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The sculptures and documents in this exhibition are held

by Erna Weill’s granddaughters, Susan Weill and Cathy Sculptures and Documents
Yungmann, of Philadelphia. Special thanks to both of them . .

for their generous giving of their collection, time and from the Private Collection of
memories in order to make this exhibition possible.

Thanks also to Rami Regavim, who identified the Hebrew Erna Welll (1 904-1 996)

quotations on Erna Weill’s sculptures.

Besides the private collection of Erna Weill, there is also
a collection of Erna Weill held at the Leo Baeck Institute
at the Center for Jewish History, in New York City,
including correspondence, personal papers, notebooks,
clippings, photographs, audio tape, and film.

Cover image: Erna Weill with her portrait bust of a boy,
possibly her son, Peter, ca. 1940. Below: detail of Erna Weill
with her sculpture Job, from a media photo shoot, ca. 1959.

Today this work is located at Temple Emeth, in Teaneck, NJ.
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A Childhood in Germany and the History of a
German-Jewish Family Business

Born and raised in Frankfurt am Main, Erna Weill (née Helft)
came from a prosperous German-Jewish family. In 1887, her
maternal grandparents, Joseph and Susanne Halberstadt, bought
the Frankfurt grocery-store chain Schade & Fiillgrabe, which had
been founded by Conrad Schade und Oscar Fiillgrabe in 1878.
Lenor Helft (Erna’s father) was hired as an accountant in

1898 (1). He married the Halberstadts’ daughter, Rosa (Erna’s
mother), and eventually ran the company together with Rosa’s
brother, Julius Halberstadt. (Later, Erna’s husband, Ernst Weill,
also joined the company, becoming a partner in 1927.) The
Halberstadt and Helft families built up the business from just a
few stores to over 140, with main offices in Frankfurt and
Leipzig (2). Schade & Fiillgrabe was ‘Aryanized’ in 1936: while
seeking to emigrate, Erna’s family was forced to sell the business
below its value to the Christian entrepreneur Wilhelm Wehrhahn.

In an oral history in 1989, Erna Weill remembered feeling that
her comfortable surroundings in her childhood were “too much
and too good,” and that she was often rebellious. As a little girl
she was always supposed to be meticulously dressed, and her
long hanging curls had to be brushed with sugar water every
evening. Erna also recalled that her teachers complained to her
parents that she laughed too much.

(1) Autograph letter signed “Schade & Fiillgrabe,” to Lenor Helft (from
the town of Halberstadt), 24 December 1897, confirming offer of a
position as accountant. Probably written by Susanne Halberstadt, who
ran the company after the death of her husband Joseph earlier that year.

(2) Schade und Fiillgrabe (Diisseldorf: Eckhard & Pesch, 1931). Book
documenting the company’s innovative business methods. Shown here
(pp- 72-73) are stores in Frankfurt.

(3) 1878-1978: 100 Jahre Schade und Fiillgrabe (ca. 1978). Book
commemorating the 100™ anniversary of the company, in 1978. Erna
Weill’s handwritten notes point out her maternal grandparents, Joseph
and Susanne Halberstadt, and references to her father, Lenor Helft, and
her uncle Julius Halberstadt, proprietors of the company between 1887
and 1936.

(4) Photograph of Erna Weill as a child in Frankfurt am Main, ca. 1908.

Erna Weill@ Beginnings as a Sculptor and
Her Initial Interest in Martin Buber@ Hasidic Tales

Erna Weill began sculpting at around age 13. Growing up, she
also took singing lessons, enjoyed hiking and skiing, and was an
avid reader and letter-writer. She entered the University of
Frankfurt in 1922, majoring in chemistry. Her future husband,
Ernst Weill, also of Frankfurt, was a fellow chemistry student (he
later completed his Ph.D. in food chemistry). By the time of their
engagement in 1924, Erna had left university and was studying
sculpture with Helene von Beckerath, a former student of Rodin.

As Erna later recalled, she was immediately drawn to Martin
Buber’s Legend of the Baal Shem (1908), his popular anthology
about the founder of Hasidism, when a substitute religion teacher
read the class stories from it during the First World War. In 1922,
when Erna and Ernst were courting, she posed a playful riddle in
a letter (6): “Think of the Legend of the Baal Shem and you will
be able to guess it. I think so often about mysticism” — she goes
on with an allusion to Goethe’s Faust: “Does it really matter
toward what goal [one’s mysticism] is directed? Some call it love,
or God, ‘Feeling is everything; name is sound and smoke.’”

Erna’s personal copy of Legend of the Baal Shem (7) is dated by
her winter 1919/1920. Many years later, Buber inscribed it for her
with a quotation about the nature of art from one of his own
essays: “Art is neither the impression of natural objectivity nor
the expression of spiritual subjectivity, but it is the work and
witness of the relation between the substantia humana [human
substance] and the substantia rerum [substance of things], it is the
realm of ‘the between’ which has become a form” (“Distance and
Relation”; trans. Ronald Gregor Smith).

(5) Photograph of Erna Weill with a sculpture, ca. late 1920s.

(6) Autograph letter (with envelope) from Erna Weill (née Helft) to
Ernst Weill, during their courtship, 29 December 1922.

(7) Ema’s copy of Die Legende des Baalschem (Frankfurt am Main:
Riitten und Loening, 1916), with her name dated winter 1919/1920, and
Martin Buber’s handwritten dedication [April 1952], on the front flyleaf.

(8) Photographs of Erna Weill (née Helft) and Ernst Weill, during their
courtship and upon their wedding, 1 March 1925.



Erna Weill® Encounter with Martin Buber at the
Frankfurt Lehrhaus, 1933-1935: An Oblique Dialogue

Together with her husband Ernst, Erna Weill attended Martin
Buber’s course on Hasidism at the newly re-opened Frankfurt
Lehrhaus (Freies Jiidisches Lehrhaus), or House of Jewish
Learning, beginning in fall 1933. In its original incarnation
(1920-1927), Franz Rosenzweig’s Lehrhaus sought to help
German Jews recreate Jewish life through a new kind of learning
environment. Buber — who until then had never held a formal
teaching position — was among the many outstanding scholars and
professionals whom Rosenzweig invited to teach, including
Gershom Scholem, Erich Fromm, and Bertha Pappenheim. In the
wake of the Nazi rise to power in Germany and intensifying
persecution of German Jews, Buber’s reopening of the Lehrhaus
took on the cast of spiritual resistance.

Erna Weill’s participation in Buber’s course was a transformative
experience for her, as she expressed it in a letter to him in mid-
December 1934, of which her draft survives (9). She refers to his
“lectures” but also calls the course a “study group”
(Arbeitsgemeinschaft) — a term reflecting the Lehrhaus ideal of
students and teacher working together in a communal fashion.
Erna describes herself as belonging to a generation of German
Jews who were raised “distant” from Judaism, “in fact, often in
opposition to all things Jewish,” and who “lacked a living
relationship” to their religion and their culture. Erna shares with
Buber her ideas about sculpting a Havdalah spice box, describing
her choice of three motifs to adorn the three facets of the
pyramidal form she envisions, but also tells of being filled with
self-doubt as she immersed herself in the work. Looking to Buber
as a sage of Jewish learning, she seeks advice from him on how to
proceed. The spice box is among the earliest surviving works of
Erna Weill, and shows how she began to explore her relationship
to her Jewish identity in her sculpting.

In a letter dated 20 December 1934 (10), Martin Buber — without
comment on Erna’s own ideas for the spice box, or her other
reflections — responded succinctly: “I would, rather, recommend:

1. Havdalah, 2. the general Sabbath rest with ‘ox and ass, the son
of your maidservant and the guest in your land’ [Deuteronomy
5:14], 3. lighting of the candles.” (In two further sentences he also
gave her brief pointers for research.) After receiving Buber’s
letter, Erna wrote plaintively to her husband: “Didn’t you find
[his letter] a bit too matter-of-fact as an answer to my epistle?”
(25 December 1934; not shown). She recognized that Buber may
have simply been too burdened with work to be more expansive —
besides lecturing, teaching, and writing, he was at this time
leading the Central Office for Jewish Adult Education, seeking to
stimulate Jewish education all over Germany.

It is evident from Erna’s Spice Box, 1935 (11) that she developed
her own ideas about the work, instead of following Buber’s
suggestions! In her letter to Buber, she had sketched her ideas for
three motifs that appealed to her as being particularly relevant for
Shabbat: “Group 1: The Song of Songs, in which the bride can be
seen as a figure for the Sabbath. Group 2: Rebecca at the well,
with relation to the verse spoken in the Havdalah ceremony:
‘Water shall you...” [“Therefore with joy shall you draw water out
of the wells of salvation”; Isaiah 12:3]. Group 3: The scouts
bringing back grapes from Canaan — the promised land, the land
of plenty — which summons the meaning of the spice box as a
reminder of pleasant things.” These are in fact the motifs that
Erna used in the final work, with a quotation from the Hebrew
Bible inscribed beneath each image: 1. “The flashes thereof are
flashes of fire, a very flame of the Lord” (Song of Songs 8:6); 2.
“And Jacob kissed Rachel, and lifted up his voice, and wept”
(Genesis 29:11); and 3. “'The land, which we passed through to
spy it out, is an exceeding good land” (Numbers 14:7).

(9) Autograph draft letter from Erna Weill to Martin Buber, ca. mid-
December 1934 (the final letter is not extant).

(10) Autograph letter (with envelope) from Martin Buber to Erna Weill,
20 December 1934, written from Buber’s home in Heppenheim.

(11) Sculpture by Erna Weill: Havdalah Spice Box, 1935.



IV. In Search of a New Jewish Community: Erna Weill@

Emigration to the United Sates in 1937

By 1935, Erna and Ernst Weill were seriously planning for
emigration from Germany. In that year they visited Palestine,
where close relatives of theirs had settled, and which they initially
considered as a destination. In 1936 they made an exploratory trip
to the United States, where Ernst interviewed with potential
employers. By the end of 1936 the Weill family was temporarily
residing in Switzerland. On 6 May 1937 they arrived at their final
destination of New York (12). Just a month later, in June, Erna’s
father died of natural causes in Frankfurt, while waiting to
emigrate (13). Erna’s mother joined her in New York in
September (14). After arrival in the United States, the Weill
family lived in Kew Gardens, in Queens, NY.

Besides her spice box of 1935, Erna Weill brought with her to
America several other works that she had completed in Frankfurt
while engaging with Martin Buber’s teaching, and in the
oppressive atmosphere of Nazi Germany. In her Shabbat
Candleholder, 1935 (15), the two facets of the sculpture bring to
expression key moments in the story of Moses, with each image
accompanied by a quotation from the Hebrew Bible: 1. A divine
voice, addressing Moses from out of the burning bush, tells him
to remove his shoes: “for the place whereon you stand is holy
ground” (Exodus 3:5); and 2. Standing before Mount Sinai,
Moses seems to enter into a wordless dialogue with God,
presaging his receiving of the ten commandments: “As Moses
spoke, God answered him by a voice” (Exodus 19:19).

In Menorah, another work of 1935 (16), Erna invokes the
famously heroic and heart-rending story of Hannah and her seven
sons — how Hannah watched the martyrdom of each son in turn,
all of them remaining steadfast in his faith, before she herself
gave up her spirit to God. The story is found in one of the Books
of Maccabee as well as in the Talmud. Like the classic Hanukkah
story of the Maccabean victory and the miracle of the scant
supply of sanctified oil for the temple lamp that lasted for eight
days, the story of Hannah also stems from the era of Jewish
persecution at the hands of the Hellenistic Seleucid King
Antiochus in the second century B.C.E. Decades after Erna made

this menorah, it found resonance with an American Jewish
community coming to terms with the emotional legacy of the
Holocaust: it was chosen as a cover illustration for the anthology
Living After the Holocaust: Reflections by the Post-War
Generation in America, published in 1975 (17).

(12) Passports of Erna and Ernst Weill, used for their emigration to the
United States in May 1937. Erna’s passport was issued in Frankfurt am
Main, September 1932, and Ernst’s in Zurich, March 1937. Included are
papers for their children, Peter and Ruth Weill. Erna Weill’s subsequent
passport, issued by the German consulate in New York in September
1937 (after her emigration), is also shown here. The 1937 passports bear
the stamp “J” identifying their holders as Jews; on Erna’s passport the
first name “Sara,” and on Ernst’s the first name “Israel,” have been
inserted — a requirement of the Nazis to identify female and male Jews,
respectively. (The stamp and notations were added by the German
consulate in New York in 1939, the year the Nazis instituted these
conventions for distinguishing Jews in their identity papers.)

(13) Passport for Erna’s father, Lenor Helft, issued in Frankfurt am
Main, August 1932.

(14) Passport for Erna’s mother, Rosa Helft, issued in Frankfurt am
Main, May 1933, and used by her during her emigration to the United
States in September 1937.

(15) Sculpture by Erna Weill: Shabbat Candle Holder, 1935.

(16) Photograph of sculpture by Erna Weill: Menorah — Hannah and her
seven sons (Book of Maccabee), bronze, silver-plated, 10-1/2" x 17-1/2",
1935.

(17) Living After the Holocaust: Reflections by the Post-War Generation
in America (New York: Bloch, 1975), ed. Lucy Y. Steinitz, with

David M. Szonyi. Cover image of Erna Weill’s sculpture Menorah,
Hannah and her seven sons.

(18) Photograph of Erna Weill after her emigration to the United States,
ca. 1940s.



V. Postwar Re-Connections VI.

After leaving Germany, Erna Weill did not see Martin Buber
again until fall 1951, when he arrived in New York City at the
beginning of a six-month lecture tour under the aegis of the
Jewish Theological Seminary (JTS), his first visit to the United
States. In the meantime, Erna had raised her children and built a
career as a sculptor and teacher. Buber, for his part, had witnessed
the development of the new Jewish society in Palestine; the
Jewish-Arab conflict and violence; and the founding of the state
of Israel, in 1948. In November Buber gave three lectures at JTS
and then traversed the country, lecturing at over 70 venues. Erna
attended his lectures at JTS and at the New School for Social
Research in November, as well as the farewell tribute to Buber at
Carnegie Hall in April 1952 (19). The latter included tributes by
Protestant theologian Paul Tillich; and by Mordecai Kaplan,
founder of Reconstructionist Judaism. Erna’s notes on her
Carnegie Hall program capture leitmotifs from Buber’s address,
“Hope for this Hour.” Drawing from his dialogic philosophy,
Buber spoke of a modern mistrust in which intercourse with one’s
fellow man aims only to unmask the other — an attitude that
amounts to a destruction of confidence in existence. Confirmation
by the collective, he asserted, is fictitious, offering no solution.
Instead, man is to be perceived in his wholeness; those who begin
to overcome mistrust would speak with the authority of the spirit.
Buber assured his listeners that in seeking reconciliation with the
“thou” of their fellows, they would also find reconciliation with
the eternal Thou.

Erna Weill also renewed her correspondence with Buber. She
proudly wrote to him of her new works based on biblical or
Hasidic themes, such as Hannah Praying for a Child, 1949, and a
head of the Baal Shem, 1951. Another of her many sculptures
inspired by Buber’s Hasidic writings is Chassid Dances (20).

(19) Three mementoes from Martin Buber’s first American lecture tour,
saved by Erna Weill: invitation from the Jewish Theological Seminary
to Buber’s three lectures, and brochure for Buber’s talk at the New
School for Social Research, all in November 1951; and program for
farewell tribute to Buber at Carnegie Hall, April 1952, with Erna’s
handwritten notes on his address, “Hope for this Hour.”

(20) Sculpture by Erna Weill: Chassid Dances [after 1952].

Erna Weill® Portrait Busts of Martin Buber

In March 1934, while attending Buber’s course at the Frankfurt
Lehrhaus, Erna Weill sculpted a small bust of Buber, and gave it
to him. Years later she learned from him that it had been among
personal belongings he left behind in his house in Heppenheim
when he emigrated to Jerusalem in March 1938 (21). As a
condition of emigration arrangements, he was technically
supposed to be returning to Germany. His house was plundered
on Kristallnacht (Night of Broken Glass), 9 November 1938.

When Buber came to the United States in 1951, Weill pursued her
idea to sculpt a new bust of him. He did not find time to sit for
her, but instead sent photographs, and she also drew on her
observations of him during the lectures she attended. She
completed the portrait bust (22) before the end of Buber’s
American stay, and showed it to him, intending it as a gift. But
after returning to Jerusalem, he told Weill in a letter that he felt he
could not accept it — as is reflected in her response to him of

23 December 1952 (23): “The joy that I felt as [ was working on
your portrait was probably too great — so now I have to bear this
disappointment: that the bust feels alien to you and I’'m not
allowed to send it to you.” She requested Buber’s permission to
display the work in exhibitions. He responded on 1 January 1953
(24): “Of course you may display the bust wherever you want —
how could I deny that to you! It is a matter here of a completely
personal feeling, and I would not want to pit my feeling against
the feeling of others.” He once told his friend Maurice Friedman:
“The ‘Buber’ of Erna Weill is too ‘monumental’ for my feeling of
myself.” In 1956 Weill presented one of two versions of the
portrait bust to Hebrew University, Jerusalem, where Buber was
professor of social philosophy from 1938 to 1951; the other was
given to the Herzl Institute then located in New York City (25).

(21) Handwritten note by Erna Weill for her own records, after a
conversation with Martin Buber, ca. November 1951.

(22) Photograph of Erna Weill’s bust of Martin Buber, terra-cotta, 1952.

(23) Autograph draft letter from Erna Weill to Martin Buber,
ca. 23 December 1952 (final letter is in Buber archive, Jerusalem).

(24) Autograph letter from Martin Buber to Erna Weill, 1 January 1953.
(25) Newspaper clipping, Jewish Standard, 2 August 1957.



VII. The American Years: Sculpture and Community

When Erna Weill first arrived in the United States in 1937, she
did not immediately pursue her sculpting; for a while she needed
to focus on her family. Her children, Peter and Ruth, were 11 and
9 years old, respectively, at the time of the family’s emigration.
Erna was drawn back into sculpting through her involvement with
her daughter’s Girl Scout troop. She began teaching sculpture at a
scouts’ day camp in Queens; throughout the 1940s she gave
sculpting lessons for children in various venues, including her
studio at her home in Kew Gardens (26).

By the 1950s, Erna Weill had garnered enough attention with her
own sculpture to merit several solo shows, including shows at the
Carlebach Gallery (1951) and Schoneman Gallery (1957), in
New York City. From the 1940s on, she also participated in
numerous group shows at venues including the Brooklyn
Museum, the Jewish Museum, Lever House, and Newark
Museum. After moving to Teaneck, NJ, in 1952, she was part of a
dynamic Jewish community with lively interests in the arts, and
often showed her sculpture in exhibitions of Jewish art organized
by the YM-YWHA of Bergen County.

In 1960 Erna Weill was a founding member of a group of 13
Bergen County artists calling themselves the Modern Artists
Guild, who held periodic exhibitions (27). The group sought to
promote modern art by fostering a sense of community among
local artists, centered in their own suburban area, rather than in
New York City, and also between the artists and the lay public.

VIII.

Erna Weill sculpted portrait busts of many contemporaries she
admired, including Franklin D. Roosevelt, Rudolf Serkin, the
Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Rabbi Leo Baeck, and Golda
Meir. She also continued to create works that explored Jewish
identity and Jewish community, including: The Zaddick, 1970
(28) and Menorah, 1977 (29). Her sense of belonging within the
Jewish community while simultaneously expressing her drive to
creativity as an artist came together in a special way in several
architectural commissions for Jewish communal buildings,
including her bronze relief Jacob’s Dream, for the new Teaneck
Jewish Community Center (where Erna herself was a member),
1955; and Menorah, for the White Plains Jewish Community
Center, 1957 (28).

(26) Photographs of Erna Weill teaching sculpting to children in the
1940s; and working in her studio, in later years.

(27) Exhibition catalog: Modern Artists Guild Exhibition in Bergen
Community Museum, 1973. Erna exhibited her sculpture Job.

(28) Photographs of some of Erna Weill’s sculptures: The Zaddick,
green stone, 22", 1970; Jacob’s Dream, bronze, 4' x 5', for Teaneck
Jewish Community Center, installed 1955; and Menorah, bronze, 5'x 7',
for White Plains Jewish Community Center, installed 1957 or 1958.
(29) Sculpture by Erna Weill: Menorah, 1977.

(30) Brochure: The Sculpture of Erna Weill. Art show and sale at Erna
Weill’s home and studio in Teaneck, NJ, November 1979.

Erna Weill and Martin Buber: A Coda

More than fifty letters from Erna Weill to Martin Buber, dated
1934 to 1965 (the year of his death), are held in Buber’s archive
in Jerusalem. Eight letters from Buber to Erna Weill survive.
When Erna and her husband Ernst traveled to Israel in April 1954
and visited their relatives in Haifa, they also visited Buber and his
wife Paula at their home in Jerusalem. In 1957, when Buber was
preparing for another lecture tour in the United States, Erna
invited him to visit her in Teaneck. He wrote that he had to
decline (31), while thanking her for her recent donations to Thud
(Union), a political association in which Buber worked with
others to encourage Jewish-Arab reconciliation.

Responding to an image of Erna Weill’s head of the Baal Shem in
a letter of 1956 (31), Buber told her that he could not relate to the
forcefulness of her work. She wrote: “Creating for me means that
my hands do work driven by an indescribable force. What I see
strikes me with such power that I can’t express it quietly” (6 April
1956; not shown). Later, she shared with him her memory of the
time during her school days when she heard his stories in Legend
of the Baal Shem for the first time: “I discovered suddenly that
there were other human beings, searching and alone and still
united in their longing search. I want to bring this my memory
back to you now — returning to you this precious gift, which
pierced my loneliness ....” (10 October 1958; not shown).

(31) Autograph letters from Martin Buber to Erna Weill, 9 February
1956, and 29 January 1957.



