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Jordan House
I., Judenplatz 2

Jordan House, the oldest building on the square, still retains its 
medieval façade. It is named after its first Christian owner, Georg 
Jordan (?−1517), who built the house in 1497 to replace an older 
building. He was also probably responsible for the relief show-
ing the baptism of Jesus in the river Jordan that can be seen on 
the façade. A closer study of this apparently innocuous medieval 
relief reveals a Latin inscription referring to the expulsion and 
burning of the Jews in 1420/21 : “The flooding of the river Jordan 
cleansed bodies of pestilence and evil. Everything dissolves that 
is hidden and sinful. Thus did the flames of hate rage through 
the entire city in 1421 and punish the terrible crimes of the He-
brew dogs. Just as the world was cleansed by the Flood, so did 
the raging fire mete out punishment.”

Here the events of the first banishment from Vienna (the Ge-
sera) are put in the context of religious salvation that interprets 
the expulsion and persecution of the Jews as a purification. The 
“terrible crimes” refer to the accusations levelled by the Catholic 
Church against the Jews for centuries. Apart from the assertion 
that they had killed Jesus, Jews were also accused of ritual mur-
der, host desecration and of poisoning wells, all of which led to 
terrible reprisals and were used as a model to explain the Gesera 
of 1420 and 1421.

After long discussions about the responsibility of the Catholic 
Church for the persecution and annihilation of Jews, the Archdi-
ocese of Vienna decided in 1998 to affix a plaque on the house at 
Judenplatz 6 admitting the Church’s complicity in the medieval 
persecution of the Jews and the Shoah.
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Lessing Monument
I., Judenplatz

A statue by Siegfried Charoux of the poet Gotthold Ephraim 
Lessing (1729−1781) was erected on Judenplatz in 1935 and was 
destroyed by the Nazis in 1939. Charoux created a second mon-
ument to Lessing, which was unveiled on Morzinplatz following 
his death in 1968 and only moved back to its original site in 1981.

Lessing visited Vienna in 1775/76 during a journey to Leipzig, 
Berlin, and Dresden and had an audience with Emperor Joseph II. 
In his plays he portrays the spirit of the German Enlightenment 
and advocates that the Jews should be tolerated. One of his sup-
porters and a friend was Moses Mendelssohn (1729−1786), the 
founder of the Haskala or Jewish Enlightenment, who is immor-
talised as the main protagonist in Lessing’s Nathan the Wise. Al-
though the work did not premiere in Vienna until 40 years after 
its original publication, here too Lessing can be said to have in-
fluenced the city’s intellectual climate.

The bronze statue of Lessing by Siegfried Charoux (1896−1967) looks out over Judenplatz.
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Jews in the Middle Ages

The first official record of Jews in Austria goes back to the Raf-
felstetten Tolls from the year 904. At the end of the twelfth 
century there is mention for the first time of a Jew living with 
his family in Vienna. His name was Schlom and he worked as 
mint master for Duke Leopold V. He was murdered in 1196 by 
knights on their way to the Crusades.

In order to settle anywhere in Europe Jews required the per-
mission of the ruler, who would guarantee them protection on 
payment of a special levy. In 1238, Emperor Frederick II ex-
tended a modified version of the general laws applying to Jews 
to those living in Vienna. In 1244, the Babenbergian Frederick 
the Quarrelsome granted the Jews of Austria a new privilege, 
establishing the legal basis for the large-scale settlement of Jews 
near the Babenberg residence around today’s Judenplatz. Un-
like the 17th century ghetto, where the Jews were forced to live 
in a small area, the medieval Jewish quarter was populated on 
a voluntary basis.

Towards the end of the 13th century the Jewish quarter had 
a synagogue, kosher butcher, ritual bath house, and hospital. 
The existence of these essential facilities attracted further Jews 
to Vienna. The community very quickly evolved into one of the 
most important in central Europe and produced several scholars 
whose repute spread well beyond Vienna. Among them was Rabbi 
Itzchak bar Moshe, also known as Or Sarua (“Seed of Light”) 
after his most famous work, which even today is considered an 
important component of rabbinical literature.

Throughout Europe Jews were highly restricted in the profes-
sions they could exercise : the only work available to them was 
moneylending and commerce, along with the professions vital 
to community life such as rabbi, baker, shopkeeper, or doctor.

By the beginning of the fifteenth century the situation of 
the Jews had steadily worsened. Antisemitism and economic 



40 | 41

In 1421 around 200 to 300 Jews were burnt alive on the Erdberger Gänseweide.  
Contemporary woodcut.

interests resulted in the first Viennese Gesera (banishment) in 
1420/21. A fire in the Jewish quarter and subsequent plundering 
considerably reduced the tax base of the Jewish community. The 
anti-Jewish mood came to a head with the campaign by Duke 
Albert V against the Hussites — the first dangerous opposition 
to the Catholic Church. The Jews were accused of collaborating 
with the enemy and threatened with forcible baptism. Mem-
bers of the community who refused to be baptised barricaded 
themselves in the synagogue and committed suicide in autumn 
1420. The surviving Jews without means were banished and the 
wealthier ones were publicly burnt alive in March 1421. The de-
struction of the Jewish quarter marked the end of Jewish life in 
Vienna for around one hundred and fifty years.
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Judenplatz Museum
I., Judenplatz 8

The Judenplatz Museum is located in the so-called Misrachi House. 
Its opening coincided with the unveiling of the memorial by Rachel 
Whiteread in 2000. As an outpost of the Jewish Museum Vienna, 
it is dedicated principally to the history of medieval Jews in Austria.

At the same time as preparations were being made for the 
competition to design a memorial, in 1995 archaeological exca-
vations began to uncover the remains of the medieval synagogue. 
The initial findings led to protracted discussions as to whether 
the remains of the synagogue were better suited as a memorial, 
since medieval anti-Judaism was a precursor to modern antisem-
itism and ultimately of the Final Solution.

A compromise was finally reached that enabled Rachel White
read’s memorial to be erected on the historical site and the archae-
ological remains to be accessible to the public. The excavations 
can be seen in the basement of the Judenplatz Museum ; the 
museum offers information about the excavations and the his-
tory of Viennese Jews in the Middle Ages. The museum breaks 
new museological ground : synagogues and the medieval Jewish 
quarter are reconstructed digitally, different aspects of medieval 
Jewish life are accessible via four interactive stations by means 
of the latest computer technology.

Finally, some of the remnants found during the excavations 
are also on show, together with a model of the synagogue and 
Jewish quarter. The core of the museum is formed by the remains 
of the synagogue, which was destroyed in 1421.

On the ground floor, visitors can also consult a database com-
piled by the Documentation Archive of Austrian Resistance con-
taining the names of the 65,000 Austrian Jews who were victims 
of the Shoah and providing information about the historical 
background to the Holocaust. Exhibitions are changed regularly 
and are shown in other rooms on the same floor.
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Monument to the Victims of the Holocaust
I., Judenplatz

The erection of a monument to the 65,000 Austrian victims of 
the Shoah was preceded by long drawn-out discussions. The 
catalyst was the fact that Alfred Hrdlička’s (1928−2009) monu-
ment against war and fascism on Albertinaplatz, which depicted 
a Jew scrubbing the pavement, was seen by many as an eternal 
humiliation. In 1994, Simon Wiesenthal (1908−2005) suggested 
to Michael Häupl, mayor of Vienna, that a separate monument 
to the Jewish victims of the Shoah be erected. An international 
competition was held, and the jury selected a design by the Brit-
ish artist Rachel Whiteread. It consists of a reinforced concrete 
structure, the walls of which represent a library with the book 
spines facing inwards. On the plinth are the names of the loca-
tions where Austrian Jews were killed by the Nazis. Whiteread 
took the characterisation of the Jewish people as the “People of 
the Book” as the guiding theme for her work. The book signifies 
learning and the survival of the Jewish tradition despite the Dias-
pora and banishment. The motif also references the tradition of 
Yiskor books, or commemorative books, which record not only 
the lives of important figures but also the destruction of Jewish 
communities, and in this way act as memorials to the victims of 
persecution. The monument was unveiled on 25 October 2000 
in the presence of Simon Wiesenthal and numerous politicians 
from the city of Vienna and was opened up to the public at the 
same time as the Judenplatz Museum.

Palais Arnstein
I., Hoher Markt 1

The Arnstein family was one of the most well-established Jew-
ish families in Vienna and was mentioned in records as early as 
1682. In 1795, Nathan Adam von Arnstein was ennobled for his 
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services to the state treasury. Despite his outstanding position in 
the court, he was still subject to the discriminatory regulations 
prohibiting Jews from purchasing real estate. An exception was 
made for this important financier, however, and he was able to 
purchase a small palais in an outlying district called Braunhir-
schen, which was entered as “Palais Arnstein” in the annals of 
what is now the 15th district. Today the only remaining trace is 
a street called Arnsteinstraße.

In 1796 the Arnsteins were only allowed to rent the palais on 
Hoher Markt, the site of which is occupied today by an unprepos-
sessing apartment block built in the 1950s. Thanks to Nathan’s 
wife Fanny, the residence quickly developed into a centre for Vi-
ennese intellectual life. Her renowned salon broke through the 
barriers between the aristocracy, bourgeoisie, and tolerated Jews 
and permitted, at least in this confined circle, a certain degree of 
Jewish emancipation. Balls with as many as four hundred guests, 
literary evenings, and concerts made Fanny into the uncrowned 
queen of Viennese society. Even Emperor Joseph II, who counted 
her among his friends, was not averse to visiting her events per-
sonally. The salon reached its acme during the Vienna Congress 
when diplomats attending the Congress met there informally 
to exchange ideas. Even Prince Metternich, whose secret police 
monitored these meetings, attended her salon. In 1814, Fanny 
introduced a hitherto unknown custom from Berlin and erected 
Vienna’s first Christmas tree in her salon.

Henriette von Pereira-Arnstein (1780−1859) continued the 
tradition started by her mother. She was followed by other Jew-
ish salonnières such as Josefine von Wertheimstein (1820−1894) 
and her sister Sophie von Todesco (1825−1895), who took over 
the leading role in Vienna’s literary and theatre circles in the sec-
ond half of the 19th century.



Judengasse

It is not possible to work out quite when the Judengasse got its 
name. “Judengasse”, however, was the name of many sections of 
the main traffic artery of a Jewish quarter. After the Jews were 
driven out of Vienna in 1670 only individual families with a priv-
ilege from the emperor were allowed to settle down in a resi-
dence. Soon after the destruction of the ghetto, despite the small 
number of Jewish families settled here, various diverse projects 
re-emerged that allowed Vienna’s Jews to settle in a certain area.

In 1772, several Jews were forced to leave a house in the Kru-
gerstraße and to move into a new wing of the “Zum weißen Stern” 
on the Kienmarkt — the owner was Franz Anton von Sonnenfels 
(1735−1806), the brother of Josephs von Sonnenfels (1732−1817). 
It is probable that the name Judengasse goes back to the Jews 
who settled on the Kienmarkt.

From the second half of the 19th century until World War II, 
Judengasse was an extension to the so-called textile quarter, also 
known as the rag quarter. When the coercion to join a guild 
was lifted it became possible to enter the retail trade. One of the 
preferred branches of business for Jews was the textile trade that 
was centred around the Marc-
Aurel-Straße and Salzgries.

In 1938 many businesses 
were “aryanised” and very 
few of the original owners 
returned after the Second 
World War. Today it is often 
only the names on the shop 
signs that are a reminder of 
their former Jewish owners.

A bargain basement in the 
Judengasse, 1920s.


