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1) Intro:
One of the most pleasing (or positive) developments concerning Berlin and also
Germany after 1945, is that here in the capital we find again such a lively and 
diverse Jewish culture – like nowhere else in Germany.
But compared to the time before National Socialism, we find Jewish life and culture
– to a far lesser extend
– and in a very different way.
Before we will have a closer look at this, i want to give a short overview about the
historical connections between Jews and Non-Jews.

2) Historical Overview of Jews in Germany
The scattering of Jewish People (=> Diaspora) and the creation of Jewish colonies in
Europe, North Africa and the Middle East happened intensified since the year 70
after the second destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem.
That means it is almost 2000 years ago that Jews settled in this area here – long
before something like „Germany“ or „the Germans“ even existed!
The starting point of Jewish settlement were the late Roman towns beside the Rhine
and in South Germany. Here, during the Middle Ages, emerged one of the most
important centers of Jewish Diaspora Culture in the German speaking world: the 
socalled Ashkenazi Judaism (besides the Sephardic Judaism which refers to the
Jewish descendants from Spain and Portugal).
The Ashkenazi Jews created Yiddish, a language that emerged from the medieval
German language (Nowadays Yiddish is only used as language by relatively few
Jews, but you can observe a certain revival of Yiddish especially through Klezmer
music). Furthermore they reached important achievements in the areas of religious
scholarship, art and science, and also created an active transnational trade and
cultural exchange. Through that they enriched the urban culture here in these parts
immensely, but also this provoked envy and greediness by non-Jewish people.
However, the Jews in Germany and in the rest of Christian Europe were differentiated
from the non-Jewish/Christian population through many restrictions and
discriminations (for example they were not allowed to carry arms, or to work in
professions that were considered „Christian“. In reverse they were assigned with
certain professions like the banking sector).
In the big cities they lived in their own streets or districts. However in medieval times
this was also the case for almost all non-Jewish professional branches and status
groups. With the crusades of the High Middle Ages (after 1000 ad) and especially
since the plague epidemics of the Late Middle Ages (1348 et seqq.) the situation of
the Jews deteriorated dramatically: heavy pogroms were committed against the 
socalled „Jesus murderers“ who were also considered to be guilty of bringing the
plague and desecrating the host. Those were all false and defamatory statements,
made to discredit the Jewish minority and as legitimacy to forcefully take their
belongings. Between the 14th and 16th century the Jews were expelled from most big
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cities in Germany and were not allowed to live there again for many centuries. Only
in the daytime were they sometimes allowed in the cities to do trade businesses. In
South Germany a so-called „Landjudentum“ (rural Judaism) emerged from one part
of those who fled from the cities. In many villages there was now a high proportion of
Jewish population, without any physical separation from the Non-Jews. On the other
hand many Jews emigrated to Eastern Europe. Through that the Ashkenazi Judaism
and the Yiddish language spread into all eastern European countries and into the
Baltic countries (since the 19th century from there also into the USA).
It was not before the early 19th century that three developments brought gradual
equality for the Jews:
– The propagation of the ideas from the Age of Enlightenment and from the
French revolution of 1789 („Liberty, Equality, Fraternity“) in Germany reached
Jews as well as Non-Jews.
– The modernization of the law system as part of the Napoleonic occupation.
– And finally the unified Enforcement of Civil Rights with the German Unification
1871 and the Civil Law Code of 1900.
During only hundred years between the early 19th century and the „Machtergreifung“
("seizure of power") of the Nazis in 1933 there were two remarkable developments in
the German Judaism, which to that extend at that time can be seen as a worldwide
unique situation.
On the one side there was a religious reform development, which led the religious
Jews out of the Middle Ages, also in ritualistic aspects. Since these Reforms took
place in the heartland of Christian Reformation they were also inspired by Christianity
and especially Protestantism (for example the role of the rabbi resembling the parish
pastor; the German sermon; and also the creation of a classical and romantic
synagogal music with organ).
Finally, step by step women gained equality through Reform Judaism until 1935 the
first female rabbi ever was ordained in Berlin. Worldwide impulses were sent from the
German Reform Judaism and the Neo-orthodoxy, especially to the United States, the
country with the biggest Jewish population in the world.
On the other side what happened in these hundred years until 1933, was a
development labeled by Jews and Non-Jews in a maybe too naive way as „Jewish-
German symbiosis“. It meant all the great cultural achievements of Jews and Jewish
descendants in almost all areas of intellectual life, science and politics. The names of
Albert Einstein, Rosa Luxemburg and Kurt Tucholsky and Walter Benjamin stand for
hundred more. However, connected to this successful assimilation was also a
departure from their Jewish practices, which led to a first decrease of Jewish
Population in Germany in the first decades of the 20th century.
Berlin was unquestionable the laboratory and center for both these developments
(Reform Judaism and „Jewish-German symbiosis“). This was perhaps also the
reason why the Nazis wanted to rename the German capital into „Germania“ after
their final victory.
Anyway, the Nazis needed not much more than 5 years to erase and destroy all of
this, before it got a lot worse and they deported the majority of the European Jews
and killed millions of them in the gas chambers of Auschwitz and other camps.
Nevertheless, the Nazis were not to have the last word in history!
Jewish Life in Berlin never fully deceased and thrives again today, as we want to
show you with this workshop.
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3) Present Jewish History in Berlin
Compared to other cities in Germany, Berlin is a rather young city (first mentioned in
1187) and was relatively insignificant until the 15th century. That´s why in the Middle
Ages there was probably only a rather small Jewish community and accordingly
almost no traces can be found. In the 13th/14th century there was presumably a
Jewish influenced open district, the ‚große Jüdenhof’, with synagogue, school and
ritual bath. At least we know quite certainly, that Jews lived here since almost the city
founding. Proof of that are 70 Jewish gravestones used as building stones in 1510,
the year of the forced displacement of the Jews who lived here. The gravestones
have been found a few years after the second world war, in the very west of Berlin at
the „Julisturm“ which is part of a medieval castle. The oldest of those gravestones
dating back to the year 1244 is the oldest preserved gravestone in Berlin in general.
The forced displacement took place after accusations of host desecration against the
Jews, something quite typical for those times (see above). 41 Jews were sentenced
to death, 39 were burnt. Further displacement took place in 1573 lasting almost 100
years. It was built on a defamation, but ultimately rooted in economic motives.
It was not before 1671, shortly after the Thirty Years´ War, that fifty Jews from Vienna
were allowed to settle again in Berlin due to an edict of the electoral prince (they
were called „Schutzjuden“ („Protected Jews“). Only under the first Prussian King
Frederick William I. 1712-1714 was the Jewish community allowed to build their first
communal synagogue. In the absolutist era of the 18th century the Jews in Berlin lived
mainly as merchants, bankers or so-called „court Jews“ (jewelers, financiers and
advisors at the royal household). Further professions were writers, bookkeepers or
teachers since Berlin had ascended to a quite important European city. Moses
Mendelssohn lived and worked here for some decades until his death in 1786. The
„Jewish Socrates“ is seen as the central figure of the Jewish Enlightenment
(‚Haskala’) and of the struggle for equality between Jews and non-Jews in Germany,
as well as the vision of the Jewish assimilation into the non-Jewish majority society
But also beyond him, the intellectual life of Berlin was thriving directly connected to
its Jewish population: Jewish women like Rahel von Ense and Henriette Herz were
very educated and emancipated for their time and they created prominent salon
gatherings. Furthermore the wealthy Jews engaged as sponsors and collectors of art.
At the end of the 18th century there were after all 500 Jewish families living in the city.
In the early 19th century, after the Napoleonic era and the Wars of Liberation, the
golden age of Jewish Berlin started, which was only to last for about 100 years. It
was the time when Berlin not only became capital of Germany (1871), but also grew
so fast that it became one of the biggest metropolis in the world. The increase of the
Jewish population was even more significant: Due to a high immigration from the
east Prussian provinces the percentage of Jews in Germany rose from 9.6 % in 1871
to 26.9 % in 1910, which meant an increase from 12 000 to 90 000 Jewish
inhabitants in Berlin.
At the same time Berlin developed into one of the biggest intellectual and religious
centers of the world. Challenges and dislocations of the modern age were very 
present in Berlin, and the Jews struggled for an adequate religious self-image. 
Meaning that like nowhere else in Germany there was a clash between the 
intellectual  representatives of the religious Reform Judaism on the one side (s. 
above: rabbis like priests, decrease of religious gender inequalities, choir, organ, etc.) 
and the Orthodoxy on the other side, but also positions in between like the 
conservatives and the neo-orthodox.
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Already in 1869, the strictly orthodox „Austrittsgemeinde“  'Addas Jisroel' separated 
from the majority parish which was part of the reform movement in Judaism. The 
Graveyard of 'Addas Jisroel' is located not far from Kubiz here in Weißensee. All 
other movements and groups were included under the „roof of the parish“ with their 
own synagogues.
Finally, 40 000 predominantly Yiddish speaking Jews moved to the „Scheunenviertel“
due to the czarist pogroms of the late 19th century and also after the First World War.
The „Scheunenviertel“ was a poor and disreputable but also legendary district behind
the Alexanderplatz, where people who came from the eastern European „stetl“
(Yiddish speaking villages and town districts in eastern Europe, that existed until
WWII) lived their own orthodoxy.
Against the background of an increasing Antisemitism, the assimilated Berlin Jews
did not want to get involved with their „siblings“ from the east, who were commonly
seen as uncultivated, using wild gestures and taking Yiddish. They rather saw
themselves as Jewish Germans, often loyal to the emperor, who lived their religious
believes in private, like the Christians did. Many of them had already mutated, in an
ironical phrase of those times, into „Dreitagejuden“ which means that in December
they celebrated a mixture of the Jewish Chanukka and Christmas, which was called
„Weihnukka“ and included a Christmas tree!
Even though Berlin was one of the political centers of Zionism in those times, there
were only small circles that prioritized a future Zion over a German-Jewish symbiosis
(which was supported by the majority of the Berlin Jews). Those fought and died just
the same as non-Jewish Germans in the trenches of WWI.
The other manifest of the golden (or rather gold shining) century Jewish Berlin were 
the many assimilated Jews and Jewish ascendants during the late German Empire 
and especially the Weimar Republic did a great deal for the raise of the Modern era:
literature (A. Zweig), painting (M. Liebermann), theater (Piscator), film (Lubitsch),
musik (H. Eisler), physics (A. Einstein), philosophy (E. Bloch, W. Benjamin),
sociology (E. Simmel), liberal and left politics (W. Rathenau, E. Bernstein, R.
Luxemburg), homosexual movement (M. Hirschfeld), department stores (G., F. und
W. Wertheim), hotels (B. Kempinski). This list could continue for hundreds more. But
maybe it is more impressive that almost 200.000 Jews lived as normal people -like
you and me- peacefully and without any separation from their non-Jewish neighbors
and enriched the vibrant life of this urban metropolis. Due to many inter-religious
marriages between assimilated Jews and non-Jews and also an explicit decline of
the birth rate, the number of Jews in Berlin decreased between 1925 and 1933 from
173.000 to 161.000 inhabitants.
Starting in 1933 the Nazis destroyed step by step countless Jewish lifes or forced
people to carry forward their careers under much worse conditions in foreign
countries. Through the Shoa most well-known as well as nameless Jews were to be
permanently forgotten. At least since several years there are the so-called
„Stolpersteine“ („stumble stones“) in front of houses in Berlin and other German cities
which remember the former inhabitants of those houses. The number of Jews who
were able to emigrate before 1939 equals the number of Jews who (from 1942 on)
were deported to the death camps in the east.
An impressive memorial for the deported Jews has been built at the train station
„Wannsee“.
Against this background it seems like a wonder that the Nazis didn´t succeed to
clear Berlin, the control center of the Holocaust, of all Jews: it was here that 5000-
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6000 Jews survived; either as relatives of non-Jews, in mixed marriages (4250) or as
so-called „U-boats“ (1250) which were people who could hide themselves with the
help of non-Jewish relatives, friends or supporters, in the mega-city in spite of
persecution and bomb war.
This is proof for the close contact between Jewish and non-Jewish people in German
´s capital which lasted also after 1933. But also a small part of their communal life
continued to exist illegally: Besides the permitted funerals, there were also secret
ritual celebrations, deep in the center of the giant Jewish graveyard in Weißensee
(which you will visit!), by a small circle of Jews who could hide there.

4) The Development after 1945 in the divided Post-war Berlin until 
1989
Already three days after the end of the war on May 11th 1945 people held the first two
Jewish services at the graveyard in Weißensee and in the synagogue of the Jewish
hospital in Wedding. In the first eight years after the end of war the few Jews who
had either remained in Berlin or had come back as survivors of the concentration
camps built up a small functioning community, that moved into its old administrative
building next to the damaged New Synagogue in the eastern part of the city.
Eight years later, during the peak of the Stalinist antisemitic politics in the Eastern
block, the Jewish community split up into a bigger west community (6000 members)
and a smaller east community (1000).
West: The survival of the Jewish community in the West (40 years with a constant
number of 6000 members) was sociologically and demographically only possible
because many different and diverse groups congregated: The community was on one
side supported by the Jews who had survived the camps or the persecution in Berlin
and on the other side by a bigger number of several thousand east European Jews,
who mainly emigrated from Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary. The German Jews
were more oriented towards secularism and reform Judaism and influenced with their
charismatic leader Heinz Galinski (from 1947 till 1992) the communal politics and the
difficult contact to the German majority society. In contrast, the East European
ascendants were more religious, orthodox and rather active within the community.
This constellation was unique in Germany; the few other Jewish communities in other
cities like Hamburg, Munich or Frankfurt had only very few members who had
survived within Germany. So their members who immigrated from other countries
were the ones who determined and still determine the community activities.
The religious diversity in Berlin is also shown by the many different synagogues.
But most of the 28 synagogues from before 1933 were either destroyed/damaged in
the war, or demolished by the state Berlin, to which they have been sold by the
Jewish community – a further irrecoverably destruction of Jewish cultural artifacts!
East: The Eastern part of Berlin was hermetically separated from West-Berlin by the
Berlin Wall since 1961. The Jewish community was under difficult conditions and
decreased permanently in the years 1953-1989 (from 2000 to only 200). Meeting
points were the old community rooms around the ruins of the New Synagogue in
Oranienburgerstraße (once proud symbol of the confident Berlin Jews) and the
orthodox synagogue in Rykestraße (one of the biggest in Germany!). Almost only
German Jews lived in East Berlin, who had moved the based on a political decision.
But most of them left East Berlin and the GDR because of an antizionist campaign in
1953.
In the 80s the GDR government changed its political course concerning their Jewish

5 of 7



citizens – also because of economic difficulties. The New Synagogue was partly
restored and the Centrum Judaicum was founded as a research facility. At the same
time an association came into life, in which Young Jews and Jewish ascendants (who
before had been oriented rather secular and communist) came now together to trace
back their Jewish roots. This association is called “Jüdischer Kulturverein” and still
exists in East Berlin.

5) Unified community since 1989 and present time
The progression was and is until today manly affected by five individual
developments:
1. The German Unification also unified the jewish communities in East and West.
But for the eastern community this felt rather difficult, since they were
confronted with distrust from the Western side, which came out of the very
ideologized situation of the Cold War and was predominant in the first decade.
2. Quota refugees from the former Soviet Union: On top of the mentioned
difficulties, there was the challenge of integrating the Jews who had
immigrated from the SU and the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS)
since the end of the 80s. The Jewish community had doubled their members
from 6 000 to 12 000. Until now 200.000 Jews in total immigrated to Berlin and
the rest of Germany, mainly because of growing antisemitism and economic
difficulties in their home countries. Most of them had grown apart from their
Jewish roots during the 70 years of Soviet Union, where free practice of
religion was forbidden. The number of Russian Jews was big enough to
establish as a distinctive group within the bigger Jewish community. After all, in
theiy culture of rememberance they saw themselves not as victims, but rather
as winners over Fascism and National Socialism. It will need some time and
new born generations until this group can grow together with the olg parts of
the Jewish community in Berlin.
3. Religios Pluralizing and new facilities: Since 1989 the Jewish characteristic of
religious diversity was strongly stimulated again. For example you find an
„Egalitarian Minyan“ in the New Synagogue with a female rabbi, which
resembles the progressive further development of the pre-war Liberalism in
the USA). Also, another liberal and a Sephardic synagogue wer inaugurated,
the strictly orthodox „Austrittsgemeinde“ of the 19th century „Addas Jisroel“
came into existence again and the orthodox Chabad-Lubavitch movement
from the US built their own center in the western inner city. - The community
also grew beyond the religious sector: Jewish Culture Days (since 1987),
primary school (1993), High school and Establishment of the internationaly
noticed Berlin Jewish Film Festival (1995).
4. Intern political turbulences: Since the death of JCB-patriarch Gallinski in 1992
there´s strong rivalry in the municipal council concerning the leadership. Very
diverse religious, ethnical and political believes collide and interfere with each
other. The Jewish Community of Berlin was close to splitting severyl times in
the last years. Even when it is hard to foresee what will be the solution, but
these problems are principally expressing a revitalising of Jewish life in Berlin
(i prefer this expression over the harmonizing and reactionary term
„renaissance“).
5. Old and new antisemitism: Which unfortunatelly also excists in
Berlin. And unfortunatelly it appears especially strong. Not because there would be
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more antisemites in Berlin than the Rest of Germany and Europe. But the
opportunities, the symbolic power and the medial attention are especially high here,
which leads to attacking Jewish people and manifestations. While Neonazis restict
themselves often to graffiti and desecration of graveyards, the radical arabic
antisemites also sometimes attack people directly, like it happened a few weeks ago
to a rabbi and his little daughter in on a street in Schöneberg (western inner city).
Signs of revitalization of Jewish life in Berlin also appear outside of the Jewish
parish/outside of the religious community: you can find a Jewish gallery, a Jewish
student group, a jewish queer group, a group questioning Israelian Politics, and
also a growing number of Jewish shops, cafes, restaurants, as well as internet
services and portals.
Sometimes you will also find something that is labeled Jewish, without really being
Jewish. People found out that you can make good money nowadays with the label
„Jewish Berlin“.
We hope that we can show or present you some of what was mentioned in this talk or
that we can assist you in discovering it on your own.

– 1244 oldest jewish gravestone (oldest preserved gravestone in Berlin in
general) – Zitadelle Spandau)
– 1510 Forced displacement of the Jews from Berlin and Spandau (accusation
of host desecration)
– 1671 Fifty Jews from Vienna are allowed to settle again in Berlin due to an
edict of the electoral prince (they were called „Schutzjuden“ („Protected Jews“)
– 1672 The first Jewish graveyard is consecrated (opened) in Große Hamburger
Straße (until 1827)
– not until 1712-1714 was the jewish community allowed to build their first
communal synagogue (it was built between today´s Dome and the Television
Tower and doesn´t exist anymore)
– 1743 Moses Mendelssohn moves to Berlin (as a 14 year old) and works there
until his death in 1786. The „jewish Socrates“ is seen as the central figure of
the jewish Enlightenment (‚Haskala’) and the struggle for equality of the Jews
with the non-jewish majority society in Germany, as well as the vision of the
Jewish assimilation into this society
– 1778 Founding of the Jewish „Freyschule“ - prototype of the Jewish
highschool and all other significant Jewish educational institutions in Berlin
until today
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