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The Weimar Republic is rightly associated with the prestigious accom-
plishments of German Jews in the arts and sciences at a time when the 
size of the Berlin community dwarfed all other German Jewish congre-
gations. Yet the fast-paced life of the metropolis, associated with rapid 
change and historical amnesia, also gave a new importance to the small-
town communities that prided themselves on being the last vestiges of 
a world that had otherwise vanished.� The proli�c novelist Georg Her-
mann�s article �Großstadt oder Kleinstadt� prompted a �ood of re-
sponses concerning the di�erences between Berlin�s Jews and those in 
the�rural villages and small towns.� Jews of the larger urban centers ap-
peared to be stuck in self-imposed isolation, in contrast to Jews of the 
small-town communities, who were represented as thoroughly enmeshed 
in the local and regional lives of Germans. Those metropolitan Jews, 
therefore, lived vicariously through the memories of the older rural com-
munities.� Partly marred by antisemitic stereotypes, the debates never
theless re�ected the accelerated urbanization and centralization of an 
increasing number of Jews in Berlin, a trend that had separated many of 
them from their older communities and heritages.

The dichotomy between rural, small-town communities and those in 
larger urban centers also turned on the question of Jewish identity. Dur-
ing the Weimar Republic, when the process of urbanization had peaked, 
Leo Baeck considered it to be responsible for the shift from what he 
called Milieufrömmigkeit (piety of the milieu) to Individualfrömmigheit 
(piety of the individual). Within this binary opposition, Baeck viewed 
urbanization as a rite of passage from a location in which Judaism had 
governed every aspect of life to a location dominated by non-Jewish 
customs. 
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Urban German Jews became infatuated with rural communities at the 
same time as Jews in Germany were increasingly being viewed as foreign 
elements among the German people, so the commitment to one�s local 
Heimat signi�ed ownership and belonging. Heimat allowed German Jews 
to mediate among di�erent Jewish identities and conceptualize the inter-
actions between Jews and other Germans. Indeed, in the context of the 
Weimar Republic�and even after the erosion of democratic structures 
with the establishment of the Nazi state�Jews negotiated and debated 
their a�liation and cultural heritages within overlapping German, Jew-
ish, local, urban, and metropolitan communities by seizing the language 
of local Heimaten. Precisely because these concepts were subject to inter-
pretation and contestation, Jews promoted their local heritages to de�ne 
their place in the national community of the Weimar Republic. For many 
Worms Jews, pride in the community�s past and a profound German na-
tionalism went hand in hand. Their �resistant nostalgia,� to use Svetlana 
Boym�s formulation, coincided with the community�s e�orts to honor its 
fallen soldiers of the First World War with monuments and memorials, 
which Weimar-era tourist guides described.›

The complexities of German Jewish identity formation as they were 
repeatedly invoked in contemporary scholarly discussion remained un-
stable, contingent, and culturally constructed. Again during the Weimar 
Republic, the harnessing of a larger German Jewish tradition remained 
signi�cantly tied to the history of individual communities. Reviewing the 
current scholarship in ��
�, the German Jewish historian Adolf Kober 
observed that no history of German Jewry in fact existed, though the his-
tory of individual communities had been �enthusiastically looked after.�� 
This provincialized grounding of Jewish traditions made concepts of a 
German Jewish identity more tangible and local histories more relevant. 
It was only with the Nazis� rise to power and the �rst anti-Jewish mea-
sures that comprehensive histories of German Jewry began to appear�a 
time, of course, when many Jews reassessed the German Jewish past and 
its prestigious pantheon of heroes.�

Within the framework of a German Jewish renaissance of sorts in the 
Weimar Republic, the Jewish legendary accounts of Worms received 
renewed attention as part of the recovery of the folklore of the Jewish 
past. Bertha Pappenheim, the social activist and women�s advocate, re-
published the Maysebukh, and Sholem Asch�s writings about Meir of 
Rothenburg and Juspa Shammes appeared in German translations.� Leg-
ends from the East and West merged in the works of Eastern European 

Roemer - German City.indb   119 24 August 2010   1:04:53 PM



�
	 ƒ

ƒ  ������ 
���
 ������ �������� ���� ���������

scholars as well. Micha Josef Berdyczewski, who was born in the Ukraine 
but lived in Germany from ���	 until his death in ��
�, published the 
�rst volume of his Legends of the Jews in ����.� Such compilations made 
premodern Jewish myths and legends again available to the German Jew-
ish reading public.�� Despite Berdyczewski�s call for a Nietzschean trans-
evaluation of Judaism that might again base the faith on traditions that 
had been suppressed within rabbinical Judaism, its German Jewish read-
ers like Arnold Zweig viewed the twelve-volume work simply as a re-
opening of the �paradise of our youth.��� Similar to the way that the 
Grimm brothers� compilations of German legends fostered German na-
tionalism, Berdyczewski�s tales nourished a new concept of a German 
Jewish past, and even included a few legends from Worms.�� In ��
�, the 
Hebrew poet Saul Tchernichovsky, who resided in Germany during the 
��
	s, composed one of his best-known poems about the divine rescue 
of Yehuda he-Hasid�s mother. To Tchernichovsky, the synagogue�s wall 
represented a world that was still governed by faith and divine interven-
tion at a time when the Jews of Eastern Europe had experienced large-
scale persecutions in the aftermath of World War�I.��

These Eastern European Jews were, however, not the only ones to seize 
upon Worms to reinvigorate their Jewish culture. The locals continued 
to plumb its depths as well. During the Weimar Republic era, Worms�s 
plans to open a Jewish museum �nally came to fruition under the guid-
ance of Isidor Kiefer, a tin manufacturer and chairman of the Jewish 
community of Worms who had been born there in ����. The museum 
was o�cially opened on the synagogue�s three hundredth anniversary in 
November ��
�, to link it with another famous restoration project: the 
rebuilding of the synagogue. The museum, which was promptly featured 
on illustrated postcards, displayed medieval privileges, bindings, prayer 
books, a Memorbuch, Juspa Shammes�s collection of legends, circumci-
sion chairs, and torah ornaments.�  Photographs of the interior of the 
museum indicate that religious objects and historical documents were 
placed alongside each other to demonstrate their integration in the com-
munity�s past. Kiefer attached explanatory plates to some of the items 
and guided tourists through the museum (�g. 
�).�›

The display of Jewish artifacts in Worms had an impact well beyond 
the perimeters of the city. Worms became one of the formidable icons by 
which the German Jewish past�and culture�came to be represented 
in the Weimar Republic. The Jews of Worms and the Rhineland also had 
a signi�cant part in the ��
� Cologne installation entitled Thousand-
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Year Exhibition of the Rhineland, part of a year of wide-ranging festivi-
ties to celebrate the region�s German cultural heritage.�� Introduced by 
Cologne�s mayor, Konrad Adenauer, this public display of age-old Ger-
man history ful�lled obvious political ends at a time when France still 
occupied parts of the Rhineland. The exhibition�s section on the Jews 
presented their traditions as the foundation of contemporary German 
Jewish culture. The display of Constantine�s privilege from �
� �� func-
tioned as a �discrete propaganda tool,� as the co-curator of the Jewish 
section, Elisabeth Moses, described it, because it situated Jews in the 
Rhineland already in late antiquity.�� Moreover, the presentation show-
cased documents, models of Jewish baths, images of synagogues, a map 
with Jewish settlements in the region prior to ����, Memorbücher, letters 
of protection, medieval mahzorim, bibles and mohel books, replica tomb-
stones, and a seder room.�� It also exhibited copies of important docu-
ments from Worms, Herbst�s photographs of the synagogue, and a model 
of Worms�s mikvah.��

The major periodicals of this period, such as the C.V.‑Zeitung and Isra-
elitische Familienblatt, extensively reviewed the exhibition�s section about 
the Jews� rich history in the Rhineland. For the C.V., the exhibition suc-
ceeded in its mission by demonstrating that the �synthesis of Deutschtum 

FiGURE 24. Postcard of the Jewish Museum (����). Private collection, Nils Roemer
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and Judentum� was more than the mere construction of great and intem-
perate Jewish German scholars. The Rhineland, the papers opined, was 
the �rst place where Jews had settled on German soil and, therefore, its 
culture remained as evidence of the German Jews� longstanding attach-
ment to Germany.��

Traveling to Cologne to visit the exhibition was one way Germans 
could express their solidarity with the occupied areas, and their trips 
helped to prop up the local economy as well. To this end, in the summer 
of ��
�, German newspapers outside the Rhineland urged their readers 
to travel to Cologne. Likewise, Die jüdische Frau wrote, �German women, 
Jewish mothers and men, come to us to the Rhine.��� Along with Ger-
man Jewish associations of rabbis, cantors, and teachers, the West Ger-
man branches of the Central Union of the German Citizens of the Jewish 
Faith responded to the exhibition by moving one of their meetings to Co-
logne.�� �Who wants to miss this celebration?� the C.V. newspaper asked 
its readers.�� The meeting commenced with a special concert in the Co-
logne opera house performed by the city orchestra and also included a 
talk from Kober, who, with the assistance of Elisabeth Moses, had created 
the exhibition. Ludwig Holländer, chairman of the C.V., greeted the 
�	 
delegates with his hope that the convention in Cologne would express 
�the intimate attachment of German Jews with the German Heimat.��  
Under the title �The German Jew on Rhineland Soil,� his newspaper em-
phasized that Jews in the Rhineland had contributed to the creation of its 
particular regional culture and had, therefore, acquired a right �to this 
soil and to this people.��› Similarly, the Reichsbund jüdischer Frontsolda-
ten (Reich Federation of Jewish Front Soldiers) held its general assembly 
in the Rhineland to underscore German Jewry�s age-old association with 
that region. For Leo Löwenstein, the founder of the Reichsbund and a re-
tired captain in ����, the Rhineland was �the cradle of German Jewry.���

Worms certainly seized the opportunity o�ered by the Cologne exhi-
bition. Its newspaper celebrated the recognition of the city�s past, includ-
ing that of the Jewish community.�� Within weeks of the special meetings 
of the C.V. and the Reichsbund in Cologne, Rothschild contributed to 
the series �Aus jüdischen Gassen� by writing about the Jewish sites of 
Worms.�� Rothschild presented Worms as a popular destination for Jew-
ish travelers, observing that the city had many more historical docu-
ments, artifacts, and monuments on view than nearby Speyer.��

Heeding the calls to travel that deemed it a national duty, the Reichs-
bund jüdischer Frontsoldaten brought hundreds of delegates to Worms. To 
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the members of the Reichsbund, after all, the synagogue there represented 
a memorial to the �right of the Jewish community to celebrate with the 
German people the thousand-year anniversary of the German Rhine-
land� (�g. 
�).�� With Isidor Kiefer, Friedrich Illert, the director of the 
city library, and Erich Grill, the director of the city collection, the dele-
gates toured Jewish attractions in Worms as well as the special exhibition 
in Cologne. In addition to the delegates, many individual visitors came to 
Worms, and within a few weeks, one thousand people had seen the spe-
cial exhibition, as Rothschild proudly noted. In comparison, a local ex-
hibition by Worms�s Protestant community attracted only �ve hundred 
visitors over the span of a few months (�g. 
�).��

The close a�nity between German and Jewish historical traditions that 

FiGURE 25.  
Postcard of the interior 
of the synagogue (����). 
Private collection,  
Nils Roemer
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was evident from the Cologne exhibition in�uenced other Weimar‑era 
artistic refutations of the Zionist interpretation of the Diaspora. One 
prominent example was the Haggadah, published in ��
�, of Siegfried 
Guggenheim, a lawyer living in O�enbach on the Rhine. According to 
Guggenheim, the traditional conclusion of the Haggadah prayer, le-shanah 
ha‑ba�ah bi‑yerushalayim (Next year in Jerusalem), referred to Jews� hope 
for a time when all men walk in the light of God, and when the Wahn (in-
sanity) is ended and all weapons are destroyed. He noted, however, that 
a Moravian author of one �fteenth-century Haggadah with which he was 
familiar had added the words �or in Brünn� to the conclusion. He then 
added that his own family in Worms replaced the conclusion altogether 
with the sentence, �Next year in Worms-on-the-Rhine, our Heimat.���

Guggenheim�s carefully crafted Haggadah, of which only three hun-
dred were printed on handmade paper in a Bible-esque Gothic type, 
recorded his family�s tradition of observance in order to authenticate 
his version: �The Seders, which I had experienced in my father�s house 
under the eyes of my grandparents and parents, led me to hold on in 
my own family to the custom of the private (häuslichen) Seder celebra-
tions.��� The title page underscored the family�s association with the city 
by featuring the Guggenheim coat of arms (Hauswappen). The Worms 
newspapers viewed Guggenheim�s at once personal and political Hag-
gadah as having �come forth� from the soil of Worms, announcing that 
it �breathe[d] the spirit of the Rhineland�s depth of feeling and cheer.��  
The journal of the B�nai B�rith agreed that the work�s characteristic 
cheerfulness constituted part of its particular religious virtue.�› Its pro-
nounced regional �air inspired the celebrated writer Stefan Zweig to 

FiGURE 26.  
Photo of the Reichsbund 
jüdischer Frontsoldaten 
in Worms (����). 
Stadtarchiv Worms, 
Germany
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