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Renegotiating Jewish sites and quarters: Jewish urban 
landscapes in post-war Europe
Sietske van der Veen and Bart Wallet

Department of Hebrew and Jewish Studies and Amsterdam School of Historical Studies, University of 
Amsterdam, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT  
After World War II, all over Europe many places which had born 
a distinctively Jewish character but to which no Jews returned, 
from buildings and streets to entire neighbourhoods were 
either repurposed, torn down in urban renewal schemes, or 
disappeared from the map entirely. Meanwhile, survivors of 
the Holocaust asked themselves whether there was any 
future for Jews in European cities at all, or whether 
rebuilding a life would only be possible in the new urban 
centres of Jewish life, particularly in the Americas and 
Palestine/Israel. We focus on Jewish sites and quarters in the 
immediate post-war period, putting central stage the liminal 
character of the era and Jewish agency in shaping urban 
spaces and attributing new meanings to them. This essay 
serves as the introduction to a special issue on Jewish spaces 
as locales where various actors articulated their perspectives 
on the past, present, and future of Jews in Europe.

KEYWORDS  
Jewish urban landscapes; 
Jewish places and spaces; 
Jewish sites and quarters; 
Jewish neighbourhoods; 
post-war Europe; Jewish 
agency

Today, there are many ways to explore Europe’s Jewish heritage. Individual tra
vellers can take full-fledged guided tours, navigate their own way choosing from 
a wealth of booklets and maps, or simply take a podwalk to explore former 
Jewish districts, from the early modern ghetto of Venice and “theme park” 
Kazimierz in Kraków to the Jewish cultural quarter of Amsterdam and the 
Red de Juderías de España. Jewish museums have spread across the continent 
– the European Association of Jewish Museums counts no less than 65 Euro
pean institutions among its members.1 Numerous plaques, monuments, and 
places of remembrance are dedicated to the dark pages of the Shoah, and 
many of these sites have been established as cultural heritage in recent 
decades. This interest in (former) Jewish sites and quarters has gradually devel
oped since the 1970s, influenced by a changing memory culture of the Shoah 
and a general increase in the conservation of cultural heritage, and gained 
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new dimensions after 1989, when the end of the ideological confrontation 
between the communist East and Liberal West created a new openness to 
engage with and reappropriate European Jewish history and heritage.

The Jewish heritage boom of recent decades has received considerable scho
larly attention. The historian Diana Pinto, in her 1996 analysis of the status and 
future of European Jewry, was one of the first to introduce the concept of 
“Jewish space” as the dynamic relationship of Jews and non-Jews to Jewish heri
tage.2 Spatiality, including Jewish spatiality, is understood, in the words of the 
geographer Edward Soja, as “simultaneously […] a social product (or outcome) 
and a shaping force (or medium) in social life.”3 Thus, Jewish space is funda
mentally a dynamic and fluid concept, in which both physical places and 
defining subjects are in a constant process of mutual redefinition.4 Since the 
1990s, a growing body of scholarship has analysed the heritagization of 
Jewish spaces, including important work by, among others, Gruber on 
“virtual Jewishness,” Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett on Jewish heritage’s pro
duction of contemporary meanings, Erica Lehrer on Jewish heritage tourism, 
Michael Meng and Lehrer on Jewish space in contemporary Poland and 
Germany, and Daniela Flesler and Adrián Pérez Melgosa on the memory 
work of Jewish Spain.5

The emphasis in the scholarship on post-war Jewish sites and quarters in 
Europe lies on the period from the 1960s and particularly from the 1980s 
onwards. This stress on the more recent past, however important, obscures 
developments and narratives which are just as important to study, and which 
also reverberated in later decades. This special issue, therefore, asks what the 
status of Jewish spaces was before heritagization and memorialization.6 Who 
were the main actors involved in assessing the past, present, and future of 
these sites and quarters before they became objects of tourism and inclusion 
policies? We aim to focus on these themes for the immediate post-war 
period, putting central stage the liminal character of the era and Jewish 
agency in shaping urban spaces and attributing new meanings to them.7 In 
this essay, we will first define our periodization, terminology, and main con
cepts. Thereafter, our attention will turn to national and local policies 
towards Jewish spaces in the wake of genocide. Finally, we will introduce the 
central focus of this special issue, Jewish spatial agency, through presenting 
the main findings of the contributing articles.

“Post-Jewish” spaces in post-war Europe

The term “post-war” refers to a specific historical period that is not conclusively 
defined in the historiography. Here, we are using it to refer to the period from 
the end of World War II, which in some parts of Europe (such as Sicily and 
Yugoslavia) began as early as 1943, but in most only in 1945, to the 1960s, 
marking the beginning of a gradual change in the perception of the Shoah, in 
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part triggered by the Eichmann trial in 1961. However, “post-war” does not 
only refer to a specific time period; it is also, as Tony Judt has argued, a 
mindset shaped by the ways in which European societies confronted the 
war’s moral and political consequences, as well as a profound awareness of 
inhabiting a distinctly post-1945 world.8 This means that we will ask how 
Jewish spaces throughout Europe were conceptualized both in a specific 
period of time and as part of broader ideas of a new European political and cul
tural constellation.

As Soja’s definition of spatiality implies, the study of Jewish spaces is not 
limited to the analysis of the formation and transformation of physical, tangible 
places, but rather implies performance and experience, the dialectic between 
places and people – both Jews and non-Jews.9 The study of Jewish space is 
another lens on the post-war Jewish history of Europe. Space provides an 
analytical category to study how Jews articulated their identities, and how 
they were represented in wider society. We will argue that particularly in the 
case of post-war European Jewry, space is a fruitful category for uncovering 
Jewish self-identifications, Jewish/non-Jewish interactions, and non-Jewish rep
resentations of Jews.

During the mid-twentieth century, Jewish urban space-making gained radi
cally different meanings. Many Jewish spaces transformed into former or “post- 
Jewish” spaces, while other Jewish spaces (re)developed new Jewish meanings.10

As Herman Paul and Adriaan van Veldhuizen have argued, post-concepts are 
“positioning concepts” performing and establishing a “demarcation between 
two periods of time.”11 As such, post-Jewish spaces are ones that are at once 
distanced from a Jewish past while simultaneously still being shaped by the fea
tures and histories connected to the spaces’ former Jewishness.

Before deportation to the death camps, Jews were forced to leave their places 
of residence, often preceded by confinement in ghettos or other designated 
areas of cities. All over Europe historic Jewish districts, mostly located in city 
centres, were either destroyed in the war by Allied bombing, such as the 
jüdisches Viertel of Hannover, by the Nazis, such as Muranów, almost comple
tely razed to the ground after the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising, or taken over by 
non-Jews, partly in dire state, as was the case in the Pletzl in Paris’ Marais, 
and even more so the Jewish quarter of Amsterdam.12 In Central and 
Eastern European cities such as Kraków and Lviv where the urban landscape 
remained more or less intact, new residents took the place of the cities’ 
Jewish inhabitants. Everywhere, Jewish private properties and communal build
ings, when not expropriated or turned into rubble, were vandalized and 
looted.13 By 1945, urban environments throughout the continent thus had 
become “cities without Jews.”14

The Shoah dramatically changed how the small numbers of survivors experi
enced and navigated the urban landscapes they returned to or settled in. 
Although the political histories of European countries in the post-war era 
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diverged tremendously, decimated Jewish communities everywhere faced 
similar challenges regarding their damaged, stolen, or destroyed homes, syna
gogues, schools, businesses, and cemeteries. Moreover, while survivors who 
chose to stay rather than immigrate sought to rebuild their lives within a 
vastly changed cityscape, they had to cope with unwilling and sometimes 
hostile fellow citizens and local governments – with the post-war anti-Jewish 
violence in Poland as a dramatic low point. What is more, soon they had to 
face plans for urban renewal, which often ran right through places where 
many Jews had lived.

A central element in defining post-Jewish spaces is the absence of living Jews 
as well as the Jewish experience of absence in these spaces. Absence was, as his
torians Julie Kalman and Daniella Doron have asserted, central to the Jewish 
post-war experience throughout Europe.15 Initially, many survivors tried to 
return home to find their loved ones. But not everywhere did Jews return, 
either because of the small number of survivors or because of post-war anti- 
Semitism and political unrest. As Meng’s comparative history of how Jews 
and non-Jews related to Jewish sites in post-1945 Central and Eastern 
Europe attests, whatever ultimately happened to these places, they evoked the 
life that was lost. Cities were full of empty, silent spaces, as there was no 
longer a spatial presence of Jews: they were devoid of Jews.16 To use Aleida Ass
mann’s typology, absence ultimately also was an act of both active and passive 
forgetting. Passive, through neglect and lack of attention, but also active, in that 
the Jewish character of certain neighbourhoods and spaces was suppressed.17

As the historian Frances Tanzer has shown in her work on post-war Vienna, 
however, there were, in the absence of real Jews, also immediate post-war 
efforts to reimagine the cityscape through Jewish stereotypes, symbolic Jews, 
and “Jewish-coded spaces.”

To properly assess the dynamic nature of the spectrum of Jewish and post- 
Jewish spaces in Europe, the concept of “layered pasts” as coined by Michael 
Meng is particularly useful. His metaphor of “layered pasts” allows for an 
understanding of the past “in terms of multiple temporalities […] multiple 
layers that at one and the same time interact with one another and exist on 
their own.”18 Places can have different layers, where built environments 
overlap and replace each other, but groups and individuals can also perceive 
and produce the same space differently. In this regard, Meng has also spoken 
about the idea of an “urban palimpsest,” in which a specific urban space has 
had different reconstructions throughout time and thus different layers – of 
brick and of meaning. Layers can disappear but also reappear and come into 
view again. For example, after the near complete sanitation of Frankfurt’s adja
cent Judengasse at the end of the nineteenth century, a central square had been 
named Börneplatz after the German-Jewish writer Ludwig Börne, which the 
Nazis renamed Dominikanerplatz in 1935, a name which stuck until the late 
1970s. A decade later, after considerable urban redevelopment of the area, a 
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new part was added called Neuer Börneplatz. The different names given to this 
same place reveal how sites are experienced in different ways throughout time. 
Nevertheless, as Meng has emphasized, processes of memory-making endanger 
the emphasis on the more visible layers of sites, or those deemed the most pro
minent or important, while not doing justice to other layers.19

Moreover, Jewish and post-Jewish spaces both historically and currently 
have intersecting and sometimes conflicting histories and appropriations by 
Jews as well as non-Jews. When we lay bare the different meanings Jews and 
non-Jews gave to Jewish sites and quarters in the transitional post-war 
period, as well as their meaning-making in these spaces, it becomes clear that 
we have to consider these at least as “hybrid” spaces, where narratives could 
clash or be suppressed, yet also existed side by side or merged. Many 
(former) Jewish neighbourhoods were not exclusively inhabited by Jews, 
neither before nor after World War II. “Cospatiality” happens when spaces 
and populations overlap, which occurs particularly in densely populated 
cities.20 One of the results could be that, because of conflicting meanings and 
interests, different appropriations might lead to spaces becoming “contested.”21

Indeed, we have to take hybridization and cospatiality into account when we try 
to peel away different layers of meaning attributed to Jewish sites and quarters.

Policies towards Jews and Jewish spaces

At the Paris Peace Conference in 1946, the Allied forces agreed peace terms 
with four of the Nazis wartime allies: Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Italy, 
home in total to over 700,000 survivors of the Holocaust. None of the 
demands of the nine Jewish organizations present in Paris – minority rights, 
human rights guarantees, and financial reparations – were accepted or even 
taken into consideration. The sentiment was clear: if Jews wanted to remain 
in Europe, they had to radically integrate into Europe’s nation-states and, in 
essence, become invisible.22 This general policy towards European Jews was 
linked to the national and local policies towards Jewish places all over the con
tinent, and vice versa. As there were no special protections or regulations for 
Jews themselves, there were none for the former Jewish neighbourhoods or 
specific Jewish places.

Many European countries faced urgent housing problems in the aftermath of 
World War II. There was a sense of urgency in cleaning up destroyed buildings 
and rebuilding neighbourhoods. Politicians, urban planners, and architects 
joined forces. In some cases, they were finally able to implement longstanding 
pre-war urban development plans that aimed to create modern cities, replacing 
narrow alleys and dark, small apartments with wide boulevards with room for 
cars, parks, and green areas, and new, modern buildings. As Marek Kohn has 
observed, cities took different approaches to their destroyed old towns, where 
pre-war Jewish quarters had often been located.23 However, most of these 
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approaches resulted in a growing tendency towards Jewish spatial absence in 
the post-war period. Across Europe, at least six distinct, though often overlap
ping reasons for Jewish spatial absence can be discerned.

First, in some cases, historic city centres were reconstructed, but as part of a 
political-ideological plan. The most famous example was Warsaw. Poland’s 
capital was not simply a reconstruction of the pre-1939 phase, but rather an 
idealized version in which new communist ideological convictions merged 
with national patriotism. Some of the politicians, architects, and intellectuals 
involved in the reconstruction of the historic city centre of Warsaw made it 
clear in coded terms that this was also an opportunity to undo the Jewish influ
ences on the cityscape. In his Six Year Plan speech in July 1949, First Secretary 
of the Communist Party Bolesław Bierut decried the chaotic “cosmopolitan” 
development of Warsaw’s city centre in the interwar period. He condemned 
the “legacy of bourgeois cosmopolitanism” that had produced “colourless, 
box-like houses.”24 A few hundred kilometres to the west, in Wrocław, the 
city centre had to be de-Germanized and Polonized. Mariam Morelowski, an 
art historian and cultural nationalist, stated that Wrocław had to be freed 
from “bourgeois-speculative disfigurement.”25 Both cosmopolitanism and 
capitalism in communist language were code words for Jews – demonstrating 
how in the general projects of urban reconstruction and renewal, anti-Jewish 
considerations did surface.

Second, ethnically homogeneous cities, part of nationalist projects before 
World War II, were finally realized after the war, impacting not only Jews 
but also other ethnic minorities, including Germans in many central European 
cities. The result of wartime urban warfare and destruction was readily accepted 
as it fitted in with earlier ideological considerations. In Thessaloniki, for 
example, the policy of Hellenization continued also after the wartime expro
priation of the Jewish cemetery by the Nazis, who in fact carried out a long- 
standing plan of the city’s municipal authorities. The looting of the cemetery 
continued after liberation. As elsewhere, the return of Jewish property was 
also severely hampered, among other things because of the Nazi-installed 
Service for the Disposal of Jewish Property (YPID) continuing its work until 
1949. Housing shortage was used by the municipal authorities as an excuse.26

Third, in several countries, the development of a myth of national resistance 
also led to the suppression of Jewish victimhood as a potential challenge to the 
new narrative, and obstructed Jewish spatial presence and visibility. In 
countries such as Austria, France, and the Netherlands, for example, adherence 
to the national narrative of the idea that most citizens had resisted either 
actively or had at least retained a certain “spirit of resistance” led to silence sur
rounding the mass murder of these countries’ Jewish populations and indiffer
ence towards the survivors. Former political prisoners and resistance fighters 
received pensions, but Jewish victims did not. In Austria, for example, Jewish 
claims for restitution were rejected – particularly from those who had fled 
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the country and thus supposedly abandoned the nation. After protests by Jews 
in 1947, a new law was introduced which somewhat changed the situation, but 
full equality was not achieved until 1964.27

A fourth important factor contributing to Jewish absence is that post-war 
urban landscapes had to explicitly serve as expressions of local and national 
identities, often entailing connotations such as purity, national character, and 
authentic architecture. In the reconstruction of Warsaw’s old city centre, an 
important element in Polish national identity, for example, the Jewish neigh
bourhood of Muranów was left out. In Muranów, despite few points of refer
ence surviving the Nazi destruction of the wartime ghetto, the post-war 
regime built socialism according to Soviet models on top of the three million 
cubic metres of rubble.28 In Rothenburg ob der Tauber in Bavaria, the medieval 
Judengasse was only renovated from the 1990s, after a long period of neglect in 
which the post-war reconstruction of the city’s heritage actively repressed the 
Nazi past, creating a built environment in which it seemed as if the twentieth 
century had never happened.29 In Vilnius, almost all of the buildings in the 
Old Town had survived the war unscathed, but almost none of the pre-war 
inhabitants, including Jews, lived in them. Two-thirds of the buildings in the 
two wartime ghettos in the city centre had remained intact.30 However, after 
the USSR had taken over the city, it endeavoured to erase the 1930s Polish fash
ioning of Vilnius; many houses and the Great Synagogue were demolished in 
the post-war reconstruction, which combined a hybrid ideology of Soviet com
munism and local Lithuanian nationalism. The former Jewish quarter and 
“Jewish street,” erased and renamed in the post-war period, also received 
renewed attention only after the end of the Soviet era.31

In Vilnius, as in other places, such as Amsterdam, pre-war buildings were 
demolished in order to create open spaces that conformed to the prevailing 
doctrines of urban hygiene, pointing to a fifth reason for Jewish spatial 
absence. In his Athens Charter, published in 1943, the Swiss-French architect 
and urban planner Le Corbusier, reflecting the policies adopted by the 
Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM), had described a 
vision for modern urban planning that received a lot of following, incorporat
ing a demand for space, motor traffic, light – and room to breathe. Old districts 
with narrow streets were the exact opposite of this vision.32 Parts of pre-war city 
centres were precious witnesses of the past and thus also had to be protected to 
represent past cultures, with a focus on those places that were considered to be 
of universal interest, conforming to a cosmopolitan attitude. For large parts of 
city centres, however, a widespread destruction of slums was deemed necessary, 
with little sympathy for the neighbourhoods as all-encompassing spaces as 
such.

Lastly, the role of modernism in urban renewal meant that often desolate 
Jewish quarters were seen as the ideal testing ground for modern urban plan
ning and sometimes long-standing plans for urban renewal. This was 
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particularly relevant in European cities which had been heavily bombed, such as 
Rotterdam, London, and Frankfurt am Main, which were rebuilt with Ameri
can cities as prime examples. But even in cities where at least part of the 
Jewish quarter was still standing, such as Amsterdam, the opportunity was 
seized to develop highly effective plans to change the cityscape forever.

While the pre-war Jewish presence in urban landscapes all over Europe was 
heavily tested and at times completely erased in the post-war period, ultimately 
falling prey to policies for political conformity, ethnic homogenization, lack of 
restitution, national and local identity, urban hygiene, and modernist redeve
lopment, there were still Jews in European cities wanting to establish a life in 
these environments. They were survivors who had returned to the places in 
which they had grown up, lived, and loved, but also new groups of Jews who 
settled in former centres of pre-war Jewish life. Particularly in Central and 
Eastern Europe, the composition of the newly established Jewish communities 
changed. Throughout Germany, DPs began to join Jewish communities and 
soon outnumbered German Jews. In the new Polish territories to the west, 
Silesia, Pomerania, West and East Prussia and Danzig/Gdańsk, surviving 
German Jews were replaced by Polish Jewish newcomers and eventually left 
together with the German population.33 In Antwerp, new groups of Eastern 
European Jews joined the surviving Jewish population, attracted by the 
diamond industry and relatively welcoming liberal policies.34 In this issue 
rather than the urban policies, the agency of returning and new Jewish popu
lations in the European urban landscape takes centre stage.

Intersecting Jewish spaces and Jewish agency

This special issue contributes to the current state of research by focusing on 
Jewish spaces as locales that served as platforms for various actors to articulate 
their perspectives on the past, present, and future of the Jews in Europe. 
Debates concerning Jewish quarters and sites, such as synagogues, in the 
post-war period demonstrate how Jews and non-Jews evaluated the spatial rep
resentation of Jews within urban environments. While some advocated keeping 
Jewish quarters intact and keeping synagogues open either to honour the past 
or as sites of current Jewish life, others argued for demolishing these sites to 
enable urban renewal, as local Jewish history had come to an end.

In many ways, the liberation of Europe was a “Stunde Null”: while the Nazi 
atrocities had come to an end, the future was still uncertain. Moreover, after 
World War II, the continent gradually but rapidly re-divided into two political 
blocs: the Soviet-controlled eastern half and the American-backed western half. 
In the case of many Jewish communities, it was only in the course of 1945 that 
the full extent of the destruction became clear. During this period, as Robin 
Judd argues, synagogues functioned as liminal spaces where Allied chaplains 
organized services for Jewish military personnel and survivors. These locations 
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facilitated dialogue about the destruction of European Jewry and how it would 
be remembered. While the Allied soldiers oversaw the cleaning and restoration 
of synagogues, these spaces became places where the remaining vitality of Euro
pean Jewry was recognized, celebrated, and ultimately prepared for resettle
ment. Judd demonstrates how the restoration of synagogue spaces served the 
Allies’ grand narrative of moral triumph over Nazi deviance.

Four articles study local case studies, enabling us to establish the matrix of 
Jewish and non-Jewish approaches to Jewish quarters and sites in the first 
decades after World War II. Taking a long-term perspective, Irina Nemƫeanu 
demonstrates how Jewish quarters in Moldovan towns in Romania disappeared 
to make way for urban renewal between 1940 and the early 1970s. Although 
there were preservation trends and even the early heritageization of some 
Jewish sites, especially after acute communist repression caused the mass emi
gration of the remaining Jewish population, the reconstruction of urban centres 
in a modernist-socialist style prevailed. Magdaléna Pospieszałowska’s article, 
which focuses on the late 1940s, reveals a quite different trajectory in the Sile
sian town of Bytom. As Bytom changed from a German to a Polish city, the sur
viving Polish Jews, who were new to the city, had to engage with the sites of the 
previous German Jewish community. While the city’s German history was gen
erally erased, the new Polish-Jewish community reused the old German-Jewish 
spaces: the former synagogue became a Zionist centre, and the elderly home 
served as a school and administrative centre.

Two of the articles present case studies from the Netherlands, where only 25 
per cent of the Jewish population survived the Holocaust. Sietske van der Veen 
analyses how survivors navigated the post-war cityscape of Amsterdam, 
especially the historic Jewish quarter. She demonstrates that, despite having 
suffered severe losses during the war, the quarter served as both a site of 
trauma and a site of renewal for Jewish life. The uncertainty, conflicting 
ideas about the future and the physical state of the Jewish quarter created a 
liminal space that was typical of the early post-war period. Bart Wallet analyses 
two other Dutch cities: The Hague and Rotterdam. Focusing on Jewish spatial 
agency, he argues that, in the first two decades after the war, a spectrum of 
Jewish strategies existed, ranging from attempts to preserve and revive pre- 
war Jewish sites and quarters, to active Jewish participation in an agenda of 
erasure and urban renewal.

Three articles focus on specific strategies for dealing with Jewish spaces in the 
post-war period. Hanna Budai discusses a small group of Hungarian Jews who 
sought to preserve specific Jewish sites, particularly synagogues, in the cities of 
Mád and Óbuda and the region of Transdanubia, by attempting to have them 
designated as national historical monuments. In contrast, Valeria Rainoldi 
shows how groups of Italian Jews, including those who migrated to Israel, 
believed that there was no future for Jews in the diaspora, and that their heritage 
therefore had to migrate with them. By analysing three local case studies, 
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Rainoldi demonstrates how Zionist convictions resulted in complete synagogue 
interiors being transferred from Italy to Israel. Finally, Maja Hultman focuses 
on the Adass Jeschurun synagogue in Stockholm, a city not directly but 
indirectly affected by the Holocaust, to demonstrate how post-war dynamics 
transformed an isolated, peripheral space into one embedded in a narrative 
of timeless survival. Employing a spatial-emotional approach, Hultman ana
lyses the interplay between the synagogue’s long-term memories and the 
spatial practices of daily life and existing urban relations.

Taken together, the contributions to this special issue make several interven
tions in the existing scholarship. Firstly, by bringing together case studies from 
France, Germany, Poland, Romania, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, and 
Sweden, we are enabled to make comparisons between countries that ended 
up on either side of the “Iron Curtain.” The same challenges were identified 
on both sides, with Jewish neighbourhoods that emerged from the war in a 
state of devastation and many ruined synagogue buildings for which mainten
ance was beyond the capacity of the surviving population. Also, policies of 
urban renewal were equally threatening to Jewish sites across Europe, with res
toration and preservation initiatives almost exclusively being the responsibility 
of selected Jewish individuals and institutions. Although the modes of redeve
loping former Jewish sites differed between East and West, ranging from social
ist realism to functional modernism, the erasure of former Jewish places was the 
same everywhere. It took time for the main difference to become apparent. 
Communist policies hindered the further development of Jewish religious 
life, eventually causing large-scale emigration among those who survived.

Secondly, although a clear juxtaposition of East and West is unproductive, 
geographical differences mattered in terms of convergent national policies on 
restitution, religion, minorities, and heritage. For example, in Poland and the 
German Democratic Republic, all remaining Jewish sites were expropriated 
and became state property. Jews could, at best, obtain permission to use 
vacant places. In Czechoslovakia and Hungary, however, Jews were reinstated 
in their property rights and became solely responsible for maintaining Jewish 
spaces. In most cases, this was a burden too great to bear. Generally, countries 
with strong governmental involvement saw the seizure and erasure of many 
Jewish spaces, while those with limited or no governmental involvement saw 
Jewish communities struggling to find solutions. In some cases, such as in 
Hungary, this led to efforts to involve the government, whereas in other 
cases, such as in Italy, it resulted in the transfer of Jewish cultural assets abroad.

Thirdly, this special issue recentres Jewish spatial agency by analysing the 
variety of strategies developed by Jewish individuals and communities to 
rethink Jewish spatial presence in the post-war cityscape. As the articles in 
this issue make abundantly clear, there was not one sole Jewish attitude 
towards the predominant trend of erasing the remnants of Jewish quarters 
and redeveloping these in new, modern urban spaces. Ideological positions 
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played a major role in developing Jewish spatial strategies. Zionists, in general, 
did not believe in a viable future for most European Jewish communities, which 
made some of them hesitant to support (re)building Jewish spaces, as was the 
case with the opponents of the new Rotterdam synagogue. From the same pos
ition, Zionists in Israel and in the diaspora campaigned to transfer European 
Jewish heritage, including entire synagogue interiors, to the new Jewish state. 
However, others did believe in a future in Europe and thus wanted either to 
maintain Jewish places in their pre-war glory, or to create new, modern 
Jewish spaces in line with post-war urban architectural trends. There were 
also European Jews who were mostly concerned with the historical and archi
tectural value of – mostly – synagogues, and thus put all their effort in early 
attempts at heritagization, as was the case in Hungary. Finally, some Jews in 
their capacities as warehouse owners, shopkeepers or residents were actively 
involved in the processes of urban renewal that included the demolition of his
toric Jewish quarters. All in all, while municipal authorities and urban planners 
in most cases played a decisive role in redeveloping post-Jewish quarters, Euro
pean Jews did not stand aside, but articulated their own opinions, and put these 
into action in a variety of ways.

One condition that further complicated Jewish spatial agency was the 
phenomenon of demographic dissonance. This already became clear right 
after the liberation, as portrayed in Robin Judd’s article, when Allied chaplains 
and soldiers rededicated synagogues in France, Germany and the Netherlands, 
often in the company of a tiny remnant of local survivors. In various parts of 
Europe, the composition of the post-war Jewish community differed signifi
cantly from the pre-war one. For instance, in the newly acquired territories 
of Poland, Polish Jewish newcomers replaced the older German Jewish (surviv
ing) population (as discussed in Magdalena Pospieszałowska’s article), in 
Germany proper they were outflanked by Eastern European Displaced 
Persons, while in France large scale migration from North Africa radically 
changed the composition of French Jewry. The newcomers, at least in the 
immediate post-war period, often had little respect for the history, traditions 
and customs of the pre-war communities, which meant that in cases where 
Jewish spaces kept functioning, often their immaterial heritage was nevertheless 
lost.

In sum, this volume demonstrates that the future of Jewish spaces in Europe 
in the immediate post-war period was almost everywhere entirely a responsibil
ity felt only by Jews themselves, if any Jews were left at all. For most local and 
national governments, these sites and quarters were merely post-Jewish spaces 
that provided ample opportunities for urban renewal. Jewish spatial agency, 
however, was far from univocal, and resulted in a spectrum of approaches, 
ranging from preservation, conservation, and reconstruction to erasure, trans
fer, and relocation. The result was that many historic Jewish sites disappeared, 
some sites were reused, and others were sold and reappropriated by new non- 
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Jewish owners. Only the next phase of heritagization, which started in the 
1970s, saw a sharp change in attitudes and witnessed the rise of local activism, 
mostly by non-Jews, prompting local and national governments to take action 
to safeguard the future of remaining Jewish spaces. No longer did these spaces 
(primarily) serve as sites for active Jewish communities, but mostly as artefacts 
of a Jewish past, witnesses of the rupture caused by the Holocaust. Strikingly, in 
most places hardly any Jews were involved in these processes of heritagization. 
Living Jewish communities, in most parts of Europe, had, however, meanwhile 
relocated to familiar cities, albeit often to suburban locations, where new stories 
are written, intersecting Jewish identities and spatial fabrics alike.35

Notes

1. https://www.aejm.org/member-group/organisations/ (consulted 7 May 2026).
2. Pinto, “A New Jewish Identity.”
3. Soja, Thirdspace.
4. Lefebvre, The Production of Space.
5. Flesler and Pérez Melgosa, The Memory Work. Gruber, Virtually Jewish. Kirshenblatt- 

Gimblett, Destination Culture. Lehrer, Jewish Poland Revisited. Meng and Lehrer, 
Jewish Space.

6. Or, in the words of David Clark: in the period of “collective amnesia.” Clark, “Creat
ing Jewish Spaces.”

7. This special issue is part of a larger research project entitled “Jewish Urban Cultures,” 
conducted by the authors at the University of Amsterdam. https://ash.uva.nl/ 
research/jewish-urban-cultures/jewish-urban-cultures.html (consulted 8 May 2026).

8. Judt, Postwar, 1–10.
9. Soja’s approach is indebted to Lefebvre’s seminal study, The Production of Space.

10. At the conference on “Post-Jewish Towns” held at POLIN, Warsaw in September 
2024, it was briefly mentioned that this was probably not an Eastern European 
phenomenon alone. This issue will demonstrate that indeed the phenomenon must 
be understood in a broader sense.

11. Paul and Van Veldhuizen, Post-Everything, 7–8.
12. Backouche, Paris transformé, 323–40.
13. See among others recent scholarship by: Backouche, Gensburger, and Le Bourhis, 

Appartements témoins; Ionescu, Justice and Restitution; Králová, Homecoming; 
Koch, Home after Fascism.

14. Bettauer, Die Stadt ohne Juden.
15. Kalman and Doron, “Absence in the Aftermath.”
16. Meng, Shattered Spaces.
17. Assmann, Formen des Vergessens.
18. Meng, “Layered Pasts,” 117.
19. Meng, “Layered Pasts,” 117–18.
20. Lévy, “Co-Spatiality.”
21. Wallet, “The Air of Amsterdam.”
22. Rubin, “The Jewish Postwar.”
23. Kohn, The Stories.
24. Ibid., 75.
25. Ibid., 100.
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26. Králová, Homecoming.
27. Bunzl, Symptoms of Modernity, 39.
28. Kohn, The Stories, 207–9.
29. Ibid., 162.
30. Ibid., 169, 180.
31. Ibid., 190.
32. Le Corbusier, The Athens Charter.
33. Henschel et al., Jewish or Common Heritage?
34. Vanden Daelen, Laten we hun lied verder zingen.
35. See for Jews in suburbia, for example: Ewence, “Moving ‘Out’ to be ‘In.’” Wallet, Hoop 

en wanhoop.
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