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The document presented here reveals a fierce dispute between Leo Baeck and 

Gershom Scholem, two of the most prominent German Jewish figures of the 

twentieth-century. The reason for this dispute was related to the operations of the 

Hebrew University’s committee Ha-va’ad Le-hatsalat Otzrot Ha-golah (Treasures of 

the Diaspora), which aimed to locate and reclaim Nazi looted heirless Jewish cultural 

property. Both scholars were involved in the salvage initiative launched by several 

Jewish organizations under the head of Jewish Cultural Reconstruction, Inc. (JCR) 

after World War II. Scholem (1897−1982), at the time an eminent professor of Jewish 

mysticism, was a founding member of the Otzrot Ha-golah committee and served as 

vice president of JCR. Baeck (1873−1956) was a reform rabbi and a leading figure of 

the progressive Jewish movement who represented the Council of German Jews 

within JCR’s board of directors. 

 The chosen document is an extract of a letter written on March 13, 1949 by 

Gershom Scholem to Werner Senator. Born in Berlin, Senator (1896−1953) was a 

prolific Zionist functionary and a former board member of the Jewish Agency. Since 

1937 he served as the general administrator of the Hebrew University and was also 

involved in the Otzrot Ha-golah enterprise. The letter was written following the board 

of director’s meetings of the New York based JCR, which had just been officially 

recognized as the trustee of heirless Jewish cultural property found in Europe. The 

JCR was debating at the time on the question of where to transfer Jewish books and 

libraries which were stored in a warehouse established by the American Military 

Government in Offenbach (Germany) since the end of the war. In his letter Scholem, 

who represented the Hebrew University in the JCR’s board meeting, reported to 

Senator on these negotiations and on the committee's final decision to give priority to 

the Hebrew University in the process of selecting books for its library. This privilege, 



however, only applied for the first copy of each book which did not yet exist in the 

university library.  

Scholem, as well as the other members of the Otzrot Ha-golah committee, was 

convinced that the future of Judaism lay in Israel, and that the Hebrew University of 

Jerusalem should become the spiritual heir and successor of the former institutions of 

Central European Jewry which were destroyed by the Nazis. Acknowledging Baeck’s 

influential position as the former leader of German Jewry, Scholem sought Baeck’s 

support in these matters as early as 1946 by trying to convince him of the importance 

of transferring looted Jewish cultural property to Palestine rather than to Europe’s few 

reestablished Jewish communities. In a letter written to Baeck he declared his position 

explicitly: “everywhere Jews may go, their books should go as well”
1
.   

Nonetheless, it seems that by 1949 Baeck had conceived a different opinion 

towards the matter at stake. Scholem's letter to Senator described Agudat Yisrael's and 

the World Jewish Congress's opposition to the university’s repeated claims for books 

JCR got entrusted with. He was concerned but not surprised to find American based 

organizations refuse the complete allocations of library collections to Israel while 

voting for a just share between different Jewish institutions instead. However, what 

was “worst of all” for Scholem, was the stance of Baeck, who also participated in the 

discussion. “Baeck,” writes Scholem to Senator, “has suddenly stabbed us in the 

back.”  

Scholem and Baeck correspondence from 1946 indicates that Baeck had once 

supported the University’s demand to take into its possession books found in Prague 

which originally belonged to the Jewish community in Berlin.
2
  By 1949, however, 

his stance had shifted. Now Baeck demanded that certain books should be handed 

over to “some kind of new organization established in London which claims to be the 

successor of the Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums in Berlin” as 

Scholem put it. The new organization he was referring to was the Society of Jewish 

                                                           
1

  Gershom Scholem to Leo Baeck, 2.6.1946 [German], in: Gershom Scholem, Briefe I: 1914–1947, 

ed. Itta Shedletzky (Munich: C. H. Beck, 1994), 316 
2  See Arthur Bergmann’s report from Prague, 25.9.1947, NLI, Arc 4°793/212/III/1947. After the end 

of WWII thousands of looted books were found in Prague. The reason for their location was partly due 

to the comprehensive collection which had been amassed in the Theresienstadt Concentration Camp 

and partly due to the Nazis effort to hide looted collections by transferring them to castles around 

Prague.  



Studies, which was established in London in 1947.
3
  This society was founded by 

several former teachers of the Berlin Hochschule, a reform rabbinical seminary 

established in Berlin in 1872 where Baeck himself had taught before the school was 

closed by the Nazis in 1942.  

Baeck, who immigrated to England after the war, indeed supported giving 

priority in the selection of books to the Hebrew University, much like another Jewish 

organization, the Committee on the Restoration of Continental Jewish Museums, 

Libraries and Archives in London headed by Cecil Roth. Nevertheless, he still did not 

see the Hebrew University as the exclusive successor of European Jewry’s perished 

institutions, nor did he see Palestine as the sole destination for the diaspora’s 

treasures. In a letter to the head of JCR, Salo Baron, from 1949 he argued:  

 

The former German Jews, which constitute an articulate element in the United 

States, England and South America, ought to receive a share in the cultural 

property, which a long time belonged to their congregations and institutions. 

Nor is this claim a merely sentimental one. It expresses the fact that the bonds 

still exist, and with them, a deeply felt consciousness of their heritage.
4
  

 

Since the Hebrew University did not claim all of the salvaged cultural property 

originating from Germany – it remains unclear why Scholem became so outraged at 

the claim of a British-Jewish organization (consisting of many German Jews) over 

formerly German Jewish property. After all Otzrot Ha-golah member’s opposition 

was mainly concerned with the possible transfers of Jewish cultural property to places 

in which Jews no longer lived (i.e. Eastern European countries). This strict rejection 

obviously did not apply to Britain’s Jewry. In fact, following the notion that the books 

should be wherever Jews were – the two most legitimate destinations except for Israel 

– were the United States and Great Britain. While Scholem and his colleagues 

continued to see Jerusalem as the  most suitable destination for the books from 

Europe,  they could not contest on principle any claims made by American or British 

Jewish representatives, especially since the whole salvage operation was coordinated 

by the New York based JCR. 
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But perhaps what made the British organization’s claim illegitimate in 

Scholem’s and the Hebrew University’s eyes, wasn’t just the fact that they had 

different approaches than their American partners. Rather, it was Baeck’s claim for 

continuity – the way he and other members of the committee in London tried to 

construct a direct line of successorship between the Hochschule and their newly 

formed Society of Jewish Studies. Members of the Hebrew University strictly 

contested this view since they perceived Palestine not merely as another Jewish 

center, but rather as the main center of Jewish existence, constituting it as the sole 

legitimate destination for survivors as well as for the remnants of destructed Jewish 

European culture.  

Baeck’s position in the affair undermined the Hebrew University's claimed 

monopoly on succession and fueled Scholem’s outrage. This dispute, however, should 

be considered an anomaly in a commonly amicable relationship dating back to the 

early 1930s, when the two had met in Berlin. Moreover, Scholem and Baeck, who 

shared an interest in Jewish spirituality, remained in touch also after this dispute. The 

“back-stabbing” Baeck even spent a Passover Seder in Scholem’s house in Jerusalem 

two years later in 1951.
5
  Thus Scholem’s harsh words do not reflect the relationship 

between the two, but rather illustrates how charged post-war deliberations regarding 

Jewish cultural property were and how much they were indeed related to questions on 

the legitimate successors of European Jewry.  

 

                                                           
5
 Leo Baeck to Gershom Scholem, 24.5.1951 [German], in: Albert H. Friedlander, Bertold Klappert 

und Werner Licharz (eds.), Leo Baeck, Werke, Bd. 6. (Gütersloh: 2003).  


