
 

Educational resources: Pre-Nazi Era Jewish Life in Germany  

Information for teachers: this worksheet draws upon original primary sources from The Wiener 

Holocaust Library’s archive to explore how the lives of some German Jews before the Nazi era.   

All sources are courtesy of The Wiener Holocaust Library and can be reproduced for educational 

purposes only. The Wiener Holocaust Library should be acknowledged in all reproductions.  

The Wiener Holocaust Library is the world’s oldest archive of material on the Nazi era and The 

Holocaust. The Holocaust Explained is Library’s educational website, designed for schools.  
https://www.wienerlibrary.co.uk/      https://www.theholocaustexplained.org/ 

The Wiener Holocaust Library works closely with the University College London Centre for 

Holocaust Education. For more resources, support and guidance on teaching the Holocaust visit their 

website: https://www.holocausteducation.org.uk/teacher-resources/ 

 

Possible age groups: 13-18 year olds: (England and Wales) KS3, 4, 5 

Relevant curricula (England and Wales): KS3 History; GCSE History Edexcel: Weimar and Nazi 

Germany 1918-1939; GCSE History OCR: Germany 1925-1955: The People and The State. Edexcel 

A-Level History - Germany and West Germany, 1918–89; OCR History Democracy and 

Dictatorships in Germany 1919–1963; AQA History: Democracy and Nazism: Germany 1918-1945.  

Prior knowledge assumed: basic knowledge of the nature of Nazi beliefs, antisemitism and basic 

awareness of the main features of Nazi rule.  

Session aims: to use contemporary source material to: 

 Examine the position of Jews in pre-Nazi era Germany  

 Understand the contribution of Jews to life in pre-Nazi era Germany  

 Analyse the strengths and limitations of this set of sources in telling us about Jews in pre-Nazi 

era Germany  

Suggested activities: students should analyse the sources on their own or in pair or groups and 

explain what the sources can tell us about life for Jews in Germany before the Nazi era. Specific 

suggested tasks/ questions about each source can be found throughout the worksheet. Students’ 
answers could then be discussed and written up.  

Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary at the end of the worksheet.   

Supplementary information for teachers about the sources and the topic can be found after the 

worksheet.  

  

https://www.wienerlibrary.co.uk/
https://www.theholocaustexplained.org/


Worksheet: Pre-Nazi Era Jewish Life in Germany 

Introduction: Prior to the Nazi era, there were thriving Jewish communities across the world. Jews 

had lived in German lands for around 1,600 years. Approximately 565,000 Jews lived in Germany at 

the point that the Nazis came to power in 1933.  

After the Nazis came to power and antisemitism intensified, Jewish life in Europe changed forever. 

This section gives a few examples of the life of Jews prior to the Nazi destruction.  

1) Below are some photographs from the family albums of German Jews. All the photographs 

date from before 1933. Take one minute to write a list of words that occur to you as you 

look at these photographs.  

 

 



2) Now read below for further information about the photographs. Can you add anything 

to your list?  

The photographs on the previous page are: 

Top row left: Alfred Josephs, a German Jew from Berlin, and his brother before the First World War 

Top row right: Alfred Josephs and his son Wolfgang on holiday in Bavaria in 1920.  

Bottom row left: Ludwig Neumann, a German Jew from Essen, in his German Army uniform during 

the First World War. Neumann was awarded an Iron Cross for brave service during the First World 

War.  

Bottom row right: the Robinsohn family on a walk in 1928. The German Jewish family were from 

Hamburg  

 

August Tuchmann  

Below are extracts from the diary of August Tuchmann, a German Jewish businessman from Dessau 

in north east Germany. Tuchmann owned a sawmill. He had a large family: nine siblings and eight 

children with his wife, Joanna.  

3. What can you learn from Tuchmann’s diaries about life in Germany for Jews in the late 

nineteenth / early twentieth centuries? Try to list at least three points.  

 

 



 

 

The Neumann Family 

You are now going to find out more information about Ludwig Neumann (photographed below in his 

First World War uniform) and his family, using documents from his family papers. Look at all the 

sources  and captions and answer the questions.  

Questions:  

4) What can you learn about the Neumann family from these sources? Try to list at least 

three things  

5) What social position do the Neumann family seem to have had in German society? 

 

A) Ludwig Neumann, photographed during The First World War.  

 

 

 

B) An invitation to Ludwig Neumann’s father Emil and family.  



Are there any words or names that you recognise on the invitation?  

 

Translation: 

Invitation for businessman Emil Neumann, his son, wife and daughter, to participate in the 

Welcoming Celebrations for his Majesty Emperor [Kaiser] Wilhelm II, through the city of Essen on 8 

August 1912. Your places must be occupied half an hour before the beginning of the celebrations. The 

time of the celebrations will be announced in the newspapers.  

 

C) A flyer advertising the business, Neumann and Mendel.  

Ludwig Neumann’s father, Emil, owned a German clothing manufacturing business called Neumann 

and Mendel. In the mid-1920s, Ludwig took over the management and ownership of the firm, after his 

father’s death. Below is a flyer advertising the firm’s export business in Britain.  

 

 

D) A page from the 40th anniversary catalogue of the clothing company Neumann and 

Mendel.  



 

 

The Simon Family 

The Simon family were secular German Jews who lived in Berlin after the First World War. Gertrud 

(Gerty) Simon was a photographer and her husband Wilhelm was a lawyer, government official and a 

judge. The couple had a son, Bernd (later Bernard) in 1921.  

6) Look at the sources and photographs and consider: what impression do you gain of the 

contribution to German cultural life of Gerty Simon and those she photographed?  

Gerty Simon, self portrait  

 

 

 

Invitation for a photographic exhibition of Gerty’s Simon’s work, Berlin, 1929.  

The exhibition title translates as either ‘Intellectual Berlin – Intellectual Paris’ or ‘Sprit of 
Berlin – Spirit of Paris’.  



 

Portrait of the artist Max Liebermann by Gerty Simon, Berlin, c.1929.  

Max Liebermann was a leading German-Jewish artist. He was forced from his position as 

President of the Prussian Academy of Arts by the Nazis in 1934.  

 

 

 

 

 

Portraits of the writer Alfred Kerr and his daughter Judith, Berlin, c. 1929.  

German-Jewish writer and critic Alfred Kerr was a culturally influential figure in Germany 

before the rise of the Nazis.  

 



  

 

A Czech Jew: Eric Schulhof 

All the previous individuals and families whose lives you have looked at were German. The German 

takeover of large parts of Europe after 1938 brought many millions of Jews under Nazi rule.   

Below is a photograph of Eric Schulhof, a Czech Jew, and a CV written as he tried to leave the  

country after the German takeover of Czechoslovakia in March 1939.  

 

 



 

 

7) What do you learn from the CV about Schulhof’s life, education and work experience? 
Try to make at least five points.  



 

How useful are these sources?  

The sources that you have looked at about Jewish life in pre-Nazi era Germany (and in Erich 

Schulhof’s case, Czechoslovakia) all come from The Wiener Holocaust Library’s archives. The 

documents and photographs were donated to the Library by Jewish refugees that came to Britain.  

The documents mainly relate to people who were relatively well off with professional jobs. Almost 

all relate to German Jews.  

Remember, however that:  

 Many Jews in Germany were working class 

 Many Jews in Germany were poor  

 Jews across Europe were affected by the crimes of the Nazis: not just Jews in Germany  

 

8) Can you think of any reasons why The Wiener Holocaust Library’s archive on Jewish 

refugees contains documents and photographs that mainly come from German and 

Austrian Jews? Why do documents in the Library’s collections often relate to people 
who were wealthier? 

 

What happened next? 

 

 

Alfred Josephs was murdered in 

Auschwitz in 1942. His son 

Wolfgang had come to Britain as a 

refugee in the 1930s and served in 

the British forces during the Second 

World War.  

Gerty Simon came to Britain to escape the Nazis 

in 1933 with her son. She established a 

photographic studio in London. Her husband 

managed to escape Germany for London in 1939, 

after a period in hiding.  



     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glossary 

Antisemitism - Hostility, prejudice, or discrimination towards Jews. 

Archives / archive – a store of items (such as documents, photographs) from the past. Archives 

maintain collections of historical documents to preserve them.  

Concentration camp – a camp where groups of people are held under armed guard. Conditions are 

usually poor.   

Incarcerated – held in a prison or camp. 

Professional – a job that requires qualifications.  

Secular – non-religious. 

Working class – a social group consisting of people employed in manual or industrial work. 

  

Ludwig Neumann was incarcerated by 

the Nazis in late 1938 in Dachau 

concentration camp. His business had 

been seized a month before. He came to 

Britain as a refugee in 1939. He worked in 

Merseyside as a business consultant.  

Eric Schulfhof did not succeed in his 

attempts to leave Czechoslovakia. 

He died in 1943 in Theresianstadt 

camp / ghetto.    

Judith Kerr’s family escaped the 
Nazis in 1933. They lived in Paris 

and then in London. Judith became a 

famous children’s writer. She wrote 
about her family’s escape in the 
book When Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit.  



 

Supplementary information: Pre-Nazi Era Jewish Life in Germany 

Prior to the Holocaust, there were thriving Jewish communities across the world. 

The largest population of Jews before the Holocaust was in Eastern Europe, with a 

community of 3,000,000 in Poland, 2,525,000 in Russia, and 980,000 in Romania. The size 

of this Jewish population in these countries meant that they made a huge contribution to the 

culture. Hayim Nahman Bialik, a Ukrainian Jew who is widely regarded as the father of 

modern Hebrew poetry, is just one example of this contribution. 

In Western Europe, in countries such as Britain and Germany, many Jews 

were assimilated into the culture of the country in which they lived. Most of these countries 

had sizeable Jewish communities, with 300,000 Jews living in Britain, and 565,000 living in 

Germany. 

As Joseph Leftwich declared in 1936, ‘There is, in fact, no group of people more attached to 

their native soil than the Jews. In Germany, the Jews have been continuously resident in the 

country since at least the year 320 and probably much longer’. 

In cities and large towns in Eastern Europe, such as Warsaw in Poland, younger Jews fully 

embraced the country’s culture whilst simultaneously observing some Jewish traditions with 
their families. 

However, not all of Europe was as assimilated, or partially assimilated, as Western Europe 

and the larger towns and cities of Eastern Europe. 

For example, cultural separation was more apparent in rural areas of Eastern Europe, such as 

Poland and Russia. Here small towns or villages called ‘Shtetls’ comprised mainly of Jews. 

In Shtetls, people aimed to live a simple, traditional, life focused around religion, community, 

and family. 

After the Nazi’s came to power and antisemitism intensified, all Jewish life in Europe was to 
change forever. This section gives a few examples of the diversity of Jewish life prior to the 

Nazi destruction. 

 

 

 

  



Note for teachers: the sources focus in the main on Jews in Germany and they primarily give 

information about middle class or upper middle class Jews: business owners, professionals 

and those who made important cultural contributions. These sources create therefore a partial 

impression of the lives of Jews in Germany – there were many working class and poor Jews, 

particularly in large cities such as Berlin. They also (with the exception of the sources on 

Erich Schulhof) leave out consideration of the Jews who lives elsewhere in Europe (who 

made up the majority of the victims of the Nazis and their collaborators). It is therefore 

important that some consideration is made of the limitations of these sources as evidence 

when using them.  

 


