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CILOW N AND. MYSTIC

axJacobwasbornon 12July 1876as

the fourth child of a Jewish antiques

dealerandtailorin Quimper, the chief

town of Finistere at the western
tip of Brittany. He movedto Parisin 1894 and
studiedatthe city’s Ecol Coloniale and Faculty
of Law.Buthe soon abandoneda middie-class
careerin order to devote himselfto poetry and
painting,a decision that led to a break
with his family. After a period struggling to eke
outa living as an art critic, he finally made a
more permanent mark in a variety of casual
jobs of every possible kind.

He was introduced to Picasso in 1901 and
three years later showed the young painter his
first poems. It was apparently Picasso who
advised him to consider the insecurity of a
Bohemianlife.

MaxJacob'sfirstattemptstowrite professionally
probably date from 1903, when he tossed off
two fairytales and his first prose poems
within the space of a few months. All were
subsequently hidden away in an old suitcase.
In 1917, Max Jacob moved closer to his
artist friends. As Andre Salmon recalls
in his memoirs, these years were notable
for their fruitful interplay between paint-
ing andpoetry. Painters and poets alike tumed
their backs onthe preceding movementsinart
namely, Symbolism and academic painting,
rejecting the realism of academic art withits
attempt to reproduce reality, and at the
same time, proclaiming their openness to
everything new andtheir ability to perceive an
aesthetic dimension in the quotidian and
unprepossessing andto make thatdimension
visile.




Max Jacob soon withdrew into himself and begantotake an interestin astrology and the occult,
pursuing this new-found enthusiasmto such an extentthat, when things became really bleak, he
was ableto earn afew sous by reading the palms of the women of his quarter. Hisinterestinthe
occultsoontook areligious turn. Of significance here was his reading of the Zohar, an early but
important cabbalistic textand, as such, his firstattemptto come toterms, not with distorted and
secular fragments of ancient religions, but with ateaching derived directly from Judaism.On
returning to his room fromthe Bibliotheque Nationale onthe evening of 22 September 1909, Max
Jacobwas vouchsafed with avision. Although cabbalistic, ideas aimostcertainly played apart
init, Max Jacobwentto a Catholic priestthe following morning and asked to be baptised. The
priestsenthim packing. Like his friends, to whom he told the story, the priest clearly thoughtthat
the poet was simply trying to make fun of him.

Thereasons forMaxJacob's vision are largely unexplained, butitis clear that, prepared by his
theosophical reading, he was waiting for a supernatural sign atthistime. More understandable
is his attempt to embrace Catholicism. As aresultof an unhappy life, hislack of success, his
feeling of menace and homelessness as a Jew, his anxiety states and lack of security , his fear
ofloneliness and feelings of guilt at his homosexuality, he was predisposedto throw himselfinto
thearmsofa churchthat promised security and support. His attention was drawntothe monastry
of Notre-Dame de Sion, which made something of a speciality of converting the Jews. Although
received with scepticism, he managed to persuade the priests toinstruct himin the catechism
and prepared him for baptism, butwas naturally disilusioned by the doubtsthatthey harboured
towards hisreadinesstobelieve.

Hewasonthe pointofgivingup asecondtime, whenon 18 December 1914, he receiveda second
vision of Christ, who appeared to him atthe cinema, wearing along cloak and protecting his
children of his conceirge. On 18 February 1915 he was baptised with the name of Cyprieninthe
Chapel of the Sisters of Notre-Dame de Sion. Picassowas his godfather.

MaxJacob's final years were overshadowed by the persecution to which Jews were subjected
fromthe early months of the German occupation onwards. As early asthe autumn of 1940 they
were enteredin a speciallist, and soon afterwards the expropriation of Jewish businesses beg
aprocessthatalso affected Max Jacob's brothers andsisters.

Asense offatalism andthe hope that he might be able to help his relatives had discouraged Max
Jacob from accepting offers that would have saved him personally. He also seemed to have
reckoned for alongtime onthe influence of Conrad Moricand, who had links with the German
authorities. Butwhen friends visited him on 20 February 1944, he gave expressionto his sense
of foreboding when, following a tour of the Basilica of Saint-Benoit, he entered hisnameinthe
visitors' book and added the dates of his arrivalinthe town and his departure fromit: 1921 t0 1944.

Fourdays later, three members of the Gestapo came and took him away. Withindays, Jean
Cocteau, Andre Salmon and others had taken what steps they could in Paris to have him
released.

On 6 March Cocteau received news that Max Jacob's release had been agreed by the
commandero commander of the secret police and the SD. But Jacob had died of pneumoniathe
previous day inthe Prisonde La Muette at Drancy.

Translatod from Gorman, Exconpls from Una Play’s aftlerword 1o her 6cion of Max Jacod's Holervisionon (Subrkamp: Frankdurtam
Main 1685). The original French edition was publishod by Galimard of Paris in 1824 under the S Visionsinfamales



"Nightmares or everybody has the demons he deserves” is a
“picture-theatre-project™, based on the poems and the biography of
Max Jacob, a french poet and painter, friend of Picasso. Jew.
homosexual, astronomer and victim of the National Socialism.

Frank Soehnle is one of the first students of the puppetry-university
Stuttgart where new forms of puppet-theatre are searched and created.
He has been art-director of the PUPPET THEATRE KARLSRUHE for
three years and is leader of the “figuren theater tubingen® since 1991

The performance tries to melt different theatrical moments (puppetry, acting,
material-theatre, pictures) toraise the expression of pure puppetry. itisatheatre-
experience foradults.

Puppeteer: Mr. Frank Soenle
Technician: Kann Erschi ng
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professional theatre skills. Itis
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and taking Singapore theatre A World Leader in Pharmaceuticals
abroad. The company

recognises its responsibility in OFFICIAL HOTEL
encouraging awareness on

human and social issues.
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sharing the Magic of Theatre. BT




