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Thoughts on Zionism in the Context of German–Middle
Eastern Relations

NINA BERMAN

I.
The Zionist positions that Theodor Herzl and Martin

Buber formulated around 1900 express fundamentally
different attitudes toward the Middle East. Herzl’s path-
breaking vision of a Jewish state and his early lobbying
efforts appealed to ideas about European and Christian
sovereignty over the Holy Land. Even though Argentina
was originally considered as an alternative, he argued in
1896:

If his Majesty the Sultan were to give us Palestine, we
could undertake the responsibility of putting the fi-
nances of Turkey completely in order. To Europe we
would represent a part of the barrier against Asia; we
would serve as the outpost of civilization against bar-
barism. As a neutral state we would remain allied to
all of Europe, which in turn would have to guarantee
our existence.1

Only two years later, lobbying to gain the support of the
German emperor, he wrote:

The return of even the semi-Asiatic Jews under the
leadership of thoroughly modern persons must un-
doubtedly mean the restoration to health of this ne-
glected corner of the Orient. Civilization and order
would be brought there. Thus the migration of the
Jews would eventually be an effective protection of
the Christians in the Orient.2

Buber, on the other hand, saw Jews as belonging to the
realm of Oriental cultures. In speeches made between
1909 and 1914, he formulated his idea of “the Jew as
Oriental.” In a somewhat stunning essentialization of
Occidental and Oriental cultural spheres_ lumping to-
gether ancient Greeks, Romans, and contemporary
Europeans, on the one hand, and Chinese, Arabs, and
Indians, on the other_he argued:

All I have said about the Oriental is especially true of
the Jew. ... It can be seen that of all the Orientals the
Jew is the most obvious antithesis of the Greek. The
Greek wants to master the world, the Jew, to perfect
it. For the Greek the world exists, for the Jew, it be-
comes. The Greek confronts it; the Jew is involved

with it.3

Buber’s understanding of Jewish identity emphasized
Jewish historical ties to the Orient and Jewish religious
and cultural traditions. Herzl, by contrast, foregrounded
the history of political and economic persecution.
Whereas Herzl wanted to bring European culture to a
“barbaric” region of the world, Buber hoped that Jews
would again embrace their roots in the Middle East.
Herzl took a colonialist approach toward the Arab
population of the area, unlike Buber, who was keenly
aware of the pitfalls inherent in such an attitude and
argued, instead, for collaboration with Arabs, a position
from which he did not depart throughout his life.4 Herzl
engaged European powers and presented the Zionist
project as one concordant with European and Christian
interests. Buber, on the other hand, pursued a politics of
difference; in fact, his stance can be considered one of
the first examples of deliberate ethnic identity politics.5

The positions articulated by Buber and Herzl are cho-
sen here to highlight contrasting poles in a larger discus-
sion among Zionist and non-Zionist Jews before World
War I. Some contemporaries ridiculed Buber for his
romantic views of the East;6 for others, however, his
ideas were inspirational and provided guidance.7 Herzl
was also attacked, for example, by Karl Kraus, who lik-
ened Zionism to antisemitism; nevertheless, he suc-
ceeded in gathering a much larger following than
Buber.8

The range of positions put forth in this debate was
much greater and the discussion more complex than this
brief overview suggests. In seeking to understand the
intellectual roots and circumstances that brought about
these distinct positions, scholarship has explained them
in the context of late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-
century developments and also in light of the history of
Jews in Europe. Herzl’s views have been identified as
being reflective of Jewish assimilation, secularization,
modernization, and European nationalism.9 The simi-
larities and differences between Herzl’s ideas and ide-
ologies promoting settler colonialism have been ex-
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plored.10 Some scholars have interpreted Herzl’s appeal
to even antisemitic sentiments as pragmatism.11 This
view of Herzl’s lobbying strategies is supported by the
fact that he temporarily embraced the idea of a Jewish
state in East Africa, among other locations; scholars
argue, however, that, regardless of the tactical turn to
other geographical locations, Herzl never abandoned the
idea of establishing a Jewish state in Palestine.12 Buber’s
position, on the other hand, has been discussed as a
manifestation of Jewish revivalism, an antidote to as-
similation, and an attempt by emancipated Western Jewry
to formulate its own position of difference within
Christian Europe and in light of a possible homeland in
the Middle East.13

Scholarship has thus analyzed both positions at length
and mostly sought to explain them as they fit within
their immediate historical context. I suggest, however,
that we can benefit from understanding Herzl’s and
Buber’s positions in the framework of long-term devel-
opments, in particular German–Middle Eastern interac-
tion that goes back to the Middle Ages. (Whereas the
terms Germany and Middle East appear to signal historical
continuity, they in fact refer to various empires, states,
and societies in territories with shifting boundaries. For
the purpose of highlighting long-term historical trends
this terminology is nevertheless useful.) Turning to the
longer history of German–Middle Eastern relations
allows us to see aspects of both political and cultural Zi-
onism as variations of traditions that expressed different
political, religious, and cultural attitudes toward the
Middle East, attitudes that are integral to German soci-
ety to this day. Thus this essay does not seek to explore
Zionism in light of its origins in Jewish culture and re-
ligion, but rather attempts to delineate different aspects
of Zionism in the context of German–Middle Eastern
relations. The longer history of German–Middle East-
ern relations contains factors that ultimately explain the
success of political Zionism, that is, of Herzl’s vision.

Finally, my discussion will demonstrate that Edward
Said’s assertion that the German conception of the Ori-
ent was “almost exclusively a scholarly” one is unten-
able. In Orientalism, Said states: “There was nothing in
Germany to correspond to the Anglo-French presence
in India, the Levant, North Africa. Moreover, the Ger-
man Orient was almost exclusively a scholarly, or at least
a classical, Orient: it was made the subject of lyrics,
fantasies, and even novels, but it was never actual the
way Egypt and Syria were actual for Chateaubriand,
Lane, Lamartine, Burton, Disraeli, or Nerval.”14 In fact,
however, German cultural commentary on the Middle
East is grounded in material history; it reveals a rich
history of social contact, political conflict, religious pre-
occupation, economic aspirations, and cultural ex-

change. My analysis shows that Said’s omission of key
factors_such as the role played by the Christian church,
German religious and political claims to sovereignty
over the Holy Land, and the impact of the Ottoman
invasion_ renders his study Orientalism inadequate to un-
derstanding the longer history of Germany’s and, for
some of the same reasons, Europe’s relationship to the
Middle East.

II.
The historical relationship of Germany and the Mid-

dle East can be divided into different phases during
which the interaction between the two spheres was de-
termined by distinct ideological factors, namely, ideas
about religion, culture, race, humanism, nation, and
modernity. Although these belief systems evolved suc-
cessively, the ideology of one period did not entirely
disappear in the succeeding period.15 Rather, what
emerged were layers of belief systems, in which earlier
ideologies remained present and, more important, were
accessed when necessary.

Although the belief systems that existed during these
individual periods were distinct from one another, we
can detect three general positions that extend from the
Middle Ages to this day. These three basic perspectives
were articulated in writings and other cultural represen-
tations and, in one way or another, documented and
participated in shaping actual political, economic, and
social events. One view claimed sovereignty (both po-
litical and religious) over the Middle East and generally
depicted Middle Eastern inhabitants in negative terms.
Another took a sympathetic view of the Middle East,
attempting to emulate the East and revering it as a
model of inspiration and guidance for Germany. A third
view can be detected in cultural material that took nei-
ther position but, instead, used Middle Eastern topoi to
talk about matters that reflected primarily internal con-
cerns or to comment on the Middle East in largely de-
scriptive ways. In all instances the significance of the
cultural material becomes evident when it is related to
data concerning the reality of cultural, political, and eco-
nomic exchange between the two spheres.

The first two views are most relevant to my discus-
sion. In order to place Herzl’s and Buber’s positions
into the framework of long-term developments, I will
elaborate on historical events and their ideological pres-
entation in a range of writings during the Middle Ages.
Cultural material will serve to highlight the scope of the
German preoccupation with the Middle East. This al-
lows me to lay out the ideological horizon relevant to
both Zionist positions in greater detail. I will then
sketch, more briefly, the developments of later periods,
to highlight both the persistence of basic views that



Berman: Thoughts on Zionism in the Context of German-Middle Eastern Relations 135

emerged in the Middle Ages and additional factors that
came into play over the course of many centuries.

III.
In 1064 Bishop Gunther of Bamberg led a group of

more than seven thousand pilgrims (by some accounts,
even twelve thousand) on a pilgrimage to the Holy
Land.16 Significantly fewer returned the following year;
the chronicle Vita Altmanni (ca. 1130) reported the
stress of the long journey and the substantial loss of
life, due to disease and also skirmishes with Muslims.17

According to available records, this group was the larg-
est single group of German pilgrims to travel to the
place that was central to every Christian living in Ger-
many at the time: Jerusalem.18 But it was by no means
the only group of pilgrims; during that period a steady
flow of German (and other European) pilgrims moved
back and forth between Europe and the Holy Land.
Since the third century, the pilgrimage to Jerusalem had
been central in the lives of Europeans. The Christiani-
zation of the Roman Empire under Constantine the
Great had turned Palestine into a Christian area and
fostered the establishment of pilgrimage rituals. Over
time the pilgrimage to Jerusalem was sustained by an
elaborate infrastructure that facilitated this early form of
mass tourism. Special guides provided the pilgrims with
relevant information: routes, inns, restaurants, and visa
conditions were discussed in detail.19 German pilgrims
relied on a network of hospices, inns, and restaurants all
the way to the Holy Land.20

For medieval Germans the Holy Land was a place
more significant and more real than it is for today’s
Germans, in spite of the easier access made possible
through modern travel and media coverage. At the time
the spiritual center of the world was Jerusalem, and bib-
lical history was understood as world history. The Bible
was read as a historical text, and believers understood
their lives to be along a time line that began with the
creation of the world and would end with the apoca-
lypse, as laid out, for example, in the last chapter of the
New Testament, the Revelation of Saint John the Di-
vine. Relevant to the medieval view of history were the
teachings of Augustine (354–430). His theory of aetates
mundi (Ages of the World) divides history into different
ages, from Adam to the flood, from Noah to Abraham,
from Abraham to David, from David to the Babylonian
exile, and from the Babylonian exile to the birth of Jesus
Christ. According to this model, the duration of the
sixth age, which began with the birth of Christ, is not
known; this age would be followed by the seventh age,
the Sabbath, which would then be succeeded by the age
of God.21 Speculation about the actual date of the end
of the world was popular during the Middle Ages. In-
terpretations of the Book of Daniel, for example, led

Christians to believe in the impending end of the world;
the second chapter of that book describes four king-
doms, which are followed by the heavenly kingdom.
Medieval (and later) commentary on this passage
equated the kingdoms with the reigns of Babylonians,
Persians, Greeks, and Romans and concluded that the
end of the world was near. Even if interpretations of
biblical history did not result in apocalyptic visions, me-
dieval Germans viewed time as sacred and history as the
actualization of the divine message.

Medieval maps illustrated the Christian geographical
interpretation of the world: the so-called T-map and
other world maps, such as the Ebstorfer Weltkarte from
the middle of the thirteenth century, placed Jerusalem at
the center of the world. The physical reality of the Holy
Land was proof of the veracity of the Christian faith,
and pilgrimages to the Holy Land allowed believers to
experience for themselves the actuality of biblical places.
In all religions pilgrimages are viewed as a way to
achieve holiness in one’s lifetime.22 Traveling across
space is seen as a religious act bringing the traveler
closer to God.23 Pilgrimages were undertaken as im-
posed or self-imposed penance or as an act of pure de-
votion. Medieval Christians went on local, regional, and
long-distance pilgrimages, but the journey to the Holy
Land was the dream of every pious Christian.

Whereas the steady flow of pilgrims to the Holy
Land tied Germany to the Middle East in an intimate
way, the connection to the area was also expressed in
political terms when Germans founded a new empire in
962, with Otto I as the first emperor. This political
structure signaled a twofold claim to sovereignty over
the Holy Land. By 983, German emperors were ad-
dressed as Roman emperors, and in 1034, the phrase
Romanum Imperium became officially part of the empire’s
title. By invoking the Roman Empire, Germans asserted
the Holy Land as an integral part of the new empire’s
political structure. The title Sacrum Imperium was added
in 1157 and emphasized the religious dimension of this
twofold claim to sovereignty. Palestine, to use the Ro

-

man-coined term for the larger area, had been con-
trolled by Greek and Roman rulers for many centuries:
in 301 BCE the area was occupied by the Ptolemies, and
a century later Hellenistic rule was continued under the
Seleucids. After close to a century of Jewish autonomy
under the Hasmonean dynasty, the Romans captured
Jerusalem in 63 BCE. While the Hellenistic era was one
of multicultural coexistence, Roman rule and increasing
Christian influence destroyed the Jewish sovereignty
over the area. After the partition of the Roman Empire
in 395, East Roman rule continued until the Persian in-
vasion of 614, followed by the Muslim conquest of Pal-
estine beginning in 634. When Arab Muslim armies oc-
cupied the area, a period of more than eight hundred
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years under the rule of Europe-based empires came to
an end.

German emperors of the Holy Roman Empire, who
aspired to carry on the legacy of the Romans, thus also
laid claim to Palestine. This twofold claim to legitimate
rule over the Holy Land, through Roman and Christian
legacies, was actualized by way of the pilgrimages. A
contingent of Germans was always present in the Holy
Land, and through the pilgrimages news traveled back
to Germany, relating details about the journey, the stay
in Palestine, and the current living conditions in the
area. Germany’s relationship to the Holy Land was
therefore by no means imaginary; through pilgrimages
and the belief in the actuality of the Christian message,
the lands of the Bible occupied a special presence in the
minds of German and other European Christians.

Germans were also connected to the Middle East by
way of another point of contact: the Muslim presence
in Spain. After invading Spain in 711, Muslims had ex-
tended their rule to southern France. The onslaught
came to a halt when Karl Martell fought the invading
armies at Tours and Poitiers in 732. The following cen-
turies saw the gradual recovery of Spanish territory by
Christian armies (reconquista), ending with the expulsion
of Muslims and Jews in 1492. News about these con-
frontations between Muslims and Christians traveled
north, and Germans followed the events closely.
Hroswith von Gandersheim’s poem Pelagius reveals
German awareness of the conflict in Spain. This text,
written in around 959 in Latin hexameters, was based
not on an older legend (as were most of Hroswith’s
comparable poems) but on an eyewitness account.24 The
historical event on which the story was based_ the mar-
tyrdom of a young Spaniard named Pelagius, who is
venerated in Spain to this day_had occurred thirty years
earlier. Hroswith’s text tells the story of the young man,
who was claimed by the Muslim ruler Abderraham as a
lover but rejected his suitor and was tortured to death.
The sexualization of the conflict is Hroswith’s addition;
historical sources give Pelagius’s refusal to convert to
Islam as the reason for his cruel death.25 Hroswith’s
Pelagius also shows that news traveled through personal
contacts. Pilgrims to Santiago de Compostela_ which,
next to Jerusalem and Rome, was one of the most
popular destinations for medieval pilgrims_also ensured
the exchange of information between northern and
southern Europe. In addition, long-distance trade
brought news about Muslim areas.26

The extent of this exchange of information and of
pilgrims’ travel is important to show that the Crusades
represented not a radical break with a prior state of af-
fairs but, rather, an intensification of it that had been
developing for decades. As mentioned before, the num-

ber of pilgrims increased steadily over the course of the
tenth and eleventh centuries, which has led scholars to
express the shift from pilgrimage to crusade with the
phrase “armed pilgrimages.”27 That is, the Crusades fit
into a continuum of previously existing pilgrimage con-
ventions and the German Empire’s claim to sovereignty
over the Holy Land. When Pope Urban II called for a
crusade in 1095, the atmosphere for engaging in a mili-
tary conflict abroad was ideal. European countries
struggled with a series of problems. The steady increase
in population until the end of the thirteenth century was
leading to a population density that, after the decline
beginning in the middle of the fourteenth century, was
not reached again in some areas until the nineteenth
century.28 The eleventh century, in particular, was
marked by famine and agricultural crises. Gradually,
changes in the inheritance law increased the land avail-
able for agriculture, which was revolutionized by new
inventions. New and larger settlements, an increase in
trade volume, the growing importance of money, the
development of an advanced economic infrastructure,
and other factors mark the large-scale changes of the
period. While the situation stabilized for the general
population in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the
crises of the eleventh century were significant, and a
holy war provided a welcome escape from overall pre-
dicaments.29 In addition, absolution from sins through
participation in the Crusades was a factor that appealed
to medieval Germans in fundamental ways and mobi-
lized large numbers of them to participate in the holy
wars.30

In the first place, however, the church presented the
call for holy war as a response to the Seljuk invasion, in
which the Byzantine Empire had suffered significant
defeats and which made travel to, and within, Palestine
by European pilgrims more difficult. But Christian
propaganda exaggerated the effects of the Seljuk pres-
ence. Sources from the period suggest that the steadily
increasing number of pilgrims itself posed logistical
problems in the Holy Land.31

The Crusades were part of a larger set of expanding
movements. In the West the Spanish continued to regain
territory from Muslim conquerors. Germans set out to
Christianize and colonize areas in Eastern Europe. The
Mediterranean Sea was the stage for continual battles
between Europeans and Arabs, including Arab pirates.
The Crusades brought these expansive ambitions farther
south. While the Crusades were certainly a European
undertaking and were not led by one specific nation, the
German case demonstrates that over time individual
states, as well as secular rulers and their subjects, were
pursuing different courses. The First Crusade, though
announced in France and led mainly by French aristo-
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crats, was enthusiastically supported by German rulers
and subjects alike. Accounts tell of fanaticized German
masses under the leadership of charismatic popular
preachers; some of these German troops never made it
to Jerusalem but turned their wrath on the Jewish
populations of Worms, Speier, Mainz, Trier, and other
cities, murdering and plundering in the name of Christ.

How did Germans from the period articulate their
ideas about the events related to, and later occurring in,
the Holy Land, from the first call for a crusade in 1095
until the reign of the crusader states ended with the fall
of Acre in 1291? Texts declaring the Christian claim to
sovereignty over the Holy Land had been written even
before 1095, such as the Ludwigslied (881–2). Once the
Crusades began, religious propaganda literature, often
composed in Latin, supported the call to arms and pre-
sented the benefits of participation in the religious wars
to believers. (We should not forget that Latin is key to
the connection between the Middle Ages and Rome; by
using this language, Germans declared their commit-
ment to Christian Rome and the Roman Empire.) Ser-
mons, admonitions, and hymns called upon believers to
take up arms to defend the holy sites of Christianity.
The famous collection Carmina Burana, for example,
contains a number of songs that articulate the need for
unity among Christians and advertise the prospects of
eternal salvation for those who join the struggle. Un-
fortunately, because the oral culture of the period is lost
to us we will never know how preachers and other
clergy related their messages to the common people.
Reports about fanatical masses, however, indicate that
preachers were successful at gaining recruits from
among the desperate.32

The Crusades were also promoted in epics and po-
ems. The Rolandslied, an epic composed by Pfaffe
Konrad around 1170, revisits the confrontation between
Muslims and Christians in eighth-century Spain in order
to mobilize Christian forces. In this adaptation of a
French source, the Chanson de Roland (ca. 1100), the
German emperor is called upon by God to fight the
heathen, emphasizing the claim of worldly powers to
lead the fight against the Muslims. Kreuzlieder, poems
written by, for example, Friedrich von Hausen, Albrecht
von Johansdorf, Heinrich von Rugge, Hartmann von
Aue, and Ulrich von Lichtenstein, articulate the struggle
of reconciling ideals of courtly knighthood with those
of religious service. Poems by Walther von der Vogel-
weide continued to promote the legitimacy of the Cru-
sades at a moment when, as we will see in the next sec-
tion, the German emperor was pursuing a different
course. Walther, however, criticized specific crimes
committed by crusading armies, such as the sacking of
Constantinople in 1203–4. He also asserted secular over
religious leadership, bemoaned certain practices of the

church, and argued that the Crusades should be led by
the emperor. Yet the legitimacy of the idea of a holy
war remained unscathed.33 The writing of poetry calling
for a holy war against the Muslims did not subside even
with the fall of the last Christian bastion in 1291; in fact,
the practice resumed with renewed vigor during the
confrontations with the Ottoman Empire.

The German claim to biblical lands was also formu

-

lated in texts that focused on the life of Alexander the
Great, whose empire united European, North African,
Middle Eastern, and Asian territories. The figure of Al-
exander inspired reworkings in diverse cultures and
historical periods, and in a range of literary genres. In-
deed, texts about Alexander played a central role in
Greek, Roman, Islamic, Christian-Syrian, Ethiopian,
Medieval French, Latin, German, and other literature. In
each case the material was adapted to the specific con-
text: Alexander was conceived, for instance, as a hero of
Islam and as a hero of Christianity. Medieval Latin ver-
sions of Greek and Latin Alexandrian romances influ-
enced Middle High German renditions of the story,
which modernized and adapted the topic according to
the ideas prevalent at the time. The various German
interpretations presented Alexander as a model em-
bodying qualities of an exemplary ruler and as the pre-
eminent knight of medieval Europe’s courtly culture.
But in some narratives his hubris also served as a warn-
ing to medieval audiences. The earliest among the sig-
nificant German versions of the material dates from
around 1150, when the Alexanderlied was composed by
Pfaffe Lamprecht, who renders Alexander as an impres-
sive hero. Later adaptations of this text reflect the
emerging courtly culture and emphasize the knightly
qualities of the emperor. The Alexander by Rudolf von
Ems (ca. 1230–40) renders Alexander as having been
sent by God in order to punish mankind for its sins.
The Alexander by Ulrich von Etzenbach (ca. 1280) pre-
sents Alexander as a model ruler. A late-fourteenth-
century version, the Wernigerode Alexander (and Großer
Alexander, which appeared at the end of the fourteenth
century), depicts Alexander as both a model ruler/hero
and a memento mori. In this work his adventures in the
East lead him to ever more grandiose schemes, for
which he is finally punished.

While the renditions of Alexander’s life articulate the
encounter between Europe and the Orient, the omni-
presence of the material documents the cultural ties
between Europe and the Middle East, including North
Africa. Some of the material about Alexander’s adven-
tures was taken from the Sindbad cycle and other sea-
faring tales of Arab and Persian provenance that cele-
brate marvels of the East. Alexander was only one of
several themes of antiquity that were picked up by
German authors. Whereas the Aeneid received less at-
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tention, the Trojan War and the story of King Appollo-
nius of Tyre were popular themes.34 This material dem-
onstrates that long before the Renaissance, Germans
saw themselves as successors to Greek and Roman
heritage. These epics and legends thus play a key role in
the transmission of cultural heritage from antiquity to
medieval Europe.

Through the legend of Alexander the Great and
other stories drawing on Greek and Roman material,
medieval Germans fantasized about ruling Oriental ter-
ritories. Other epics brought warring Germans into
Middle Eastern areas, but in these texts the heroes re-
turned home after their adventures, often bringing an
Oriental princess with them. König Rother (after 1152),
Herzog Ernst (1180), Salman and Morolf (1190), Orendel
(after 1190), König St. Oswald (ca. 1170), and Rudolf von
Ems’s Der gute Gerhart (after 1215) document the reality
of historical events in more than one way: they discuss
the tension between newly arriving crusading knights
and local Christians, conflicts between kings and their
vassals, the question of marriage between Christians and
Muslims, the role played by the Byzantine emperor, and
aspects of material culture.

Chronicles also strengthened the Christian and Ger-
man claim to territories in the East. These texts narrate
world history from the point of view of Christian es-
chatology but place different emphases on sacred and
secular history. Otto von Freising’s universal history
(Historia de duabus civitatibus, 1132–46), for example,
chronicles (in Latin) world history from the beginning
of creation to the Roman Empire, then turns to the
succession of popes and emperors who carried on the
tradition of the Roman Empire. Similarly, Jans Enikel’s
Weltchronik (ca. 1272–84) begins with the creation of the
world and reviews historical events until the contempo-
rary period, in this case the death of Emperor Frederick
II in 1250.

Not every world history, however, began with the
creation of the world. The Kaiserchronik (1135–55) fore-
grounded political genealogy from the Roman Empire
to contemporary German times. Generally, the Crusades
were included when the participation of specific Ger-
man rulers was being recounted. Rudolf von Ems’s un-
finished World Chronicle (1250–4), one of the mostly
widely read books of the Middle Ages, was commis-
sioned by King Konrad IV, who had inherited the crown
of Jerusalem through his mother, Isabella of Brienne,
the daughter of King Johann of Jerusalem. Interesting
in the context of this overview is the fact that Rudolf
von Ems made this genealogical connection central to
his work by reviewing Jewish kings and praising Konrad
as king of Jerusalem. Foregrounding sovereignty over
Jerusalem was a strategic move, intended to establish the

legitimacy of Konrad’s embattled rule.
Most important in our context is how the Christian

conception of history as salvation history ties Germans
to the Holy Land. The twofold claim to sovereignty was
affirmed through the connection to both biblical history
and the Roman Empire and, more generally, to Euro-
pean presence in the area during antiquity. German Holy
Roman rulers laid claim to the area from which the bib-
lical message had emerged. It is to this line of thought
that Theodor Herzl appealed when he lobbied for sup-
port to create a Jewish state in Palestine. As Europeans
moved into the Holy Land and established the crusader
states, Germans became increasingly critical of these
developments. Their criticisms, including expressions of
sympathy and admiration for Muslim culture, mark the
beginning of a tradition in German culture that is com-
patible with Martin Buber’s approach to the Middle
East.

Critics voiced a number of arguments against the
Crusades. Even though the main impetus for these wars
had emerged in France with the First Crusade in
1096–9, German kings, noblemen, and their armies (in-
cluding impoverished and poorly equipped mobs) had
enthusiastically supported them. By the Second Crusade
(1145–9) the German role was becoming less certain.
Initially, Bernhard de Clairvaux followed the pope’s plan
to exclude the Germans, but ultimately he was unable to
bypass the already fanaticized German masses. German
preachers had succeeded in stirring spiritual unrest
among ordinary people, and many impoverished and
desperate Germans were ready to leave for the Holy
Land. The German king Konrad III, however, was
much more reserved regarding the mission. In addition,
Saxon noblemen were more interested in a crusade
against the Slavs, which they ultimately carried out after
negotiations with the pope, thereby further advancing
the German colonization and Christianization of East-
ern Europe.35 When the German king finally decided to
lead an army of crusaders, the enterprise ended in
chaos: actions of German soldiers created tensions with
the Byzantine emperor, Manuel Komnenos, and the
German army was defeated in its first battle with the
enemy. King Konrad III fell ill by the end of 1147 and
had to return to Constantinople. Finally arriving in Jeru-
salem in 1148, Konrad supported what Mayer calls the
“unbelievably stupid decision to attempt the conquest of
Damascus,” an endeavor that failed thoroughly.36

The next instance of German participation in the
Crusades ended even more disastrously: Emperor Fre-
derick I Barbarossa led one of the largest armies in the
Third Crusade (1187–92), which, according to contem-
porary estimates, consisted of up to 100,000 men. But
the ambitious plans came to an abrupt end when Bar-
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barossa, impatiently crossing a river, drowned in Ana-
tolia in 1190, and the German crusade fell apart. The
death of the charismatic emperor was traumatic for
Germans, and, together with steady defeats of the cru-
sading armies, rising interest in colonizing Eastern
Europe, and internal power struggles, disillusionment
with Christian warfare rose among German secular
leaders.

This opposition grew especially strong under Freder-
ick II. Even though he had taken the oath to go on a
crusade in 1215, his actual participation was delayed for
a number of reasons. Frederick II was based in multi-
cultural and multireligious Sicily, and he employed a
large number of Muslim scientists in his court. It is thus
not surprising that Frederick II was less than eager to
join the warring armies in Palestine. In 1227 he finally
left for the Middle East but then became ill and re-
turned to Sicily. As a result, Pope Gregor IX banned the
emperor. Defiantly, Frederick II decided to embark on
the Fifth Crusade in 1228. To the surprise of the pope
and other leaders, he fought the crusade with political
means: he negotiated a peaceful handover of Jerusalem
with Sultan al-Kamil. Arab historians documented the
extent of the intercultural encounter. One anecdote re-
lates that the sultan ordered the muezzins of Jerusalem
to cancel the call for prayer during the Christian ruler’s
stay in the city. According to the historian, Frederick II
complained the next morning that the muezzins had not
called for prayer. The qadi Shams al-Din replied: “‘It is I
who prevented them form doing so, out of respect for
Your Majesty.’ ‘You should not have acted thus,’ the
emperor said, ‘for if I spent this night in Jerusalem, it
was above all to hear the muezzin’s call in the night.’”37

This political background and the growing realization
by Germans that Muslim culture was in fact superior to
European culture at the time explains why criticism of
the Crusades was articulated more and more fre-
quently.38 Critical voices in Germany found articulation
beginning toward the end of the twelfth century. An
early example of a text in which positive Oriental fig-
ures appear is Graf Rudolf von Arras (ca. 1170). Here the
Christian protagonist forms an alliance with Girabobe,
one of the heathen leaders who reveals himself to be
more noble than the Christian king. The Christian king
is criticized for his abominable treatment of the civilian
population, in particular his scorched-earth strategy,
according to which “women and children were slaugh-
tered like cattle.”39 Girabobe wins a strategic standoff
and then offers peace, which the king and his knights
accept after Graf Rudolf’s pleading. The intercultural
collaboration exemplified by Rudolf and Girabobe finds
further expression in episodes that introduce additional
heathen characters who are either educated in courtly
culture or desired in marriage. Rudolf succeeds in win-

ning the heart of a Syrian princess, who converts to
Christianity. The couple, however, faces many adverse
situations; toward the end of the fragmented manuscript
the words “Alas! Why was I born in such terrible times!”
powerfully express the frustration of the crusading ex-
perience.40

 The most well-known critique of Christian endeav

-

ors in the Middle East is articulated in epics by Wolfram
von Eschenbach. In Parzival (1200–10) the connection
to the Crusades is implied in the adventurous voyage of
Parzival’s father, Gahmuret. This journey is Wolfram’s
addition to the French main source text. In Africa
Gahmuret serves and falls in love with the black queen
Belakane and fathers a child. He leaves Belakane before
the child is born, supposedly because she is not bap-
tized. The narrative, however, clearly states that Gah-
muret uses this reason as an excuse to move on; after all,
the story needs to continue. Years later the offspring
from this relationship, a black-and-white checkered
knight called Feirefiz, meets his half-brother Parzival in
a joust and emerges as the better knight, in terms of
both physical strength and ethical conduct. He ends up
converting to Christianity, but the scene reveals that his
ultimate goal is to marry Parzival’s aunt Repanse. Feire-
fiz promises to do whatever is necessary and declares:
“Brother, I believe in the God of your aunt and in
her!”41 This conversion borders on heresy and proves
quite clearly that Wolfram wanted his readers to con-
sider the idea of what constitutes a noble human being:
in his version it is ethical and spiritual conduct, rather
than nominal heritage or formal membership in a relig-
ion, that determines the true nobility of a human being.

This message was also put forth in Willehalm (ca.
1215), an epic that directly addressed the question of
the Crusades. Wolfram used a historical source, a chanson
de geste, describing an encounter between Muslim and
Christian armies that occurred in the south of France in
the early eighth century. But, as he did in Parzival, he
changed the message drastically: the epic is a lament of
the unfortunate loss of life on both sides. The central
character is Gyburc, an Arab princess whose original
name was Arabel, who had fallen in love with the
French knight Willehalm, left her family and her coun-
try, and converted to Christianity. The war was insti-
gated by her Muslim family in an attempt to bring her
home. In his epic Wolfram not only acknowledged the
nobility of heroes on both sides, but he allowed Gyburc
to utter the central message of the text: that all human
beings, having been born before being baptized, were
heathen at some point and are thus equal to one an-
other. She refers to characters of the Old Testament to
make the point that central figures venerated by Chris-
tians were not baptized (a point that also addresses the
anti-Judaism of the Middle Ages), and, in the name of a
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humanist perspective that was directly at odds with the
official teachings of the church, she encourages both
sides to stop fighting.42

Wolfram’s criticism goes farther than that of any
other text transmitted to us from the period, and ques-
tions remain regarding his references to Arabic place
names and his intimate knowledge of Arab culture.43

Wolfram may well have had contact with some learned
Muslim or Jewish scholar; although we have no docu-
mentation of such an exchange, in light of the signifi-
cant traffic between north and south, it is realistic to
suppose that personal contacts were at the core of
Wolfram’s knowledge and his unorthodox views of the
Islamic world.

Next to Wolfram, other critics of the Crusades pale
not only in terms of aesthetic achievement but also with
regard to the extent of their critiques. Nevertheless,
these texts are significant in that they indicate that Ger-
mans debated both the theory and practice of crusad-
ing. One such example is Reinmar der Alte’s poetry.
These poems, composed at the end of the twelfth cen-
tury, differ from earlier examples of Kreuzlieder in that
they express an ambivalent attitude toward the Crusades.
Reinmar questioned the collective experience and high-
lighted the conflict between worldly pleasures and the
joy of fighting for spiritual reward. Unlike other poets,
such as Hartmann von Aue, Reinmar contested the
compatibility of these different goals and clearly favored
the pursuit of worldly pleasures.44 Otto von Boten-
lauben expressed similar views in his poetry, written in
about 1200.45

Increasingly, the reality of the crusading experience
created a gap between new recruits coming from
Europe and settlers in the crusader states. We should
not forget that the seven or eight Crusades were only
the largest military expeditions; in the midst of these
larger campaigns a steady flow of crusaders moved
south. In the course of the twelfth century a rhythm
was established: departing from Italian port cities, “sea-
sonal crusaders” left for Palestine twice a year and sup-
plied the crusader states with new troops. Because of
their ignorance regarding local conditions, these regular
arrivals of new crusaders and pilgrims, whose numbers
increased during the thirteenth century, were a mixed
blessing for the region. As documented in Muslim ac-
counts from the period, Christians and Muslims man-
aged to live peacefully with one another, which unsettled
European Muslim and Christian travelers alike.46 Chris-
tian settlers began to view the new arrivals from Europe
with concern.

Poems by Neidhart von Reuenthal written in the first
third of the thirteenth century, for example, addressed
some of these topics. While the poet did not attack the

enterprise of the Crusades directly, he lamented the
harsh reality of warfare and strenuous journeys, openly
expressed his desire to return home to Germany, and
ultimately questioned the benefits of Christian warfare.47

Tannhäuser, in a poem from 1228–9, likewise com-
plained about the adverse conditions of the journey_ the
harsh winds, high waves, unsavory meat, and molding
wine_but nevertheless embraced the religious signifi-
cance of the undertaking.48 Freidank’s Akkon-Sprüche
from 1228–9 added another dimension to the reality of
the crusaders' woes: he lamented not only disease, death,
and the greediness of the crusaders but also the conflict
between the crusading armies coming from Europe and
the local Christian settlers. In Freidank’s view the local
settlers took advantage of the soldiers coming from
overseas. He also bemoaned the way that Christians and
heathen stuck together in Acre, united by the fact that
they spoke the same language, namely Arabic.49

A late medieval example of this group of texts critical
of the Crusades is the epic Reinfried von Braunschweig (ca.
1300). Here an attempt to revive ethics of courtly cul-
ture was articulated by discussing the Crusades as having
been led for the wrong reasons and fought by knights
who did not display exemplary behavior; once more, the
policy of scorched earth was questioned.50 Whereas the
text seems at first to have been designed to propagate
the proper values necessary to lead crusades, it gradually
presents possibilities of intercultural collaboration on
the basis of a shared code of ethics. A Persian noble-
man, for example, is not forced to convert and ends up
becoming Reinfried’s companion. The two friends then
embark on a series of adventures in the East. In this
environment of shifting perspectives the Muslim sultan
is portrayed as a model preferable to the unreasonable
and debauched Christian knights.51

The figure of the noble heathen, as it appeared in
German literature at the end of the twelfth century, is
not the result of romanticizing visions of the Middle
East. Rather, it is an image that documents the political
and military failures of the Crusades: the tremendous
loss of life (according to some estimates, twenty-two
million people died in the course of the two centuries),
the growing knowledge about the superior Arab and
Muslim culture, and also the fact that European settlers
living in Palestine began to coexist peacefully with their
Arab neighbors.52 Even though clerical leaders contin-
ued to call upon Christians to participate in the holy
wars throughout the thirteenth century, the enthusiasm
of the early phase had been lost.

IV.
By the end of the thirteenth century the situation in

the Middle East had changed drastically. The crusader
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states were lost, and the last Christian stronghold fell in
1291. The claim to political and religious sovereignty
over Palestine, however, continued to determine the
relationship between German-speaking countries and
the Middle East in significant ways. Although Germans
did not participate in political action in the Holy Land
until the middle of the nineteenth century, the centrality
of the holy sites was kept alive through pilgrimage and
cultural representations, including highly popular travel
reports by pilgrims and other visitors to the area.

For the next few centuries Germany’s main concern
regarding the Middle East was the onslaught of the
Ottoman Empire. In the fourteenth century the Otto-
man Empire began to advance steadily north- and
northwestward into European territory, laying siege to
Vienna in 1529 and 1683. The fall of Constantinople in
1453 coincided with the invention of the printing press,
and some of the earliest printed materials articulate
fears of the invading army. The so-called Türkenkalender,
which admonished Christians to fight the Turks, was
printed in Mainz in 1454 in the workshop of Johannes
Gutenberg. Today it is considered the oldest completely
preserved printed book.53 The period of German-
Ottoman confrontations was characterized by the con-
tinued struggle between religious and political leader-
ship. Martin Luther’s writings, such as “Vom Krieg
wider die Türken” and “Heerpredigt wider den Türken”
(both of which appeared in 1529), are significant here
because in them he argued that the war against the Ot-
tomans should not be led by the church but, rather, by
the state. Nevertheless, the defense against the en-
croaching Ottoman Empire, from the late fourteenth
century until the beginning of eighteenth century, was
for the most part fought as a religious war. Textual ma-
terial from the period, from newspapers and songs to
plays by Andreas Gryphius and Daniel Casper von Lo-
henstein, emphasizes the religious dimension of the
conflict.54 The actual threat represented by the Ottoman
Empire during this period explains the general absence
of positive images; contemporary representations need
to be understood in the context of direct military con-
frontation and the violence being experienced by the
civilian population.55

For several centuries Germans faced the Muslim en-
emy on their own territory and were involved in a con-
flict that left little room for romantic views of the East.
The tradition that foregrounded cross-cultural collabo-
ration and acceptance did not reemerge until the En-
lightenment period. Only when the Ottomans were suf-
ficiently defeated did positive attitudes toward the
Orient reappear in literature, the arts, and science but
also in material culture. In conjunction with the univer-
salism and humanism of the Enlightenment movement
and the call for social change in Europe, multiple chal-

lenges to established power structures, including the
Christian church, affected the German image of the
Middle East. The turquerie, or turcomania_ an interest in
Turkish food, clothing, carpets, and other products that
had first begun in France_ reached Prussia and Austria
in the late 1760s; an interest in Persian and Arab culture
emerged at about the same time. Plays, poetry, and es-
says by Lessing and Goethe, for example, exemplify
these new trends.56 These political, economic, and cul-
tural developments created a new climate that facilitated
the beginning of Prussian-Ottoman and Habsburg-
Ottoman cooperation.

Although German powers did not militarily occupy
the Middle East in the nineteenth century, they made
economic and political incursions into Ottoman terri-
tory in the areas of military consultation, weapons trade,
building of railways, and finance.57 The ideological
stance propelling this intervention into Middle Eastern
countries was expressed in cultural material. While a
range of positive and negative views appeared in the
material of the period, the common theme of these rep-
resentations was an underlying conviction of the superi-
ority of German society. This notion of superiority was
built upon existing ideas about Christianity and culture
but also drew on new theories of presumed racial differ-
ences as well as notions of modernization and progress.
It is also noteworthy that German Jews were now iden-
tified as the internal Oriental other_ that is, difference
was defined also along racial and no longer predomi-
nantly along religious lines.58

An alternative view of the Middle East became visi-
ble once more around 1900. Along with a fascination
with India, as pursued, for example, by the followers of
theosophy and anthroposophy (and later in the writings
of Hermann Hesse), a renewed interest in Middle East-
ern culture emerged. Especially at the time when Martin
Buber formulated his idea of the Jew as Oriental, which
amounted to an appropriation and redefinition of anti-
semitic prejudice, Germans and other Europeans were
enthralled again with artifacts and representations of
Middle Eastern cultures, in dance, fashion, poetry, film,
and architecture.59

Whether positive or negative, these images of Middle
Eastern cultures and peoples need to be seen in relation
to the political, religious, and economic intervention in
the region. Germans actively participated in the Euro-
pean invasion of the Holy Land. In 1840 Austrians and
Prussians supported a joint Ottoman/European military
undertaking that ended the Egyptian occupation of Pal-
estine (the French, who were initially opposed, ulti-
mately acceded to the plan of action).60 A fleet consist-
ing of seventeen British, three Austrian, and one
Turkish ships seized Beirut, Sidon, and Acre. Acre was
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bombarded heavily and then occupied by British and
Austrian troops.61 In the aftermath Germans came to
Palestine in increasing numbers, as pilgrims, missionar-
ies, and developers.62 They built roads, hospices, hospi-
tals, and factories; the most reliable postal service in
Palestine in the second half of the nineteenth century
was provided by the Austrians.63 King Frederick Wil-
helm IV of Prussia quickly took action to assert a
Christian-Prussian presence in the area: in 1841 the
Ottomans granted him permission to establish a Pro-
testant diocese in Jerusalem. Christian activity in the area
rose in the following years. In 1847, and for the first
time since the Crusades, the Catholic Church appointed
a patriarch to Jerusalem. Missionaries flooded into Pal-
estine, supported by substantial financial support from
Christian countries. Pilgrimages to the Holy Land be-
came popular again; according to some estimates, be-
tween ten thousand and twenty thousand pilgrims vis-
ited the Holy Land annually after the 1840s, including a
high number of Western Europeans. Pilgrimages from
German-speaking areas grew into mass events, involving
up to five hundred pilgrims in specifically designed
Volkswallfahrten (people’s pilgrimages).

Of significant impact were also the activities of the
Templer from Württemberg. A fundamentalist Christian
sect, “their importance in the history of Palestine was
enormous in spite of their limited numbers.”64 Based in
Haifa, they developed trade, agriculture, and transporta-
tion.65 In 1905 a contemporary traveler described this
German presence: “Haifa is practically a German town
as far as its trade, agriculture and property are con-
cerned. Even the Russian, American and till lately, the
English consuls are Germans. ... The hotels, shops and
banks are German. The Roman Catholic hospital and
hospice are in the hands of a German sisterhood; the
sanatorium on Mount Carmel with its luxurious ac-
commodation and extensive grounds, rendezvous of
English missionaries, is conducted by Germans.”66

German ambitions in the area were also affirmed
through imperial visits. Emperor Franz Joseph, who
claimed the title “king of Jerusalem,” a title that
Habsburg emperors held until the end of their rule in
1918, visited in 1869. Emperor Wilhelm II followed in
1898, landing in Haifa “on a specially prepared landing-
stage run out from the German colony there. He was
thus able to announce that he had landed ‘on German
soil.’”67 This renewed interest in Palestine immediately
preceded and then coincided with the rise of anti-
semitism and the emergence of Zionism in German
countries.

V.
Thus were Theodor Herzl and Martin Buber, in their

conception of Zionism, able to draw on a thousand
years of German images about and direct confronta-
tions with Middle Eastern empires and cultures. In lob-
bying for a Jewish state, which included appeals to an-
tisemitic circles, Herzl invoked a tradition that was
informed by Christian religious and political claims to
sovereignty, the Greek and Roman legacy, and notions
of European religious, cultural, and modern superiority.
The assertion that Jews had a right to return to their
ancestral homeland was of course articulated but does
not account for the support granted to or withheld from
political Zionism. Although Herzl initially won the sup-
port of Wilhelm II, the emperor abandoned Herzl when
the Ottoman sultan Abdulhamid refused to endorse the
idea.68 In light of the ambitions of other European
powers and the claims of the Ottoman Empire, real-
politik won out over religious commitment and racist
prejudice. This case of failed lobbying for German sup-
port of a Jewish state in Palestine highlights the impor-
tance of not only the Ottoman Empire (and later Tur-
key) but also the inter-European power play in
understanding German attitudes toward the Middle East
in the modern period. As we know, British and gradually
other Christian European governments ultimately sup-
ported the goals of political Zionism. Buber, who in-
voked the alternative tradition, from von Eschenbach to
Lessing, Goethe, Novalis, Steiner, and Hesse, could not
have possibly succeeded in rallying support for his vi-
sion of Arab-Jewish collaboration, neither among gen-
tiles nor among the acculturated European Jewry.

In closing, I would like to turn to the significance of
my discussion to Edward Said’s model of Orientalism.
As we have seen, the Christian church and the Ottoman
Empire were central in determining long-term German
relations with the Middle East. Said does not deal with
either of these influential forces, which are especially
significant when it comes to the question of Palestine.
My overview has highlighted the material reality of
German involvement in the Middle East. In Orientalism,
however, Said explicitly denies this “actual” aspect of
German–Middle Eastern relations.69 My discussion
demonstrates that Germans were deeply involved in the
Middle East on political, military, economic, religious,
and cultural levels. This is not the place to speculate
about the reasons for Said’s reluctance to consider these
factors, but it is time to abandon a model that does not
help us to understand the persistence of cross-cultural
conflict. In addition, the German example demonstrates
that dominant cultural discourses and political or mili-
tary action do not necessarily overlap; German rulers,
such as Frederick II or Wilhelm II, repeatedly clashed
with mainstream public opinion. Historical develop-
ments are complex; we should strive to grasp this com-
plexity.
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