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Introduction

TO A GENERAL audience, the term “wandering Jew” seems in-
nocuous enough. In modern-day America, one encounters it in
a variety of mostly random places. The term refers to a popular
houseplant, but also to a movie production company in Cali-
fornia and a deserted silver mine in Arizona. It appears in self-
descriptions on social media by Jews who happen to move to a
new city or switch jobs, and in various musical compositions
ranging from the Christian folk song “Three Wandering Jews”
to the opening lines of one of Paul Simon’s most beautiful
songs."

Before it was bulldozed by the enormous weight of Ameri-
can culture, the Wandering Jew had a more precise and much
darker meaning. For centuries, it referred to a legendary Jewish
figure who allegedly betrayed Jesus Christ on his way to the
Crucifixion and was consequently cursed by him to wander the
earth until the end of time. Today these details are for the most
part known only in literary circles, but before World War II, the
legend of the Wandering Jew was extremely popular across
Europe, if known by different names. Some called this figure the
Wandering Jew, while others invoked the Eternal Jew, and yet
others referred to Ahasverus or Ahasver.
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2 INTRODUCTION

The main source for the legend of the Wandering Jew is one
of the most enigmatic pamphlets in European history. Pub-
lished in German in 1602, the pamphlet is short and physically
unremarkable. It nevertheless relates a most astonishing tale.
According to the pamphlet, in the winter of 1542, a young Ger-
man student by the name of Paul von Eitzen had traveled to
visit his parents in the city of Hamburg. While in church the
following Sunday, Eitzen saw an unusually tall man with long
hair falling over his shoulders standing barefoot by the chancel
and attentively listening to the sermon. Though it was winter,
the stranger donned only “pants stretching to his feet, an outer
garment reaching to his knees, and over that a coat down to his
feet.””? The calluses on his bare feet were so thick that “one could
measure them with the thickness of two fingers across.”* As he
listened to the homily, the man didn’t move, but when the
priest mentioned the name of Jesus Christ, he “bowed, beat on
his breast, and sighed deeply”* To Eitzen, the man seemed to
be about fifty years old.

The 1602 pamphlet reports that in the days following Paul
von Eitzen’s encounter with this man, Eitzen approached him
to inquire about his identity and asked him to clarify what busi-
ness had brought him to Hamburg. The man replied in the
Saxon dialect of the German language that his name was Ahas-
verus and that he had been born a Jew in Jerusalem in the time
of Christ. He used to be a shoemaker and had a wife and child.
Believing that Jesus was a heretic and a seducer of the Jews,
Ahasverus joined the crowd at Pilate’s palace and demanded
that the murderer Barabbas be released and Jesus crucified. Af-
terward, he hurried back home and stood by his shop with his
small child in his arms. When the procession to Calvary passed
by Ahasverus’s shop, Jesus stopped for a moment, and bearing
the heavy cross on his back, leaned on a wall seeking respite.
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INTRODUCTION 3

But Ahasverus cursed him and egged him on. Jesus then turned
to Ahasverus, looked at him sternly, and spoke with passion: “I
will stand here and rest, but you must go!”

Ever since that day (so reads the pamphlet), Ahasverus had
remained alive. He left his wife and child behind and, after wit-
nessing the Crucifixion, wandered all over the world. When he
revisited Jerusalem centuries later, the city stood desolate and his
wife and child were long gone. He consequently continued his
peregrinations in the Orient and elsewhere, a fact he allegedly
proved to his interlocutor in Hamburg in 1542 by answering the
latter’s learned questions about circumstances concerning the
Crucifixion, the history of the Orient, and the lives, sufferings,
and deaths of the Apostles. During his stay in Hamburg, the
stranger was never seen laughing, and when people offered him
money, he immediately gave it over to the poor. His fate, he said,
was to continue his wanderings until the Second Coming. The
pamphlet also reports that Ahasverus speaks many languages
other than German, and that whenever anyone takes the Lord’s
name in vain, he reproaches that person with great force.

As was common in Baroque Germany, the short pamphlet
describing the figure that came to be known as the Wandering
or Eternal Jew has a very long title. It begins with the words
“A short description and tale of a Jew named Ahasverus, who
was present in person at the Crucifixion of Christ...and a
few years ago came to Hamburg.”® For the sake of brevity,
scholars usually refer to it as the “Short Description” or Kur-
tze Beschreibung in German (pronounced KOOR-tsay besh-
RYE-boong), a practice we too shall adopt in this book. (See
figure 1.)
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FIGURE 1. Title page of the earliest known edition of the Kurtze
Beschreibung as identified by Leonhard Neubaur (1893).
Source: BSB, Rar. 825.
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More than four centuries after the publication of the Kurtze
Beschreibung, scholars still don’t know much about it. Despite
a great deal of speculation, the pamphlet’s author, publisher,
and place of publication remain unknown, and the significance
of certain details in the story, including the setting in 1542 Ham-
burg, or the decision to call the man “Ahasverus” (the name of
the Persian king in the Book of Esther), have never been clari-
fied.” What is unquestionably clear, however, is that almost as
soon as the pamphlet was published, the story about the wan-
dering Ahasverus spread like wildfire across Northern Europe.
The pamphlet came out in at least eleven more German edi-
tions by the end of 1602, and more than thirty additional ones
by the end of the century. Translations into other languages,
including French, Dutch, English, Polish, Swedish, and even
Icelandic, also ensued.®

But there is more. Already in the seventeenth century, Ahas-
verus began to feature in proverbs and folk art, and from there,
this figure wandered into ballads, poems, novellas, and novels,
including by such luminaries as Alexandre Dumas, Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe, Pushkin, Byron, Shelley, Dickens, and
Nathaniel Hawthorne, to name but a few. (See figure 2.)

Moreover, reports of purported sightings of Ahasverus pro-
liferated after 1602. (See figure 3.) Presumptive eyewitnesses
placed him in dozens of cities across Europe and beyond, in-
cluding Danzig, Madrid, Brussels, London, Paris, and even
upstate New York.” By the late nineteenth century, Ahasverus
was such a popular figure in some contexts that one could find
him mentioned in political essays, parliamentary speeches,
and antisemitic newspapers, but also in descriptions of ordi-
nary people’s dreams and in medical reports about very real
wanderers who seemed to have lost both their way and their
mind.'® The following description came from the great
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8 INTRODUCTION

nineteenth-century Hungarian statesman and writer Jozsef
Eotvos:

Who doesn’t know the mythical Ahasverus, the Eternal Jew,
who by turning away from Our Savior as He was carrying the
Cross and by refusing to give Him a glass of water, was con-
demned to walk the earth among men, cursed and unable to
die, alone, like the dry leaves of a by-gone spring, carried
away by the currents of the times without a place on which
to lay his tired head. Everybody knows the legend; one would
be hard pressed to find a place, especially among the north
European peoples, where it hasn’t played an important role
inlocal folklore. I know no sadder story, nothing that touches
my soul more deeply, because this legend is the truth!

The Wandering Jew is not a figment of our imagination.
He lives and suffers among us. Go to the market place and
there you shall find him, standing among the multitude in
the midst of the hustle and bustle, spreading his wretched
wares on a table or on the ground, offering to sell them with
his shouts, almost begging; go to the great plateau, and you
shall find him there, too, treading through the sand with a
heavy load on his back, accompanied by the distant voices of
a boisterous inn. Go anywhere, from one end of the home-
land to the other, and you shall find him."!

As this description makes clear, the legend of Ahasverus pre-
sents a remarkable mixture of history and myth, truth and
fantasy.

Eotvos’s description of Ahasverus is not particularly antise-
mitic, and the same is true of common contemporary uses of
the expression “wandering Jew.” But ever since the publication
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of the Kurtze Beschreibung in 1602, the figure of the wandering
Ahasverus has also played a prominent role in the history of
antisemitism. In the original 1602 pamphlet, the description of
the Christ-denying Jewish cobbler contained anti-Jewish
stereotypes that persisted for centuries, reaching a climax in an
infamous Nazi propaganda exhibition titled The Eternal Jew and
the eponymous and extremely vile film, directed by Fritz Hip-
pler, in 1940."

Opened in Munich’s Deutsches Museum on November 8,
1937, the exhibition The Eternal Jew (Gr. Der ewige Jude) was
named for one of Ahasverus’s common appellations in German,
and indeed it contained many implicit references to his legend,
even without mentioning Ahasverus by name. (See figures 4
and s.) The exhibition consisted of a series of rooms with dis-
plays of the alleged “curse” of Jewish existence in Europe, with
one room featuring grotesque “Jewish” body parts (nose, lips,
mouth), another showing photographs of famous Jews in poli-
tics and the arts, and a third displaying out-of-context excerpts
from Jewish sources, allegedly demonstrating that Jews do not
consider non-Jews to be fellow humans. Martin Luther, the
great German reformer, also featured prominently in the exhi-
bition in the form of some of his most disgusting anti-Jewish
quotes. Behind the exhibition’s inflammatory rhetoric stood the
claim that coexistence between so called “Aryans” and Jews was
impossible. According to Nazi ideology, the Jewish race had
always been a foreign element in European society. This is why
the Jews were universally hated and doomed to repeated
expulsions.

The exhibition The Eternal Jew and the movie it inspired had
of course little to do with historical reality. Jews are no less
European than Christians, and Nazi racial theory had no basis
in scientific fact. But in another sense, the exhibition and the
movie rang true. In the 1930s, Nazi authorities forced Jews to
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FIGURE 4. Postmarked postcard of the exhibition The Eternal Jew
(Munich, 1937). Source: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum
Collection, Gift of the Katz Family, Accession Number: 2016.184..272.
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FIGURE §. A case featuring “typical Jewish external features” at the
exhibition The Eternal Jew, Munich, Germany, November 1937. © SZ
Photo / Bridgeman Images.

emigrate from Germany, and when the Wehrmacht invaded
Poland in September 1939, it dispossessed Jews, driving them
into ghettos (or worse). Thus, though the exhibition and film
The Eternal Jew weren’t true originally, they served as a kind of
transcript for a future reality: they became reality when millions
of homeless, desperate Jews turned into wandering Jews. This
is a fundamental point that will inform this book at every turn.
We often think of history as preceding fictional accounts, pro-
viding writers such as Homer, Shakespeare, or Tolstoy with
material to shape into literary (fictional) accounts. But some-
times causation points in the opposite direction: literary de-
scriptions often shape (rather than merely represent) reality.
Some such depictions provide positive life models, as when
Alexander the Great fashioned his own biography after the leg-
endary hero Achilles or when Napoleon Bonaparte thought of
his entire life as a kind of novel. (“Quel roman pourtant que ma
vie!” he exclaimed to an interlocutor toward the end of his
life."*) In other cases, fabrications affect people negatively:
many an early modern woman lost her life because of fanciful
fabrications about witches, and the prevarications contained in
the Protocols of the Elders of Zion had disastrous effects on
Jewish life in the twentieth century. The reader should expect
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12 INTRODUCTION

to see the figure of the Wandering Jew serving in these two
functions repeatedly in the pages of this book.

Because of its importance to European culture, Ahasverus’s
immense popularity after 1602 has led scholars to spill much ink
trying to document and explain it.'* Most have relied on one
or two methods, often in combination. The first was to high-
light the universal aspect of his tale. The legend of the Wander-
ing Jew, we are told, is but a local example of a universal trope:
human beings commit acts of injustice against one another or
the gods, often wandering from place to place as a conse-
quence.” True enough: folk narratives where the gods punish
individual sinners by obligating them to long wanderings are
indeed common. They exist in Greek mythology (Odysseus), in
the Hebrew Bible and the Qur’an (Adam, Cain), in Nordic
and Germanic mythologies (the Wild Hunter), and even in
modern folktales (the Flying Dutchman, the Ancient Mariner).
Clearly, Ahasverus isn’t as unique as one might think at first. His
figure seems to be a particular iteration of a general literary
motif or anthropological archetype of a divinely punished exile.
Alexandre Dumas captured this sentiment when he noted in
his book on the Wandering Jew that “[i]t is not the history of
a single person which we are telling, but the history of
humanity.”*¢

There is much to be said in favor of this understanding of
Ahasverus’s story. It explains, at least in part, why writers with
no knowledge of early modern Germany or Jewish history have
been attracted to the figure of the Wandering Jew: they saw in
Ahasverus also a reflection of themselves and their particular
life circumstances. But this approach also comes at a price."”
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Consider, for example, the Kurtze Beschreibung and its enig-
matic historical context. The original Ahasverus might have
been a local example of a larger, even universal, trope. But why
was the pamphlet about him published in 1602 and not earlier
or later? Who wrote and published it, where, for what particular
purpose, and with what specific audience in mind? The main
drawback of treating stories like that of Ahasverus as an expres-
sion of a universal symbolic grammar is that it deprives them of
their historical specificity. If we are to better understand Ahas-
verus’s gravitational pull in the modern world, we must supplant
the anthropological mode of analysis with at least a modicum
of history.

A second way of coming to terms with Ahasverus’s story is
by analyzing artistic representations. Especially in the second
half of the twentieth century, important works of scholarship
have enumerated and examined such representations in
European literature, music, and the visual arts.'® The results of
these investigations have often been illuminating, as the case of
the Kurtze Beschreibung once again convincingly shows. As
several scholars have demonstrated, wandering figures associ-
ated with Christ’s Passion appeared centuries before the 1602
pamphlet, notably in thirteenth-century chronicles such as the
work of the English monk Matthew Paris. Like the description
in the later Kurtze Beschreibung, these early accounts relate
how Jesus, on the eve of his Crucifixion, cursed a person before
telling him, “I go now, but you will await me till I come back.”*
Across sources, the names vary. Some call this figure Cartaphilus,
other sources mention Butadeus, and a third group invokes the
Apostle John, about whom Jesus reportedly said, “If I will that
he tarry till I come, what is that to thee?” (John 21:22-23). No
matter: the similarities between these stories and the 1602 pam-
phlet are so striking that they cannot possibly be coincidental.
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The author of the Kurtze Beschreibung most certainly did not
cut the figure of Ahasverus out of whole cloth.

What is true for the 1602 pamphlet applies just as well to
other representations of the Wandering Jew in history. Literary
scholars, folklorists, and art historians have contributed im-
mensely to our understanding of the legend of the Wandering
Jew by shedding light on what artists and writers borrowed
from one another in describing him and how they added new
details to his tale. This is often wonderfully well done, and the
following pages draw extensively on this scholarship. But just
as with the anthropological approach to the story of the Wan-
dering Jew, a heavy focus on artistic representations of Ahas-
verus tends to concentrate on the general and philosophical,
rather than the particular, as no lesser authority than Aristotle
once pointed out.”® Consider again the example of the 1602
pamphlet. The existence of earlier accounts of a wandering fig-
ure cursed by Jesus is enlightening, but it still doesn’t explain
who resurrected the story in 1602, where this happened, or why.
Moreover, the story the Kurtze Beschreibung told is full of his-
torical allusions. According to the 1602 pamphlet, in 1542 Ahas-
verus appeared in Hamburg—a real city in northern
Germany—where he met Paul von Eitzen and introduced him-
self as the Jew Ahasverus. Why this specificity of description?
Why the meeting with Paul von Eitzen of all people, why in
1542, why in Hamburg, and why the name “Ahasverus” and not
Cartaphilus, Butadeus, or John? We have already noted this
same mixture of fiction and history in the exhibition The Eternal
Jew in Nazi Germany and in Eotvos’s writings. My point is that,
while the legend of Ahasverus has important anthropological
and artistic dimensions, the story cannot be reduced to them
and them alone. Ahasverus also has a history, and historical
work begins not where the text is most general, but on the
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contrary, where it is so specific that at first “it makes no sense”
(Robert Darnton).?!

The following pages discuss several crucial incidents in Ahas-
verus’s historical-fictional life. They consist of five chapters that
proceed, for reasons that will become clear later, in reverse
chronological order, starting in the twentieth century, and then
moving deeper into the past. One can read them as stand-alone
pieces, each describing an isolated moment when Ahasverus’s
anthropological and literary aspects intermingled with very real
historical circumstances. Taken together, however, the chapters
also constitute a whole that is greater than the individual parts.
As such, it constitutes a general, if also necessarily fragmentary,
biography of the ghostly figure of the Wandering Jew.

The book’s first chapter, “The Apparition (1952),” tells the
story of a recent sighting of Ahasverus. It takes place in the early
1950s in the young State of Israel, where dozens of reliable eye-
witnesses over the course of some three years came across a
man who fit the description of the Kurtze Beschreibung toa T.
Because the historical moment this chapter describes is still
recent, the events it discusses illumine what a serious historical
approach to Ahasverus’s legend can help us see. Reports of
sightings of Ahasverus should not be dismissed out of hand.
However strange it sounds, they can represent an important
aspect of historical reality.

Chapter 2, “When Ahasverus Turned Jewish (1873),” travels
further back in time to the Russian empire of the late nine-
teenth century. The folklore specialist Galit Hasan-Rokem has
already suggested that Jews might have helped in shaping the
legend of the Wandering Jew over the centuries.”* Under what
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exact historical circumstances, however, could a tale based on
anti-Jewish stereotypes be accepted, and eventually even cele-
brated, by Jews? What psychological and cultural mechanisms
could possibly bring about such a transformation? The chapter
sheds light on these important historical questions by recon-
structing the life story of the man who tried to come to terms
with this phenomenon for the first time.

Chapter 3, “A True Story That Never Happened (1711),” de-
scends deeper into the well of the past. Its topic is the great fire
that devastated the Jewish ghetto in Frankfurt am Main in 1711
and the image of Ahasverus that emerged from its ashes. Al-
ready in the early modern period, some scholars noted the
strange mixture of history and fabrication in the story of the
Wandering Jew. In the wake of the Frankfurt fire, one local
scholar sat down to explain it. The result was the most influen-
tial historical-theological explanation for how Ahasverus’s
story could be simultaneously false and real.

The book’s fourth chapter, “The Case of Ahasverus in Ham-
burg (1602),” reaches the origin point of Ahasverus’s modern
story—the enigmatic circumstances surrounding the creation
of the Kurtze Beschreibung. Although the pamphlet lacks the
name of an author, publisher, or place of publication, a
detective-like investigation of its shape and content tells us a
great deal about the intention behind it, and whether it was
based, however loosely, on a historical encounter between a
German student and a mysterious Jew. Insights from the previ-
ous three chapters combine here to conjure a powerful picture
of the original “Ahasverus moment.” From its inception, there
were universal and literary but also historical dimensions to
the story of Ahasverus, the Wandering Jew.

Having completed a journey that spans some three conti-
nents and more than 400 years, the book’s fifth and final
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chapter, “I, Ahasverus (2025),” asks what is true and fictional
about Ahasverus’s story today. Do people still intimately iden-
tify with Ahasverus and perhaps even spot him in real life? If so,
who are they, where do they live, and what exactly do they see
in Ahasverus? What seemed all along like a dispassionate his-
torical account of a premodern legendary figure assumes a very
personal turn here. Imagine, once again, this book’s opening
scene: a middle-aged scholar sets up a new computer in his
Princeton study. Suddenly, a ghost from his past appears on the
screen.
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