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Opening of the exhibition "Lawerence of Arabia - the Genesis of a Myth."
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Ladies and Gentlemen,

In 1976 I put together the exhibition "Portrayal of a War" at the Historical Museum in Frankfurt.

This exhibition completed the inventory work for the "W WI Collection" of materials that the

Museum had gathered from 1914 to 1918. This collection included numerous photographs of

soldiers posing like successful hunters behind the bodies of their enemies or in front of shelled-out

houses or forts. A photograph allows us to look these men in the face even today, and I have done

this with a magnifying glass. The photos left me at a loss: What impulses moved these men to

present themselves to the camera in this way? The search for literature took me first to Magnus

Hirschfeld's The Sexual History of the World War, then to Erich Fromm's The Anatomy of Human

Destructiveness - the second book examines the desire to destroy in Hitler and Stalin, but not in

regular soldiers. Then someone - I no longer remember who it was - suggested I read T.E.

Lawrence's Seven Pillars of Wisdom, because he was the only soldier who had observed such

destructive feelings within himself and described them.

When Mamoun Fansa, with whom I had often worked together when I was the professor for art



history at the University of Oldenburg, and who has always opened his museum for exhibitions by

student groups, gave me an exhibition as a present for my retirement, I was very happy. He would

not be the person he is if he had not known a few weeks later what the exhibition would be about -

"Lawrence of Arabia."

Naturally my reading in 1976 had made me a fan of this man, although I did not concern myself

with the politics of the Near East at that time. In the meantime it has become highly relevant. It is in

fact the most general aim of this exhibition to make those politics more understandable.

Before I talk about the subtitle of the exhibition, the myth, I would like to take the opportunity

to thank Mamoun Fansa for giving me the exhibition as a present at my retirement from the

University in the first place, and secondly that he quite quickly settled on Lawrence as the topic.

During the preparations for the exhibition, I became acquainted with a stress-tested team that

handles a remarkable schedule of exhibitions. This museum manages a level of productivity that is

hard to equal. With this in mind, I would like to thank the entire team of the museum.

It has been quite a long time since I myself labored in a museum, and I have learned during the

preparations for this show how to use the new media to produce an exhibition.

And finally I want to thank Heidi Beilstein, with whom I produced the second, pictoral part of the

Catalogue. Wie tried to take a new path by first creating a layout with the pictures, into which others

and I myself then wrote the text. This just a small contribution to the iconic turn.



But now I will turn to the content, to the subtitle of our exhibition, to the "genesis of a myth."

I ran into quite a bit of misunderstanding and lack of good will from the beginning. The word

"myth" is often used in public discourse in the vulgar, unlearned meaning that something is not

true. This meaning is already given in Grimm's Dictionary, which described the use of "mythical"

in 1885 as "meaning 'dubious, not on firm footing' in daily speech." The exhibition is not about

this usage. Indeed, who would produce an exhibition about Herakles or Aphrodite - mythical

figures par excellence - in order to show that they never lived. Herakles, the strong and virtuous

hero, and Aphrodite, the goddess of love, offer a vague promise to exhibition visitors who know of

them - and thus it is with an exhibition about Lawrence of Arabia. His name is a vague promise

that the visitors will encounter adventure, spying, treachery, betrayal, treason or homosexuality.

Whatever the expectations of the visitors, the myth offers orientation, it makes our ambiguous

world clear. As with the ancients, so with us

A myth needs, on the one hand, an Object, a theme, as has already been indicated, and on the

other hand the readiness of a group to project things into this object. In this process, the projection

as the subject of the myth changes constantly. What remains constant is a core, which can quite

possibly be identical with that of older myths. A myth thus defined is close to what Jan

Bialostocki calls "Rahmenthemen" (overarching themes). He writes: "These overarching themes,

which in a kind of metaphorical emphasis, expressing the basic conflicts of life and morals, of the

powers of good and evil and of man and nature, form the main repertoire of old art, and



within the framework of these themes people see their individual, historically impacted conflicts."

We can describe the myth as a framework that is used over and over again to contain current

problems and with them specific concepts and ideas.

As new pictoral and audio media are perfected, they replace or complement oral tradition, the

written word and the static picture. And it is possible, in contrast to a traditional system, to create

in a planned way. Film stars such as Greta Garbo, Marilyn Monroe, or James Dean are just

arbitrary examples of created myths. The positive facts in their biographies are overlain with

their roles in films, which in turn permit projections that make the roles played a part of the

biography of the star. The public will demand its myths, sometimes against the wishes of

the politicians: for example let me remind you of the story of Lady Di.

If we read David Fromkin's excellent book A Peace to End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman

Empire and the Creation of the Modern Middle East, we will find in its nearly 600 pages very little

about T.E. Lawrence. And if we turn to World War I as a whole, even less space would remain

for T.E. Lawrence. Still, this man, who was quite young at the time, is better known than Allenby or

Clemenceau, David Lloyd George or Mark Sykes, Horatio Herbert Kitchener or Arthur Balfour -

all people whose effect on the Near East was greater than that of "Lawrence of Arabia". If we

would dedicate an exhibition to one of those other men, you would probably not be sitting here.

An yet you are educated people, who do not come here because you believe you have been taken



by a myth that will be corrected here - you have come because Lawrence exerts a fascination,

which is more diffuse for the one, more specific for the other. But one thing is certain: your

fascinations differ just as you as persons differ.

If we now ask what it is of the fascination connected with this person, and thus of what in my

system of definition is myth, that is based on something historically identifiable, then it can only

be the charismatic personality that the sources show him to have been. He was what Max Weber

called a "charismatic ruler" prior to 1921. Therefore we will turn to Weber's definition: Charisma is

"a certain quality of an individual personality, by virtue of which he is set apart from ordinary men

and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers

or qualities. These are such as are not accessible to the ordinary person, but are regarded as of

divine origin or as exemplary, and on the basis of them the individual concerned is treated as a

leader.

Like myths, the validity of charisma is based on its recognition by the leader's followers.

The validity of Charisma is determined by being proven - originally always through miracles - a

freeley given recognition by the followers, born of devotion, hero-worship, and trust in the leader.

But this recognition "is not (in authentic charism) the grounds of legitimity, but a duty, for those

who are chosen, in virtue of this call and of its confirmation, to recognize this quality.

A "recognition" which is, psychologically, a completely personal abandon, full of faith, born either



from enthusiasm or from necessity and hope." If the charismatic leadership does not bring lasting

well-being to the governed, charismatic authority is likely to be lost.

This can be observed in the Arab world, when Lawrence is called a traitor, spy or the like.

The unquestioned military successes of T.E. Lawrence cannot be separated from his

charismatic personality. He could motivate his men, he never made exceptions for himself,

he subjected himself to all the hardships that his men suffered. Thus the american journalist Lowell

Thomas found in him a soldier who was highly respected by all of those around him- whether

Bedouin or British. His age of only 30 years appeared in confusing contrast to his fame and

his popularity. If we can believe the photographs, T.E. Lawrence looked especially young. That

was the stuff out of which Lowell Thomas cobbled his saga, which we have tried to document

in a film which is shown in this exhibition. We will show the film at 1:00 PM in this room, but it

S

will be running continuously during the exhibition as well.

T.E. Lawrence had an ambivalent relationship to showmanship. On the one hand, he could remark

quite disrespectfully upon Lowell Thomas' bragging and showing off, but on the other hand one

cannot avoid the impression made by the many photographs Lawrence posed for in London, with

or without Thomas, in various Arab outfits. He visited the events secretly or officially, and not

without derogatory remarks. He wavers between modesty and dreams of grandeur, between shyness

and arrogance. At the beginning of his third decade of existence, T.E.L. - like so many soldiers



who were returning home from the war - had to deal with his horrible experiences. What

F. Scott Fitzgerald said about the "lost generation holds true for him as well: " Here

was a generation ... grown up to find all gods dead, all wars fought, all faith in man shaken.”

On top of that, Lawrence had tried for something that was far too big for a single man: To found

an independent Arab nation in the Near East. Stein, in Joseph Conrad's novel Lord Jim, written in

1900, calls such a person "romantic." He was following - to use the novelist's words - the dream.

"His life had begun with sacrifices, in enthusiasm for gallant ideals; he had travelled far, following

many different roads, on strange paths, and whatever star he was following, he never was hesitant

and therefore acted without shame or regret... Nothing is worse than to fail with such ideals."

Lowell Thomas compared Lawrence with mythical figures like Achilles, Siegfried and El Cid,

a Christian knight who was to free Spain from the Muslims. One must not imagine in such a

creation that the knight would be like the one a mediaevalist would describe to us. Thomas was

tying in to a very general image of the noble knight, who dedicated his life to the battle for the

good. This makes it possible for the same man - Lawrence of Arabia - to free both "the Holy Land"

and "Holy Arabia", a Christian knight in the clothing of a muslim Bedouin. The fuzzy boundaries

of the mythical figure permit the audience to project what it wants into it, from holy knight to

noble sheik. He can be pictured as a friend of the Arabs just as well as their enemy. The

fact that Lawrence was not married and had no amorous affairs, can be seen as celibacy or as

homosexuality. And where the historian has misgivings and states his case with caution, where he



records the ambiguity, the myth is unambiguous. Which is absolutely necessary, for one of a myth's

central tasks is to be a guideline.

Modern complex societies are so finely divided in terms of the interests of the members that

they cannot form collective identities; but this does not change the fact that the need exists to

create a regulatory communality. The myths of the ancients were such stories, they gave a society

its shared meaning. Pictorial and text media that generate myths are more powerful today than

in the ancient cultures, and above all they are ever-present. One story can meet with different

sets of experience in different places. In that way, sometimes - as in the case of T.E. Lawrence -

antithetical meanings arise from the same myth. I hope our exhibition will help you to partake

in such an experience of yourself and of the problems of our society.(Translation Robert McLaughlin)
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