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Description : 

Prsentation de l'diteurThis is the portrait of a world on the eve of its destruction. Bernard Wasserstein 
presents a disturbing interpretation of the collapse of European Jewish civilization even before the Nazi 

onslaught and World War Two.In this revisionist account of modern European Jewry, Wasserstein shows 
how the harsh realities of the age devastated the lives of communities and individuals. By 1939, the Jews 
faced an existential crisis that was as much the result of internal decay as of external attack.Ranging from 
Vilna ('Jerusalem of Lithuania') to Salonica with its Judeo-Espaol-speaking stevedores and singers, and 
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beyond, the book's focus is squarely on the Jews themselves rather than their persecutors. Wasserstein's aim 
is to 'breathe life into dry bones.' Based on vast research, written with compassion and empathy, and 

enlivened by dry wit, On the Eve paints a vivid and shocking picture of the European Jews in their final 
hour.ExtraitOn the Eve 1 THE MELTING GLACIER Four Zones Ten million Jews lived in Europe in the 
late 1930s. They were distributed among four zones, each with a different history, divergent conditions of 

life, and, on the face of things, varying prospects for the future. In the democracies of western Europe, Jews 
had been emancipated for several generations and enjoyed a civic equality that, in spite of the rising tide of 

anti-Semitism, protected them, for the time being, against any threat to their security. By contrast, in 
Germany and those parts of central Europe that had already been absorbed into the Third Reich, Jews were 

in the process of being stripped of citizenship, subjected to discriminatory laws, driven out of the 
professions, and deprived of the bulk of their possessions, and were under intense pressure to emigrate. In a 
third zone, comprising all the states of east-central Europe, anti-Semitism, often drawing on deep popular 
roots, formed a significant element in political discourse and in most countries had been integrated into 

public policy in the shape of explicitly or implicitly anti-Jewish laws. Finally, in the Soviet Union, where the 
Jews had been emancipated in 1917, later than anywhere else in Europe (save only Romania), they enjoyed 

dramatic upward social mobility in the interwar period. But collective Jewish life, whether religious, 
political, or cultural, was, like other aspects of existence under Stalin, subject to severe restrictions. In 

German, the word Judentum means simultaneously Judaism and Jewry. But in the heart of the European Jew 
since the Enlightenment a schism had arisen between the conceptions of Judaism as a religion and as a 

Volksgemeinde, a community based on common ethnicity. In France, since their emancipation during the 
revolution, many Jews had come to regard it as a cardinal principle that Jewishness was a purely religious 

category and that in every respect they were as French as other Frenchmen. In Germany, where 
emancipation had come later and where social relations between Jews and gentiles, even in the liberal 

Weimar period between 1918 and 1933, were more fragile, matters were slightly different. There, writes 
George Mosse, a scion of the German-Jewish elite, there was no either/oreither German or Jew.... Jewishness 
was not merely a religion but was primarily linked to pride of family, from which it could not be divorced.1 
In eastern Europe, where boundaries of state and nation rarely ran together, and where most Jews still spoke 

Yiddish, lived in dense concentrations, and held more closely to their own cultural patterns, Jewishness 
tended to be seen by Jews themselves as well as by their neighbors as primarily an ethnic category. This was 
true also in the USSR, where Jewish was a legally recognized national distinction. Like God in France The 
democratic zone of interwar Europe was the most comfortable for Jews. But it held the smallest share of the 

continents Jewish population, under a million, or less than 10 percent of the total. In western Europe, 
however, the security that Jews enjoyed was no longer quite so automatic or unquestioned as in the past. 

True, a Jew had been elected prime minister of France in 1936. But the socialist Lon Blums victory as head 
of the left-wing Popular Front was regarded as a mixed blessing by many French Jews. The governments 
enemies on the right focused on Blums Jewishness and used it, to some effect, as a propaganda bludgeon 

against the left. Even in the Netherlands, with its long history of Christian-Jewish amity, stretching back to 
the friendly reception of New Christians (Marranos) from the Iberian peninsula in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, a certain unease entered into the relationship in the 1930s following the arrival of 
large numbers of refugees from Nazi Germany. The phrase heureux comme un juif en France (happy like a 
Jew in France) had come to have the proverbial meaning of very happy. But over the previous generation it 

had often been tinged with irony. At the turn of the century, the Dreyfus Affair had suggested that there were 
limits to the recognition of Jews as French. Since 1919, with the return by Germany of Alsace and Lorraine 
to France, French Jews, a majority of whom traced their origins to the two regained provinces, might again 

feel content to be fully part of the national patrimony. But their enemies now turned the phrase against them, 
suggesting that the Jews were too happy in France, in other words that they were doing too well, at the 

expense of others. Mendelssohns Heirs In its origin, the phrase was a play on the German/Yiddish leben wie 
Gott in Frankreich, which meant to live very well. Under the Weimar Republic in Germany, Jews looked 

forward to the consolidation of more than a century of progress toward legal equality and social acceptance 
in a country and culture in which they felt no less at home than French Jews did in France. That sense of 
ease was manifested all over Germany in September 1929, when Jews and Christians alike celebrated the 

two hundredth anniversary of the birth of Moses Mendelssohn, father of the Jewish enlightenment and 
progenitor of a dynasty of bankers, musicians, and scholars who remained a significant force in the culture, 

economy, and politics of the country. The minister of the interior, Carl Severing, and the leading Liberal 



rabbi in Berlin, Leo Baeck, were among those who delivered encomia to mark the occasion. At a Sunday 
matine concert in Mendelssohns birthplace, Dessau, works by Bach and Beethoven were performed in his 
honor. A representative of the city of Berlin laid a wreath at the philosophers grave in memory of a great 
fellow-citizen. His descendants, all now Christians, reserved an entire luxury hotel for three days for a 

gathering of the clan. The series of events was a symbolic high point of the modern German-Jewish 
symbiosis.2Revue de presse'Nothing less than a marvel' -- Dominic Sandbrook'A wide-ranging, marvelously 

complete overview of a diverse, teeming civilization poised for ruin.' -- Kirkus'One of our most 
distinguished writers on Jewish history' -- Sunday Times'Only the finest historian could hope to expose the 
anti-semitic idiocies of 1930s Europe and explore the Jewish response in a sensitive and even-handed way. 
Enter Wasserstein, who has written one of the most important books I've ever read' -- Herald'A substantive, 

perceptive, and highly valuable kaddish for lost lives and lost worlds' -- Publishers Weekly --Publishers 
Weekly 


