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Introduction


In 1860 Nathaniel Levi, head covered and swearing on an Old Testament, was the first Jewish parliamentarian to take his seat in Victoria.1 Levi, a native of Liverpool, in many ways exemplified the typical settler of nineteenth-century Melbourne. Born to middle-class parents, originating from and educated in a regional English city, Levi had been first attracted to the Californian goldfields, but after parental intervention he postponed the journey in favour of a ‘temporary’ sojourn in Victoria.2 Realising quickly that greater prosperity could be achieved through commerce than through mining, Levi established a number of manufacturing and commercial enterprises. As a parliamentarian, as founder, trustee and president of the Chamber of Manufacturers, and as president of the Melbourne Hebrew Congregation, he attests, like many of his generation, to the integrated position felt by Anglo-Jewry in the Australian colonies.3


Jews have been present from the outset of Australia’s colonisation and members of the community have been at the forefront of settlement in many of the Australian colonies. In what was to become Victoria, Jews were sponsors of the Port Phillip Association, investors in land at the first land sales, and early settlers across the district. Although the Jewish community of Australia has always been small (throughout the nineteenth century it constituted approximately 0.5 per cent of the population), members have participated widely in public life, perhaps the most high profile being Sir Isaac Isaacs, appointed the first Australian-born governor-general in 1931, and Sir John Monash, commander of the Australian troops in the First World War, while architects such as Nahum Barnet and developers such as Benjamin Fink were instrumental in shaping the fabric of Melbourne.


The Melbourne of the 1840s in which the first Jewish settlers found themselves was a small town, a mixture of free settlers and those for whom immigration had been under sentence—convicts and ex-convicts—establishing an economy founded on the production of wool and supported by mercantile interests. Melbourne was established at a time of vast European migration, and the discovery of gold in 1851 stimulated a flow of new colonists, transforming the population and its economy. Included in this mass migration were several thousand primarily Anglo-Jews, settling on this new frontier in the burgeoning city of Melbourne, which quickly rose to be one of the wealthiest cities in the world.


These Jewish settlers fashioned a society that was at once integrated in the wider community and proudly Jewish, emphatically positioning themselves as equal citizens of the metropolis. They expressed the values of nineteenth-century Jewry—‘distinct, rather than abnormal’—considering themselves a part of ‘the ethnic heterogeneity’ of the colony.4 This identification was overlaid with that of an international perspective developed through their diasporic history. Jews are considered ‘quintessential cosmopolitans—a transnational community that was at home everywhere (and nowhere)’.5 For those arriving in Melbourne, their British birth provided a normalcy of settlement and a shared settlement experience, expressed through strong and repeated loyalty to Britain and her empire; yet their cosmopolitan values allowed an outlook and connections independent of those of other British settlers. These proved beneficial not only for personal and professional gain, but were also employed in the international positioning of this emergent society. A tiny community, these Jews influenced the development of the city intellectually and physically: as arbiters of public policy and public opinion, designers and builders, politicians, newspaper proprietors, international correspondents, businessmen and financiers. As with other Jewish communities in the large centres of the world, they responded to the freedoms of an emancipated society, maintaining their religious beliefs while manifesting contemporary social values and fashionable appearance.


As British settlers, or immigrants to a British colonial experiment, these settlers understood themselves to be part of the British Empire, but this very ‘Britishness’ was formed from a variety of global forces, which drew settlers from across the world to form a new British colony in the Antipodes and bringing with them a new sense of connectedness outside that of the wider society. Bearing these frameworks in mind, this book considers how an acculturated Jewish community, settling as equal citizens in a new society, created an identity and Jewish community reflective of their values and aspirations. As engaged citizens, this group used its considerable networks to influence the intellectual and physical fabric of the city. This book therefore pays critical attention to the ways in which this acculturated community came to a novel settler society without pre-existing communal institutions. It further considers how the institutions they created and their social interactions exhibited their values, how they assisted in the intellectual and physical formation of Melbourne by employing the networks of empire and of the Jewish diaspora, and how they ultimately became active participants in framing a new and wealthy society.


Urbanism for Jews has been a multifaceted beast. It has been structured as a space of confinement in ghettos and mellah, transforming in the nineteenth century into a place of promise and modernity. Yet it has also simultaneously been a threat to Jewish identity and a stimulation to the theological reimagining of culture and religion through the emergence of new pluralistic forms of Judaism. This dichotomy has led scholars to see an interdependence between urbanisation and secularisation.6 For Jews and Christians, urbanisation impacted on their observation and connection to their religious practices. It has been argued that urbanisation changed not only social structures but also the idea of ‘religion’ itself, its perception and practice in the modern world.7 While in the Christian world, from the mid eighteenth century expanding urbanism coincided with a decline in religious attendance in western Europe.8


Similarly, the emancipation of Jews in the two great urban centres of European Jewry, London and Amsterdam, allowed participation in the distractions of the modern world, without their Jewish communities abandoning their religious affiliation.9 These were also cities with significant Sephardi populations, communities whose historic migrations had resulted in experience on the margins of two religions. For many scholars, Amsterdam and London are not central to the narrative of Jewish urbanism; rather, the central urban experience is Germany, with Berlin epitomising the model of urban Jewish modernity. This has been retrospectively perceived within the framework of the waves of anti-Semitism culminating in the Holocaust. This model equates urbanism with the abandonment of Judaism and Jewish values, negating the specific circumstances of time and place. The model often perceives the threats to the community, rather than appreciating issues of communal sustainability. Importantly, urban centres provided educational opportunities unavailable in small homogenous rural communities. The changes brought about by modernity need not be a threat, they could be central to new developments in reclaiming and expanding new territories for Judaism and the Jewish experience.10


In pre-emancipatory societies Jews were excluded from formal participation in political life as ‘their political status was inseparable from their religious status. There was no Judaism outside the Judaism of the kehillah’11 and the kehillah was structurally responsible for a number of legal, social and philanthropic activities. No community is static, as witnessed in the loosening of rabbinic authority, brought about through the power exerted by wealthy merchants and court Jews.12 In Australia, South Africa, England, the Americas and other parts of the English-speaking world, religious affiliation was a private and personal affair, without a requirement for formal affiliation. In societies where Jews were not excluded, new opportunities for a variety of interactions and social involvement offered alternatives for members. If we accept Berkovitz’s assertion that acculturation was a part of the diaspora experience, then we can consider the distinct responses by communities, without judging these as destructive of Jewish identity.13


Australian Jewry provides a unique illustration of the urban Jewish experience. As Jews flocked to the large cities of Europe in the nineteenth century, Melbourne became an alternative for those brave enough to sail vast distances into the relatively unknown. Unlike the settler society of America or the large cities of Europe, where the new arrivals came from small rural communities, Victoria was settled by predominantly urban English Jews. In contrast, for many European immigrants, England had been a stepping stone of forward migration to the colonies.14 For some, this was an ongoing and peripatetic existence, moving between the English-speaking colonies, seeking economic improvement and familial connections.


The ‘East European School of Jewish History’ has been characterised as holding a negative view of modernity, and a belief that the survival of Judaism can only be achieved through a single identity model.15 In contrast, this book argues that modernity and emancipation led to new conceptualisations of the civic role of Jewry and their influence in creating a new colonial society, and a religious community that reflected their engaged outlook.
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Chapter 1



Jewish Space and Place


To celebrate the Duke of Edinburgh’s visit to Victoria in 1867, a grand (male only) levée was held in the Exhibition Building, ‘such a one as has never been seen in the colony before. All who desired to honour the Prince as we have honoured none who have yet stood on Victorian shores, passed before him yesterday’.1 Given equal entrée with the major dignitaries including senior parliamentarians, judges and the heads of the diverse Christian churches was ‘the Head of the Hebrew Congregation’.2 The formalities of the event included the presentation by religious and cultural organisations of forty-three addresses to the Prince, including those of the Melbourne and East Melbourne Hebrew Congregations, both of which expressed their loyalty and attachment to the Sovereign. The Argus published less than half of these, but significantly reported those of the two synagogues in third and fourth place in their list, behind the Anglicans and Presbyterians and before the Wesleyans and Congregational Churches (there was no listing of any Catholic address).


Included in the ‘general presentations’ at the levée were sixty or seventy members of the Melbourne Jewish community, including the rabbinical leaders of both Melbourne synagogues, five men who were or would become members of the Victorian Parliament and a cross-section of the Jewish community, from the sons of convicts to members of some of the wealthiest Jewish families in Britain. Two weeks later in Ballarat, Prussian-born Emanuel Steinfeld hosted the Prince in his capacity as mayor of East Ballarat. In return the Prince presented a silver claret jug to Steinfeld, commissioned from the Victorian goldsmith William Edwards and marked ‘by appointment to His Royal Highness’. Those attending these events had been born in England, Scotland, Germany, Poland, Russia, the United States, Jamaica and Gibraltar. Ashkenazi and Sephardi, they represented the social and cultural diversity of the local Jewish community. Social acceptance, both as Jews and as members of a ‘respectable class’, was markedly different from that which many of these individuals would have expected in their place of birth, but significantly reflects the sense of place that this small community had forged in Melbourne.


The mid nineteenth century saw the culmination of the assertion of rights and emancipatory processes concurrently taking place in many parts of the Jewish world. Those settling in Melbourne brought with them their knowledge of this struggle and their encounters or otherwise in emancipated societies. Jews in Melbourne did not suffer from formal exclusion or restriction and the community endured limited anti-Semitism. These conditions coalesced to create opportunities in a new colony, providing for engaged forms of intellectual, political and physical space.


No place has a fixed identity. Invasions, migration (both forced and voluntary), changes to national boundaries and other geopolitical upheavals influence and create identity and these are reinforced through evolving traditions, cultures and language. A consequence of the complex history of Jewish migration has been the formation of local identities shaped by the internal and external connections maintained across time and place.3 Migration creates a reciprocal process. For minority communities, adaptation to their new home results in varying levels of assimilation and acculturation; while for the host society, national identity is subtly changed by the presence of resettled and minority communities.4


Jewish self-consciousness has centred on ‘exile’, both as a physical and a geopolitical identity. Exile created a diaspora, a spatial reality identified with a lack of space, a loss of space and a loss of control over space.5 This was an exile in which Jews were politically and socially inferior, lacking sovereignty over land, disconnected in time and place. ‘My heart is in the East [Jerusalem], my body in the extreme West [Spain].’ Thus Judah Halevi described a ‘space of the heart, a space of the body, and in between them a void’.6


This is not just a sociopolitical existence, but also a religious one. From a Christian perspective the Jewish lack of a homeland was closely connected to concepts of Christian redemption and the relationship to the divine.7 A Jewish diaspora has existed for millennia and Jews have been characterised by their high degree of mobility and as a globalised community, reflecting the experience and settlement patterns encountered and adapted through this journey. This has also led to the loss of space, both through destruction and abandonment and from an intellectual perspective, compounded by a focus on ‘anti-spatial’ issues: religion, history and language.8


Current thinking challenges this perception, considering the peripatetic nature of the community as a more complex experience. This can be seen as a duality in the understanding of space, that of the physical location and that of spaces of reference, combining to create a Jewish spatial experience. Jews have traditionally not been constrained to the nation in which they resided; rather they responded (or were forced to respond) to the legal frameworks, expulsions, changes in economic conditions and at times riots and massacres that were encountered, hoping to find new opportunities in other areas.9 This experience was transnational and multi-rooted, uninterested in the borders between political entities and identifying space through emotional, familial, cultural or economic constructs.10 Thus, as Jews considered history outside the Christian linear progression towards Grace, so too was their connection to a particular location understood from a fundamentally different perspective.


Anglo and Australian Jewish history is that of communities epitomised by global and local connections. While their Jewish identity and communal affiliation have not followed a single format of observance or social and political interactions, these have been framed by emancipation, historical experience and determined by particular concepts of space and identification with place.


Intellectual Space, Religious Space


The land of Israel and Jerusalem in particular are the historical and metaphysical centre of Judaism. This is a perception of space that has fundamentally shaped Jewish practice and Jewish thinking, and provided an opportunity for a collective memory of shared ‘thought and remembrance formed and maintained there through the ages’.11 Space was of fundamental importance to ancient Jewish life, represented in the symbolism of the structure and layout of the Temple in Jerusalem and its hierarchy of religious significance.12 This spatial imperative was transferred through the rabbinic interpretations of the Talmud into abstract and symbolic representations in religious practice and religious ritual. Space becomes a physical expression of religious practices, reflected in the built form in permanent structures such as synagogues, in theoretical forms such as the eruv or in the more ephemeral, in the Sukkah, built and demolished annually for the festival of Sukkot.


Whereas traditional notions of space focus on a specific location, ritual and religious spaces create a symbolic place of belonging. Synagogues are both emblematic and physical spaces, defined by their liturgical function, providing meaning and memory for the participant: ‘religion is expressed in symbolic forms that unfold and cohere in space. This condition alone guarantees its continued existence.’13 Synagogues and synagogue architecture have been public manifestations of Jewish identity. Prior to emancipation, synagogues were characteristically small places for Jews to gather, providing space for study and worship, to meet socially and to conduct community business. These tended to be discrete from the outside, but could contain lavish interiors. Post-emancipation, throughout Europe, Britain and the New World, synagogues reflected a confident public style. Presented as monuments to emancipation, a public articulation of the new ‘spirit of Judaism’, these buildings were designed to present the Jewish community as an integrated presence in the nation.


Places of remembrance also have a duality in Jewish thinking. Traditionally these have been considered places of destruction, while the core of Judaism itself forms a site of memory, delivered through the liturgical calendar and the Talmud, delivering ‘the Mobius strip of the collective and the individual, the sacred and the profane’.14 Places of remembrance and destruction are particularly poignant for Jewish communities, reinforcing the image of placelessness and the metaphor of the Wandering Jew. Places of memory exist as the real places are lost.15 These are often spaces of postwar experience, death camps, Holocaust memorials and extinct ghettos.


Remembered space can pertain to Jewish themes that are superimposed and defined by non-Jewish agents, creating a nostalgic ‘constructed cultural space’ and a homogenous community identity.16 Lost Jewish space can also become a major tourist attractor, as has happened in Prague, where the once thriving Jewish community has been reduced from a pre-war population of 96,000 to 1600, but where the Jewish quarter of Prague is now marketed as a major cultural attraction with synagogue tours, visits to cemeteries, museums and historic sites.


Jews have long been considered an urban people and literary descriptions of city life can be traced back to the biblical Babel and forward to modern Jewish literary writing, often ‘preoccupied’ by its urban setting.17 Space conceptualised through text can reposition a community in a place, defining its identity through this relationship.18 Text ‘becomes a space in which collective identity can be formed without territory and consequently it can be a metaphor for exile and homelessness’.19


Text allows the imagining of Jewish place and space in many forms—from travelogues to sermons, novels, descriptions of place and rabbinical discourse, signifiers of an urban state of mind.20 Religious text also provides an abstraction of space, ‘neutralising space in the physical sense … to live in metaphorical places’. As the Talmud and the Bible formed conceptualisations of the Jewish universe and Jewish history, so too were conceptualisation of space created in these writings—the Holy Land with its flora and fauna.21 Landscape can also be imbued with meaning to create a ‘Jewish space’ and this is noticeably encountered in the legends of Jewish Poland, where the countryside becomes an element of the geography of the Jewish imagination, giving meaning to place through feelings and beliefs.


This is reinforced through the Judaisation of Slavic placenames providing biblical and homiletic meaning to the stories being told. Here, the importance of names and the meanings ascribed to them are linked to the Bible and rabbinic language of the Talmudic era, endowing a continuum of understandings to the stories and connecting ‘sites of memory’, preserving the collective memory of Polish Jewry from its settlement to its destruction in the Holocaust.22 Contemporary textual space is also virtual space, providing a forum for Jewish identity and culture in online blogs and journals.


Lived Space


The models outlined above provide a summary of the theoretical framework of a Jewish conceptualisation of space. This philosophical context is important not merely to understand the intangible perceptions of space, which are at best a lack of interest in the physical manifestations of space, a hypothesis which asserts that we ‘interact through space and only secondarily in space’.23 This theoretical construct does not fully describe the experience of place of individuals, or how this impacts on community identity and community development. To realise this requires an investigation of the various urban models Jews have known over time.


The perception of Jewish space in the pre-emancipatory world is formed around confined space, that of the ghetto, the mellah and the rural shtetl. In the conclusion to his 1927 article ‘The Ghetto’, Louis Wirth describes the ghetto as a ‘socio-psychological, as well an ecological phenomenon; for it is not merely a physical fact, but also a state of mind’.24 Ghettos became the primary urban Jewish experience in much of central and western Europe from the sixteenth century. European Christian attitudes to Jews reflected the different and complex theological arguments concerning the nature of God held by the two religions. Christians believed that Jewish exile was inflicted by God as a punishment for the Jews’ repudiation of Jesus as the Messiah and thus, the submission of Jews proved the truth of Christianity. Jews could be tolerated only to the extent that their conversion was to herald the second coming.25 Over time this ideological propaganda was exploited as a means of excluding Jews from wider Christian society, both as religious dissenters and as economic competitors.26


Ghettos have a dual consciousness, that of forced cohabitation and that of a welcoming community in which group traditions are maintained.27 Jews, like other groups in medieval society, chose to reside near family members and to live in close proximity to the synagogue and other community institutions. Often these places were identified as Jewish areas through placenames and localities: rue des Juifs, Judengasse, Judaeorum.28 Ghettos initially established as cultural, linguistic or familial spatial groupings developed as an urban form controlled by the community. This voluntary urban structure enabled the subsequent formal segregation and restriction of Jewish residents. Ghettos came to represent a physical ‘exile’, displacement and exclusion from the wider city; a physical barrier, isolating inhabitants from the rest of the community.29 The ghetto became a device that could be exploited to restrict economic activity, while ostensibly providing ‘incentive’ for Jews to convert to Christianity.30


In ghettos and in rural shtetls, Jews were considered by the ruling authorities not as individuals but as a ‘community’ and were governed as such. Marriage, divorce and inheritance became judicial communal matters, and collective responsibility was held for the community’s actions. Although subject to civil laws, authority was undertaken under Talmudic law, a legal system employed for civil matters including litigation between individuals.31


Jews in ghetto environments were not entirely isolated from the world at large. Rather, they resided on the fringe of two worlds: the internal world of the ghetto and the external space of the majority society from which they were excluded.32 This forced segregation of the community and provided a self-conscious identity that was at once warm and intimate and tied to an ‘inner solidarity’ by family life.33 The ghetto formalised a separation of the economies of the two communities, with Jews engaged in occupations deemed permissible or useful to Christian society, often limited to moneylending or trade.


Initially ghettos were established with adequate areas for the community, but as populations expanded, the space was not increased and they became severely overcrowded and insanitary. Ghettos were also not entirely segregated from the outside world. Within this limited structure there was movement of people for education and business. Renowned religious academies (yeshivas) attracted youth from across Europe, while trade continued. Business connections were maintained at a basic level by pedlars moving goods across regions and throughout the more prosperous realms of upper-class bankers, court agents and purveyors.34 The Enlightenment and subsequent Jewish emancipation led to the devolution of ghettos in Europe, as formal barriers were removed and increased communication throughout society was achieved.35


Throughout the history of the Jewish settlement of eastern Europe (and in Turkey), following the expulsions from Spain, Germany, Italy, France and the papal states in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, communities were established in Poland, Romania and Russia. Initially as immigrants from western Europe, these newcomers were culturally isolated from the local Jewish community, speaking Judaeo-German (Yiddish) rather than the vernacular of the region. The large number of people migrating in this period resulted in the dominance of these new communities, who imposed their cultural practices and language on the pre-existing Jewish communities.36 Although strictly restrained in economic and social mobility, with more than 2000 regulations restricting their activity, as with the ghetto dwellers, these eastern European communities were largely self-governed within the constraints placed by the state.37


Shtetls were settlements with a Jewish ‘centre’, in which Jews were the majority of the population, ‘a small settlement of less than 300 houses, which dealt mostly in agricultural produce, and at least 40 per cent of whose total urban population was Jewish’, and like ghettos these were often overcrowded.38 There is some debate over the date for the establishment of the first shtetls in a recognisable form, and they were certainly in existence by the eighteenth century if not a century earlier.39


Following the partition of Poland in 1772, Tsarina Catherine II further restricted Jewish occupation in her empire, in 1791 creating the Pale of Settlement and in so doing assembling a 1 million square kilometre–restricted zone for the Jewish population, further excluding Jews from civil life. This effectively froze Jewish conditions for the majority of Jews in eastern Europe, socially and physically isolating them from the rest of the population. Outside the Pale in Galicia, Hungary and Romania, shtetl life was less restricted but in all instances ‘the shtetl fostered its own language—Yiddish, developed its own culture and took Judaism into new and exotic byways unknown in other parts of the world’.40


Education in the shtetl was limited, focused on Talmudic study. The impact of western education and acculturation of western European Jewry was viewed with concern by the orthodox shtetl dweller.41 Voluntary associations were used to exert social control and maintain social equilibrium and the status quo, and structuring educational and charitable support at a communal level, rather than for the betterment of any one individual. Here, in order to maintain the community and its safety, the needs of the individual were secondary, and these communities did not develop ‘aesthetic, athletic or economic’ outlets or activities for ‘the pleasure of the senses’, which might have benefited individuals ahead of the community, creating values whereby the ‘community is the brother and guardian of every other’.42


The experience of segregated life for the Jewish community was varied, and changes in the philosophical, religious and political expectations of states influenced their treatment. These pressures differed across Europe, reflecting the divergent philosophical and economic developments of east and west. Scholars have differing views on the seclusion that shtetl life imposed. It has been argued that the shtetl isolated Jews less from their neighbours, providing closer contact (although rarely intimate contact) between the two communities.43 Western European Jewry was more likely to be urbanised and more intellectually integrated into the wider community than that of the east, reflecting ideas and social values of post-Renaissance thought. The Jewish communities of Russia, Poland and parts of Romania, however, existed in rural societies, isolated from the broad European intellectual ferment.


In the post-emancipation period and especially after a sharp rise in government-condoned anti-Semitism from the 1880s, eastern European migrants began fleeing their homes. Throughout England and particularly London and the manufacturing centres of the midlands, in France, Berlin and New York, these ‘foreign Jews’ crowded into the Jewish working-class areas of cities. In post-emancipation communities, these migrants were themselves seen as the ‘other’, uneducated, not speaking the language of their host country and espousing an ethnic solidarity to their place of birth, an attitude that was perceived as being disloyal to their new country.44 These areas of voluntary association were themselves seen as ghettos, segregating communities by economics and poverty, language and customs as well as by occupation.


In many parts of the Muslim world, ancient Jewish communities existed that were established prior to the rise of Islam, with some dating back to the Babylonian exile in the fifth century BCE. As Islam spread across the Middle East and North Africa, Islamic theology imposed structural systems on society, informing the urban fabric of cities while manifesting local ethnic responses. The treatment of the Jewish community in Islamic countries varied greatly from Europe, based on the divergent theological views of Christianity and Islam in regards to Judaism.


Islamic law considered all non-Muslims (Jewish, Christian, Hindu or Zoroastrian) living in Muslim countries as dhimmi, protected yet inferior communities.45 The status of dhimmi allows residence, non-forced conversions and protection in return for tax and other prohibitions (which were not constantly enforced), but could include prohibitions on the repair or rebuilding of houses of worship and the wearing of special attire.46


Morocco had the largest Jewish population in the Islamic world and much scholarship has been invested in understanding the particular urban response to the coexistence of the two populations. Morocco was the only North African nation outside Ottoman rule and 90 per cent of its large Jewish population lived in urban or semi-urban areas.47 The Jewish community had a dual ethnicity initially established during the Phoenician era, comprising an indigenous Jewish community and later a significant Sephardi population, migrating (as did many Muslims) after the expulsions from the Iberian Peninsula in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This Sephardi population itself was complex, with a transnational identity maintained for centuries. Further, elements of the Sephardi community were Conversos, who moved backwards and forwards between the two societies, before settling as either Jews (in Morocco) or Catholics (in Spain). This oscillation established a Portuguese or Spanish identity for generations.


Islamic cities are defined by their various ‘quarters’ and the overlapping nature of these areas.48 Quarters could be based on economic, social or ethnic foundations, although these were generally ethnically and socially diverse. Moroccan cities developed a tripartite plan with the kassbah for the ruling class, the medina for the Muslim population and in some areas, the mellah for the Jews.49 The mellah was traditionally a walled and gated area, located close to the royal compound of the city, regulated through Jewish intermediaries, rather than by Islamic officials.50 The location was justified as protection for the inhabitants and to be convenient for the Sultan and his employees, many of whom lived in the space.51


The mellah was a unique response to this dual Jewish and Muslim population, developing a particular urban fabric for the cities in which it was imposed. Mellahs were not built consistently throughout the country and differed in urban form, depending on the demography, political and environmental situations of each place.52 The first mellah was established in Fez in 1438, imposed, according to legend, after civil strife erupted when Jews were accused of putting wine in the lamps of the mosque. Similar stories of religious deviance justified the building of mellahs in other cities.53


While a more prosaic rationale for the establishment of mellah was as a response to local circumstances, particularly population pressures brought about by the integration of large numbers of Jews and Muslims from Spain (20,000 Jews were estimated to have arrived in Fez alone) into a society with a fragile ecology. This integration was hindered by communal conflict resulting from Catholic proselytisation, particularly on the Jewish community.54 The creation of the mellah becomes a concrete expression of the theory of the dhimma, which defines the non-Muslim within the state, protecting yet humiliating a community. Thus segregation became a judicial response to maintaining the purity of the ‘Islamic’ space and assigning the role of the Jewish community as exceptional, rather than an integrated element in the wider society.55


International trading particularly by the Sephardi and Italian communities enabled the development of a new urban experience and a new perception for Jews of their place in the world. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, these traders created thriving Jewish communities in non-Jewish cities of the Mediterranean, the Adriatic, along the Atlantic seaboards and later the Black Sea.56 As a diaspora united through trade and familial ties they ‘extended the boundaries of the Jewish world and imagined its contours’.57 As post-expulsion Sephardic communities (including many Conversos and New Christians), they had familiarity and interactions with the wider society prior to fleeing Spain, Portugal and the Inquisition and brought these experiences and expectations to their new homes.58 These refugees from the Inquisition were permitted to settle as Spanish and Portuguese merchants in mercantile ports such as Salonika, Trieste, Amsterdam, Bordeaux and London, in the Dutch colonies of the New World and later in Odessa.59 Here they were granted privileges and liberties, utilising their diasporic connections to enable international trade.


In an era before international banking, the large Sephardi diaspora allowed the communities to develop sophisticated transnational trade networks, connected through family and friends, enabling them to trade internationally with people they knew and trusted. In the New World, societies displayed greater flexibility in their rules than did their imperial homelands.60 In the seventeenth century, Port Jews were influential in the establishment and maintenance of trade between Amsterdam and the Dutch colonies of South America.61


Whether Conversos or New Christian reconverts to Judaism, or Jews directly escaping the Inquisition, the experience, interactions and confidence of these communities provided opportunities for new ways to acculturate in wider societies while maintaining an independent Jewish identity.62


Developing Urbanism


The proliferation of Enlightenment ideas coincided with the spread of urbanisation in western European cities resulting in changes to Jewish interaction in an urban environment. Gradually civil and political restrictions were lifted, including the removal of barriers to education, trade and place of residence. Communities strove to retain their Jewish identity, adapting and adjusting to the new conditions.63 In Germany, the Haskalah endeavoured to merge Enlightenment views with self-awareness and Jewish intellectual study to develop an ‘ideology of modernisation’, while in England, Jews asserted their rights to participate in modern secular society while maintaining a Jewish identity.64


Acculturation within the fabric of western urban centres followed similar patterns, with local manifestations based on communal institutions, education, occupation and residential patterns. It has been posited that ‘the degree to which Jews were involved in the early growth of a city and had achieved a notable and respected place in public and private life … directly influenced how later generations of Jews were received’.65 Acceptance and acculturation acted as a ‘pull’ factor influencing the settlement choices of later immigrants.66


Newly found social mobility allowed Jews to move into the middle class and to the suburbs, distancing themselves from any identification with the ‘ghetto’. The ghetto became identified as a place of fear and pressure that traumatised its community. Reaction to the ghetto experience was expressed through ‘antagonistic acculturation’, defining identity and behaviours in contrast to previous modes of existence.67 Overwhelmingly, urban Jewries felt that a certain communal vigilance was required to protect them from underlying anti-Semitism. This intrinsic fear tempered outward behaviour, religious expression and notably as late nineteenth-century immigration from eastern Europe increased, was reflected in the concern for the ‘otherness’ of immigrants’ habits, appearances and values.68


Throughout the modern world, Catholics, Protestants and Jews brought their values to new urban environments and all engaged in debates, defining the role, function and place of religion in urbanised society.69 Jews were at the vanguard of adopting modernity while also ensuring that their heritage was retained, ‘developing new modalities of identity and community consistent with and unique to modernity’.70 As with the wider community, urbanisation led to a decrease in the adherence to strict forms of religious observance.71 Judaism was not abandoned, and like their Christian middle-class compatriots, Jews adhered to religious traditions, which adapted to reflect evolving values and cultural conditions.72


Communities developed new forms of Jewish solidarity: secular, ethnic and associational. Anglo-Jewry combined a pride in being English with a pride in their Jewishness, but in this lay a tacit agreement whereby Jews would be accepted in return for a level of cultural integration.73 For many immigrants, particularly for those in America and Europe, secular Judaism took the form of nationalism, Zionism, socialism and the labour movement.74 Urbanism and high population density profoundly altered the way urban populations interacted, reducing connection to moral and cultural communities.


For European Jewish middle-class women, traditionally exempt from studying Jewish law, these new circumstances provided them with the opportunities to speak and read in the vernacular, simultaneously learning social graces that would allow them to move in wider society.


Emancipation in England


Jewish settlers to Melbourne predominantly came from England, or were increasingly Australian-born children of English parents previously resident in other colonies. And for Anglo-Jewry, their settlement coincided with the final stages of political emancipation in Britain.


The readmission of the Jews to England in the 1650s happened without formal charter or decree, with the community petitioning for readmission as ‘dwellers here with the same equalness and convenience which your inland born subjects do enjoy’.75 These civil and legal rights were never formally clarified, nor were ancient and restrictive statutes such as the Statutum de Judaismo of 1275 ever revoked.76 No charter or legislation regularising Jewish residence was established, leaving Jews in an ambivalent civil and social status in a statutory void in which some latitude was shown.


As early as 1667 Jews were first permitted to give evidence in a court of law, sworn on an Old Testament, and flexibility was provided to accommodate Jewish witnesses who were not required to appear on the Sabbath, and Jewish marital practices remained distinct from those of their Christian brethren. At the same time, Jews were excluded economically by guilds and trades. Non-British-born Jews were unable to purchase land and most importantly, until 1830, Jews were debarred as Freemen of the City of London, preventing them from operating there commercially. The Oath of Abjuration effectively disqualified Jews from several other civil roles including university study or teaching, as members of the judiciary or parliament.77


The motivations for Anglo-Jewish emancipation differed from those in other parts of Europe. Nineteenth-century England was a tolerant society of prevailing liberalism formed from centuries of religious turmoil following the Reformation. The assertion of authority by the Church of England, as the established Church, resulted in a variety of philosophical and theological debates. Of particular importance were John Locke’s views on a separation of state and religion, while the Catholic and non-conformist churches similarly fought to gain greater civil and political rights. England was not philosophically isolated, and the ideas expressed in the American and French constitutions, the impact of the American War of Independence and the Declaration of the Rights of Man also played a part in changing values in British society. With the repeal of the Test and Corporations Act in 1828 and the introduction of the Roman Catholic Relief Act the following year, Jews remained the only segment of society excluded from political life due to their faith.


Many Protestants also considered the historic mistreatment of Jews by the Catholic Church as exemplifying un-Christian behaviour, which they wanted to prevent recurring.78 Supported particularly by the Quakers and Unitarians, political agitation continued for full Jewish recognition.79 As the population of British-born Jewry rose, there was a corresponding lessening of the rigid social constraints between Jews and Christians. New metropolitan diversions such as theatres, coffee houses, Masonic lodges and other social milieus presented opportunities for increased interaction. Although anti-Semitism existed, particularly in private among the upper class, in public Jews were treated as equal.80 Civil restrictions took longer to be dismantled and gradual reform occurred in the period 1830–58, the final act of emancipation deemed to be the accession of Lionel de Rothschild to his seat in parliament, a seat that he had won eleven years earlier, but was unable to take due to the religiously restrictive nature of the oath.


A self-perception of ‘exile’ was particularly acute for Yiddish-speakers, who lacked access to the vernacular, whereas Anglo-Jewry’s mastery of English provided a sense of intellectual and social connectedness. Proficiency in English helped Jewish philosophers engage with the intellectual debates of their day. Independent of the Haskalah, and in the wider English Enlightenment, English Jews fashioned their own philosophical and Anglo-centric views. Anglo-Jewish writers challenged conventional ways of thinking, creating and examining religious, philosophical, social and political issues.81 Responding to religious reform and cultural redefinition shaped a new conceptualisation of religion, a concern for ‘identity and definitions of Judaism’, and a reassessment of rabbinic authority.82 In engaging with notions of modernity, synagogue practices were amended and redesigned to address the externals of observance rather than liturgical ritual itself.83 Unlike on the continent, the wealthiest (and by implication most acculturated) members of the community exerted change while remaining within Orthodoxy.84


Jews were validated ‘not on the grounds of their Jewish identity but on the basis of their conformity to the values and manners of bourgeois English society’, and in response Jews attempted to create a cohesiveness and compatibility between Englishness and Jewishness.85 Britain was fundamentally a religious society, which provided the space and climate in which Jews could express their religious identity and ‘justify adherence to Judaism’.86 This was an expression of an ethnic identity compatible with participation in a secular world, while still remaining loyal to Judaism; tempering Judaism with a sense of middle-class propriety to create an orthodoxy with ‘piety and dignity, modernity of method with strict adherence to traditions’.87 This sometimes directed the community into an ambiguous position.88


To counter the anti-Semitic rhetoric that perceived Jewish culture as exclusive and insular, the community avoided conspicuous manifestations of ‘Jewishness’. This included insecurity around overtly Jewish institutions and sometimes tempered the solving of communal issues.89 A similar unease was expressed by British politicians, who, unlike their Australian counterparts, were careful to be identified as MPs first and of the Jewish persuasion second.90 Nonetheless, English Jews maintained a strong attachment to institutions that epitomised Jewishness—synagogue, welfare agencies and family cohesion.91


The tenor of English–Jewish interactions had been established by the acculturated position of the Sephardi community that resettled from Holland, a community familiar with operating in a diverse environment. This fluency stemmed from the ethnic diversity of Iberian society, which had led to a cross-fertilisation of intellectual contact between the communities. The Jewish community’s experience as Conversos and through the subsequent displacement resulting from their expulsion, further expanded intellectual contacts, and resulted in an education with a secular rather than a religious focus. This provided the new ‘Spanish’ and ‘Portuguese’ traders in British society with an outlook markedly in contrast to the culturally and socially isolated Jewish communities of central and eastern Europe.92


The early Sephardi community was comprised of merchants engaged in wholesale and international markets. Their business initially centred upon the exportation of English wool and the importation of bullion, later expanding to other products.93 As merchants they traded with people they knew and trusted in the Sephardi communities of the Mediterranean, Turkey, the Caribbean and the Atlantic colonies. As with those who established themselves in the Caribbean, uncertainty of nationality worked to their advantage, opportunistically allowing circumvention of the restrictions on commerce with Spain and taxes due by British merchants on imported goods. The expertise that this international Sephardi trade brought afforded a complexity and sophistication of mercantile competence that was otherwise lacking in the English market.94


This initial foothold of Jewish immigration to England provided an opportunity for other Jewish communities to follow. From the seventeenth century Ashkenazi immigrants were drawn to the more favourable social and political conditions of England. The initial Ashkenazi community was founded by immigrants from central Europe, poor, unskilled, propertyless, Yiddish-speaking, with a religious rather than a secular education, immigrants escaping poverty and degradation. By 1720 this community had become numerically dominant. It has been estimated that six thousand mainly Ashkenazi immigrants settled in the first half of the eighteenth century and a further eight to ten thousand prior to the turmoil of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars, at which point immigration virtually ceased.95


When immigration resumed in the post-Napoleonic period, it was marked by a significant demographic shift. These later immigrants echoed the economic, social and religious changes that were taking place in Germany, producing émigrés who had been educated outside a strict and limited Jewish education.96 These later immigrants were arriving for economic reasons and to flee the cultural and religious hostility rapidly mounting in central Europe. The rapid urbanisation of the German-speaking areas provided a level of acculturation and education which resembled that of their earlier Sephardi counterparts. Unlike the previous generation, obliged to seek unskilled employment as hawkers and pedlars, the next generation arrived with trade experience and occasionally university or other professional training.97


Throughout the eighteenth century, Sephardim, particularly from Mediterranean countries, continued to migrate in small numbers, and their demographic makeup changed substantially.98 Whereas the first waves had been prosperous merchants and those fleeing the Inquisition, the later Sephardim were from impoverished communities.99 The two remained culturally and socially differentiated, referred to as ‘German’ and ‘Portuguese’, maintaining separate synagogues, schools and rarely intermarrying. Although the Sephardi community was numerically smaller, well into the nineteenth century they were disproportionately represented in Anglo-Jewry’s elite.


Occupational exclusion, particularly from universities and professions, resulted in the slow evolution of a Jewish middle class. This exclusion was exacerbated by the community’s concentration in London rather than in the developing centres of the north. By the early nineteenth century, Anglo-Jewry was divided between a small wealthy elite and a large lower class of pedlars, hawkers and small tradespeople.100 The two groups not only inhabited differing worlds but also pursued alternate paths towards acculturation and integration. Most initially commenced on the lowest economic rung as hawkers, glaziers or other street traders, engaged in small-scale occupations, selling oranges, lemons, spectacles, costume jewellery, dried rhubarb, pencils, inexpensive framed pictures, as well as items such as slippers, cakes, glassware, sealing wax and buttons. In 1800, of an estimated Jewish population in London of 15,000, nearly 1500 were ‘old clothes men’, hoping that through street trade they could amass sufficient capital to establish themselves as shopkeepers.


Education was perceived as a formula for economic and social improvement. For the wealthier members of Anglo-Jewish society, this was a social concern tempered by self-interest, anxious that poverty-stricken Jews could potentially sully the community’s reputation, stifling social advancement and political emancipation.101 In England, where anti-Semitism was less overt, middle-class families educated their children in both newly established private Jewish schools (which taught secular subjects) as well as the non-Jewish boarding-school environments, with Jewish education provided by private tutors.102 Here the middle class considered that providing a comprehensive Jewish education was a negative and backward ambition, believing that to achieve full emancipation and integration into English society required the removal of all barriers between the Jewish and non-Jewish communities.


This new focus on education aimed to provide occupational skills for the working class, equipping them for employment and ensuring that the community produced responsible and productive members of British society. In London, poor Jewish children were catered for in the Jews’ Free School, whose population rapidly rose from its establishment in 1817 to be the largest school in Europe. By 1863 the school catered for 1800 students, with similar institutions created in Manchester and Birmingham. These schools provided only minimal Jewish education and most students graduated with an ability to read Hebrew and an elementary knowledge of the Torah but little other Jewish education.103 This did not prevent an innovative Jewish life developing, or a sustained dialogue with the dominant culture. ‘Jewish modernization was never inarticulate or non-reflective … [but] a constant negotiation and reciprocity between persons of variegated economic, social and intellectual standing.’104 On the fringes of Anglo-Orthodoxy were a group of traditional-ists, often immigrants or the children of immigrants from Poland, Germany or Holland who continued to maintain a scholarly life studying rabbinic texts, provided for by hebrot.105


London Jewry was concentrated in specific areas of the metropolis. Until the latter half of the nineteenth century, London was largely contained to the city and its immediate surroundings, initially expanding east. Although Jews were technically free to settle anywhere, their disbarment as Freemen of the City of London, and the religious requirements to be within walking distance of a synagogue, created a specific voluntary location in the east of the city.106 The East End, as the area came to be known in the later-nineteenth century, became synonymous with poverty and crime. But this was initially not the case and change developed slowly, as the city itself depopulated and the fashionable and newly constructed West End became the desirable residential area. The areas of greatest Jewish residence were focused on Whitechapel, Finsbury Square and Houndsditch and analysis of mid-century census records finds whole streets containing only Jewish names.107 Until the second half of the nineteenth century, the affluent and the impoverished continued primarily to live in these areas, with the wealthier inhabiting Goodman’s Fields, Prescott, Mansell, Leman and Alie streets.108 Mayhew gives prodigious contemporary detail of the London Jewish community, identifying Jewish occupations and their locations and this provides a detailed structural picture of the trades and occupations of mid-century East End Jewry.




The trading-class in the capacity of shopkeepers, warehousemen or manufactures, are the thickest in Houndsditch, Aldgate and the Minories, more especially the ‘swagshops’ and the manufacture and sale of wearing apparel. The wholesale dealers in fruit are in Duke’s-place and Pudding-lane (Thames Street), but the superior retail Jew fruiters—some of whose shops are remarkable for the beauty of their fruit—are in Cheapside, Oxford Street, Piccadilly, and most of all Covent Garden market. The inferior jewellers … are also at the East-end, about Whitechapel, Bevis Marks and Houndsditch; the wealthier goldsmiths and watchmakers having, like other tradesmen of the class, their shops in superior thoroughfares … The Hebrew dealers in second-hand garments and second-hand wares generally are located in Petticoat-lane … The manufacturers of such things as cigars, pencils and sealing wax; the wholesale importers of sponge, bristles and toys, the dealers in quills and in ‘looking glasses’ reside in large private-looking houses, where display is needed for the purposes of business, in such parts as Maunsell-street, Great Prescott-street, Great Ailie-street, Leman-street and other parts of the eastern quarter known as Goodman’s-fields. The wholesale dealers in foreign birds and shells, and the many foreign things as ‘curiosities’ reside in East Smithfield, Ratcliffe-highway, High-street (Shadwell) or in some parts adjacent to the Thames. In the long range of river-side streets stretching from the Tower to Poplar and Blackwell, are Jews, who fulfil the many capacities of slop sellers.109





In parallel with the decline in London’s residential population, the second quarter of the nineteenth century saw the upper and increasingly the middle classes moving out of the East End. Throughout the century the outward symbols of acculturation were witnessed in the change from what was characterised as ‘foreign dress’ with religiously prescribed beards, to fashionable dress and a clean-shaven appearance.110


The class differences among the community tended to be by scale rather than the nature of the operation. Jews engaged in the limited array of commercial activities, principally the manufacture and distribution of consumer products such as footwear, clothing, jewellery, furniture, trinkets as well as luxury items and tobacco related products. As the general population benefited from a rise in its standard of living, so too did those engaged in the supply and manufacture of consumer goods. This was especially important in the clothing sector, where Jewish firms fostered an industry of cheap ready-to-wear clothes, supplanting the previous reliance of the working class on second-hand garments.111 Many of Melbourne’s settlers were themselves or the children of tailors, dressmakers, cap makers, or shoe and boot makers. As early as the 1840s more than half the drapers in Melbourne were Jewish.


The Jewish community encouraged the acquisition of trade skills in order to assist economic development. Throughout Europe, as a result of the restrictions of Jewish ritual, apprenticeships and business partnerships were more simply organised through other Jews.112 A number of the children of the Reverend Barnett Simmons, reader at the synagogue in Penzance, migrated to Victoria. In 1851 three were living with their brother Moses in Penzance. Moses operated a carving and gilding workshop employing three men including his two brothers, Abraham, who subsequently became a reader in both Ballarat and St Kilda synagogues, and younger brother Levy as well as a Bristol-born apprentice, Barnett Levy. Simmons’ sister Amelia, who also migrated to Melbourne, likewise lived in her married brother’s household, and was employed as an embroiderer.113


The nineteenth century also saw the growth of a small Jewish professional class, particularly those professions that required practical rather than academic training, and a number of Jewish optometrists and dentists began to appear in England and the colonies. Melbourne had at least eight Jewish dentists, including the extended family of Louis Philip Eskell. Eskell was the son of Bristol-born dentist Louis Eskell and two of his uncles also followed this profession, including in Melbourne, Barris Meir. At least eight Jewish opticians also operated in Melbourne, all but one of whom had be born in England, although Dutch-born Moses Kasner had married in London in 1821, thirty years before he migrated to Melbourne, with his wife and daughter Anne.


Provincial Jewry


The differing economic foundations of provincial towns and cities in Britain created diverse patterns of acculturation for British Jews. Of those settling in Melbourne, just over one-quarter came from areas outside London. By the later eighteenth century the Jewish community had expanded outwards from London, with approximately twenty towns recording Jewish communities.114 By the mid nineteenth century, the northern towns had the largest Jewish populations outside the metropole.115 Many provincial towns had tiny Jewish populations and in a number of cases their emigration to Melbourne largely depopulated their Jewish communities. Such was the case for Sheerness, where a community was established in 1790, which at its peak in 1851 consisted of thirty-five members but three years later was only fifteen, with the majority having migrated to Melbourne.


The earliest significant Jewish presence outside London was Plymouth, where a synagogue was built in 1762 (the oldest Ashkenazi synagogue in Britain). Seaports were significant for the provincial Jewish economy, with eight of the initial eleven Jewish communities connected to the sea trade, including the naval ports of Portsmouth, Plymouth and Chatham.116 These seaport communities owed their existence to trade with the navy, which expanded greatly in the period 1740–1820, providing commercial opportunities for Jewish businessmen utilising their skills in retail, clothing and money lending. As the trade with the navy diminished, a significant number of residents from these port towns migrated to Victoria.


With the expansion of the navy during the mid eighteenth century, opportunities arose to trade in a variety of consumer goods for this expanding market. Susser’s analysis of Woolcombe’s ‘Picture of Plymouth’ 1812, shows that eighteen of the forty-one small shop keepers advertised as slop sellers, merchants, jewellers, brokers, dealers in navel stores, stoles, silversmiths, umbrella and straw-hat makers were Jewish businesses and at least half of these were naval agents.117 Two branches of Abraham Joseph’s family settled in Melbourne. Joseph was a Plymouth-based mercer and wholesale slop seller, whose trade card proclaimed him as ‘slopman to his Royal Highness Prince William Henry’.118 This was obviously a profitable business; Joseph owned considerable property in Plymouth, as on his death in 1794 he left an estate of at least £7000.119


The navy considerably scaled back from 35,000 sailors in 1740 to just 19,000 in 1817.120 As a consequence trade declined markedly. Jewish merchants left the port towns for other mercantile centres, with large numbers moving to London, while many took the opportunities that the colonies offered. Analysis of the social mobility of the navel port communities can be witnessed in the career of Charles Marks, father of Edward Isaac Marks, who arrived in Melbourne around 1860. Charles is first listed in 1841 as a naval agent, but five years later he became an assessor for Plymouth.121 The Exeter-based Alexander Alexander, father of Melbourne residents Moses and Miriam Alexander, was an optician, a calling favoured by Jews. He moved to the top of this profession, writing a number of optometric treatises, including one dedicated to King William IV. He was optician-in-ordinary to their Royal Highnesses the Duchess of Kent and the Princess Victoria, and traded by appointment to Queen Victoria, one of only eight Jews given this honour in the first years of Victoria’s reign.122
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