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CHARLOTTE SCHOELL-GLASS, Aby Warburg und der Antisemitismus.
Kulturwissenschaft als Geistespolitik (Frankfurt/Main: Fischer Taschen-
buch Verlag, 1998), 317 pp. ISBN 3 596 14076 5. DM 29.90

When Peter Gay published his influential study Weimar Culture: the
Outsider as Insider in 1968, the German-Jewish cultural and art historian
Aby Warburg (1866-1929) was little known to historians of art, let alone
historians of Germany. This was hardly surprising if, as Gay suggested,
the library which Warburg founded in Hamburg in 1926, the Kultur-
wissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg, did its work in ‘peaceful obscurity’.

Over thirty years of research have proved Gay’s judgment inaccurate
and lent this son of an eminent German-Jewish banking family a
reputation of international proportions. Prompted principally by Ernst
Gombrich’s ‘intellectual biography’ of 1970, Warburg’s work on the
Italian and northern European Renaissance, astrological imagery, and
cultural memory has attracted new interest and attained renewed
importance for scholars in several fields of academic endeavour. With
an interest in art as symbolic representation, Warburg is acknowledged
as one of the early exponents of the iconological method in art history
and as an important pioneer in the field of Kulturwissenschaft. His
Mnemosyne project of the late 1920s – a never-completed picture atlas in
which images of various dates and origins were arranged in relationships
designed to illustrate the significance and mutation of expressive
gesture in European cultural memory – has attracted the attention of
scholars of various hues working in the field of collective memory.
Transferred to England in 1933, his library has become a world-renowned
institution for the study of those elements of European thought, literature,
art, and institutions which derive from the ancient world: the Warburg
Institute in the University of London.

With this ‘Aby Warburg renaissance’ has come a scholarly turn to
what, except for a few telling insights, Gombrich expressly avoided: the
exploration of Warburg’s biography as the seedbed of his thought. Not
surprisingly, most of this work has centred on his Jewish identity.
Warburg broke from the religious prescriptions of his ancestral faith at
a young age; all his life, he insisted on subjugating his Jewish self and
emphasizing his acculturated German self. He was certainly not ashamed
to be a Jew, but he could not simply jettison his Jewish origins; youthful
religious experiences have been seen as significant in the formation of
his academic method and questions. Understandably, his longed-for
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assimilation of German Jews as full members of German society left him
sensitive to the presence of anti-Semitism. It is this sensitivity that has
inspired Charlotte Schoell-Glass’s book, the most ambitious work to
date on the Jewish aspect of Warburg’s biography.

Schoell-Glass begins her essay from the contention that Warburg’s
Jewishness has been, in part, central to his scholarly reception, central
to the delays, misunderstandings, and omissions which have charac-
terized scholarly attention to his life’s work. Her question is a pointed,
yet far-reaching one: how and to what extent did Warburg’s experience
of anti-Semitism shape his life’s work? Her answer is emphatic: sensi-
tivity to anti-Semitism is closely bound to Warburg’s theory of culture
and was an important motive force behind the construction and operation
of his library. The persistence of irrational forces in civilization, a central
concept in Warburg’s thought, was equated in his mind, she explains,
with the permanence of anti-Semitism in European society.

Most of Warburg’s work charted humanity’s psychological devel-
opment through its use of symbols. He saw humanity evolving from
magical and metaphorical thought patterns to logical, abstract and
conceptual ones. But he also conceived of logical and illogical modes of
thought as an ahistorical constant in humanity’s mental makeup. He
was sensitive to the manifestations of unreason in his own lifetime and
always hoped their effects could be mitigated, if not ultimately defeated.
According to Schoell-Glass, ‘Warburg’s concept of the study of civili-
zation can be interpreted as the attempt for a second Enlightenment ...
the necessity of which arose, for him, from his own and early experience
of anti-Semitism which withstood all enlightenment’(p. 25). The need
for a new Enlightenment – in Warburg’s words the saving of Athens
from Alexandria – was impressed upon him by events like the excessively
violent murder of Ostjuden at the end of the First World War. Like Freud,
his research into the ‘eternal beast’ in civilization was born of ‘a real and
existential experience of threat through the hatred of Jews’ (p. 93).

Getting at this truth has involved, Schoell-Glass explains, breaking
a code of silence, breaking through the reticence of the German-Jewish
economic élite to speak of and confront anti-Semitism. This was a
degrading experience and Warburg rarely did so. That is, at least not
openly. Instead, much of his published work, the author insists, contains
an inexplicit subtext of anti-Semitic sensitivity which can be properly
discerned only through recourse to his private papers. Schoell-Glass
describes her reading of these as taking the study of Aby Warburg
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beyond the psychological and subjective reasons for his scholarly
interests – the frequently referred to mental illness that Gombrich
considered not completely intelligible and therefore avoided – to
objective and discernible facts about his psychological and intellectual
makeup.

It was this makeup, the author argues, that impressed itself upon the
family-funded Kulturwissenschaftliche Bibliothek Warburg, the vast collec-
tion of books which Warburg opened as a semi-public library and
research institute in 1926 with himself as director. The author explains
that Warburg’s ‘tactic of silence about his strategy of enlightenment’(p.
130) has led to the characterization of the library as an apolitical
institution. Unlike his brother Max, Aby distanced himself from political
activity. But again, Schoell-Glass insists, only overtly. She claims that
Warburg conceived of and directed his library as a fortress for the
protection of reason and a weapon to be wielded against anti-Semitism.
As the book’s subtitle implies, the study of civilization became the
exercise of intellectual politics. Two important points underpin this
interpretation. The first is that in early-twentieth-century Germany,
there was no such thing as an apolitical Kulturbegriff. Warburg coupled
the development of culture not, like many other intellectuals, with a
notion of a German nation from which he became conscious of exclusion
as a Jew, but with the development of the state. The second is that if Aby
held no seat in Hamburg’s citizens’ assembly, as Max did, no university
appointment, and was not involved in directing the family bank, he was
also no scholarly hermit. On the contrary, he was, as Michael Diers has
described him and his correspondence reveals, a ‘man of the world’, a
veritable chronicler of contemporary history often closely and actively
connected with the events of his day, especially in Hamburg.

As sources for her research, Schoell-Glass takes Warburg’s published
works, working papers, note-card files, correspondence, and the contents
of his library. The most important unpublished sources are usefully
reproduced in an appendix. Her account begins with a chapter devoted
to a concise and critical review of the literature that has attempted to
deal with Warburg’s Jewish identity. It then proceeds through five
chronologically-ordered chapters, case studies showing how sensitivity
to anti-Semitism impressed itself on various aspects of Warburg’s work.

The second chapter elucidates two letters written by Aby to his
mother while he was a student in Bonn and Strasburg in the late 1880s.
They reveal the young Aby distancing himself from the orthodox
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practice of his parents, yet struggling to come to terms with his con-
sciousness of belonging to a minority group within the Empire. In his
youthful zeal, Warburg thought of turning his efforts against the
problem of anti-Semitism. Many of the political and social developments
in turn-of-the-century Europe struck a dissonant chord with this
champion of reason. Prominent among these, as Schoell-Glass argues in
chapter three, were allegations of ritual murder levelled against Jews
and the pogroms these triggered, like those in the West Prussian town
of Konitz in April and May 1900. While admitting the difficulty of
reconstructing the meaning of these events for Warburg, the author
suggests that press cuttings collected by him indicate a long preoccu-
pation with the theme of ritual murder and desecration of the Christian
host by European Jews. More importantly, outbursts of anti-Semitism
gave shape to Warburg’s ideas regarding the dangers of uncontrolled
forms of expression in the essay ‘Dürer and the Italian Antique’ of 1905.

Chapter four reconstructs a foray by Warburg into the realm of
national politics in 1916. This came over the issue of the granting of
reserve officer commissions to German-Jewish one-year volunteers
during the First World War. ‘The Jewish question in the framework of
German politics’ was the title of a memorandum penned by Max
Warburg with the assistance of Aby. Distributed by Max in the official
circles of Berlin, it argued that the government’s attitude on the equal
treatment of Jewish soldiers was of critical importance for Germany in
terms of its international reputation and its legitimization of its war
effort. But this, Schoell-Glass explains, was ‘a document of helplessness’,
whose tragic character is born of the authors’ blindness for the uselessness
of rational and moral argument to influence prejudice and hate (p. 141).

The First World War heightened Warburg’s obsession with hu-
manity’s return to primitive states of mind and he turned his attention,
in ‘Pagan-antique prophecy in word and image in Luther’s time’ (1920)
to the role of the media as purveyor and reinforcer of anti-Semitism.
Finally, in 1926, Warburg’s methods were institutionalized in the found-
ing of his library under the guiding principle of Sachlichkeit, the subject
of chapter five. From this scholarly fortress, the weapon of academic
objectivity was wielded against the forces of unreason, against the
irrationality of anti-Semitism. Thus Warburg’s Rembrandt lecture of
1926 is read by Schoell-Glass as a belated reply to Julius Langbehn’s
Rembrandt als Erzieher, the scholar’s ‘highly-developed means of
professional, art-historical picture analysis’ confronting ‘the völkisch,
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pan-Germanic appropriation of tradition’(p. 209). Warburg set Rem-
brandt’s clarity and rationality against the dark, inner prophecy of a
Germanic Rembrandt; he opposed the modern and international to
Heimatkunst.

Schoell-Glass provides ambitious new readings of some of Warburg’s
texts. She has used the complementary nature of his note-card files and
the library to good effect and turned her attention to recondite sources
like Warburg’s glosses in Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. But recourse
to such documents points to the major weakness of the book: the paucity
of substantial and coherent sources the author is able to muster in
support of her argument. Much of chapter three, for example, is built
around an article of 1905 from the Frankfurter Zeitung which Warburg
filed, entirely without comment, with his manuscript version of ‘Dürer
and the Italian Antique’. This documented how Russian Cossacks
murdered a young teacher shouting ‘strike the students and Jews dead!’
(p. 89) and is taken by the author as evidence of a link between anti-
Semitic outrages and Warburg’s analysis of a drawing depicting the
death of Orpheus at the hand of raging Maenads.

These are, undoubtedly, the exigencies of establishing a ‘subtext’ in
an author’s work; Schoell-Glass’s research amounts mostly to a process
of accumulating circumstantial evidence around texts and events already
well known to Warburg scholars. But in little of this do we hear
Warburg’s voice speak expressly of anti-Semitism; in the case of the
press cuttings he collected, we do not hear him at all. Perhaps the best
sources employed by the author, and the ones where we hear Warburg’s
voice most clearly, are the letters written as a student and the memor-
andum of 1916 which he helped Max to compose. But apart from these,
the reader is left with the sense that Warburg’s papers do not speak with
the clarity that the author suggests, a clarity that would make the notion
of a subtext in his published works much more credible. The great
intervals between the episodes analysed also make it difficult to build
a convincing picture of consistent and sustained sensitivity to anti-
Semitism.

 Further, the dearth of substantial material on anti-Semitism in
Warburg’s own hand cannot simply be explained by an unwillingness,
on his part, to speak openly of anti-Semitism. Firstly, it is not certain that
Warburg’s hesitancy to confront these issues directly in a public forum
was as strong as the author suggests. Quite apart from the memorandum
of 1916, we know that, as early as 1900, Warburg planned to write essays
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on anti-Semitism for Der Lotse, a Hamburg journal. This fact makes the
advantages of delving more deeply into Warburg’s extensive corre-
spondence quite clear. Secondly, it is difficult to imagine that a scholar
who was constantly grappling with the theoretical structures that
underpin his essays could have omitted, in the private realm of his
extensive notes, any significant discussion of anti-Semitism if it was one
of the major motivations for his scholarly efforts.

 In many ways, Schoell-Glass is recapitulating an argument made by
George Mosse almost fifteen years ago in German Jews Beyond Judaism.
Mosse insisted that Warburg’s work was a response to ‘the challenges
of the times’, thereby transforming the scholar into an anti-fascist hero.
Schoell-Glass hitches her work to this argument when she quotes
Michael Steinberg’s assertion that the anti-aesthetic art analysis of
Warburg ‘stands militantly on the critical side of European intellectual
life, next to Benjamin, and opposite, ultimately, the fascist energies that
proceed according to the aestheticization of politics’ (p. 49). But this
assertion leads to the incorrect notion that, as a reaction to their
appropriation by völkisch ideologues, Warburg defiantly emphasized
the non-German characteristics of the work of Rembrandt and Dürer.
On the contrary, Warburg was aware that Rembrandt had recourse to
traditions of northern European symbolism while it was Dürer’s ‘native
Nuremberg calmness’ that reacted against the excesses of pictorial
rhetoric current in Italy.

There is no doubt that anti-Semitism offended Warburg’s deeply-
felt patriotism. But the complexities of Warburg’s life and thought
demand a more discriminating assessment. To her credit, Schoell-Glass
does not ignore Warburg’s patriotism. But a much more evenly balanced
picture of his political and cultural sympathies could be attained
through greater attention to biographical detail and historical context.
Particularly important would be a consideration of Aby’s immediate
environment, Hamburg, a city generally seen as less anti-Semitic than
others. From this, a more nuanced picture of the social and cultural
context of the Kaiserreich and Weimar Germany would emerge, one
that is more accurate than an image of ubiquitous anti-Semitism. This
seems to have had little to do, for instance, with Warburg’s reluctance
to take up an academic job.

There is no question that Aby Warburg was threatened by dramatic
expressions, early in this century, of the permanence of unreason in the
mental makeup of European society. It is widely accepted that he
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conceived of his library as a weapon in the battle against the forces of
unreason. The value of Aby Warburg und der Antisemitismus is its
emphasis on the component of anti-Semitism in Warburg’s conception
of these forces. But this must be matched by a recognition of the many
complex threads interwoven in Warburg’s complex mind. The phobias,
delusions, anxieties, and obsessions from which he suffered suggest
that his idiosyncratic intellectual development was more the product of
personal struggles than any preoccupation with anti-Semitism. His
notes show that his scholarly vision went far beyond a preoccupation
with the condition of German and European Jewry.

MARK A. RUSSELL is currently completing a doctoral dissertation on
‘Aby Warburg and Art in Hamburg’s Public Realm, 1896-1918’ at
Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge.
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