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By Arnold Reisman*
Abstract: Walter Gottschalk, founder and director of the Oriental Department at the Prussian State
Library in Berlin, was dismissed by the Nazis and forced into retirement in 1935 because of his
Jewish heritage. Even with the help of Albert Einstein the only available safe haven to him and his
family was Turkey. In 1932 the Turkish government made a command decision to
modernize/westernize its higher education and library systems but did not possess the indigenous
human resources to accomplish that goal. In 1933 Germany presented Turkey with a window of
opportunity and Turkey began to invite intellectuals fleeing the Nazis to help in her social, scientific
and cultural westernization process. Walter Gottschalk was one of the invitees. Within Turkey itself
Gottschalk is widely acknowledged as having contributed greatly to the organization of her modern
system of libraries, document archives, and cadres of librarians and library scientists.
Born in 1891 in Aachen, Walter Gottschalk
studied orientalism, philosophy, history, and
the history of art in both Wurzburg and Berlin,
receiving a Ph.D. in 1914. Two years later, he
was drafted to serve Germany in World War I
and, whether by happenstance or plan, posted
to Turkey, Syria, and Palestine. At the war‟s
end, he joined the staff of the Prussian State
Library in Berlin as senior librarian for
language and history of the Middle East where
he made significant contributions by
establishing the library‟s Oriental Department,
a fact that is well documented. 1 In addition
to organizing the department‟s reference
library and creating a precise catalogue, he
was a member of the Ibn-Saad2 Commission
and co-editor of Ibn-Saad‟s complete works.3
Although his work was acknowledged with a
substantial promotion in 1923, Gottschalk was
dismissed from his job because of his Jewish
origins and forced into retirement in 1935. For
a while he managed to find somework in the
field of science, and gave lectures on various
topics, such as introduction to Arabic.
At that time, desperate for any help, many
Jewish intellectuals in Germany turned to
Albert Einstein for assistance in leaving their

homeland and securing positions elsewhere,
for it was well known that Einstein was
expending a great deal of his time and energy
trying to help his brethren whose lives were at
risk and who were trying to find a way to
safety. 4

From notes of a speech Einstein delivered on
October 29, 19305
In a letter to Albert Einstein6 postmarked
1938, Wanda (Mrs.) Gottschalk wrote:
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Most esteemed Herr Professor:
The difficult times have given me the
courage to approach you with a
question.
In 1935 my husband, the archivist and
librarian Dr. Walther Gottschalk, born
January 29, 1891, in Aachen, had to
relinquish his position at the State
Library in Berlin, because we are Jews.
As people who deeply experience their
Judaism and affirm it, who are Jews
not because they have to be but
because they want to be, we have until
now found the strength to bear our lot
uprightly and with firm trust in God.
But what makes my heart bleed and
brings me to write to you today, is the
thought that here such a capable Jew as
my husband, like one paralyzed and
forced into idleness, should let his
young life pass by, whereas with a
university or library appointment he
could once again productively employ
all his powers in the fields of science
or librarianship.

If this should not be at all be possible
for you, most honored Professor, could
you then advise me as to where I could
turn with the same request?
With inexpressible thanks and the
greeting of Zion,
Frau Wanda Gottschalk
P.S. Because of the circumstances in
Germany I am requesting you to most
kindly send your much appreciated
response to: Frau Helene Horn, Sittard,
Julianapleiu, Holland.
As a response to the above plea for help,
Albert Einstein‟s letter of November 12, 1938,
to Frau Wanda Gottschalk in Holland stated:
I have turned to the former President of
the [Hebrew] University of Jerusalem,
Dr. Hugo Bergmann, who is a friend of
mine, as I myself have no connection
to help your husband. As soon as I hear
from him, you will hear from me.

My husband became well known as a
scholar through his book, "The Older
Arab Concept of the Vow," and
demonstrated his capabilities as a
librarian in his “Hand Catalog of the
Oriental Department of the State
Librarian in Berlin.”
Because of my husband‟s almost
unreal modesty, he would never on his
own approach an academic institution
with a request. Unbeknownst to him,
therefore, I entreat you, esteemed Herr
Professor, to be so kind as to bring it
about that my husband might be
invited by some university or library in
Eretz [Palestine] or there [the U.S.], so
that he might once again find a
position suited to his immense
knowledge.
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Letter from Albert Einstein to Wanda
Gottschalk, November 12, 1938.7
Raising another issue, Einstein continued: “I
am committed to regularly supporting my
sister-in-law and her husband (Mr. and Mrs.
Ludwig Gumbertz in Berlin). I have been
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supporting these people via a similar
arrangement I have with you. This
arrangement runs through June. Under present
circumstances, I consider it too dangerous to
hand over money to these people ahead of
time. If you could hold your money back until
then, I would like very much to make the
payments the way you have suggested starting
July 1. The payments will be $20 monthly.” 8
Gottschalk became a conduit for Einstein‟s
sending money to relatives in Nazi Germany.
Such arrangements were possible until
Belgium surrendered to the Nazis on May 28.
1940. In the months leading up to the
invasion, Belgium was considered a neutral
country and money could flow through it to
Germany.
In a letter dated January 18 1940, Einstein
thanked Gottschalk for his December 27 letter
acknowledging that $20 was forwarded to his
cousin, Frau Suzanne Koch. Einstein then
requested that an equivalent amount be
delivered to Miss Lina Einstein whose address
is given only as “Ulm a Donau,
Herbruckerstr.”
By February 1939, remaining in Germany was
no longer a viable option for the Gottschalks,
so they first went to Holland, then to Belgium
to stay with relatives. While in Belgium he
found himself in the situation where he had
received a job offer but could not get a visa.
For Jewish academics in his situation, even
these great minds, America was out of reach
because of restrictive immigration laws, State
Department practices, and widespread
antisemitic hiring bias at its universities.
Writing on December 17, 1939 from his
refuge in Belgium, Gottschalk thanked
Einstein for all that he had done and stated:
“From the certain sanctuary that my Belgian
relations
have
provided
me
with
such indescribable hospitality, I have been
able on my own to pursue my [professional]
advancement to the point that I have been
offered a professorship in Arabic language and
culture at the Hebrew Union College in
Cincinnati and a librarian's post at the

University of Istanbul. Since the American
Consul in Antwerp has, for reasons of
formalities, made difficulties with our
visas, I'll probably have to decide on
Turkey.”9
Germany received strategic materials, such as
chromium, from Turkey, a neutral country,
and was intent upon keeping that relationship.
According to Horst Muller, Gottschalk “was
sent through the occupied zones [of Europe] to
Turkey in a closed train car on the express
orders of Joachim [Joseph] Goebbels, Hitler‟s
Minister of Propaganda,”10 in 1941. At
Istanbul University he worked on library
matters and was considered to be an “expert.”
This vague title made it possible for him to
work on many projects, including the
supervision of all the libraries of the various
university institutes as well as the
development of the Turkish library system.
During the post World War II years, Turkey
was experiencing a very problematic economy
and a rampant nationalism. In an August 28,
1948 note to biochemist and former Istanbul
University colleague Felix Haurowitz, recently
resettled at the University of Indiana in
Bloomington, Walter Gottschalk discussed the
trials and tribulations of budgetary cuts and
layoffs in Istanbul.11
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bookbinding and restoration departments at
the various institutes and at universities. Their
efforts helped to conserve many of the cultural
riches that had accumulated throughout the
Ottoman period and preceding it,16 making
such documents and artifacts accessible for
future generations17 and it is to their credit that
many Turkish scholars and pupils were trained
in their fields of expertise.

A note of August 28, 1948 from Walter
Gottschalk in Istanbul to Felix Haurowitz in
Bloomington, Indiana

As founder and head of the first Library
Science program in Turkey and as a consultant
to the Turkish Ministry of Education for over
a decade, Gottschalk can rightfully be credited
with playing a significant part in the
development of Turkey‟s modern network of
libraries and archival systems. From personal
experience at several universities in Turkey,
this author can attest to the fact that the
librarians and information specialists are as
well trained and dedicated to duty as any of
their counterparts in the USA.

From 1949 until his retirement in 1954,
Gottschalk held the chair of Library Science at
Istanbul University. Like some of the other
émigrés, he returned to Germany, settling in
Frankfurt where he edited the reference book,
Jewry, Fate, Nature and Presence,12 for which
he was honored with the Federal Service
Cross. In 1966, on his seventy-ﬁfth birthday,
Gottschalk was designated an honorary
member of Frankfurt University, in
recognition of his „„contributions to scientiﬁc
books.‟‟13
Gottschalk‟s
life-time
contributions
can
be
found
in
a
14
“Retrospective” provided by S. Elverfeldt.
After Gottschalk‟s departure from Turkey, the
chair in Library Science at Istanbul University
was awarded to his assistant, Dr. Rudolf
Juchhoff,15 who held it until 1968, and was
then succeeded by Meral Alpay, a Turkish
national who had been Dr. Juchhoff‟s
assistant.

Albert Einstein, 1921

Walter Gottschalk and the other senior
librarians who immigrated to Turkey were
joined by junior colleagues, bookbinders, and
restorers
who
created
corresponding

50

Covenant, The Global Jewish Magazine, Vol. 3, No. 1 (August 2009 – Av 5769)

Walter Gottschalk:
A Pioneer of Modern Library Science and His Interactions with Albert Einstein During the Nazi Era
1

Walter Gottschalk, 1921
(Foto: Staatsbibliothek Preußischer
Kulturbesitz Berlin,
Sign.: Portr. Slg./Bibl. Kl./Walter Gottschalk)
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