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CHRONOLOGY OF HERZL’S LIFE















	2 May 1860

	 

	Theodor Herzl born in Budapest, Hungary.






	3 May 1873

	 

	Herzl’s ‘Confirmation’ (Bar Mitzvah)






	7 February 1878

	 

	Death of Pauline, Herzl’s sister; shortly thereafter family moves to Vienna.






	September 1878

	 

	Herzl matriculates in the Law Faculty, Vienna University.






	11 May 1881

	 

	Member of the ‘Albia’ Burschenschaft.






	9 February 1891

	 

	Review of Dühring’s Die Judenfrage.






	March—April 1883

	 

	Herzl leaves ‘Albia’.






	5 August 1885

	 

	Herzl gives up practice as lawyer, for career as playwright and feuilletonist.






	4 May 1889

	 

	Performance of Herzl’s Der Flüchtling at Vienna’s Burgtheater.






	25 June 1889

	 

	Marriage to Julie Naschauer.






	6 February 1891

	 

	Suicide of Heinrich Kana.






	5 October 1891

	 

	Herzl appointed as Paris correspondent for the Neue Freie Presse.







	26 January 1892

	 

	Death of Oswald Boxer.






	Winter 189213

	 

	Herzl’s coverage of the Panama Scandal; makes suggestions to Bacher and Benedikt, then Baron Leitenberger, on the Jewish problem.






	April 1894

	 

	Herzl writes Die Glosse.







	19 October 1894 

	 

	Conversation with the sculptor Samuel Friedrich Beer in Paris.






	21 October–8 Novembr 1894

	 

	Herzl writes Das neue Ghetto.







	5 January 1895

	 

	Herzl present at degradation of Dreyfus.






	1 April 1895

	 

	Herzl in Vienna witnesses anti-Semitic victory in municipal elections.






	2 June 1895

	 

	Meeting with Hirsch; start of Herzl’s Zionist diary.






	27 July 1895

	 

	Herzl leaves Paris to become feuilleton editor for the Neue Freie Presse in Vienna.






	November 1895

	 

	Journey to Paris and London to gain support for his Zionist idea.






	2 February 1896

	 

	Publication of Der Judenstaat in Vienna.






	23 April 1896

	 

	Audience with Friedrich II of Baden.






	Late June 1896

	 

	Negotiations with Turkish government in Constantinople.






	July 1896

	 

	Journey to London and Paris; meeting with Edmond de Rothschild.






	4 June 1897

	 

	First issue of Die Welt.







	29–31 August 1897

	 

	First Zionist Congress, in Basel.






	22 October 1897

	 

	Letter to Emperor Wilhelm II of Germany.






	28–30 August

	 

	Second Zionist Congress, in Basel.






	18 October 1898

	 

	Audience with Emperor Wilhelm II in Constantinople.






	2 November 1898

	 

	Reception by Emperor Wilhelm II of Zionist delegation in Jerusalem.






	20 March 1899

	 

	Registration of the Jewish Colonial Trust.






	15—17 August 1899

	 

	Third Zionist Congress, in Basel.






	13 August 1900

	 

	Fourth Zionist Congress, in London. 






	18 May 1901

	 

	Audience with Sultan Abdul Hamid II in Constantinople.






	26–30 December


1901

	 

	Fifth Zionist Congress, in Basel; conflict with the cultural Zionist opposition around Buber and Weizmann; establishment of the Jewish National Fund.






	February 1902

	 

	Negotiations in Constantinople.






	April 1902

	 

	Herzl finishes Altneuland.







	9 June 1902

	 

	Death of Herzl’s father.






	7 July 1902

	 

	Herzl before the Royal Commission on Alien Immigration, in London.






	October 1902

	 

	Publication of Altneuland in Leipzig.






	22 October 1902

	 

	Conversation with Joseph Chamberlain.






	January–May


I903

	 

	The El Arish project.






	Late April 1903

	 

	Chamberlain makes informal offer of Uganda.






	8 August 1903

	 

	Interviews with Russian ministers, Plehve and Vitte.






	16 August 1903

	 

	British make official offer of Ugandan territory.






	23–28 August 1903

	 

	Sixth Zionist Congress, in Basel.






	11–14 November 1903

	 

	Kharkov Committee meeting.






	23–24 January 1904

	 

	Audiences with Victor Emmanuel III of Italy and Pope Pius X.






	11–15 April 1904

	 

	Meeting of the Greater Action Committee in Vienna.






	30 April 1904

	 

	Herzl ordered by doctors to take rest cure at Franzensbad, Bohemia.






	3 June 1904

	 

	Herzl moves to Edlach, Lower Austria.






	3 July 1904

	 

	Death of Herzl in Edlach.






	7 July 1904

	 

	Burial in Vienna.






	17 August 1949

	 

	Herzl’s remains reinterred on Mt Herzl, Jerusalem.



































INTRODUCTION





Theodor Herzl is one of the great figures in modern Jewish history. He is regarded as ‘the father of Israel’ for his decisive contribution to the foundation of the Zionist movement. Although it is true that there were Zionists, even ‘Zionism’, before Herzl, it was the drive and the political vision of the Viennese journalist turned national leader which made the disparate Zionist groups into a unified, and major, political movement. Herzl, with his book Der Judenstaat and his leadership of the movement from 1895 until his death in 1904, gave Zionism its goal and its organization, especially its congress—vital prerequisites for the eventual establishment of the state of Israel. As such, he had a profound effect on how modern Jews think, for solidarity with the state of Israel, the achievement of the Zionist dream, has become a dominant form of Jewish identity. Without Herzl, it can be argued, this transformation might never have taken place.


If Herzl has changed the way Jews think, he does not enjoy much of a reputation as a Jewish thinker, at least among Jewish intellectuals and scholars. One Jewish historian with Zionist sympathies jestingly said that a book on Herzl as a Jewish thinker should be very short, because Herzl was neither a thinker, nor really Jewish. Such a view, while it would baffle Jews brought up to regard Herzl as a legendary figure, is, I suspect, fairly widespread in Jewish academic circles. Herzl is seen as a great leader, a man of action, whose complex personality and remarkable life make him a much more suitable subject for the biographer’s, even the psycho-biographer’s, pen, rather than as a candidate to be taken seriously as an intellectual force. Even his ‘great idea’, of the Jews’ need for a state of their own, has been deemed unoriginal, most commentators pointing out that the same idea had been arrived at by predecessors such as Leon Pinsker and, even earlier, Moses Hess. Herzl is valued more for what he did towards realizing the goal of Zionism, than for his thoughts on what that goal was, or should be. It is the leader, not the thinker, who is revered.


Part of the reluctance to view him as a major thinker stems from the embarrassed perception that the father of the Jewish state appears to have had a very tenuous contact with Jewish tradition and culture, as it is understood today. In recent years Herzl’s thought has been seen, in Carl Schorske’s controversial interpretation, as having its roots in Austrian liberalism and in German nationalism. Schorske has gone so far as to compare Herzl with Karl Lueger and Georg von Schönerer, the two leading anti-Semitic figures of fin-de-siècle Vienna. Amos Elon has emphasized the Viennese character of Herzl’s thinking. William Johnston has seen him as a Hungarian thinker, Joseph Adler saw him as a ‘new humanist’. It has proved difficult, however, to make much of Herzl as a Jewish thinker in any straightforward sense. His pre-Zionist years were, famously, devoid of any significant Jewish content. He never had a very great affinity with the formal content of traditional Jewish life. Even after his Zionist conversion he remained in his way of thinking on a different wavelength from such plainly Jewish thinkers as Ahad Ha’am, or even Martin Buber.


Nevertheless, in his way, Herzl was as much a ‘Jewish thinker’ as these august figures. It is just that he came from a different tradition, the liberal Jewish tradition of Central Europe, which was much more intimately linked with Western culture than that of its Eastern European Jewish counterpart. It is the latter which has come to predominate in our understanding of what it means to be ‘Jewish’, and a ‘Jewish thinker’, and it can well be argued that this Eastern European tradition preserved much more of the substance of traditional Jewish culture and thought. Yet the modern Central European Jewish tradition, more abstract perhaps, has had an enormous effect not only on Jewish modernity, but on modern culture and thought generally. Herzl was very much a product of this tradition.


In his thought, and especially through the way it developed, can be traced the strong influence of what has been called the ‘ideology of emancipation’: the system of thought which evolved in the wake of the Haskalah, or Jewish Enlightenment, to effect the integration of Jews into the modern world of Central Europe. It will be the contention of this book that Herzlian Zionism is not so much a realization of Austrian liberalism, or German nationalism, or a Hungarian utopia: it is the attempt to fulfil the promise of Jewish emancipation, if not in Europe, then in a state of Jews on their own. As a super-emancipationist, Herzl shows himself to be firmly in a major current of modern Jewish thought.


Once one sees Herzl from this perspective, he becomes not only an interesting historical figure, but a thinker who still has much to say to our world, and especially to the movement which he led, and the state which he did so much to help make possible. It is time to take Herzl seriously again as a thinker, and moreover as a Jewish thinker. In these days when so much soul-searching is taking place about the character of Israel, he offers, as we shall see, a liberal version of Jewish identity and the Jewish state which is perhaps more relevant now than ever before.


Whether one can learn from Herzl the thinker or not, and I think many could, and should, the story of how he came to Zionism, how he combined in it so many aspects of his thought, and how he dealt, or did not deal, with the movement which he discovered already in existence, is in itself a remarkable tale. Study of his thought reveals a man between West and East, between liberalism and nationalism, with an admiration of the values of aristocracy as well as technocracy, at the centre of Viennese intellectual society, yet an outsider, and a Jew whose Jewishness was first an embarrassment before it became his life’s purpose. He is, in other words, a fascinating case study of the conflations, conflicts and complexities in a thinker of fin-de-siècle Central Europe.


Above all, he proves to be, in so many ways, characteristic of the group into which he was born, and among whom he was raised and lived: the Jewish bourgeoisie of late nineteenth-century Central Europe. It is within the context of that Jewish bourgeoisie that Herzl is most easily understood, for there lie the roots of the problems which he tried to solve through Zionism—and the roots of the ideal solution which he came to propose.



















1


LIVING IN THE NEW GHETTO





Theodor Herzl’s life before Zionism was typical of his generation of Central European Jewry, both in its form and its great complexity. His subsequent ‘conversion’ to Zionism, which he at first thought to be his own invention, has often presented a puzzle to his biographers, for it seems hard to understand how such an apparently well-assimilated person, who had successfully established himself as a well-known writer, was motivated into inventing a Jewish cause which seemed to negate his whole previous existence. In many ways, however, Herzl’s pre-Zionist years (the bulk of his life), can be seen as only too effective a preparation for his later decision. Herzl could recognize the ways in which the emancipation and assimilation of Jewry had failed, because all he needed to do was call on his own experience. His life in Pest, in Vienna, and then in Paris gave him ample material to construct his later theories. Not only was his life a model of the complications, and hence the tensions, of being a Jew in Central Europe; his later vindication of his Jewish identity was to a large extent the response to the fact that the earlier Herzl had represented not so much a model of Central European Jewish self-understanding, as a near-pathological, self-hating version of the same. Herzl came to see the world of emancipated and assimilated Jewry in which he had grown up, and in which he so successfully operated, as a new ghetto with now invisible walls, which, for the sake of their self-esteem and sense of honour, the Jews had to escape. Zionism was the attempt to break down the ghetto walls once and for all.


Herzl was born in Pest in 1860, in a Hungarian state which was in the throes of national revival.1 His father, a successful businessman and banker, originated from the military border district on Hungary’s southern frontier. His mother was the daughter of Pest Jews who had come to the city from Moravia, the Austrian province to the north-west, fifty or so years before. Both parents were fairly typical products of the modernization of Jewry which had been undertaken under the auspices of the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment. They sent their son Theodor to the Jewish primary school. At an early age Herzl would thus, through his school and his family, have imbibed the basic tenets of the ideology of emancipation. This ideology, which was the product of the struggles of Central European, especially German, Jewry for their emancipation, put its hopes for the liberation of the Jews in Enlightened and liberal theories of the state; at the same time it saw the necessity of Jews to reform themselves, to leave their former ways of beggary and usury, and other-worldly religious study, and instead concentrate on secular education and respectable economic pursuits; in other words, Jews were to become good citizens in order to deserve to be recognized as such.2 (Full equality of rights for Jews in Hungary was only granted in 1867.)


Herzl’s father was a somewhat ambivalent, if successful, example of this transformation, having become a respected and very rich banker—still, however, associated with money. That other Jews had not successfully transformed themselves despite emancipation was something which was to prey upon Herzl’s mind in later life.


In 1870, Herzl, who had evinced an early interest in technical subjects (an early hero was Ferdinand de Lesseps, the builder of the Suez Canal), was sent by his parents to a secondary modern school, which emphasized more practical and technical subjects than the classical Gymnasium.3 As is the case with many children, however, his earlier enthusiasm gave way to another, which was to prove much longer-lasting: his ambition to be a writer. Herzl’s disenchantment with his new school may have had something to do with anti-Semitism among his Hungarian classmates and teachers, as he later reported, but the fact that in 1874 he had become the president of a juvenile literary society, Wir, is probably more important in explaining his poor performance at school, for he now devoted a great deal of his time to writing. Herzl, no longer so suited to, or keen on, technology, now fancied himself as a writer, and the way to acquire the necessary education for this august role led through the Gymnasium. So in 1876 Herzl entered the Evangelical Gymnasium in Budapest, a Hungarian-speaking school whose pupils, despite the denominational character of the school, were in a large majority Jewish. After his brief experience of a non-Jewish milieu, Herzl now entered an acculturated but socially Jewish milieu, which paralleled closely that of his parents and was prototypical of the predominantly assimilated but Jewish milieux in which he moved for most of the rest of his life. He had also acquired his life’s goal, to be a writer.4


There was still a question at this stage of which language he would write in. Both of Herzl’s parents were German-speaking. His mother was an especially warm admirer of German literature and culture, and she seems to have passed on her devotion to German letters to her son. This Germanophilism has often been taken to mean that Herzl grew up in an anti-Hungarian—because pro-German—family atmosphere, a belief also encouraged by the mature Herzl, who would emphasize his German upbringing and his early alienation from things Hungarian. The truth, as is often the case with Herzl, is somewhat different from his own account. Research into Herzl’s childhood has shown that, as with many liberal Jewish families in Pest, the family’s admiration of German culture did not necessarily conflict with support for Hungarian liberalism. The teenage Herzl was as good a writer in Hungarian as he was in German. Jewish families such as the Herzls were developing a bilingualism in line with their German Jewish tradition and their support for the liberal forces in their state, which were predominantly Hungarian.5


If he had stayed in Pest Herzl’s Hungarian identity, which he was fast acquiring as a teenager, might well have predominated over his German one. The issue was decided in favour of a German identity when he and his parents moved to Vienna in 1878, after the death of Herzl’s sister Pauline. It is sometimes thought that the Germanophile Herzls moved to Vienna to rescue themselves from a Budapest where Hungarian was rapidly overcoming German as the dominant language, and that Herzl thus found it easy to fit into the strongly German nationalist milieu which awaited the new law student at Vienna University. Yet Herzl’s German identity was, at least initially, not as fixed as one might have thought. His university records show him claiming German as his mother tongue in his first semester in the legal faculty in 1878, which one would expect. What is surprising is that in the next semester his mother tongue has become ‘Hungarian’, and remains so until the summer semester of 1881, when it reverts to German. For two of his student years Herzl seems to have thought of himself as Hungarian.6 Perhaps this explains why, as a member of the Akademische Lesehalle from 1879, he seems initially to have taken a pro-Austrian stance, against the German nationalist radicals.


The change back to German in the spring of 1881 coincided, however, with his joining the Burschenschaft ‘Albia’, from which point he seems to have prided himself on his German nationalist identity and accompanying social standing, as Arthur Schnitzler so graphically described in his memoirs.7 It was perhaps the fact that this German identity was so new, and so questionable, that made Herzl now so intent on denying any affinity with Hungarian matters.


If he had problems with his identity as Hungarian or German, which he eventually solved to his own satisfaction by becoming fully German, this solution proved no solution at all, and only brought him greater problems. That he would have been naturally attracted to a German nationalist point of view is not surprising. It offered great social prestige to belong to such a Burschenschaft, and Herzl was at all times in his life attracted to social prestige. Furthermore, as the student careers of many Jewish figures of Herzl’s generation show, the German nationalist ideology, a threat though it be to the integrity of the Habsburg Monarchy, was very popular among Jewish bourgeois youth. Indeed many of the German nationalist student leaders were Jewish, including Victor Adler, the future socialist leader, and Heinrich Friedjung, later a prominent (German) liberal historian. Others attracted to the movement were Gustav Mahler and, if fleetingly, Sigmund Freud.8 That Herzl, even in Budapest, had had leanings towards an admiration of all things German is evidenced by the fact that he wrote a pro-Bismarckian poem in his mid-teens, and that it was Bismarck who replaced de Lesseps as his hero. Stories of German chivalry enjoyed in his youth presaged a lifelong admiration, one might almost say fixation, with the virtues of the Prussian nobility. German nationalism, once decided upon, did seem a sensible option for a young Pest Jew, immersed by his mother in the German classics, with ambitions to be a writer, a ‘deutscher Schriftsteller’, only newly arrived in the Habsburg capital, and with admiring eyes fixed on the newly emergent and triumphant German Reich.9


The problem was that the German nationalist student movement was anti-Semitic. Herzl must have been aware of this from the start, for there were anti-Semitic demonstrations by German nationalist students in Vienna as early as 1876. Nevertheless, a young Jew such as Herzl could see this anti-Semitism as not so much a rejection of himself, as of those money-grubbing, uncultured Jews who had not integrated themselves properly into German culture. In other words, he could view this as a cultural anti-Semitism with which he could agree. Had not the ideology of emancipation made it the responsibility of Jews to reform themselves so that they deserved citizenship? Was this protest against Jews who had not done their part to fit in as proper Germans not justified? That not all German Nationalist Burschenschaften rejected Jews out of hand is evidenced by Herzl’s own admittance to ‘Albia’ in 1881. He, at least, seemed to be an acceptable Jew.


This did not last long, however, for soon, as the movement radicalized, the definition of who was German became more exclusive; cultural anti-Semitism was replaced by a strictly racial anti-Semitism. Within student circles the chief cause of this shift was the changing stance of the emerging leader of German Nationalism in Austria, Georg von Schönerer, whose electoral campaign in 1882 used the slogan ‘Was der Jude glaubt ist einerlei, in der Rasse liegt die Schweinerei.’ (What the Jew thinks is irrelevant; the baseness lies in the race.) With this racial anti-Semitism there was no longer a place in German Nationalism for any young Jew, not even for former leaders such as Victor Adler, and certainly not for an ex-Hungarian such as Herzl.10


Herzl was made to confront this racial anti-Semitism not in politics, but rather in his favourite sphere: literature. In the space of two days in February 1882 Herzl wrote in his diary reviews of two books which dealt with the Jewish question. The first was Wilhelm Jensen’s Die Juden von Cölin, written in 1869. Herzl saw this as a sympathetic account of Jews as members of a noble yet, for him, degenerate race. Thinking very much in the racial vogue of the time, and echoing his hero Bismarck, Herzl opined that the Jews needed to be racially mixed with those in whose midst they lived (Germans) to improve the breed. At this point his ideal was ‘a cross-breeding of Western and Oriental races on the basis of a common state religion’.


That other consequences could be drawn from such racial thinking, however, was made brutally plain to Herzl when the next day he picked up the book which was the latest word on the Jewish question, Eugen Dühring’s Die Judenfrage. This was, for Herzl, an ‘infamous book’. What most troubled him about it was that it pointed out many faults in Jews which Herzl himself saw—indeed at one point Herzl acknowledges that what Dühring has to say about the Jewish lack of ethical seriousness should be read by every Jew—but left them with no hope of remedying these faults. This was because Dühring explained everything in the racial terms Herzl had dabbled with himself the night before, and drew the conclusion that this racial inferiority, the cause of the Jews’ love of usury and their perversion of German culture, meant that Jews, instead of being racially integrated into German society (Herzl’s ideal), would have to be excluded from all professions and all occupations, from German society generally. The final straw for Herzl was that Dühring attacked Ferdinand Lassalle, a Jew, fighter for social justice, and ardent German patriot, and thus a role model for Herzl as he was for many other Jews of that generation. Even Lassalle was now no longer a German; this conclusion must have been a profound shock for Herzl.11


Dühring’s book would not have been so problematic if Herzl could have regarded it as the work of a crank. Unfortunately he was unable to do so because too many of his colleagues at the university took thought such as Dühring’s seriously. This was made evident in the episode which brought Herzl’s break with his student German nationalism. Shortly after the death of Wagner, who was not only anti-Semitic but also a culture hero of the German nationalist students, a sort of wake for the great composer was held in early March 1883 by various student bodies, including, it would seem, ‘Albia’. Herzl, by now an ‘inactive’ member of the fraternity, did not attend, but a fellow member, Hermann Bahr, did. He gave a speech at the meeting which, by all accounts, reeked with anti-Semitism. Certainly the report on the night’s events was enough to prompt Herzl to seek an ‘honourable discharge’ from ‘Albia’ in protest. Even if he had not been Jewish, he stated, he would have felt bound by his love of freedom to resign. As it was he carried with him the burden of ‘Semitism’ and would, in the light of recent events, never have considered joining ‘Albia’ in the first place. His parenthetic comment that when he had joined, a mere two years before, the word ‘Semitism’ had not been invented, was laden with an awful irony, for it showed just how much his attempt at a truly German identity had been hijacked by events.12


This by no means meant that he had given up his attempt to be recognized as a German writer, to fulfil the ambitions of his youth. In some ways the rejection by a large number of his (non-Jewish) peers probably spurred him on to achieve artistic recognition, and thus social acceptance, through his writing. In the next decade of his life Herzl paid little overt attention to his Jewish identity, and instead concentrated on being a writer. While studying for his law degree he continued to submit feuilletons for various competitions and to various newspapers, with some success but not much. Once he had graduated as a doctor of law he tried his hand at practising law, first in Vienna and then in Salzburg. Yet his heart was not really in it. Later he was to claim that he decided to give up his legal career because he could never have progressed far in a judicial hierarchy closed to Jews who did not convert. Perhaps this consideration did play a role: for a man as eager for fame as Herzl evidently was, any obstacle to upward mobility was unwelcome. A more likely explanation, however, is that, as the son of devoted parents who were rich enough to finance frequent trips abroad and were prepared to let their son fully develop his God-given literary talents, he preferred the excitements of the literary life and undoubted public fame to the drudgery of court proceedings.


From 1885 until 1891, therefore, he pursued a career of playwright and freelance writer-journalist. The irony of this was that such a career was about the most ‘Jewish’ career one could follow in late nineteenth-century Vienna, and the ‘Jewish press’ increasingly the target for anti-Semitic attacks. If, as Dethloff has cogently argued, Herzl’s lifelong ambition to be a successful ‘deutscher Schriftsteller’ was a means to achieve social recognition despite being a Jew, it had become, by the time he did achieve success, just another ‘Jewish’ career.13 What is more, despite achieving his life’s ambition of having a play of his, Der Flüchtling (The Refugee), performed at the Burgtheater in Vienna, the premier stage in the German-speaking world, his career as a playwright never really took off, for all his many efforts to achieve the lasting success and fame which he craved.14 Instead he became known as a talented feuilletonist, the writer of light, elegant essays with a touch of irony, often dealing with a serious theme, but never too deeply. This feuilletonistic tradition, imported from France, had become very strong in Viennese journalism. The style was generally modelled on Heinrich Heine, and one of its greatest Viennese exponents had been Daniel Spitzer. By 1890 it was regarded as one of the most typical products of the ‘Jewish press’; this was something hard to deny, as many, if not most, of the Viennese practitioners of the literary form were of Jewish descent.


Herzl in these years is often seen by his biographers, most especially by Amos Elon, as having become a typical, almost archetypal, Viennese—a dandy, prone to the artistic pose of quiet melancholy, to an emphasis on display and symbol, fascinated by the world of dreams, and obsessed with the splendours of noble rank. The great theatricality of his approach to life has often struck commentators as a Viennese quality.15 There is ample evidence that Herzl in some ways did indeed possess all these qualities, but it seems to me much more problematic to attribute these facets of his character to his ‘Viennese’ background. No doubt ‘Theodor Viennensis’ did his best to fit into his adopted home, and his pursuit of literary fame was largely motivated by such considerations. On the other hand the fit achieved was far from as neat as first appears, indeed it shows just how far Herzl was from being a ‘typical’ Viennese, and how far his Jewish background got in the way.


Even the Viennese derivation of his theatricality, on which most accounts agree, is somewhat open to question. Herzl was already, as a young man in Budapest, prone to flights of dramatic imagination, and this was what encouraged him in seeking to become a playwright long before he ever came to Vienna. That he was to think in dramatic terms when formulating his ideas on a state for the Jews and on Zionism as a political movement is quite clear. As a playwright, however, it is surely not that surprising that he used his dramatic skills when he entered the political realm.16 Furthermore, as a playwright Herzl was eminently unsuccessful—in Vienna. In his most ‘Viennese’ role, as a man of the theatre, Herzl’s writing did not chime well with Viennese taste. This is understandable, for his plays tended to be clever, intellectual satires on high society, which, as the Burgtheater star Ernst Hartmann intimated, lacked human warmth. Drama, admitted Herzl at a later date, was not his true métier.17


Herzl was also plainly a dandy, an aesthete and a snob, fascinated by aristocrats and ideas of chivalry; but then so were many of the sons of parvenus all over Europe. This was not a phenomenon confined to Vienna. Moreover the nobility which was Herzl’s ideal was not the Austrian aristocracy, for which he at times expressed a certain contempt, but rather the Prussian Junkers, from which his national hero, Bismarck, had sprung. Herzl also respected the principle of the duel, as a way to preserve ‘honour’ in society, but he seems to have regarded this as a French form of sophistication, not an Austrian one.18


Another apparently Viennese habit was his emphasis on dreams, most famously in the afterword to Altneuland, where he talks about the way reality is based on dreams, and then returns to them. Yet Herzl’s usual meaning of the word ‘dream’ is not concerned with what we experience in our sleep, but is rather the idea of dream as wish, in the waking state. That is to say it is shorthand not for some Baroque sense of the unreality of life, but rather for the formulation of concrete wishes, such as, for instance, the ‘dream’ which Jews have had for two thousand years, to return to the Promised Land. Herzl, in this instance as in so many others, reveals himself as more liberal bourgeois and practical, perhaps more ‘Hungarian’, than one might think at first acquaintance, or from his biographers.


He was far more at odds with his Viennese environment than he at the time, or others later, were willing to admit. There was always the air of an outsider about him. In this context it is significant that, although he was resident in Vienna from 1878 until his crucial stay in Paris in 1891, he was often absent from the city. His parents financed trips all over Europe from 1883 on, and it was his travel feuilletons—from Italy in 1887, and the Pyrenees in 1891—which really made his name.19 Part of what made him attractive to a Viennese readership was his European cosmopolitanism, his conveying to them a sense of the outside world, that which was not Vienna.


In this constant moving around the European continent, Herzl anticipated the peregrinations of another famous Viennese figure of a later generation, and a great admirer of his, Stefan Zweig. A few months before his death Herzl met Zweig in Vienna, and engaged him in conversation. He encouraged the young writer to continue his travels abroad, for which he was already well-known. ‘Everything I know,’ confided Herzl, ‘I learnt abroad. Only there does one get used to thinking in distances. I am convinced, that here I would never have had the courage to formulate that first conception. Somebody would have nipped it in the bud before it had a chance to grow. But thank God, when I brought it here, it was already complete, and they could do nothing but cock a leg.’ Zweig added that Herzl then spoke ‘very bitterly’ about Vienna.20 In his frustration with his adopted city, one might say, Herzl was very Viennese, as he was, in a way, in his inferiority complex towards Germany and the Prussian nobility, and even in his admiration for things French and English. Such a negative identity, however, is quite different from the picture of the Viennese Herzl which is usually presented.


In another sense he was typical of the city, not so much as a Viennese, but rather as the son of the Viennese Jewish bourgeoisie.21 He combined, as we have briefly seen, a very negative image of Jews and a powerful drive to assimilate into the ‘German’ nation, with a career and life pattern which was very Jewish. He pursued his career as a writer and journalist through various contacts of his father and others, and thus inevitably found himself in a cultural milieu which was still heavily Jewish. This did not chime at all well with his contempt  for Jews less acculturated than himself. On a trip to Berlin in 1885, for example, reporting to his parents on a social event he had attended, he could remark: ‘Yesterday there was a grande soirée at Treitel’s. Thirty or forty ugly little Jews and Jewesses. Not a very refreshing sight.’22


At the same time he was a most loyal son, which put a limit on the degree to which he was prepared to assimilate. In 1886, when asked by Heinrich Friedjung, another German nationalist Jew, to contribute further feuilletons, but under a pseudonym that would be less Jewish-sounding, Herzl refused point-blank to give up ‘his father’s name’.23 Judaism may have been, as another Viennese Jew, Theodor Gomperz, once remarked, only ‘un pieux souvenir de famille’, but this fact still made it a significant barrier to full assimilation. Furthermore, although he did have Gentile friends, such as, of all people, Hermann Bahr, his closest friends in these years were two Jews, Heinrich Kana and Oswald Boxer. Admittedly the woman whom he chose to be his wife was both blonde and blue-eyed, just like the heroines of the romantic tales of his youth. Julie Naschauer was, however, also Jewish, and moreover from an originally Hungarian Jewish family of nouveaux riches, precisely the kind of people who symbolized to Herzl all that was distasteful in Jews. The tensions in his identity at this time perhaps make it understandable that, having married a Jewish woman, whom he grew to hate, he then did not have his son Hans, born in the summer of 1891, circumcized.24 Herzl thus lived a life in which he tried to ignore his Jewishness, was dismissive or contemptuous of his religion and his fellow Jews, and yet conformed very much to type: a Viennese Jewish bourgeois, with Jewish friends, a Jewish wife and a Jewish career.


Nor did he escape being on occasion reminded of his Jewishness. In one of his Italian feuilletons of 1887 the Rome ghetto caused him to remark on the way attitudes to Jews had, or had not, changed since the days of the ghetto, so that now Jews were not despised for their religion, but rather for their crooked noses and being rich, even when they were poor. In 1888 he was directly confronted with anti-Semitism by having ‘Hep! Hep!’* shouted at him in a Mainz pub.25 In 1891 his friend Heinrich Kana committed suicide, an event which Herzl later claimed moved him to start thinking about a novel, Samuel Kohn, based on Kana’s tragedy, which would be concerned with the sufferings of poor Jews due to an anti-Semitism largely caused by the actions of their rich fellow Jews.26 The hero would only find his pride again in the achievement of his suicide. A few months later, in one of the Pyrenees feuilletons which made him a star, Herzl described a sick man’s reaction to not having been cured at Lourdes: ‘He sighed like a Jew!’27 On the brink of finally making it as a writer, of feuilletons if not of plays, Herzl could still not shake off the fact of his Jewishness. As he was to intimate in a play he wrote shortly before his Zionist revelation, he was still living in a ghetto, even if it did now have invisible walls.
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* Of medieval origin and probably short for Hyrosolima est perdita (Jerusalem is lost).
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