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As far as | can assess, there was not the slightest interest in Jewish music in Germany after 1945, Firstly, no one
knew what Jewish music was and secondly, there was only a very vague idea of what it meant to be a Jew. Bedevilled
by the National Socialists (Nazis) and defamead in books and the media, the German public had forgotten the role
traditionally played by Jews in art and culture. Poems (and songs) by Heinrich Heing®, although an integral part of
German culture, ware marked as “writer unknown” - for example, Ich weiB nicht was soll es bedeuten, ...
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Karsten Troyke
Hava Nagila'

A Personal Reflection on the Reception of Jewish Music in
Germany

As far as | can assess, there was not the slightest interest in Jewish music in
Germany after 1945. Firstly, no one knew what Jewish music was and secondly,
there was only a very vague idea of what it meant to be a Jew. Bedevilled by the
National Socialists (Nazs) and defamed in books and the media, the German
public had forgotten the role traditionally played by Jews in art and culture,
Poems (and songs) by Heinrich Heine*, although an integral part of German
culture, were marked as “writer unknown” - for example, Ich weif§ nicht was soll
es bedeuten, dass ich so traurig bin (‘The Loreley™).

Compositions by Gustav Mahler*, although rooted in the German tradition of
late-Romantic music, had been forgotten. German-Jewish actors, cabaret stars,
and popular composers had been murdered or had fled. Although many people
still remembered the songs, hardly anyone knew that Jews had written them -
for example, Ich bin von Kopf bis Fuss auf Liebe eingestellt written by Friedrich
Hollaender*, known in the English-speaking world as Falling in Love Again. Actu-
ally, this is not really Jewish but German culture. The pre-Nazi influence of Ger
man-Jewish artists on the art and culture scene in Germany cannot be over-esti
mated. The situation was similar in literature, science, philosophy, and sociology.
Capitalism had raised high hopes among German Jews for chances of equality
through assimilation. These hopes were destroyed by the race theories which
were at the core of the German version of fascism. People who had grown up
under the Nazis - or who adhered to their ideology - believed that somehow Jews
were inferior human beings, or, at the very least, did not fit into German culture.
This attitude was still widespread in 1945 and even the better educated people
had most likely forgotten Alban Berg*, Sigmund Freud* or Rosa Luxemburg*.

But I want to talk about music. Popular music. As most people did not know
what Jewish was, Jewish music did not exist for them. American hits came to
Germany with the occupation powers and were popular, People liked the

1 Hava Nagila ( in English Lef us rejoice) Is a Jewish traditional folk song in Hebrew. The
commonly used text was probably composed by Abraham Zevl (Zvi) Idelsohn in 1918 to celebrate
the British victory in Palestine during the First World War, as well as the Balfour Declaration.

2 In 1824 Heinrich Heine wrote the poem Die Lorelei (‘The Loreley’), which was set to music in
1837 by Friedrich Silcher and is today one of the most famous Rhine songs.
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