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KLAUS HÖDL

TTHHEE  VVIIEENNNNEESSEE  JJEEWWSS’’  SSEEAARRCCHH  FFOORR  IINNTTEEGGRRAATTIIOONN
TTHHRROOUUGGHH  TTHHEE  JJEEWWIISSHH  MMUUSSEEUUMM  

IINN  TTHHEE  LLAATTEE  1199TTHH  CCEENNTTUURRYY

A historical museum is a place of memory. It represents a setting for the ex-
hibition of specific objects through which a particular historical narrative
is proposed. The purpose of this narrative is to explain and structure his-
tory from a certain perspective as well as to serve as guidance in the pres-
ent. It compensates for the loss of tradition, which used to be a definitive
part of life but has become irrelevant in a context that has changed due to
modernising processes.1 Thus, the need for a re-interpretation of the past
emerges when tradition has been rendered obsolete in the present.
Construing a particular memory is a reflective approach to the past,
prompted by the dissolution of tradition. 

The Viennese Jewish museum, which is the central, but not exclusive
topic of this article, opened in 1895. It was the first of its kind in the whole
world, although it took only a few years until other Jewish museums came
into being in Central Europe.2 It could be argued that certain influences
conducive to setting up museums were felt more strongly and at an earlier
time in Vienna than in other cities. However, the founding of the Viennese
institution has to be seen as marking the beginning of a new development
noticeable in and beyond Austria rather than as a solitary event that can be
explained merely by circumstances in the Habsburg metropolis. This asser-
tion prompts an inquiry into the cultural and socio-political context propi-
tious to the establishment of Jewish museums in general, not only in the
Austrian capital. Another question closely connected with the delineation
of the political and cultural circumstances, concerns the reasons why the
founding of museums did not take place before the end of the nineteenth
century. What distinguished the period around the turn of the twentieth
century from earlier decades? The answer will be found by focusing on the
historical consciousness of the Jews in the nineteenth century and the ex-
tent of their social integration. 

In its historical approach, the Viennese Jewish museum laid great em-
phasis on a positive evaluation of the traditional Judaism that had to a great
extent ‘become historical,’ a part of the past, once Viennese Jews had set
out on the course of acculturation. What was the reason for the consider-
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able rise in interest in traditional Judaism among Jews, when the majority3

had for decades been seeking to discard it for full integration into society
at large?4 Does the remarkable preoccupation with traditional Judaism at
the museum indicate a change in the goal of cultural adaptation to the non-
Jewish population? 

Nostalgia was, as Richard I. Cohen has stated, a major factor in the pres-
entation of Jewish tradition at the museum.5 But nostalgia alone is hardly a
sufficient explanation for the remarkable ‘turn to tradition.’ What were the
other reasons for this development? This question will be answered by tak-
ing into account that the portrayal of the past is always done from a partic-
ular angle, based on the specific concerns of the present.6 In order to
recognise the interests expressed through the exhibitions at the Viennese
museum and set the focus on Jewish traditions, it is necessary to study the
members of the Gesellschaft für Sammlung und Conservirung von Kunst-
und historischen Denkmälern des Judentums (hereafter referred to as ‘mu-
seum society’), a body in charge of the museum. From which social strata
did members of the society come, and what were the goals they wanted to
achieve by displaying at the museum a kind of Judaism that most Jews had
long striven to minimise? 

GENERAL BACKGROUND 

The Viennese Jewish museum presented a historical narrative that funda-
mentally differed from the historical perspective of traditional Judaism.
Still, it was not the first endeavour to tackle the Jewish past on a non-reli-
gious basis. The early beginnings of a modern historical approach examin-
ing Jewish history without reference to God as an intervening agent could
be observed among some maskilim, the adherents of the Jewish
Enlightenment (Haskalah), in the late eighteenth century.7 The real break-
through and the introduction of contemporary standards of ‘scientific’ his-
toriography came with the Wissenschaft des Judentums in the early nine-
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teenth century.8 It borrowed its methodology from the school of histori-
cism,9 adopted the concept of development, and, on this basis, questioned
extant traditions.10

To a certain extent the Wissenschaft des Judentums served as a precursor
of the Viennese Jewish museum in that it modernised historical thinking
among the Jews. In the religious tradition, Jews had hardly been aware of
the notion of ‘time passing by’ thus rendering phenomena as historicised, or
of a rupture in the history of their Diaspora.11 Since the destruction of their
state and the subsequent exile, the Jews’ idea of the future was tied to the
notion of the coming of the Messiah. The entire period between the begin-
ning of the Diaspora and the advent of the Messiah was usually considered
to be of very little interest, and was therefore not divided into various peri-
ods succeeding each other progressively.12

Concerning its narrative, however, the Wissenschaft differed greatly
from the Viennese Jewish museum. In this respect, and in contrast to the
modernisation of historical thinking, it cannot be regarded as its predeces-
sor. Whereas the former hailed the Biblical period and Sephardi Jews,
thereby holding Ashkenazi Judaism, the Talmud and the rabbinate in dis-
dain, the museum extolled this repudiated part of history. 

The museum’s focus on the past not only differed in its perspective from
the Wissenschaft’s concept of history, but also reflected the different interests
of its members in comparison to the ambitions of the Jews affiliated with the
Wissenschaft. The latter’s intention was to deal with Judaism scientifically, to
interpret it in a non-religious, historical way. The outcome was a version of
Judaism that had a twofold goal. On the one hand it was designed to refute an-
ti-Jewish stereotypes directed at the purported antiquatedness of Judaism,
which was assumed unable to adapt to new developments. On the other hand
its aim was to provide Jews eager to acculturate with a kind of Judaism that
did not hinder their integrative efforts into a non-Jewish world, and thereby
prevented their conversion.13 Judaism should thus be presented as being
largely adaptable to the culture of society at large. 

The Viennese Jewish museum pursued an entirely different strategy. It
also tried to ease social integration for the Jews, but this was not to take
place through acculturation. In contrast to the Wissenschaft’s aim of pro-
viding an alternative to traditional Judaism that was strictly against cultural
adaptation, the museum presented an alternative to ‘assimilation,’ i.e. to an
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attitude according to which Judaism played only a minor role in the identi-
ty of the Jews. The museum thus supported a stronger awareness of one’s
Jewishness. As much as the two approaches of the Wissenschaft and the
museum diverged in their cultural perspectives, they were similar in their
social goals, namely to advance integration into society at large. 

THE NEW INTEREST IN HISTORY IN THE 1890S

The Wissenschaft’s turn to history was an unprecedented step, a new and
almost revolutionary development. The museum’s preoccupation with the
Jewish past was quite different. It took place at a time when Jews displayed
an increased interest in history. This was not yet the case in the 1880s, but
was a conspicuous tendency in the subsequent decade. 

Aside from the Viennese and other museums that were founded in the
early twentieth century, the Vereine für Geschichte und Literatur, the first
of which was organised in Berlin in 1892,14 paradigmatically attest to this
development. Other institutions displaying an inclination to explore, pre-
serve and/or transmit knowledge of Jewish history were, for instance, the
Gesamtarchiv der deutschen Juden, established in October 1905,15 and the
Jüdische Volkskunde in 1898. Rabbi Max Grunwald, the founder of the lat-
ter, called the aim of Volkskunde “Rückwärtsschreiten zu den Wurzeln der
Menschheit [a going back to the roots of humankind],”16 i. e. harking back
in history in order to discover testimonies that were important to people in
the present. 

All these institutions made an effort to establish a narrative whose func-
tion was to help them to accomplish specific goals, especially integration
into society at large. By exploring Jewish history, particularly the pre-
emancipatory past, Jews brought into relief a cultural heritage designed to
be appreciated by non-Jews. On the basis of such a positive evaluation of
their culture, Jews thought that they would be acknowledged by the non-
Jewish population as a part of society. 

The increased interest in history thus presents the background against
which the founding of the Viennese Jewish museum must be seen. Its es-
tablishment is hardly conceivable without the attention that Jews in the
1890s gave to their past. Still, the discussion of this context does not indi-
cate why the Viennese institution was not founded in previous decades, for
instance around the turn of the nineteenth century when the first non-
Jewish museums came into being.17
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An explanation for the delayed establishment of the Jewish institutions
can be found in the fact that in the early nineteenth century Jews were still
unaware of a break between (past) tradition and (present) modernisation.
The history of exile was still thought to be largely a temporal continuum.
To cause a rupture, the cognisance of which being a major impetus for
founding museums, was definitely intended by the maskilim, but had not
yet been brought about. Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of Jews
in the early nineteenth century were still steeped in the religious ortho-
doxy that had, as mentioned above, not adopted modern historical think-
ing, i.e. was still indifferent to non-religious concepts of the past. Against
this background, there was simply no demand among the Jews for the es-
tablishment of museums.

THE ROLE OF ANTISEMITISM

The members of the ‘museum society’ belonged to the (upper) middle
class in Vienna. Among them were people like Wilhelm Stiaßny, Adolf
Ritter von Sonnenthal, Max Fleischer, etc.18 They were very successful in
their professions, widely acculturated, and greatly upset by the rising wave
of antisemitism that gained momentum in the late 1880s and reached its
crest in the early 1890s.19 In this atmosphere they pondered over a way to
stem the tide of anti-Jewish hostility, and considered a museum to be a
proper medium for this undertaking.20 Thus the Viennese Jewish museum
was – at least partly – designed as a medium through which to counteract
anti-Jewish hostility. This was to be done by presenting a positive image of
the Jews.

Antisemitism was not only the catalyst for setting up the Viennese Jewish
museum, it also played a decisive role in the establishment of other organi-
sations dedicated to Jewish history, such as the Vereine für Geschichte und
Literatur. Judaeophobia and the Jewish ‘turn to history’ in the 1890s were
thus closely connected. Still, even though the Vereine and the Jewish mu-
seums arose to a large extent in reaction to antisemitism, there remained an
important difference between them. Whereas the former were more ‘in-
wardly directed’ and served rather as a means to enhance Jewish con-
sciousness than to tackle the hostile atmosphere outside the Jewish com-
munity, the museums addressed their messages to the general public
through exhibitions. Thus, the museums were considered to be more pow-
erful instruments to ward off antisemitism. In Vienna anti-Jewish hostility
was experienced in a more threatening manner than it was in any other
part of Central Europe, because it was ‘officially legitimised’ by Karl
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Lueger’s election as mayor in 1897.21 Thus it comes as no surprise that the
first Jewish museum was founded in the especially fierce antisemitic at-
mosphere of the Austrian capital. Nowhere else could a museum be as im-
portant and necessary as in Lueger’s city. 

Anti-Jewish hostility had not been unknown to the Jews before the new
wave of enmity in the last decade of the nineteenth century. However, the
circumstances under which Jews had to face antisemitism in this period
were unprecedented. They encountered the resurgence of Judaeophobia at
a time when they were more than ever before intent on being accepted as
equal citizens by society at large. In past decades, even in the late 1870s, an-
ti-Jewish hostility had been perceived by Jews mainly as a hindrance to
their occupational mobility, something that could be overcome by strength-
ening their competitive skills. In the 1890s, many Viennese Jews had al-
ready achieved their occupational goals, whereas their social integration
was still far from being complete.22 They realised that their by and large suc-
cessful professional life had not led to the cultural adaptation that was con-
sidered to be the ultimate ticket to social integration. They still formed a so-
cial group with their own particular culture. This is not to say that Jews had
not undergone acculturation at all. Rather, it means that they had retained
certain cultural characteristics, such as a peculiar language,23 certain ges-
tures, etc. that were not shared by non-Jews. These differences set the Jews
apart socially and marked them as social outsiders. 

Even worse than their failed cultural adaptation was the looming danger
that antisemitism might actually reverse their still incomplete social inte-
gration. Aside from the poignantly felt hiatus between occupational suc-
cess and lack of full integration, the fear that the future might hold worse
in store also played a role in the perception of Judaeophobia in the 1890s
as more alarming than in earlier decades. This state of mind found its vivid
expression in the emergence of the Zionist movement, the major impetus
of which was the fear that antisemitism would never come to an end but,
due to its new racial dimension, might even worsen. 
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THE INVENTION OF TRADITION 

Faced with a new tide of antisemitism and the frustration of their attempts to
gain full integration into broader society, Jews relinquished their efforts to ac-
culturate and took recourse to Judaism. This move was twofold: first, it was a
reaction to society’s unwillingness to fully acknowledge them as citizens, a
goal that Jews had been trying to attain for around a century.24 In this case
drawing upon Judaism was a defensive act, employed due to a lack of alter-
natives. Second, it was a revised effort to continue their long-held goal of so-
cial integration. Since the circumstances under which Jews had been living
had changed, they also had to modify their course in order to accomplish in-
tegration. Under the new circumstances, falling back upon Judaism instead
of aiming at acculturation seemed to be the proper approach. 

The shift from assimilation to asserting one’s Jewishness did not, howev-
er, introduce a process of ‘dissimilation,’ as is widely believed.25 Under-
stood as the direct opposite of assimilation, dissimilation denotes a process
not only of cultural, but also of structural segregation. Consequently, dis-
similation would mean a process launched by the Jews to establish their
own socio-occupational structure. Yet, this was not the endeavour of the
Jews in the 1890s who founded the new organisations mentioned above,
and especially not of the Viennese ‘museum society’. Instead, their goal was
much more complex. On the one hand, they favoured the establishment of
a separate Jewish cultural sphere; on the other hand, however, their aim,
most explicitly evident in the museum, was to advance opportunities for
Jews to integrate into society at large. There was no contradiction between
the two. On the contrary, the integrative efforts were to be made by assert-
ing the Jews’ cultural heritage and pointing out that this was largely in con-
gruence with the values and standards of the non-Jewish element of socie-
ty. Jewish traditional culture was even displayed as a model worthy of em-
ulation. Whereas in previous decades the Jews pursued their course of in-
tegration by adaptation to the culture of the majority population, in the
1890s they switched to a stronger self-assertion. Jewish integration was still
the goal, but the means to attain it changed. Instead of acculturation, an em-
phasis on Jewish culture was thought to be the most propitious path.

The measures taken to strengthen the Jews’ consciousness took various
forms. Two approaches advanced by the Viennese Jewish museum will be de-
lineated in more detail in the following pages. The first approach was the in-
troduction of a particular Jewish historical perspective, while the second was
the exhibition of a specific feature of Judaism through which the ‘museum
society’ intended to improve the Jews’ image among the broader population.
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THE VIENNESE JEWS’ ALTERNATIVE VIEW OF HISTORY 

Contemporary reports indicate that antisemitism was not the only reason
for the establishment of the Viennese Jewish museum. The other motiva-
tion was the ignorance displayed by the city’s non-Jewish museums to-
wards Jews.26 With the exception of the kaiserlich-königlichen Hofbib-
liothek, that owned and exhibited some Hebrew manuscripts, Jews and
their history were not considered worth being displayed at any other mu-
seum. Apparently, they were not deemed to be part of the history and cul-
ture of society at large. Since a historical consciousness is an essential facet
of a person’s identity,27 their exclusion from society’s historical narrative
was tantamount to a perseverance of the notion among the non-Jewish
population that Jews were strangers to the national community. In this con-
text, the design of a historical memory that included the Jews was of ulti-
mate importance for them. 

The members of the ‘museum society’ were all widely integrated into so-
ciety and wanted to advance this status or at least to counteract any revers-
ing, segregating tendencies due to the upsurge of antisemitism. Against this
background they were especially concerned about the ‘officially legit-
imised’ historical negligence towards the Jews. They attempted to compen-
sate for the exclusion of Viennese Jewry from society’s historical memory
by pointing out to the non-Jewish public that Jews had lived in the midst of
the Viennese population for a long time and had therefore contributed to
its history. This was considered best done through the medium of a muse-
um, which was consequently established in 1895. It was thus destined to
serve as a setting through which the interwoven relations between Jews
and non-Jews would be made perceptible, and to provide pertinent proof
of the Jews’ claim that they belonged to society and its past. The ‘museum
society’ maintained that they would reach this goal by displaying the Jews’
most precious contributions to the cultural history of humankind.28

The Jews’ introduction of their own interpretation of history was by and
large a new development. As mentioned above, the Wissenschaft des
Judentums ushered in a historical perspective that emphasised the Biblical
period and the history of the Sephardi Jews, but disapproved of Ashkenazi
history. One of the reasons that the Jews affiliated with the Wissenschaft
hardly evinced any interest in dealing with their own recent past was their
ambition to fit into the mainstream narrative. Proposing their own particu-
lar view of history was to claim a specific place outside society.29
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In the 1890s this approach changed fundamentally. Although the mem-
bers of the ‘museum society’ did not give up the Wissenschaft’s goal of be-
ing recognised as part of society at large, they pursued this aim by empha-
sising their own perspective of history that not only included but also em-
phasised their recent past. This found its expression in the appeal of the
‘museum society’ made to the local Jewish community to bestow objects
worthy of exhibition to the museum.30 Thus it collected and displayed ob-
jects from a time period that had not long since passed, but of which
Viennese Jewry still had testimonies to be shown, i. e. a more recent than
distant past. 

By proposing their own narrative the ‘museum society’ wanted to com-
plement the ‘official’ historical perspective or, as it was stated, to “fill the
gap” in the ‘official’ memory.31 This statement about the museum’s objec-
tive indicates that the exhibitions were not intended to bring forth a per-
ception of the past that paralleled the given narrative or substituted it with
a Jewish one. Rather, the new historical perspective was to be interwoven
with the ‘official’ one, recognising it to a large extent, but also enlarging it
by interspersing it with some additional views taken from a Jewish context.
In this way Jews made clear that they had their own interpretation of the
past, and did not consider it at variance with the ‘official’ narrative, but
thought that it had a complementary function. Jews thus stated implicitly
that they wanted to share the historical memory of society and be part of
the broader population. 

The Jews’ historical approach was in consonance with other attempts to
become fully recognised members of society at large. All of these endeav-
ours were predicated on a stronger self-assertion, but did not aim at social
segregation from the non-Jewish population. Social and cultural move-
ments were thus directed at different goals: culturally, Jews strove to set
their profile in relief, whereas socially, they set out for integration. 

Trying to define the Jews of the late nineteenth century as a social enti-
ty can also corroborate the hypothesis that cultural and social processes di-
verged. In pursuing this task various terms have been employed. Jews are
held to be a subculture,32 an ethnicity (“situative Ethnizität”),33 a “Teil-
kultur”,34 etc. Despite the variety of notions, in one aspect the terms were
in full congruence with each other: this was with respect to relations be-
tween Jews and the broader population. All the descriptions of the Jews in-
dicate that they formed a social group the structure of which was no hin-
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drance to integration into society at large.35 Rather, Jews seemed to be in-
tent on enlarging the basis on which they could interact with non-Jews. 

The willingness to mingle with Gentiles came to the fore paradig-
matically at the annual meetings of the ‘museum society’. In the course of
these gatherings, selected speakers delivered papers that dealt with a par-
ticular aspect of Judaism, thereby presenting the Jewish religious and cul-
tural heritage very favourably. Present at these events were representatives
not only of the Jewish community, but also of the ‘non-Jewish world,’ such
as representatives of the major Christian denominations, politicians, or
members of the local university staff.36

In this way the museum simultaneously served as a medium for Jewish
self-assertion as well as providing a meeting-ground for interaction be-
tween Jews and non-Jews. The focus on Judaism was used to enhance the
image of the Jews among the Gentiles and thus advance opportunities of
socialising with them. In its pursuit of this goal the Viennese Jewish muse-
um reflected the trend among Central European Jews in the late nineteenth
century. 

THE JEWISH FAMILY

The strengthening of Jewish consciousness undertaken to support the
Jews’ integration into society at large was pursued not only by drawing up
a Jewish historical narrative but also, as mentioned above, by taking re-
course to Judaism. This does not mean that Jews drew on a kind of tradi-
tional Judaism that they had already left behind in the course of their cul-
tural adaptation to society at large. In the late nineteenth century, Jews in
Central Europe, and especially the members of the ‘museum society,’ were
too acculturated as to be intent on taking up religious tradition. Liberal
Reform Judaism was not their choice either. It had been discredited by its
close association with the failure to bring about social integration. The re-
course to Judaism meant rather that Jews chose a new form of Judaism,
which was the result of its re-interpretation from a contemporary and large-
ly ‘scientific’ angle. 

Judaism came to be seen as the answer to the most important questions
of the present, and as providing a solution to the most urgent problems.
One of such concerns, allegedly faced by contemporary societies, was a
sharp drop in the birth rate, which purportedly implied an imminent de-
cline in the stamina of a people and ultimately its death.37 The performance
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of Jewish rituals, however, seemed to counteract this development. The
fecundity of the Jews, at least of those still living according to the rules of
traditional Judaism, did not reflect the general trend of a decreasing birth
rate.38 In this context, those Jewish religious ceremonies that apparently
contributed to high fertility were hailed. Thereby the original – religious –
meaning of the rituals was circumvented and replaced by a secular inter-
pretation that suited the interests of contemporary family policy. A case in
point was circumcision.39 In addition, Jewish family life was considered to
be of ultimate importance for a high reproduction rate. This may plausibly
explain the central position granted the Jewish family at the Viennese mu-
seum, as reflected in the exhibition of the Gute Stube.

The Gute Stube was a room designed for Sabbath celebration. In addition
to its various purposes, it reflected the identity of the ‘museum society.’ The
exhibition is partly evidence of the nostalgia felt by Jews towards tradi-
tional Judaism, which they had discarded in the course of their accultura-
tion. The sense of nostalgia was paradigmatically articulated by the Russian-
Jewish anthropologist Samuel Weissenberg. Upon his visit to the Viennese
Jewish museum he wrote that the visitor is overwhelmed by wistful feel-
ings for the long-lost good old days; he finds himself transported back to his
childhood, and instinctively looks around, searching for his grandparents
in order to wish them “a good Shabbes.”40

In addition, the Gute Stube exhibition reveals Jewish efforts to re-engen-
der Judaism, while circumventing its religious dimension. Taking recourse
to the Sabbath meant that they referred to a component of Judaism that, in
its traditional version, had a religious meaning. In pre-emancipatory times,
the Sabbath had been strictly observed and had structured Jewish life.
When, however, Jews forged links to the Sabbath through the exhibition of
the Gute Stube, the day often went by without any religious observance.
The Sabbath could only be drawn upon at the museum because the loss of
its religious significance was counterbalanced by a supposed medical im-
portance. A full day’s rest without any work was thought to stave off vari-
ous diseases.41 Jews thus took recourse to Judaism in order to strengthen
their consciousness, laying great emphasis on the Sabbath, which was ap-
praised for its medical advantages. 



KLAUS HÖDL

42 H. L. Eisenstadt, ‘Die Renaissance jüdischer Sozialhygiene’, Archiv für Rassen- und
Gesellschaftsbiologie 5 (1908), p. 727. 

43 Sorkin, Transformation of German Jewry, p. 89. 
44 M. A. Kaplan, Jüdisches Bürgertum. Frau, Familie und Identität im Kaiserreich

(Hamburg: Dölling und Gallitz, 1997), p. 173. 
45 P. E. Hyman, ‘The Modern Jewish Family: Image and Reality’, in The Jewish Family.

Metaphor and Memory, ed. D. Kraemer (New York, 1989), p. 179. 

64

Through the assumed link between the observance of the Sabbath and
the physical well-being of the Jews, the Gute Stube exhibition helped to re-
furbish the image of traditional Judaism and, consequently, of the pre-
emancipatory past. That is to say, it supported the Jews in their search to es-
tablish their own narrative. In consideration of the purported health bene-
fits of observing the Sabbath – given the wide array of literature on this top-
ic, this claim was not doubted –, the circumstances under which its obser-
vance was most thorough had to be viewed as especially favourable. This
was, in particular, the pre-emancipatory past, when religious norms deter-
mined the everyday lives of Jews, and keeping the Sabbath was a duty that
could not be evaded. From the medical perspective the period of tradition-
al Jewish life could thus no longer be dismissed as the heyday of rabbinical
ignorance. Instead, it was extolled because it safeguarded the preservation
of Jewish religious rituals and thereby contributed to the Jews’ physical and
mental well-being. The so-called Ghetto period was no longer associated
with anti-Jewish oppression. Rather, it was seen as having provided the cir-
cumstances under which Jews were obliged to adhere to their – health-in-
ducing – religious culture.42

Social integration was another purpose served by the Gute Stube exhibi-
tion. This was deemed feasible in that the Gute Stube was used as a medi-
um for representing the Jews as a people with an extraordinary sense of
family. The close association between Sabbath and family that had existed
since around the middle of the nineteenth century was the consequence of
the acculturation of middle-class Jews, who wanted to minimise the cultur-
al differences between themselves and the broader population. Thus they
attempted to get rid of the religious content of the Sabbath and secularise
it. Instead of attending synagogue services, Jews spent the Sabbath with
their families.43 Dedicating themselves to playing with their children or vis-
iting relatives became the Jews’ major preoccupation on this day.44 Sabbath
and family life thus came to be closely associated.

The notion that Jews led exemplary family lives was an assumption or, as
Paula E. Hyman has called it, “a powerful myth” that Jews did not question
throughout the nineteenth century.45 The conviction was so strong that it
even contributed to the re-evaluation of the past, especially, as mentioned
above, of the Ghetto period. A good example of this re-assessment is a de-
scription of the old Ghetto in Frankfurt, published in the journal Ost und
West in 1902. Although delineated in very bleak terms, it gained its impor-
tance by providing the circumstances under which the Jewish family could
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thrive.46 Family was something that the non-Jewish population held in high
esteem as well. Jews that depicted themselves as family-loving people im-
plicitly pointed out that they shared essential values with non-Jews. Jews
could thus expect this cultural congruence to improve their image among
the broader population and advance their opportunities for social integra-
tion. Their conviction was not mere wishful thinking, but was confirmed in
various ways. For example, at the annual convention of the “museum soci-
ety” in 1900 a certain Dr. Cornill, a Protestant theologian, delivered a paper
in which he not only praised the “highly developed sense of family” among
the Jews, but even claimed that if they continued leading their exemplary
family life, antisemitism would certainly come to an end.47

CONCLUSION

As was the case with their own historical narrative, the Jews instrumen-
talised the concept of family life. They stressed it in order to enhance op-
portunities to integrate into society at large. While developing a process of
cultural self-assertion, the Jews tried to advance their goal of social inte-
gration. 

The Viennese Jewish museum represents a setting that mirrored the pre-
vailing developments among Jews in Central Europe. It was thus a micro-
cosm that reflected trends in the larger world. Such trends show that, while
they dismissed acculturation, Jews did not desire dissimilation in the late
nineteenth century. Even though cultural adaptation was no longer on the
Jews’ agenda, they still strove for social integration. Apart from a few no-
table exceptions – such as the Zionists, antisemitism did not engender a de-
sire among Jews to segregate from society.


