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Introduction

Cornelia Wilhelm

During the night of 9 November 1938, the persecution of the Jewish 
communities in Germany reached a new level with the systematic 

and physical destruction of property, the elimination of intellectual and 
business leadership, and the demolition of safe havens such as community 
and synagogue buildings, as well as the aid networks that spun around 
the synagogue. The atrocities not only destroyed important communal 
spaces and strongholds for Jewish communities, but also targeted German 
Jewry’s spiritual leadership, including rabbis and other functionaries 
around the synagogue such as cantors, a group whose fate during these 
days has hence found little attention in the research into these events.

This uniquely modern Jewish elite had emerged with a distinct 
modern German-Jewish identity during the emancipation period of the 
nineteenth century, which was itself under assault during the pogrom 
that signalled that the concept of German Jewry as an integrated minority 
was to be destroyed.1 No one represented this identity more than the 
spiritual leaders of Germany’s Jewish communities. Arrested in concen-
tration camps or prisons during or after the pogrom, they experienced the 
terrors that awaited them and their congregants in Germany. While few 
rabbis were driven out of the country before ‘Kristallnacht’, or were offi-
cially expelled from Germany, the pogrom set the stage for the mass flight 
of the German rabbinate that destroyed the backbone of German-Jewish 
communities and their proper functioning as safe havens and centres 
for spiritual and social renewal before 9 November 1938. While under 
arrest, this German-Jewish elite was offered release under the condition 
of immediate emigration, a circumstance that drove many of them to a 
hasty departure, if they could secure a visa for emigration.2

By early 1939, this mass exodus of the German-Jewish rabbin-
ate reached an unexpected urgency and dispersed German rabbis and 
cantors globally, while the former centres of modern Judaism in the 
German-speaking world, such as the orthodox Rabbinerseminar, the 
Jüdisch-Theologisches Seminar in Breslau and the Hochschule für die 
Wissenschaft des Judentums, were forcibly closed. Only the Hochschule 
was able to reopen for a short time until 1941.3
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Most of the refugee rabbis found a new home in the United States, 
where, since the nineteenth century, under the influence of the first 
German-Jewish mass immigration, a modern Judaism had grown, 
having historically a lot in common with its German counterpart, 
even if it had long developed its own and very American profile. This 
close relationship and a firm commitment to Wissenschaft des Judentums 
launched a remarkable rescue effort coordinated by the American Jewish 
movements in Judaism. This ultimately shifted the European centre of 
modern Judaism to the United States in the post-war era, as it promised 
especially a younger cohort of liberal rabbis a future in the profession. In 
the following collection of articles, Cornelia Wilhelm reveals in ‘German 
Refugee Rabbis in the United States and the Formation of “the Last 
Generation of the German Rabbinate”’ how these refugees were part of 
a significant knowledge transfer that embraced reflections on their role 
as the ‘last of a special tradition’, intense reflections of their memory 
and the construction of a special legacy, which resonated in post-war 
American Judaism, and their late returns to the country of their birth. 
She also introduces MIRA, a new and publicly accessible online database 
that serves as an analytical tool to examine this group of more than 250 
refugee rabbis in more detail and connect to available research materials 
about them.4

In ‘Starting Anew: German Rabbis and Their Experiences in Britain 
1939–1956’, Astrid Zajdband explores how German rabbis fled to Britain, 
where their legal admission was facilitated by Joseph Hertz, the British 
Chief Rabbi and his Religious Emergency Council.5 More than a hundred 
of the refugees were saved by an emergency visa that allowed them to 
leave Germany instantly and liberate themselves from the concentration 
camps. This literally saved their lives. While some of them stayed in the 
United Kingdom, others relocated to the United States or were interned 
by the British Home Office to the dominions. Zajdband highlights the 
impact this rapidly growing refugee community had on Britain and British 
Jewry throughout the war, but concludes that this ‘modern’ German-
speaking rabbinate could ultimately not survive among Anglo-Jews in 
the long run, and the founding of the Leo Baeck College only constituted 
an ethnic-religious enclave that corresponded in a limited fashion with its 
Anglo-Jewish and other European counterparts while maintaining a close 
relationship to the Hebrew Union College in the United States, which 
rose to be the intellectual centre for modern Judaism in the post-Holo-
caust world.6

While South America was an emigration destination for only a 
smaller number of German refugee rabbis, and these refugees did not 
find a similarly developed Jewish community in Brazil as they did in 
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the United States and Britain, individual refugee congregations, such as 
the Congregação Israelita Paulista (CIP) led by rabbi Fritz Pinkuss from 
Heidelberg, seriously impacted Brazilian society. The arrival of the ref-
ugees and the formation of their institutions stimulated emotional dis-
courses on ‘self and other’, inclusion and exclusion, as well as the nature 
and goals of the new Brazilian nation. Björn Siegel highlights in his 
article, ‘“We Were Refugees and Carried a Special Burden”: Emotions, 
Brazilian Politics and the German Jewish Émigré Circle in São Paulo, 
1933–1957’, how Fritz Pinkuss, an experienced rabbi, developed the 
refugee congregation in São Paulo according to the model of the German 
Einheitsgemeinde in order to create a home for all Jewish refugees under 
its roof. Pinkuss was ultimately successful in easing the longings of his 
congregants for a world lost to them, and provided an answer to their fear 
of disintegration and exclusion in the congregation and the nation. In 
fact, his modern Judaism and a clear understanding that Jews should be 
part of non-Jewish society introduced a strategy that ultimately allowed 
his congregants to feel at home in this part of the new world.

Part of this exodus of the German synagogue was German syna-
gogue music, an element that marked the style and aesthetics of modern 
German Jews and resonated strongly in its refugee communities. Judah 
Cohen’s examination of refugee musicologist Eric Werner in his ‘“Fate 
Leads the Willing, and Drags the Unwilling”: Eric Werner, Wissenschaft 
des Judentums, and the Postwar Reconstruction of Jewish Music Study’ 
reasons over the cultural displacement and difficulties Werner experi-
enced at Hebrew Union College as a refugee musicologist. He explains 
how Werner tried to uphold and recreate the scholarly approach to 
synagogue music in which he continued to be at home even after flight 
and displacement, how he tried to maintain a network of like-minded 
colleagues who came from the very same tradition and how this affected 
the American cantorate.

The following articles explore the exile, the physical and intellectual 
displacement of this German-Jewish leadership and their emotional strug-
gles in new environments, and underscore that their uniquely modern 
tradition provided them with a tool-kit for survival, and for building a 
special memory and legacy of a world that was lost to them. While they 
anticipated that they were the last of this modern German rabbinate, 
they experienced that their modern Judaism and identity were their true 
Heimat, which was portable and still resonated elsewhere. Committed to 
this identity and driven by the desire to break a path for their own social 
and professional integration, their progressive Jewish identity helped 
them to come to grips with their cultural displacement and the destruc-
tion of Europe’s Jewish community, their physical home.7
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Cornelia Wilhelm is professor of modern history at Ludwig-Maximilians-
Universität-München. From 2010 to 2016 she taught as DAAD Visiting 
Professor in History and Jewish Studies at Emory University and had 
previously held a visiting position at Rutgers University, New Brunswick. 
Her work focuses primarily on comparative and transnational aspects 
of Jewish history, and on race, ethnicity, migration and religion. She 
is author of the monographs Bewegung oder Verein? Nationalsozialistische 
Volkstumspolitik in den USA [Movement or Association? Nazi Ethnic 
Policies in the US] (1998); Pioneers of a New Jewish Identity: The Independent 
Orders of B’nai B’rith and True Sisters (2011) and is currently working on an 
in-depth study of German refugee rabbis in the United States after 1933. 
Recently she published two anthologies: American Jewry: Transcending the 
European Experience? (2016) with Christian Wiese, and Migration, Memory 
and Diversity in Germany: From 1945 to the Present (2017).
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