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History of Anti-Semitism 

Cantor Mark Levine 

 

 

Unit #10 -  Anti-Semitism in an Age of Nationalism 

 

1. The Damascus Affair 

a. Influence of the incident and reactions to it  
b. The Power of the Press 

2. Edgardo Mortora  

3. Richard Wagner 

 

 

 

Reading #1 

An appalling drama has just stained the city of Damascus in blood.  The fact that 

the principal victim had direct ties to the French consulate; that he occupied a 

position that was both public and consecrated; that those who played the primary 

role in this scene of murder enjoy a high social position; and above all, that their 

actions were inspired by an anti-human idea, all conjoin to justify the length and 

detail of what I am about to report. 

 

On the afternoon of the 5
th

 of this month, Father Thomas, a…missionary and 

chaplain of the French Capuchin monastery at Damascus, left in the direction of 

the Jewish quarter in order to put up a notice on the door of one of the synagogues 

about an auction for the benefit of a poor European family.  He was due the 

following day, the 6
th
, to have dinner with the other members of the religious 

orders at Dr. Massari’s where he failed to appear.  His absence was rendered the 

more unusual by the fact that he was not at the monastery at the usual time for the 

celebration of the mass and also by the simultaneous disappearance of his only 

domestic servant.  However, this could initially be explained by the supposition 

that Father Thomas had gone to one of the neighboring villages in order to 

vaccinate some of the children there. 

 

Informed of what had happened, I went to the monastery where the street was full 

of Christians from all the different sects who were shouting that Father Thomas 

had been slain by the Jews. 
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Reading #2 

The Jews collected the blood in a large silver bowl, because it was to serve for 

their Passover holiday.  They stripped the dead friar of his vestments…took his 

body to another room, cut it to pieces, and crushed its bones with an iron grinder.  

They put everything into a big coffee sack and threw it into a ditch.  Then they 

poured the blood into bottles, which they gave to the rabbis. 

 

 

Reading #3 

This survey should have ended controversies about the existence of pure Aryans 

and Jews.  However, it seemed to have had surprisingly small impact.  The idea of 

race had been infused with myths, stereotypes, and subjectivities long ago, and a 

scientific survey could change little.  The idea of pure, superior races and the 

concept of a racial enemy solved too many pressing problems to be discarded.   

 

 

Reading #4 

“Our desire to give the Jews their rights sprang much more from principle than 

from real sympathy, and all the talking and writing about Jewish emancipation 

failed to mask our unwillingness to have any actual dealings with them.” 

 

So here we reach the starting point of our inquiry: we shall attempt to understand 

the involuntary repulsion aroused in us by the personality and customs of the Jews, 

in order to justify this instinctive feeling which is obviously stronger and more 

overpowering than our desire to be free of it.  We are deliberately distorting our 

own nature if we feel ashamed to proclaim the natural revulsion aroused in by 

Jewishness…As the world is constituted today, the Jew is more than emancipated, 

he is the ruler.  And he will continue to rule as long as money remains the power to 

which all our activities are subjugated. 

 

We have no need to prove that modern art has been taken over by the Jews; this is 

a fact that leaps to the eye unbidden…But if emancipation from Judaism seems to 

us a prime necessity, we must test our strength for this war of liberation.  We shall 

not gain this strength merely by an abstract definition of the situation, but by an 

intimate knowledge of the nature of our deep-seated involuntary feeling of 

repugnance for the Jewish nature.  By this unconquerable feeling, what we hate in 

the Jewish character must be revealed to us, and when we know it we can take 

measures against the Jewish character.  By revealing him clearly, we may hope to 

wipe the demon from the field, where he has been able to thrive only under the 
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protective cover of darkness, a darkness that we good-natured Humanists 

ourselves have offered him to make his appearance less disgusting. 

 

In ordinary life the Jew, who as we know possesses a God of his own, strikes us 

first by his outward appearance which, whatever European nationality we belong 

to, has something unpleasantly foreign to that nationality.  We instinctively feel we 

have nothing in common with a man who looks like that.  This must, in past times, 

must have been upsetting to the Jew: nowadays, however, not only does he not 

mind this, his successes lead him to consider his differences from us as advantage.  

Ignoring the moral aspect of this unpleasant freak of nature, and considering only 

the aesthetic, we will merely point out that to us this exterior could never be 

acceptable as a subject for a painting; if a portrait painter has to portray a Jew, he 

usually takes his model from his imagination, and wisely transforms or else 

completely omits everything that in real life characterizes the Jew’s appearance… 

This is very important: a race whose general appearance we cannot consider 

suitable for aesthetic purposes is by the same token incapable of any artistic 

presentation of its nature. 

 

Considerably more important is the effect upon us of Jewish speech, and this is the 

point at which we should consider Jewish influence on music.  The Jews speaks the 

language of the country in which he has lived from generation to generation, but 

he always speaks it as a foreigner…To begin with, the fact that the Jew speaks 

modern European languages only as a learnt and not as a native, makes it 

impossible for him ever to speak colloquially, authoritatively or from the depths of 

his being.  A language, its expression and its evolution are not separate elements 

but part of an historical community, and only he who has unconsciously matured 

in this community can take any part in what it creates.  But the Jew has stood quite 

apart from the community…To create poetry in a foreign language has always 

been impossible, even for the greatest geniuses.  Yet our entire European 

civilization and art have remained foreign to the Jew; for he has taken no part in 

the evolution of either.  At best he has been a cold, even a hostile onlooker.  In this 

language, this art, the Jew can only intimate, he can create neither poem nor work 

of art. 

 

We are repelled in particular by the purely aural aspect of Jewish speech.  Contact 

with our culture has not, even after two thousand years, weaned the Jew away 

from the peculiarities of Semitic pronunciation.  The shrill, sibilant buzzing of his 

voice falls strangely and unpleasantly on our ears.  His misuse of words whose 

exact shade of meaning escapes him and his mistakenly placed phrases combine to 

turn his utterance into an unbearable muddled nonsense.  Consequently, when we 
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list to Jewish speech we are involuntarily struck by its offensive manner and so 

diverted from understanding of its matter.  This is of exceptional importance in 

explaining the effect of modern Jewish music on us.  When we listen to a Jew 

talking we are unconsciously upset by the complete lack of purely human 

expression in his speech.  The cold indifference of its peculiar “blabber” can never 

rise to the excitement of real passion.  And if we, in conversation with a Jew, 

should find our own words becoming heated, he will always be evasive, because he 

is incapable of really deep feeling.  He will never be excited by a mutual exchange 

of feelings with us, but only by matters of particular egotistic interest to his vanity 

or to his sense of profit.  This, together with his manner of speaking, makes him to 

our ears more ridiculous than sympathetic…If these defects in his manner of 

speaking render the Jew almost incapable of artistic enunciation of his feelings, 

how much less capable he will be of expressing those feelings in song.  Song is, 

after all, speech heightened by passion: music is the language of passion.  If the 

Jew’s already ridiculously vehement manner of speech is to be heightened, we 

shall be further alienated from him.  If we were repelled by his appearance and his 

speech, his song will engage our attention only to the extent that we exclaim at so 

absurd a phenomenon.  It is understandably in song, as the most indisputably vivid 

expression of personal feeling, that the offensive peculiarity of the Jewish nature 

reaches its peak.  But it is for every aspect of art, not only those connected with 

song, that on a natural hypothesis we must consider the Jew unsuited. 

 

The Jews’ idea on visual observation have rendered it impossible for any visual 

artist to emerge from them: their eyes have always busied themselves far more with 

practical affairs than with beauty or the spiritual substance of the material world.  

As far as I can discover, no Jewish architect or sculptor has appeared in our time.  

Whether recent painters of Jewish descent can be really be considered creative 

artists, I must leave to the judgment of connoisseurs; presumably, however, the 

attitude of these artists to their art does not essentially differ from that of modern 

Jewish composers toward music… 

 

The Jew, completely incapable of communicating artistically with us either by his 

appearance of his speech, and least of all by his singing, has nevertheless 

succeeded in completely taking over public taste in that most popular of modern 

arts, music… 

 
 


