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ularly interesting because of the prominent role played by

Richard Wagner in the transmission: it shows how even the
work of an antisemite can become a tool for Jewish cultural cohesion.
In the following article, I will document the evolution and metamor-
phosis of the myth of Tannhauser as it came into contact with Hein-
rich Heine (1797-1856), Theodor Herzl (1860-1904), and L. L. Peretz
(1852-1915). The transformation of Tannhdauser will be shown to be a
model of how outside sources are adapted by Jewish writers and think-
ers as tools to express specifically Jewish constructs. The moments of
change in Tannhauser are representative of moments of contact and
influence between Jewish and non-Jewish elements.

In the first work that I will consider, Heine adapts the medieval bal-
lad “Tannhauser” into a comic poem that subverts the German politi-
cal situation. Then, inspired in part by Heine’s poem, Wagner creates
his opera of the same name, eliminating the comedy Heine had in-
serted, and reintroducing German nationalistic elements. Herzl fur-
ther expands the ballad by using Wagner’s opera as a source of
inspiration for the development of his Zionism. Finally, the Yiddish
writer Peretz reworks Wagner’s opera in his 1904 short story “Mesires-
nefesh” (Self-sacrifice) when he transforms it into a tale about the im-
portance of Jewish learning.

The original ballad of Tannhduser evolves as it passes through the

T he line of cultural evolution of the Tannhauser myth is partic-



hands of Heine, Herzl, and Peretz. Each stage reflectsa moment in the
transmission of ideas and shows how Jewish thinkers work with the
products of the culture that surround them and adjust them to fit their
needs. As they reintroduce the cultural product back into society, it
moves to the next actor in the line of transmission. The Tannhauser
text, an expression of German folklore, is sabotaged and subverted by
Heine, Herzl, and Peretz in such a way that Germanic elements are sat-
irized, suppressed, or replaced with Judaic elements. (There is a sec-
ond line of transmission in pre-modern Yiddish literature where the
medieval Tannhauser legend is rewritten in one of the stories of the
1602 Maaseh bukh.)'

In comparing the Jewish adaptations to the original, differences be-
tween Christian and Jewish notions of sin, redemption, knowledge,
and selfsacrifice will be presented. The use made of “tainted great-
ness™ like Wagner’s will also be considered in the analysis of Herzl’s
and Peretz’s choosing to use the work of a prominent antisemite. This
article will focus in greatest detail on Peretz’s story as the representa-
tive final stage in the development of the Tannhauser myth.

The basic story of the original thirteenth-century medieval ballad® is
quite simple: the knight Tannhauser enters the Venusberg (the moun-
tain paradise—a sinful realm—inhabited by Venus) to live with the god-
dess. Eventually, feeling that his life is wasting away, he decides that it is
time to leave and return to earth, and Venus reluctantly allows him to
go. Tannhéuser heads to the pope to seek absolution for the sin of
being with her, which the pope refuses to give, leaving him no choice
but to return to the Venusberg. Once there, God demonstrates that
Tannhauser has been redeemed by having his staff bloom into flowers,
but it is too late to save him because the pope has already consigned
him to hell. The poem ends by chiding the pope for his too hasty rejec-
tion of Tannhauser: “Darumb ensal gheen pawes watdoen / hye ensulle
syck wal bedencken: / als eyn sunder rowen heyfft, / des ensal men
nummer krencken” (Therefore no pope should do a thing without
considering well: when the sinner shows repentance, that should never
be spurned).*

Heinrich Heine

In 1836, the German Jewish poet Heinrich Heine published “Der Tann-
hauser.” The poem keeps intact much of the plot of the original
medieval ballad while adding a humorous ending that transplants Tann-
héauser to contemporary Germany. Like many German romantics, the
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Tannhéuser legend “cast a spell™ on Heine, yet rather than using the
myth to romanticize Germany, Heine subverted the original by having
the poem shift in the latter half to a ribald and humorous account of
Tannhduser’s travels through Europe:

In Dresden I saw a poor old dog
Who’d made quite a stir in his youth;
But now he can only bark and piss,
Having lost his one last tooth.

In Weimar, home of the widowed muse,
The moans were loud and long.

The people lamented: “Goethe is dead,
But Eckermann’s going strong!™

As Laura Hofrichter notes, in “Tannhauser” the serious beginning is fol-
lowed by the satiric ending that combine “two very different styles and
moods, the old-style love-poem and a contemporary political satire.™
Tannhduser’s destructive love for Venus expressed Heine's own “dis-
turbing relationship” with a young shop girl at the time,” whereas the
ending is a satire of “German political and literary conditions.™°

In Heine’s hands, Tannhduser undergoes a radical change. He
keeps the quest aspect of the original but transforms its meaning from a
religious to a secular one. What remains of the original ballad is the
knight, Venus, and the pope, but the motivations and characteristics of
each change as they become human rather than archetypal figures. Ve-
nus, instead of a symbol of the downfallen, is elevated to a passionate
and attractive love object. Tannhduser also transforms from an arche-
typal figure to a realistic young man in a torrid relationship with a
woman. He has embarked on travels to be near to her, and in the end
he actively chooses the Venusberg'! rather than it being chosen for him
as in the medieval original. Although the ending is ostensibly the
same—Tannhauser remains in the Venusberg—it is now a relatively
happy ending because he is reunited with hislove. Moving the medieval
knight into contemporary Germany shifts the ballad from a Catholic to
a secular framework. Folklore, often a tool to elevate national con-
sciousness, is used by Heine to subvert it. Thus, by making the tale
comic, the original folklore ballad becomes a tool to satirize contempo-
rary Germany.

During the period when he wrote the poem (1835-36), Heine pub-
lished Die Romantische Schule (The Romantic School) in which he nega-
tively identified romanticism with “Christian revival” and attacked both
as reactionary movements.'? One of the main problems of the romantic



movement, according to Heine, was its attempt to “reconcile the past
with the present, the traditional with the modern.”* In contrast, Heine
saw the past as “superstitious, obscurantist, and full of atrocity.”** His
challenge in Die Romantische Schule to the German attachment to ro-
manticism and Christianity is reiterated in “Der Tannhauser.”

Critics have tended to suggest that “Der Tannhéuser” is flawed be-
cause of the abrupt shift in style between its first and second halves!'
(and Heine’s own assertion that it was not perfect has strengthened this
critique).' However, if one instead sees hisintent to challenge German
Christianity and romanticism, then the abrupt second half makes more
sense. First, he draws the reader in by appropriating a well-known ro-
mantic, Christian ballad. Then he sabotages it: the romantic impetus is
challenged by making the idealized medieval past debased, therein
problematizing romantic nostalgia for the past. The Christian is also
subverted by making the hero choose pagan love over Christian moral-
ity. Thus, the focus on sin and redemption of the Christian morality tale
transforms into a secular love quest that negates completely the Catho-
lic motif. I would assert that the abrupt shift to satire represents the mo-
ment when Heine takes the myth’s previous incarnation as a Christian,
romantic ballad and uses it against itself by making both seem ridicu-
lous in the context of contemporary German society.

Richard Wagner

Richard Wagner completed his opera Tannhduserin 1843 and staged it
in 1845." The plot is as follows: The story begins in the Venusberg with
the knight resting his head on the lap of Venus while bacchantes incite
dancing nymphs to join them in their frenzy. Tannhauser awakens and
tells Venus that he longs to return to a simple, fulfilling, earthly life. He
begs Venus to release him, and she reluctantly agrees. On Earth, he
joins up with minstrels, including his friend Wolfram. They find Eliza-
beth, Tannhéuser’s earthly love, and Tannhauser and Elizabeth sing
about their broken hearts and joy at finding each other again. Tann-
hauser and Wolfram enter a singing contest hosted by Elizabeth’s uncle
in which Tannhéuser sings of the pleasure of pagan love. The appalled
audience seeks revenge on him for his paganism, but Elizabeth inter-
venes and saves his life. Contrite, Tannhduser departs and joins a group
of pilgrims heading to Rome. On his return, he attempts to sneak back
into the Venusberg but is stopped by Wolfram. Tannhéuser reluctantly
admits to Wolfram that the pope has refused to redeem him, stating
“Wie dieser Stab in meiner Hand / nie mehr sich schmuckt mit
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frischem Brun, kann aus der Holle heissem Bran / Erlosung nimmer
dir erbluh’n!” (And as this barren staff I hold / Ne’er will put forth a
flower or leaf, / Thus shalt thou nevermore behold / Salvation, or thy
sin’s relief!)'® Desperate and spurned, he is seeking to return to the
Venusberg. A battle unfolds between Tannhduser, being drawn back to
the Venusberg, and Wolfram, fighting for his soul. Wolfram wins. A fu-
neral procession for Elizabeth arrives, and Tannhauser dies over her
body. A chorus announces that the staff has bloomed. Tannhauser has
been redeemed and may now enter heaven.

The changes that Wagner made were to add a singing contest (in-
spired by a number of nineteenth-century sources)'® and the charac-
ter Elizabeth—the earthly love who redeems Tannhduser from his
sins. As in the original medieval ballad, Wagner’s opera is primarily
about an individual seeking redemption from his fall. That redemp-
tion comes by way of penitence and through the work of awoman. The
opera is thus constructed along two binaries: paganism versus Cathol-
icism, and sexual versus spiritual love.

Wagner’s opera was inspired by Heine's poem (his early work imi-
tated Heine’s style after they became friends),?® although he would
downplay this connection out of artistic pride and his desire to dis-
tance his work from that of a Jew.?! In Heine’s poem, Tannhduser is a
figure satirizing contemporary Germany, whereas in Wagner’s version,
the romantic myth is used to show the possibilities of the redemptive
moment, and the story becomes a tool to strengthen rather than to
challenge German national consciousness.

Wagner was inspired by Heine’s poem (though Carl Dahlhaus
points out that Wagner always took what he needed for his art from
whatever source was handy),? yet it seems as though what appealed to
him were the remnants it contained of the original ballad, rather than
the comic changes, since he erases completely Heine’s satiric ele-
ments. Wagner’s opera takes the Tannhduser myth as it has evolved in
Heine’s satiric poem and attempts to turn it back into its original form
as a Christian morality tale. In Wagner’s hands, the folkloric elements
are used to revive the German national Volk spirit? (rather than to un-
dermine it as Heine did); Wagner “exploited the past as material for
the construction of his concept of national identity.”?* The myths and
tales of the past express the lost glory of the German people and are
tools for building the present.? Unlike in the original morality tale,
where Tannhauser’s redemption comes too late, in Wagner’s rework-
ing of the myth Tannhauser achieves his redemption and may now
enter heaven. He becomes a figure of glory, tempted yet in the end
able to transcend his desire. The myth has thus gone from a Christian



morality tale (the original) to a comic secular tale (with Heine), and
back to a serious Christian morality tale with a positive ending.

Theodor Herzl

Theodor Herzl was deeply inspired by Wagner’s Tannhduser. He went
to numerous performances and even wrote a feuilleton about a pro-
duction of it for the Neue Freie Presse.?® He stated that it was his favorite
music for relaxation when he wrote Der Judenstaat (The State of the
Jews).?” Tannhdusernot only appealed to him for its ability to help him
relax but inspired him with its pageantry:

In the evening, Tannhauser at the Opera. We too will have such splendid
auditoriums—the gentlemen in full dress, the ladies dressed as lavishly as
possible. Yet, I want to make use of the Jewish love of luxury, in addition to
all other resources. This again made me think of the phenomenon of the
crowd. There they sat for hours, tightly packed, motionless, in physical
discomfort—and for what? For something imponderable, the kind that
Hirsch does not understand: for sounds! For music and pictures! I shall
also cultivate majestic processional marches for great festive occasions.”

The operarepresented the epitome of high culture while the spectacle
itself was like a drug that enraptured the masses and could, perhaps, be
a force of inspiration for the Jews. Much as Wagner was using opera to
create a revived German consciousness out of the current “depres-
sion,” opera for the Jews could bring on a similar revival of spirit. Wag-
ner had managed to exploit spectacle in the cause of German
nationalism; Herzl would as well for Jewish nationalism. Herzl's attrac-
tion to Wagnerian opera may also have been an outgrowth of his youth
in Vienna. The city was occasionally swept up in festivals that increas-
ingly made Herzl aware of how pageantry could be used for political
propaganda.’ Herzl saw in Wagner’s opera a vision of mass culture that
was a model for how to construct a new Jewish society. The pageantry of
Tannhduser was something he would cultivate to inspire the Jewish
crowd and draw them into his nationalistic rhetoric. Herzl’s infatuation
with the opera culminated in the 1898 Second Zionist Congress, which
“opened festively to the sounds of Wagner’s Tannhauser.™’

Tannhduserappealed so deeply to Herzl not only because it was “re-
laxing” for him and he found the spectacle inspiring but also because,
as Steven Beller asserts, the redemptive plot of Tannhduser struck a
cord with Herzl:
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[T]he redemption of the artist becomes an allegory of both Herzl’s pri-
vate crisis and that of the Jewish people as a whole. In both cases, Zionism
is to be the triumph of moral idealism over the state of “moral suffering”
and alienation, which is the lot of assimilated Jews in anti-Semitic Europe.
Herzl thus becomes much more Elisabeth and Wolfram than he is
Tannhauser.*

Just as Elizabeth and Wolfram offer Tannhauser the path back to
“moral idealism” in the opera, so too Zionism is the path for the spiri-
tual regeneration of the Jewish people. The opera expounds the lofti-
est ideas of the importance of choosing a path toward Christian
morality and away from sensual individualism. Tannhauser (and Eliza-
beth) die in the end, but their souls are safe. Herzl, the idealist, likely
found in the opera an expression of sacrifice and devotion as tools for
spiritual transcendence. The sacrifice and reward of the opera, spelled
outin such a clear-cut way, may have been to Herzl a positive example
of the spiritual regeneration that will come for those who follow a
moral principle of self-sacrifice toward a greater cause. Moreover, for
the Jewish people, assimilated into Western culture but nevertheless
marginalized from truly belonging, Herzl must have found in Wagner
a great example of how to use the products of culture to edify the
people and unite them. If the Jews could develop such a culture, they
may well be lifted out of their spiritual slump.

For a man who had spent much of his youth inspired by German
nationalism® and who had joined a fraternity devoted to it, there may
also have been for Herzl a residual attraction for German culture that
could explain his enjoyment of its music, even if it was composed by an
antisemite. After all, Wagner had been the great, popular musician to
Viennese society whom Herzl and many others held in “idol wor-
ship,™* and Herzl may not have found it possible to distance his musical
taste from the artist who created it. It is no wonder that an appreciation
for Wagner’s music may have remained strong because it was such a
central aspect of his cultural identity.

The opera appealed to the audience for its focus on redemptive pos-
sibilities, its motif of the power of self~emancipation, and its service as a
cultural tool to inspire the masses. Herzl’s relationship with the opera
was thus extremely complicated, because it spoke to him on a number
of different levels. However, linking Wagner with Herzl is clearly prob-
lematic.? Wagner, inspired by the Volkgeist of the Germans, saw the
Jews as antithetical to the culture he was propagating in his music.
Herzl, focusing on developing a Jewish political national conscious-
ness, was attracted to Wagner not for his anti-Jewish sentiment but for
his genius in creating works of inspirational spectacle. Although the



fact that Herzl could be inspired by Wagner’s artistry may make us un-
comfortable, Herzl’s decision to use the opera as a model for inspiring
national cohesion reflects a basic trend in the development of Zionism
of propagating tools for Jewish regeneration. Of course Herzl did not
use Wagner to hurt the Jews but to better them, as he saw it.

The Tannhauser myth evolves in an interesting way with Herzl. Wag-
ner had sought a return to the original medieval form of the ballad and
a move away from Heine’s subversive, comedic elements; Herzl, too,
uses Tannhauser in a serious mode. In Wagner's opera, the folkloric el-
ements are inspirational. The folkloric imperative remains the same
with Herzl, but, in his case, the redemptive motif of Tannhauser is a
model for Jewish cohesion. Tannhauser becomes both a universal sym-
bol for Herzl of how to culturally use folklore (for spectacle) and an ex-
ample of the best type of folkloric content to inspire national cohesion
(redemptive motifs). Thus Herzl, like Wagner, uses Tannhauser as a
source of national inspiration. Yet he sabotages the Wagnerian edict by
using it to inspire the Jews.

I. L. Peretz

The culmination of the evolution of the Tannhauser ballad occurred in
1904 when the Yiddish writer L. L. Peretz published a loose adaptation
of Wagner’s Tannhduser entitled “Mesires-nefesh.”® It is not strange
that Peretz turned to a European model for his work—according to
Ken Frieden, the tradition of turning to European models was one of
Peretz's greatest contributions to Yiddish literature®’—but what is
strange is that the model came from Wagner. In the case of Peretz, a
man proudly Jewish, Wagner was likely someone whose antisemitism
could not be ignored. For Peretz, a Jewish nationalist (not in the sense
of Zionist but in the sense of a proud Jew), in order to work with Wag-
ner’s original it would likely have been necessary to sabotage it some-
how. Peretz thus takes Tannhduser, authored by one of the most
prominent antisemites of the nineteenth century, and transforms it
into a peon to Judaic life and learning.

The plot of “Mesires-nefesh” is as follows. In Safed, the center of
Jewish mysticism in the post-exilic era, the heavenly Sarah is married to
the businessman Reb Hiya who always helps the poor and is a “spokes-
man” for the Jews (34). When Sarah dies, Reb Hiya decides to sell his
belongings and turn his palace into a yeshivah where he teaches his
students to study Torah for its own sake rather than for material re-
wards or for vanity. Reb Hiya listens to his students to discern who has
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the voice, sent from heaven, that will show his pure soul and make him
a suitable groom for his daughter Miriam.

A young man, Hananyah, arrives in a penitent’s outfit with staff in
hand and reluctantly shares his story with Reb Hiya. His mother had
spoiled him and made him vain and arrogant about his learning to
such an extent that he abused others by using his knowledge to show
off and to put them down for their ignorance. Eventually, Hananyah
had decided to repent his prideful and empty ways, yet at a wedding
party he could not help but publicly humiliate the bridegroom by
showing how unlearned his speech was. Afterward, the yeshivah head
cursed him to forget all his learning, so Hananyah adopted the bride-
groom’s discarded penitent’s clothing and staff. The rabbi told him he
must become a wanderer, and, when the staff bloomed, he would re-
member his learning. In the desert, Hananyah had a vision that the
head of the yeshivah (that cursed him) told him to go to Safed to join
the yeshivah there, whose leader would find a wife for him, adding that
“on the eighth day after the wedding, you will awaken in the morning
and you will find the staff at the head of your bed blossoming and
sprouting almonds. Then your soul too will blossom and sprout” (74).

The narrative then returns to Hananyah at the yeshivah in Safed.
Hananyah, who loves “Torah for its own sake,” becomes an extremely
studious and humble student of the yeshivah. Soon Reb Hiya over-
hears two snakes discussing how one intends to fatally bite Hananyah
on the eighth day after his wedding. Although deeply troubled about
sacrificing his daughter Miriam to a man who will die after the wed-
ding, the father nevertheless allows her to marry her beloved. On the
seventh day of the wedding, the staff begins to blossom. While Hanan-
yah is revealing the mysteries of Torah to Miriam’s delighted father,
she dresses up like Hananyah to trick the snake into killing her instead
of her husband. She dies, and in heaven the hosts are appalled at the
mistake and order her back so they can take the correct one, her hus-
band. She refuses and only agrees to return to earth if they will not kill
him. They agree, and she returns to her body and reunites with Ha-
nanyah. All is perfect. Miriam and Hananyah give birth to a “great lu-
minary” (108) and live happily ever after.

Peretz Judaizes Wagner’s version completely: setting it in a Jewish
space (Safed in Erets Israel), making every character Jewish, and asserting
Jewish cultural beliefs. In fact, at first glance Peretz’s rewrite seems so dis-
tant from Wagner’s German medieval original that the question arises if
this is an adaptation at all. To uncover the ties took some detective work,
but I now believe that “Mesires-nefesh” is a loose adaptation of Wagner’s
Tannhduser. The evidence for the connection is described below.



Historical Affinity

The question remains, of course, whether Peretz was aware of Wag-
ner’s Tannhduser. Although the opera and many reworkings of it were
circulating at the time,3® was there documentation that Peretz had
seen it? A citation in Ruth Wisse’s book . L. Peretz and the Making of
Modern Jewish Culture®® led me to Nahman Sokolow’s Perzenlekhkeytn, in
which he states that he ran into Peretz at a performance of Tannhduser
in Warsaw.*

Plot

The similarities in plot are numerous:

1. In both, the main story is of a young man seeking redemption
from his fall. In Peretz’s case, the fall comes about in the pursuit of
knowledge, rather than from physical love as in Wagner. In each, re-
demption arrives by the protagonist’s beloved.

2. Both are set in a mythic, archetypal past, as was typical in both
Wagner and many of Peretz’s tales of the time. In Wagner itis medieval
Germany of the European romance. Peretz’s “Mesires-nefesh,” also a
romance, is set in post-exilic Erets Israel.

3. Awoman leads to the downfall of both men. However, in Peretz’s
version, the sexual relationship is downplayed. As Sol Liptzin has
noted, “to a Jewish narrator writing for a Jewish audience, this entire
problem, the conflict between asceticism or heavenly love and Venus or
earthly love was largely devoid of meaning.™! Instead, the paradigm of
devotion shifts from earthly love to Torah love, and the woman leading
to the protagonist’s downfall is not the sexual Venus but the protago-
nist Hananyah’s mother! It is a story of an overbearing Jewish mother
and her weak, coddled son (intentionally or not playing into one of the
most persistent Jewish stereotypes). The mother “seduces” her son with
constant admiration and spoiling (like Venus with Tannhauser in Wag-
ner’s opera) and makes him stagnate intellectually and morally (again
like Venus with Tannhauser). To reflect a society where physical love is
not discussed in literature, Peretz adapts Tannhduser into a story of
mother/son love gone awry.

4. In both versions, the young man finally breaks free of the seduc-
tress and seeks redemption from his sins. In Tannhduser, it is sought
from the pope, who refuses to absolve him and instead curses him.
Peretz offers a more layered description of the search for redemption
by making the “pope” two characters instead of one: the yeshivah head
who curses him, and Reb Hiya who offers him guidance for his spiri-
tual renewal. In the Catholic schema, penitence comes through a
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priest or pope. In the Jewish schema, where rabbis are no closer to God
than the average person, the redemption cannot be granted, as in the
confessional, but must be actively internalized through changed ac-
tions in the world. Thus, by his own active pursuit of true knowledge,
Hananyah gains what Wagner’s Tannhduser cannot be granted from
the pope: areturn to the true path.

5. The role of women in both is to guide the men, either for bad, as
with Venus in Tannhduser and the mother in “Mesires-nefesh,” or for
good, as with Tannhauser’s Elizabeth and Hananyah’s Miriam.
Whereas men can have an independent self that focuses on a variety of
things (sex, learning, business), the women in both tales exist entirely
in relationship to the male characters. The protagonists, Tannhauser
and Hananyabh, are intellectually and morally weak, and their personal-
ities are under the influence of women. Their final redemption comes
at the hands of the women they love, who hold a power beyond that of
the pope in Tannhduser and the rabbi in “Mesires-nefesh”—neither of
whom in the end are able to sway the heavens in the way the women do.

6. In both works, the protagonist “falls” in a public setting. In Wag-
ner, Tannhéuser humiliates himself at a singing contest with a song of
pagan love, thus manifesting to the world at large that, although he
has left Venus’s realm, he is still under her sway. In Peretz, the singing
contest becomes a speech at a wedding party, where Hananyah is un-
able to control his vanity and launches into a nasty assault on the bride-
groom’s lowly learning in comparison to his own brilliance. In both
cases, the protagonist thinks he has broken free of his fallen state, yet
in a humiliating public display shows that he has not evolved. In
Peretz, the “fallen” voice is not lusty or sexual, as in Tannhduser, but pe-
dantic, reflecting the utterly different focus of the works—from Wag-
ner’s Western, romantic notion of love as a key motif in the individual
search for redemption, to Peretz’s Judaic notion of learning as the key
component of mature male identity.

7. Both tales end with the staff blooming to show the protagonist’s
redemption (which has been brought about by the sacrifice of the
woman he loves). In Wagner, it shows that Tannhduser has renounced
pagan love for Catholic, virtuous love; in Peretz, that Hananyah has re-
nounced boastful learning for true knowledge.

Symbolism

The most convincing proof of the connection is the use of the same
central symbol in each work: the flowering staff as a sign of redemption.
Itis an image that shows up in Christian iconography* but, asa sign of re-



demption, itis tied directly in folkloric iconography with Tannhauser. In
Jewish iconography, the flowering staff does show up in the 1602 Maaseh
bukh.® Yet in that case, though the flowering staff represents the mo-
ment of redemption of the fallen, it is also used to show that Reb Judah
makes a hasty decision in asserting the sin of the downfallen. This is the
same way the blooming staff works in the medieval legend it is based on,
when it shows that the pope has judged Tannhduser too hastily. Al-
though itis possible the Maaseh bukh may have influenced Peretz, the way
he uses the flowering staff in “Mesires-nefesh” replicates Wagner’s opera
rather than the Maaseh bukh. The blooming staff does show up as an
image in other instances in Jewish iconography (as Rella Kushelevsky has
shown), but the staff used specifically as an image of the soul’s redemp-
tion is found in only a few cases.* The fact that Peretz attended the opera
to which his story bears such an overwhelming resemblance makes clear
that the blooming staff originated with Wagner’s Tannhduser.

Peretz’s Vision

These three “proofs”—historical affinity, plot, and symbolism—
together show the tie between the two works and support the idea that
Peretz’s “Mesires-nefesh” was influenced by Wagner’s Tannhduser.

While being influenced by Wagner, Peretz reworked the story to
match his unique vision. Foremost among the changes in the Peretz
framework is that paganism, so central to Wagner’s portrayal of Tann-
hauser’s seduction by Venus, does not play any role whatsoever. In-
stead, the binary of paganism/Catholicism becomes gradations of
Jewish devotion, be it sacrificing oneself for one’s mate (the route of
transcendence for women in Peretz) or sacrifice for learning (the
means of male transcendence).® The other divergences include the
following: the plot in Peretz is much more sophisticated and compli-
cated than in Wagner, and the endings are different—Tannhauser
dies, whereas Hananyah lives.

The simplicity of the plot in Wagner—there is only one narrative—
reflects that this is an opera rather than a short story: the lyricist needs
to keep the plot simple so that the audience will not getlost. Peretz, free
of this need, makes his plot extremely complicated and the narrative
style highly sophisticated. Whereas Wagner’s Tannhduser begins with
the knight in the Venusberg, Peretz takes some narrative time, and the
introduction of many characters, for the story to arrive at the protago-
nist’s tale. The plot thus begins a generation before the story of Hanan-
yah, with the grandparents of Hananyah’s wife Miriam. Their story
establishes the “kingly stock” of the lineage from which Hananyah’s son
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will generate. (The tie between the kingly in Peretz and the knightly in
Tannhdusermakes both tales legends.) Interestingly, the framing narra-
tive is about Miriam, the wife, rather than Hananyah, the protagonist.
In contrast, in Wagner we get virtually nothing of Elizabeth’s back-
ground or story.*® Miriam’s heritage teaches us how she has become so
good (she comes from kingly, virtuous stock and a line of extremely de-
voted and loving parents). The explanation humanizes her and makes
her much less archetypal than Wagner’s Elizabeth.

Peretz shows us the path of the fallen (overly indulgent parenting)
and equally the path of the risen (loving, not overly indulgent parent-
ing). Peretz’s version thus teaches the readers how to be good parents,
how to be good individuals, and how to be good Jews, whereas in Wag-
ner the mythic-like narrative, and the extreme yet often unexplained
“black and white” actions of the characters, negate a subtle reading. In
Peretz, fall and redemption are described in a humanistic schema
where they are influenced by family, culture, and religion, in contrast
to Wagner’s opera, where fall and redemption reflect singularly Chris-
tian notions of sin and virtue. Peretz adds the family dynamics—and
the psychology—that is negated in Wagner’s spectacle-focused opera.

The endings of both works are different. Tannhauser dies yet has
his soul redeemed by God; Hananyah lives and saves his own soul. As
Liptzin rightly notes, the shifted ending points to the differences be-
tween Jewish and Christian concepts of death and the afterlife:

An early death is also foretold for Hananya and yet, were this destiny ful-
filled, the whole tale would not be meaningful from the viewpoint of Jew-
ish tradition. The Christian’s striving is to escape this world and its bonds.
The greatest reward for the penitent is to be received, purged of sin, in
the realm beyond death. The Jew, however, strives for knowledge in this
world, so that he may live more fully here and now. . . . Hananya must,
therefore, be redeemed from ignorance and spiritual night, butnotat the
cost of death.*”

Tannhéuser can live “happily ever after” in the heavenly realm, whereas
in Peretz, matching Jewish concepts, the earthly realm is the only space
for this. In fact, the heavenly realm as a sanctified space is often a come-
dic area in Yiddish literature, from Peretz’s 1894 short story “Bontshe
Shvayg” to Itzik Manger’s 1939 Dos Bukh fun gan-eydn (The Book of Para-
dise), and as a setting it subverts the sanctity of Christian readings of
heaven. So Peretz must literally bring the conclusion “down to earth.”
Liptzin asserts that Miriam’s attempt at self-sacrifice is tied to Euripides’
Alcestis.*® It is true Peretz might have been aware of the myth, although
it seems unlikely. I believe it is more probable that the source was Wag-



ner’s 1843 opera The Flying Dutchman, which climaxes with a woman,
Senta, sacrificing her life for her beloved Dutchman. Her sacrifice
proves her loyalty and devotion to him; thus, after throwing herself offa
cliff into the ocean, she rises and ascends toward heaven in the arms of
the Dutchman. Through her sacrifice, the Dutchman is redeemed
from his endless wandering, and the two can now remain together for-
ever in heaven. (It is interesting to note that Heine’s version of “The
Flying Dutchman” influenced Wagner’s opera**—as had Heine’s ver-
sion of Tannhauser.) Peretz may well have been conflating these two
operas, taking the theme of self-sacrifice from the Flying Dutchman and
the theme of sin and redemption from Tannhduser.

Whatare we to make of Peretz’s appropriation of one or two of Wag-
ner’s operas? Intentionally or not, Peretz completely subverts the ro-
mantic, Germanic work of a prominent antisemite and turns it so
completely around that his story becomes an ode to the importance of
Jewish learning and a well-lived Jewish life. His intention in transform-
ing the original may have been to distance “Mesires-nefesh” from Wag-
ner’s work. Thus, on first reading, it hardly seems a version of
Tannhduser but instead a neo-romantic Jewish myth about learning for
its own sake. It makes sense, then, that the central visual icon of the
opera—the budding staff—becomes a central motif in Peretz’s work,
because if the original is something only seen once, then the adaptation
would be more likely to adopt visual aspects than anything else.

Did Peretz make his adaptation so loose to distance it from Wagner,
or was it done unintentionally? The opera may have sparked some
ideas, as did myriad other things, and it may have been one of many
catalysts for the story. However, if the adaptation was loose either to
distance it from Wagner or as a subconscious appropriation, how to
explain the Tannhduserian blooming staff, the singing/speech event,
the deep similarities in plot? At a time when there were numerous ver-
sions of Tannhduserbeing produced and published,* Peretz must have
known that some of the readers would make a connection between the
two. So, again we return to the question of what was the point of adapt-
ing a narrative from Wagner, whom for many Jews was first and fore-
most an antisemite?

Perhaps Peretz intentionally subverted Wagner in essence to say “I,
as a Jewish writer, have taken the most German of myths and turned it
into something that shows the virtues of Jewish learning. In the act of
literary adaptation, the antisemite’s works can be used against him to
show the virtues of the Jewish in place of the Germanic.” Yet the prob-
lem with this interpretation is that, while Peretz took enough of Tann-
hduser to draw a connection, he did not take enough to make it an

(47]

Tannhduser
[ ]
Leah Garrett



[48]

Jewish
Social
Studies

outright subversion. If he had intended it to be one, he would pro-
bably have made the parallels more obvious to show that his work was
based on subverting and Judaizing Wagner’s original. The ties are too
loose for this, and, more than likely, if it were an overt subversive re-
write it would have employed satiric elements—a commonplace tool
in Jewish literary subversion.

Instead, I would suggest that Peretz’s rewrite lies somewhere in the
middle between an attempt to tie his work closely to the original and
overtly subvert it, and a desire to distance himself from it. I imagine his
reasoning was something like the following: “The whole artistic terrain
is a field that can be appropriated by the artist. As a writer, I have the
freedom to pick and choose the motifs that work for me, be they from
German elements or from Jewish ones. As a folklorist, what appeals to
me are the symbols and myths of folklore, such as the budding staff. It
does not matter what I choose to pick from; what matters is what I do
with it—that I create a Judaically empowering literature. Yes, Wagner is
an antisemite, but Tannhduseris not about Wagner but about Germanic
folklore. It is from this, and the archetypal motifs it offers, that I am in-
spired to write my story. In this case, the art has transcended the artist.™’

The decision of a “proud” Jew like Peretz to base a story on Wag-
ner’s opus outlines how the folkloric imperative can enable a bifurca-
tion between the art and the artist. The folklore iconography of the
blooming staff as redemptive is dissociated from its source in a Ger-
man myth on Catholic virtue, and it becomes for Peretz something to
appropriate into a Jewish context. The transcendability of the cultur-
ally symbolic motif expresses a romantic notion of the artistic impera-
tive. It is interesting to note that, whereas Heine, deeply attached to
Germany, used the Tannhauser myth to satirize Germany and thus to
politicize the romantic impulse, Peretz did the opposite by taking a po-
litically relevant source—the work of an antisemite—to romanticize it
into a pure, depoliticized symbol of redemption.

The evolution of Tannhauser has gone full circle in Peretz’s story.
From a medieval ballad about Catholic redemption, through Heine’s
subversion and Wagner’s reconstitution as a nationalistic tale, Peretz’s
story returns the tale to its original form as a medieval story about re-
demption, but in this case it is Jewish rather than Catholic redemption.

Conclusion

This article reiterates the importance of studying cultures in the con-
text of the surrounding historical and social environment, rather than



in isolation, because culture is produced and developed through inter-
active moments. Jews have always lived, intermingled, and been influ-
enced by the environments in which they live. The analysis of
Tannhduser has helped to show the evolution of an outside source as it
culturally interfaces with the Jewish environment. The use made of it
has been both artistic and ideational as a tool to subvert, to sabotage, to
nationalize, to empower. Tannhéuser has been so successfully repli-
cated in Jewish life because its motif of sin and redemption is open to
being translated into different contexts: a secular quest, the Jewish
struggle for national unity, the individual Jew’s scarch for knowledge.

The evolution of Tannhduser goes from the medieval ballad, to
Heine, to Wagner, and then to Herzl and Peretz. Each of the figures
choose Tannhauser for different reasons. For Heine, the romantic im-
pulse that leads him to the medieval German legend transmutes into a
satiric subversion of the text. For Herzl, his attachment to the opera
may have been a combination of a residual yet understandable tie to
Wagner’s music, an attraction to the spectacle of the opera, and his
being inspired by its tale of self-redemption as a parable for the Zionist
cause. For Peretz, even though the fertile, creative terrain was gener-
ated through the medium of Wagner, he could pick and choose as-
pects that were useful for his artistry.

It is uncomfortable, certainly, to see how Wagner played a role in
the work of Jewish cultural heroes such as Herzl and Peretz. Yet, in the
end, what I find most interesting is not that they used Wagner’s opera
but what they did with it. Beginning with Heine, we have a German
Jewish poet using a nationalistic German myth to satirize the culture
that produced it. For Herzl, Wagner’s opera became another tool to
discover how to boldly nationalize the Jews by means of spectacle and
a model for inspiring cultural redemption. The artistry of Wagner, the
antisemite, was used to embolden the Jews. For Peretz, the opera was
transformed into a manifesto on being Judaically empowered both in-
tellectually and spiritually. This creative repositioning, where the work
of an antisemite becomes retooled to have a positive cultural impact,
bespeaks the manner in which Jewish thinkers and writers have often
used the cultural products of the broader society to strengthen and re-
fashion the Jewish milieu.
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