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UNDERSTANDING THE ORIGINS OF GERMAN JEWISH
SURNAMES

The study of German Jewish surnames offers a fascinating
window into the history, migration patterns, and cultural
assimilation of Jewish communities in Central Europe. For
centuries, Jewish people in German-speaking regions carried
distinct naming traditions that reflected their religious identity,
occupations, and geographic origins. When researching a list of
German Jewish surnames, it is important to understand that
these names were not arbitrary; they were shaped by historical
decrees, local languages, and the unique circumstances of Jewish
life in Europe. Many of these surnames have survived through
generations and are now found across the globe, particularly in
the United States, Israel, and Latin America.

The adoption of fixed family names among German Jews occurred
relatively late compared to their Christian neighbors. Before the
late 18th and early 19th centuries, Jewish naming conventions
typically followed a patronymic system, where individuals were
identified by their given name followed by "ben" (son of) or "bat"

(daughter of). The shift toward permanent surnames was driven
largely by government mandates. As various German states and
the Austro-Hungarian Empire passed edicts requiring Jews to
register hereditary surnames, families had to choose or were
assigned last names that would become their lasting legacy. This
historical context is essential for anyone exploring a list of
German Jewish surnames, as it explains the diversity and
meaning behind these names.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND: THE EDICTS THAT
SHAPED SURNAMES

The push for surname adoption began in earnest in the late
1700s and continued through the 1800s. The Edict of Toleration
issued by Emperor Joseph Il in 1782 required Jews in the
Habsburg territories to adopt German surnames. Similarly,
Napoleon Bonaparte's conquests spread the requirement for fixed
surnames across German lands. By the early nineteenth century,
most German states had enacted similar laws. Some Jewish
families were allowed to choose their own surnames, often
paying a fee for more desirable names, while others had names
assigned by government officials. This process created the rich
tapestry of names found in any comprehensive list of German
Jewish surnames.
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The selection or assignment of names followed several patterns.
Some families chose names based on their occupations, others
on the towns or regions they came from, and still others on
personal characteristics. Many names were derived from nature,
animals, or beautiful concepts, as officials sometimes encouraged
poetic or pleasant-sounding names. However, some officials
assigned derogatory or absurd names to Jewish families as a form
of humiliation, though such names are less common in surviving
records. Understanding these historical dynamics adds depth to
any study of a list of German Jewish surnames.

MAJOR CATEGORIES OF GERMAN JEWISH SURNAMES

German Jewish surnames can be grouped into several distinct
categories. Recognizing these categories helps researchers and
enthusiasts better understand the meanings and origins behind
the names. Below are the primary types you will encounter when
examining a list of German Jewish surnames.

Occupational Surnames

Occupational surnames were extremely common among German
Jews, just as they were among the general population. These
names indicated the trade or profession of the original name
bearer. Some of the most frequent occupational surnames
include:

¢ Goldschmidt (goldsmith) - a name held by many Jewish
artisans working with precious metals
e Kaufmann (merchant or trader) - reflecting the prominent

role of Jews in commerce

¢ Schneider (tailor) - a very common occupation in Jewish
communities

¢ Fischer (fisherman) - for those who worked in fishing or
fish selling

e Weber (weaver) - indicating textile work

e Meyer (steward or farmer) - one of the most widespread
German Jewish surnames

e Backer or Backer (baker) - for those who baked bread for
the community

e Schuster (shoemaker) - a common trade in every town

* Fleischer (butcher) - specifically for kosher butchers

e Kantor (cantor) - referring to the synagogue cantor

These occupational names form a substantial part of any list of
German Jewish surnames and offer clues about the lives of
ancestors who carried these trades.

Toponymic Surnames
Based on Places

Toponymic surnames, derived from place names, are another
major category. These names indicate where a family or
individual came from. Many German Jewish surnames reference
cities, towns, or regions in Germany and neighboring areas.
Common examples include:

¢ Frankfurter (from Frankfurt)
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Wiener (from Vienna)

Berliner (from Berlin)

Hamburger (from Hamburg)
Breslauer (from Breslau, now Wroctaw)
e Miinzer or Miinchner (from Munich)
Oppenheimer (from Oppenheim)

* Speyer (from Speyer)

e Worms or Wormser (from Worms)

e Ullmann (from Ulm)

Place-based names are especially valuable for genealogical
research. When you find a surname from a specific town in a list
of German Jewish surnames, it can point directly to the
geographic origin of the family.

Descriptive and
Ornamental Surnames

Many German Jewish surnames were chosen for their pleasant
sound or positive meaning. Ornamental names, often compound
words created from German roots, became particularly
fashionable among Jews who wanted to adopt names that
sounded refined or artistic. These names frequently reference
nature, colors, or abstract qualities. Notable examples include:

e Rosenberg (rose mountain)
e Goldberg (gold mountain)
e Silbermann (silver man)

* Weiss (white)

e Schwarz (black)

e Rothschild (red shield) - one of the most famous Jewish
banking families

Grunbaum (green tree)

Blumenthal (flower valley)

Rosenthal (rose valley)

Lilienthal (lily valley)

Feinberg (fine mountain)

Nussbaum (nut tree)

Ornamental surnames account for a significant portion of any list
of German Jewish surnames and often carry aesthetic or
aspirational meanings.

Patronymic and
Matronymic Surnames

Although patronymic names were less common after the
surname mandates, some German Jewish surnames are derived
from given names. These surnames often end with suffixes that
indicate descent. Examples include:

e Abramsohn or Abrahamsohn (son of Abraham)
* Jacobs or Jacobsohn (son of Jacob)

* Isaacsohn or Isaacs (son of Isaac)

e Davidsohn or Davidson (son of David)

e Samuels (son of Samuel)



e Mendelssohn (son of Mendel) - famously associated with
the composer Felix Mendelssohn
¢ Sachs or Sachsen (sometimes derived from Isaac)

These patronymic names are easily recognizable in any list of
German Jewish surnames and often preserve traditional Jewish
given names that might otherwise have faded from use.

COMPREHENSIVE LIST OF GERMAN JEWISH
SURNAMES

The following is an expanded list of German Jewish surnames
that reflects the diversity and richness of the naming tradition.
This list includes both very common names and lesser-known
varieties. Please note that while many of these names are
strongly associated with Jewish heritage, some were also carried
by non-Jewish families, as surnames in Germany overlap across
religious groups.

Common German Jewish
Surnames Ato Z

e Adler - eagle, a noble and aspirational name

Armhold - poor forest, possibly descriptive

Bach - brook or stream, a nature-based name

Baer or Bar - bear, often a translation of the Hebrew Dov
Bamberger - from Bamberg

Benedix - blessed, derived from Latin

Berg - mountain, a common element in compound names
Bing - from Bingen am Rhein

Bloch - possibly from Slavic words for foreigner or from a
place name

Bodenstein - ground stone, a toponymic name
Breslau - from the city of Breslau

Brill - possibly from Brihl or meaning eyeglasses
Cahn or Cohen - priestly lineage, one of the most
significant Jewish surnames

Carlebach - from the town of Carlsbach

David - the given name David used as a surname
Dessauer - from Dessau

Deutsch - German, indicating German origin

Dreyfus - from Dreifuss, meaning tripod, or from Trier
Eisenberg - iron mountain

Elbogen - from Elbogen in Bohemia

Engel - angel, a popular ornamental name

Epstein - from Eppstein in Hesse

Falk - falcon, deriving from the bird

Fein - fine or delicate, a descriptive name

Finkelstein - beautiful stone or spangle stone

Fisch - fish, a common occupational or nature name
Fraenkel or Frankel - from Franconia

Frank - from Franconia or meaning free

Fuchs - fox, often a descriptive name

Geiger - violinist, an occupational name

Ginsberg - from Ginsburg, or meaning mountain of the
gins

Gluck - luck or fortune, an aspirational name
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e Gold - gold, a common element in compound names e Guggenheim - from Guggenheim in Bavaria
* Goldstein - gold stone e Gumpel - from the given name Gumpel, a variant of
e Gottschalk - servant of God, a theophoric name Samuel

e Graff or Graf - count, a title-based name



