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About my father –  
a video message from Toronto 

David Birnbaum

I am David Birnbaum, youngest son of Salomo (Shloyme) Birnbaum. 
I send greetings to you from Toronto in Canada. I was born in Lon-
don in 1933 not long after my parents fled from Hamburg because of 
Hitler.

We have a very large Birnbaum archive here called “The Nathan 
& Solomon Birnbaum Archives”. We have archives from my famous 
grandfather Nathan Birnbaum, my father, and from his brothers Uriel 
and Menachem, and others. There are about 70,000 letters, of which 
about 40,000 are in the Solomon Birnbaum Archive. Many letters 
are from famous people, such as Theodor Herzl, Martin Buber and 
even Albert Einstein. We also have about 50,000 papers and many 
thousands of books, covering 130 years of European Jewish history.

I’d like to talk about my father, since this meeting is in his ho-
nour. He was a world-expert both in Yiddish and in Hebrew paleo-
graphy – which is the study of the development of script. He became 
interested in Hebrew palaeography when, in Hamburg, he was stu-
dying medieval Yiddish manuscripts. He noticed that the shapes of 
the letters were different, depending on where and when they were 
written. So one study led to the other study. He was deeply involved 
in the dating of the Dead Sea Scrolls when they were discovered in 
1947, and his dating was finally accepted after fierce battles among 
the academics – which we called the Battle of the Scrolls.

He wrote his “Praktische Grammatik der Jiddischen Sprache” 
in 1915 during the First World War, when he was a soldier in the 
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Austrian army. The publisher Hartleben sent proofs to him when he 
was serving in the trenches, which sometimes got lost. And there 
were other difficulties. It was published in 1918, but the publisher 
was angry with my father especially because he had lost money, 
and actually wrote that he wished he had never taken on the job of 
publishing the book.

During the Second World War my father worked in the British 
postal censorship. There he met all the best linguists in Britain, so he 
was very happy about that. He was in a department called the “Un-
common Languages Division”. One day somebody came to him with 
a letter and asked him what was its language. My father said “It’s Ar-
menian”. The man said “What does it say”? My father said “I don’t 
know. I don’t know Armenian”. The man was very annoyed and said 
“You don’t know? But you are a member of the Uncommon Langua-
ges Division, and Armenian is an uncommon language – and yet you 
say you don’t know!!”

My father thought that Yiddish orthography – the spelling sys-
tem – was important, and got very annoyed when printers changed 
his Yiddish spelling, and even his style, without telling him. They 
sometimes even spelled the same word differently in the same ar-
ticle. These are my father’s comments on the way the printer publis-
hed his article. [David Birnbaum zeigt den Artikel mit den Korrek-
turen seines Vaters.] This particular article was published in “Der 
Tog”, New York in 1929. 

While teaching in Hamburg, my father submitted two excellent 
Habilitationen which were both rejected, because of antisemitism 
and probably professional jealousy. The professor on the panel who 
made sure that his second Habilitation was rejected was a real Nazi. 
He was made Rektor of Graz University immediately after the “An-
schluss” in 1938 (when Austria became part of Germany), but he 



67About my father – a video message from Toronto 

didn’t enjoy his position for very long – he died a few months later, 
in 1939. I have fantasized that it would be nice to go and dance on 
his grave.

My father attended the famous Czernowitz Yiddish language 
conference in 1908 at the age of 16. Afterwards he was asked by his 
father to arrange the Protokoll for all the proceedings, which he did. 
But then he was told to give it to a certain man as a stage towards 
publication – and nobody knows what happened to it. It was lost. 

Erika Timm wrote about my father: „Doch wirkte er stets als un-
ermüdlicher und unvoreingenommener Ratgeber; wer sich mit fach-
lichen Fragen an ihn wendete, stieß auf schier unerschöpfliches Wis-
sen und auf eine imponierende Auskunfts- und Dialogbereitschaft. In 
die Wissenschaftsgeschichte wird er als Individualist von ungewöhn-
licher persönlicher Nobilität eingehen.“
Thank you for listening.
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