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Abstract: This article examines the applicability of  three theoretical models  – cultural appropriation, 
entanglement, and creolization – for understanding Jewish religious architecture in medieval Cologne in 
relation to contemporary Christian architecture in the same city. Focusing on the synagogue and mikveh 
constructed from the eleventh to the thirteenth centuries, it argues that these Jewish structures reveal un-
derlying similarities despite being visually distinct from concurrent Christian buildings. Looking at shared 
technologies, resources, infrastructures, attitudes to ritual, and design aspirations confirms the underly-
ing overlaps between these distinct architectural cultures. By favoring creolization as a model, the article 
illuminates how both rivalry and cooperation, adoption, and rejection underpinned by profound power 
imbalances influenced Cologne’s Jewish architecture in the Middle Ages.

INTRODUCTION: DIFFERENT MODELS FOR JEWISH-CHRISTIAN RELATIONS

The question of  Jewish-Christian relations in Latin Europe in the Middle Ages has 
been discussed intensively by scholars with different conclusions. In the past, Jews 
were perceived as separate and isolated, maintaining an insular cultural life alongside 
Christian majorities in various regions of  Europe 1. Today the idea that social groups 

	 *	 The research for this project was funded by the Israel Science Foundation Project ‘Digging Deep: The 
Jewish Ritual Bath of  Cologne from a Multi-Disciplinary Perspective’ Grant Number 1502/22 on which 
I collaborate with Michael Wiehen, Tanja Potthoff, Christiane Twiehaus and Tzafrir Barzilay and from 
a postdoctoral fellowship in the ERC project ‘Beyond the Elite: Jewish Daily Life in Medieval Europe’ 
headed by Elisheva Baumgarten. I warmly thank the editors of  this special issue for their useful insights 
on earlier drafts of  this article and especially Franziska Kleybolte for her feedback and input.

	 1	 See Elisheva Baumgarten, Appropriation and Differentiation. Jewish Identity in Medieval Ashkenaz, 
in: AJS Review. The Journal of  the Association for Jewish Studies 42, 2018, pp. 39–63, here p. 48 for a 
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could be fully separated by the boundaries of  their quarters, defined cultures or every-
day practices, is no longer accepted. Scholarship, therefore, has suggested different 
types of  interconnection and different phrases to define it 2.

In this paper I want to examine the relevance of  different terms for describing 
the relationship between Jewish and Christian architectural culture in medieval Co-
logne (  North-Rhine Westphalia  ). While such terms such as integration, cross-cultural 
exchange, acculturation, and multi-culturalism in material culture may be appropriate 
for describing the relationships between Christians, Jews, and Muslims in the Medi-
terranean Islands or the Iberian Peninsula, though recently challenged by John Aspin-
wall and Theresa Jäckh 3, they do not capture the intricacies of  Jewish-Christian rela-
tionships in Ashkenaz, a term found in medieval Hebrew texts for German-speaking 
lands 4. Here, animosity was always intertwined with cultural immersion. Therefore, 
while isolation has been rejected as a model, there is likewise a problem with theoreti-
cal terms that fully blur cultural boundaries when tension between Jews and Christians 
is explicit in both sources and events 5. Scholars have therefore suggested other terms 
that include a sense of  difference between Jews and Christians on the one hand and, at 
the same time, acknowledge the porous, sometimes hard-to-define cultural boundaries.

Ivan Marcus advocated for ‘inward acculturation’ to describe Jewish selective 
adoption and adaptation of  certain common practices from Christian society 6, inter-
nalized while maintaining differentiation and re-interpretation. Marcus held that Jews 

broad state of  research on the matter. An example of  argumentation for isolation of  the Jews is: Haym 
Soloveitchik, The Halakhic Isolation of  the Ashkenazic Community, in: Id., Collected Essays, Oxford 
2013, pp. 31–38.

	 2	 For influential studies that theorize the modes of  interconnection see: Ivan G. Marcus, Rituals of  
Childhood. Jewish Acculturation in Medieval Europe, New Haven 1998; Id., A Jewish-Christian Sym-
biosis. The Culture of  Early Ashkenaz, in: David Biale (  ed.  ), Cultures of  the Jews. A New History, 
New York 2002, pp. 449–516; David Berger, A Generation of  Scholarship on Jewish-Christian Inter-
action in the Medieval World, in: Tradition 38, 2004, pp. 4–14; Jonathan Elukin, Living Together, 
Living Apart. Rethinking Jewish-Christian Relations in the Middle Ages, Princeton (  NJ  ) 2007; David 
Malkiel, Reconstructing Ashkenaz. The Human Face of  Franco-German Jewry, Stanford (  CA  ) 2009, 
pp. 30–43; Elisheva Baumgarten, Practicing Piety in Medieval Ashkenaz. Men, Women, and Every-
day Religious Observance, Jewish Culture and Contexts, Philadelphia 2014; Ead., Space and Place in 
Medieval Ashkenaz. An Everyday Perspective, in: Jewish Studies Quarterly 28, 2021, pp. 245–258, here 
p. 245; Ead., Biblical Women and Jewish Daily Life in the Middle Ages, Philadelphia (  PA  ) 2022.

	 3	 John Aspinwall – Theresa Jäckh, Multiculturalism and Power Relations. Reframing Norman Sicily, 
in: Viola Skiba et al. (  eds  ), Norman Connections. Normannische Verflechtungen zwischen Skandina-
vien und dem Mittelmeer (  Publikationen der Reiss-Engelhorn-Museen 95  ), Regensburg 2022, pp. 293–
311, here p. 293.

	 4	 Rainer Josef Barzen, West and East in Ashkenaz in the Time of  Judah He-Ḥasid, in: Jewish His-
tory 34, 2021, pp. 53–81.

	 5	 Mark Abate, Ever Since Castro. Thomas F. Glick, Medieval Spain, and Convivencia, in: Id. – Thomas F. 
Glick (  eds.  ), Convivencia and Medieval Spain. Essays in Honor of  Thomas F. Glick (  Mediterranean 
Perspectives  ), Basingstoke – Hampshire 2019, pp. 1–61.

	 6	 Marcus, Rituals of  Childhood (  as note 2  ), pp. 9–13.
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acculturated those aspects of  Christian behavior that could be interpreted as serving an 
internal Jewish purpose, or used a common practice from Christian society in inverted 
or parodic ways. Elisheva Baumgarten suggested using appropriation while omitting 
the word culture in order to distance the term from the overtones of  violence and 
inappropriate adoption and because ‘culture’ is not a stable entity with a fixed set of  
beliefs, values, and institutions 7. For Baumgarten, ‘appropriation’ generated not just 
similarity but also difference, where groups in close contact invariably exchanged prac-
tices and beliefs while constantly recalibrating their identities vis-à-vis each other 8. Ac-
culturation, inward-acculturation or appropriation successfully replaced the no-longer 
popular term ‘influence’ which assumes a one-directional passage of  cultural elements 
from one group to the other, one simply exerting influence and another simply taking 
it 9. These terms, while spotlighting the complexity of  adoption patterns, still remain 
one-sided: one society pliably acculturating certain norms, beliefs or isolated behaviors 
from another and translating them into their own needs or frameworks.

ENTANGLEMENT

Georg Christ and colleagues used the term ‘Verflechtung’, entanglement or inter-weav-
ing, to challenge the idea of  a single direction and express the inextricable multi-direc-
tionality of  cultural entwinement 10. The English equivalent, ‘entanglement’, was used 
by Elisheva Baumgarten, Ruth Mazo Karras and Katelyn Mesler for Jewish-Christian 
relations in the Middle Ages, in order to reflect the idea that contact is two- or multi-di-
rectional and changes over time 11. ‘Entanglement’ assumes that Jews and Christians 
drew to such a great extent from the same cultural pool that their two cultures, as they 
expressed themselves in western Europe in the Middle Ages, cannot be un-entangled 
and analytically set apart, yet – at the same time – that there was not full overlap, nor 
any one-directional influence. Baumgarten, Karras and Mesler used the image of  an 
entangled vine to visualize the term, which reflects the idea of  a shared root with 
branches intersecting, parting, turning, only to meet again and then separate once 
more 12.

	 7	 Ibid., and Baumgarten, Appropriation and Differentiation (  as note 1  ), p. 49.
	 8	 Ibid., p. 63.
	 9	 See: Michael Satlow, Beyond Influence. Toward a New Historiographic Paradigm, in: Yaron Z. 

Eliav – Anita Norich (  eds.  ), Jewish Literatures and Cultures. Context and Intertext, Providence (  RI  ) 
2008, pp. 37–54.

	 10	 Georg Christ et al., Transkulturelle Verflechtungen. Mediävistische Perspektiven, Göttingen 2016, 
pp. 22–25.

	 11	 See introduction to: Elisheva Baumgarten et al. (  eds.  ), Entangled Histories. Knowledge, Authority, 
and Jewish Culture in the Thirteenth Century (  Jewish Culture and Contexts  ), Philadelphia (  PA  ) 2017, 
pp. 2–4.

	 12	 Ibid., p. 4.
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The term entanglement is useful for reflecting division and co-dependence, ac-
counting for simultaneous similarities and differences. The botanic metaphor of  an 
entangled vine gives the sense of  vibrant connections that grow and evolve with the 
passage of  time. However, while the term is highly useful for daily practices, ideas or 
beliefs it is not fitting for architectural patronage. This is because the term implies 
equal weight in the process to all entangled groups. It therefore does not reflect dis-
parity of  power, differences in size or separate economic structures which all affect the 
ability to design and construct large-scale public buildings, the topic at hand. These dif-
ferences in power and size, in the case of  Jewish-Christian relations in the Latin west, 
were vast: small Jewish communities within large Christian cities; political control of  
Christians over Jews and monopoly of  law and taxation; power imbalance between the 
pan-European network of  the church and its hierarchy and the ‘soft’ and not institu-
tionalized connections between Jewish religious leadership; economic and professional 
limitation placed on Jews that limited their access to wealth and social integration etc.

With architectural patronage demanding great funds and know-how, rapid tech-
nological changes that passed with groups of  Christian workmen and access to ma-
terials in a changing industrial world, we cannot see Jewish architecture as an equal 
contributor to the developments of  architectural culture. Quite the contrary, the Jews 
were dependent upon Christian architectural developments to realize their own pro-
jects. Yet Jewish communities created their own unique and creative architecture dur-
ing the High Middle Ages, both participating in and differentiating themselves from 
the processes of  design that were around them.

APPROPRIATION

Was this a form of  appropriation? Configuration of  power is essential to analyzing 
overlaps or adoption in material culture and these are inherent to the term 13. Where 
entanglement is too neutral, we might consider ‘cultural appropriation’ helpful because 
the term includes disparity of  power and possibilities between majority and minority 
communities. However, the term was coined to express adoption, often inappropriate, 
of  elements from a less powerful group by a stronger, bigger or otherwise superstrate 
society. This is the opposite direction to Jewish internalization of  changing Christian 
architectural norms. The association of  the term with misappropriation, privilege, and 
exploitation is hard to match historically for describing the process of  Jews adopting 
Christian attitudes to public space, because of  the inherent disadvantages they had in 
access to human and material infrastructure in comparison with Christian architectural 
commissions 14.

	 13	 Aspinwall – Jäckh, Multiculturalism and Power Relations (  as note 3  ), p. 310.
	 14	 Baumgarten, Appropriation and Differentiation (  as note 1  ), p. 42.
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Appropriation, from the Latin verb appropriare, ‘to make one’s own’, doesn’t usu-
ally apply to minority groups making something their own 15. For Kathleen Ashley and 
Véronique Plesch it includes a struggle, with an inherent motivation of  ‘gaining power 
over’ 16. Aspinwall and Jäckh define cultural appropriation as including an inherent vi-
olent dynamic, with the adoption of  culture or cultural elements from a disadvantaged 
group 17. These power-dynamics inherent in the term put into question the relevance 
of  ‘cultural appropriation’ for cases where Jews adopted Christian architectural norms 
and building practices – the topic of  this article. Jews formed the disadvantaged side 
of  the equation in medieval Europe in many senses and therefore it is hard to posit an 
unwarranted, violent, cynical or advantageous taking possession of  something that has 
its origins in Christian architectural culture.

The imbalance of  power in favor of  Christians invites a different term to de-
scribe Jews taking possession of  changing architectural culture and adopting aspects 
of  it for their own use. Unlike some definitions of  cultural appropriation elements 
adopted by Jews from Christian architecture were not meant to be ridiculed even if  
they were differently interpreted or used in intentionally different ways. No matter 
how strong the Jewish-Christian theological polemics, the adoption of  architectural 
elements evidences interest in the developments in religious architecture at the time, 
despite their Christian source. At the same time Jews made sure to visually differenti-
ate the architectural whole: they isolated single elements and attitudes from Christian 
architecture, reorganized them and used them for completely different functions. They 
designed the adopted elements into a reorganized fully Jewish whole, comprised of  
newly-developed Christian architectural parts. The term ‘cultural re-appropriation’ has 
been suggested for the reaction by the minority group to assimilate and gain access to 
the majority group, to express resistance, or to get something back 18. However, for 
my discussion of  architectural culture the assumption of  a tug-of-war of  easily divis-
ible cultural elements cannot accurately describe the dynamic in which architectural 
elements were designed with practical considerations beyond any cultural divide. A 
term that may better capture this dynamic is ‘creolization,’ which Bernard Gowers has 
recently applied to describe majority-minority interactions in the medieval Latin West.

	 15	 Kathleen Ashley – Véronique Plesch, The Cultural Processes of  “Appropriation”, in: Journal of  
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 32, 2002, pp. 1–15, here p. 3.

	 16	 Ibid. For Nelson, this process is active and comes from defined motives. Robert S. Nelson, Appro-
priation, in: Id.  – Richard Shiff  (  eds.  ), Critical Terms for Art History, Chicago  – London  2003, 
pp. 160–173.

	 17	 Aspinwall – Jäckh, Multiculturalism and Power Relations (  as note 3  ), p. 310.
	 18	 Ashley – Plesch, The Cultural Processes (  as note 15  ), p. 8. I thank Franziska Kleybolte for sharing 

her thoughts on this phrase with me.
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CREOLIZATION

‘Creolization’, according to Gowers, can describe the adoption of  elements from 
majority society by minority society by using the elements out of  place, in a differ-
ent way or even inappropriately or intentionally stripping them of  their context and 
meaning 19. Like cultural appropriation the term ‘creolization’ includes the idea that 
similarity on the surface does not always mean deep-running similitude. Or as Caro-
line Bynum explained in a different context: sometimes things that look alike are not 
necessarily very much alike and visual language can be reinterpreted when used 20.

Creolization, originally a linguistic term, was coined to describe developments in 
modern Caribbean and Atlantic languages, adapted and reorganized to form a new lan-
guage based on some of  the same vocabulary and syntax but markedly differentiated. 
Due to the formation of  Creole languages in the context of  slavery in the Caribbean, 
the term includes a sense of  one of  the cultures being geographically local (  ‘core’ 
culture  ) and the other being transported, late arrivals or out of  place, a useful prism 
through which to think of  Jews in medieval Latin Europe. I suggest to think of  the 
term as a mirror image of  cultural appropriation, namely minority culture adopting 
elements from majority culture while rejecting, even ridiculing, that culture’s system of  
norms and beliefs at the same time.

Gowers has argued for using creolization not merely as a linguistic phenomenon 
relevant for the Atlantic but as a means for understanding social and cultural processes 
that occur in the meeting between superstrate (  majority  ) and substrate (  minority  ) 
societies. Creolization (  whether as a language or a process  ) acknowledges disparity 
of  power, as opposed to inner-acculturation or entanglement. It focuses on the other 
side of  the equation from appropriation: cultural appropriation involves isolated and/
or inappropriate use of  elements of  minority cultures by members of  the cultural 
majority. The process of  creolization is the opposite – selective adoption of  elements 
from a majority (  or superstrate  ) culture by a minority (  substrate  ). Adoption does not 
mean a fuzzing of  boundaries but rather a self-conscious cultivation of  distinctiveness, 
dissent, and disagreement, with adoption of  superstrate practices, with adaptation or 
a differentiating interpretation.

In the case of  Jews constructing monumental works of  public architecture one of  
the defining characteristics of  creol is relevant: that the ‘core’ or ‘superstrate’ societies 
possessed significantly greater opportunities for the accumulation of  capital, urbaniza-
tion, exchange, division of  labor, literacy, military capacity, and so on. Therefore, when 
examining Jewish architecture, we cannot expect any fully-fledged copies of  Christian 
architectural works, that would simply not be within their reach and would not serve the 
purpose of  Jewish identification. We can, however, see in certain surviving buildings 

	 19	 Bernard Gowers, Creolization and Medieval Latin Europe, in: Medieval Worlds 16, 2022, pp. 263–
283. I warmly thank Bernard Gowers for his input on an earlier draft of  this paper.

	 20	 Caroline Walker Bynum, Interrogating “Likeness”. Fake Friends, Similia Similibus, and Heavenly 
Crowns, in: Historische Anthropologie 28, 2020, pp. 31–56, here p. 35.
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what Caroline Bynum has called “dissimilar similitudes” 21. This is what I want to sug-
gest using the case study of  Cologne along the Rhine, that Jewish and Christian public 
buildings that don’t look very much alike display deep-rooted similarities at their base.

JEWISH ARCHITECTURE IN MEDIEVAL COLOGNE:  
ISOLATION, ENTANGLEMENT, CULTURAL APPROPRIATION OR CREOLIZATION?

Any theoretical model is best applied to a specific example to test its relevance and 
accuracy. In order to do that this article focuses on the Jewish architecture of  one city, 
Cologne, in the German federal state of  North Rhine-Westphalia. More specifically, 
I look at elements within the Cologne medieval synagogue and at the architecture of  
the Cologne mikveh (  Jewish ritual bath  ) and suggest they can only be understood in 
light of  the Christian architectural culture in Cologne in the eleventh and the twelfth 
centuries. I apply the term creolization to these buildings to express a parallel adoption 
of  Christian architectural norms and an aware and intentional differentiation of  Jewish 
religious buildings from church architecture. On the one hand the Jewish monuments 
will be shown to depend on Christian building activity, infrastructures and expertise. 
On the other hand, these were used to convey Jewish differentiated identity and cel-
ebrate aspects of  Jewish ritual that were unique, most markedly Jewish purification 
rituals.

Cologne is situated in the Lower Rhine valley (  Niederrhein  ). It is the largest city 
in the German state of  North Rhine-Westphalia, and the fourth most populated city 
in modern Germany. Cologne was founded as a Roman colony, Colonia Claudia Ara 
Agrippinensium, in c. 50 or 55 CE as a seat of  the provincial and military adminis-
tration 22. The first record of  Jews in the city is from Late Antiquity, they are men-
tioned in a constitution by Constantine from 321 found in the ‘Codex Theodosianus’ 
(  Cod. Theod. 16:8, 3–4  ) 23. While some scholars see this as evidence of  a continuous 
Jewish community in Cologne from Late Antiquity on, this remains a stand-alone 
textual witness to Jewish presence in Cologne until the eleventh century, from which 
point onwards they are well documented as a large community 24.

	 21	 Ead., Dissimilar Similitudes. Devotional Objects in Late Medieval Europe, New York 2020.
	 22	 Ephraim Shoham-Steiner, The Clash over Synagogue Decorations in Medieval Cologne, in: Jewish 

History  30, 2016, pp. 129–164, here p. 135; Paul Strait, Cologne in the Twelfth Century, Gaines-
ville (  FL  ) 1974, p. 3.

	 23	 On the source and its translation see: Werner Eck, The Jewish Community in Cologne from Roman 
Times to the Early Middle Ages, in: Isaac Benjamin – Yuval Shahar (  eds.  ), Judaea-Palaestina, Bab-
ylon and Rome. Jews in Antiquity, Tübingen 2012, pp. 249–259, here pp. 249–252.

	 24	 Tanja Potthoff  – Michael Wiehen, Neue Einblicke in das mittelalterliche jüdische Viertel in 
Köln. Geschichte, Topographie und Archäologie, in: Geschichte in Köln. Zeitschrift für Stadt- und 
Regionalgeschichte 70, 2023, pp. 31–61, here p. 31; Matthias Schmandt, Cologne, Jewish Centre in 
the Lower Rhine, in: Christoph Cluse (  ed.  ), The Jews of  Europe in the Middle Ages (  Tenth to Fif-
teenth Centuries  ). Proceedings of  the International Symposium Held at Speyer 20–25 October 2002, 
Turnhout 2004, pp. 367–378, here p. 368.
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By the late eleventh century Cologne was one of  the largest Jewish communities 
in Germany 25, along with Mainz, Speyer, Worms, Würzburg and Erfurt 26. Like other 
Jewish communities in the Rhineland, the Jews of  Cologne, too, suffered persecution 
at the end of  the eleventh century when they were hard hit in attacks by Christian 
soldiers on their way to the first crusade in 1096 27. There is evidence of  the com-
munity’s recovery already in the beginning of  the twelfth century when they were, 
amongst other things, assigned their own gate (  Porta Judaeorum  ) for the defense of  the 
city 28. According to the archaeological sources, the Jewish quarter of  Cologne flour-
ished in the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries 29. The communal infrastructure was 
expanded, they built a strikingly monumental mikveh (  Jewish ritual bath  ) and later a 
communal hall and a hospital 30. The synagogue was adorned in the thirteenth century 
with a new Torah ark and a bimah, also of  unprecedented monumentality – and a 
women’s synagogue was added 31.

The thirteenth century was also a time of  institutional changes. In 1266 the Jews 
received a privilege from archbishop Engelbert II of  Falkenburg (  1261–1274  ), carved 
on a stone slab still situated in the Cathedral choir 32. The privilege promised Jews 
protection and special tax arrangements and following its granting the situation of  
the Jews of  the city improved and the community became a center of  economic and 
intellectual activity 33. However, while the privilege was intended to grant them protec-
tion, catastrophe hit again in the middle of  the fourteenth century when, on the night 
of  23 to 24 of  August 1349, the Jewish community of  Cologne was brutally attacked, 
their quarter burned, and the community buildings destroyed 34. A new community 
eventually arose for a short decade: receiving a privilege in 1414 but ultimately being 
expelled in 1424 35.

	 25	 Shoham-Steiner, The Clash (  as note 22  ), p. 130.
	 26	 Baumgarten, Biblical Women (  as note 2  ), pp. 2–3; Simon Paulus, Die Architektur der Synagoge 

im Mittelalter. Überlieferung und Bestand (  Schriftenreihe der Bet Tfila-Forschungsstelle für Jüdische 
Architektur in Europa 4  ), Petersberg 2007, p. 17.

	 27	 Robert Chazan, The Story of  the Jewish Community of  Cologne. 1096, in: Alei Sefer. Studies in 
Bibliography and in the History of  the Printed and the Digital Hebrew Book 11, 1984, pp. 63–71, here 
p. 63.

	 28	 Alexander Carlebach, Art. Cologne, in: Encyclopaedia Judaica, vol. 5, pp. 59–61, here p. 59.
	 29	 Tanja Potthoff – Michael Wiehen, Blütezeit. Das Mittelalterliche Jüdische Viertel in Köln im 

13. Jahrhundert, forthcoming, shared with permission of  authors.
	 30	 Ibid.
	 31	 Ibid.
	 32	 Joachim Oepen, Das Judenprivileg im Kölner Dom, in: Bernd Wacker – Rolf Lauer (  eds.  ), Der 

Kölner Dom und ‚die Juden‘. Fachtagung der Karl Rahner Akademie Köln in Zusammenarbeit mit der 
Dombauverwaltung Köln vom 18. bis zum 19. November 2006, Cologne 2018, pp. 59–91.

	 33	 Katrin Kogman-Appel, The Visual Arts in Jewish Society, Raanana 2020, pp. 54–55.
	 34	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), pp. 373–375.
	 35	 Israel Jacob Yuval, Scholars in their Time. The Religious Leadership of  German Jewry in the Late 

Middle Ages, Jerusalem 1988, p. 267 (  Hebrew  ).
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While not officially limited to a closed area, documentary evidence shows that 
the majority of  the Jews in medieval Cologne lived in the heart of  the city between 
Hay Market (  Heumarkt  ) and High Street (  Hohe Straße  ) 36, most Jews living on two or 
three streets between Kleine Budengasse, Unter Goldschmied, Obenmarspforten, 
and Judengasse 37. The area belonged to the Parish of  St Laurence church (  Laurenz­
pfarre  ) and a source from 1091 mentions the Jewish quarter by the name inter judeos 38. 
The archive of  the City of  Cologne (  Historisches Archiv der Stadt Köln  ), where these 
documents were found, collapsed in 2009, but the sources were published as the 
first volume of  ‘Quellen zur Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland’ in 1888 and en-
able reconstruction of  both the structure of  the Jewish quarter and the history of  
its houses 39. The Jewish community also purchased two plots of  land upon which 
they built a community hall (  domus universitatis  ) 40 and sources as early as the eleventh 
century evidence a Jewish cemetery, usually the mark of  a significant and central com-
munity, protected by the archbishops of  Cologne beginning in 1266 41. Rich archae-
ological evidence allows the reconstruction of  several impressive public buildings, 
characterized by a well thought-out overall design, ambitious dimensions and artistic 
details which can only be understood within the context of  the bigger architectural 
developments in Cologne, particularly the rebuilding of  all the city’s churches, in the 
eleventh to thirteenth centuries.

	 36	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 373 and Micha J. Perry, Imaginary Space Meets Actual Space  
in Thirteenth-Century Cologne. Eliezer Ben Joel and the Eruv, in: Images 5, 2011, pp. 26–36, here  
p. 34.

	 37	 Monika Grübel, Seit 321. Juden in Köln, Cologne 2005, p. 14. On the Jewish quarter see also: Adolf 
Kober, Grundbuch des Kölner Judenviertels 1135–1425. Ein Beitrag zur mittelalterlichen Topogra-
phie, Rechtsgeschichte und Statistik der Stadt Köln, Bonn 1920; Tanja Potthoff – Christiane Twie-
haus, Raum und Raumvorstellungen im mittelalterlichen jüdischen Viertel Köln. Eine interdisziplinäre 
Untersuchung, in: Laura Cohen et al. (  eds.  ), Jüdische Geschichte und Gegenwart in Deutschland. 
Aktuelle Fragen und Positionen, Oppenheim 2021, pp. 17–20.

	 38	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 368.
	 39	 Quellen zur Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland, vol. 1: Das Judenschreinsbuch der Laurenzpfarre 

zu Köln, ed. Robert Hoeniger, Berlin 1888; Ole Harck, Archäologische Studien zum Judentum 
in der europäischen Antike und dem zentraleuropäischen Mittelalter (  Schriftenreihe der Bet Tfila- 
Forschungsstelle für jüdische Architektur in Europa 7  ), Petersberg 2014, p. 145. Perry, Imaginary 
Space (  as note 36  ), p. 34.

	 40	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 368.
	 41	 Adolf Kober, Jewish Monuments of  the Middle Ages in Germany. One Hundred and Ten Tombstone 

Inscriptions from Speyer, Cologne, Nuremberg and Worms (  1085–c. 1428  ), part I, in: Proceedings of  
the American Academy for Jewish Research 14, 1944, pp. 149–220, here p. 170. A Jewish cemetery is 
attested in Cologne from the 11th century onwards. Carlebach, Cologne (  as note 28  ), p. 59.
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COLOGNE’S SYNAGOGUE: SCULPTED ANIMAL HEADS  
FROM STONE RESERVED FOR THE CATHEDRAL

Walking around Cologne today one still sees echoes of  the city’s medieval might, em-
bodied in the twelve ‘Romanesque’ churches – today largely reconstructed after World 
War  II damage and much altered already in the early modern period  – and in the 
large Gothic Cathedral, today mostly Neo-Gothic with extensive parts constructed 
from the nineteenth-century onwards, that dominate the skyline 42. In the shadow of  
these churches developed the ambitious and highly decorated communal center of  the 
Jewish quarter right in the center of  town. Cologne was an important cathedral city 
but also a city whose medieval Jewish community was wealthy and organized enough 
to build a splendid synagogue and a huge monumental mikveh (  ritual bath  ) 43. The 
lost buildings of  the former Jewish quarter are reconstructable from their cellars and 
foundation levels are still extant despite extensive destruction in the 1349 attacks and 
the mikveh remains in a relatively good state of  preservation 44. Excavations of  the 
lost Jewish quarter and its public monuments began in the 1950s under Otto Doppel-
feld (  1907–1979  ) after the remains were found accidentally during construction works 
around the city hall 45. Doppelfeld’s excavation has been followed by campaigns led 
by Sven Schütte (  until 2013  ) 46 and currently an ongoing excavation led by Michael 
Wiehen 47.

The different excavations have shown at least four phases of  the synagogue 48, 
built to the south of  the central part of  the Praetorium of  the Roman governor 49, but 
the interpretation of  the building phases of  the synagogue is still debated. The earliest 
remains have been dated by Schütte and Gerechter to the tenth century but the more 
widely accepted date for the Cologne synagogue is the middle of  the twelfth century 50. 
Otto Doppelfeld argued for four building phases: phase I before 1000 to 1096 when 

	 42	 Ulrich Krings – Otmar Schwab, Köln, die romanischen Kirchen. Zerstörung und Wiederherstel-
lung, Cologne 2007.

	 43	 Ephraim Shoham-Steiner  – Elisabeth Hollender, Beyond the Rabbinic Paradigm, in: Jewish 
Quarterly Review 111, 2021, pp. 236–264, here p. 242.

	 44	 See: Tanja Potthoff – Michael Wiehen, da man die Juden zu Colne sluch [  …  ] inde die hus in der 
Judengassen verbrannt wurden. Das Kölner Judenpogrom von 1349, in: Mitteilungen der Deutschen 
Gesellschaft für Archäologie des Mittelalters und der Neuzeit 31, 2018, pp. 21–36.

	 45	 Otto Doppelfeld, Die Ausgrabungen im Kölner Judenviertel, in: Zvi Asaria (  ed.  ), Die Juden in 
Köln. Von den ältesten Zeiten bis zur Gegenwart, Cologne 1959, pp. 71–148; Grübel, Seit 321 (  as 
note 37  ), p. 14.

	 46	 Sven Schütte – Marianne Gechter, Von der Ausgrabung zum Museum. Kölner Archäologie zwi
schen Rathaus und Praetorium. Ergebnisse und Materialien 2006–2012, Cologne 2012.

	 47	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), pp. 31–61.
	 48	 Hannelore Künzl, Von den Monumentalanlagen bis zu den einfachen Kellermikwen im Mittelalter, 

in: Georg Heuberger (  ed.  ), Mikwe. Geschichte und Architektur jüdischer Ritualbäder in Deutschland, 
Frankfurt a. M. 1992, pp. 25–43, here p. 31.

	 49	 Eck, The Jewish Community in Cologne (  as note 23  ), pp. 249–259.
	 50	 Paulus, Die Architektur der Synagoge (  as note 26  ), p. 118.
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the building was damaged in attacks on the Jewish community; phase II from 1100 to 
1280 when rebuilding works were undertaken; phase III from 1280s to 1349 when the 
synagogue was burnt in attacks on the Jews; phase IV 1372–1426. After the expulsion 
of  the community in 1426 the synagogue was converted into a chapel for the adjacent 
Christian town hall 51.

In addition to archaeological findings, written records attest to the existence of  
a synagogue in Cologne’s Jewish quarter as early as the second half  of  the eleventh 
century (  1075  ) 52. Decorations added to the window frames on the northern wall of  
the Cologne synagogue were lavish enough already in this early phase to be criticized 
by a rabbi from nearby Mainz 53. Ephraim Shoham-Steiner has argued that the rabbi 
took issue with the images because they were three-dimensional, stone-cut decorative 
reliefs of  lions and serpents added at the behest of  a Cologne lay leader or leaders 54. 
Shoham-Steiner presents a spectrum of  local Christian examples of  similar sculpture, 
for example a Romanesque stone window-frame relief  on the northwestern sealed 
window of  the Groß St Martin in Cologne 55. According to a twelfth-century chron-
icle the synagogue was a place for regular assemblies for Jewish scholars and heads 
of  communities from elsewhere in the Rhineland, evidenced in a chronicle by Rabbi 
Solomon bar Simson of  Mainz written c. 1140 56. The chronicler mentions the arrival 
of  members of  other Jewish communities three times a year in Cologne for a com-
merce fair, the congregation of  locals and guests for prayers in the local synagogue 
and speeches by a local Parnas being held in the synagogue with some pomp and cer-
emony 57. The image that arises is of  an extra-local center, known and visited, with 
unusual decoration that was known beyond Cologne.

The synagogue, damaged in attacks on the city’s Jews in 1096, was rebuilt at the 
onset of  the twelfth century in a campaign already completed in 1115 58. The quick 
recovery and rebuilding after 1096 are quite astounding bearing in mind the violent 
circumstances of  damage and the size and quality of  the new synagogue. According 
to Simon Paulus, the synagogue was constructed using a mix of  building materials –  

	 51	 Ibid., p. 120. For reconstruction see: Marc Grellert et al., The Medieval Jewish Quarter in Cologne. A 
Virtual Reconstruction of  6000 M2 of  Archaeology, in: Wolfgang Börner et al. (  eds.  ), Monumental 
Computations. Digital Archaeology of  Large Urban and Underground Infrastructures. Proceedings of  
the 24th International Conference on Cultural Heritage and New Technologies. Held in Vienna, Austria, 
November 2019, Heidelberg 2021, pp. 141–157. See Doppelfeld, Die Ausgrabungen (  as note 45  ), 
p. 130. For more examples of  such use see: Hedwig Röckelein, Die grabstain so viel tausent guldin 
wert sein. Vom Umgang der Christen mit Synagogen und jüdischen Friedhöfen im Mittelalter und am 
Beginn der Neuzeit, in: Aschkenas. Zeitschrift für Geschichte und Kultur der Juden 5, 1995, pp. 11–45.

	 52	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), pp. 31–61; Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 368.
	 53	 Shoham-Steiner, The Clash (  as note 22  ).
	 54	 Ibid., and Shoham-Steiner – Hollender, Beyond the Rabbinic (  as note 43  ), p. 258.
	 55	 Ibid.
	 56	 Ibid., pp. 243–246.
	 57	 Ibid.
	 58	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 368.
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including trachyte, basalt, and greywacke (  a variety of  sandstone known for its hard-
ness, dark color, and poorly sorted angular grains of  quartz  ). The walls were approxi-
mately 90 cm thick, and the inner room measured 9.2 meters in width and 14.5 meters 
in length 59.

The synagogue and mikveh of  Cologne were highly monumental 60. In keep-
ing with the local architectural culture in the twelfth century, the synagogue, like the 
churches of  Cologne that were remodeled in waves throughout the eleventh and the 
twelfth centuries, was rebuilt consecutively: remodeled, as mentioned, in a campaign 
completed in 1115 and then remodeled again several times in later decades 61.

The reconstruction of  the synagogue, the former dance-house, an annex perhaps 
used for women’s prayer, and a surviving mikveh, a Jewish ritual bath used for ablu-
tions, shows a grand set of  Jewish public monuments from the eleventh, twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries 62. According to Katrin Kogman-Appel the time of  the major ren-
ovation of  Doppelfeld’s phase III at the end of  the thirteenth century, 1270–c.1280, 
was one of  real flowering for the Jewish community of  Cologne 63. There is evidence 
of  sustained growth of  the community throughout the twelfth and thirteenth centuries 
with the ‘Judenschreinsbuch’ from 1135 showing Jews owning 30 houses at the begin-
ning of  the period; 48 in 1170; 50 in 1235; 60 in 1300; 70 in 1325 and 73 in 1349 64. In 
terms of  residents (  rather than houses  ), by 1250 the community had grown to at least 
500 members 65, and around 1340 there were already about 750 Jews living in the com-
munal quarter 66. Phases I and II show architectural ambition and this was sustained 
in the renovation of  phase III (  1270–1349  ) which seems to have been a particularly 
grand phase of  the synagogue with a significantly expanded space and, it seems, the 
addition of  a woman’s annex 67. Each renovation entailed funds, time and expertise 
which the Jewish community was willing to dedicate.

The wide hall of  the synagogue was devoid of  columns or piers and in its center 
was a large bimah, dated by Doppelfeld between 1270–1280, destroyed in the syna-
gogue fire in 1349. According to Tanja Potthoff  and Michael Wiehen the bimah was 
an impressive Gothic-style two-story structure lavishly decorated with Gothic pointed 
arches, richly profiled columns, tracery and finely designed tendrils and foliage with 
sculptural figures of  small animals: birds, dogs and monkeys (  figure 1  ) 68. These are a 

	 59	 Paulus, Die Architektur der Synagoge (  as note 26  ), p. 120.
	 60	 Ibid., p. 125.
	 61	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 368.
	 62	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), p. 49.
	 63	 Ibid., and Kogman-Appel, The Visual Arts in Jewish Society (  as note 33  ), pp. 54–55.
	 64	 Carlebach, Cologne (  as note 28  ), p. 59.
	 65	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 370.
	 66	 Ibid., p. 373.
	 67	 Kogman-Appel, The Visual Arts in Jewish Society (  as note 33  ), pp. 54–55.
	 68	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), p. 49; Potthoff – Wiehen, Blütezeit (  as note 

29  ), p. 5; Oepen, Das Judenprivileg im Kölner Dom (  as note 32  ), p. 73.
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product of  their time and the tastes of  the day and region. A few fragments also sur-
vived from a gilded Torah shrine. Apparently, the Cologne Cathedral workshop both 
constructed the bimah in the synagogue in the thirteenth century and supplied building 
materials for it 69. Remaining tiles from the synagogue flooring were part of  patterned 
floors that can be found in many Rhenish medieval churches including St Pantaleon 
in Cologne (  1170–1180  ) 70.

Thinking of  the infrastructure necessary for the construction and artistic em-
bellishments I will posit that it was not accidental that the maintained effort was un-
dertaken in a city where art and architecture were evolving all around with few halts 
for a century and a half. I suggest, therefore, looking deeper into the intersecting 
Jewish-Christian architectural culture in medieval Cologne through the prism of  the 
phrases we have discussed. To do that we can add the evidence of  a building that in-
cluded highly sophisticated construction techniques and structural solutions, the Co-
logne Jewish ritual bath (  mikveh  ).

	 69	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), p. 49 and Potthoff – Wiehen, Blütezeit (  as 
note 29  ), p. 12. I warmly thank Tanja Potthoff  for permission to publish the Bimah reconstruction.

	 70	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Blütezeit (  as note 29  ), p. 7.

Figure 1: Reconstruction of  Cologne Synagogue’s Thirteenth-Century Bimah: Stadt Köln,  
Dezernat Kunst und Kultur, VII/3: Archäologische Zone/Jüdisches Museum, MiQua. LVR-Jüdisches 
Museum im Archäologischen Quartier Köln; Technische Universität Darmstadt, Fachgebiet Digitales 
Gestalten; Ausführende: Marc Grellert, Pia Heberer, Tina Schöbel, Shoran Soltani, Norwina Wölfel  

und Arbeitsteam ‚Synagoge‘ des Rekonstruktionsprojekts. Printed with Permission.
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COLOGNE’S MIKVEH: DESIGNING FOR EXPERIENCE DEEP UNDERGROUND

Near the synagogue remains partially intact a Jewish ritual bath, a mikveh, used for 
ritual purification according to rabbinic law, which seems to have been built late in 
the second half  of  the twelfth century 71. When Otto Doppelfeld excavated the city 
council’s chapel and former medieval synagogue in 1956, he detected the monumental 
mikveh very close at its south-western corner and uncovered the whole structure 72. 
Some adaptions and reconstructions were made to grant public access, for example 
addition of  concrete stairwells to replace the medieval original steps. In 2007 the City 
of  Cologne started new excavations in preparation for the construction of  the future 
MiQua LVR-Jewish Museum in the Archaeological Quarter 73.

Remains of  the mikveh show a deep building with stairwells dug into the ground 
and a wide shaft built over a naturally-replenishing pool of  ground water. The main 
part of  the building consists of  an antechamber in the north (  2.5x4.5 m  ) that connects 
via a stairwell to a shaft sixteen meters deep (  16x3.6x4 m  ), with underground stairwells 
leading to a ground water pool in the south. The water pool is the main space of  the 
building, meant for full-body immersion in the nude 74. The mikveh consists of  a dec-
orated antechamber, perhaps a dressing-space for people preparing to ritually immerse, 
and a deep and wide shaft leading to a pool of  naturally welling ground water sixteen 
meters below ground level (  figure 2  ) 75. The building’s construction date is unknown, 
but it has been dated to before 1150 by the style of  spolia columns within one of  the 
interior spaces and to the mid twelfth-century on other stylistic grounds 76.

The antechamber, shaft, and pool are connected by several flights of  stairs: the 
first two dug into the earth outside the underground shaft-wall and the next two within 
the shaft around its perimeter. A fifth stairwell leads into the water pool itself, a self-re-
plenishing natural underground spring (  figure 3  ) 77.

Above the water pool, at the summit of  the towering shaft, was perhaps formerly 
a stone vault with an oculus – although the top of  the building has been lost, but the 
west wall is broken by windows, so that if  the original vault above the shaft possessed 

	 71	 Schmandt, Cologne (  as note 24  ), p. 368; Künzl, Von den Monumentalanlagen (  as note 48  ), p. 31.
	 72	 Doppelfeld, Die Ausgrabungen (  as note 45  ), pp. 92–106.
	 73	 Schütte – Gechter, Von der Ausgrabung (  as note 46  ); Thomas Otten – Christiane Twiehaus, 

An Encounter with Two Millenia. The Updated Concept for MiQua. LVR – Jewish Museum in the 
Archaeological Quarter Cologne (  Beiträge zur Rheinisch-Jüdischen Geschichte 8  ), Cologne 2018; 
Katja Kliemann – Michael Wiehen, Topographie und Infrastruktur des mittelalterlichen jüdischen 
Viertels in Köln, in: Simon Paulus – Maria Stürzebecher (  eds.  ), Inter Judeos. Topographie und 
Infrastruktur jüdischer Quartiere im Mittelalter, Jena 2019, pp. 64–78.

	 74	 On uses of  mikvaot in medieval Ashkenaz see: Neta Bodner, Romanesque Beyond Christianity. Jew-
ish Ritual Baths in Germany in the 12th and 13th Centuries, in: Jewish Studies Quarterly 28, 2021, 
pp. 369–387.

	 75	 Künzl, Von den Monumentalanlagen (  as note 48  ), p. 31.
	 76	 On dating: Doppelfeld, Die Ausgrabungen (  as note 45  ), p. 102; Schütte – Gechter, Von der Aus-

grabung (  as note 46  ), pp. 163–172; Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), pp. 35–36.
	 77	 Künzl, Von den Monumentalanlagen (  as note 48  ), p. 31.
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an opening, light could pass through the windows to the first stairwell outside the shaft 
and dimly light the stairs (  figure 4  ) 78. If  the shaft was originally open at the top, as I 
assume it was, it would have provided illumination directed from above the shaft over-
hanging the water into the stairwell wedged in between the shaft wall and the earthen 
masses outside the mikveh’s perimeters. The visual elements signal public monumental 
architecture on the one hand, and converge around the subjective, embodied perspec-
tive of  a single naked user in the water on the other hand. The material framed by the 
whole is the water itself. The space spotlights the pool as the topic and the user inter-
acts with the water in full nude form at the apex of  the immersion ceremony. Walking 
downwards with flame illumination during the night, the walk towards the water has a 
mystical ambience. A niche in the wall may have held a lamp for nighttime use 79. Look-
ing upwards into the shaft from the waters during the day meant gazing up towards the 
light, creating a dramatic perspective and helping mark the pool as a climax.

	 78	 Ibid.
	 79	 Ibid.

Figure 2: Plan and Section of  Cologne’s Twelfth-Century Mikveh (  Current State  ).  
Architectural Drawings: Moriya Erman with Neta Bodner.
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Figure 3: Cologne Mikveh, View Looking Downwards. Photo: Author, with thanks  
to Michael Wiehen and Archäologische Zone/Jüdisches Museum, MiQua. LVR-Jüdisches  

Museum im Archäologischen Quartier Köln for access to the site.

Figure 4: Cologne Mikveh, View Looking Upwards. Photo: Author.
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A building that evidences such planning and execution is an important source for 
understanding Jewish-Christian relations in medieval Cologne, and the ambitions of  
the Jewish community in the Middle Ages. Dug sixteen meters underground, Cologne’s 
mikveh is the deepest twelfth century example of  a type of  monumental mikvaot 
known only from the high Middle Ages and only found in today’s Germany and 
France. It is an impressive feat of  engineering and construction work that necessarily 
entailed high costs and complicated logistical coordination 80. Its construction would 
have been noisy and conspicuous, demanding tons of  stone for building and wood for 
the scaffolding. Such a structure, even more so than the synagogue, would have been 
dependent on extant infrastructure for construction available in Cologne as a city that 
was undergoing perpetual architectural change over decades.

The revived quarries in Drachenfels up the Rhine from Cologne meant a steady 
influx of  stones to the city, of  different types fitting different construction needs and 
of  different sizes, allowing large ashlar for steps and the immersion pool and smaller 
blocks for fill of  higher shaft walls, stones fit for sculpture as seen in the synagogue’s 
bimah and stones of  different colors to decorate the mikveh steps. The different 
cranes, pulleys, drills and scaffolds used for the churches, and seen in high-medieval 
paintings that record the continued church reconstruction that occurred in the city 
through the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, were a necessary prerequisite for im-
agining and realizing ambitious plans for the deep mikveh over ground water that still 
stands tall (  or rather, deep  ) today.

COLOGNE’S CHURCHES: A FITTING BACKGROUND  
FOR ARCHITECTURAL CREATIVITY AND AMBITION, EVEN BY MINORITIES

The architectural culture in medieval Cologne and the anomalous extent of  church 
construction and reconstruction help set the stage for understanding how the mikveh 
or such unusual elements as the synagogue’s bimah could have been imagined and com-
missioned. It was a culture of  ambition, ability and creativity that facilitated both the 
construction (  or reconstruction  ) of  Cologne’s famous dozen Romanesque churches, 
with some of  the most influential and innovative architecture from Late Antiquity to 
the High Middle Ages and, I would argue, gave rise to the realization of  Jewish archi-
tectural ambition in the synagogue and mikveh buildings as well.

The synagogue and mikveh in Cologne are different from any works of  Chris-
tian religious architecture built at the same time, yet can be compared with Chris-
tian Romanesque attitudes to building in Cologne as they changed in the eleventh to 
the twelfth centuries. Comparable strategies include ornamental details and design 
principles, such as shared structural solutions, use of  ashlar stone blocks in evolving 
building techniques, architectural ornament, details of  windows and arches, attitudes 
to subjective experience in religious space, emphasis on verticality, light from above 

	 80	 Potthoff – Wiehen, Neue Einblicke (  as note 24  ), p. 49.
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and, indeed, in innovative and creative design of  religious structures that push beyond 
extant norms of  similar buildings before them (  figures 5–8  ).

The city of  Cologne on the left bank of  the Rhine was a seat of  the provincial 
and military administration since founded as a Roman veterans’ settlement 81. In the 
Middle Ages it was the largest city in the area of  today’s Germany and an important 
episcopal center, the bishop’s seat in possession of  a large and impressive Carolingian 
basilica (  later rebuilt  ) and several Late Antique and Early Medieval churches within 
and immediately outside the city walls 82. In the eleventh century the city of  Cologne 
became one of  the most important archbishoprics of  the German empire 83. In the 
twelfth century it became a buzzing center of  creative Christian Romanesque architec-
ture still evident today 84. The surge of  building, or rather rebuilding, included a dozen 
churches with Late Antique or Early Medieval origins that were redesigned in the 
Romanesque style and continued with the rebuilding of  the Cathedral in the emergent 
Gothic style as well 85.

The eleventh, twelfth and thirteenth century changes to Cologne’s churches were 
the most prominent city-wide engagement with a wave of  renewal that ran through 
the whole Rhine valley from one cathedral to the other with the support of  the emper-
ors 86. The influence of  Cologne’s architectural school was significant and throughout 
the Staufen period (  the whole twelfth century and the early years of  the thirteenth  ) it 
was the architecture of  Cologne that pioneered the new building developments later 
dubbed the “Rhineland Romanesque” 87. This Rhineland Romanesque style was asso-
ciated with ideas of  the greatness of  the Holy Roman Empire, and imperial cathedrals 
became an architectural display of  imperial power, an embodiment of  the idea of  the 
Roman Empire’s might, demonstrating the rank of  their builders 88.

The pattern of  architectural intervention can be understood by looking at some 
examples 89. The Collegiate Church of  St Gereon was rebuilt in the eleventh cen-
tury but incorporated some remains of  an earlier Early Christian church into the re-
newed medieval one 90. St Pantaleon, founded in the late tenth century by Bruno I, 
Archbishop of  Cologne, was rebuilt as a large, triple-aisle church during the twelfth 

	 81	 Strait, Cologne (  as note 22  ), p. 3; Eck, The Jewish Community in Cologne (  as note 23  ), p. 249.
	 82	 Joseph Huffman, The Imperial City of  Cologne. From Roman Colony to Medieval Metropolis 

(  19 B.C.–1125 A.D.  ), Amsterdam 2018, pp. 17–45.
	 83	 Wolfgang Kaiser, Romanesque Architecture in Germany, in: Rolf Toman (  ed.  ), Romanesque. 

Architecture, Sculpture, Painting, Milan 2002, pp. 32–73, here p. 54.
	 84	 Edith A. Browne, Romanesque Architecture, London 1910, p. 27; Hans Erich Kubach, Roman-

esque Architecture, London 1988, p. 79.
	 85	 Shoham-Steiner, The Clash (  as note 22  ), p. 141.
	 86	 Rolf Toman, Introduction, in: Id., Romanesque (  as note 83  ), pp. 7–19, here p. 12.
	 87	 Kaiser, Romanesque Architecture in Germany (  as note 83  ), p. 58.
	 88	 Ibid., p. 54.
	 89	 Carlebach, Cologne (  as note 28  ), p. 59.
	 90	 Ernst Gall, Cathedrals and Abbey Churches of  the Rhine, transl. Olive Cook, London 1963, p. 9.
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Figure 5: Cologne Cathedral, Current State Begun c. 1247, Construction Continued in Several Sequential 
Phases until the End of  the Nineteenth-Century, View Looking Upwards. Photo: Author.

Figure 6: Church of  St. Georg, Cologne, Current State Begun in the Mid-12th Century with later Changes 
and Twentieth-Century Reconstruction following War Destruction, View towards East. Photo: Author.
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Figure 7: Church of  St Kunibert, Cologne, Current State Begun c. 1210 with later Changes and Twentieth-
Century Reconstruction following War Destruction, View towards East. Photo: Author.

Figure 8: Church of  St Maria im Kapitol, Cologne, Current State Begun c. 1040 with later Changes and 
Twentieth-Century Reconstruction following War Destruction, View towards South. Photo: Author.
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century 91. An earlier flat wooden roof  in the west transepts of  St Pantaleon was re-
placed by stone vaulting, a trademark of  the Romanesque architectural revolution 92. 
St Georg, founded by archbishop Anno in 1059 and completed after 1067, was ex-
tensively rebuilt in 1140 with stone cross vaults, and in a second renovation, towards 
the end of  the twelfth century, the western apse was replaced by a square tower 93. St 
Severin, the original building on the site dating to the late fourth or early fifth century, 
was remodeled many times in the Middle Ages 94. St Maria im Kapitol, founded in 
the seventh century, was rebuilt in the mid eleventh century (  consecrated 1065  ), and 
rebuilt again in c. 1200 95. While today the church is essentially a reconstruction after it 
was severely damaged in World War II 96, there is enough evidence of  the Romanesque 
form to know that the spatial solutions for the eastern end were unique and creative: 
the church was rebuilt with a unique tri-conch choir attached to a three-aisled nave, 
resulting in transept arms that followed the form of  the apse, the unusual ambulatory 
formed by the side-aisles now continued all the way along the perimeter of  the three 
conches creating an unorthodox plan and resulting in a continuous, uniform choir area 
with a pendentive dome at the center 97. This innovative spatial solution was adopted 
in renovations of  two other churches in Cologne – Sankt Aposteln (  nave 1020/1030, 
east part 1192  ) and Groß St Martin (  1050–1172  ) – showing internal impregnation 
with new ideas and a vibrant spirit of  architectural change 98.

Cologne continued to be an influential school of  innovative Christian architec-
ture throughout the whole twelfth century and the early years of  the thirteenth 99. 
Cologne Cathedral was consecrated in 870, but it was decided in the High Middle 
Ages that this much-altered Carolingian church would be replaced with a building that 
would express the importance of  the archbishop, serve as a shrine to the relics of  the 
three magi and symbolize the prominence of  Cologne as a flourishing center of  com-
merce 100. Therefore, when the cathedral caught fire in 1248, it was left to burn down 
in order to be rebuilt in the new ‘French style’ 101.

The same Romanesque churches continued receiving changes as well. As the 
rebuilding dates of  the churches show, Cologne was a vibrant city characterized by 
almost sequential building and renovation campaigns of  religious centers, sometimes 
beginning decades after completion of  a previous construction phase: Abbey Church 

	 91	 Ibid., p. 20.
	 92	 Ibid., p. 21.
	 93	 Ibid., p. 30.
	 94	 Huffman, The Imperial City (  as note 82  ), p. 68.
	 95	 Gall, Cathedrals (  as note 90  ), p. 30.
	 96	 Ibid., p. 30. See also: Krings – Schwab, Köln (  as note 42  ).
	 97	 Kaiser, Romanesque Architecture in Germany (  as note 83  ), pp. 54–55.
	 98	 Ibid.
	 99	 Ibid.
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of  St Gereon (  begun in the eleventh century  ); St Georg (  founded 1059, rebuilt 1140, 
renovated again at the end of  the twelfth century  ); St Maria im Kapitol (  first rebuild-
ing consecrated in 1065, rebuilt again c. 1200  ); St Apostolen (  rebuilding campaigns 
in c. 1020 and 1192  ); Gross St Martin (  rebuilding campaign between 1050–1172  ); St 
Pantaleon (  rebuilding begun in the twelfth century  ); cathedral (  sequential rebuilding 
begun 1248 with major phases till the nineteenth century  ) 102. The large number of  
churches redesigned evidences decades if  not centuries of  perpetual building in the 
city, churches often renovated several times to update their style, evidencing creativity, 
innovation and an appetite for new architectural ideas. According to Joseph Huffman 
“the building and remodeling of  the churches of  St. Gereon, St. Severin, St. Ursula (as 
it would become known), St. Kunibert, and the bishop’s cathedral church were costly, 
longterm investments. They functioned economically like major public works projects 
that kept many an artisan, merchant, and laborer gainfully employed.” 103

In their rapidly changing city-scape the communities of  Cologne were utilizing 
new technologies developing around them in real time. The period of  1050–1300 
was one of  Latin Europe’s most fertile eras of  cultural creativity, it included a race 
of  amazing breakthroughs in technology and science and was characterized by bursts 
of  renewal, revision, re-enlivening and restructuring of  novelties achieved in earlier 
eras 104. In Cologne the use of  innovative new methods was accelerated by the sheer 
mass of  churches being rebuilt over decades and even centuries. The Jews, despite 
their marginal social status, took part. This can be seen in this early example of  a deep 
shaft-type mikveh, perhaps a precedent for later examples, in the huge and ambitious 
bimah with ornate sculpture, written evidence of  animal decoration at the synagogue 
and general dynamic of  change and addition of  public buildings or building parts in 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.

Therefore, while the churches and the synagogue and mikveh do not look alike, 
there are noteworthy parallels in the processes of  change. In some churches new spa-
tial solutions developed in Cologne were quickly adopted and expanded upon in other 
church-redesigns, reflecting a vibrant school of  architecture with creative thinkers and 
technical ability. The Jews of  Cologne joined their Christian neighbors in taking part 
in and benefiting from these developments 105. The extent to which they chose similar 
or differentiated architectural strategies can be key to understanding what Baumgarten 
has already noted regarding daily life: that seemingly overlapping practices could serve 
distinctive, even contending, identities and do not necessarily reveal cultural overlap 106.

Each of  the complexes – monastic, parish, Jewish, and cathedral – had two dis-
tinct visual narratives. One was internal, what the community saw of  the latest artistic 
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trends adopted by their place of  worship. One was external, what others could see of  
their complex. Here, of  course, it was the church steeples and towers that dominated 
the skyline of  Cologne to all directions, as they do today, and communicated their re-
modeling beyond the circle of  users. Fifteenth-century paintings that show the residual 
architectural activity in their day show nicely what remodeling entailed: people, mate-
rials, visible scaffolding, dust. In eleventh-century Cologne, when the synagogue was 
first rebuilt, and to a greater extent in twelfth-century Cologne with the foundation of  
the mikveh, these would have been all around the Jewish quarter where these rebuild-
ing projects were carried out in the shadow of  the reconstruction of  the churches. 
That the Jews reacted to the atmosphere of  architectural change teaches us about their 
participation in the characteristics of  the Christian city.

One of  the main features of  Romanesque Cathedrals in the Rhineland is the 
stress on verticality 107, also evidenced in the Cologne mikveh. While large cathedrals 
were substantiated expressions of  power, pride, and status 108, the Jews of  Cologne too 
managed to express fortitude through architectural patronage and waves of  expansion 
and creative additions throughout the twelfth century. Cologne’s churches incorporated 
remains of  earlier structures (  for example the cathedral and the church of  St Gereon  ), 
perhaps to stress their antiquity. The mikveh building, too, incorporated spolia col-
umns, though we can likewise only speculate regarding symbolic meaning. Addition 
of  towers, as at St Georg, is a characteristic of  Romanesque in German-speaking lands 
and the mikveh shaft should be studied in this context despite being subterranean as 
the construction methods could have been based on tower-building techniques, as it 
was a time of  development of  spires and a race for heights 109.

Ashlar stone blocks were brought from some of  the same quarries, rediscovered 
in the Middle Ages after falling out of  use at the end of  the Roman period: it has been 
shown that the bimah was made from stones usually allowed for use only within the 
cathedral itself  and by the cathedral opera 110. In both the churches, the synagogue, and 
the mikveh there is new use of  towers and lanterns for natural lighting (  over ground 
in the churches but subterranean in the mikveh shaft  ) to accentuate the experience 
of  space 111. Continuous, uniform space characterizes the renovations of  the churches 
and the synagogue, though the churches use stone vaults while the synagogue, unchar-
acteristically for the development of  the time, is devoid of  columns or piers and thus 
had a timber roof. The single synagogue space with no division into aisles or interior 
supports is very different from the plans and elevations of  the churches. Yet the cam-
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paigns of  renovation overlap and the attitude to innovation, space, decoration, and 
stone-ornament can point to sharing the same spirit of  engagement with the stone 
revolution and its possibilities for redefining religious spaces.

Partaking in a spirit of  renewal, even when there was no structural need for it, 
is a mark of  the time for churches but is surprising for substrate (  Jewish  ) rather than 
superstrate (  Christian  ) societies. Churches were rebuilt by rich and stable institutions. 
Synagogues belonged to marginalized and small communities, some of  which were 
subject to devastating attacks at the end of  the eleventh century and at different points 
between the twelfth and fourteenth centuries. Therefore, while the synagogues and 
Jewish ritual baths could not compete with imperial commissions and rebuilding of  ca-
thedrals in influential dioceses, their ambitious redesign in the eleventh and then again 
in the twelfth century in the city of  Cologne should be marked. It can show parallel 
ambitions despite the huge power imbalance between groups.

SIMILARLY DIFFERENT: COMPARING ARCHITECTURE THAT DOESN’T LOOK ALIKE

Assuming that things can look different but have inherent underlying similarity is an 
insight that was developed by Caroline Bynum in ‘Avoiding the Tyranny of  Morphol-
ogy; or, Why Compare?’ 112, expanded upon in ‘Interrogating Likeness’ and theorized 
in ‘Dissimilar Similitudes. Devotional Objects in Late Medieval Europe’ 113. According 
to Bynum “the issue of  comparison is more difficult than we usually admit. Looking 
alike may not be the best basis for a comparative study that must [  …  ] consider both 
similarity and difference to be problematic if  it is to illuminate either side of  a com-
parison.” 114 Engaging with Bynum’s idea that things can look different but be similar 
(  and vice versa  ) is a good way to refine the scope of  cultural appropriation, where in 
most examples things look similar but are actually used and interpreted differently, 
and become aware of  its sometimes fuzzable boundaries. Inherent similarity between 
Jewish and Christian religious architecture, in Cologne and elsewhere in Latin Europe, 
is only partially anchored in visual similitude. Rather, it stems from shared assump-
tions about what religious rituals should look like, how spatial design can support their 
performance, the different visual metaphors for God and symbolic use of  materials 
such as stone, water and, to the extent we can call it a material, light 115. Jews in Co-
logne reorganized the details developed as part of  Christian Romanesque into a new 
syntax and message – building a new architectural language by adopting ‘words’ and 
even isolated ‘sentences’ from the evolving style of  Rhineland Romanesque whose 
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major home was Cologne. If  this interpretation is accepted, then one can ask if  they 
were forming a local creole. Or, to complicate the question, if  they were simply using 
the ‘ingredients’ available for architectural solutions in medieval Cologne. Or, if  we 
discard the critical aspect of  the term ‘to appropriate’ and focus on the etymology of  
‘to actively make something one’s own’ then we can think of  the Jewish use of  some 
architectural practices as cultural appropriation 116. Here, as Nelson notes, there is an 
active and a passive side 117, the Jewish community brought into its synagogue elements 
derived from Christian tastes; most well-preserved is the evidence of  the gothic tra
cery and sculpture of  the bimah. Like Marcus’ ‘inward acculturation,’ here too there is 
no reason to assume that any Christian interpretation or association was maintained, 
rather the aesthetics were turned into something serving internal Jewish needs and, we 
can imagine, interpretations.

COMPLICATING THE QUESTION, CHALLENGING THE THEORETICAL MODELS:  
TECHNOLOGY AS A SHARED RESOURCE ABOVE THE CULTURAL DIVIDE

The Romanesque building revolution, in which I have argued the Jews of  Cologne par-
took, was based on a set of  technological changes that flew through Europe, changed 
the economy, opened up new trade and occupations, and led to a change in the way cit-
ies looked and functioned 118. Different machines for quarrying, transporting, sculpt-
ing, and lifting stones were invented and knowledge spread fast with moving groups of  
masons and other building professionals. Stone quarrying became one of  the biggest 
industries, by far the most important mining industry, and a major source of  income 
and occupation 119. The mason was one of  the highly skilled workmen of  the medieval 
industrial revolution 120. Underground quarries comprised an intricate web of  stone 
galleries and the quarrymen tunneled long parallel and transverse galleries, sometimes 
on three levels 121. The tunneling skills needed for constructing and expanding the 
quarries could have contributed to the design and construction of  the mikvaot in 
Latin Europe as well. Over ground, vast workshops were cut out of  the rock to pro-
vide space for rough-hewing and to make way for carts pulled by oxen or horses and 
ingenious machines were used to load and unload stones 122.

According to Tanja Pothoff, quarries for Cologne’s churches were situated nearby 
at Drachenfels (  Siebengebirge  ), where trachyte, latite and basalt have been mined since 
Roman times. The quarries were high up on the mountains and cutting and transporting 
them demanded knowledge and effort. Stone was so expensive that ashlar blocks from 
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older structures were recycled for new buildings in the eleventh and twelfth centuries: 
it is reported that Louis the German had the walls of  both Frankfurt and Regensburg 
torn down in order to build two churches; the marble and limestone to build Lyons 
Cathedral were transported in 1192 from Trajan’s Forum in nearby Fourvire; Gauzlin, 
the abbot of  Fleury (  Saint-Benoît-sur-Loire  ) obtained marble a partibus Romanie from 
the Nivernais after 1026 123. One of  the achievements at Speyer in an eleventh-century 
rebuilding was the roofing of  the entire nave with stone cross-vaults 124.

Like food or materials, technology, too, is inherently connected to a time and 
place, and therefore is a shared reality for majority and minority societies alike. The 
accelerated speed of  renovation was a result of  different social and historical factors: 
the end of  attacks by invaders, a rise in demographic growth, improvements in in-
dustry of  different kinds, the rise of  cities, a change in the structure and character of  
feudal rule, movements for church reform, the rise of  new organizations and orders 
and other developments sometimes known as the Twelfth-Century Renaissance 125. 
The Romanesque style period represented an age of  expansion and consolidation of  
Christian Europe. It was characterized by increasing urbanization and witnessed re-
markable technical and intellectual innovations. This is the time in which ‘The Europe 
of  Cathedrals’ took shape, with bishops’ churches coming to dominate the skyline of  
many towns and cities across the continent 126. It was also a time in which Jews built 
unprecedented mikvaot and expanded and beautified their synagogues in cathedral 
cities in the Rhineland.

As has already been mentioned, the surge of  church rebuilding in Cologne, in 
the shadow of  which the synagogue was renovated and the mikveh built, was not 
an isolated phenomenon. From around the year 1000 to the middle of  the eleventh 
century nearly all German Empire cathedrals underwent large-scale reconstructions, 
most of  them in modern and monumental design, after decades and even centuries of  
little building activity 127. The appetite for renovation seems to have been contagious 
and affected different denominations, orders and – I have argued here – Jews as well 
as Christians. Looking at how ‘contagious’ the appetite for renovation seems to have 
been, we can ask whether technological advancement brings with it new ambition in a 
way that evades cultural divides. Perhaps developing technologies, at any time, are not 
identified by communities as connected to a limited identity group, they don’t seem 
to belong to closed social circles. Are new technologies like local production of  food-
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stuffs: regionally specific and therefore used as a base for the different ‘kitchens’ of  
separate groups that live side by side in the same place? When people of  different be-
liefs use cellular phones, the internet or virtual reality headsets, are they drawing from a 
shared cultural pool, appropriating western culture (  even if  the items are made in East 
Asia  ), or doing something else altogether? In what way can technological changes be 
associated fully with one ‘culture’? Perhaps they are more like raw materials that can be 
molded into different forms that serve different cultural purposes?

CONCLUSIONS

Spiro Kostof  has argued that public places were repositories of  a common history, and 
expressions of  a shared destiny, places for shared ritual behavior and uniting ritual ac-
tion 128. According to Micha Perry there has been a scholarly view that sees the medie-
val Jews as ‘people of  the book’ escaping the hardship of  life into the pages of  the Tal-
mud, preoccupied with every miniscule detail of  its laws as a sort of  escapism of  the 
powerless into an imaginary reality in which they and over which they held power 129. 
For Perry this dichotomy between ‘real’ and ‘imaginary’, medieval reality and Talmudic 
law does not hold when thinking about the Eruv, where the two worlds – old laws and 
contemporary reality – were forced to meet 130. I would like to suggest that the same 
statement holds true for architecture – the religious and religious-legal considerations 
had to meet on the ground realities of  materials, techniques, available workmen, legal 
permissions regarding building, financial considerations, and communal ones. They 
also met the less practical and material considerations of  taste and stylistic ambitions, 
the realms in which questions of  appropriation, creolization or just cultural immersion 
can overlap. What can be said about the definition of  that common history and shared 
destiny if  the synagogue and other public buildings were entangled with the stylistic 
preferences and technological advances of  contemporary church architecture? Here 
the term creolization may again be useful.

However, eliding these terms altogether I have also maintained that as core so-
ciety shifts with technological innovation, so does the minority or substrate society in 
its midst. While adopting new technologies, the substrate society does not necessarily 
see it as belonging in some way to majority society in which it has only recently prior 
been born. Technology can serve as an empty cultural slate in real time and only be 
perceived by us in hindsight as a marker of  only one original side of  the cultural di-
vide. The High Middle Ages are a technological moment, with new building practices 
and abilities. These should be considered in the analysis of  the bath and synagogue in 
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Cologne and in consideration of  the Jewish-Christian relations that are reflected in the 
architectural decisions.

Here creolization, which describes, for example, how Slave families used African 
cooking traditions with ingredients found in the Atlantic, could be helpful in spotlight-
ing the porous boundaries between culture, technology, and availability of  materials. 
It helps to think of  what culture is and suggests that in cases where (  due to new tech-
nologies or norms  ) both minority and majority culture change together, it may not be 
a case of  appropriation but of  something else. Therefore ‘creolization’ as applied by 
Bernard Gowers to the Middle Ages, can complement ‘cultural appropriation’, to help 
explain some relationships expressed in the architectural works. Finally, Gowers distin-
guishes between ‘pragmatic’ and ‘programmatic’ creolization; the first involves practi-
cal considerations (  for example taking over a word or a technique because it is useful 
and absent elsewhere  ), the second, involves self-consciously pushing the boundaries 
between groups and forming a self-aware combination. For this discussion both could 
be argued for: if  emphasis were placed on the role of  technological opportunity in 
the development of  Romanesque then pragmatic creolization could be argued for. If, 
rather, we understand the buildings as bearers of  meaning and facilitators of  experi-
ence, designed for penance-based body rituals intended for reaching spiritual goals, 
then perhaps we should consider Cologne’s mikveh in the context of  programmatic 
creolization.

Entanglement, being a neutral term when it comes to asymmetric power dynam-
ics, cannot fully account for adoption of  Christian architectural norms and tastes in 
Jewish religious architecture, perhaps more so for the practical side of  adoption of  
new Christian building technologies by Jews. Here the term ‘appropriation’ could be 
useful for cases in which Christian society chose to use Jewish symbols, objects or 
language in a way that is out of  place, derogative or misinterpreted. Appropriation and 
creolization are two mirror-terms, the first looking from the point of  view of  majority 
and the second from the point of  view of  minority society.

Whichever term is considered to best describe the case study, it has been argued 
throughout the article that changes to architecture can reveal various social processes, 
changing values, shifting circumstances, reaction to events, and altered ideals. Religious 
buildings came to fill highly significant religious and social functions for the communi-
ties and cities in which they are situated. For Jews in medieval German-speaking lands 
these changes occurred partially as a result of  shifts in Christian architectural norms 
and ambitions.

Public architecture, and over time especially religious public architecture, often 
came to be perceived as embodying something of  the community that built and used 
it. Therefore, design decisions and patterns of  use were never only practically driven 
or a technical act, but rather should be studied as meaningful decisions that reflect 
both values and self-perception. Contrary to expectation, design decisions often re-
sulted from reasons entirely unrelated to safety, conservation, or other practical needs, 
but rather stemmed, in fact, from broader social and cultural developments such as 
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political ambition, theological developments or military achievements 131. They are a 
good source, therefore, for gauging both the abilities and the beliefs of  societies, and 
in this case a good source for discussing Jewish-Christian relations on the boundaries 
between separation, influence, appropriation or entanglement.
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