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It is an honour to write a brief foreword to Gender, Orientalism and the Jewish Nation at 
the German Fin de Siècle: Women in the Art of Ephraim Moses Lilien by Lynne M. Swarts.

E. M. Lilien (1874–1925) is one of the most significant Jewish artists of modern 
times. Best known for his pen-and-ink drawings, Lilien also was a talented 
photographer and motion-picture cameraman. In the late nineteenth century and 
up through the first decades of the twentieth, his graphics immeasurably stimulated 
fascination in the Zionist cause and supplied Jewry with realistic and imaginative 
portrayals of themselves, which aroused great interest – and more than occasionally, 
thrills. With intense creativity, verve, and complexity, he fixed the gaze of his viewers 
on unequivocally Jewish subjects, informed them of Zionism’s aspirations, and vastly 
enriched nationalism’s range of possibilities for Jews. Above all, he demonstrated 
beyond any shadow of doubt that Theodor Herzl’s fledgling national endeavour had 
a vibrant artistic vision in its conceptual arsenal. Beyond Zionism, Lilien illustrated 
some of the most intriguing, beautifully produced books in the German Jewish cultural 
orbit that allowed for figural representations.

Perhaps it is not surprising that there is a good deal of ongoing comment centred on 
E. M. Lilien. A man of humble, East European origins, he faced significant challenges 
in the first wave of secular Jewish artists to breach the mainstream. Lilien nevertheless 
strongly influenced the course of modern Jewish history through his drawings, such 
as the postcard image for the Fifth Zionist Congress, and photography, notably the 
much-reproduced portrait of Herzl on the balcony of his suite at the Three Kings Hotel 
in Basel, during the foundational Zionist Congress (1897). He might have forged a 
notable national role for himself (mainly as a photographer) in post-1918 Austria, had 
it not been on the losing side of the Great War.

Beginning some four decades ago, Lilien was (and continues to be) investigated 
mainly in the context of Zionist politics. In the last several years, however, unusually 
perceptive scholars, scattered throughout the world and in diverse disciplines, have 
offered fresh perspectives on his colourful life and achievements. Chief among them 
is the cultural and literary scholar, Mark Gelber. Yet a seminal dimension of Lilien’s 
body of work remains largely unexcavated: the notable portion of his images featuring 
Jewish women. In Jewish Studies and art historical scholarship, there has been 
limited treatment of Lilien’s portrayals of women, and no attempt at an overview or 
comprehensive exploration of the half of Jewish humanity over which Lilien exercised 
serious concern. Such a vast lacuna, however, invites Swarts’s opportunity: this book 
is the first, and authoritative, word on a significant and previously overlooked subject.

The work before you is truly exceptional: it comprises a substantial contribution 
to the history of art, modern Jewish history, and its nationalist incarnations. Highly 
original and critical in the best sense, it should elicit great interest in a number of 
disciplines and subfields. Swarts’s interpretation spans history, genealogy, literature, 
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art history, cultural studies, and women’s studies. She has illuminated, with force and 
eloquence, the distinctive visions of E. M. Lilien, illustrated here in a manner that 
fabulously highlights and complements her trenchant analysis.

Swarts argues, in contrast to most writing about Lilien, that the Jewish women in 
his oeuvre merit focused consideration because they were neither disparaged, ‘anti-
feminist femme fatales, nor gendered, westernised, male orientalist fantasies.’ On the 
contrary, Lilien’s images of Jewish women stem from a proactive ‘inner search for 
roots, authenticity, and Heimat,’ expressing the simultaneity of his self-apprehension 
as ‘Asiatic and Westerner, occidental and oriental at the turn of the twentieth century 
in Central Europe.’ Among Swarts’s strikingly original contentions is that Lilien’s 
imagination of Jewish women, compared to the creations of non-Jewish artists, renders 
them as sensuous, modern, and radiating a palpable ‘energy and power.’ These gave 
Lilien’s audience ‘an alternative representation of the European Jewish woman’, which 
stood in contrast, as well, to typical texts and images of women in other Zionist media. 
Lilien’s art furthermore exhibited the possibility for Jewish women to ‘embrace their 
sexuality’ and transform a typically misogynist portrayal of ‘a sexually dangerous 
woman’ into something quite different: woman as the guardian and possessor of 
her ‘own personal liberation’. Readers will appreciate that this is an extraordinarily 
enlightening and incisive book, providing truly novel and compelling perspectives on 
E. M. Lilien, which richly deserves our attention.

Michael Berkowitz
University College London
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1874	 Born 23 May, in Drohobycz, Austrian Galicia, to Jacob Ha Cohen 
(1854–1907), a wood-engraver and Keila (Caroline) née Langermann 
(1855–before 1920). Eldest of six children. Other siblings: Reisel Lilien 
(1876–76, aged 5 months), Marcus Lilien (1879–1938), Ruchel Lilien 
(1880–82), Juda Lilien (1882–83), Minna Dichter (1885– New York 
1972), Hania Lilien (1889–1939).

c. 1886	 Begins Realschule in Lwów (Lemberg; today Lviv, Ukraine).1 Financial 
constraints force him to abandon his high-school studies after only two 
years and take up work as a sign painter.

1890	 With funding from relative, Ignace (Ignacy) Lilien (1897–1964), 
he moves to Kraków to study in the Kunstschule (now Jan Matejko 
Academy of Fine Arts) under Jan Matejko (1838–93), one of Poland’s 
greatest contemporary artists and nationalists.2 He leaves after two 
years due to lack of funds and returns to Drohobycz.

1892	 Wins first prize in competition honouring Polish poet, writer, and 
nationalist Kornel (Cornelius) Ujeski (1823–97).

1894	 Uses prize money to travel to Vienna. Applies to the Academy of Fine 
Arts in hope of studying with Christian Griepenkerl (who later taught 
Egon Schiele), but is rejected and moves to Munich.

1896	 Wins prize in nature-photography competition sponsored by new 
periodical Jugend, a showcase for the work of radical avant-garde 
artists. Aptly named Jugendstil after the journal, the style becomes 
the German equivalent of the French Art Nouveau movement. Lilien 
works for Jugend for three years and for the socialist publication 
Süddeutsche Postillion. German actress Minnie Hauck hears about his 
photographic accomplishments and commissions him to photograph 
her in Lucerne. He befriends artist Marie Luise Karoline Adelheid 
Stüler (b. Eberswalde, Ukermark near Berlin 1868–1904). Marie and 
Lilien have a son, Alexander Stüler (b. Munich 1896–Bayersoien 1974).

1898	 Illustrates his first book, Der Zöllner von Klausen (The Tax Collector of 
Klausen) by Johann von Wildenradt.

1899–1900	 Sent on assignment by Jugend and Süddeutsche Postillion to Berlin. 
Illustrates his second book Juda (1900), a collection of ballads by 
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Borries von Münchhausen, which helps launch his career as an 
illustrator. Co-chairs the opening of the first poster exhibition in Berlin 
in 1899. His drawings for Jugend are included in the collective exhibit 
of the Association of German Illustrators at the Great Berlin Art 
Exhibition of 1899. Has his first solo show in Leipzig.3

1901	 Attends the Fifth Zionist Congress in Basel as a delegate. Designs 
the poster From Ghetto to Zion for the event and with Martin Buber 
organises the first modern exhibition of Jewish artists featuring twelve 
of his works (out of forty-eight works in the exhibition). Takes the 
iconic photograph of Herzl leaning on the balcony overlooking the 
River Rhine at the Drei Könige (Three Kings) Hotel in Basel.

1902	 Founds Jüdische Verlag (Jewish Press) with Buber and Berthold Feiwel.
	 Publication of his third book of illustrations, Lieder des Ghetto (Songs 

of the Ghetto), in collaboration with Feiwel who translated the Yiddish 
text of Morris Rosenfeld into German. Travels to Russia with writer 
Maxim Gorki (1868–1936), to illustrate his proposed book Zbornik.

1903	 Sent as a representative to the Sixth Zionist Congress. Publication of 
the first monograph of Lilien’s oeuvre, with foreword by Stefan Zweig 
(1881–1942).

1905	 Begins a correspondence with art student Helene Magnus of 
Braunschweig, Germany.

1906	 Visits Palestine for the inauguration of the Bezalel School of Arts and 
Crafts in Jerusalem. He is appointed as a teacher of art and assistant to 
the director, Boris Schatz, but stays for only six or seven months. He 
marries Helene in Berlin.

1907	 Signs a contract with the Westermann publishing house in 
Braunschweig to illustrate a new German-language edition of Bible 
stories. Birth of son Otto in Charlottenberg, Berlin.

1908	 Produces his first etchings. Publication of first volume (Volume I) of 
Bible illustrations.

1909	 Exhibitions of his work in Vienna and the City Museum in 
Braunschweig. Publication of the second volume (Volume VI) of Bible 
illustrations.

1910	 Second trip to Palestine accompanied by his wife.

1911	 Birth of daughter Hannah Lilien, in Charlottenburg, Berlin.
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1912	 Publication of the third volume (Volume VII) of Bible illustrations, in 
several editions of the Lutheran Bible as well as in other versions of the 
Bible.

1914	 Third trip to Palestine. Returns to Berlin at the outbreak of First World 
War. 

1915	 At age forty-one, volunteers for the Austrian army. His job is to escort 
convoys to the Eastern European front.

1916	 Drafted into the Austrian Military Press Corps as a war photographer.

1917	 As a member of the Office of Information of the Austrian Army, makes 
fourth and final trip to Palestine, as well as Turkey and Syria.

1918	 Returns to Berlin after the war. Resides in Charlottenburg-
Wilmersdorf, Berlin.

1920	 Moves to Wolfenbütteler Straße 3, Braunschweig (BT.2, BT.3). Registers 
in Braunschweig on 1 June 1920, becoming a national of Braunschweig. 
(Lilien had been an Austrian national until then.)

1924	 Opening of exhibition marking Lilien’s fiftieth birthday. Chaim 
Weizmann, leader of the Zionist movement, delivers the inaugural 
address.

1925	 Dies on 17 July at Badenweiler, a spa resort, and is buried at the 
Friedhöfe Helmstedter Strasse, Braunschweig (BT.1).

Addendum:

Helene left Braunschweig in 1939, on the eve of the Second World War, for England, 
and eventually settled in Denmark where she died in 1971. Hannah, a scientist, 
left Germany sometime before the Second World War. She married Bernard Peters 
and lived in Denmark. They had two children, Tom Peters and Susan Peters. Otto 
immigrated to Palestine in 1937 where he was an expert in printing techniques. He 
lived in Rehovot with his wife Lore. Otto joined the British Royal Air Force in 1940 
as a photographer. Otto and Lore had two children, Hannah Lilien-Kipnis and Chava 
Givoni.
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BT.1  Grave of Helene and Ephraim Moses Lilien, Braunschweig (Brunswick). Reproduced 
from a photograph. Courtesy of Owen Watkinson, 2018.
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BT.2  The Magnus-Lilien home at 3 Wolfenbütteler Straße 3, Braunschweig (Brunswick). 
Reproduced from a photograph. Courtesy of the Centre for Jewish Art, Braunschweig.
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BT.3  E. M. Lilien, The Magnus-Lilien home at 3 Wolfenbütteler Straße 3, Braunschweig 
(Brunswick), 1913, etching, P74.09.2500. Collection The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Photo © 
The Israel Museum, Jerusalem by Laura Lachman.
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If Benjamin said that history had hitherto been written from the standpoint of the 
victor, and needed to be written from that of the vanquished, we might ask that 
knowledge must indeed present a fatefully linear succession of victory and defeat, but 
should also address itself to those things which fell by the wayside – what might be 
called the waste products and blind spots that have escaped the dialectic.

—Theodor W. Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life

Finding blind spots

Ephraim Moses Lilien was the first major Zionist artist. His construction of a Jewish 
and national art produced an aesthetic high point, albeit brief, in the flowering of 
cultural Zionism, an important breakaway movement of early Zionism at the turn of 
the twentieth century.1 From the publication of his first Jewish illustrations in Juda 
(c.  1900) to his creation of heroic Jewish biblical figures (between 1908 and 1912), 
Lilien’s male imagery formed the focus of most of the historical, cultural, and aesthetic 
analyses of his artwork. In the attempt to understand and historicise his images of the 
‘New Jew’, scholars have ignored Lilien’s ‘new Jewish woman’, an image he consciously 
developed as a counterpart to his new Jewish man. What has largely ‘fallen by the 
wayside’, to quote Adorno, is any serious consideration of Lilien’s images of the 
female partner to this important metaphor of the ‘new Jew’ or ‘new Hebrew’.2 This 
book examines Lilien’s representation of the Jewish female body at the fin de siècle, 
arguing that his depictions of women were a significant part of his oeuvre. It was often 
Lilien’s images of women, rather than men, that reflected the precarious position of 
Central European Jews who were caught between identification with the ‘alien’, ‘exotic’, 
‘barbaric’ East, and the ‘civilised’ West.

Certainly, a few scholars have discussed Lilien’s representations of the alluring 
and erotic femme fatales or focused on his later biblical landscapes.3 However, it is his 
renderings of the strong, muscular, male Jew that have been used, particularly from 
the 1990s onwards, as an important trope informing much of the discussion around 
the construction of Zionism, Jewish identity, and political emancipation in fin-de-
siècle European Jewish history.4 In this gendered narrative, Lilien constructed a ‘new 
[male] Jew’ or ‘new Hebrew’ that was no longer the stereotypical intellectual debating 
in cosmopolitan Berlin coffee houses or the pale Yeshiva student poring over religious 
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texts. Rather, the ‘new Jew’ motivated by Lilien’s vision of a socialist utopia was 
tanned and muscular from physical work as an agricultural labourer. In fact, Lilien’s 
representations of the muscular Jewish male body foreshadowed the halutz (pioneer 
settler) and the tzabar (native-born Israeli citizen) forty years before these Zionist 
body types became part of the Israeli national myth in 1948.5 Since this book presents 
Lilien’s art thematically rather than chronologically, this chapter begins with a brief 
overview of his life, cultural milieu, and masculine imagery. Only then can we consider 
the important questions regarding his representation of women and their significance.

Ephraim Moses Lilien: A concise biography

Lilien was born in 1874 in Drohobycz, a small multicultural town in the province of 
Galicia,6 which, at the time, was part of the eastern Austrian-Hungarian Habsburg 
Empire. His lifetime spans the period from German Jewish emancipation (1871) 
through the turbulent years of the fin de siècle, when he produced his major work, and 
includes the First World War, the Balfour Declaration, and its aftermath. His artistic 
production provides a remarkable case study of the problems faced by German-
speaking Jewry in Central Europe during this period.

In the years following Austrian and German unification, and particularly in the last 
decades of the nineteenth century, Europe’s Jews struggled with the effects of increasing 
antisemitism and assimilation.7 Both predicaments were the by-product of a complex 
interaction with modernity, and would eventually lead to the same outcome: the near 
extinction of European Jewry.8 Lilien’s construction of the ‘new Jew’ was a national 
answer to Jewish difference. He developed his Zionist vision as a crucial strategy of 
resistance to the problems of Jewish citizenship and Jewish alterity.9

Lilien’s artistic vision integrated Max Nordau’s late-nineteenth-century concept 
of the regenerated ‘muscular Jewish gentleman’ with Martin Buber’s proposal for a 
spiritually inspired renewal of Friedrich Nietzsche’s ‘Übermensch’.10 Buber’s ‘Jewish 
Renaissance’ was a specifically German, modernist vision that privileged art, specifically 
the visual arts, over literature. Nordau’s ‘muscular Jewry’ was directly influenced by 
Theodor Herzl’s political Zionism. Lilien creatively blended Buber’s and Nordau’s 
ideas in his youthful and rebellious Jugendstil illustrations, the German equivalent to 
Art Nouveau.11 This heady combination helped bring his art to the attention of many 
Jewish German modernists eager to create a new Jewish and national aesthetic for 
the modern age.12 By 1903, only three years after the publication of his first book of 
illustrations with their specifically Jewish vision, Lilien’s art had become so popular 
that a book on his oeuvre was already in print.13 Stefan Zweig, the Austrian-born 
Jewish writer and journalist (1881–1942), wrote the foreword to the collection.14 The 
two met for the first time in Berlin when Zweig was just nineteen years old and not 
yet famous.15

In 1906, Lithuanian-born Boris Schatz (1867–1932) set up the first Jewish national 
art school, the Bezalel School of Arts and Crafts, in Jerusalem, for which he used 
Lilien’s design as the logo (Fig. 1.1).16 He also employed Lilien as a teacher. To this 
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day, Lilien’s revival of iconography associated with Judaism, such as the Magen David 
(the Shield or Star of David), the menorah (the seven-branched candlestick), and 
the cherubim (the winged angels who guard the mishkan or tabernacle), remains a 
major part of his legacy at Bezalel.17 He had a significant influence on the early Bezalel 
teachers and students, especially Shmuel Ben-David (Bulgaria, 1884–1927), who was 
born in Sofia, and like Schatz, had studied art there, Ze’ev Raban (b. Łodź, Poland 
1890–1970) and Ya’akov Stark (b. Kraków, 1881–1915), who all appropriated Lilien’s 
stylistic renderings and symbols.18 Likewise, his prophetic construction of the ‘new 
muscular Jew’ continues to reverberate in the Israeli psyche and appears on stamps, 
book covers, and Passover Haggadot throughout the Jewish world (Figs. I.2, I.3, and 
I.4).19 In Kazimierz, Kraków, Israeli street artists decorated the side of a three-storey 
building with a homage to Lilien in 2014 (Fig. I.5).20

Figure I.1  E. M. Lilien, Logo of Bezalel School of Arts and Crafts, c. 1906, ink and gouache on 
cardboard, B03496. Collection The Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Photo © The Israel Museum, 
Jerusalem by Peter Lanyi.
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Figure I.2.  Israeli stamps from 1977, commemorating Lilien’s art from the Fifth Zionist 
Congress of 1905. http://www.boeliem.com/content/1977/209.html, accessed 5 September 
2009. Courtesy of Boelim Stamps, Israel.
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Figure I.3  Book cover, Yaron Peleg, Orientalism and the Hebrew Imagination (Ithaca and 
London: Cornell University Press, 2005). Courtesy of Cornell University Press.

Figure I.4  E. M. Lilien, Abraham’s descendants will be like the stars (Genesis 15). In The 
Family Participation Haggadah, ed. David Dishon and Noam Zion (Jerusalem: The Shalom 
Hartman Institute, 1977), 77. Courtesy of the Shalom Hartman Institute.
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Figure I.5  Broken Fingaz Graffiti Collective, Homage to E. M. Lilien, Kazimierz, Kraków, 
2014. Photograph by author.


