
THE JEWS OF GERMANY, AUSTRIA, BOHEMIA, AND MORAVIA

16TH AND 17TH CENTURIES

Germany

The history of the Jewish community in Germany, from the Crusades
on, is one of almost constant pain and persecution. Heavy taxation kept the
Jews constantly on the verge of financial ruin. At times they would fall prey
to widespread violence. Roving bands of peasants, egged on by fanatic
Jew-haters and incited by hostile clergy, periodically decimated entire
regions. During the Black Plague (1348-1350) the Jews suffered doubly.
The plague took its toll on them, too (although not as heavily as from the
general population). In addition to this, they were persecuted by crazed
mobs who accused the Jews of causing the plague by poisoning the wells.
Up to 300 communities were destroyed at this time. Many Jews emigrated
to the East, settling in Poland where, at that time, the situation was much
more favorable for the Jews.

An additional impetus to the eastward migration was provided in the
15th century by a seemingly unending chain of expulsions. Principality after
principality expelled its Jews. Most of these expulsions were short lived,
and the Jews were allowed to return, after staying away for a limited
period. The weakness of the German empire during that era contributed to
this state of affairs. Each principality was allowed to do with its Jews as it
pleased, in spite of the fact that the Jews were considered to be the
personal property of the king according to medieval law. Because of the
central government’s weakness, a general expulsion was not possible.

The nature of Jewish life during the first century of the ghetto is
illustrated by an event which took place in Frankfort am Main between 1612
and 1616. A period of unemployment among the lower elements of the city
had been causing much unrest. The patricians who ruled the town could
not, or would not, do anything about it. This gave a chance to the local



demagogues who sought to attain power a chance to stir up trouble. They
found it easy to blame all the people’s woes upon the Jews, and to demand
of the patricians that the inhabitants of the ghetto be expelled. The
ringleader was a baker with the name of Fettmilch. His sole gift was an
ability to deliver rabble-rousing speeches. The ghetto was stormed. For a
while the Jews defended themselves, but the mobs set their homes on fire.
Fettmilch’s followers, fearing the emperor’s punishment, prevailed upon
their leader to let the Jews leave the city, though with nothing but their lives.
The Frankfort Jews scattered through the neighboring towns and villages,
and for two years were supported by the charity of other Jews.

The patricians of Frankfort, certain that the mob would turn upon them
now that the Jews were no longer there to bear the blame for the general
poverty, sought aid from the emperor. The Jews were his property, and he
had derived considerable sums from them annually. The emperor sent
troops to restore order in the city. Fettmilch and some of his followers were
condemned to die as rebels, and the Jews were invited to return to an
enlarged ghetto. A parade of imperial soldiers led them in, to the
accompaniment of music. As they passed under the gate of the city, they
saw that it was decorated with Fettmilch’s head. The patricians now
returned to power, and the masses of the Christian population to their
miserable existence. Even their just complaints had been completely
forgotten in the unfortunate struggle about the Jews. The Frankfort Jews
then established two fast days and one special Purim to commemorate the
days of their misfortune and the day when another Haman had received his
deserved punishment.

In 1618 a struggle began in Germany which was meant to decide into
which religious camp (Catholic or Protestant) Central Europe would
eventually go. Before the war had lasted many years, the purpose of the
fighting changed from religion to questions of political domination. Conflict
arose over the unity of the German states, the power of the emperor of the
Holy Roman Empire, and other matters of political and economic
importance. There were invasions and sieges, betrayals and massacres.
The common people and the peasants suffered most of all. The war was



accompanied by a terrible plague, and the population of Germany was
considerably reduced. After that war ended in 1648, the influence of the
townsmen increased over that of the Church. When it was all over, the only
decision reached was that Germany would remain disunited both religiously
and politically. This prolonged and bloody struggle also ended with many
unhappy results for the Jews of Central Europe.

The Thirty Years War led to a general disruption of Jewish life. Many
ghettos were sacked by marauding soldiers, and enormous fines and
forced contributions were imposed on the various Jewish communities. The
Jews did not participate in the fighting, but they suffered from both sides.
At the same time a small number of Jews profited considerably from this
war. In those days there had not yet developed any commissary
department to provide for the needs of the various armies. The equipment
and food for men and animals were supplied by private individuals on a
contract basis. The rulers, from the emperor on down, frequently entrusted
the job of finding supplies and sending them to wherever necessary, to any
Jew who had shown financial skill in other matters. Such Jews now
became the official purveyors for the royal courts. The Jews were the only
group to remain neutral in a war with an avowed religious motivation. They
could also be trusted to conduct business with fellow Jews on the other
side of the line. In this way, a small number of Jews became wealthy and
influential. They could help pay the fines and contributions imposed upon
their home communities, and very often their influence in high quarters
protected the very lives of their fellow Jews.

The constant persecutions and expulsions left their mark. Some Jews
moved westward to Holland. But most moved eastward towards Poland.
This massive eastward migration shifted the center of European Jewish
population from Central Europe to Poland. Gradually the Jews living in the
Slavic East assumed the position of dominance in Jewish scholarship.

Central Europe gradually emerged from the calamity of the Thirty Years’
War greatly diminished in population, badly disorganized economically, and
broken up into tiny political states. The largest of these states was Austria,



whose king was also the emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, though his
powers as emperor were nominal. The next in size was Prussia, whose
ruler, about 1700, changed his title of elector to that of king. Then there
were literally hundreds of almost independent principalities, cities, and
bishoprics. The head of each of these, or its group of leading patricians,
exercised authority with few limitations. Their interests were confined to
taxing, conducting war, and living in as grand a style as possible. Against
this background changes were imperceptibly made affecting the life of the
Jews.

The burghers (town rulers) were still bound to the old ways of running
business. They feared the slightest change in the methods of commerce
and industry. Their guilds regulated everything from the price of the
smallest article to the rights of succession in any business enterprise. As a
result it was impossible for trade to make any progress. Countries to the
west of Germany and Austria had broken with these old-fashioned methods
and were rising rapidly in wealth and power. The rest of Europe was
standing still. Frederick William, elector of Prussia (1640-1688) saw the
need for reforming the economic conditions of his country by breaking the
stranglehold of the guilds. Strong and capable, cunning and ruthless, he
gained for himself the title of The Great Elector, because he started Prussia
on the road to military and political power. This power derived from the
changes he forced in the economic order of his lands.

As one of the means to achieve his ends, the Great Elector made use of
the Jews in his midst. He now began to play a shrewd game. He granted
the Jews certain trading privileges, now in one locality, now in another. The
guilds, on behalf of the burghers, reacted by making vigorous protest. Then
the Elector would use the privileges of the Jews to bargain with the
burghers, either to gain greater authority for himself, or to make some
change in the general economic condition. This effort to strengthen the
economic position of the state did have a beneficial effect on the Jews.
They became increasingly interested in international commerce, in the
trade among the various small German states, in the many opportunities for
wholesale trading, and in the manufacturing of new articles which the guilds



had been neglecting. The Jews of the late 17th century did for the
economic welfare of the Germany of their day what their ancestors had
done for the same part of the world over a thousand years before. Their
commerce and industry made life easier for the masses of the population
and helped Germany recover from the destructive effects of the Thirty
Years War.

The people, however, refused to see any connection between their
improved situation and the economic activity of the Jews. They preferred to
listen to the complaints of the burghers that the Jews were taking away
profits that otherwise should have gone into the pockets of Christians. Thus
no improvement was made in the conditions under which the Jews lived.
The ghetto regulations continued in force, and many localities excluded
Jews altogether. The right of residence was restricted in many towns to the
oldest child, while the remaining children had to seek homes elsewhere as
they came of age. Jews could not cross any of the numerous boundaries
that existed all over Germany without paying a degrading tax. Taxes
continued to be as onerous as before. Some slight opportunity was given to
Jews to participate in the cultural advances being made at that time, and a
small number were granted the privilege of attending the University of
Frankfort on the Oder.

In earlier centuries the German rabbinate stood at the forefront of
Jewish intellectual life. The ghetto imprisonment, the extreme poverty, and
the terrors of war had not only destroyed the schools of learning, the
yeshivas, but also crushed the independence of spirit necessary for cultural
progress. In Germany the Jews were so small a minority as to have neither
incentive nor opportunity for scholastic achievement. Most of the rabbis of
the German Jewish communities were men who had gained knowledge
and reputation in Polish academies. Some of these
Rabbanim were men who had fled from Poland during the Chmelnitzki
uprising and its resultant pogroms in 1648-1649. It was these wars that
helped to spread the intense talmudic study so characteristic of Polish
Jewry and bring it to Germany.



Austria

The Jews of Austria had suffered greatly during the period of unrest and
persecution following the Black Plague (14th century). Many Jews were
burned at the stake in the environs of Vienna, and the rest were expelled
from the city - their property confiscated. Later in the 15th century, the
Viennese Jews were again expelled in 1421. However, the dukes of
Austria, who were frequently also emperors of Germany, showed
eagerness to have the Jews return. No one really believed the charge of
host desecration which had caused their expulsion to begin with.

The best the rulers of Austria could do, against the stubborn resistance
of the townsmen, was to grant one or more Jews the right to stay in Vienna
for a specified period to transact business for the imperial court.
Consequently, though there were Jews in Vienna almost at all times, it was
only in 1582 that an organized community of some thirty families could be
found in the city. Since they were a source of enormous profit to the
imperial treasury, repeated objections by the Viennese townsmen could not
dislodge them. On two points, however, the emperor had to yield. In 1625
the Jews were forced to move into the district called Leopoldstadt which
was then made into a ghetto. And after 1630, they were forced to listen to
Christian sermons in their synagogues.

As long as imperial need outweighed the power of the townsmen, due to
the Thirty Years War, the position of the Jews in Vienna was fairly secure.
But when the war ended in 1648, the influence of the townsmen increased
with that of the Church. When the empress, a Spanish princess, joined the
ranks of its enemies, the fate of the Viennese ghetto was sealed. The
poorer Jews were the first to go; the wealthier ones followed soon after. In
1670 the second settlement of Jews in the Austrian capital came to an end.

Austrian Jewry experienced a short revival when R. Yisroel Isserlein
(1390-1460), author of Terumas HaDeshen, headed a yeshiva at
Wiener-Neustadt and was recognized as the spiritual leader of all Austrian
Jews.



The Emperors, however, would periodically order partial expulsions,
In the period following the massacre of the Jews in Poland (1648) during
the Cossack insurrection, many Polish Jews settled in Vienna, among them
many prominent rabbanim. Unfortunately, because of the implacable enmity
of the clergy, the situation quickly deteriorated. In 1670 all the Jews were
expelled from Vienna where virtually all Austrian Jews then resided. This
edict remained in force until 1848. A few privileged Jews, though, having
connections with the Habsburg emperors, were given permission to live in
Vienna.

One group that kept in close contact with the Jews and Judaism were
Christian scholars who studied Hebrew and the Jewish religion. Of course
their chief aim was to convert the Jews to Christianity. They consequently
ended up being critics, more than students.

Johann Christoph Wagenseil was a Protestant who dabbled in the study
of Judaism. For a while he resided in Vienna where he was a frequent
visitor at the synagogue, and where he acquired a good knowledge of
Hebrew and some knowledge of the Talmud. He then published in 1681, a
collection of Jewish writings in which Jews, writing in Hebrew, refuted the
claims of Christianity in order to strengthen Jewish resistance to
conversion. Wagenseil’s intention was not to advance the Jewish side of
the argument among Christians. On the contrary, his motive was to protest
and to express horror that Jews were permitted to say such things about
Christianity. He urged Christian princes to stop the Jews from insulting
Christianity and to make greater efforts to convert them. At the same time
Wagenseil protested against the shameful methods employed by Christians
to degrade Jews.

Another scholar, by the name of Eisenmenger, was a person of greedy
motives. He made a collection of all the statements in the Talmud and other
works of Jewish literature which he sought to interpret as hostile to
Christianity. He offered not to publish his work if the Jews would pay him a



large sum of money. However, in 1711, it was published under the title
Judaism Unmasked, still in circulation today.

Bohemia

Bohemia, or Beim (in Jewish literature) can boast of Jewish settlements
rivaling those of Germany in antiquity. In the era of the Rishonim a number
of Jewish scholars are known to have been from Bohemia. Many of the
Tosafists (12th to 13th centuries) came from Prague. However, similar to
Germany, the Jews of Bohemia suffered greatly from the political and
religious unrest of the 14th and 15th centuries. Numerous attacks were
perpetrated against them. This animosity against the Jews peaked in the
16th century when they were expelled from a number of cities, and
massacred in a number of others.
They were expelled from Prague and all the crown cities in 1541, and again
in 1557.

Some of the Jews later returned, but many emigrated to Poland and
other countries. In Cracow, Poland the Bohemian emigres were so
numerous that they were able to form their own congregation. At the end of
the 16th century the majority of Bohemian Jews were centered in Prague
and a few other communities. Under the reign of Rudolph II (1576-1612),
Bohemian Jewry experienced a period of prosperity and tranquility which
was matched by a spiritual renaissance. Compared to his predecessors,
this Emperor was sympathetic to his Jewish subjects and protected them.
He even granted an unprecedented interview to the acknowledged Jewish
spiritual leader, R. Yehuda Loewe, the Maharal of Prague (1526-1609).

Moravia

Moravia (Maeren in Jewish literature) did not produce any scholars of
note during the Tosafist era, although Jews certainly resided there during
this period. The Jewish settlement in Moravia was sparse and small in



number. Moravia had no big cities like Prague where Jewish life could
flourish. The first well known scholar to reside there in the 15th century was
R.Yisrael Brunna.

Like their Bohemian brethren, the Moravian Jews also suffered from
expulsions, and the royal cities were forbidden to them. In the 17th century
following the Chmelnicki massacres in Poland (1648-1649) and the
expulsion of the Jews from Vienna (1670), a substantial number of Jews,
among them some outstanding Torah scholars, settled in Moravia.


