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Today is August 24th 1999 and we're interviewing Dr. Herman 
Gundersheimer. 
 
Dr. Gundersheimer, would you go ahead please, and tell us a little bit 
about your experiences from your earliest youth in Germany and 
whatever you happen to remember about things from thereon. 
 
G.: You have really, you ask me about my experiences because… 
with my activities at the university … at the Jewish community… the 
Frankfurt Jewish Museum, from there on with my family to their 
immigration from Germany to America. (21) 
 
F.: So, if you don't mind, let us talk about the very early days in 
Germany, what kind of school you attended, was it a Jewish school, 
and so on. 
 

G.: I was born in nineteen hundred and three, and I, in Würzburg, 
Bavaria as the only son of my parents.  I have a sister, I had a sister.  
My schooling was the usual one for the time.  I was in a, what you 
would call here, a Volksschule, that means a school with particular 
Jewish stress and teaching.  And I got to the University of Würzburg 
first and from there on to München, Berlin, Leipzig which was the 
attitude at that time to visit as many universities as possible. (48) …. I 
got a secure job………….. Pinder, which was one of the leading 
architects at the time.  But before that …… (57)   The City Museum of 
Frankfurt under the direction of Adolf ………….I became the head of 
the Jewish Museum….. 
 
(69) I was in the Jewish Museum form 1933 to 1939.  In 1939 the 
Jewish Museum was destroyed as was my secondary activity the 
editorship of the Jewish community paper of the city of Frankfurt.  
This (?)  was very important because not only gave me chance to 
apply my knowledge to the document of Jewish religious art but also 
to improve my statistic (?) style as the editor of the Jewish 
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Gemeindeblatt.  I administered the Jewish Museum until the day it 
was totally destroyed, November 1938.   That is the exit of the 
German-Jewish experience; the rest is devoted to the preparation of 
emigration.    
 
F.:  Let me ask you, what was your own personal experience 
Kristallnacht? 
 
G.: This experience was probably a little bit different from most 
others, because when Kristallnacht began, I was taken away from 
home because it was well known that they needed someone to take 
care of the Jewish Museum.   So I was brought to the Jewish 
Museum, remained there for a while, because the Nazis had no idea 
what to do with the excellent collection, which the city of Frankfurt 
and the Jewish community of Frankfurt had united together as the 
Jewish Museum. (110) that was my experience.  My experience was 
that I had to be a witness of the way in which the contents of the 
museum was destroyed in the way that it was deprived of all the 
purposes for which it was created. Nevertheless a great number of 
objects are still preserved. 
F.: As the anti-Semitism gradually increased in Germany, did you 
have any idea what was coming? 
 
No one could think what the Crystal Night would bring. 
F.: Did you have any obstacles in your studium in Germany because 
you were Jewish? 
No.  My studium was a long time before the Nazis came.    When I 
made my PHD there was no idea of a Nazi. 
 F.: How about something like they called Numerus Clausus, did that 
have any effect on your studies? 
Not at the time.  Years after that time. 
F.: So you think, generally speaking, there was no obstacle for Jews 
to attend the universities? 
No.  As a matter of fact, among the university teachers in my field 
there were quite an amazing number of Jewish professors. 
F.:  How were you fortunate enough to come to this country? 
The way we came to this country was rather involved.  I was forced to 
leave Germany.       
We had connections to English people who were connected from 
England with the Quakers that enabled us to come here. 
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We were in New York a very short time. Then in Pittsburgh for an 
extended time.  A short position I had in Washington DC, then in 
Philadelphia. 
F.: Were you German degrees recognized in this country? 
Absolutely, my publications were known. 
F.:  And also, how did you get to Philadelphia and how long have you 
been in Philadelphia?  What were your activities here? 
………………. 
F.: Has anybody else in your family, in your immediate family 
survived and was able to emigrate? 
Yes.  My sister was married in Germany still and emigrated with her 
husband also in England, and several of my cousins, my distant 
cousins also went successfully out of Germany and reached different 
countries.  My wife of course and the boy. Comparable situations as 
many people being detained and some people being able to come 
out.   
F.:  To what countries did some of your relatives emigrate? 
(185)Could be to England, could be to America, [and to] it was not yet 
Israel. Also the interest in Israel was long before the Nazis in our 
family. 
F.: do you have contact now with family abroad in other countries? 
Yes, with all of them. 
F.: Which countries do your correspondence cover? 
It covers England, it covers England, and I cover South America and 
Australia and different places in the world. 
F.: Did you say you worked at Tyler (Tyler School of Art).  Did you 
become head of Tyler? 
I was professor of art history and in the course of years I became 
assistant dean. 
F.: When did you retire from Tyler? 
I retired from Tyler.  I was in Italy for three years on behalf of Tyler, 
and one year in Jerusalem at the university.  
F.:  So you had quite an international carrier.   
I think so.  In Italy I could work very intensely.  I spoke fluently 
[Italian].  
[F.: What made you come back (or settle) in Philadelphia?] 
I have the family here, a son and a daughter. .. In America….. Our 
son to Amherst and the to Harvard 
F.: What is his field? 
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He is now the president of the Folger Shakespeare Library in 
Washington.  A very interesting position.  Also growing out of his 
interests, like mine, in Italian Art. 
F.: Did you speak English when you came to this country?  Did you 
have a difficult time adjusting? 
I spoke English broken.  Not fluently. I had of course some problems 
to make myself fully understood. I hope my English improved a little 
bit.  Also people can hear from my language that I am not a native.  
F.: Did you find employment right away when you came to this 
country? 
(242) 
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