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The Hulk, Superman, Terminator: all of these figu res are pop
ul ar cult ure echo es of the golem, that artif ic ial human of Jew
ish myst ic ism. The golem trad it ion, which tells of the maki ng
of an artif ic ial man from clay through a ritu al of words, first
arose from medieval Jewi sh myst ic ism in the German-speaki ng
lands. Yet the wide-ranging stories told around this figu re
today are the produ ct of secu lariz ation. On the cusp of the
age of indust ria li z at ion, looking back to an idea li zed image of
the seemi ngly quainter Middle Ages, German Romantic writ
ers constructed the golem as the sign of an assumed Jewish
essence, fusi ng the medie val image of the uncanny Jew with
their monstrous perc eption of the rising new age. Today’s
golem bears out these comp lex and varyi ng meani ngs – which
are both part icul ar and univ ers ali zi ng – as the ambival ent
sign of cult ural intera ct ion between non-Jews and Jews on the
one hand, and the state of the human in the risi ng age of arti
fic ial intell ig ence (AI) on the other. 1

1 This artic le draws on
some mater ial from
my book, The Golem
Returns: From Germ an
Romantic Literature to
Global Jewi sh Culture,
1808-2008 (Ann
Arbor: University of
Michigan Press, 2010).
It is published here
with the kind perm is
sion of the University
of Michigan Press.

The term golem is taken from the biblical word “galmi” (Psalm
139:16), which is often translated as “shapeless mass” or “embryo”,
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Figure 1. Joshua
Abarbanel, Golem
(study), 2013. Wood,
ceramic, and metal.
18” x 18” x 4”. Collection of the arti st.

connoting the unfinished human being before God’s eye. Mid
rashic literature understood the term “golem” as referring to the
biblical creation story of Adam before he received a soul. Stories
about the creation of artificial humans or animals by various Jew
ish sages preceded the medieval Kabbalah. But it was only here,
in the German-speaking lands, that the term “golem” began to be
applied to the mystical creation of a silent man from clay, brought
to life through a Hebrew incantation. This secret ritual, the Kabbal
ists believed, would initiate the sage into the knowledge of divine
creation.
Yet the mode rn stories told about the golem are notab ly dis
tinct from the medie val Kabbalah, which in time became
a mere cue for the supp ose dly differe nt nature of the Jews.
Today, it is comm only assumed that the tales of a secu lar
golem are linked to the hazy orig ins of a cent ur ies-old East
ern Europ ean Yidd ish popu lar culture. This assumed path,
howe ver, is more than uncertain, and sprang at least partly
from accounts by Christ ian German authors during and fol
lowing the Renaissance, which Jewish write rs have cont inu 
ally sought to (re)claim, spawning in turn furt her vers ions by
non-Jewi sh write rs.
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I. From the Christian Kabbalah to Racial Antisemitism

From the Renaissance onwards, Christian German s chola rs
such as Johannes Reuchlin showed a keen intere st in the Kab
balah and its golem. 2 By the early 1600s, reports of golem cre
ations took a distinctly sinister turn when Samu el Brenz, a
Jewi sh conv ert to Christ iani ty, reporte dly attribu ted the golem
to Jewi sh sorc ery. 3
However, the overa ll temp late of today’s golem story first
emerged later that century in a letter by the Christian Ger
man poet Christoph Arnold, published by Johann Christoph
Wagenseil in 1674. 4 In his lett er, Arnold recounted the crea 
tion of a golem for prof ane purp oses by a Poli sh rabbi Elias,
who is today assumed to have been the sixt eenth-cent ury his
toric figu re of Rabbi Eliyahu of Chelm. According to Arnold,
Jews cust oma ri ly make thems elves a golem, a silent man from
clay, to help with domest ic work after their relig ious fest ivals.
Animated by an amulet inscribed with the Hebrew word for
truth, “emet,” the golem, who at first is very small, grows a lit
tle every day until it is strong er than its make rs. Now fearing
their creat ion, the Jews remove the first lett er of its amulet,
aleph, so that it reads “met,” which means death. But Rabbi
Elias’s golem grew so tall that the amul et could no long er be
easi ly removed, and when the rabbi attempted to lay it to rest,
the golem fell over and crushed him.

2 Johannes Reuch
lin, De verbo mirifico, 1494. De arte
cabalistica, 1517
(Stuttgart-Bad
C annstatt, 1964).
3 Samu el Friedrich
Brenz, Jüdischer
abgestreifter Schlangenbalg (Nuremberg,
1614). Cited in Salo
mon Zewi Offenhau
sen, Jüdische Theriak
(Hanau, 1615).
4 Johann Christoph
Wagenseil, Sota. Hoc
est: Liber Mischnicus
de uxore adulterii suspecta (Altdorf, 1674).
5 Hans Held, Das
Gespenst des Golem.
Eine Studie aus der
hebräischen Mystik mit
einem Exkurs über das
Wesen des Doppelgängers (Munich,
1927), 72; Gershom
Scholem, Zur Kabbala
und ihrer Symbolik
(Frankfurt a.M., 1973),
256.

Arnold’s tale would become the temp late for the most promi
nent vers ions of the golem today. During the early eight eenth
century, Rabbi Jacob Emden of Altona related the story of
Rabbi Eliyahu’s gigant ic golem as well, but here, in a sign ifi 
cant depart ure from Arnold’s vers ion, the golem merely slaps
its maker witho ut killi ng him at the end. 5 Christ ian Oriental
ist Johann Jakob Schudt’s 1714 account of the golem would
have a sign ifi c ant impact on the golem’s recept ion duri ng the
Romantic period. Tracing the aforem ent ioned Christ ian writ
ings, Schudt constructed the gene s is of golem stories which
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6 Johann Jacob Schudt,
Jüdischer Merckwürdigkeiten (Berlin, 1922
[Frankfurt a.M., 1714]),
208. Unless otherwise
noted, all translations
are my own.
7 Jakob Grimm,
“Entstehung der Ver
lagspoesie,” Zeitung
für Einsiedler, no. 7
(1808), 56.

still underp ins schola rs hip today. Here, once again, the golem
is attribu ted to the Poli sh rabbi Elias, and it is a sign of sorc ery
and of “Kabbalist lies.” 6
German Romantics would borrow from Schudt’s n
 egative view
of the Jews’ relat ionship to the interlinked realms of the divine,
nature and art. The Romantic preo ccupation with artific ial
humans, automata and living statues ambivalently gauged
contemp oraneous Enlightenment dichotom ies regardi ng
nature and artifice, reas on and emotion, and Christians and
Jews in order to probe the escalating relations hip between
humans and technolo gy duri ng the first industrial revol ution.
These new texts used the golem as a vehicle to simultan eously
displace onto Jews the crisis of the human in the ensui ng age
of mass (re)product ion, and to imbue them with the demon
ized resi dues of the natu ral world as a thing of the past.
It has been argued that Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s poem
“The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” (1797), with its “spirits that I
called,” may have been inspired by the golem. This argu
ment was first prop osed by Jewish authors of the 1840s and
undoubte dly conv eyed the high esteem that Goethe enjoyed
among accult urated Jews. But Goethe’s work also formed an
obvio us model for subs eq uent narrat ive embell ishm ents of
the golem. Following Jakob Grimm’s publicat ion of Arnold’s
tale in 1808, 7 Grimm’s publisher Achim von Arnim would
become the first to exten
s ively fic
t ion
a l
i ze the golem in
his novella Isabella of Egypt (1812). Von Arnim’s hostility
to Jews is well documented; his German-Christian Tischgesellschaft, a cons ervat ive dini ng club, formed an early exam
ple of racial antisemitism by bann ing not only Jews, but
also Jewish conv erts and their offs pring from memb ers hip.
In Arnim’s novella a female golem makes her first appear
ance. Created by a Polish rabbi (i.e. Arnold) in the image of
the later Habsb urg Emperor Karl V’s beloved Dutch-gypsy
hybrid Isabella, golem Bella is proclaimed the spitt ing image
of her greedy Jewi sh maker: hypersexualized, duplici t ous and
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succ inctly racialized, anticip ati ng the mode rn stereot ype of
the Jewi sh femme fatale. 8
And indeed, the Romantic conc ept ion of the mons trous and
silent golem prefigured nineteenth- and twentie th-century
antisemitism with its idea of the Jew’s essent iali zed physi cal,
spirit ual and ment al corr upt ion. The Jew, the German com
poser Richard Wagner would claim in his 1850 essay “Juda
ism in Music,” could only imit ate rather than create German
culture due to his deformed speech organs, his “creaking,
squeaking, buzzing snuff le” 9 being the sign of his flawed intel
lect. And in 1903, the Viennese philoso p her Otto Weininger
would conc eive of modern ity as the most Jewi sh of all eras in
his Sex and Character, at prec isely the time when the golem
was prol ife rati ng in an unpreced ented mann er. 10
II. Jewish Folklore Writing

Meanwhile, a Jewish trad ition of writing on the golem was
emerging in Prague. The tales created here from the 1830s
onwards follow the basic outline of Arnold’s, Emden’s and
Grimm’s accounts: a rabbi creates a golem which is ani
mated through a ritu al of words. The golem helps with pro
fane tasks until one day it gets out of cont rol. But this golem
is now attribu ted to the sixt eenth-cent ury hist ori c al figu re of
Rabbi Löw, who lived in the city of Prague, then the capit al
of the Habsb urg Empire and the Holy Roman Empire of the
German Nation. The write rs, who were young Jewi sh reform
ers and intell ect ua ls, thereby linked the rabbi and his golem
to a distinctly German-speaki ng trad it ion in the vein of the
Enlightenment. 11

8 Achim von Arnim,
Isabella von Ägypten,
Kaiser Karl des Fünften
erste Jugendliebe
(Stuttgart, 1997).
9 Richard Wagner,
“Judai sm in Music,”
in Richard Wagner’s
Prose Works, vol. 3,
trans. William Ashton
Ellis (London, 1894),
75-122 (79).
10 Otto Weininger, Sex
& Character (London,
1906).
11 Peter Demetz,
“Die Legende vom
magischen Prag,”
Transit. Europäische
Revue, 1994. Hillel J.
Kieval, The Making of
Czech Jewry. National
Conflict and Jewi sh
Society in Bohemia,
1870-1918, 1st ed.
(New York / Oxford,
1988).

In Wolf Pascheles’s 1846 Sippurim, a collection of Prague
Jewish folktales, which are best read in the context of Johann
Gottfried von Herder’s and the Grimm brothers’ folk collections,
the Bohemian-Jewish physician and folklorist Leopold Weisel

Cathy S. Gelbin | The Golem

83

Figure 2. Mikoláš
Aleš, “Rabbi Loew
and the Golem”
(1899). Ink on paper.
Institut für Kunstund Bildgeschichte,
Humboldt-Universität
zu Berlin.

12 Wolf Pascheles,
Sippurim, eine Sammlung jüdischer Volkssagen, Erzählungen,
Mythen, Chroniken,
Denkwürdigkeiten und
Biographien berühmter
Juden aller Jahrhunderte, insbesondere
des Mittelalters
(Prague, 1870), 52.
13 Ibid., 46.
14 Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe, “Pro
met heus,” in Johann
Wolfgang von Goethe,
Sämtliche Werke.
Briefe, Tagebücher und
Gespräche: Gedichte
1756-1799, 40 vols.,
vol. 1 (Frankfurt a.M.,
1987), 203-204. Mary
Shelley, Frankens tein
(London / New York,
1994).

84

portrays Rabbi Löw as “a skilled mechanic who made himself
an automaton, which is the golem.”12 Conveying the optimistic
Enlightenment vision of reason and technological progress, the
rabbi remains unharmed by his creation. Weisel’s subsequent
story about the medieval Spanish-Jewish scholar Maimonides
takes a darker turn when Maimonides subjects a young disci
ple from London (the latter pretending to be deaf and mute, a
golem of sorts) to a “Promethean” experiment in which the stu
dent is killed, dissected and then reassembled in a lab, where
he grows into a thing of horror.13 Consumed by guilt and misfor
tune, Maimonides is murdered at the end of the story. Through
obvious references to Goethe’s “Prometheus” (1785/1789)
and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), this story appears to
raise the dangers of an unchecked modernity in the world of
Christian-Jewish interaction.14 (The intellectual debate about
whether Goethe and Shelley borrowed from the golem tale or
vice versa continues.)
With the disa pp eara nce of ghetto culture during the nine
teenth century, Jewish folk collections and, with them, the
golem increasi ngly figu red as an import ant clue when explor
ing the idea of the Jews’ racial essence, typi cally epito m
 ized
by the “Eastern Jew.” The intens ifying cycle of supp ose dly
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Figure 3. Hugo SteinerPrag, Illustration for
Gustav Meyrink’s Der
Golem, 1915.

originary and fictitious golem accounts, each spinn ing off
the other, conv eys the impending collapse of the imagin
 ary
German-Jewi sh dial ogue. Yudl Rosenberg’s (1908) and Chaim
Bloch’s (1920) fict ion cycles on the Prague golem, which both
misleadingly claim to originate from Yidd ish folktales, were
likely inspired by the 1858 Yidd ish translat ion of the Prague
Sippurim. 15 Rosenberg’s and Bloch’s fict ional works, in turn,
underpinned the purp orte dly Jewish folkt ale orig ins of sub
seq uent golem vers ions, through which early twent ie th-cen
tury authors constructed their vision of the Jews’ racialized
diff ere nce.

15 Yudl Rosenberg,
The Golem or The
Miraculous Deeds of
Rabbi Leyb, 1st ed.,
trans. Joachim Neu
groschel (New York,
2006). Chajim Bloch,
Golem: Legends of
the Ghetto of Prague,
trans. Harry Schnei
derman (Mila, MT,
1997). Wolf Pasche
les, Sipurim: Eyne
zammlung: Yidisher
folkszagen, mithen,
legenden, kroniken…
(Prague, 1858).

Gustav Meyrink’s 1915 The Golem, which remains the most
instantly reco gn iza ble golem account today, was the first
extended nove li zat ion of the Jewi sh artif ic ial anthrop oid. In
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Figure 4. Film poster
for The Golem: How
He Came into the
World (1920), directed
by Paul Wegener.

16 Gustav Meyrink,
The Golem (Sawtry,
2008), 57-58.

conv eying the golem as “a comp letely unknown pers on, . . . 
with a yell ow comp lexi on and mongoloid feat ures,” 16 the novel,
comp lete with Jewi sh arti st Hugo Steiner-Prag’s illust rat ions,
conv eyed the stereotype of the “Eastern Jew.” Appearing in
the midst of the First World War, Meyrink’s work reflected the
sense of an immin ent apoca l ypse arisi ng from the destruct ive
potent ial of modern ity, with the Jew as its sign.
Meyrink’s novel is often assumed to have prov ided the blue
print for Paul Wegener’s 1920 film The Golem, How He Came
into the World, which followed Wegener’s prev io us two stabs
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at a golem film in 1915 and 1917. But Wegener was likely,
at best, to have been inspired by the succ ess of Meyrink’s
work, as the film’s plot largely follows the stories related in
Chaim Bloch’s pret end folkt ale cycle, which was itself plag ia
rized from Yudl Rosenberg’s fict ion. Wegener’s filmic images
widely popu larized the alleged folktales around the Prague
golem, such as the golem chopp ing wood and defending the
ghetto (the latt er a more recent motif ), the romance between
the Jewi sh woman and Christ ian knight, and the golem run
ning amok. At the same time, Wegener’s 1920 vers ion is far
more than a visual reimagination of purp orted Jewish folk
tales. It brings to the fore – via the Faustian figu re of Rabbi
Löw – Wegener’s vision of the film artist in the still youthf ul
form of film, which Wegener envisioned as “kinetic poetry.”
As Wegener states:

17 Paul Wegener,
“Die künstlerischen
Möglichkeiten des
Films,” in Paul Wegener: Sein Leben und
seine Rollen. Ein Buch
von ihm und über ihn,
ed. Kai Möller (Ham
burg, 1954), 102-113
(110-111).

Film’s actual poet is the camera. The spectator’s ability to con
stantly change per
spec
tives, numer
ous tricks such as split
screen, mirroring etc., in short: . . . here [in The Golem] every
thing hinges on the image . . . . Rhythm and tempo, light and
darkness play the same role in film as indeed they do in music. I
envisioned a kind of kinetic poetry which finally relinquishes the
image of objective reality as such.17

Wegener’s images sugg est the myth-making powe rs of film,
such as in the proj ect ion of the figu re of the Wandering Jew,
but also film’s abili ty to criti c ally expose stereot ypes, as sug
gested in the reveali ng shots of demeani ng Christ ian spect a
tors. Akin to Meyrink, Wegener’s ambiva l ent cons truct ion of
the Jew as the prop on ent of the new medium of film sugg ests
the uncanny nature of modern ity. Framed by techn ological
progress in the form of the cine matic medium, the atav ist ic
essence of the human still breaks through, both volatile in
their own way.
What, then, happ ens when the age-old golem, whose medie val
conn ot at ions sign ify the perc eived atav ist ic nature of the Jew,
fully morphs into a sign of technomodernity? 1920, the year
in which Wegener’s Golem was released, also saw the publi
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18 Karel Čapek, R.U.R.
(London, 2015).
19 Norma Contrada,
“Golem and Robot: A
Search for Connec
tions,” Journal of the
Fantastic in the Arts.
Special Issue on The
Golem – Rabbi Loew
and His Legacy: The
Golem in Literature
and Film, 7, nos. 2/3
(26/27) (1995): 244254 (251).
20 Cited in https://
public.wsu.edu
/ ~delahoyd/sf/r. u. r
. html, accessed 13
May 2001.
21 E.T.A. Hoffmann,
The Sandman (Lon
don, 2016); Fritz Lang,
Metropolis (Germany,
1927).
22 E.T.A. Hoffmann,
Die Geheimnisse
(Frankfurt a.M. /
Leipzig, 1996).

cat ion of Czech author Karel Čapek’s dyst op ian play R.U.R. 18
Made for the purp ose of prov idi ng slave labor, Čapek’s robots
revolt and kill their mast ers. But like Wegener’s golem, they
also have emotional stirr ings and erotic desires. At the end
of the play, they are proclaimed mast ers of the world by the
last surv iving human. Today, Čapek is cons ide red a pion eer
of AI, not least because he invented the word “robot” for his
play, drawi ng on the Czech word “rabota,” meani ng “work” or
“serv it ude.” The conn ect ions between Čapek’s robots and the
golem are mani f old, and Čapek hims elf stated in later inter
views about the play that “the Robot is the Golem made flesh
by mass prod uct ion,” 19 and that
[t]hose who think to master the industry are themselves mas
tered by it; Robots must be produced . . . because they are a war
industry. The product of the human brain has escaped the con
trol of human hands. This is the comedy of science.20

From E.T.A. Hoffmann’s automat on Olimpia in his story “The
Sandman” (1816) through to Fritz Lang’s cyborg Maria in
Metropolis (1927), mode rn cult ure rarely imagi ned the autom
at on doppelgänger – espec ially in its female shape – as more
than an ambival ent creat ion. 21 Both pieces, each in its own
way, reflect Romanticism’s racialized conc ept ion of the dop
pelgänger in its close entwinement with the Jewi sh golem, as
feat ured in Hoffmann’s later tale “Secrets.” 22 Lang’s film, then,
can be read as a mode rnist reimagination of Romantic dop
pelgänger figu res, includi ng Achim von Arnim’s highly sexu 
ali zed golem Bella (1812) and the mechani c al nature of E.T.A.
Hoffmann’s automat on Olimpia, whom her creat or Rotwang,
whose name bears implicit Jewi sh conn ot at ions, brings to life
in a Frankens tein-type electrical experim ent.
Whereas Metropolis ultimately upholds the binar ies between
nature and artif ice and re-establishes the trad it ional order of
gend er (and implici tly race) through the cyborg’s destruct ion
at the end, Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), which opens
with a visual homa ge to Metropolis, sugg ests far deeper ambi
guit ies regarding the essence of the human at the dawn of a
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Figure 5. The cyborg
Maria in Fritz Lang’s
Metropolis (1927).

new android age. 23 In resisting determinability, Scott’s rep
licants break down the Romantic dichoto m
 ies of nature and
artif ice, human and machine. The echo es of Weimar’s racial
ized uncanny emerge in Blade Runner’s many Asian prot ago 
nists amidst the decaying citys capes, and the film’s numero us
nods to Weimar film’s themes and styles, which had them
selves borne refe re nce to a destruct ive Jewi sh modern ity.

23 Ridley Scott, Blade
Runner (USA, 1982).

In addit ion to chiaro scuro lighti ng, Scott’s homa ge to Weimar
cine ma includes the darker-toned femme fatale with her Jew
ish assoc iat ions, here prese nt in her older tragic form as the
replicant Rachael. Like Shelley’s Frankens tein, Blade Runner
probes the key quest ions of feeli ngs and empat hy which had
already concerned Romantic write rs on the artif ic ial anthro
poid. In order to detect and “retire” a group of bioengineered
anthrop oids on the run, Deckard’s testing device seeks to
pinp oint signs of empat hy (or the absence thereof ). But the
physical and emotional bounda ries of the human become
increasingly blurred in the film, such as when Deckard is
saved twice by his replicant vict ims, suggesting their capac
ity for empat hy, and when it is suggested that he hims elf is a
replicant.
Such explorations of ideas about natu ralized orig ins found
nourishment and in turn nourished postmodern theories seek
ing to de-essent ialize the biologized binar ies inherited from
Enlightenment debates. Donna Haraway’s “A Cyborg Mani
festo” (1985) was a milestone in the now enthusiastic reception
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Figure 6. The replicant Rachael in Ridley
Scott’s Blade Runner
(USA, 1982).

24 Donna Haraway, “A
Cyborg Manifesto: Sci
ence, Technology, and
Socialist-Feminism
in the Late Twentieth
Century,” in Simians,
Cyborgs, and Women:
The Reinvention of
Nature, ed. Donna
Haraway (New York,
1991 [1985]), 149-181.

of the artific ial anthropoid and its apparent rupture of essen
tialism.24 For Haraway, the cyborg signals humanity’s utopian
release from the essentializing Enlightenment binary of nature
/ artifice as well as those related to gender, sexuality, race and
class, which Haraway sees as closely linked to the emergence
of capitalism. This postmodern conception of the cyborg has
furthered textual constructions of the cybernetical golem, var
iously aiming at gender, racial and sexual indeterminability on
the one hand, while simultaneously furthering such previously
oppressed particularities on the other. In doing so, conceptual
izations of the postmodern golem continue to straddle the divi
des of universality and particularity that have marked modern
discourses on the Jews and their golem.
In a clear attempt to wrest the golem back from its negat ive
Christ ian inscript ions of deca d ence, Gershom Scholem, who
in a 1915 poem had prec isely lamented those inscript ions in
Gustav Meyrink’s Golem, in 1965 resignified the golem as a
cons truct ive sign of Jewi sh technomodernity when he named
Israel’s first comp uter at the Weizmann Institute of Science
the “Golem of Rehovoth,” stati ng that it could “well comp ete
with the Golem of Prague.” As Scholem argued in his dedi c a
tory speech, both the golem and the comp uter had
a basic conception in common ... . The old Golem was based on
a mystical combination of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew
alphabet, which are the elements and building-stones of the
world. The new Golem is based on a simpler, and at the same
time more intricate, system. Instead of twenty-two elements, it
knows only of two, the two numbers 0 and 1, constituting the
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binary system of representation. Everything can be translated,
or transposed, into these two basic signs, and what cannot be so
expressed cannot be fed as information to the Golem. I dare say
the old Kabbalists would have been glad to learn of this simplifi
cation of their own system. This is progress.25

In a similarly optim ist ic vein, Boaz Golany, Professor at the
Technion (Israel Institute for Technology) more recently pro
nounced the Prague golem as a meta p hor for AI in a speech to
visi ti ng stud ents from Prague’s Technical University. 26
If anyt hing, Jewi sh write rs and arti sts have cont inu a lly sought
to wrest back the golem as an autono m
 ous symb ol of Jewi sh
culture, sometimes together with portraya ls of a prod uctive
technomodernity, with its ubiqu it ous promi se of social equal
ity. Marge Piercy’s cyberp unk novel He, She and It (1991) fea
tures a cybern etic al golem, Yod, created to defend a small
freetown of ethn ic ally hete rog en eous Jews from host ile cor
porat ions. 27 But when Yod embarks on a sexu al relat ions hip
with one of the townswomen, he develo ps into much more
than just the perfect fighting machine, becoming a perfect
lover and surrogate father. Following Haraway’s “A Cyborg
Manifesto,” Piercy’s postm ode rn conc ept ion of Jewi shn ess
imagines through the cyborg the utop ian trans cend ence of
the old, natu rali zed binar ies of gend er, race and sexu a li ty in
the industrial and post-nuclear wastelands left by ramp ant
corp orati sm and sect ari an viol ence.

25 https://www.
commentarymagazine
.com/articles/
gershom-scholem/
the-golem-of-praguethe-golem-ofrehovoth, accessed 13
May 2021.
26 Thomas Jelinek
and Alan Rosenbaum,
“From the Golem of
Prague to Artificial
Intelligence: CzechIsraeli Cooperation in
the Sciences is Boom
ing,” The Jerusalem
Post, 30 Novemb er
2020, https://www
. jpost.com/ inter
national/from-the
-golem-of-prague-to
-artificial-intelligence
-650713, accessed 13
May 2021.
27 Marge Piercy, He,
She and It (Greenwich,
CT, 1991).
28 Stanley Kubrick,
2001: A Space Odyssey
(USA, 1968); Kazuo
Ishiguro, Klara and the
Sun (London, 2021).

Stanley Kubrick’s superc omp uter HAL 9000 in 2001: A Space
Odyssey (1968), which seems to evoke the Golem comp uter
at Rehovoth and is shown here in the heart-rendi ng scene of
its deact ivat ion, reflects – along with Ridley Scott’s replicants,
Marge Piercy’s cyborg and more recently Kazuo Ishiguro’s
Artificial Friend Klara in the novel Klara and the Sun (2021) –
the encroaching bord ers wars between humans and artif ic ial
intell ig ence, in which the latt er often appear to be more human
than humans thems elves.28 These creations, who may or may
not look like us, end up surp assing us in what we believe to
be our essence: namely, our suprema cy above all other beings
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Figure 7. Still from
Stanley Kubrick’s
2001: A Space Odyssey (USA, 1968).

29 Immanu el Kant, “To
Perpetual Peace: A
Philosophical Sketch,”
in Perpetual Peace
and Other Essays on
Politics, History, and
Morals, trans. Ted
Humphrey (Indianapo
lis, 1983), 107-144.
30 Suzanne Andrade,
Golem (UK, 2014).

due to our capacity for reas on, sapie nce and sent ience. The
dyst op ian vision painted in these texts rests at least partly on
the human refusal to treat their creat ions with empat hy and
as equals; in other words, not to part ake in Immanu el Kant’s
cosm op oli t an vision of univ ers al rights as outlined in his 1795
essay “Perpetual Peace,” 29 a proj ect which, as we know, is fun
dam ent ally incomp lete in human socie ty.
But will this vision indeed come true in a world beyond biolo
gized bord er wars? The Briti sh theatre duo 1927’s mult im ed ia
prod uct ion Golem (2014) explores our ambiva lent relation
ship with cutt ing edge techn olo gy, which itself prov id es the
form for the prod uct ion’s own stunn ing multimediality. 30 Its
overlapping visual and sound media, including live theatre,
video project ion and musical performance, warn of the loss
of indiv idua li ty through ubiqu it ous techn olog ies that have
grown into extens ions of the self – the prod uct ion targ ets our
ongoing love affair with smartphones – and which prov ide
opport un it ies for cons tant surv eill ance. This, the prod uct ion
sugg ests, is a univ ers al pred ica m ent of the current age. While
abstaining from any mention of Jews, the sign ifie rs of an
uncann ily perc eived Jewi sh modern ity are recycled through
out the prod uct ion, from its refe re nces to early cine ma to the
font of the vaguely Hebrew-themed lett eri ng of the title word
“golem” on a yell ow backg round.
The demonic implications of the golem cannot be made to go
away because they are deeply ingrained in our popular culture,
which formally transcends yet thematically often reinforces
ideas of ethnic particularity, whether subtly or explicitly. Mean
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while, many see in the golem an originary Jewish sign of the Jews’
cultural and physical survival in a hostile gentile world. Fusing
the templates of the Chelm and Prague golem, Doron and Yoav
Paz’s recent Israeli horror film The Golem is set in the world of
seventeenth-century Eastern European Jews, where a barren
Jewish woman makes a golem child to defend her community
against a Christian mob.31 But her multiple transgressions – of
female creatorship, rebelling against male-defined Jewish tradi
tion and seeking to control her own sexual destiny – combine
into a piece of “gynaehorror,” which projects a monstrous per
ception of female reproduction as her creature begins to slaugh
ter Jew and non-Jew alike, leaving her village in flames.32 Not
unlike Paul Wegener’s golem, then, film both explores and pro
poses the Jewish woman’s Otherness within Judaism, which is
configured through the golem.

31 Doron Paz and Yoav
Paz, The Golem (Israel,
2019).
32 See Erin Har
rington, Women,
Monstrosity and Horror
Film: Gynaehorror
(London, 2018).

III. Conclusion

From its medieval origins as a man from clay to its modern and
postmodern conception as robot and cyborg, the golem has
straddled the multiple border wars of humanity. From a Jewish
ritual for unlocking the secret of divine creation it has turned
into a Christian sign of the negatively conceived physical, spir
itual and cultural essence of the Jew before becoming a meta
phor for technological progress. The golem’s enigmatic quality
derives from its ability to signify Jewish particularity together
with universalist predicament; myth and history simulta
neously. Our fascination with the golem no doubt stems from its
historic function to assert the Jew’s essential difference, which is
deeply engrained in our cultural consciousness.
Animated through a ritu al of words emulating divine cre
at ion, a fract ured reflect ion of divine creat ion, the golem at
least partly upholds a humanistic vision of AI as empathic
equals, our (rival) siblings and rebellious child ren in kind.
Will AI indeed reme dy our intell ect ual, emot ional and phys
ical fall ib ili ty as humans and erase social inequalities rooted
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Figure 8. Janelle
Monáe, “Many Moons”
(USA, 2008).

33 Janelle Monáe,
“Many Moons” (USA,
2008). See also
Meina Yates-Richard,
“‘Hell You Talmbout’:
Janelle Monáe’s Black
Cyberfeminist Sonic
Aesthetics”, Feminist
Review 127, no. 1
(2021), 35-51.

in gend er, sexua li ty, ethn ici ty and race, disabili ty and class?
What hap
p ens when the related deep-seated his
t o
r ies of
oppres
s ion and anni
h i
l a
t ion are erased in this ide
a l
i zed
vision of AI, a proc ess which is crit iqued in Black cyberfemi
nist Janelle Monáe’s sonic piece “Many Moons”?33 Is it possible,
even likely that AI, the child of a new era of accele rati ng capi 
tali st exploit at ion, will only enshrine these hist oric fault lines
more deeply? At the dawn of the third indust rial revo lut ion,
our quest ions about the nature of AI inhere ntly reflect on the
potent ial of humank ind itself.
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