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In Prague with Professor Joseph Davis: Observations on Jewish Life 

Past and Present 

The conference, held in May, focused on David Gans (1541–1613), a renowned Jewish 

astronomer and historian from Prague. It was organized by two centers for Jewish 

studies, including a new one at Charles University. Joined by scholars from the United 

Kingdom, Israel, Switzerland, Hungary, Germany and the Czech Republic, Dr. Davis 

was among a select group invited to present at this conference, which was widely 

promoted in Prague with posters slapped on kiosks throughout the city. 

However, there would have been no posters, no conferences about eminent Jewish 

figures and certainly, no centers for Jewish studies back in 1986 when Dr. Davis began 

his research on Prague’s Jewish history. The once-vital Jewish community in Prague 

had been decimated during the Holocaust, and of the Jews who survived, many 

emigrated as Communism took hold in Eastern Europe after World War II. In fact, the 

only operating vestige of Judaism that remained in Prague in the mid-eighties was the 

Jewish Museum. 

According to Professor Davis, this museum has a bizarre history. The Nazis had used it 

as a warehouse during the Holocaust to store items looted from Czech Jews. Despite 

sending most of these Jews to the concentration camp at Terezin, the Nazis retained 

some museum staff to record and catalogue the looted items. The museum remained 

intact during the following four decades of Communism, and Jewish scholars 

continued to work there. However, according to Professor Davis, it was “sort of an 

island, and the Jews who worked there were isolated from Jewish scholars in the rest 

of the world.” 

But things are changing. “To be hosting an international conference is like saying, 

‘we’re not an island anymore,’” explains Professor Davis. There are enthusiastic 

young scholars working in the Jewish Museum now and populating the Jewish studies 

departments of the universities. Marveling at the dedication and talent of these 

academics, Dr. Davis observes: 



I do Jewish studies, but I had a huge infrastructure of Jewish education to help 
me learn Hebrew and to help me learn Bible, Talmud and Jewish history. Some 
of these people had to get there without that kind of infrastructure and back-
up, and they did; they are real scholars, serious scholars doing really 
impressive work.  

Things are changing for Jews in Prague outside of academia as well. The city is home 

to a few kosher restaurants and even a kosher bakery. There is also a daily minyan 

and three functioning synagogues in Prague, including the Altneuschul, one of the 

oldest operating synagogues in the world and the focal point of Golem lore. 

(According to legend, Rabbi Maharal fashioned a clay figure, the Golem, which came 

to life to defend the Jews, ultimately dissolving into dust that is supposedly stored in 

the attic of the Altneuschul. Dr. Davis reports no Golem sightings during his trip to 

Prague though, and as author of an article on the Golem legend, he should know!) 

Interestingly, one of the major centers of Jewish life in Prague today is the American 

embassy, where Dr. Davis attended a Shabbat dinner. Norman Eisen, the American 

ambassador to the Czech Republic, is an Orthodox Jew. Ironically, the ambassador’s 

residence, which began as a mansion constructed by a wealthy Czech Jew, was seized 

by the Nazis during World War II and converted into headquarters for the German 

Wehrmacht. In this building, now adorned with Judaica, the ambassador proclaims 

that while the Nazis have come and gone, the Jews are back, leading a Jewish life.  

For Professor Davis, this tribute was particularly meaningful.  At a time when Jewish 

life was virtually nonexistent in Prague, he began his research into the city’s robust 

Jewish past. Now, over 25 years later, this Gratz College scholar is witnessing 

Prague’s current Jewish revival. 

 


