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Abstract This article explores the Jewish question in the context of the 1907 Romanian Peas-
ants’ Revolt through the novels of the Austrian Jewish communist Leo Katz. Katz witnessed
the uprising as a youth from his native village situated on the border between the Habsburg
Empire, Romania, and Tsarist Russia. He wrote two novels about the revolt: one in 1940 and
the other in 1946. The present study examines the violent clashes that unfolded at the border
and how the writer approached the concept of antisemitism in the context of the revolt. Relying
mainly on Katz’s personal papers, the article shows that Katz’s understanding of antisemitism
was related to his communist beliefs. This changed following debates on antisemitism that he
and other German-speaking communists had while in exile in Mexico, where Katz spent most
of World War Il. Although Katz includes more details on antisemitism in his second novel, he
does not address the anti-Jewish violence perpetrated by the rural masses, which is an aspect
otherwise well documented by the Austro-Hungarian border authorities. Katz’s novels are the
most comprehensive Jewish narratives on the 1907 Romanian Peasants’ Revolt and represent
a Jewish intellectual’s struggle to make sense of the rising antisemitism in that tri-border area
at the turn of the twentieth century.

Keywords Leo Katz · Antisemitism · German-speaking communists · Habsburg Empire ·
Romanian Peasants’ Revolt, 1907 · Jewish refugees

Introduction

“A look at the historical development,” wrote Leo Katz in 1944, “shows that
antisemitism always takes root when society goes through a crisis.”1 After
reflecting on antisemitism for years, Katz (1892–1954), an Austrian Jew-
ish intellectual, reached the conclusion that antisemitism was a constant in
history. A historian by training, in the 1920s Katz researched Jewish perse-
cution in the Middle Ages and, later, was also among the first to publish a
novel on the atrocities committed by the Nazis.2 Originally from a village

1Leo Katz, “Der Antisemitismus in seiner historischen Entwicklung,” Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
2Leo Katz’s novel Totenjäger (Death Hunter; 1944), was the thirteenth book published by
El Libro Libre—a publishing house founded by German speaking communists in Mexican
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located on the border between the Habsburg Empire, Romania, and Tsarist
Russia, Katz’s interest in antisemitism was triggered by the 1907 Romanian
Peasants’ Revolt. The clashes from spring 1907 between Romanian peasants
and soldiers led to a wave of antisemitic violence—one among many the ex-
perienced in the tri-border area by the turn of the century. Katz processed
his experiences in two autobiographical novels: Brennende Dörfer (hereafter
Burning Villages), his very first novel, written in 1940 and published posthu-
mously in Austria in 1993; and Saatgut (hereafter Seedtime), an extended
version of Burning Villages, written in 1946 and published in America the
following year.3 His novels represent a unique account of antisemitic vio-
lence, and they also offer profound insights into Jewish experiences during
the 1907 Revolt. Understanding the way in which Katz explained the revolt,
the role he attributed to the Jews, and revealing why he “tied” antisemitism
“into narratives”4 the way he did are the main concerns of this article.

In the spring of 1907, Romania erupted in the biggest peasant uprising
the state had ever experienced. It was a conflict that significantly affected
the relations between the rural population and the state, and it also left deep
scars upon the country’s Jewish communities. What started as a local protest
against big landowners and high leasing prices in northern Moldova (the
country’s northeastern region), the protests soon spread to the south, gain-
ing supporters in the form of peasants dissatisfied with the land tenure sys-
tem. As many leaseholders were Jewish, particularly in Moldova, the revolt
transformed into antisemitic riots, which led to thousands of Jews fleeing
the country.5 After almost two months of violent protests, the army brutally
crushed the revolt. Estimates of the death toll vary between 2,000 and 11,000
people.

Historians have attributed the uprising to the country’s exploitative lease-
hold system. Romania was an agricultural country with big landowners and
an economy that relied heavily on grain exports. After gaining independence

exile. The novel, translated into Yiddish and Spanish, was among the first to deal with the
extermination of Jews in Eastern Europe. See Anson Rabinach “Man on Ice: The Persecution
and Assassination of Otto Katz,” in Staging the Third Reich: Essays in Cultural and Intellec-
tual History, ed. Anson Rabinach, Stefanos Geroulanos, and Dagmar Herzog (London, 2020),
263–92, at 278.
3Leo Katz wrote both in Yiddish, his mother tongue, and in German. His novels on the peasant
revolt are both in German. Burning Villages was published in Austria in 1993 at his son’s
initiative, while Seedtime appeared only in English translation; see Leo Katz, Seedtime (New
York, 1947); Leo Katz, Brennende Dörfer (Vienna, 1993).
4Aleida Assmann, “Memory, Individual and Collective,” in The Oxford Handbook of Contex-
tual Political Analysis, ed. Robert E. Goodin and Charles Tilly (Oxford, 2006), 210–24, at
213.
5Carol Iancu, Jews in Romania 1866–1919: From Exclusion to Emancipation (Boulder, CO,
1996), 150–52.
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from the Ottoman Empire in 1878, Romania’s industry developed slowly,
and its economy remained vulnerable to changes in the international cereal
market. Although an 1864 reform granted peasants land, the peasantry’s sit-
uation scarcely improved owing to lack of further support from the state and
to population growth.6

In addition, a variety of short-term factors fueled the uprising, and an-
tisemitism was one of them.7 This article builds on several studies, includ-
ing Karl Scheerer’s, who outlined that, at the beginning, the peasants’ mobs
“were directed against Jews.”8 Studying the ideology of the revolt, Philip Ei-
delberg noticed that newspapers aligned with Vasile Kogălniceanu—a revolt
instigator with a conservative populistic ideology—contained antisemitic dis-
course.9 More recently, Irina Marin, referring to Jehiel Michael S

’
orer’s study

on the history of the Jewish communities in Romania at the beginning of the
twentieth century, explained that the landed elites used antisemitism “as part
of their strategy of retaining power.”10

The series of antisemitic riots related to the 1907 uprising were, by far,
the most extensive anti-Jewish attacks in Romania before World War I.11

However, many details concerning these riots are still unknown. Besides a
broad consensus that this revolt was characterized by antisemitism, partic-
ularly in the early phase of the uprising, there is little information on who
the antisemitic agitators were and how their discourse translated into vio-
lence. Moreover, it is not clear in which specific places antisemitism played
a role during the uprising. Hence, the levels of violence against Jews still
constitutes a gap in the research. Filling that gap requires extensive study as
an increasing amount of research reveals that in Romania, as in other Euro-
pean countries, political antisemitism found widespread support by the late

6Irina Marin, “Raubwirtschaft and Colonisation: The Jewish Question and Land Tenure
in 1907 Romania,” in Modern Antisemitisms in the Peripheries: Europe and Its Colonies
1880–1945, ed. Raul Cârstocea and Éva Kovács (Vienna, 2019), 427–45, at 428–29.
7Avram Andrei Băleanu, “Rumänien,” in Handbuch zur Geschichte der Juden in Europa, ed.
Elke-Vera Kotowski, Julius H. Schoeps, and Hiltrud Wallenborg, 3rd ed. (Darmstadt, 2013),
277–86, at 280.
8Karl Scheerer, Die rumänischen Bauernaufstände vom Frühjahr 1907 (Bern, 1974), 30.
9Philip Gabriel Eidelberg, The Great Rumanian Peasant Revolt of 1907: Origins of a Modern
Jacquerie (Leiden, 1974), 204–7.
10Irina Marin, Peasant Violence and Antisemitism in Early Twentieth-Century Eastern Europe
(London, 2018), 427, 444.
11Bernard Lazare, Die Juden in Rumänien (Berlin, 1902), 69; Iulia Onac, “In der rumänis-
chen Antisemiten-Citadelle”: Zur Entstehung des politischen Antisemitismus in Rumänien
1878–1914 (Berlin, 2017), 123–35; Götz Aly, Europa gegen die Juden 1880–1945 (Frank-
furt am Main, 2021), 108–9.
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nineteenth century.12 This was reflected in the top-down implementation of
antisemitism, the variety of the antisemitic organizations, and the numerous
antisemitic publications in circulation. In Romania too, with nationalist mass
politics on the rise, political parties propagated antisemitism and created ten-
sion between the Christian and Jewish populations.13 Accordingly, the de-
gree to which the revolt was provoked by the antisemitic movement demands
inquiry.

This article approaches the topic of antisemitism in the 1907 Romanian
Peasants’ Revolt from a perspective different to that of the Romanian gov-
ernment and its apparatus as well as the perpetrators. By examining Katz’s
novels, the article sheds light on the Jewish reaction to the violent clashes.

Scarcely known today, Katz left behind what is probably the most detailed
account of the Jewish rural microcosm in southern Bukovina before 1918.14

Born Srul Leib Katz in Unter-Synoutz (Sinăut
’
ii de Jos) in 1892 into a reli-

12Iulia Onac, “The Brusturoasa Uprising in Romania,” in Sites of European Antisemitism in
the Age of Mass Politics 1880–1918, ed. Robert Nemes and Daniel Unowsky (Waltham, MA,
2014), 79–93; idem, “In der rumänischen Antisemiten-Citadelle”; Roland Clark, “From Elite
Pamphleteers to Social Movement Protagonists: Antisemitic Activism in 1920s Romania,”
Studies on National Movements 4 (2019): 1–35.
13Trond Berg Eriksen, Håkon Harket, and Einhart Lorenz, Judenhass: Die Geschichte des
Antisemitismus von der Antike bis zur Gegenwart (Göttingen, 2019), 11–12.
14There is no complete biography of Leo Katz, but there are studies that deal with specific
aspects of his biography, like his changing attitude towards his Jewishness, his historical nov-
els, and his children books. See Horst Fassl, “Die Einsamkeit des Leo Katz oder Die Stand-
haftigkeit eines Wunschdenkens,” in Die Bukowina: Studien zu einer versunkenen Literatur-
landschaft, ed. Dietmar Goltschnigg (Tübingen, 1990), 199–214; Benedikt Mörl, “Leo Katz:
Sein Leben und seine Sicht des Judentums” (master’s thesis, University of Vienna, 1996); Mar-
cus G. Patka, “Leo Katz – Synthese von Judentum und Kommunismus” in Zu nahe der Sonne:
Deutsche Schriftsteller im Exil in Mexiko, ed. Marcus G. Patka (Berlin, 1999), 189–98; Julia
Saskia Katzensteiner, “Der historische Roman des Leo Katz” (diploma thesis, University of
Vienna, 2017); Teresa Cañadas García, “Leo Katz als Kinderbuchautor: Ein gescheiterter Ver-
such?,” in Kinderliteratur als kulturelles Gedächtnis: Beiträge zur historischen Schulbuch-,
Kinder- und Jugendliteraturforschung 2, ed. Susanne Blumesberger, Wynfrid Kriegleder, and
Ernst Seibert (Vienna, 2021), 331–48. Numerous studies on Austrian exile literature and
on German speaking communists in Mexican exile also mention Leo Katz. See Wolfgang
Kiessling, Exil in Lateinamerika (Leipzig, 1981); Fritz Pohle, Das mexikanische Exil: Ein
Beitrag zur Geschichte der politisch-kulturellen Emigration aus Deutschland (1937–1946)
(Stuttgart, 1986); Gabriele Anderl, “Leo Katz,” in Wie weit ist Wien: Lateinamerika als Exil
für österreichische Schriftsteller und Künstler, ed. Alisa Douer and Ursula Seeber (Vienna,
1995), 222–24; Jeffrey Herf, Divided Memory: The Nazi Past in the Two Germanys (Cam-
bridge, MA, 1997); Siglinde Bolbecher and Konstantin Kaiser, Lexikon der österreichischen
Exilliteratur (Vienna, 2000), 365–67; Christian Kloyber, Österreicher im Exil: 1934–1945:
Eine Dokumentation: Mexiko 1938–1947 (Vienna, 2002).
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gious family, Katz left his home village in 1916 to study history in Vienna.15

In the 1920s, he joined the communist movement and relocated to Berlin
where he worked for Die Rote Fahne, the official newspaper of the German
Communist Party.16 With the Nazis coming to power, Katz fled to France and
later to Mexico. In between, he spent short periods in New York, where his
sister lived. It was in Mexico, an intellectual hub for German-speaking Jew-
ish communists, that Katz started writing novels, short stories, and articles
in both Yiddish (his mother tongue) and German about Eastern European
Jews, the end of the Habsburg Monarchy, WWI, and socialism. A collection
of articles written during WWII also indicates that his focus shifted from
pure socialism and class war themes to topics more related to Jewish life.17

Although Katz had never been a Zionist, he became interested in Israel.18

In 1949, he immigrated there only to return shortly thereafter to Vienna.19

His literary career ended abruptly in the 1950s with his participation in East
Germany’s show trial against the high-ranking Communist Party functionary
Paul Merker, which marked the beginning of the anti-Jewish campaign in
East Germany. Katz died of a heart attack in 1954.20

Katz wrote his novels on the revolt with two different audiences in mind.
Written right after he left Europe and a year after WWII broke out, Burning
Villages reproduces the Marxist view on revolution. The novel tells the story
of a Jewish boy from an Austro-Hungarian border town who solidarized with
the Romanian peasants and found his way to socialism. When Katz rewrote
Burning Villages at the end of WWII, he decided to deemphasize the class
war narrative. In Seedtime, published by Knopf (a prestigious American pub-
lishing house), the uprising is instead depicted from the perspectives of the
Jewish communities on both sides of the border. Therefore, Katz remem-
bered the revolt from the position of a communist, for whom antisemitism
was “an expression of backwardness that would be brought to its downfall

15Srul Leib Katz, Die Juden in Deutschland zur Zeit des schwarzen Todes (PhD diss., Uni-
versity of Vienna, 1920); curriculum vitae of Srul Leib Katz, April 17, 1920, 4827, Vienna
University Archive.
16Friedrich Katz interview with Konstantin Kaiser, December 22, 1984, Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
17Philipp Graf, “Habsburger Residuen: Bruno Frei und Leo Katz im kommunistischen Exil in
Mexiko-Stadt, 1941–1946,” in Konstellationen: Über Geschichte, Erfahrung und Erkenntnis;
Festschrift für Dan Diner zum 65. Geburtstag, ed. Nicolas Berg and Dan Diner (Göttingen,
2011), 365–82, at 373.
18“10 Aufsätze zu jüdischen Themen,” Leo Katz Papers, 169/01, Literary Archive of the Aus-
trian National Library; Pohle, Das mexikanische Exil, 338.
19Leo Katz, “Genosse Koplenig im Sturmschrift der Zeit,” Leo Katz Papers, 169/01, Literary
Archive of the Austrian National Library.
20Bolbecher and Kaiser, Lexikon der österreichischen Exilliteratur, 365–67.
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by economic development,” which was the tone among Central European
communists.21 However, he also wrote about the revolt as a representative
of the Jewish people. Therefore, the focus of his second novel is on Jewish
and non-Jewish relations as well as the relationship between Jews and state
institutions. The two novels share the same topic, characters who are almost
the same, and similar narratives. The different perspectives led to significant
differences in the depiction of the revolt. What does this say about Katz’s
view on antisemitism? How were his self-perceptions as a Jewish communist
and later as a communist Jew reflected in his understanding of the uprising?

The way individuals remember and incorporate events in their writing
depends very much on the social context in which they are active.22 Re-
searchers refer to memory “as an open system” and distinguish between vari-
ous forms, such as individual or collective, and dimensions that “overlap and
intersect within the individual.”23 The distinction “looks like a structure but
it works more as a dynamic, creating tension and transition between the vari-
ous poles.”24 When comparing Katz’s novels, uncertainty arises as to whether
the uprising had an antisemitic character or not. While Katz downplays the
role of antisemitism in Burning Villages, in Seedtime, he addresses the is-
sue of antisemitic violence but still has difficulties in describing the gradual
development of antisemitism in 1907. This paper argues that this tension is
related to the context in which Katz remembered the course of the uprising
as well as the way German-speaking communists perceived antisemitism be-
fore and during WWII. Katz rewriting his first novel on the revolt mainly to
include more details on antisemitism is the result of his individual memory
conflicting with his experiences as well as the controversies of WWII and the
Holocaust discussed by the communist exiles in Mexico.

The approach here resembles that of social psychologists “who look at
individuals in specific historical situations and investigate how memories are
established.”25 The analysis draws on various sources, starting with reports
of Austro-Hungarian border authorities that provide insight into the historical
context, followed by Katz’s personal papers, including manuscripts, articles,
and correspondence in the Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
Friedrich Katz (1927–2010), Katz’s only son, gathered documents related to
his father’s political activity. Friedrich Katz’s personal papers, preserved by

21Enzo Traverso, Die Marxisten und die jüdische Frage: Geschichte einer Debatte
(1843–1943) (Mainz, 1995), 82.
22Jan Assmann, “Communicative and Cultural Memory,” in Cultural Memory Studies: An
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook, ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning (Berlin,
2008), 109–18, at 109.
23Assmann, “Memory, Individual and Collective,” 211.
24Assmann, “Communicative and Cultural Memory,” 113.
25Assmann, “Memory, Individual and Collective,” 215.
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the University of Chicago Library (where he was professor of Latin American
history), are also relevant for this study.

The first section focuses on the border between the Austro-Hungarian
Empire and Romania in the spring of 1907. Habsburg authorities’ reports
document the antisemitic character of the clashes in the border area and re-
veal the concern in Katz’s home village that antisemitic violence from Ro-
mania would spill over to them. In Burning Villages, examined in the sec-
ond section, Katz only mentions rumors about antisemitism. This general
underestimation of antisemitism is explained by Katz’s clumsy and exten-
sive application of communist ideology in this work. Katz’s writings from
the 1940s, analyzed in the third section, reveal that he looked outside the
classic Marxist concept of antisemitism. In Seedtime, the topic of the fourth
and last section, Katz resolves the abovementioned tension by demonstrating
that antisemitism during the 1907 Romanian Peasants’ Revolt was spread
by the elites. This finding further supports Marin’s statement that the elites
weaponized antisemitism during the 1907 uprising for their own purposes.
Katz had the opportunity to publish his work for various audiences and ul-
timately delivered two stories that attribute different roles to antisemitism.
Considered together, his novels complement each other and present the most
comprehensive narrative on the Jewish experience during the 1907 Romanian
Peasants’ Revolt.

The Uprising and the Border

Jews comprised 4.5 percent of the Romanian population, and of the 266,652
Jews that lived there in 1899, 196,752 of them lived in Moldova.26 In
Mihăileni and Burdujeni—border towns in which violence was rampant in
the spring of 1907—almost half the inhabitants were Jews. Jews constituted
10.88 percent of the population in Moldova and made up large parts of the
urban population, in contrast to the Romanians, who were mostly peasants.
The anti-Jewish component in the Romanian national movement exploited
the economic and social divisions between Romanians and Jews by blaming
the latter for the country’s impeding modernization.27 As the country was
consolidating its institutions, the efforts of the elites to reinforce economic
development “were accompanied by a battle against the Jews.”28 A series of
laws issued between 1879 and 1914 made the full emancipation of the Jewish

26Die Juden in Rumänien (Berlin, 1908), 7–8.
27Aly, Europa, 107–8.
28Constantin Iordachi, Liberalism, Constitutional Nationalism, and Minorities: The Making
of the Romanian Citizenship, c. 1750–1918 (Leiden, 2019), 352.
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population difficult. Only a handful of Jews were naturalized after Romania
gained independence, with the majority being denied citizenship.29

As noted in the Introduction, the unfolding of the antisemitic violence
still constitutes a gap in the research. In terms of the situations in border
towns, Austro-Hungarian officials’ reports offer particularly profound in-
sights. Their reports were not meant to document antisemitism; the officials
inspected the border towns and crossed the border into Romania to gather
information to justify to their superiors the deployment of troops to the bor-
der and the provision of shelter to refugees. Contributions by journalists who
traveled from Chernivtsi to the border and wrote about the uprising enhanced
the official reports.

“It is hard to describe in words what I saw,” wrote an Austro-Hungarian
official to his superiors after he went to a Jewish town on the Romanian
side of the border that was destroyed by the peasants. “All the stores, all the
doors and the windows were broken, and the goods were thrown on the street.
The peasants looted the shops and destroyed everything that came into their
hands.”30 The town being described was Burdujeni, and its inhabitants—
around 2,000 Jews—fled to Austria-Hungary. According to a list made by
the Romanian authorities, Burdujeni was one of the towns that suffered the
worst damage in the spring of 1907.31 The report revealed that the upris-
ing rapidly spread beyond the countryside. Officials noted that, without any
intervention from the Romanian authorities, the “rage of the bitter crowds”
against the Jewish leaseholders spilled over to ordinary Jews.32 Therefore,
the situation in Burdujeni was not an exception. Apart “from the city of
Ias

’
i, not a single locality in the Ias

’
i, Botos

’
ani and in the Dorohoi district re-

mained intact” stated the Austro-Hungarian consul in Ias
’
i.33 “Jews suffered

particularly” in twenty-seven localities, and forty-seven Jews were killed or
wounded, according to the historian Carol Iancu.34 To escape what Austro-
Hungarian officials called an “agrarian-antisemitic movement,” Jews fled to
larger cities in the south of the country. Many more sought the protection

29Iordachi, Liberalism, 352–62; Onac, “In der rumänischen Antisemiten-Citadelle,” 94–101;
Aly, Europa, 100–110; Iancu, Jews in Romania, 110–26.
30Report by Botuszanski, Grenzpolizeikomissariat von Itzkany, March 20, 1907, 2607, Min-
isterium des Inneren, Präsidium, Allgemeines Verwaltungsarchiv (hereafter AVA).
31Ministerul Finant

’
elor, Evaluarile facute de Comisiile Instituire Conform Legei din 15 Febru-

arie 1908 Daunelor cauzate in timpul si din cauza rascoalelor t
’
ărănes

’
ti din martie 1907, ed.

Albert Baer (Bucharest, 1909), 10–34.
32Report by Nebenzollamt Zuryn, March 20, 1907, 2606, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium,
AVA.
33Report by Ritter von Grzybowski, Ias

’
i, March 22, 1907, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, Haus-, Hof-

und Staatsarchiv, Vienna, (hereafter HHStA).
34Iancu, Jews in Romania, 150.
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of the Austro-Hungarian authorities and fled to Bukovina, Transylvania, and
Banat.35 By the end of March, as protests were moving throughout the rural
areas in the south, the Austro-Hungarian diplomats noticed that the move-
ment was “losing more and more its one-sided antisemitic character” and
was turning against leaseholders in general.36

Bukovinian-Romanian border 1907 and border localities affected by the
1907 Romanian Peasants’ Revolt

The Kingdom of Romania shared a hundreds-of-kilometers long border
with the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy. After Romania gained independence,
the two countries continued to strengthen their economic relations. As Ro-
mania was trying to recover from its dependency on grain exports, it was
interested in exporting meat and animals, while Austria-Hungary was look-
ing to export more finished goods. Apart from businesses owned by Austro-
Hungarians that were active in the agricultural sector and lumber fields in
Romania, there were also seasonal workers from Galicia and Bukovina who
were employed by large Romanian estates.37 From the reports, it can be seen

35Report by Zurkowski, Landesgendarmerie Suceava, March 24, 1907, 2695, Ministerium des
Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
36Telegram by Prinz Schönburg, March 24, 1907, Bucharest, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
37Report by Ritter von Grzybowski, Ias

’
i, March 29, 1907; Call for help of Austrian business-

men, March 25, 1907, Slănic Moldova; Call for help of an Austrian citizen, mill owner in
Mihăileni, March 22, 1907; Call for help of Austrian businessmen, March 23, 1907, Bacău,
MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
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that many Jewish shop owners who fled to Bukovina were Austro-Hungarian
citizens. Austria-Hungary was probably the neighbor that was the most well-
informed on the agrarian situation in Romania, as the two countries were
set to renew an important trade contract in 1907. Since Romania, as Austro-
Hungarian officials put it, “even before the outbreak of the peasant unrest,
was in a disadvantaged position vis-à-vis our monarchy in terms of trade ne-
gotiations, [and] now finds itself in a state of economic depression in light of
the worst possible harvest prospects,” the two countries postponed the ratifi-
cation of the trade contract to 1910.38

Bukovina, like other parts of the Habsburg Monarchy, faced increasing
antisemitism at the end of the nineteenth century, but violence remained
rare. Historians identify two factors for this, both related to the policy to-
wards Jews and to Bukovina’s demographic structure and political landscape.
Throughout the nineteenth century many states adopted policies to integrate
Jews into their societies.39 The Habsburg Monarchy emancipated the Jews
in 1867 (Romania implemented this only after WWI) and was committed to
ensuring Jews protection and equal treatment. Even if in practice this often
looked different for Jews, it “did not shake their underlying faith, allied to
a belief, or expectation, that the state was well disposed towards them as a
corollary of it constitutional foundations.”40

The absence of antisemitic excesses in Bukovina also was connected to
the exceptional Jewish political strength there.41 Bukovina was populated by
Ukrainians, Romanians, Germans, and Poles, without any demographically
dominant national group. A large part of the Jewish population came there
from Galicia in the nineteenth century. In a unique step during the Monarchy,
Jews were allowed to build their own curia in the Bukovinian Landtag in
1909, a measure that recognized them as a nation. Even earlier, Jews scored
electoral successes on all levels in Bukovina and constituted an influential
political group. As David Rechter has put it, in order to “achieve power in
Bukovina it was necessary to strike alliances, and the Jews were too valuable
a potential ally to ignore or marginalize permanently.”42 National tensions

38Report, “Our Demands on Romania,” Gesandschaft Bukarest 21-3, HHStA.
39David Engel, “What’s in a Pogrom? European Jews in the Age of Violence,” in Anti-Jewish
Violence. Rethinking the Pogrom in East European History, ed. Jonathan Dekel-Chen et al.
(Bloomington, IN, 2011), 19–37.
40David Rechter, Becoming Habsburg: The Jews of Austrian Bukovina 1774–1918 (Oxford,
2013), 175; David Rechter, “A Jewish El Dorado? Myth and Politics in Habsburg Czernowitz,”
in Insiders and Outsiders: Dilemmas of East European Jewry, ed. Richard I. Cohen, Jonathan
Frankel, and Stefani Hoffman (Oxford, 2010), 207–20; David Rechter, “Kaisertreu: The Dy-
nastic Loyalty of Austrian Jewry,” in Jüdische Identitäten: Einblicke in die Bewußtseinsland-
schaft des österreichischen Judentums, ed. Klaus Hödl (Innsbruck, 2000), 189–208.
41Rechter, Becoming Habsburg, 145.
42Rechter, Becoming Habsburg, 139–40, 145–49.
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too in Bukovina were vented through antisemitism, foremost from the side
of the Romanians and the Germans, but there was still a large consensus for
political collaboration.

The uprising did not catch the authorities in Bukovina off guard. The
province bordered the Russian Empire in the east, which was still recovering
from the 1905 Revolution. Bukovinian officials dealt with refugees, mostly
Jewish, from Tsarist Bessarabia in 1905 and also prevented violence from
crossing the border.43 The region was well aware of antisemitic violence
and the danger of it rapidly spreading due to the anti-Jewish violence that
erupted in hundreds of communities in Galicia—Bukovina’s western neigh-
boring region—in the first half of 1898.44 Hence, in March 1907, reminiscent
of two years before, when Jews—first, barely clothed women with children
and, later, men—appeared at the border, everyone was let in. Local officials
organized sanitation checks and converted public buildings into accommo-
dations.45 The authorities reacted immediately without being overprotective
towards Jews. For example, Erast Tarangul, a Romanian-speaking official,
was in charge of a large section of the border, and he showed no particular
sympathy towards Jews; his main concern was preventing any disorder. Pres-
sure on the border or, even worse, direct clashes between Jews and peasants
in that area would have had an unpredictable outcome for Bukovina. There
was, at first, no concern about the accommodation of Jews because, as in
1905, officials thought that the Jews might emigrate to America.46

On March 18, 1907, residents of Unter-Synoutz—Leo Katz’s home
village—woke to smoke and screams coming from Romania.47 Unter-
Synoutz was a small community of Jewish traders and Ukrainian and Ro-
manian peasants. Katz’s father owned a lumber business; other Jews owned

43Oktavian Regner von Bleyleben, “Meine Zeit als Landespräsident der Bukowina,” in An
der Zeiten Ränder: Czernowitz und die Bukowina; Geschichte, Literatur, Verfolgung, Exil, ed.
Cécile Cordon and Helmut Kusdat (Vienna, 2002) 23–34, at 28.
44Daniel Unowsky explained how the authorithies in Galicia learned from their experiences
with antisemitic riots in 1889. When in March 1903 the Kishinev pogrom erupted, the Habs-
burg authorities immediately reacted. Daniel Unowsky, “Local Violence, Regional Politics,
and State Crisis: The 1898 Anti-Jewish Riots in Habsburg Galicia,” in Sites of European An-
tisemitism in the Age of Mass Politics 1880–1918, ed. Robert Nemes and Daniel Unowsky
(Waltham, MA, 2014), 13–35; Daniel Unowsky, The Plunder: The 1898 Anti-Jewish Riots in
Habsburg Galicia (Stanford, CA, 2018), 43–72;
45Report by Dr. J. G. Schieber, k.k. Sanitätskonzipist, Suceava, March 21, 1907; Report by
Botuszanski, Grenzpolizeikomissariat von Itzkany, March 20, 1907, 2607, Ministerium des
Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
46Bleyleben, “Meine Zeit als Landespräsident der Bukowina,” 28; Report to the Interior Min-
ister, September 23, 1911, 9738, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
47Report by Bohosiewicz, Siret, March 23, 1907, 2695, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium,
AVA.
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shops, sold tobacco, or offered their services as blacksmiths and shoemak-
ers.48 The smoke came from Mihăileni, the small town across the border that
had about one thousand Jewish inhabitants. Even though Romanian troops
had been deployed to protect the bordering towns at the insistence of Austro-
Hungarian officials and had arrived before the peasants entered the town,
the Mihăileni Jews fled to Unter-Synoutz as the presence of soldiers did not
ensure their safety.49 What was seen in Mihăileni from Katz’s village was
worrisome. Peasants burned down four large estates, and after reaching the
outskirts of Mihăileni, around 2,000 peasants fought with the soldiers. At
least four peasants died and many more were wounded. The Romanian army
was able to maintain control over Mihăileni, and the peasants moved towards
the country’s center.50

Austro-Hungarian officials and Jewish community leaders were con-
cerned about possible chain reactions. They maintained that, without an in-
creased state presence, peasants from Bukovina would likely join the revolt,
and rumors were spreading that people were crossing the border to steal,
with four peasants being caught with goods they had stolen from Jews in
Burdujeni.51 Officials also expected the peasants to cross over to Mihăileni
to “plunder the abandoned houses” there. To prevent any escalation and theft,
all the available district gendarmes were deployed to Unter-Synoutz.52 Simi-
lar measures were taken in other border towns. In Unter-Synoutz, gendarmes
also supervised the taverns and prevented anyone from approaching the bor-
der.53 Nonetheless, many peasants managed to gather at the border and tried
to cross over into Romania. Newspapers reported how, in Unter-Synoutz,
gendarmes, “drove the peasants back to the villages” and dispersed any gath-
erings immediately.54

There were also increasing concerns over the growing numbers of
refugees. Overnight, the small border towns hosted over 4,000 newcom-
ers. Even after the situations in Mihăileni and Burdujeni had eased, Jewish

48Die Handels-, Industrie- und Gewerbebetriebe von Galizien und Bukowina: Handelskam-
merbezirke Brody, Krakau, Lemberg, Czernowitz, Vol. 10 (Vienna, 1903), 1496.
49Telegram by Graf Szápáry, March 21, 1907; Report by Prinz Schönburg, Bucharest, April
4, 1907, PA XVIII, 39, HHStA.
50Report by Zurkowski, Landesgendarmerie Suceava, March 24, 1907, 2695; Report by Cher-
nivtsi, March 21, 1907, 2776, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
51Report by Bleyleben, March 23, 1907, 2777; Report, April 8, 1907, 2996, Ministerium des
Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
52Report by Bohosiewicz, Siret, March 23, 1907, 2695, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium,
AVA.
53Report by Erast Tarangul, Suceava, March 24, 1907, 2695, Ministerium des Inneren, Prä-
sidium, AVA.
54Dr. Rosenfeld, “Die Judenhetzen in Rumänien,” in Czernowitzer Allgemeine Zeitung, March
23, 1907, 2–3.
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refugees preferred to stay in Bukovina. The refugees not only deeply mis-
trusted the Romanian authorities, but they also were afraid of the peasants.
Some Jews went back to save their belongings and were attacked by the peas-
ants. Austro-Hungarian officials saw how “peasants chase[d] the Israelites all
the way to the border.”55

The longer the refugees stayed, the more difficult it was to provide for
them. As border trade was nonexistent, the local communities were strug-
gling with rising food prices and scarcity of resources. The support that the
regional and central authorities had sent and were sending only slightly eased
the tension.56 Added to this were concerns over antisemitic outbursts in the
villages on the Austro-Hungarian side of the border. In many places, officials
reported that the peasants were “in a very irritable mood and, from time to
time, threats can be heard that the time will soon come when the Jews [in
the Habsburg Monarchy] will be treated in the same way as in Romania.”57

The pressure locals put on the central authorities to send the refugees back
was high, but their repeated interventions were in vain. After meeting with
an Austro-Hungarian official, Romania’s Interior Minister, the liberal Ion I.
C. Brătianu, pointed out that the Interior Ministry could not guarantee the
safety of the returning Jews. The country’s troops were concentrated in the
south, where districts were being ravaged. Moreover, Brătianu and other Ro-
manian officials requested that the return of any refugees be postponed, as
this “could spark again the movement in Moldova, just when there was a
relative improvement.”58 Some returned in the following months, and some
never went back. In Romania, the revolt sped up the migration of the Jew-
ish population: between 1900 and 1914, one out of every four Jews left the
country.59

The two sides of the border provide multiple perspectives on the upris-
ing. Antisemitism did not target only Jewish leaseholders and wealthy Jews;
it targeted all Jews. The plundering, violence, and following of Jews to the
border in addition to physical violence all indicate that the peasants were

55Report by Botuszanski, Grenzpolizeikomissariat von Itzkany, March 20, 1907, 2607, Min-
isterium des Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
56Report by Bleyleben, April 12, 1907, 3104, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium, AVA; Re-
port, Suceava, March 21, 1907, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
57Report by Zurkowski, Landesgendarmerie Suceava, March 24, 1907, 2695, Ministerium des
Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
58Report by Prinz Schönburg on his meeting with the Interior Minister Ion I. C. Brătianu,
March 28, 1907; Report by Prinz Schönburg on his meeting with the Prime Minister Dimitrie
Sturdza, April 5, 1907; Report by Prinz Schönburg on his meeting with the Prime Minister
Dimitrie Sturdza, April 12, 1907, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
59Aly, Europa, 110; Băleanu, “Rumänien,” 280.
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determined to force the Jews to leave the country. The assertions by Roma-
nian officials that a return of the Jewish communities would again unleash
violence proved the widespread antisemitic character of the uprising in the
northern areas. Unter-Synoutz, like other border localities, was at the fore-
front of the events. The prompt reaction of Austro-Hungarian officials was
aimed towards protecting the population and defending the border. A single
case of antisemitism had been reported in Bukovina around the time of the
revolt. As Easter was approaching, peasants of Putyla and the surrounding
areas in the northwest of Bukovina began planning “violent actions” against
the Jewish population. The authorities timely intervened and arrested the ag-
itators to prevent any outbreaks.60 In the spring of 1907, there were enough
state representatives to guarantee the safety to the Jewish refugees. By letting
Jews cross the border the authorities prevented a further escalation, and in-
creased presence of the security forces in places where tensions were rising
maintained stability on the Bukovinian side.

Localities along the Romanian side of border lacked troops but, as was
often reported, even if there were forces, the Jews could not “rely on [them],”
as they were not always prepared to protect the Jews.61 Jewish refugees also
described the passivity of the Romanian security forces. According to some
refugees and investigations by Austro-Hungarian officials, the looting in Bur-
dujeni and other towns was only possible because gendarmes and soldiers
had joined the peasants in their plundering.62

The Austro-Hungarian authorities indicated that the Jewish youth orga-
nized a relief committee for refugees. Katz left no memoir explicitly dis-
cussing his experiences of the revolt.63 According to Friedrich Katz, his fa-
ther closely witnessed the peasants’ suffering, as Leo Katz was often in con-
tact with Romanian peasants in his lumber business. Katz crossed the border

60“Judenfeindliche Bewegung im ruthenischen Gebirge,” in Czernowitzer Allgemeine Zeitung,
April 30, 1907, 5.
61Telegram by Prinz Schönburg, March 24, 1907, Bucharest, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
When antisemitic outbreaks occurred in Bukovina and the responsible authorities did nothing
to prevent them, as Mariana Hausleitner has shown, the Ministry of Interior ordered measures
against the responsible officials. See Mariana Hausleitner, Die Rumänisierung der Bukowina:
Die Durchsetzung des nationalstaatlichen Anspruchs Grossrumäniens, 1919–1944 (Munich,
2001), 78.
62Telegram by Sigmund Weiszglas, March 20, 1907, 2469, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsid-
ium, AVA; Report by Giurgiu, April 4, 1907; Report by Consul Pohl, Brăila, April 2, 1907,
MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
63Report on the peasants’ uprising in Romania, issued by the Customs Service, Unter-
Synoutz, March 19, 1907, 2606; Report by Botuszanski, Grenzpolizeikomissariat von Itzkany,
March 20, 1907, 2607, Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium, AVA, Vienna; Report by Okta-
vian Regner von Bleyleben regarding the refugees from Mihăileni, March 21, 1907, MdÄ AR,
F52-34-1, HHStA.
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to witness the events for himself and speak with the peasants, and he was
shocked by the brutality they suffered at the hands of the Romanian troops.64

Although this account is impressive and plausible, it raises some concerns as
it is identical to the protagonist’s story in Burning Villages. It is certain that
the Jews of Unter-Synoutz were not passive observers of the uprising and un-
derstood more of the violence than those communities that were further from
the border.

Directly after the uprising, Katz, deeply moved by the events, became
preoccupied with the history of Jewish-Gentile relations. The revolt made
him determined to forego rabbinical studies (as his father had wished) but
instead to study history and embrace socialism.65 Nine years later, living
in Vienna, Katz wrote his doctoral thesis on the persecution of Jews during
the Black Death in Germany in the fourteenth century. His study already
included a strong Marxist underpinning and a genuine passion for Jewish
history. His supervisors did not consider the study suitable for publication
and commented that Katz was victimizing the Jews too much.66 Katz did not
pursue a scientific career and became a journalist. Years later, while in exile,
with plenty of time and space to reflect, he returned to the topics he most
cared about: Jewish history, socialism, and antisemitism.

Burning Villages: Class War, Not Antisemitism

When Katz wrote Burning Villages in 1940, the Habsburg Monarchy no
longer existed, and neither did the Unter-Synoutz Jewish community. Bukov-
ina became part of Romania after WWI, and according to the first Roma-
nian census, only two Jews lived in Unter-Synoutz (Sinăut

’
i) in 1930.67 Since

Unter-Synoutz was no longer a border town, the community lost its main
economic function and its income. Many might have found it frightening to
live under Romanian rule after what they had witnessed there in 1907.68

64Konstantin Kaiser interview with Friedrich Katz, December 22, 1984, Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
65Konstantin Kaiser interview with Friedrich Katz, December 22, 1984, Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library; Friedrich Katz explained: “My
father must have been preoccupied with socialism in some way, but this experience made him
a socialist.” See Friedrich Katz, “Nachwort zum Roman Totenjäger,” Friedrich Katz Papers,
Box 148, Folder 6, University of Chicago Library.
66“Beurteilung der Dissertation des cand. phil. Srul Leib Katz,” May 27, 1920, 4827, Vienna
University Archive.
67Sabin Manuilă, Recensământul general al populat

’
iei României din 29 decemvrie 1930, vol.

2, Neam, Limba Maternă, Religie (Bucharest, 1938), 182.
68Konstantin Kaiser interview with Friedrich Katz, December 22, 1984, Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
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Unlike other Austro-Hungarian Jewish writers who were forced into exile
and who often referred to the Habsburg Monarchy with a certain nostalgia—
such as Stefan Zweig69—in Burning Villages, a feeling of dissociation from
the Jewish community prevails.70 The protagonist, a Jewish boy, observes
the uprising and is disappointed by his community’s reactions as most of its
members show no understanding of the peasants’ suffering, and the boy only
looks forward to leaving the town. Moreover, in Burning Villages, Jewish
refugees have no reason to flee from Romania; Austro-Hungarian officials
exploit the uprising for political purposes, and Jewish community leaders
mostly pursue financial gain. Poor Jews are portrayed in a positive or neutral
manner, whereas wealthy Jews largely play a negative role. The latter were
“usurers” (Wucherer) whose business was the “exploitation” (Ausbeutung) of
the peasants.71 The contrast between Katz’s depiction of the uprising and the
version presented by officials’ and newspaper reports is striking.

In another scene that is the same in both novels, Katz clearly expresses
a class struggle between the Jewish capitalists and the peasantry. Austro-
Hungarian officials and newspapers reported that peasants were inebriated
during the looting, which contributed to a further escalation of violence. In
Burdujeni, for example, peasants emptied taverns of their alcohol.72 In Katz’s
novels, however, the peasants collect the alcohol and, while figuring out what
to do with it, a group of wealthy Jews from Bukovina offer to buy it from
them. The two groups negotiate, but the peasants refuse to sell the alcohol
and then dispose of it.73 The topic of Jewish tavern keepers and their peasant
consumers shaped the debates of nationalist politicians for decades in Gali-
cia, Bukovina, and Moldova.74 Katz’s story played into their discourse as it
follows a clear pattern in which the peasants are morally superior, while the
Jewish capitalists try to do business under these challenging circumstances.

69Matti Bunzl, “Modes of Nostalgia and Figurations of ‘Austria’ in the Exil(auto)biographien
of Richard Beer-Hofmann and Stefan Zweig,” in Austria in Literature, ed. Donald G. Daviau
(Riverside, CA, 2000), 48–59.
70Horst Fassl wrote, “For Leo Katz, the fall of the Habsburg Empire was not a catastrophe
as it was for Hofmannsthal or Musil. For him, this downfall hardly meant any loss, on the
contrary” (Fassl, “Die Einsamkeit des Leo Katz,” 204).
71Katz, Brennende Dörfer, 60, 127.
72Report by Erast Tarangul, Suceava, March 24, 1907, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
73Katz, Brennende Dörfer, 72–76.
74John-Paul Himka, “Ukrainian-Jewish Antagonism in the Galician Countryside during
the Late Nineteenth Century,” in Ukrainian-Jewish Relations in Historical Perspective, ed.
Howard Aster and Peter J. Potichnyj (Edmonton, 1990), 111–58, at 135–38.
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There were different Marxist approaches in the 1930s to the Jewish ques-
tion and antisemitism, as Tom Navon emphasized.75 These varied from anti-
Jewish allusions and neutrality between antisemitism and philosemitism to
a fervent anti-antisemitism. Katz referring to wealthy Jews as “usurers,” and
the ways in which he approached the relation between capitalism and the
Jews in Burning Villages indicate that the writer belonged to the group of
communists characterized by slight antisemitism when he wrote this novel.
Katz’s inclination towards such a position can be explained by his socializa-
tion in Berlin. There is not much known about Katz’s career with the Die
Rote Fahne—for which he worked in the early 1930s—but this phase cer-
tainly influenced his writing and thinking. Recent research shows that this
newspaper consistently used expressions with antisemitic overtones.76

To complete the class-war narrative, in the novel, workers and crafts-
men from Bukovina—often Jews and social democrats—joined the rebelling
peasants in Romania. Unlike the official reports that claimed that people from
Bukovina were more likely to join the looting and had done so, Katz charac-
ters were driven by higher goals. The extent to which this was wishful think-
ing is shown by left-wing newspapers from Bukovina that were appalled by
the violence against the Jewish population in Romania and showed no evi-
dence of such solidarity and cooperation.77 The writer was making a retrojec-
tion as the social democratic movement was almost nonexistent in Bukovina
around 1907.78

It is secondary characters who address antisemitism in Burning Villages.
They are panicked because, learning about the pogroms in Tsarist Bessarabia
from relatives who live there, they are convinced that similar violence is tak-
ing place in Romania, and they wonder who can guarantee that they will not
be next.79 The influential Jews in the community take advantage of the panic
and use the resources sent by the central authorities for the accommodation of
the refugees for their own interests.80 Overall, the antisemitism is irrelevant

75Tom Navon, “The Jew is to Be Burned: A Turning Point in the Communist Approach to
the ‘Jewish Question’ on the Eve of the Catastrophe,” Jewish History 34 (2021): 331–59, at
334–35.
76Olaf Kistenmacher, Arbeit und “jüdisches Kapital”: Antisemitische Aussagen in der KPD-
Tageszeitung Die Rote Fahne während der Weimarer Republik (Bremen, 2016); David
Bankier, “The German Communist Party and Nazi Antisemitism, 1933–1938,” Leo Baeck
Institute Year Book 32 (1987): 325–40.
77For example: “Das Manifest des Doktor Stracher,” in Bukowinaer Volks-Zeitung, March 24,
1907, 1–3.
78Brochure, “Die sozialdemokratische und anarchistische Bewegung im Jahre 1906,” 7160,
Ministerium des Inneren, Präsidium, AVA.
79Katz, Brennende Dörfer, 106.
80Katz, Brennende Dörfer, 90–94.



354 A. KALTENBRUNNER

during the course of the uprising in this book. Katz’s lack of awareness was
very much in line with the Marxist view: the waning of antisemitism is a phe-
nomenon connected with the natural evolution of society.81 For communists,
antisemitism was only a “tool of the capitalist classes for confusing, dividing
and weakening the working class, not as an ideology with a history and an
impact independent of the history of capitalism.”82 Merely mentioning the
existence of antisemitism would have deflected from the topic and message.
As Navon explained, in German communist literature, “the orthodox concept
of antisemitism as a deceptive instrument was still intact during the 1930s,
at least until the pogrom of November 1938.”83 This further suggests Katz’s
loyalty to orthodox Marxist conventions by the time he arrived in Mexico in
exile.

Katz sent Burning Villages to Knopf in 1942, and the publisher rejected it
without explanation.84 Toward the end of WWII, Katz made adjustments to
the manuscript and submitted it to the communist publishing house Globus
in 1948. The publishing house suggested some changes but generally was
not impressed by the story.85 Katz was not an established writer and, with
a novel about an uprising in Romania, did not conform with any prevailing
literary trend. Postwar German communist literature was dominated by two
main genres: “on the one hand, literature dealing with the Nazi period in Ger-
many, and on the other, so-called Aufbauliteratur about the construction of
socialism.”86 Burning Villages might have fallen in the second category, but
unlike Aufbauliteratur that usually portrays workers, in Katz’s case the focus
was on the peasantry. Besides, Globus criticized Katz’s “heroes” speaking an
“elevated language” and complained about the many “improbabilities,” refer-
ring to the religious aspects. Katz addressed this topic broadly, especially in
describing the religiosity of the Jews who fled Romania. All in all, according
to Globus, the “central idea” was lost due to the many “side episodes,” which
included digressions into Jewish history and religion, the political history of
the Habsburg Monarchy and, to a smaller degree, the issue of antisemitism.87

81Traverso, Die Marxisten, 72.
82Edmund Silberner, Kommunisten zur Judenfrage: Zur Geschichte von Theorie und Praxis
des Kommunismus (Opladen, DE, 1983), 267–68; Navon, “The Jew is to Be Burned,” 336.
83Graf, “Habsburger Residuen,” 369.
84Letter by Paul Hoffman to Leo Katz rejecting manuscript Brennende Dörfer, April 9, 1942,
Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Box 130, The New York Public Library.
85Globus Publishing House letter to Leo Katz, April 22, 1948, Leo Katz Papers, 169/01, Lit-
erary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
86Paul O’Doherty, The Portrayal of Jews in GDR Prose Fiction (Amsterdam, 1997), 76.
87Globus Publishing House letter to Leo Katz, April 22, 1948, Leo Katz Papers, 169/01, Lit-
erary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
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Katz, however, made no revisions to the manuscript and did not insist that
Globus accept his version. His reluctance to publish Burning Villages likely
related to the growing antisemitism in communist parties in the 1950s. The
antisemitic campaign started in the Soviet Union in March 1949, when the
press began to attack “cosmopolitans without a fatherland.” In East Germany,
central to the suppression of the Jewish question was the case against the
non-Jewish German Communist Party member Paul Merker—a high-ranking
member of the German Communist Party who, like Katz, spent WWII in
Mexico in exile. The two knew each other well, having met when the Merker
arrived in Mexico in 1940. After 1945, Merker engaged foremost in the is-
sue of restitution payments for Jewish survivors, supported measures against
antisemitism, and sought for Jews to be legally treated as victims of fascism.
In the 1950s, he was accused of disloyalty towards the Soviet Union and
of having Zionist attitudes. The event and the context of the trial are both
well researched.88 The testimony of Katz and five other communists against
Merker was “a depressing account of how a totalitarian regime destroyed hu-
man solidarity as individuals tried to save themselves,” as Jeffrey Herf puts
it. In a report sent to the Austrian Communist Party in 1953, Katz accused
Merker of being a Zionist and of not doing “any pro-Soviet work” in exile.
Furthermore, Katz raised suspicions based on Merker’s “connections to the
rich Jews of America.”89 Merker was dismissed from the party, losing all his
party functions. Katz also expressed concerns over Leo Zuckermann and his
wife.90 Zuckermann was a high-ranking Socialist Unity Party of Germany
functionary who was close to Merker. The Austrian Communist Party for-
warded Katz’s report to East Germany, and Zuckermann fled the country in
1952.91

One can only speculate on Katz’s motivations.92 In Mexico, Katz be-
longed to Merker’s group and, after 1945, Katz and Zuckermann worked
together to publish his novels in East Germany.93 Many of the accusations

88Herf, Divided Memory, 6.
89Leo Katz, “Bericht über Paul Merker und seine Tätigkeit in Mexiko: Entstehung der
deutschsprachigen Gruppe in Mexiko,” March 13, 1953, Friedrich Katz Papers, Box 4, Folder
6, University of Chicago Library.
90Philipp Graf, “Twice Exiled: Leo Zuckermann (1908–85) and the Limits of the Communist
Promise,” in Journal of Contemporary History 56 (2021): 766–88.
91“Copy of a report written by comrade Leo Katz in the matter of Paul Merker,” April 13,
1953, Zentralkomitee der KPÖ, Kaderabteilung an Grete Keilson, Friedrich Katz Papers, Box
4, Folder 6, University of Chicago Library.
92Access to the archives of the Austrian Communist Party, that might provide some insights
into Katz’s gesture, is difficult, and there are no documents in his personal file to offer more
details in this regard.
93Menorah, Verlag für jüdisches Schrifttum, letter to Leo Zuckermann, June 9, 1948, Leo
Katz Papers, 169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
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against Merker were true of Katz himself. The writer spent WWII not in the
Soviet Union but in Mexico, so he immigrated to the West, which was con-
sidered highly suspicious compared to those who spent the war in Moscow;
and there was plenty of evidence for Katz’s support of Zionism. For example,
during WWII, Katz worked for Tribuna Israelita, a magazine that his wife,
Bronia Katz, described as “Zionist,” and the family moved to Israel in 1949.
The available information indicates that Katz was not pursuing a political ca-
reer and that this move was intended to protect his interests as a journalist
and writer. However, this gesture of loyalty did not get him far, as he did not
manage to publish any of his novels. In the years before his death in 1954,
he wrote children’s books for various East German publishing houses and
collaborated with mostly communist Austrian newspapers. In his articles—
often in the nature of travelogues—he did not mention that he was in exile
and did not explain why he was making these trips.94

Antisemitism: “The Flag of Anti-Civilization”

The Merker trial marked the end of the chapter in Katz’s intellectual jour-
ney in which he openly reflected on Jewish topics. Before Katz’s return to
Austria, during the interwar period and the years after 1950, the writer expe-
rienced a number of years with fewer ideological constraints. Between 1940
and 1950, Katz wrote Totenjäger, Seedtime, and a series of articles on anti-
semitism. The following analysis is based on his two essays on the history
of antisemitism written in 1944 and 1945, respectively, as these are his most
detailed expositions on this subject.95

Having highly accurate information about the war and the fate of the Jews
in Europe, the German-speaking communists in exile in Mexico developed a
growing interest in antisemitism and Jewish history.96 For the first and only
time in the history of German communism in the twentieth century, the Jew-
ish question became the focus of debates.97 Horrified by the news coming
from Europe, Katz wanted to use his essays to demonstrate the long history
of antisemitism. His intention was also to define antisemitism since he no-
ticed many people were still using “antisemitic slogans without realizing it.”

94Leo Katz, “Erste Begegnung mit den Volksdemokratie,” in Salzburger Tagblatt 31, Decem-
ber 1949, 15; Leo Katz, “Das waren Zeiten!,” in Österreichische Volksstime, July 23, 1950, 9;
Leo Katz, “Die guten alten Zeiten,” in Österreichische Volksstime, March 12, 1950, 11.
95Herf, Divided Memory, 148.
96Graf, “Twice Exiled”, 771–72; Herf, Divided Memory, 39.
97Herf, Divided Memory, 63.
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As the end of WWII was in sight, Katz wanted to send a clear message: Eu-
rope would continue to exist, and a reconstruction would only be possible if
antisemitism, “the flag of anti-civilization,” completely disappeared.98

The writer drew on considerations and results from his doctoral thesis, but
he was also inspired by Otto Heller’s book Der Untergang des Judentums
(The Decline of Judaism; 1931)—a popular book among communists that
addressed the Jewish question and antisemitism in the 1930s. A journalist
from Vienna who lived in Berlin in the 1920s, Heller wrote an exposition
of the proletarian revolutionary view of the Jewish question.99 Like Heller,
Katz believed that the Jews were predominantly a trading people and that
all “conflicts between the Jews and wider society sprang from their social
function. Therein lay the essence of antisemitism and the persecutions of the
Jews in all times. In detail, the role of the Jews had changed, but their social
function remained the same.”100

Katz’s analysis focuses on emerging industrialization and increased an-
tisemitism in the nineteeth century. From Germany, modern antisemitism
spread to France, then to Russia and Eastern Europe. Katz does not address
the specific situation of the Jews in Russia or Romania and only mentions that
the majority of Jews in those areas were living in poor conditions. “The an-
tisemitic agitator at the end of the nineteenth and beginning of the twentieth
century takes the Jewish banker and industrialist as his subject.”101 Katz rec-
ognizes here that the nineteenth century brought a significant change in the
nature of antisemitism—a position not often found among German-speaking
communists. According to Traverso, “German and Austrian Marxists failed
to grasp the important change that occurred during the second half of the
nineteenth century: the transition from religious hostility to Jews to modern
racist antisemitism.”102 Katz went beyond Heller’s interpretation, taking a
more positive stance on Zionism. He also recognized that the Nazis brought
antisemitism to a new level. This also distinguished Katz from his fellows.
Herf explains that “Communists who argued that Nazis and antisemitism had
an autonomous political significance were exceptional.”103

It was late in his exile that the writer began to question his earlier posi-
tion on antisemitism and the narrative of Burning Villages. For a long time,
Katz’s articles on antisemitism were in line with the Communist Party.104

98Leo Katz, “Der Antisemitismus”; and idem, “Der Antisemitismus in seiner historischen
Entwicklung,” Leo Katz Papers, 169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
99Silberner, Kommunisten, 274–79; Navon, “The Jew is to Be Burned,” 331–59.
100Silberner, Kommunisten, 276.
101Katz, “Der Antisemitismus in seiner historischen Entwicklung.”
102Traverso, Die Marxisten, 82.
103Herf, Divided Memory, 16.
104Graf, “Habsburger Residuen,” 370.
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His transition from the one-sided depiction of a class-struggle narrative was
a result of his confrontation with national socialism, the role of antisemitism,
and a debate on the responsibility of the Germans in the war. Phillipp Graf,
who closely studied the tensions inside the Katz group, noticed that, while
the group “both in the question of guilt and in the explanation of National
Socialism on a strictly materialistic level [were] more or less immune to the
news of the Holocaust, in the case of [Bruno] Frei and Katz it can be ob-
served a steady departure from traditional patterns of explanations.” As Graf
further asserts, Katz was able to recognize the horrors of the Holocaust and
to understand the pogroms based on his experiences in the Austro-Hungarian
Empire. His encounters with antisemitism “may have enabled him in the first
place to recognize the qualitative newness of Germany’s policy toward the
Jews. In the deliberate and comprehensive attempt to exterminate European
Jews by the Germans, Katz recognized not so much the similarities as the dif-
ferences with Eastern European antisemitism.”105 This transition was clearly
reflected in the novels Katz wrote in these years.

Seedtime: An Incomplete Depiction of Antisemitism

Katz’s cooperation with Knopf represented his greatest literary success. This
came after the publishing house rejected both Burning Villages and Toten-
jäger.106 But faced with accusations of promoting antisemitism, Knopf was
interested in publishing books on Jewish history. Therefore, Seedtime, as a
“touching prose poem on the long history of the Jewish race”—as Katz’s
translator Wilson Follett promoted it—perfectly fit this strategy.107

Reviewers of Seedtime praised Katz for doing “a skillful job of integrating
his broadly liberal political insights with a crucial event in the life of a bor-
der town.”108 Another reviewer depicted Seedtime as a novel about “Jewish
people: the first scapegoats in the class struggle.”109 Others saw it as a book
about pogroms “and the slow disintegration of the Dual Monarchy.”110 On a

105Graf, “Habsburger Residuen,” 377.
106Wilson Follett letter to Leo Katz, December 9, 1946, Diverse Correspondence, Leo Katz
Papers, 169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
107Joshua Lambert, “Publishing Jews at Knopf,” in Book History 21 (2018): 343–69, at
362–63; Report by Wilson Follett, March 7, 1946, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Box 79,
The New York Public Library; Wilson Follett letter to Leo Katz, December 9, 1946.
108Stephen Stepanchev, review of Seedtime by Leo Katz, New York Herald Tribune, July 13,
1947, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Box 130, The New York Public Library.
109S. Finkelstein, review of Seedtime by Leo Katz, New Masses, September 16, 1947, Alfred
A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Box 130, The New York Public Library.
110Alfred Werner, “Novel of a Never-Never Land: Tale Portrays the Hapsburg Empire,” review
of Seedtime by Leo Katz, The Chicago Sun, July 20, 1947, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Box
130, The New York Public Library.
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negative note, one reviewer misunderstood the author’s intentions, believing
that Katz addressed too many topics: Seedtime was a novel about the political
life in Bukovina but was also an “account of the Romanian peasant revolt”
and a portrayal of “Jewish life in the region.”111 His novel had something
of a documentary purpose, and there was a “compulsion rather than an inner
creativity” in his writing.112 All these reactions indicate that Katz distanced
himself from the one-sided narrative and the Marxist view of antisemitism in
Burning Villages.

In Seedtime Katz retained the narrative of Burning Villages while expand-
ing on topics related to Jewish history, the Habsburg Monarchy, the revolt,
and Romania’s reaction to it. The novel features the same influential Jews
who seek to profit from the Jewish refugees, but these are a minority as the
rest of the community takes antisemitism seriously.113 Jews seek and ob-
tain the support of the Habsburg officials and they also take initiative to pro-
tect themselves.114 By including this, Katz demonstrates the solidarity, self-
confidence, and mobilization inside the Jewish communities. The Austro-
Hungarian Monarchy is perceived more as a protective entity, and its con-
trast to the Romanian state representatives is even greater than in Burning
Villages. Katz pointedly writes that to “any inhabitant of Romania, and very
particularly any Jewish inhabitant, that notion of government taking thought
on his behalf was no source of gladness.”115

The writer introduces the topic of antisemitism very early in Seedtime,
leaving no room for speculation as to whether the uprising had an antisemitic
character or not. The questions that then arise include: Who propagated the
antisemitism, and what were the consequences? The leading antisemite in
the novel is a German landowner conducting business in Romania. Together
with other Romanian landowners, he plans pogroms to incite the peasants
against Jews to create “a pretext for military intervention” by the Habsburg
Monarchy. Military representatives and other landowners join the plot to “di-
vert the revolt into a pogrom against the Jews.” They are then acquainted with
antisemitic methods from Russia, where the Tsar rages “with his pogroms”
against Jews.

Portraying a German as an antisemitic leader after WWII is understand-
able. However, German businessmen had no interest in a revolt as Katz sug-
gests. As the revolt broke out, their first reaction was to urge the authorities to

111Nathan Ausubel, “Two Novels of European Jewish Life,” review of Seedtime by Leo Katz
and In My Father’s Pasture by Soma Morgenstern, Jewish Life, September 1948, Alfred A.
Knopf, Inc. Records, Box 130, The New York Public Library.
112Irving Howe, “The Art of Exhaustion,” review of Seedtime by Leo Katz, Books in Review,
August 1947, Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. Records, Box 130, The New York Public Library.
113Katz, Seedtime, 218–19.
114Katz, Seedtime, 299–303.
115Katz, Seedtime, 165, 214.
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help them save their businesses in Romania.116 Katz’s intimation of Tsarist
Bessarabia influence is plausible, but it demands further research, as there
are no studies on connections between Romanian and Russian antisemites.
The author’s characterization of major Romanian landowners as leading an-
tisemites during the 1907 uprising requires further explanation as well. When
the Romanian government announced reforms aimed at limiting the power of
leaseholders—by forming village councils as a reaction to the uprising—the
big landowners were the first to oppose such a measure. As Austro-Hungarian
diplomats demonstrated, the big landowners preferred to work further with
leaseholders than with village committees, with whom they would have to
negotiate laboriously.117

Katz’s essays, like his articles on Romania and his novel Totenjäger, re-
veal that he had no insights on Romania’s antisemitic movement.118 Despite
the fact that Romanian antisemites were active before 1918 in Bukovina and
that Moldova was a center of antisemitism, Katz only had vague information
about the state of antisemitism there, and this information was largely related
to the fascist Legionary movement.119

The main differences between Burning Villages and Seedtime are not only
the latter being richer in detail on antisemitism. By including antisemitic
characters who plot pogroms, Katz shows how the ideology was enacted.
Still, Katz’s depiction is limited as he does not explain how antisemitic vi-
olence unfolded. As a reviewer remarked, Katz’s “peasants don’t react to
antisemitism. . . . Had Mr. Katz explored the more difficult problem of the
indigenous subterranean antisemitism of the masses, in addition to viewing
it as a mere provocation of reactionary politicians, he would have had a more
vital and dramatically tense subject.”120 This allowed Katz to keep elements
of the class-war ideology, including peasants being victims of the capitalist
elites, intact. In Totenjäger, as Graf notes:

antisemitism is an elementary need of the German occupiers who
will not rest until their obsession is fulfilled and the Jews of
Bukovina are actually murdered. Their murder is not primarily

116Call for help of Austrian businessmen, March 25, 1907, Slănic Moldova; Call for help
of an Austrian citizen, mill owner in Mihăileni, March 22, 1907; Call for help of Austrian
businessmen, March 23, 1907, Bacău, MdÄ AR, F52-34-1, HHStA.
117Report by Prinz Schönburg’s concerning the agrarian reforms in Romania following the
peasant uprising, September 20, 1907, PA XVIII, 39, HHStA.
118Konstantin Kaiser interview with Friedrich Katz, December 22, 1984, Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
119There is little research on this aspect. Recently see Andrei Corbea-Hoisie, “Wie die Juden
Gewalt schreien”: Aurel Onciul und die antisemitische Wende in der Bukowiner Öffentlichkeit
nach 1907,” East Central Europe 39 (2012): 13–60.
120Howe, “The Art of Exhaustion.”
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for the personal enrichment of the perpetrators—according to the
classic communist image, which is also sufficiently represented in
Mexico—but the extermination of the Jews is based on the anti-
semitic world view of the murderers.121

Katz wrote Totenjäger from the perspective of a communist who was be-
ginning to take a different stance on antisemitism. In Seedtime—published
two years after Totenjäger—the break with the communist version is not that
clear. This oscillation is not surprising as, a short time later, Katz reverted to
old vocabulary and old explanatory patterns in his writing.122

Conclusion

While the uprising was still unfolding in Romania, the Society for Counter-
ing Antisemitism—an organization based in the second Viennese district—
pleaded with the Interior Ministry to halt the antisemitic propaganda in the
Habsburg Monarchy, and they particularly drew attention to the activities
of the Christian Social Party led by the notorious Viennese mayor Karl
Lueger (1844–1910). Without strictly controlling antisemitism, the Habsburg
Monarchy ran the risk that “as in Russia and Romania, there will be violence
and destruction of property.”123 Although the complaint had no effect, it says
a lot about how the unrest in Romania was perceived. Two months into the
uprising, almost nothing distinguished the violence in Romania from that
in Tsarist Russia. In her essay “From The Dreyfus Affair to France Today,”
Hannah Arendt observed that the pogroms of Russia and Romania were not
reminiscences from the Middle Ages but a “reality of modern politics.“124

The revolt was also the result of the antisemitic propaganda in Romania
that for years had been blaming Jews for the peasants’ misery. Besides suf-
fering damage to their property, Jews were injured, killed, and forced to flee
the country. The widespread reaction to the revolt was to blame the Jew-
ish leaseholders for the peasantry’s violence: the leaseholders created un-
bearable working conditions, forcing the peasants to rebel.125 While studies
published in interwar Romania mention the antisemitic aspect of the revolt,
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122Graf, “Habsburger Residuen,” 376, 381.
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sidium, AVA.
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(1942): 195–240, at 232.
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the first book on the revolt written in Romania after 1990 fails “to address
forthrightly the controversial role of antisemitism,” and Jews are barely men-
tioned.126 The fact that the role of Jews in the uprising was and is a debated
issue underlines the necessity for future studies that take antisemitism as a
starting point.127

Leo Katz’s novels provide a basis for studying the nature and dynamics of
the revolt. They also offer an insight into the response of Bukovinian Jewry
to the crisis unfolding at the Romanian border in the spring of 1907. Katz’s
community closely witnessed the uprising. The violent clashes in Romania
endangered the social balance in Austro-Hungarian border towns as it led to
tension among the peasantry and the fear in Jewish communities that anti-
semitic violence might spill over the border. Katz’s account is complemented
and corroborated by reports of the authorities, the press, and Jewish orga-
nizations. Jewish responses included the organization of local self-defense
groups and the massive support offered to the refugees. Bukovina was for
many Jewish refugees a temporary shelter, but some remained, and in the
long run they influenced the Yiddish culture there.128 These responses re-
veal an increased awareness among Jews in Bukovina that antisemitism was
a widespread component of mass politics in the surrounding areas and of
Romania’s intentions of further prohibiting the emancipation of its Jewish
population. The violence to which the Jews were exposed in the spring of
1907 also prompted the Israelitische Allianz zu Wien, at that time the most
important Jewish organization in the Habsburg Monarchy, to get involved to
ensure safe migration for the Jews in Romania.129

It took Katz many years to describe what happened. Witnessing violence
did not automatically mean that he was able to document it extensively. And,
still, his novels do not offer a full picture. Katz’s incomplete depictions were
influenced by discourse on antisemitism in communist circles during the in-
terwar years. Even so, Burning Villages differs from other novels on the revolt
published in Romania. Compared to Panait Istrati’s Les chardons du Baragan
(The Thistles of the Bărăgan; 1928) and Liviu Rebreanu’s Răscoala (The Re-
volt; 1932)—two of the most renowned books on the uprising written during
the interwar period—Katz’s Burning Villages stands out as it demonstrates
that the 1907 revolt affected Jewish communities too. While Katz’s novels
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are not the only texts to discuss the antisemitism (there are numerous state-
produced documents in this regard), his novels are the sole extensive Jewish
account on the revolt.

Seedtime was influenced by debates Katz had with other German-
speaking communists over Nazi rule and the role of antisemitism. The
writer’s experiences of antisemitism were a source for his interpretation and
understanding of the Holocaust. Conversely, the Holocaust made him rethink
the course of the revolt, and the debates led to him to apply a different in-
terpretative framework to the revolt. Thereafter, he looked more closely at
the history of Jews in Eastern Europe, at the relation between Jews and non-
Jews, and the role of the state in promoting antisemitism. Learning about the
fate of the Bukovinian Jewry and Romania’s collaboration with the Nazis,
Katz searched for answers in history. In Seedtime, a historic novel that he
worked on during and after the war, Katz showed that at the eastern border-
land of the Empire, by the turn of the century antisemitism had a rhetorical,
political, and transnational component that brought together antisemites and
constituted a destructive force.

There is no doubt that Katz preferred Seedtime over Burning Villages. As
Friedrich Katz explained, his father was not pleased with the earlier work,
as it was a too much of a “personal testimony”; Burning Villages was “only
a first draft that he never intended to publish.”130 Seedtime is not simply
an English version of Burning Villages, as often believed,131 but what Katz
regarded as his main contribution to the history of the revolt. This is why,
when it came to publishing his book in German, Katz first sent Seedtime to
Steinberg, a Swiss publishing house best known for publishing Ilia Ehrenburg
and Aldous Huxley. Although Steinberg “highly valued the novel,” it rejected
it in 1947 due to the scarce “paper conditions.”132 Only then, in 1948, did
Katz turn to Globus (discussed above), which rejected the novel most likely
on ideological grounds. Aware of Leo Katz’s differences in the depiction of
antisemitism, this article has shown the degree to which Katz tried to offer
a broad understanding of the events that affected the Jewish communities in
Romania in the spring of 1907 so severely.

Funding Note Open access funding provided by University of Vienna.

Competing Interests The authors declare no competing interests.

130Herf, Divided Memory, 68.
131Konstantin Kaiser interview with Friedrich Katz, December 22, 1984, Leo Katz Papers,
169/01, Literary Archive of the Austrian National Library.
132Graf, “Habsburger Residuen,” 375.



364 A. KALTENBRUNNER

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in
published maps and institutional affiliations.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 Interna-
tional License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any
medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the
source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made.
The images or other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative
Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by
statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly
from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://creativecommons.org
/licenses/by/4.0/.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	‘‘Burning Villages’’: Leo Katz’s Novels on the 1907 Romanian Peasants’ Revolt and the Question of Antisemitism
	Abstract
	Introduction
	The Uprising and the Border
	Burning Villages: Class War, Not Antisemitism
	Antisemitism: ‘‘The Flag of Anti-Civilization’’
	Seedtime: An Incomplete Depiction of Antisemitism
	Conclusion


