit, a
prominent philosopher active in memory and Holocaust studies, and a book by James Young,
scholar of German and Holocaust memory culture, who refers to “Hitler’s plans for a museum in
Prague to [sic] an extinct race.” 66 But it is not clear precisely when or how the Prague
Zentralmuseum came to be known as the Museum of an Extinct Race.67 Kisch’s review is, to my
knowledge, the first designation of the museum as fully a Nazi invention. And although he calls
it “a mausoleum for a people to be murdered,” the title of his article resonates strongly with the
name “Museum of an Extinct Race,” and is perhaps the source for the name.
While it is certain that the name is an invention, scholars of the museum debate the extent
to which the purported name reflects the reality of the museum: was it a museum operating
miraculously under the malevolent, but strangely distant supervision of the Nazis, or was it
66
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shaped by Nazi ideology? The directors of the museum, from its post-Holocaust new beginnings
through to the present day, have attempted to promote a history of the museum that sidelines the
Nazis’ role, holding it up as a monument of resistance and resilience. Dirk Rupnow, the leading
scholar of the museum, maintains that it is impossible to conclude from the historical record to
what extent the museum was a Nazi initiative. He chooses to emphasize its Jewish workers and
exhibits, and the degree to which it was free of Nazi interference. Other scholars, though they
concede the significant role Jewish curators and organizers had in the museum, emphasize its
role in Nazi ideology—for these scholars, although the museum had a different name, it was still
a museum of an extinct race.68
When the museum’s post-War curators opened the exhibits that had been developed
under Nazi control for viewing, they no doubt believed that, in terms of display and curatorial
practices, the museum was fully in line with the traditions of Jewish museology.69 Their bravery
in reopening the museum and showing these exhibits bespeaks a conviction that the tragedy of
their situation during the Holocaust and their awareness of the possibility of the extinction of
European Jewry did not fundamentally alter the substance or viability of their work. Popular
sensationalism, prompted first by Kisch, has fostered an image of the museum that sees it purely
as a tool of Nazi propaganda. The scholarship has remained ambivalent by endorsing both of
these views, to some extent. What these scholarly debates and popular misconceptions have
68
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obscured is that it is not only the exhibits and artifacts that had a Jewish identity and history, but
that the very idea attributed to the Nazis, that of the museum of an extinct race, also has a Jewish
identity and history. It is certain that, whatever the Nazis’ particular goals for the museum were,
they were evil. It is also certain that the content developed by the Jewish curators was,
museologically, quite normal. And one of the ways in which it was normal was, ironically and
tragically, the fact that it was a response to the threat of extinction, a threat that had been
imagined – though even in its most dire iterations, never as grotesquely, horrifically, or tragically
as the Nazis envisioned it – in Jewish anthropology and literature in the decades preceding the
Holocaust. The discourse of extinction embedded in the Prague museum was not that of the
Nazi Final Solution; it was, rather, that of anthropology and salvage museology. As such, the
Prague Museum reflects a discourse linked not to genocide, but to anthropology and the
numerous and multivalent ways it permeated the culture of European Jews in the first half of the
twentieth century. Kisch’s response to the museum represents the inevitable turn that the
discourse took in the aftermath of the Holocaust: extinction was no longer a polemical figure or a
literary fantasy—it had become reality.
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EPILOGUE: AFTER THE HOLOCAUST
1. The Shadow of the Nazis’ Primitivism
Kisch’s interpretation of the Prague Museum bespeaks the shadow cast by the Nazis over
every manifestation of an anthropological trope in the Jewish context. And this is justified. The
unsettling continuity of German academic life from the Nazi period to the post-War period was
not simply a matter of personal or professional allegiances—there was also an ideological
continuity. Scholars are still evaluating the ways in which this continuity affected and changed
the relevant academic disciplines in Germany, including anthropology, genetics, and folklore.
Although it took decades to coalesce, a very modest reckoning began relatively early. Hans
Nachtsheim, a geneticist who was deeply implicated in Nazi crimes (he used disabled children in
experiments)1 but continued his prominent career after the Holocaust, challenged Fritz Lenz after
the war on the continued viability of certain aspects of pre-war research. Lenz, whose negative
review of von Luschan and Struck’s Kriegsgefangene from 1918 I cited in chapter three,
likewise flourished after the Holocaust. Responding to Nachtsheim, he produced a shockingly,
unsettlingly complete condensation of all the anthropological tropes regarding Jewish identity
that this dissertation examines. Lenz wrote to Nachtsheim in 1951: “Ich habe Sympathie auch
für die Schimpansen und die Gorillas, und es tut mir sehr leid, daß die dem Aussterben
entgegensehen wie so viele andere Tierarten und auch sogenannte Naturvölker. Mir ist auch das
Schicksal, das Millionen von Juden betroffen hat, sehr schmerzlich; aber das alles darf uns doch
nicht bestimmen, biologische Fragen anders als rein sachlich zu betrachten.”2 (I have sympathy
for the chimpanzees and gorillas, and I am very sorry that they face extinction, like so many
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other species and so-called primitive peoples. The fate that millions of Jews met also pains me
greatly; but none of that should cause us to regard biological issues in any way but purely
objectively). The ease with which Lenz places apes, primitive peoples, and Jews in a simple
continuity and the way in which he categorizes the genocide of the Jews as a natural extinction
stain similar discourses, no matter how harmless. Freeing the Jewish uses of anthropological
discourses from the murderous grasp of the Nazis is a painful challenge.
But just as the various discourses my work describes leapfrog the linguistic and national
boundaries of the first half of the twentieth century, so did they manage to avoid the presumed
“blank-slate” or “year zero” in European literature – especially German and Jewish – caused by
the Holocaust. Though the Holocaust altered these discourses, it did not fundamentally interrupt
the continuity of what, well into the twenty-first century, now looks like a tradition in European
and American Jewish culture. Books by Alan Dershowitz and Bernard Wasserstein from the last
decade of the twentieth century prognosticate the decline of diaspora Jewry. 3 Michael Chabon’s
recent novel The Yiddish Policemen’s Union is a bonanza of the motifs examined in this
dissertation: a major settlement of Yiddish-speaking Jews in Alaska (dominated by a gang of
Hasidic criminals), is set to lose its right to the territory, threatening the existence of the Jewish
people.4 The novel’s hero is a primitivist caricature par excellence: an Orthodox Jewish Eskimo
policeman named Berko, with some of the qualities of a bear, to boot. Currently, the New York
Times regularly features articles and photo-series about goings on in the Hasidic enclaves of
Brooklyn that evince primitivist tropes more strongly than they do local city reporting. One
article recommends Williamsburg as a local spot worthy of a tour, invoking the trope that
3
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primitives inhabit another time: “[T]he images here — knife-grinders on the street, bearded men
in 19th-century frock coats — are not only vivid, they are also apparently lost to time.”5 The
introduction to a series of photos invokes the trope that, although they may seem to be in our
world, primitives in fact inhabit another place: “Take the D train to 55th Street in central
Brooklyn, and you feel as if you have set foot in a different world.”6
In short, the tropes that emerged from the anthropological discourses of early twentiethcentury Europe persist. Their durability is a testament to the powerful influence that
anthropological thinking has had on the configuration and representation of Jewish identity. And
although it may now be slightly easier to see these motifs without the shadow of the Holocaust
hanging over them, that was obviously not the case immediately after the war. The article by
Egon Erwin Kisch with which I concluded the final chapter of this dissertation shows how
discourses borrowed from anthropology were particularly susceptible to discoloration in the light
of the Final Solution. Indeed, history is always interfering with discourse, and this is as true of
the First World War as it is of the Second. I will conclude by examining two more articles by
Kisch, one written in the shadow of the First World War and one in the shadow of the Second.
Their author saw both sides of both abysses of twentieth-century Europe, surviving the Great
War and the Holocaust. These are thus works by a man who picked up these discourses in order
to reflect on Jewish identity in the face of its greatest challenges. The first article is a
reconsideration of the golem legend and its meaning in a world fractured by the Great War. The
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second is an instantiation of primitivism in which primitive, exotic difference falls away in the
face of the profound losses suffered in the Holocaust.

2. Egon Erwin Kisch – The Golem Again
An article on the golem legend by Egon Erwin Kisch uses the story to calibrate the
relationship between folklore, and by extension traditional folkways, and modernity. The article
was published twice, first as “Dem Golem auf der Spur” (On the Trail of the Golem), in Kisch’s
collection Der Rasende Reporter, (The Raging Reporter, 1924), and then, slightly shortened, as
“Den Golem wiederzuerwecken” (Reawakening the Golem), in the collection Geschichten aus
sieben Ghettos (Stories from Seven Ghettos, 1934).7 It is a first person reportage describing the
author’s search for the golem in the attic of Prague’s ancient synagogue, the Altneuschul, where
its dusty remains were laid to rest, according to legend. The genre of the piece is akin to his
other journalistic essays, but retains a temporal and geographic looseness that gives it the cast of
fiction. As Sigrid Mayer points out, the title of the first collection identifies the piece as
reportage, whereas the second book identifies it as a ‘geschichte.’8 Whether or not the events in
the article, as I will call it, can be verified is beside the point—Kisch’s main subject is his own
search for the golem of Prague and its meaning.
He uses the story of the Prague golem to displace and reconfigure notions of Jewish
identity based on east and west, tradition and modernity. As with Zweig and An-sky, Jewish
legends offer Kisch the opportunity to reflect on contemporary issues. But Kisch looks at the
question of violence through a more universal lens. He invokes the First World War as a
7
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synecdochical representation of the violence of modernity, and does so in order to get at his main
subject, which is the confrontation of modernity and tradition and its impact on individual Jews.
His interrogation of the tragic and destructive effect of the modern world on the life of a
traditional Jew then allows him in the final sentences of the article to subtly address the impact
of modernity on the lives of the working classes.
The article begins with an encounter with an eastern Jew during the First World War, as
did so many other encounters of German-speaking Jewry with “authentic” Jews and Jewish
culture. Writing from the perspective of an unspecified number of years after the war, Kisch
recounts how his military company was stationed in a Carpathian village (Wola-Michowa, now
in south-eastern Poland), where he was quartered in the home of a “kleingewachsene Jude”
(small Jew) with a large pile of books behind his stove.9 When the small Jew saw that Kisch
could read the Hebrew books, he struck up a conversation; upon finding out that Kisch was from
Prague, he showed a great deal of knowledge about the city. It turned out that his interest was
focused specifically on “the grave of the Great Rabbi Löw and the place where the Golem lay.”10
This country Jew from a remote Carpathian village had learned about Prague from an old
city guide he possessed, but his interest had nothing to do with the sights of Prague—he was
interested in the grave of the Maharal and finding the grave of the golem, located, according to
tradition, in the attic of the Altneuschul, the medieval synagogue. His interest in Prague was
freighted with almost excessive symbolism—he was interested in what was below and what was
above, foregoing the intermediacy of the cityscape.
9
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The same incompatibility of belief in the golem and contact with the “real” world was
expressed in the introduction of another book that the Jew kept behind the stove—a bilingual
Hebrew and Yiddish book containing stories of the Maharal and his golem. Kisch relays the text
of the title page as well as its publisher and year of publication (1911), information that indicates
it is likely the bilingual Yiddish-Hebrew edition of Yudl Rosenberg’s book.11 Before describing
the contents of the book, specifically the legends pertaining to the golem, Kisch describes the
introduction, which contained “an expert evaluation by Dr. A. Berliner, lecturer at the Berlin
Rabbinical Seminary,” who said that “this book is a hodge-podge of superstitions and should
have been burned, not printed.”12 Abraham Berliner was a neo-Orthodox philologist of the
classic Wissenschaft des Judentums cast—his scholarly interests were in classical texts, not in
folklore or anthropology. One of his publications was a defense against the blood libel; but his
scholarly activities – typical of the German Orthodox elite – seem to qualify him for scorn in the
eastern European, Yiddish book that belonged to Kisch’s host. The book’s editor responded to
Berliner’s note as follows: “Whoever does not believe in established facts should be burned!”13
This tussle between Western scholar and Eastern believer in the introduction parallels the
dynamic that is initially performed by Kisch and his interlocutor. It is the classical interpretation
of the pre-primitivist, nineteenth-century Ostjude-Westjude encounter: the Ostjude is seen by the
Westjude to be primitive in lifestyle and beliefs and is therefore rejected; the Westjude is seen by
the Ostjude to be so rational that he rejects accepted religious beliefs and “established facts.”
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Kisch performs both the new and the old roles of the Westjude – ironic observer as well
as unquestioning admirer of the Ostjuden – resulting in an ironic representation of the western
rejection of eastern Jewry. Speaking German, wearing an Austro-Hungarian uniform as a
member of the occupying army, and describing the filthy home of the Jew as well as his stunted
(kleingewachsen) stature, Kisch initially deploys tropes that imply discomfort and even hostility.
But then, contrasting himself to his fellow soldiers who throw the Jew’s books back behind the
oven when they see their foreign script, Kisch picks up a book and begins to read. This leads to
a conversation with the Jew, who claims a certain measure of cosmopolitan identity by saying
“perhaps I know more about Prague than a native of Prague!”14 He also reclassifies Prague as a
pious community (fromme Kille) as he reveals that his interest in Prague is not in any aspect of
its contemporary existence, but in its (supposedly) ancient legends of the golem. Kisch, by
contrast, needed to travel to a remote part of Eastern Europe in order to acquire an interest in the
golem, which was indigenous to his hometown.
Kisch and the Carpathian Jew meet up two years later in Vienna – like Prague, a city
ambiguously positioned between east and west – whereupon he begins his quest for the golem.
His Carpathian host had turned gray and had fled the front: “A shell had torn his son to pieces in
the lean-to of the synagogue in Wola-Michowa and shortly afterwards something terrible had
happened to his wife, he did not say what it had been.”15 Kisch asked his erstwhile host whether
he, the Carpathian Jew, would continue his quest for the golem; he said no. Kisch then asked
whether he himself should continue the search, and the man replied, “Do what you like.”16 Upon
this relocation of their relationship to the west, the transfer is complete: the Ostjude, his life
14
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ruptured by the quintessential war of modernity, abjures his mystical, folkloric interests. The
Westjude, who by virtue of the war had gone to the East and discovered there a Western legend,
chooses to possess it fully, both in following the historical traces of the legend and in writing an
article about it.
In this meeting in Vienna, Kisch has subtly and movingly evoked the intersection of
traditional Jewish lifeways and modernity, with the quest for the golem synecdochically taking
the place of the former, and with the War representing the latter. Slightly later in the essay, after
Kisch describes his foray into the shaky, dusty attic of the medieval Altneuschul in Prague, the
purported resting place of the golem, he once again thinks of his Carpathian host, describing the
conflict represented by his tragic life. Remembering a manuscript with further secrets of the
golem that the Carpathian Jew possessed in addition to the copy of Rosenberg’s book, Kisch
writes:
He purchased it from a sage, from a sage… It only cost him eighty gulden.
Those pages seemed to my naïve friend to contain all the secrets of existence.
When he touched the book, it was as if he was caressing it.
Poor, trusting, superstitious village Jew (Dorfjude)! There was nothing in
your books to tell you that a shell would tear apart your child, and that your wife
would be raped and killed. The books did not say that you would lose your belief
in miracles, that you would be chased from your home (Heimat), that you would
wander the streets of Vienna in despair.17
Kisch lays bare what he describes as the disenchantment of the “Dorfjude,” the primitive rural
Jew. He had previously, in the far away forested mountain village of his “Heimat,” found
meaning and magic in what Kisch calls superstition. The poor man even spent a large sum of
money on his golem fantasies. But, according to Kisch, nothing in his traditional way of life and
its folklore could prepare him for the crisis of modernity inflicting its tragedy on him. He shows
17
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that modernity has exploded the viability of folklore and traditional belief as a foundation for
Jewish life. At that same moment, however, its viability for the secular Westjude is ignited—
Kisch picks up the thread of the quest, adopting it as his own.
Though Kisch’s encounter with the Carpathian Jew is a tempered version of the typical
enthusiasm of the cult of the Ostjuden, which imagined an idyllic, enchanted life for primitive
Jews, Kisch nevertheless posits a profound utility of the Ostjude’s beliefs for the Westjude.
Concluding his quest in the cemetery where, according to another legend related by Kisch, the
golem’s body had been transported after unsuccessful attempts to revive him, Kisch observes the
scene: “Here I am on the spot to which the Golem is said to have gone on his last journey. It is a
scarcely five meter high ridge with scattered tufts of grass here and there.”18 The mystical
location of the golem’s grave is actually a modest, dirty hill. And so Kisch’s focus turns to the
people in the area: he describes the factory horns sounding the end of the workday and the
people attempting to find some relaxation on the grounds of the cemetery. He ends the essay
with the following reflection: “People are going home to their apartments behind the city, tired,
bent over, drained of blood…. And standing above the grave of the Golem, I know why it must
be that the robot, unconditionally subject to someone else’s will, working for someone else’s
benefit, must be buried irretrievably.”19 This moving reflection recasts the golem as a symbol—
not of traditional life, but of modern life; it represents the working people who have come, in
their subservience and degradation under capitalism, to resemble robots. The choice of the word
robot is deliberate: it is of Czech etymology, just as the golem was ascribed a Czech origin.
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Kisch has found the golem at the edges of Prague; but the golem is no longer a legend—it is
workers made inanimate.
Kisch only found the golem because of his predecessor in the search—the poor Jew from
the Carpathian forest. It is he who transmits to Kisch both the knowledge about the golem and
the desire to find it. And at the heart of this transmission, the catalyst through which the search
is passed, is a violent rupture—the Great War. Kisch initially meets the man because he is
billeted in the man’s home. He next meets him after the war has taken its toll on the man—his
son killed by an exploding grenade, his wife “geschändet und vernichtet.”20
Looked at from this perspective, Kisch’s story is about the collision of folklore and
persecution, tradition and modernity. For the Carpathian Jew the legend of the golem was what
he used to cope with the ordinary suffering of his isolation and poverty, living in a lean-to
against the synagogue of his remote hometown. But it is no longer of help to him when the
suffering wrought by the war begins; then he is cut loose and cast adrift, wandering the streets of
Vienna. As Kisch writes, apostrophizing the Jew, “Armer, vertrauensseliger, abergläuberischer
Dorfjude!”21 The conditions of his life that made the golem legends meaningful – his naiveté,
his superstition, his primitive home – have been nullified by the war. And so Kisch takes up the
search.
As I noted above, Kisch’s essay describes the transfer of folklore’s meaning and utility
from its place of origin among the Ostjuden to those who could now make use of it, the
Westjuden. Underlying and reinforcing this exchange is the violence that has undone the society
of the Ostjuden. Whereas the other golem texts I examined in chapter two instantiate the ability
20
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of folklore to make sense of violence and persecution, Kisch describes its inability to do so. He
lays bare, in a manner that is presciently post-primitivist, the way external “Western” conflicts
destroy the substance of “Eastern” lives, as well as the way the anthropological and literary
appropriation of the culture of indigenous peoples bespeaks the destruction of their meaning,
even as the writer attempts to salvage that culture. In other words, primitivism relies on the
authenticity of its sources to fend off the ugly side of modernity; Kisch describes how modernity
neuters those sources before they can even be deployed.

3. Post-Holocaust Primitivism
Kisch evaded the war by fleeing to Mexico, where he lived from 1940-1946.22 In 1945
he published a book of articles on his experiences in Mexico, Entdeckungen in Mexiko.23 This
collection contains an article entitled “Indiodorf unter dem Davidstern” (An Indian Village under
the Star of David),24 which, in a fashion similar to his golem story, juxtaposes personal tragedy
with primitivist motifs. The article portrays a visit Kisch made to the tiny village of Venta
Prieta, probably in 1945. This village is known for its Jewish community of indeterminate
origin. It is thought that these Jews (who still live in Venta Prieta, but have now conformed to
normative strains of Judaism) were descended from crypto-Jews who hid from the Inquisition
among indigenous Mexicans, or perhaps from a group of Mexicans who had converted at some
point in the somewhat distant past. Kisch goes to investigate, having ascertained that the Jews of
the village hold Sabbath services early every Saturday morning. He had expected “something
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grotesque,” and recalls an old comedy routine from Vienna, in which the comedian sings a ditty
“all decked out in Indian feathers and Apache war paint, but with the side curls of an orthodox
Jew from Eastern Europe and in the prayer shawl worn in the synagogue.”25 For “authentic
information,” he seeks out Señor Enrique Téllez, the head of the community.26 Don Enrique
does not answer the question of the ethnic origins of the community. Instead he tells Kisch a
story of origins much more familiar: his grandfather had lived elsewhere in Mexico, and was
seized in a pogrom, ordered to convert to Christianity, and burned to death by a mob when he
refused. The Jews fled the town, and Don Enrique’s father came to the deserted area now
inhabited by the two extended families that comprise the town’s Jewish population. The rest of
the villagers were Otomí Indians.27 The story swerves into primitivist caricature (which
nevertheless seems to be true), when Kisch is told, upon asking who will lead the Sabbath
services, that none of the villagers are able to, and so they import a rabbi from nearby who is an
“Abyssinian.” After meeting him, Kisch confirms that he is an Ethiopian Falasha who was born
in Mexico. The community’s distance from familiar forms of Judaism, let alone the grandeur
and ancient tradition of Kisch’s native Prague, is further emphasized by the synagogue’s lack of
a Torah—instead they use a translated volume of the Old and New Testaments.
Unlike the primitivist encounters described in the first chapter of this dissertation, in
which the authors cast eastern European Jews as, variously, tribesmen, savages, and Africans,
Kisch has met here a group of Jews who actually are indigenous, and a rabbi who actually is
African. Yet Kisch’s encounter, like those of Roth, Döblin, and Kafka, is a moment of failed
primitivism. He goes much further, though, in dismantling the primitivist construction of
25
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difference between himself and the Indian Jews. He writes that the worship was “in essence a
Sabbath service like anywhere else.”28 Kisch joins the congregants who step forward at the end
of the service to recite the “prayer for the dead,”29 and ends his essay with a meditation on the
meaning of reciting this prayer in this place:
My father and mother were born in Prague, lived there, and are buried there. It
never could have occurred to them that one day one of their sons would be
reciting the prayer for the dead for them amid a group of Indians, in the shadows
of the silver-laden mountains of Pachuca. My parents, who lived their entire lives
in the Bear House of Prague’s Old Town, never dreamt that their sons would
sometime be driven out of the Bear House, one of them to Mexico, another to
India, and the two who were unable to escape the Hitler terror, to unknown places
of unimaginable horror. My thoughts roamed farther—to relatives, friends,
acquaintances, and enemies, sacrifices of Hitler, all entitled to be remembered in
the prayer for the dead.30
In his golem story, Kisch represented the inability of the legend of the golem – and by extension
all folklore together with the traditional context out of which it grew – to give meaning in the
face of the First World War. Here primitive difference is dropped in favor of solidarity, but
ultimately any notion of its use in configuring identity fails. Kisch ends the essay as follows: “I
am the last to leave the altar to which I came a few hours before in such a good mood.”31 He is
left alone with his memories of his slaughtered family and friends. His golem story ends with a
vision of a procession of workers, turned into robots by the calamity of capitalism. This story
ends with an even bleaker vision: “a procession of millions: men and women who their whole
lives strove to nourish their families […]; employees and laborers who earned their daily bread
by the sweat of their brows; doctors who were ready day and night to help the suffering….
28
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Immense is the column; it drags on, as if mankind had never existed, as if the idea of mankind
had never existed, never the aspiration to bring into the world more bread, more right, more
truth, more health, more wisdom, more beauty, more love, and more happiness.”32 It is no longer
an aspect of society that is condemned, it is now the notion of any society, any civilization, that
Kisch questions. In a moving fashion, Kisch redirected his whimsical ethnographic reportage to
a meditation on his losses, the Jewish people’s losses, and humanity’s losses. He thus asserts
primitivism as a venue for the identification of common humanity, not only of difference. In this
sense, although Kisch needed to come to terms with a history unimaginable for the other writers
examined in this dissertation, his primitivism traverses the same vectors as pre-Holocaust Jewish
primitivism: it negotiates the space between difference and similarity, the foreign and the
familiar.
As I noted earlier, primitivism and folklore are alive and well in Jewish literature, and
continue to be sources of inspiration for writers and thinkers. But it seems to me that Kisch’s
humane approach to them has passed by with little notice. And if I may permit myself a moment
of judgment: durability alone is not a virtue. The fading shadow of the Holocaust over the early
twentieth-century anthropological tropes that persist in early twenty-first century Jewish
literature may be cause to reevaluate just what the Holocaust means or does not mean for the
conception and representation of Jewish identity in our times.
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