The Desk, the Diary, and the Dispersed Letter

Four Days in Ignaz Goldziher’s Budapest, 7-10 September 2026

Sabine Schmidtke
Prologue: The Argument for Going

There is a question that anyone working on the history of Islamic and Jewish studies
now has to answer before booking a flight to Budapest: what is there left to see? The
Library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences (LHAS) holds the single most important
corpus for the history of our disciplines in their formative period — the correspondence
addressed to Ignaz Goldziher (1850-1921) — and it has done what every scholar wishes
any holding institution would do. It cataloged the material, item by item, from 2012
onwards; it produced digital surrogates; it published the records to WorldCat in 2017;
and it made the whole of it freely accessible, to specialists and to the general public alike,
through its online catalog and its repositories.’ In addition, there is a dedicated memorial
website with a bibliographical database of Goldziher’s own publications, most of which
are likewise available in open access.” One can, in short, read Noldeke’s or Snouck
Hurgronje’s letters to Goldziher from a desk in Princeton, at three in the morning, in

one’s dressing gown.

And yet I went, for four days, from 7 to 10 September 2026. The reasons are worth
stating plainly, because they are not sentimental. The digital surrogate is an
extraordinary instrument, but it is an instrument of a particular kind: it isolates. It
delivers the letter as text and image and strips away almost everything else — the bundle,
the box, the shelf, the room, the building, the institutional history that decided what was
kept and in what order, and the city in which all of this was written, received, filed, and

survived. Consulting a collection in situ restores a set of relations that no surrogate

1 How to Cite? S. Schmidtke, The Desk, the Diary, and the Dispersed Letter Four Days in
Ignaz Goldziher’s Budapest, 7-10 September 2026. Albert Repository. Institute for
Advanced Study, Princeton NJ. https://albert.ias.edu/20.500.12111/10933.
https://doi.org/10.48706/enwt-pp67
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transmits: how large the items actually are, what they are made of, how they have been
arranged and rearranged, what the successive generations of custodians did to them and
thought about them. It also restores something less tangible yet no less important: the
conversation with the people who know the material best. Four days in Budapest yielded

more of that than four months of remote consultation would have done.

What follows is an account of five stations — the Academy’s Library, a house in the
old Jewish quarter, the Hungarian Jewish Museum and Archives, the Avicenna Institute
of Middle Eastern Studies at Piliscsaba, and the Jewish Theological Seminary-University

of Jewish Studies — and of one argument that emerged from all of them.
I. Széchenyi Istvan tér 9: The Oriental Collection

The Oriental Collection of the LHAS occupies the ground floor of the Academy’s palace
on Széchenyi Istvan tér, a few steps from the Danube.™ I was hosted there for an entire
day by Maté Rottar, executive head of the Oriental Collection, and guided through the
material by Kinga Dévényi, the Collection’s former curator and, by any reasonable
measure, the leading authority on anything to do with Goldziher"”, and by Orsolya

Varsényi, the current curator."

The bare facts of the holdings are impressive enough on paper. More than thirteen
thousand letters written to Goldziher — the online catalog records 13,430 items — came
to the Academy through the efforts of his son, Karoly Goldziher; to accommodate the
bequest, a dedicated Goldziher room was opened at the Academy in October 1933."
Alongside the correspondence, the Collection holds Goldziher’s manuscripts. Portions of
the correspondence have been published in critical editions, and other portions have
been mined for studies in the history of the field — a bibliographical survey of what has

appeared is now available." But the greater part of the corpus remains untapped.
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Figure 1: Goldziher's correspondence is stored in 48 such boxes

Seeing the letters as physical objects and how they are actually stored is a different
experience from reading them on a screen — not a better one in every respect, but a
differently informative one. Format, paper, ink, the traces of handling and of successive
arrangements, the boxes and their labels, the proximity of one correspondent’s file to
another’s: these are the data of provenance, and they are precisely what a page image
cannot carry. A digital corpus tells you what a letter says. The physical collection tells

you what happened to it.
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Figure 2: Some of the letters from Isaac Benjamin Yahuda (LHAS, Oriental Collection,
GIL/47/16/01 through GIL/47/16/37

II. A Digital Reunion of a Dispersed Nachlass

The most consequential hour of the day was spent not among the letters but in
conversation. Maté Rottar, Kinga Dévényi, and I met with Erika Bilicsi, head of the
Department of Library Systems and Technology at the LHAS," to discuss the technical
side of an initiative that has been taking shape over the past several months: bringing
together digitally the Goldziher archival materials that are dispersed across libraries and

archives worldwide.

The asymmetry that makes such an undertaking necessary is easily stated. Budapest
holds the letters Goldziher received. The letters he sent — to Noldeke, to Snouck

Hurgronje, to de Goeje, to Krachkovsky, to Yahuda, to correspondents in Cairo, Madrid,
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Rome, Paris, Leiden, Berlin, Halle, Heidelberg, Strasbourg, or Jerusalem — are wherever
their recipients’ papers ended up (unless of course they are lost altogether), which is to
say almost everywhere, and they are for the most part neither inventoried nor digitized.
A scholarly correspondence is a dialogue; what survives in any single repository is a
monologue with the other voice removed. The idea of reassembling the whole is not new:
Hellmut Ritter proposed something of the kind in the 1920s, within a few years of
Goldziher’s death to Carl Heinrich Becker, and nothing came of it. What is new is that
the technical means now exist, and that the institution holding the largest single portion

of the corpus is willing to host the aggregation rather than merely contribute to it.

Figure 3: Inside the Oriental Collection's reading room
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Figure 4: Goldziher's handwritten notes stored in another room of the LHAS’s Oriental
Collection

Other pieces of the puzzle are already in place. The Goldziher library and papers that
reached the National Library of Israel a century ago have now been fully cataloged, in a
project in which Kinga Dévényi played a leading role.™ What the Budapest conversation

addressed was the harder question that follows: how to make holdings of very different
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sizes, standards, and legal statuses findable as one corpus without asking any institution
to surrender custody of anything. That is an infrastructural problem as much as a
scholarly one, and it was salutary to discuss it with someone whose professional life is

spent solving problems of that class.*

III. Holl6 utca 4, or Raven Street

Leaving the Academy, I walked into the old Jewish quarter of Pest to look at a house.

Holl6 utca — Raven Street — is a narrow side street in the seventh district, and number

4 is where Goldziher lived and worked for forty-one years.*

Figure 5: Holl6 utca 4 today (Goldziher's apartment was the one above the ground floor)

The building’s own history is a small lesson in the social fabric that made Goldziher’s
career possible. It was built in 1835 to designs by J6zsef Hild for the Pest merchant
Kéroly Tiirsch, enlarged later according to plans by Pal Schusbeck, and acquired in 1869
by the Orphans’ Committee of the Pest Israelite Community, which installed the Jewish

boys’ orphanage in part of it and let the remaining flats to cover the institution’s costs.
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A six-pointed star is set into the paving of the curved stairwell. Goldziher, in other words,
did not write Muhammedanische Studien in a villa on the Buda hillside or in an apartment
palace in the Lip6tvaros; he wrote it as a subtenant of a Jewish orphanage, one floor
below the offices of the rabbinate, with the chief rabbi and historian Sdmuel Kohn (1841-
1920), a close friend, as his neighbor. A contemporary description of the flat records a
low door with a plain old brass plate: Prof. Goldziher.*" At the same time, his favourite

retreat was during the summers a villa he rented in Zugliget, where he also liked to work.

Zugligel Wellisch-nyaralé

Figure 6: Goldziher's favorite retreat in Zugliget (unfortunately, the villa no longer exists)

The topography matters because the biography is a topography. For thirty years, from
1875, Goldziher earned his living as secretary of the Pest Israelite Community, doing his
scholarship after office hours; he was a Privatdozent from 1872, a titular and unsalaried
professor from 1894, and only in 1905 was he appointed to a salaried chair of Semitic
philology and the history of Islam. In 1917, he became dean of the Faculty of Humanities.
He died in the Holl6 utca flat in November 1921, days after insisting on delivering a two-
hour lecture on Aristotle to students who came to him because his physician had

forbidden him to teach; his body was laid out in the marble hall of the Academy before
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burial in the Jewish cemetery in Pest at Kozma Street. A red marble plaque on the wall
of the house, its text composed by his friend the literary historian Karoly Sebestyén,
records that the great scholar of the East worked here night and day, and that while his
name traveled the world, he himself remained faithful to this patch of ground. The
distance from Holl6 utca 4 to the Academy’s palace is about a kilometer and a half. He

walked it for four decades.

L

Figure 7: The beginning of Hollé utca
IV. Sixty Pairs of Iron Shoes

Close to the Academy lies the Pest embankment of the Danube, and on the way back
from the Academy, I stopped at the memorial known as the Shoes on the Danube
Promenade. Sixty pairs of shoes in the styles of the 1940s — women’s, men’s, children’s
— are cast in iron and set into the concrete at the water’s edge, as though their owners
had just stepped out of them. Conceived by the film director Can Togay and executed by
Togay together with the sculptor Gyula Pauer, the memorial was installed in 2005; cast-

iron plaques at three points along it record, in Hungarian, English, and Hebrew, that it
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commemorates the victims shot into the Danube by Arrow Cross militiamen in 1944-
45.xiii

Figure 8: A pair of shoes cast, with flowers and stones to mourn the murdered

It is a hard thing to walk from a reading room in which one has spent a day among
the letters of a European scholarly republic of the 1890s to a spot on the same river
where, half a century later, that republic’s Hungarian Jewish members and their children
were murdered in batches. The two facts belong to a single history and to a single
afternoon’s walk, and no amount of remote access will arrange them for you in that

order.
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V. Dohéany utca 2: The Hungarian Jewish Museum and Archives

My second station was the Hungarian Jewish Museum and Archives — Magyar Zsid6
Muzeum és Levéltar, universally abbreviated MILEV — which stands beside the Dohany
Street Synagogue at Dohdny utca 2.* Zsuzsanna Toronyi, the institution’s director-
general, an archivist and museologist whose own research concerns the history of Jewish

collections, provenance, and restitution, showed me around.*

Figure 9: At the main entrance to the Dohdny Street Synagogue
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Figure 10: Inside the Dohdny Street Synagogue

Three things from that visit will stay with me. The first was the assembly hall of the
Jewish community, where Goldziher spent many hundreds of hours and days in his thirty
years as the community’s secretary: the room in which the administrative half of his

double life was conducted.
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Figure 11: Assembly hall of the Jewish community

The second was his working desk, roughly 200 by 80 centimeters, now in the
museum’s collection. Its provenance is itself a piece of Hungarian Jewish history: after
Goldziher’s death, the desk stayed within the community’s institutions, and by 1941 it
stood in the director’s office of the Jewish boys’ gymnasium in Abonyi utca.*' Objects of
this kind are usually invisible in scholarly literature, which is a pity: the desk is the

material precondition of the ceuvre, and its afterlife records how a community chose to
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remember its most famous member. The third was a box of archival materials relating to
Goldziher, which is to be digitized shortly and made openly accessible through the LHAS

— a further node, and an important one, in the distributed corpus discussed at the

Academy.

Figure 12: Goldziher's writing desk nowadays kept at MILEV

MILEV deserves a paragraph on its own account, because its openness is exemplary.
Its collections — historical objects, Judaica, books and prints, photographs, historical

documents, fine art, and family bequests — are described in an online collections
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portal, ™" while the archival fonds are listed separately.* The photograph collection can
be consulted online,”™* and anyone who has read anything about Goldziher has almost
certainly seen images from it: the bar mitzvah portrait, the photograph taken on his
Egyptian journey, the picture of his wife and sons in his study, the record of his honorary
doctorate at Aberdeen are all MILEV items. Beyond its own holdings, the museum makes
available or points to an unusual range of digitized documentation: the DEGOB protocols
of survivor testimonies,™ the documents of the Hungarian Jewish communities, of the
Pest Jewish Community (1857-1952), of the aid organizations (1928-1952), and of the
Jewish Council, all through the Hungaricana platform,™ the community censuses of
1944 and 1947-48," and the database of those buried in the mass graves beside the
Dohény Street Synagogue.™ A selection of the museum’s material is also presented on
Google Arts and Culture.™" For an institution of its size, this is a remarkable record of

sharing, and it is worth saying so in print.

That last database is a reminder of where one is standing. MILEV lies immediately
adjacent to the area of the Budapest ghetto of 1944-45.>" The garden of the Dohany

Street Synagogue contains the graves of those who died there.
VI. Piliscsaba: The Avicenna Institute and the Autograph Tagebuch

My third station required a train (I was spared from a twenty-minute walk from the
station since I was kindly picked up by Istvan Lanczky by car). The Avicenna Institute of
Middle Eastern Studies sits in Piliscsaba, some forty minutes northwest of Budapest.®™" It
was established in 2002 by the Avicenna Public Foundation; when that foundation, along
with a number of others, was dissolved in 2008, its principal function — maintaining the
Institute — was taken over by Avicenna Research Non-Profit Ltd., whose managing
director is Professor Miklés Mar6th, and whose members include Eva Jeremids, an
Iranist, the Arabists Zoltdn Szombathy and Lészl6 Ferenc Tiiske, and Eva Molnarné
Mayer.™" The Institute employs early-career researchers alongside more experienced
colleagues and publishes a number of series, including Acta et Studia, Documenta et
Monographice, Orientalia Christiana, Studia Arabica, and Studia Philologica. Among its more
recent important publications is the four-volume publication, Catalog of Bayazit II’s

Library, published in 2022.*% Its library, built up since 2002, holds some twenty-four
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thousand volumes in Arabic, Islamic, and Iranian studies.™* For a private research

institute in a small town, the library alone would justify the journey.

It was not, however, the reason for mine. The Avicenna Institute owns the original
handwritten Tagebuch of Ignaz Goldziher — the 660-page autograph diary that Sdndor
(Alexander) Scheiber published in an editio princeps nearly half a century ago, leaving
out some passages and providing only minimal annotation.®™ I was extremely grateful
for the opportunity to consult it for a few hours in its original form through the mediation
of my colleague Zoltan Szombathy. Anyone who has worked with the printed Tagebuch
knows how much of Goldziher’s inner life, his resentments, his piety, and his judgments
of colleagues it carries, and how heavily the scholarship on him depends on it. To turn
its pages is to be reminded that an edition, however good, is a reading — that the object
itself contains information about the sequence, the density, and the circumstances of

writing that a typeset text necessarily normalizes.

Figure 13: Goldziher's Tagebuch securely kept in a book case
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There is better news still. Professor Mar6th informed me that the Institute plans to
publish the Tagebuch again in a new critical and fully annotated edition and is also
considering making a digital surrogate available online in open access for the scholarly

community. Both would be substantial contributions to the field.

Figure 14: 660 pages of Goldziher's Tagebuch

VII. The Diary’s Twin, in New York

A word is needed here about the Tagebuch’s companion, since the two are regularly
confused. Goldziher’s Oriental Diary — the record of his study journey to Syria, Palestine,
and Egypt in 1873-74 — is a separate document, and it is not in Budapest. The physical
manuscript is held by the Jewish Theological Seminary of America, which provides open
access to a digital surrogate in TIFF, JPEG, and PDF.*™ It has never been edited: what
exists is Raphael Patai’s English translation, accompanied by a brief and largely biased
study of its author.®™ A critical annotated edition of the original remains a desideratum,
and now a perfectly feasible one, since the surrogate is freely available to anyone who

wishes to engage in this task.
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Figure 15: Page 1 of Goldziher's Oriental Diary (New York, JTSA,
https://makor.primo.exlibrisgroup.com/permalink/01]JTS_INST/f22vbf/alma994974478707
706)

Set the two diaries side by side and the pattern of this whole trip appears in miniature:
one autograph in a private institute northwest of Budapest, its twin in Manhattan; one
published in 1978 and about to be re-edited, the other available only in translation; both
digitized or about to be, neither yet fully accessible as text. This is what the archival

landscape of a single scholar’s life actually looks like a century after his death.
VIII. The Seminary of 1877 and the Library That Was Taken

My final station was the Jewish Theological Seminary — University of Jewish Studies
(Orszégos Rabbiképzs — Zsidé Egyetem), founded in 1877. Balazs Tamasi, director of
the library, gave a splendid introduction to the institution, its history, and above all its

collections and their fate. ™
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Figure 16: The Jewish Theological Seminary - University of Jewish Studies

The library’s history begins with David Kaufmann, one of the founding professors and
the Seminary’s first librarian, who acquired the bequests of late professors and eminent
rabbis — Lelio Della Torre, David Oppenheim, Ede Ehrlich, Abraham Hochmuth, Samuel
Low Brill — and thereby created, within a generation, one of the great Jewish collections
of Europe.™ The Brill bequest is worth pausing over: it was Samuel Low Brill with whom
the young Goldziher studied Talmud in Pest. The Seminary and the Academy were nodes

in the same intellectual network, and the same handful of libraries carried it.
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Figure 17: Some of the salvaged and restorated books in the library

On 18 March 1944, the day German troops entered Hungary, the SS took control of
the Seminary building; Adolf Eichmann came in person the same day. Thousands of the
library’s books were seized for transport to Frankfurt am Main and the projected museum
of an extinguished race; at the end of the war, they were still stranded in Prague. Some
3,500 volumes were returned from the Jewish Museum of Prague in 1991. The collection
then suffered a second catastrophe in the fighting for Budapest in 1945, in which 30 to
40 percent of it was destroyed and much of the remainder damaged. From 1945, the
library became, in addition, the book depository of the Shoah’s victims, gathering what

remained of the libraries of Hungarian Jewish communities, schools, and institutions.**"
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Figure 18: The Scheiber Auditorium, where the books that formerly belonged to Wilhelm
Bacher are stored

What survives is still extraordinary: roughly 170,000 items spanning the fourteenth
to the twenty-first century, including some 70,000 books in Hungarian, German, and
other European languages, 40,000 in Hebrew, 20,000 periodical volumes, 15,000 pieces
of printed ephemera, and a manuscript collection of 650 volumes and folders. It is the
oldest still-functioning rabbinical seminary library in continental Europe and the largest
Jewish book collection in Hungary and Central Europe; since the Seminary’s
accreditation as a university in 2000, it has had the status of a university library. Tens
of thousands of pages of Hungarian Jewish scholarship, local history, and literature from

its holdings have been digitized and are freely downloadable and full-text searchable.
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Figure 19: Archival material, sorted and shelved

And the losses are still being repaired, book by book. Roughly 20,000 volumes remain
missing. In 2023, Balazs Tamaési identified a copy of the Di Gara Venice Bible — printed
in the workshop of Giovanni di Gara at the end of the sixteenth century, and bearing
Lelio Della Torre’s ownership stamp — offered for sale by an American antiquarian
dealer, matched it against the Seminary’s pre-1944 catalogues and registers, and set in
motion the legal process that led to its forfeiture, confirmed by a federal judge in October
2024, and to its formal restitution at the Hungarian Consulate in New York in September
2025.*1 In November 2025 Philipp Zschommler of the Hochschule fiir Jiidische Studien
Heidelberg returned further volumes looted in 1944, received by Tamasi on the library’s
b eh alf xXxxviii
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Figure 20: Volume 3 of Maimonides' Mishneh Torah, with stamps of the Jewish Theological
Seminary and Hochschule fiir Jiidische Studien in Heidelberg

Two sixteenth-century items from the Eichmann seizure have been conserved with
public support in recent years.®™* Provenance research here is not an academic sub-

specialty; it is the way the library gets its books back.
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Figure 21: The Seminary's cataloger at work

Epilogue: The Object, the Surrogate, and the Distributed Archive

Four days, four institutions, two commemorative sites, one city. What did the trip

establish that a browser could not?

First, and least surprisingly, autopsy still teaches. The letters at the Academy, the 660
pages of the Tagebuch at Piliscsaba, the desk at MILEV: in each case, the object carried

information that its surrogate or its edition does not — about scale, about materiality,
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about the sequence of hands through which it passed. This is not an argument against
digitization, which I regard as one of the great scholarly achievements of our generation
and on which my own work entirely depends. It is an argument about what digitization
is for. A surrogate is a finding aid of unprecedented power and a reading text of great
convenience. It is not a substitute for the archival body, and the institutions that have
digitized most generously — the LHAS and MILEV above all — are precisely the ones

that say so most clearly, by continuing to invest in their reading rooms.

Second, the Goldziher archive is not in Budapest. It is centered on Budapest, which
holds the largest and best-described portion of it, and it extends from Piliscsaba to
Jerusalem to New York and onwards into dozens of collections whose Goldziher holdings
nobody has yet listed. The material that would let us read his scholarly life as a dialogue
rather than a monologue — his own outgoing letters — is the least inventoried part of
it. The initiative discussed with Erika Bilicsi, Maté Rottar, and Kinga Dévényi at the
Academy addresses exactly this, and it will only work as a collective undertaking. Every
colleague who has come across a Goldziher letter in an unexpected fonds, and every

institution that suspects it may hold one, can contribute.

Third, that the history of the discipline and the history of the twentieth century cannot
be told apart. One walks from a reading room of scholarly letters to a memorial of iron
shoes in ten minutes; one hears the story of a library founded in 1877 and the story of
its looting in 1944 from the same person, in the same room, with the recovered volumes
on the table. The scholarly network that Goldziher’s correspondence documents was
destroyed, in its Central European heartland, within two decades of his death, and the
archives that record it are themselves survivors, dispersed by the same events.
Reassembling them is therefore not only an infrastructural project. It is a form of

restitution.

My thanks go to Maté Rottar, Orsolya Varsanyi, and Erika Bilicsi at the Library of the
Hungarian Academy of Sciences; to Zsuzsanna Toronyi at the Hungarian Jewish Museum
and Archives; to Miklés Maroéth, Zoltan Szombathy, and Istvan Lanczky at the Avicenna
Institute; and to Baldzs Tamasi at the Jewish Theological Seminary — University of Jewish
Studies, and above all to my dear colleague Kinga Dévényi, for four days of generous,

patient, and entirely undeserved hospitality.
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