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A burning synagogue in Oberramstadt during Kristallnacht, also known as The Night of Broken Glass. Pictured are firefighters saving a house, while residents watch the Synagogue burn to the ground. Image captured in Oberramstadt, Germany, November 9-10, 1938.


The above source is a photograph taken during the pogrom of November 1938, known as the Kristallnacht, or Night of Broken Glass. This title was garnered through the massive quantities of broken glass scattered among the streets amidst the mass destruction being levied. Photograph sources taken during this period are extremely useful as they provide a clear image of the events and can seldom be misinterpreted by historians due to their true-to-life nature. While the photographer behind the camera remains unknown to us, it is likely that they were a civilian attempting to capture the atrocities being committed. It is, however, unlikely that the photographer themself were of Jewish origin, as the both the ownership of a camera apparatus and the ability to take photographs on such a night without being hindered seems exceedingly unlikely. Whether the photographer was in favour of the events or against them, however, bears no real significance when establishing the legitimacy of the source as, since it is a photograph, their individual motive plays little part in the truth of events captured. While the specific time the photograph was taken remains undetermined, we know that it must have been either the night of the 9th or 10th of November 1938, during the rioting inflicted upon Jewish businesses and places of worship. 

[bookmark: _Int_rn0DTdf3][bookmark: _Int_SRrvcOlr]The source, while its initial intentions are unclear, is successful in provoking a response from an audience through its harrowing imagery, instilling in its viewer an immense feeling of distress. The harsh imagery displayed captures the terror inflicted upon the Jewish population of Germany during the Night of Broken Glass, with over 200 synagogues being burned during the duration of the pogrom. While the source does not capture the colossal scale of these attacks, we know from prior knowledge and other contemporary primary sources that what is depicted in the photograph was not uncommon during the Kristallnacht and was rather a typical display of the violence inflicted upon the Jewish population. The scale of the imagery captured in the photograph is heavily corroborated by other first-hand testimonies of the period, for instance the unmediated testimony of victim Hugo Moses, who proclaimed that “synagogues and thousands of prayer halls and schools were set on fire at precisely the same time,” with fire brigades “not allowed to leave their quarters unless [by] an express command.”[footnoteRef:15548] The photograph source heavily supports Moses’ testimony involving the burning of the Synagogues, while Moses’ claim concerning the firefighters helps shine light upon the reasoning behind their targeting of the house in our source, while leaving the Synagogue to burn, due to their inability to act without express command. Further corroborating the mass scale of the instances we see in the primary source is Siegfried Merecki’s written testimony on the matter. A survivor of the Kristallnacht, Merecki states that he had “learned that all the Jewish temples had been set on fire, and these reports were confirmed when [he] saw plumes of smoke rising from the corresponding locations.”[footnoteRef:15333] While the photographic source does not explicitly address the scale of the Kristallnacht and the excess burning of Jewish businesses and shops alongside their places of worship, the negligence toward the burning synagogue from the fireman communicates to its viewer the radically poor treatment the Jews were subjected to, reinforcing their subjection to mass violence and subjugation as second class citizens, while the scale of the events pictured is corroborated by numerous other written primary sources. [15548:  Uta Gerhardt and Thomas Karlauf, 2009, The Night of Broken Glass: Eyewitness Accounts of Kristallnacht, Berlin, Propyläen Verlag, Page 38]  [15333:  Uta Gerhardt and Thomas Karlauf, 2009, The Night of Broken Glass: Eyewitness Accounts of Kristallnacht, Berlin, Propyläen Verlag, Page 58] 


Furthermore, the lack of a panicked reaction from the civilians in the photograph, most likely Jews due to their standing out in the street and their lack of riotous behaviour, corresponds with the consistency of hatred toward the Jewish people in the years and months prior to the events of the Night of Broken Glass. The helplessness of the civilians captured in the photograph, as to not even attempt to resist the plethora of hatred being waterboarded onto their community, again reinforces the further implications that this source has concerning the treatment of Jews in Nazi Germany. 

[bookmark: _Int_HSWEt3yZ]The violent imagery depicted in the photographed source can be further authenticated as a frequent mistreatment of the Jewish people, rather than an isolated incident, when investigating the year in which the photo was taken. Prior to the taking of the photograph in 1938, laws were introduced onto the Jewish people in order to impoverish them and weaken their sense of national belonging, for instance laws forbidding Jewish doctors from treating non-Jewish patients along with the revocation of the licenses of Jewish lawyers. In the years following the Kristallnacht and the taking of the photograph, further laws were implemented, such as Jews being barred from public schools and legislation requiring Jews to identify themselves as separate entities from the rest of German civilization. It is, therefore, important to view the above source as not only an isolated incident but also as a jigsaw piece in the larger puzzle of the Nazi mistreatment of the Jewish population of Germany, with the racial ‘separation’ of the Jews from the rest of the German people seemingly being evidenced as far back as 1919 when Hitler referred to them as “unquestionably a race, not a religious community.”[footnoteRef:4148] This divide showcased by Hitler almost twenty years prior to the events of the Kristallnacht is made evidently clear while we see a synagogue burning as the firefighters take no heed, their only focus saving the homes of the ‘superior race.’ While there are many examples of the Jews being mistreated in Nazi Germany when compared to its other citizens, the photograph source transforms these ideas into image and practicality, creating what is an extreme visual reminder of how the Jews were viewed as lesser during this period. [4148:  Adolf Hitler, 1919,Letter to Gemlich - Adolf Hitler : Adolf Hitler : Free Download, Borrow, and Streaming : Internet Archive  <accessed 21/02/2025> , Page 1] 


While a photographed primary source is an extremely reliable reference for historians due to its seemingly truthful nature, it also only represents a singular frame in time and neglects to elaborate on the context behind what is occurring beyond the lens. While seemingly a riot that emanated from the lower echelons of society, behind the scenes the Nazi party sought to avenge Ernst Vom Rath, a German foreign diplomat, after his cold-blooded murder in Paris at the hands of a Polish Jewish teenager Herschel Grynszpan on the 7th of November 1938, only two days prior to the German retaliation in the form of the Night Of Broken Glass. The fact that no Nazi soldiers can be sighted in the photograph giving cause to the pogrom, however, might initially seem to discredit how representative the source if of the wider picture, yet the lack of Nazi involvement only bestows further credit to the legitimacy of the source. Despite the SS being highly implicated in the initiation of the pogroms against the Jews showcased in our primary source, they distanced themself from the events that took place, instead staging the Kristallnacht as a ‘bottom-up' revolution against the Jews distorted to appear as though it was done simply at the hands of the working class. 

Heavily corroborated by American historian Karl Schleunes, “the pogrom's engineers,” the Nazi Party, “discredited themselves in the action” and “greatly strengthened the hands of Goering and the SS-Gestapo network.”[footnoteRef:15030]  The Nazi incorporation into the source, or lack thereof, only aims to further credit the photograph’s legitimacy as, aligning with Schleunes’ conclusion wherein the Nazis sought to cover up their involvement in the matter, the Nazi party’s SS or members of various other Nazi military institutions would have either been far from the events as they transpired or simply undercover, hidden amongst the local rabble. This conclusion is upheld by Lucy Dawidowicz own view on the Night of Broken Glass, concurring with Schleunes that Hitler’s “absence from the festivities was planned to exculpate him and the government from responsibility.”[footnoteRef:17681]  Furthermore, according to Dawidowicz, SS Officer Reinhard Heydrich issued a series of orders on the morning of November 10, one of which being directed at the public service agencies, informing them to “guard against the spread of fires from burning Jewish buildings to non-Jewish property.”[footnoteRef:959] Further aligning with the imagery shown in the primary source, Dawidowicz’ inference concerning Heydrich’s command on the burning of Jewish buildings provides yet more weight to the recurrency of what we see pictured within the frame. Following Heydrich’s instruction as not to let the fires spread from Jewish to non-Jewish territory, the images of firefighters extinguishing the fires of a nearby home while in turn allowing the Synagogue to go down in flames, is provided a wider and more legitimate context. Assumedly, the firefighters pictured are following the instructions of Heydrich and Hitler in turn, disallowing for the fires to affect the livelihood and wealth of anyone but the Jews. It is more than likely that this act was highly representative across Germany during the Kristallnacht and that the imagery included in the photographed source is not merely an exception to the rule but the rule itself. [15030:  Karl Schleunes, 1970, The Twisted Road to Auschwitz, Chicago, University of Illinois Press, Page 235   ]  [17681:  Lucy Dawidowicz, 2010, The War Against the Jews 1933–1945, New York: Open Road Integrated Media Inc, Page 142]  [959:  Lucy Dawidowicz, 2010, The War Against the Jews 1933–1945, New York, Open Road Integrated Media Inc, Page 143] 


[bookmark: _Int_ieaRQv4Z][bookmark: _Int_s75yjXpM]Overall, I find the photographic source featuring the burning of a Jewish Synagogue extremely useful as a method of investigating the brutality that occurred on the 9th and 10th of November 1938 during the so-called Night of Broken Glass. Insofar as it corroborates neatly with historians’ conclusions and other primary sources based around the same time period and events, the photographic source of the Kristallnacht holds significant legitimacy and is highly representative of the period and wider implications against the Jews by the Nazi party, being only one of over 200 burned synagogues in only two days. While it’s true that a photographic source can often lack the wider context behind it, a written source on the other hand can lead to more personal biases and mistakes of the individual who penned it. A photograph source, no matter how aged, cannot be heavily misconstrued and altered over time, while the words of an individual can often be misrepresented and taken out of their original context. While many written sources accounting for the events of the Kristallnacht do in fact exist, including the aforementioned written testimony of Kristallnacht survivor Hugo Moses, having a photographic primary source to compare with the various verbal and written accounts of these atrocities can provide great assistance when attributing weight to these declarations. On the other hand, the eye-witness accounts sharing many similarities with our photographic source also provide great weight to the source’s legitimacy and assist in proving that the typicality of the photographed events was not uncommon during the two days of the Kristallnacht. In essence, the source serves as an extremely useful visual reminder to historians of the immensely large division in the late 1930s between a German and a Jewish German, firmly attesting to the horrors described by Kristallnacht survivors in various transcripts and interviews.
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