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The remembrance of historic Jewish Budapest has several dimensions which are not related to 

persecution, World War II and the Holocaust. Initiatives which aim to present former Jewish life 

worlds to a broader audience today in fact challenge the dominance the Holocaust used to 

exert on public memory in earlier years. It is at the same time undeniable that the Holocaust, 

postwar emigration, and the political transformation that took place between 1945 and 1956 

in Hungary were directly responsible for the disappearance of characteristic Jewish milieus 

which used to thrive in various districts in Budapest before World War II. The fact that scholars 

as well as lay people have been developing a keen interest in the Jewish cultural history of 

Budapest and in the urban history of former Jewish neighborhoods – a marked tendency of 

recent decades – has much to do with the fact that the continuity of tradition has been 

interrupted, and the Jewish past needs to be discovered as heritage even by many of those 

Hungarians who self-consciously cultivate their Jewish ancestry.   

Budapest is a city where, due to specific historical circumstances, a relatively large Jewish 

population – about 150, 000 people – survived the Holocaust. Although religious life was 

severely suppressed under Communism, the decades between 1945 and 1990 did not entirely 

extinguish Jewish community traditions. After modest beginnings in the late 1980s, a marked 

revival began to unfold after 1990; but only part of that process can be characterized as a 

religious renaissance. For most Budapestians of Jewish origin, Jewishness has remained a 

cultural identity rather than a form of religious affiliation.  

New forms of cultivating Jewish heritage cater to groups whose members have rediscovered 

their ancestry and cultural roots in recent decades. Such forms include civil movements for the 

protection of built heritage (e. g. of the so-called Old Jewish Quarter); festivals; guided urban 

walks which often concentrate on less touristic Jewish sites, „hidden treasures” of Jewish 

architecture, sacred places; and former Jewish neighborhoods; an upsurge of publishing, which 

have yielded memoires, diaries, cookbooks, illustrated volumes of Jewish history, or 

architectural books.  

The interesting aspect is that only part of this is geared to foreign tourists; many of the new 

forms of cultivating Jewish heritage are meant for the local public -  attesting to the fact that a 

viable Jewish cultural community, or at least a sizeable audience which identifies with the 

Jewish past and wishes to take part in the construction of its collective memory, exists in today’s 

Budapest. Within that trend, however, there are distinct generational patterns of how to 

remember, how to reinvent Jewish traditions, and how to relate to one’s Jewishness on both 

the individual and the collective level.   


