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INTRODUCTION

a nation Einstein greatly admired, invaded Manchuria and began its ruthless occupation
of China. It was the time of the Great Depression in the USA, when Franklin Delano
Roosevelt was first elected President and inaugurated his “New Deal” as a means of
economic recovery and social reform. And in the world of mass communication, it was the
early days of radio when its potential as a transmitter of ideology was being explored, and
the early days of talking pictures when cinema’s new verbal powers strengthened both its
nationalist dimensions and global reach as the most influential medium of the century.

These momentous events also brought transformative changes in Albert Einstein, changes
that arose during those visits to California and that reverberated throughout the rest of his
life. As a result of the rise of Hitler, Einstein abandoned his home in Germany and resettled
permanently in the United States; he reexamined his pacifist position and decided to
work for those fighting against the Third Reich; and, despite earlier declarations about
being a loner and refusing to identify with any specific nationality or religion, he came

to identify with his fellow European émigrés and declared his strongest bond was with
“his own tribe,” the Jewish people. In the bitter debates concerning the Soviet Union
during this period, Einstein, like many other leftist intellectuals, had ambivalent feelings
toward the Russian Experiment and particularly toward Stalin. Although he endorsed the
equal distribution of wealth that took place under Communism, he remained suspicious
about the curtailing of the individual’s rights and decried Stalin’s persecution of Jews.

Yet, he vacillated over the purge trials, even though he had earlier tried to help Leon
Trotsky gain asylum in Germany. Like FDR, Einstein used radio to transmit political
speeches on behalf of various liberal causes; and, as if to better understand and leverage
his own worldwide celebrity, he took a close look at the Hollywood studio system that
specialized in megastardom and befriended Charlie Chaplin, whom he greatly admired.
Despite his loyalty to the United States and his admiration for FDR, Einstein continued

to support socialism and other leftist causes and harshly criticized the inequities of
American capitalism, racism and McCarthyism, which he associated with Nazi Germany.
In 1932 the FBI opened a file on Einstein and his left-wing activities that would have dire
consequences in his later life.

In March 1933, at the end of his three visits to California, here is how Einstein was
described in the Los Angeles Times :

What emerges from contemporary news reports, from correspondence in the Caltech
archives and the memories of a few who were there, is a portrait of a slightly raffish,
sometimes puckish, fundamentally modest loner driven in two directions at once.
There was the scientist whose passionate, almost religious, dedication to physics
demanded solitude. And there was the humanist, driven, as Einstein himself explained
it, by a ‘pure love of justice’ that made it hard to say ‘no’ to advocates of liberal causes
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eager to capitalize on his time and his reflected glory.... He was...as much attracted
by the events of science in Pasadena as driven by stiffening winds of anti-Semitism
in Germany.

Although this description is positive, Einstein is still depicted as a relatively passive figure
driven by outside forces rather than as an autonomous agent responsible for introducing
change, two rival interpretations of his behavior that haunted him throughout his life.

This same duality can also be found in one of the most famous popular representations
of Einstein that emerged during his first visit to California — a photograph of the scientist
proudly holding a puppet version of himself. On January 17, 1931, Einstein and a

small group of his friends attended a puppet show called “Mr. Noah” performed by

the Yale Puppeteers at El Teatro Torito on Olvera Street where they were surprised and
delighted to find an Einstein puppet starring in the title role. After the show, Einstein
good-humoredly offered a critique of the puppet and modified it to suit his own vision

of himself. Claiming it was not fat enough, he crumpled up an old letter from his pocket
and stuffed it inside the puppet’s smock. The Biblical story being dramatized also lent
itself to a dual assessment of Einstein’s agency. On the one hand, Einstein played the
heroic Noah who saved the world by leading endangered animals to Mt. Wilson (instead
of Mt. Ararat). Yet, just as it was God who was using Noah to save the animals, it was

the puppeteer who was controlling the puppet’s movements in the play and Robert
Millikan, the godlike President of Caltech, who was using Einstein to attract other refugee
scientists to Mt. Wilson. Thus, this comic representation of the puppet inadvertently raised
a serious question about Einstein’s politics: Was he merely a childlike genius who was
easily manipulated by others, or a masterful puppeteer who skillfully controlled his own
representation?

In grappling with such questions, we decided not to strive for a unified vision of Einstein,

but to concentrate instead on the fascinating contradictions that persisted throughout his
life. How could a man who was such a great humanitarian treat members of his own family,
especially his first wife and their two sons, so coldly? How could j(hls Itheoretical genius

be so interested in Hollywood and come to identify so strongly with silent film star Charlie
Chaplin? How could this great champion of democratic values become the subject of a
1,500 page FBI file dedicated to monitoring his subversive activities? How could an ardent
pacifist raise money for Zionist causes and come to be called the “grandfather” of the
atomic bomb? How could this non-religious man and defender of the Arabs in Palestine
come to be offered the Presidency of Israel? How could this cutting—-edge physicist become
such a strong opponent to quantum mechanics when his own writings helped to launch this
theory? And how could the greatest scientist of the century spend the last three decades of
his life searching for a unified field theory, a search that even he himself considered futile?
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Leveraging Contradictions

Einstein is the hardest person to say anything about. His own friends found
him inscrutable, and not even their love of him offered a firm bridge of
understanding.

— Fritz Stern’

In pursuing these contradictions, we decided to focus on Einstein’s relations with six
communities with whom he interacted in California during those momentous three winters
in the sun and with whom he maintained relations throughout the rest of his life: science,
Jews, émigrés, household, Hollywood, and the FBI. This emphasis enabled us to structure
this project as one of Labyrinth’s urban memoirs, a subgenre of database documentary
that explores the interaction between the subjectivity and experience of a complex person
and the cultural and historical context in which he lived. For, like Einstein himself, all six of
these interrelated communities had deep ties to Europe and were responsive to what was
happening in other parts of the world, particularly to Hitler’s rise to power in Germany in
January 1933.

Science

In the early 1930s Robert A. Millikan and George Ellery Hale were striving to make Caltech
the leading scientific institute in the nation — one that could equal or surpass their East
Coast rivals. To do this, they needed to build a unique scientific community that would
combine three crucial assets: the greatest scientific theorists from Europe, the most
advanced scientific technology, and projects that would serve the economic and military
interests of the nation. Although Einstein believed that science should strive for pure
knowledge without being restricted by practical or nationalist goals, he was still drawn
to Caltech by the presence of other leading scientists (many of whom were also Jewish
European émigrés fleeing the political instability in Europe) and by the world’s largest
telescope, which could be used to test his theories. With this telescope Edwin Hubble
discovered new galaxies and validated his own theory of the expanding universe, which
Einstein was now forced to accept, even though it meant giving up his own idea of a
“cosmological constant,” which he now called “the greatest blunder in his life.”

The scientific community at Caltech saw Einstein as the world’s first celebrity scientist,
one who could potentially boost the reputation of their Institute. His preeminent place

in the history of theoretical physics had already been assured in 1905 (at the age of

26) through the publication of four groundbreaking papers on the Photoelectric Effect,
Brownian Motion, the Special Theory of Relativity, and his famous equation E=MC?. Along
with his later General Theory of Relativity (published in 1916), these papers challenged
Newtonian physics and changed our vision of the world. Yet, these new theories were
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