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 “Judaism in Music” by Richard Wagner was written in 1850—two years after massive revolution 

throughout Europe and the height of a threatened, repressive government in response. As an echo from 

the French Revolution of 1789, the revolutions in 1848 in Europe were a result of a similar conservative, 

traditional governmental rule. After 1815, the conservatives moved to reinstitute traditional, conservative 

values into the German State. The leader of an alliance against Napoleon and the Austrian Foreign Prime 

Minister, Klemens von Metternich, saw it as his duty to “turn the clock back” and restore the old values 

before revolution could occur again.1 To achieve this, he would create a repressive government, strictly 

cautious and vigilant of potential revolutionary threats. To justify the government’s actions, Metternich 

presented this as a way to consolidate and unify Germany. Metternich’s commitment, however, had 

limitations. The Austrian official wanted to restrict the leftist revolution for economic unification, as well 

as the growing nationalistic movement which had deeper romantic roots. Metternich considered both of 

these movements to be dangerous, and sought to find a middle ground.2 Nevertheless, revolution erupted, 

beginning in January 1848 in Italy, then spread to France, Germany, and the Austrian Empire, respectively. 

Despite the efforts of revolutionaries toward change, each failed. The German governments, in response 

to the failed revolutions, installed an even-more rigid and controlled system of government. In addition, 

all of the revolutionary constitutions, especially the main one formulated by the German Frankfurt 

Assembly, were retracted and powers of individual German principalities were removed.3 The system of 

repressive government lasted through the mid-1850s and specifically in the Kingdom of Prussia, started 

to slowly change and liberalize. Thus, a “new era” began in the 1860s.4 

The revolutions of 1848 constituted a reaction against aristocratic rule and strict governmental 

control on the part of Klemens von Metternich. By way of political developments, cultural tensions 

																																																								
1 David B. Dennis, Online Course Lecture 12: “Biedermeier and Young Germany A,” History 336, Loyola University Chicago, Fall 2016. 
2 Ibid.  
3 David Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century: A History of Germany, 1780-1918. (New York : Oxford University Press, 1998), 225-234.  
4 Ibid. 
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likewise lied beneath; many of which were direct results of economic and unification progress. Political 

tension laid between Conservatives calling for a return of the monarchy, which included small German 

principalities, and Liberals who, above all, wanted economic mobility in Germany as well as a sector of 

their goals being romantic nationalism and a united German people (Mensch).5 These political tensions 

gave way to cultural change. A shift took place in Germany, post-1848 from the ‘Biedermeier’ period to 

Realism, with consideration of the Industrial Revolution. Many were affected by the industrial revolution, 

as later depicted in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engel’s ‘The Communist Manifesto.’ Thus, cultural conflict 

was created by those who believed in the Romantic, Old-German orientation and those who accepted the 

change. The themes present in Richard Wagner’s ‘Judaism in Music’ (1850) are a cultural response, on 

the part of a Romantic, to the decadence that he believes to be present. In Wagner’s case, the Jews are 

now the source of such decadence. The Biedermeier era became a transition point between the mystical, 

supernatural qualities of Romanticism and a move into more modern, Realist orientation. Biedermeier was 

a domesticated version of Romanticism which nulled the threats of Romantics (to the political world) and 

allowed Germans to have classical and romantic ideals, but within bounds.6 Germans began to develop 

quaint, home-like qualities that manifested into German Idealism. Germans read the classic pieces of 

literature and understood the concepts, however, none were to be taken into action. This idealism became 

the mentality of the middle-class. Each aspect of life was to be within bounds and undisruptive culturally 

and politically.7 Meanwhile, men such as Wagner see German Idealism and the behavior of the middle 

class as lukewarm and unproductive, attributes to the decadence growing in Germany. In addition, the 

romantic nationalism movement was growing among young men in Germany. Those who believed in the 

Old-German principles were primarily young men—these men began to form what came to be known as 

																																																								
5 David B. Dennis, Online Course Lecture 12: “Biedermeier and Young Germany A,” History 336, Loyola University Chicago, Fall 2016. 
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. 
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the Volkish movement. The anti-Liberal, anti-modernist, and conservative values manifested themselves 

into their own body. That, with anti-Semitic underpinnings, related to the belief that Jews were responsible 

for finance capitalism, culminated a small, nonetheless present, existence of German nationalism.8 

Richard Wagner was a centerpiece for cultural development in the 19th Century. Wagner, as an 

adolescent aspired to be as great as Beethoven and Shakespeare—he would write poetry, literature, and 

compose his own music, then, bring them all together. His music would portray the human psyche in an 

art form. Most notably, his music would allow the audience to access sounds and melodies that represented 

tangible feelings the average person would feel, then, he would blend these feelings with one another to 

create a series of emotions all proceeding one another.9 Wagner’s career, as a composer, did not go as well 

as he planned in the earlier part of his life. These shortcomings led to a disdain Wagner developed toward 

Jews.10 Predating any of the national socialist or Volkish movements, Wagner was among the among the 

first, in the ‘long 19th century’ context to place blame on Jews for his own failures, notably in his 

composition, and attribute them to the decadence of society. After Wagner’s participation in the Dresden 

Uprising of 1849, he was exiled to Switzerland where he wrote the highly critical essay “Judaism in 

Music.”11 As an exile he feared arrest and charges by the government, so he signed the work, ‘K. 

Freigedank,’ or “free thinker.” “Judaism in Music” laid the groundwork to explain Wagner’s frustration 

toward Jews, which, in his opinion, meant the frustrations of the greater German people. Wagner builds 

his argument via a critique of Felix Mendelssohn most evidently. As a Jewish composer, Wagner claims 

their work to be the primary examples of the decadence in German society, provided by such “outsiders” 

and “foreigners” to the historical community and greater European nationality, culturally and 

economically. 

																																																								
8 David B. Dennis, Online Course Lecture 18: “Gruenderzeit and Volkish Ideology,” History 336, Loyola University Chicago, Fall 2016. 
9 David B. Dennis, Online Course Lecture 18: “Socialism and Realism A,” History 336, Loyola University Chicago, Fall 2016. 
10 Ibid. 
11 “Richard Wagner,” Encyclopædia Britannica, accessed January 4, 2017, https://www.britannica.com/biography/Richard-Wagner-German-composer.  

 



	 5 

Richard Wagner’s “Judaism in Music” is a product of the influential shifts in the European political 

landscape of the early 19th century, leading toward the primary tensions within Germany’s near future: the 

desire to keep the values of old-German conservatism or to transition into a modern, economically liberal, 

and collective German nationalistic culture, meanwhile foreshadowing how the divisive interests in 

German cultural values would further separate and make room for an ideology that would effectively 

challenge the forces of modernism in the long 19th century. Wagner’s writing comes at a pivotal time, in 

the height of oppressive reaction in Germany—intense governmental control coupled with unrest from a 

failed revolution. In the greater German mentality, political failures were the cause of such disarray, but 

Wagner would like to establish that, in fact, it is a very clear reality that the Jews are responsible for the 

economic problems and decadence taking place modern German culture. This, in response to his exile by 

the German government, he places the blame on the Jew instead. Jews, the long-hated group, now, 

according to Wagner, are the source for shifting political change and cultural change. Notably, then, out 

of frustrations from his own career shortcomings, Wagner can appeal to several audiences. Wagner’s work 

is critical to three main themes, or problems, he sees as a result of the Jews’ presence in Germany. 

Additionally, his work is exceptional because he acknowledges and sets the precedent for current trends 

while forecasting growing themes that will build in the nineteenth century and into the early twentieth. 

First, he critiques the industrializing modern world as a result of Jewish usury and modern greed 

therefrom. Wagner believed Jews were at the core of the economic change and thus explaining the 

perceived Jewish economic dominance in the financial world. To pave the way for H.S. Chamberlain’s 

“Foundations of the 19th Century,” Wagner also develops his argument to show that, as Germans, it is a 

natural reaction to be repelled and repulsed by Jews. He appeals to the German national and cultural 

identities simultaneously, and initiates the first steps toward the development of Xenophobia in 19th and 

early 20th century Germany. Then, to further elaborate his argument, Wagner lays the ground work for the 



	 6 

first strains of racial anti-Semitism. Jews, who were once the subject of religious prosecution for centuries, 

Wagner explains is an obsolete claim—Jews are now innately different and cannot be changed. 

The 1840s and 50s were the decades of immense change in Germany from within political, 

economic, and cultural sectors. Nationally, the impact of the Industrial Revolution had serious results. Out 

of the growth of technology, the history of European economics and culture changed drastically in the 

middle of the 19th century. A revolution in machinery and mass production threatened the job security of 

industrial workers. The 1848 revolutions are also undoubtedly linked to these changes—a source of 

frustration not only for political change but from the challenges that peasants and small merchant workers 

faced against revolutionary technology. As later symbolized in Gerhart Hauptmann’s, The Silesian 

Weavers, there was unrest and tensions in Germany from the new technological discoveries that put 

Germans out of work. A result of population growth and political freedom from political shifts throughout 

Europe, came unprecedented amounts of consumption by common European citizens who, before the 

revolution, would have made products for themselves and their families or small communities. The textile 

industry was the first to begin the revolution, starting in England, during the eighteenth century. Then, as 

the revolution grew, there came a need to move consumer goods, notably textiles and food, on a massive 

scale.12 Thus, a revolution in transportation was needed. Germans needed a way to move goods on a mass 

and efficient scale, so the beginnings of their infrastructure started with a railroad system. Creating a 

railway system had advantages and disadvantages: one notable advantage being the creation of jobs. 

Factories were required to manufacture and process the steel, iron, and coal needed to build structures. Of 

the major revolutionary changes, the railway provided opportunities to three major areas: A greater circle 

of consumers gained access to goods previously only available in other parts of Germany; A mobilized 

workforce giving previous peasants and farmers the ability to leave their homes and ride the train to new 

																																																								
12 David Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century: A History of Germany, 1780-1918. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), 181. 
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job potentials in distant areas; The major German rivers flowed north to south, and the railways could now 

transport products from east to west.13 Of all of the goods transported in Germany, apparel, and food and 

drink were the most popular of the products. More people needed clothing and food to eat, therefore a 

consumption became a major part of life during the mid-nineteenth century. The idea of businesses and 

economic opportunities, such as working in a textile factory or making a specialty item, products that 

Europeans want to buy, meant that conditions for competition were being created, thus conditions for 

capitalism also grew in nations across Europe. 

The greatest cultural response from the Industrial Revolution was the Realist movement. The 

realists challenged what was seen, written, and heard in Germany during the mid-to-late nineteenth 

century. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, in The Communist Manifesto, give a clear interpretation to the 

changes in society due to capitalism and industrialization. They argue that the presence of an abundance 

of wealth, like in the bourgeoisie, contribute extensively to the decadence in society: “It has converted the 

physician, the lawyer, the priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage laborers.”14 A world of 

change was taking place for Europeans and Germany was at the heart of it. Gerhart Hauptmann’s The 

Silesian Weavers, is the cornerstone piece to express the frustrations taking place culturally among 

Germans, in response to the Industrial Revolution. The Silesian Weavers were preparing themselves to 

rise up in protest against the ways they have received increasingly low pay and little job security due to 

the use of machinery in Germany. The story explains how the wages left poor living conditions for the 

workers and made a hostile environment, to increase productivity. In addition, The careers that require the 

most intellect and original thought are now no more significant than the next paid wage laborer. 

Undoubtedly, this shows a connection between the importance of having wealth and having intellect in 

German society. The major question and source of conflict comes from those, the liberals, wanting to 

																																																								
13 Blackbourn, A History of Germany, 184. 
14 Marx, Karl, Friedrich Engels, Samuel Moore, and David McLellan. 1992. The Communist Manifesto. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
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embrace the new-coming, modern qualities of life, and those, the conservatives, who would see these 

changes as threatening to German society.15 The artists during the time are simply documenting the 

changes occurring. Nonetheless, their documentation also served as a voice. Vincent van Gogh, a Dutch 

painter, documented the life of the poor quite vividly in “The Potato Eaters.”  

 

Van Gogh, who was typical to display the life of the poor in his work, does so explicitly in this painting. 

He shows the life of a family, who, at the time, had little-to-no money, being left with potatoes as their 

source of food. Van Gogh did not create this piece for artistic purposes, but to explain how the poor and 

peasantry really lived.16 The realist painters were much different from impressionist or classical artists, 

most of their images were from what they saw, factories, railroads, and cities.  

Richard Wagner, writing his work only two years after “The Communist Manifesto”, describes the 

decadence in society, from economic and political points of view, as a result of the Jews. In his famous 

opera, Der Ring des Nibelungen, Wagner symbolized that that the problem with society is that we have 

replaced the most important things in life, love and emotions, with the shallow values of greed and 

wealth.17 He also elaborated this theme thoroughly in “Judaism in Music.” There Wagner stated, “[The 

Jew] rules, and will rule, so long as Money remains the power before which all out doings and our dealings 

lose their force.”18 Wagner believes that the Jews been given room to create a world for themselves, a 

“Jerusalemitic realm” in which they have control politically and economically. He believes their inner 

																																																								
15 David B. Dennis, Online Course Lecture 18: “Biedermeier and Young Germany B,” History 336, Loyola University Chicago, Fall 2016.  
16 Ibid. 
17 David B. Dennis, Online Course Lecture 18: “Socialism and Realism A,” History 336, Loyola University Chicago, Fall 2016. 
18 Richard Wagner, “Judaism in Music,” 1850, 2. 
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greed has them does not allow them to see the beauty of works of art, but makes them see only the cash 

values for even the greatest works of art. Usury was, and yet still is the only way Jews have obtained 

wealth, essentially stealing from others, according to Wagner. As he argues with the lack of originality in 

music, he also views Jews as unable to create their own forms of wealth, but merely capable or gaining 

wealth after the hard work of others.19 “…Usury, had been left as their only trade—the Jews not merely 

could no longer be denied of a society that needed naught but gold, but they brought it with them in their 

pockets.” 20 

Bismarck as the new Chancellor meant an opportunity to fully engage the idea of German unity. 

Bismarck, uniting Germany into one state in 1871, provided political unity from assessing the elements 

of conflict and dissent among Germans. However, the unity Bismarck claims, Germans consider it invalid. 

David Blackbourn elaborates on German unification: “Germany was unified as a result of three wars that 

created a new power in the centre of Europe.”21 While that was the physical, political step toward 

unification, Blackbourn indicates that this indeed did not hold complete responsibility for the creation of 

the second German Empire. Further, the ability to create a collective entity was the ability for compromise 

by Bismarck. Bismarck understood that unification could not be achieved with Germany feeling 

threatened by forces such as France, nor could his power be undermined by Austria, which had an 

influence on south German states. So, Bismarck effectively removed the threat of Austria and France and 

gave the southern German states the ability to be one with the “nation,” despite their cultural and religious 

differences. 

The nationalization and unification of Germany meant to solidify the meaning of Germanness. The 

meaning of a collective identity was being found among men—not that it was unimportant to women—

																																																								
19 Ibid, 3-4. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Blackbourn, A History of Germany, 245. 
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but to men, the importance of being strong and having the ability to represent and fight for your country 

was important. Therefore, the emergence of the “Volk” is important in understanding German nationalism, 

and further, a xenophobic nationalism. As H.S. Chamberlain invoked the sense of the German being a 

superior creation out of the chaos of peoples among the earth, so did the Volkish movement start to adopt 

these ideas.22 The Volkish movement was important culturally to the German identity during the time of 

unification because it surpassed the political differences among men. George L. Mosse, in The Crisis of 

German Ideology, states: “The Volkish ideas were not spread primarily through organized movements, 

but rather through personal relationships and small groups….” 23   

The strongest element of xenophobic nationalism is Wagner’s sense of German heritage. This 

heritage is exclusive to Germans, and the greatness within the German race, Wagner claims, cannot 

associate itself with those not of a pure German background. “The Jew speaks the language of the nation 

in whose midst he dwells from generation to generation, but he speaks always as an alien.”24 Wagner is 

explaining that the Jew is unable to be a part of the original language—whatever he learns, as a stranger, 

can never be the most pure version. He also explains that the great masters of the German music world, 

like Beethoven, deserve the credit for making the “clearest, certainest expression of an unsayable 

content…”25 The “unsayable content” he refers to here is the pure emotions that are evoked from his work. 

Therefore, the Jew cannot fully replicate or imitate this material. 

In The Crisis of German Ideology, George L. Mosse stated that “The modern world had denied to 

Germans the unity which they had possessed long ago, and many felt that the movement for unity must 

draw its strength from those distant times rather than the unpromising present.”26 This statement argues 

most clearly that Germans wanted unity—their identity meant more to them than money or modernity. 

																																																								
22 Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, (London: John Lane, The Bodley Head, 1912), 13. 
23 George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology, (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1964), 5 
24 Wagner, “Judaism in Music.” 1. 
25 Ibid, 5.  
26 Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology, 3.  



	 11 

However, the problem lies in that Germany was different to the capitalist, consumer societies seen in 

England and France. Germany wanted to be unique and different, and that started with building a German 

collective identity. The unification of the German states by Bismarck in 1871 had the ability to appeal to 

multiple German identities. Unlike Metternich who believed in old-conservatism and unwilling to change, 

Bismarck believed it was in Germany’s best interest to look at both sides and create a compromise. He 

was able to get the economic liberties that the Liberals wanted with the “Zollverein,” while keeping some 

of the old values that conservatives wanted such as the large German option. With unity, there was still a 

cry out for a unified people—mainly from the young adults.27 A German identity also meant recognizing 

foreigners and their perceived potential to disturb the German state. Broadly, the growth in of racial anti-

Semitism was rooted from the both the fear of losing the German national identity and a tradition of Jews 

seen as the enemy. The movement that embodied the German mentality of unity as a people was seen in 

the “Volkish” movement. Usually the term “Volk” would refer to Germans as a collective body, the 

German race as members individually aligned, and in unity with other members of the Volk. However, 

out of frustration from the struggle for unity, the Volk came to embody a much more salient, driven sense 

of German nationalism. Now, this cannot be projected so early to mean National Socialism, while that 

was a movement in the making in the late nineteenth century.28 

Particularly for the beginning of Volkish thought, the source was being found in Germans feeling 

left out or lacking national unity they deserved. The Volkish movement was targeted toward young people 

initially. These people stood at the forefront of the fight for unification, so they desired a stronger sense 

of German unity and they would do this by any means. The “German Revolution,” as Mosse described, 

was the catalyst in bringing the Volkish movement into action. It was an ideology in which, during time 

of confusion, would give Germans “[an] idea of their place in their country and society. It determined 

																																																								
27 Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology, 5. 
28 Ibid, 8. 
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their image of themselves and of the world in which they live.” With that, the challenging portion is 

channeling this energy in the right direction, along with recognizing the parameters that a German identity 

means toward other national and racial identities in the world. Houston Stewart Chamberlain in 

Foundations of the Nineteenth Century introduces and elaborates on the German identity as Teutons and 

what this means toward Germany’s place in the world. He begins by explaining that it is not the Jews fault 

for the decadence in society, but more the Teutons fault for allowing it to happen and undermining its own 

abilities. Chamberlain is calling Germans to action. Further, to provide ground of wrongdoing, he blames 

the Jews for the industrial revolution’s failures: “…this sudden inroad of the Jews upon the life of the 

European races, who would the history of the world, has certainly not brought good alone in its train; …	

We have, however, reason to hope and believe that the Jews, like the Americans, have brought us not only 

a new pest but also a new vine.”29 Chamberlain would like to place the blame on the Jews for the Industrial 

Revolution, and while that serves one purpose, he would like to establish that the real reason for their ill-

behavior and pest-like qualities come from the fact that they are racially and scientifically different. He 

states that science has proven there are distinct physical differences among races. While physical 

differences are not harmful, Chamberlain’s views on the necessary separation among them is alarming. 

“…so entirely does it [race] distinguish him from the individual who springs from the chaotic jumble of 

peoples drawn from all parts of the world: and should this man of pure origin be perchance gifted above 

his fellows, then the fact of Race strengthens and elevates him on every hand, and he becomes a genius 

towering over the rest of mankind,…”30 In this quote, Chamberlain is setting the stage for the dangerous 

elements of Volkish ideology. Not only does he believe in the Jews as a pestilent race, but the purity of 

the German race puts the German man above his fellows, who are not of a “pure” race. The Volkish 

ideology of German unity through political means, and a spiritual German unity, in the Volkish sense, are 

																																																								
29 Chamberlain, Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, 7. 
30 Ibid, 13. 
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the building blocks founded in economic frustration and previews for manifestation and action in the early 

20th century of intensified anti-Semitism. 

Richard Wagner’s anti-Semitic claims are the focus of his essay. “Judaism in Music” essentially 

explains the decadence in modern German musical culture as a result of, similar to Chamberlain, a 

pestilence of a race within the music community, in this example, most notably Felix Mendelssohn. 

Wagner begins his argument with his claim that is the fault of the Germans to have allowed the Jews to 

gain so much influence in society. The emancipation of the Jews, Wagner claims, “was an abstract 

principle, then of a concrete case:” With that, the freedom that Jews are allowed was only symbolically 

accepted, but in reality, was not something wanted by the Germans at all.31 To explain the discomfort 

Germans have with Jews, Wagner justifies the feelings he believes all Germans to have, an “involuntary 

repellence,” toward the Jew. It should be an instinctive feeling and dislike toward them—involuntary in 

the sense that one does not choose to dislike them, but Germans naturally are unable to associate 

themselves with a Jew. Wagner gives a full explanation of his claims. From the first sight, Jew-created art 

is distinctively different and inept with the art-history of the German tradition. Germans must not only be 

able to identify Jew-created matter, but be able to recognize what is different, and with that, you can 

rightfully make rid of. One should be able to recognize the physical appearance of the Jew which is 

instinctively, or without effort, recognizable. He goes on to claim that the physical appearance of the Jew 

is foreign even to all European nations. More importantly, Wagner’s point is that the Jew can never be a 

part of European society or modern art culture because of his most damaging influence, his speech. 

Simply, the Jew is unable to associate himself with the music world, in Europe, because of his foreign 

ancestry to Europe. The Jew was born outside of the continent and then immigrated here to and learned 

the language of the country. The point of focus is the Jews’ learned aspect of their existence. Wagner is 

																																																								
31 Wagner, “Judaism in Music,” 1. 
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the advocate for a pure race, a pure society, one not mixed in with other races and cultures, frankly, because 

the Teutons are great enough by themselves. Because the Jew had to learn German from other, their entire 

race is now copy-cats of everything audible to them. “The Jew talks the modern European language merely 

as learnt, and not as mother tongues, must necessarily debar him from all capability of therein expressing 

himself idiomatically, independently, and conformably to his nature.”32 Therefore, because his audible 

producing capabilities is copied, then all of the music capabilities, composing and playing, is therefore 

void as “outlandish and unpleasant…blabber.”33 Wagner then takes a detailed look at this claim in his 

example of Felix Mendelssohn’s work. Not only is Wagner attacking Mendelssohn as a Jew, but 

simultaneously reinforcing the superiority of German classical and romantic composers. A major example 

Wagner provides is the inability for the Mendelssohn, or any Jew, to make an original work of art. He 

explains this through the originality differences of Beethoven and Bach. Bach’s music, Wagner claims, is 

great, however easily mimicked, and restrained by formality which allows anyone to replay it and add 

variations with ease. This, Mendelssohn can do. However, the originality of expression from Beethoven 

is unprecedented. He uses a metaphor of a human visage striving outward from the Sphinx. Though Bach’s 

music does strive outward, Beethoven’s music “thrust beyond absolute music” and reaching frontiers 

never faced before. Therefore, with the waves of expression and originality in-place by Beethoven, it is 

impossible for a Jew, like Mendelssohn, to imitate it. Nevertheless, when he tries we are aroused to a 

certain level, but our arousal is only evidence of the decadence in the music society. Wagner explains this 

negative change as “the inconceivably witless confusion of our luxurious music-taste.” Wagner in his 

argument wants to establish, simply, that the pestilent, unoriginal, and repellent qualities of the Jew are 

not something which can be overlooked and a fact of life that can never change. 

																																																								
32 Ibid, 2.  
33 Ibid, 3. 
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If the early twentieth century claims the age of catastrophe, then the nineteenth deserves the age 

of conflict and confusion as its predecessor. Germany, in the middle of revolution sprouting throughout 

Europe during the early nineteenth century, would eventually be one of the strongest nations in Europe. 

Not only an economic center in Europe, Germany also became a pioneer in artistic movements through 

romantic composers such as Richard Wagner to realist/expressionist painters like Kandinsky and 

Liebermann. The nineteenth century, however, was also a century of political unrest and revolt. The new 

ideas of freedom starting from the Enlightenment principles to The French Revolution, to the defeat of 

Napoleon, all were pointing in the direction toward a modern society. The society, in some ways was 

progressed, and in other ways, took tremendous steps backward. There were sides at odds in Germany, 

much like today, broadly, the conservatives and the liberals. The conservatives wanted to turn back the 

clock to the old German values and keep the monarchy. On the other hand were the liberals, who wanted, 

more than anything, unification of the German principalities. Meanwhile, economically, Europe was 

beginning to undertake a massive revolution in industry. Many were unsure how the industry would 

change the ways of life for most Europeans, and while it did affect everyone, there were both positive and 

negative impacts. Europe, via the Industrial Revolution became connected on levels that were 

unprecedented in centuries past. The creation of railways that ran through Europe allowed countries to 

produce goods on a mass scale, which meant a growth in economy, and for people to gain mobility in 

Europe, which meant the creation of the modern city.  Then, in 1848, because of frustrations coming from 

the industrial revolution, political revolution broke out in Europe, failed, and left many Germans 

devastated and angry and one of these individuals was Richard Wagner. Wagner, upset from his career 

shortcomings and a growing disdain for modern culture, writes “Judaism in Music” while in exile. He 

essentially gives a critique on why the Jew should not and cannot be integrated or assimilated to the 

German world. Wagner’s work is critical to three main themes, or problems, he sees as a result of the 
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Jews’ presence in Germany. Additionally, his work is exceptional because he acknowledges and sets the 

precedent for current trends while forecasting growing themes that will build in the nineteenth century 

and into the early twentieth. First, he criticizes the modern, industrialized world and how the Jews, through 

their usury and “dominance” have contributed to decadence and greed in the sight of capitalism. Then, the 

sense of German nationalism was addressed, how it started and why it contributed to the Volkish 

movement. Finally, the emergence of racial anti-Semitism, one of the strongest elements of Volkish 

culture that transformed into National Socialism. It goes without question the detrimental effects that bias 

can have upon a person or group. However, the larger issue within Wagner’s writing is his belief that 

others, notably Jews, are inherently and biologically different from one another, and there is no way to 

change them. As anti-Semitic and demeaning “Judaism in Music” can be to read, the larger picture is not 

whether Wagner’s claims are wrong or not, but questioning the motives and cultural challenges that 

allowed Richard Wagner to predict a series of drastic culture change is unprecedented. 

 


