Jewish Intellectuals and Artists in Viennese Cultural and Intellectual History – an Overview

Committed to Jewish Tradition
It is frequently overlooked that Vienna was home to numerous personalities of great importance to Judaism. They included the first rabbi of the Jewish quarter in Unterer Werd (in today’s 2nd district), Yomtov Lipman Heller who died in Kraków, and the rabbis Sheftel Horowitz and Gershon Uliph Ashkenazi. And alongside Samuel Oppenheimer, one of the privileged Court Jews was Samson Wertheimer, a great imperial financier at the beginning of the eighteenth century and Chief Rabbi of Hungary. Today, his mansion in Eisenstadt (Burgenland) houses the Austrian Jewish Museum (Unterbergstrasse 6, 7000 Eisenstadt, www.ojm.at).
Isaac Löw Hofmann, knighted in 1835 as “von Hofmannsthal”, was one of the most important patrons of the Vienna City Temple (completed in 1826) and an important supporter of traditional rabbinical values. As rabbi of the City Temple, Isaac Noah Mannheimer was able to avert a split between orthodox and reform Jews in Vienna. And at the same time, Salomon Sulzer revived synagogue singing in his capacity as cantor. In the second half of the nineteenth century, Adolf Jellinek, a liberal rabbi from the large synagogue in Leopoldstadt, reinvigorated Vienna’s Jewish community. After the First World War, Chief Rabbi Zwi Perez Chajes, an idealistic Zionist, contributed greatly to the educational system. He founded the first Jewish High School and the First Jewish Pedagogic Institute. In honor of his achievements, the Jewish High School was named after him at its reopening in 1984.
Political Pioneers
Jewish intellectuals hoped that the bourgeois revolution of 1848 would bring about complete equality for Jews, and for this reason, they fought in the front ranks of the revolutionaries. It was the Jewish physician Adolf Fischhof who sparked the outbreak of the revolution in March 1848 with his speech in the courtyard of the Lower Austrian Diet (Herrengasse, 1010 Vienna). Fischhof was granted an honorary tomb in the old Jewish Section of Vienna’s Central Cemetery (Simmeringer Hauptstrasse 234, 1110 Vienna, Tor 1), in the immediate vicinity of the tomb of Salomon Sulzer.
But even the complete emancipation of Viennese Jews later on did not change the political involvement of numerous intellectuals, even if their ideologies differed. Such personalities included Victor Adler, Otto Bauer, Hugo Breitner, Robert Danneberg, Julius Deutsch and Julius Tandler who were deeply committed to the Social Democratic cause and promoted an egalitarian society that would leave anti-Semitic prejudices behind. They were able to realize many of their goals in “Red Vienna” of the interwar years. By contrast, Theodor Herzl, the founder of modern Zionism in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, saw in the creation of an independent Jewish state a solution to the problem of anti-Semitism and to the persistent question of Jewish identity in an era of increasing assimilation. And Jews were also involved in the German Nationalist movement, such as Jewish Community of Vienna (Israelitische Kultusgemeinde Wien) President Ignaz Kuranda who was one of the pioneers of political liberalism in Austria.After the Second World War the situation changed fundamentally: while rebuilding the country and in the midst of the “victim theory” under which Austria saw itself as National Socialism’s first victim, the political parties considered playing down political anti-Semitism for a long time. The Social Democrat Bruno Kreisky was the only politician with a Jewish background to initiate the political renewal of Austria’s Second Republic through a far-reaching reform program in the 1970s, paving the way for Austrian politics to start the process of examining the nation’s role in National Socialism.
Achievements in Science and Culture
With emancipation during the nineteenth century came drastic changes in the professional and social structure of Viennese Jewry, together with increased assimilation. Many Jewish intellectuals lost their traditional ties with their Jewish roots. It was therefore difficult to trace the Jewish origin of many scientists, artists and other intellectuals; one could easily be accused of “reverse racism”. Jewish origins only regained importance within the context of persecution of the Jews by the Nazis. Not until the “expulsion of the creative mind” did it become apparent to what great extent Austrian Jews influenced Austrian culture and science during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Given such a multitude of personalities, it is only possible to mention a few of the best-known from cultural and intellectual life here.
The renown of Vienna’s Medical School is in large part due to the achievements of Jewish physicians. Julius Tandler, Emil Zuckerkandl, Ernst Fuchs, Josef Breuer, Carl Sternberg, Julius Schnitzler, Ludwig W. von Mauthner, Ernst Löwenstein, Robert Bárány, Otto Loewi, David Gruby, Josef Halbans, Adam Politzer, Viktor E. Frankl and Leopold Freund are but a few of the names that made a mark in the realm of science. Bárány (1914) and Loewi (1936) were even both awarded the Nobel Prize for medicine. Of course, Sigmund Freud opened new avenues for research of the human mind and for the treatment of psychological problems through the development of psychoanalysis; his scholar, Alfred Adler, developed his “Individual Psychology”.
The jurist Hans Kelsen was one of the most important architects of legal positivism and drafted the Austrian constitution. In science, Siegfried Marcus (one of the coinventors of the automobile), the physicists Lise Meitner, Wolfgang Pauli (Nobel Prize 1945) and Felix Ehrenhaft, the biochemist Max F. Perutz (Nobel Prize 1962), the botanist Julius von Wiesner, the chemists Fritz Feigl, Leo Grünhut, Edmund von Lippmann and Otto von Fürth, and the astronomer Samuel Oppenheim are worthy of particular mention.
The involvement of Viennese Jews in music, literature, journalism, and the fine and visual arts toward the end of the nineteenth and the first decades of the twentieth century was particularly impressive. Vienna’s entry into Modernism was in many ways due to Jewish patrons and supporters as well as to Jewish artists. In the salons of the Jewish bourgeoisie, artists found the appropriate forum for new ideas; it was also where “Wiener Werkstätte” designers and art nouveau architects obtained many of their commissions. The idea of founding and building the Vienna “Secession” was born in the salon of Berta Zuckerkandl.
Around the turn of the century, composers such as Gustav Mahler, Arnold Schoenberg, Egon Wellesz, Erich Wolfgang Korngold and Alexander Zemlinsky were highly influential in classical music, as were Oscar Straus, Emmerich Kalmán, Leo Fall and Edmund Eysler in the realm of operetta. Interestingly, the Nazis deliberately turned a blind eye to the partial Jewish ancestry of Johann Strauss the Younger, the Vienna Waltz King.
The list of Viennese literati and journalists of Jewish origin is especially long and accounts for a significant share of 20th century literary history in Austria. Arthur Schnitzler, Hermann Bahr, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Richard Beer-Hofmann, Peter Altenberg, Karl Kraus, Jakob Wassermann, Alfred Polgar, Franz Werfel, Stefan Zweig, Franz Kafka, Friedrich Torberg, Hans Weigel, Elias Canetti, Hugo Bettauer, Fritz Hochwälder, Josef Roth, Felix Salten, Hilde Spiel, Jura Soyfer and Vicki Baum – each name represents a quite specific example of Austrian literature, Austrian in the sense of the old Habsburg empire. Many of these writers came to Vienna from the different corners of the monarchy, and subsequently achieved artistic breakthroughs, before being banned, persecuted and murdered by the Nazis.
This was also true for writers and journalists such as Egon Friedell, Karl Ausch, Friedrich Austerlitz and Anton Kuh, for philosophers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, Karl Popper, Martin Buber and Josef Popper-Linkeus, for cabaret artists like Karl Farkas, Fritz Grünbaum, Hermann Leopoldi, Georg Kreisler and Hugo Wiener, and for directors such as Max Reinhardt, Fritz Kortner and Leopold Lindtberg. Others were forgotten as a result of persecution, while some were able – if they survived the Nazi terror – to continue their careers after the Second World War. A few of them did not experience their career breakthroughs until they had emigrated abroad; behind the camera Billy Wilder, Fred Zinnemann, Otto Preminger and Eric Pleskow became synonymous with successful Hollywood cinema as did Hedy Lamarr and Leon Askin in front of it.
Most of the leading Austrian-Jewish proponents of the fine arts and applied arts, such as Isidor Kaufmann, Max Oppenheimer and Emil Orlik, fell into obscurity when the deportation of the Jews began under the National Socialists. But recently researchers and art historians have increasingly turned their attention to Jewish women who enjoyed flourishing careers in the inter-war years, such as painters Tina Blau, Broncia Koller-Pinell and Marie Louise von Motesiczky, as well as Vally Wieselthier who produced ceramics. The photographers who have enjoyed a revival in recent years include Dora Kallmus (also known as Madame d’Ora), Trude Fleischmann and Edith Tudor Hart. For most of these artists, 1938 marked the end of their careers. Work by Jewish architects has only survived in part. The work of Max Fleischer, famous for his contribution during the construction of City Hall and various synagogues in Vienna and the Austro-Hungarian empire has all but disappeared from the city’s streets: the synagogues on Neudeggergasse, Schmalzhofgasse and the Vereinssynagoge on Müllergasse were all destroyed in the November pogrom of 1938, while the synagogue in the former site of Vienna general hospital was saved from demolition at the eleventh hour. Traces of Oskar Marmorek, Ernst Epstein and Carl König can be found in Vienna, mostly in the form of commercial buildings. The most prominent of their works, Marmorek’s Rüdigerhof, is a Viennese Art Nouveau gem. Wilhelm Stiassny, Paul Engelmann and Jakob Ornstein did not start their careers until moving to Israel; their buildings can primarily be seen in Tel Aviv and Haifa.
Tentative new start after the Schoa
After the Second World War, the displacement of intellectuals caused by National Socialism became particularly clear in literature. There was talk in some quarters of a literary ground zero, as only a few of the surviving Austrians forced into exile all over the world returned to Austria. Jean Améry and the Chernivtsi native Paul Celan returned to Austria after the war, as did Hans Weigel and Friedrich Torberg. Erich Fried would not do so until the 1980s. Elias Canetti, Manes Sperber, Franz Werfel and Hermann Broch all remained in exile. Friedrich Torberg and Hans Weigel dominated literary criticism in Vienna for many years. In his collection of Tante Jolesch anecdotes, Torberg conjured up images of the days of imperial majesty, and his translations of Ephraim Kishon’s works helped introduce the writer to a broad audience in the German-speaking countries. Paul Celan only stayed in Vienna until 1948, at which point he moved to Paris where he would remain until his death.
In the city’s cabaret scene, a disproportionate number of artists ended up returning to Vienna which, in part, was due to the limited job opportunities in exile. Karl Farkas, Hermann Leopoldi, Armin Berg and Hugo Wiener are the best known revenants. Georg Kreisler and Gerhard Bronner, who both left Austria at an early age, also played a formative role in post-war Viennese cabaret. Their deaths marked the end of an era in Austrian cabaret that was still heavily shaped by Jewish humor.
The Jewish artist and theater impresario Stella Kadmon ran one of the few theaters in post-war Vienna to focus on contemporary literature: the Theater der Courage. Otherwise, literary life in the city was mired in traditionalism for a long time, which was in no small measure due to the continued domination of the cultural sector by National Socialist authors and literary theorists for many years following the war.
The 1990s marked a new beginning in many respects. In the wake of the Waldheim Affair and Chancellor Franz Vranitzky’s statement acknowledging Austrian collusion with the Nazis, numerous initiatives were set in motion that gave fresh impetus to the Viennese cultural sector. The establishment of the Jewish Museum, Jewish cultural and film festivals and the foundation of new Jewish elementary school returned Jewish culture to being a focus of public interest, which also had a strong influence on cultural work within the Jewish community.
In literature, for the first time the early 90s brought publication of novels looking at Jewish subjects from the perspective of children of survivors: examples include Robert Schindel’s Gebürtig (1992), Lover, Traitor: A Jerusalem Story (1995) by Anna Mitgutsch (a convert to Judaism in the 1980s), and Doron Rabinovici’s The Search for M (1997). After the turn of the century, Robert Menasse’s Expulsion from Hell (2001) and Eva Menasse’s Vienna (2005) focused on how family history led to a new Jewish self-image. Novels by Vladimir Vertlib (Zwischenstationen, 1999) and Julya Rabinowich (Spaltkopf, 2008), both of whom emigrated from the former Soviet Union, served to expand the horizons of Austrian Jewish literature.
Ruth Beckermann, an outstanding Jewish artist, is one of Austrian film’s brightest talents. Homemade (2001), Zorros Bar Mizwa (2006) and Waldheims Walzer (2018) were all received to international critical acclaim and won numerous awards.
Only moderate numbers of Jewish artists can be found in in fine art, music and the performing arts in the post-war period, since only a precious few returned after emigrating. Arik Brauer, Friedrich Stowasser (better known by his pseudonym Friedensreich Hundertwasser) and Ernst Fuchs are three of the highest profile artists of Jewish extraction to occupy a prominent place in Austrian art after 1945. However, only Arik Brauer would explicitly explore his Jewish identity and Jewish traditions in his paintings. As unflinching observers, the painters and graphic artists Georg Eisler and Georg Chaimowicz led the “fight against forgetting”, as did painter Adolf Frankl and sculptor Ernst Eisenmayer. The contribution of graphic artist and Auschwitz survivor Heinrich Sussmann, the designer of the Niemals vergessen exhibition of 1946 – who also created the stained-glass window for the Ceremonial Hall at Zentralfriedhof’s new Jewish cemetery – must not be forgotten. In recent years, artists such as Dvora Barzilai and Julya Rabinowich, who is also a successful author, have established themselves on the scene.
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