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Kehila in Kaifeng 

Stefan Messmann 

Central European University/Hungary 

 

Abstract 

There is no exact record of where the 

Jews came from and how many of them 

settled in Kaifeng. According to the 

Babylonian Talmud, the Jews settled along 

the Silk Road as early as in the 4th century. 

According to the Jesuit missionary, Gozani, 

their number in Kaifeng the 18th century was 

two to three thousand. The Chinese 

emperor greeted the Jews enthusiastically.  

The period of the Ming dynasty (1368-

1644) was the Golden Age of the Kaifeng 

Jews. They began to adopt Chinese names 

and more and more of them passed the 

imperial examination, in addition, they 

adopted some elements of Confucianism 

without completely subordinating 

themselves to Confucianism.  

The relationship between the Chinese 

and the Jews, especially Jews and the 

Chinese authorities, was good and the Jews 

were treated with tolerance. However, the 

relationship between the Jews and Muslims 

was not always smooth. The decline of 

Kaifeng Jews coincides with the decline of 

Kaifeng and the Ming dynasty. It happened 

not only for political and military reasons, 

but for economic reasons as well. Between 

1840 and 1850, the Kaifeng synagogue fell 

to ruins, as a result of the Taiping Rebellion, 

the Boxer Uprising, and the subsequent 

wars and civil wars, Kaifeng Jewry virtually 

disappeared.  

 

Keywords 

Kaifeng, foot binding, Sasson, Silk Road, 

synagogue, Kehila, Golden Age of the 

Kaifeng Jews, Hebrew-Persian language, 

beth din, Yeshiva, Kashrut, Ming dynasty, 

Taiping and Boxer rebellions.  

 

In Kaifeng 

In 2019, I visited Kaifeng to search the 

traces of the Jewish population of different 

dynasties. Kaifeng was eight times the 

capital of the Chinese Empire, e.g., of the 

Wei kingdom, the Northern Song and Jin 

dynasties. Today, it is a prefecture-level city 

with about one million inhabitants, and with 

eight million people in the surrounding area. 
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It is in Henan province, and is located at the 

bank of the Yellow River. 

Today, I could not find any sign of 

Jewry in Kaifeng. The remaining part of the 

city is now seven to eight meters below the 

earth, maybe even deeper, due to sequential 

floods. Therefore, the location of the old 

synagogue can only be “approximately” 

determined. Only the street called Jiao Jing 

Hutong, which means “the street of those 

who teach the Tora”, shows the location of 

the Jewish quarter, where the Jews used to 

live in the former capital of the Chinese 

Empire. But maybe also something else also 

provides evidence of the former place of the 

Jewish quarter: on the east side a mosque is 

“guarding” the entrance to the Jewish 

quarter, and a catholic church on the west. 

Probably not unlike the old days: nobody 

could know whether a Jew would “take a 

wrong turning” into one of these 

chapels…Today, as was the case at that 

time, there are about ten or eleven different 

nationalities living in Kaifeng. 

Close to the Jewish quarter, there is a 

park named after the painting Qingming 

Shanghe Tu, by the famous painter Zhang 

Zeduan (1085-1145) in the Song dynasty 

(906-1279). The name of the painting is 

translated as River on the fiesta of Qingming. 

Even today, the Chinese are visiting the 

tombs of their ancestors. On the painting 

mounted on silk roll one may observe the 

daily life as well as the prosperity of the 

Northern Song capital, Bianliang, now 

called Kaifeng. In a solitary part of the park 

there is a pavilion which is now the Jewish 

Museum. At the entrance, there was a 

museum assistant admonishing the visitors 

that “photography or cinematography are 

forbidden in this place” I asked her for the 

reason. “Because the Arabs are our friends and we 

don’t want to cry from the house-top that there is a 

Jewish museum in our country!”, answered the 

assistant.      

The collection of the museum is rather 

modest. The subjects exhibited are mainly 

coming from Israeli, American, and 

Canadian sources but it is also possible that 

the same donors are contributing to the 

maintenance of the museum. However, 

there was no indication in the museum that 

“The Arabs are our friends!”     

In the following, I will concentrate on 

the arrival of Jews to China, the Kehila in 

Kaifeng, the Golden Age of the Kaifeng 

Jewry, the respect of the ancestors, the 

language the Jews used to speak in Kaifeng, 

the beth din and the Yeshiva, the mixed 

marriages between Jews and Chinese, the 
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fight for identity of Jews in Kaifeng, and, 

finally, their decline.       

  

In the track of the coincidence 

In the 10th century, a harsh fashion 

started spreading in China: the foot-binding 

which crippled the majority of women for 

their whole life. This was the requirement  

allegedly, for women to be beautiful, sexy, 

fashionable, and attractive for men. This 

custom was explained later on in different 

ways: some considered it as a resistance 

against the Manchurian conquerors, others 

interpreted it as a sign of loyalty towards the 

Han Chinese. This custom, however, was 

not just practiced by the Chinese only, but 

also adhered to by the minorities living in 

China and even among the people living in 

countries bordering China. This custom, for 

example, was also adopted by the Korean 

“upper class” as well as the Jews as well 

living in Henan Province at that time.1 

Jews in Henan at that time? Many people 

know more about the Jews living in 

Shanghai. When I visited the Jewish 

Museum in Shanghai I saw there a lot of 

 
1 Stefan Messmann: Krüppelfüßchen der Chinesinnen – 

Sinnlichkeit oder männliche Dominanz? Bochum, 2005.  

data about them. It is known that the 

Sassoon family coming from Bagdad started 

their business in Shanghai with real estate 

speculation from 1850 on already, becoming 

one of the richest families in the city. In the 

decades before WWII, several tens of 

thousands of Jewish immigrants arrived in 

this Chinese metropole, where antisemitism 

was totally unknown. This city received, at 

that time, more Jewish emigrants than 

Canada, Australia, New-Zealand, South-

Africa, and India together. In the 1930s and 

1940s, there were eight to ten Jewish 

newspapers published in Shanghai, many of 

which were in German, for example Unser 

Leben, Yüddisch Almanach, Schangai Woche, 8 

Uhr Blatt, but not few were also in English, 

for instance, Israel’s Messenger, Tagar, Shanghai 

Jewish Cronicle, and The Jewish Call. In 

addition, there were Jewish schools, 

theaters, libraries, orchestras, and 

restaurants as well…The restaurant called 

“Fiaker”, was advertised as “Cosy Viennese 

Café-Restaurant: Special Viennese & 

Hungarian Cuisine”. 

It is well known that Dr. Jacob 

Rosenfeld (1903-1952), a medical doctor, 
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find refuge in Shanghai in 1939, and in 1941 

he became a member of the Chinese 

Revolutionary  Army fighting against the 

Japanese. He served in Mao Zedong’s army, 

and has finished his carrier as the 

commander of the Medical Corps of the 

People’s Liberation Army which was the 

highest military position ever held by a 

foreigner.2 Even earlier, in the 1920s, Morris 

Cohen (1887-1970) was a high-ranking 

officer in the Chinese army and was known 

as “Two-revolvered Cohen”. He was, 

between 1922 and 1925, adjutant of Sun 

Yat-sen and later on, under Chiang Kai-

shek, general of the Kuomintang army. He 

got his nickname because he always had two 

revolvers with him.3     

 
2 Arbel, Rachel. "The Chinese Saga of a Viennese 

Doctor: The Story of Jakob Rosenfeld". Museum 

of the Jewish People. 

https://www.anumuseum.org.il/event/chinese-

saga-viennese-doctor-story-jakob-rosenfeld-

closed/; Kaminski, Gerd. "Rosenfeld, Jakob". 

Social Democratic Party of Vienna (in German). 

http://www.dasrotewien.at/seite/rosenfeld-

jakob; "Austrian Jewish doctor Jakob Rosenfeld". 

China Internet Information Center. 2015-12-12. 

Archived from the original on 2021-04-08. 

https://archive.is/e2auS (all websites visited on 

April 22, 2021). 

But Jews in Henan already in the Middle 

Ages?  

 

Unknown from unknown place  

In the seventeenth century, the Jews of 

Kaifeng took up an incredible experiment. 

Ai Tien, a member of the Jewish community 

who was in Beijing at that time for an 

imperial exam, learned that an Italian Jesuit 

missionary named Matteo Ricci was also 

staying in Beijing. While many Chinese were 

of the opinion that the Jesuits were Muslim 

(because they only knew them as 

monotheists), Ai Tien regarded  Ricci as a 

Jew for the same reason, and wanted, 

therefore, to contact him in order to 

persuade him to come to Kaifeng to end the 

3 Levy, Daniel S. (27 December 2020). "Two-Gun 

Cohen: Artful dodger turned Chinese legend and 

hero of Israel". The Jerusalem Post. 

https://www.jpost.com/diaspora/two-gun-

cohen-artful-dodger-turned-chinese-legend-and-

hero-of-israel-652881 (visited April 22, 2021); 

Evans, Brian L.; Yarhi, Eli (29 January 2008). 

"Morris "Two-Gun" Cohen". The Canadian 

Encyclopedia. https://www. 

thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/en/article/morris-

moishe-cohen (visited April 22, 2021); Krasno, 

Rena (2001). "Two-Gun Cohen’s Tomb in 

Manchester". Points East 16 (2): 9 & 10. 
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isolation of the Kaifeng Jews. When Ricci 

heard about Ai Tien, he thought he would l 

meet a non-Roman Christian - what an 

experience in China! - and wanted to get to 

know him for that reason. Their first 

encounter in 1605 was very cordial: they 

hugged each other. Their relationship 

continued after Ricci realized that Ai Tien's 

religious followers were not Christians. In 

order to make it sure he sent a messenger to 

Ai Tien in Kaifeng to "investigate" the 

situation and, at the same time, he sent a 

message to the rabbi in Kaifeng that he was 

willing to make available to him a Hebrew 

Old Testament as well as the New 

Testament. The New Testament, Ricci 

explained, might be of particular interest to 

the Kaifeng Jews, because they may "finally 

know" that the Messiah had arrived already 

1600 years before. 

Ricci's allegation surprised the Kaifeng 

rabbi. How could a "smart and educated 

man" like Ricci believe, he said, that the 

Saviour had already arrived when it was well 

known that he has not descended to Earth 

yet and would not come for tens of 

thousands of years either. But in his message 

 
4 Xu Xin: The Jesus of Kaifeng, China. History, Culture, 

and Religion, NJ, 2003, pp. 2-3. 

to Ricci, the Kaifeng rabbi also added that 

"being an old and fragile man”, he would 

welcome it very much, if Ricci would 

become his successor, provided he was 

willing to move to Kaifeng. The rabbi was 

obviously not too bothered by Ricci's 

"misconception" about the Saviour, which 

he might have considered to be a peculiar 

form of his cast of thought. Rather, he 

wondered if Ricci would be willing to keep 

the kashrut. Kashrut is a set of dietary laws 

dealing with the food that Jews are 

permitted to eat and how these foods must 

be prepared according to Jewish law. 

After getting to know Ricci, Ai Tien 

believed that Christianity was a Jewish sect; 

and that Christians with their "special 

customs" were "members of the house of Israel."  

Ricci was wrong in the first place to 

believe that they were Nestorian Christians.  

After realizing that they are Jews, he 

believed that the Kaifeng Jewry would soon 

blend into the surrounding nationalities. 4 

But Ricci was wrong again because the 

Kehila in Kaifeng survived for hundreds of 

years.  
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From where did the Jews get to Kaifeng? 

One assumption is that the Jews came 

to China via the Silk Road. Its name derives 

from the lucrative trade in silk between 

China, Mongolia, and Central Asia, 

beginning in the Han dynasty (BD 206 - 220 

AD). The Silk Road then already connected 

the Yellow River valley with the 

Mediterranean coast. The dark Middle Ages 

in Europe, it was the golden age of China 

during the Tang dynasty (618-906). Its 

capital, Chan'an (today's Xi’an) was 

considered the largest city in the world. The 

contemporary Chinese society was open-

minded: "Visitors from all over the world, 

including diplomats and students, came and 

with them: Zoroastrianism, Manicheism, 

and Nestorian Christianity".5  

According to the Babylonian Talmud, 

Jews settled along the Silk Road as early as  

the forth century, primarily because of the 

hoped-for profit from trade, but perhaps 

also because of the knowledge of a common 

Aramaic language, which greatly facilitated 

 
5 Xu Xin, Beverly Friend: Legends of the Jews in Kaifen, 

NJ, 1995, p. XIII; Wang Yisha: Spring and Autumn 

of the Chinese Jews, Ocean Press, 1984, p. 145; Leslie 

understanding with other traders, despite 

the fact that most Jewish traders spoke, in 

addition to Latin, French, Spanish, or some 

of the Slavic languages. 

The trade with China also flourished 

through the Persian Gulf. In addition to 

Arab and Persian merchants, Jewish 

merchants also used this trade channel. 

Already in the 6th century there is written 

evidence of the presence of Jews in the area: 

Sir Marc Aurél Stein, a Hungarian-born 

British archaeologist, found a letter written 

in mixed Persia-Hebrew language, which, 

although not being a proof that there were  

Jews living in the area for a long time, 

indicated nevertheless that at least from 

time to time they were present in China. The 

presence of Jews in China is also indicated 

by the fact that a Chinese coin of that time 

was bilingual: there were Chinese signs on 

one side and Hebrew letters on the other.6  

According to some information, the 

Jews came from Tianzhu to Kaifeng as 

indicated by the steles made in 1489, 1663 

and 1679. However, the Tianzhu designation 

does not provide a clear answer to the 

Donald: The Survival of the Chinese Jews, 1975, pp. 21-

22.  

6 Xu Xin : op.cit., p. 8-9. 
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question "from where". While in Chinese 

language today Tianzhu means India, in 

earlier eras the whole western part of China 

was called Tianzhu. The inscription, dated 

from 1512, also contains the xi yu Chinese 

symbols, which cover the areas going 

beyond Western China from Central Asia to 

West Asia, including the Middle East. 7 

Other data, such as the Judeo-Persian words 

in Hebrew prayers, suggest that Jews may 

have migrated to Kaifeng from Persia. This 

is also the conclusion made, i.a., by Cecil 

Roth, Herberyt H. Paper8 and Rabinowitz.9   

 

Kehila in Kaifeng 

There is no exact data on how many 

Jews originally came to Kaifeng. According 

to an inscription from 1489, seventy families 

or clans arrived in the city. This is not clear 

because the Chinese word jia means "home, 

family", but it is also understood as “clan”, 

i.e., the broader sense of "family". The exact 

data of the number of incoming Jewry at 

that time is also made difficult by the fact 

 
7 Idem, p. 23. 

8 Quoted according op.cit., p. 4.  

9 L. Rabinowitz: Jewish Merchant Adventure: A Study of 

the Radanits. London, 1948, p. 73-74.   

that the same inscription lists only 

seventeen surnames: Li, Yen, Ai, Gao, Mu, 

Zhao, Jin, Zhou, Zhang, Shi, Huang, Li, Nie, Jin, 

Zhang, Zuo, and Bei. However, a later 

inscription from 1679 mentions seventy-

three clans and five-hundred families in the 

year of the first synagogue's construction, in 

1163. It is probable that the number of Jews 

in Kaifeng fluctuated between a few 

hundred and one thousand in the first 

period of their arrival. According to the 

Jesuit missionary Gozani their number in 

the eighteenth century was two to three 

thousand.10  

According to a stele from 1489, the 

founder of the Ming Dynasty greeted the 

Jews who came to Kaifeng in an enthusiastic 

way: "You have come to us in China. 

Respect and keep the tradition of your 

ancestors and remain in Bianliang".11 

Did the Chinese emperor welcome 

unknown newcomers? Since they came in 

huge groups and it was recorded in Ming 

official documents, it might be the case. It is 

a fact, however, that the Jews in Kaifeng 

10 Xu Xin: op.cit., p. 68. 

11 Michael Pollack: Mandarins, Jews, and Missionaries. 

Philadelphia, 1980, p. 60  
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acquired property rights, and many of them 

became prosperous soon after their arrival. 

This development ended abruptly with 

the invasion of the Golden Horde. After 

seizing Kaifeng, and capturing the Emperor 

Qin Zong and his father, Hui Zong in 1127, 

the Golden Horde severely ruined the city. 

As a result, a large part of the population 

fled from Kaifeng. However, the majority of 

Jews remained there. For them, there was 

nothing to be afraid of. The Golden Horde 

was not explicitly anti-Semitic. In fact, after 

the Tartars proclaimed Kaifeng their capital 

and rebuilt it, in 1163 they even allowed the 

construction of the first synagogue. This 

means that the economic situation of the 

Kaifeng Jews had become prosperous 

again.12  

In Kaifeng, Jews lived around the 

synagogue, in streets whose names refer to 

the habits of their inhabitants: besides the 

Jiao Jing Hutong mentioned above, there was 

a street called Tiao Jin, meaning "the street 

of the sect whose members cut the 

tendons".13 This area formed the Kehila in 

Kaifeng. Contrary to European practice, 

 
12 Xu Xin: op.cit., p. 27-29. 

13 Lesli: op.cit., p. 21-22. 

Kaifeng Jews were not forced into the 

ghetto. 

Nevertheless, the attitude of the Tatars 

towards minorities was still problematic in 

some respects. A decree issued on January 

27, 1280, prohibited Muslims and Jews from 

ritual slaughter. The emperor found it 

offensive that these two nationalities were 

not willing to eat the flesh of an animal that 

were not slaughtered by them: "They are our 

slaves; how dare they not eat what our court 

eats and drinks?" he asked angrily.14 

At that time, Jews began to be officially 

mentioned in China. For example, the 

"Official History of the Yuan Dynasty" 

mentions a decree issued on April 19, 1329, 

according to which there are "Buddhist and 

Taoist priests, Nestorians, Jews, and Ta-shih-

ma, who engage in trade, to be taxed 

according to the old regulations".15 So, it is 

possible that the Jews settled in Kaifeng 

around the twelfth century during the Song 

dynasty. This assumption is also confirmed 

by the fact that the Jews of Penguin used the 

calendar of this dynasty long after the fall of 

the Song dynasty. 

14 Xu Xin: op.cit., p. 31. 

15 Idem, p. 30. 
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But why did they settle in Kaifeng? 

There is no clear answer to this question. 

They might not have been consciously 

searching for this city at the start of their 

migration, but seeing this thriving 

settlement at that time, they spontaneously 

decided to settle there. 

 

The Golden Age 

Following the collapse of the Mongol-

led Yuan dynasty, the Ming dynasty (1368-

1644) was the last imperial dynasty of China 

ruled by Han Chinese. This period was the 

golden age of the Kaifeng Jewry:  

• in 1421 Yongle Emperor, the second 

emperor of the dynasty, allowed the 

rebuilding of the synagogue destroyed 

by floods and campaigns, 

• in 1445, several new halls and 

outbuildings were added to the 

synagogue, 

• the number of Jews who successfully 

passed the imperial examinations 

 
16 Wang: op.cit., p. 157. 

17 Leslie: op.cit., p. 26. 

increased spectacularly, and a data from 

1489 included thirty-two Jewish names, 

• according to the data of the year 1663, 

there were thirty-two Jews on the list of 

active mandarins between 1642 and 

1663, and 

• the data of the year of 1679 adds five 

more Jewish names to this list.16 

By then, Kaifeng had nearly five-

thousand Jews. The Jews began to adopt 

Chinese names during this period. This 

denotes to assimilation and also suggests 

that their environment had embraced them. 

A 1489 data contains the following: "Doctor 

An Ch'eng, in the 19th year of Yung-lo [in 

1421] ... was allowed ... to change his family 

name to Zhao under imperial decree ... .17 

This is how An Ch'eng became Zhao Ch'eng, 

which is noteworthy because Zhao was  the 

Song emperor's family name. The 

significance of this name change was also 

due to the fact that during the Ming dynasty, 

the name change was rarely allowed for non-

Chinese nationalities.18 In the end, almost all 

the Jews living in Kaifeng took, in the 

middle of the sixteenth  century mainly the 

18 Pollack: op.cit., p. 61. 
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following names: Zhao, Li, Ai, Gao, Jin, Shi, 

and Zhang. Moreover, a Jew who did not 

take one of these Chinese surnames was no 

longer considered a Jew 19 . In addition, 

during this time, more and more Chinese 

Jews passed the imperial examinations, 

which conferred titles such as sheng guan and 

ju ren.20 This  opened the political gates to 

the Kaifeng Jews. But there were also 

downsides in  passing imperial exams and 

political career. Acquisition of exam 

material based on the doctrines of 

Confucianism meant complete immersion 

into the Chinese language and culture, 

which led to the neglect of Hebrew. 

Simultaneously, the takeover of Chinese 

clothing and lifestyle began. 

 

In memory of the ancestors  

 
19 Wang: op.cit., p. 46.  

20 The beginning of the Chinese examination system 

goes back to the Han dynasty. The later and more 

sophisticated, Ming, exam system was the a three-

level examination. On first level, candidates had to 

successfully pass district exams in the Confucian 

canons, calligraphy, and literature. Those who 

successfully passed this exam received the title of 

shen guan, meaning “government student”. In the 

second phase, the successful candidate was 

The respect of ancestors is known to 

be of great importance in China. In the 

ceremony of ancestor worship, the 

descendants put food and drink on the altar 

of the ancestors and burn incense beneath 

their plaques in the belief that the soul of the 

dead is there. However, this old custom of 

thousands of years has nothing to do with 

idolatry. Its role is to "maintain and continue 

family ties with the image of the deceased blood 

relative, which is the integrative symbol of eternal 

bloodline".21 

The Jews of Kaifeng built halls in the 

synagogue to honor their ancestors. So was 

there, e.g., a hall dedicated to the ancestors 

of the Li and Zhao families and another  one 

to the honor of Abraham. In all these halls 

incense was burned, thus demonstrating the 

respect for their ancestors. Seeing this, 

Gozani noted: "In the citang, in the hall of 

the ancestors, they honor their ancestors 

awarded with the title of ju ren, the “nominee for 

office”, which qualified him to take the third, 

imperial, examination in the capital under the 

emperor’s personal supervision. Whoever passed 

this exam, the jinshi, belonged to the supreme 

intellectual elites of the empire, and could return 

to his birthplace in a similar triumphal way as the 

winners of Greek Olympic Games.              

21  John Meskill (ed.): An Introduction to Chinese 

Civilisation. NY, 1973, p. 646. 
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with the same ceremony as the Chinese, but 

ignore the plaques depicting their ancestors 

because for them it is forbidden to use 

images".22 

Nowadays, it may rather be considered 

a creative intercultural act than a 

subjugation of a minority, because the 

Chinese respect for their ancestors 

resembles, to a certain extent, the Yizkor and 

Jahrzeit ceremonies. The expression of 

loyalty and obedience to the emperor played 

an important role in imperial  China. But the 

Jews, according to Halakha, the collective 

body of Jewish religious law, are subject to 

the law of the land they live on. At one 

point, however, the Jews compromised 

against the ban on faces. A memorial plaque 

was erected in the Kaifeng synagogue in 

honor of the emperor and the Jews humbled 

to the ground before him. But in order to 

avoid the appearance of idolatry, the Shöma, 

the text of the most important prayer, was 

written above the plaque, signifying their 

allegiance to the One God. 

The Jews of Kaifeng adopted many of 

the elements of Confucianism without 

completely subordinating themselves to 

 
22 Leslie: op.cit., p. 88. 

Confucianism. This creativity served as an 

argument for the Jesuit missionaries in the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in the 

well-knonw debate of rites to determine 

whether the Confucianism is a religion or a 

morality. This debate was about what kind 

of Confucian elements the Chinese 

converted to Catholic religion could retain. 

While the polygamy permitted by Buddhism 

and Taoism - or rather, keeping concubines 

with a legally recognized wife - and 

polytheism were rejected by both sides, the 

respect for ancestors practiced in 

Confucianism was not uniformly 

explainable. On this issue, the Jesuits 

professed that the reverence of the 

ancestors had no theological content, just as 

Confucianism was not a religion. As 

evidence, the Jesuits cite the example of the 

Jews of Kaifeng, who, through being strict 

monotheists, accepted nevertheles  the 

respect for ancestors rooted in 

Confucianism. 23  For Franciscans and 

Dominicans, this was not a conclusive 

evidence that Confucian customs were 

compatible with the Christian religion. 

Matteo Ricci after having returned to Rome, 

scornfully reported to the Pope on 

23 Hugh D. R. Baker: Chinese Family and Kinship, 

Columbia University Press, 1979, p. 98. 
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Franciscans and Dominicans that they 

"betrayed" the Jesuits, and sarcastically 

remarked that they could know about 

China, having only spent ten to fifteen years 

there ... 

Under the influence of "traitors", the 

Congregation for the Faith (formally known 

as the Holy Office, one of which primarily 

supervises Catholic teaching) rejected, in 

1643, the Jesuits’ thesis according to which 

the Catholic religion is compatible with 

Confucian rites. As a result, Emperor 

Kangxi expelled the missionaries from 

China. This affected the Kaifeng Jewry to 

such an extent that it ended all ties with the 

outside world. But the outside world was 

paying attention to the Keifeng Jewry 

through the rite debate. Kant, Leibnitz, and 

Voltaire also came to know them. 

The Jesuits also took over from the 

Jews of Kaifeng other things. According to 

Gozani, the Jews in Kaifeng read the Torah 

in Hebrew. "I am confident”, Gozani writes, 

„that some parts of the Bible, especially the 

Hebrew version of the Pentateuch, might be 

obtained from them discreetly, and with not 

a little amount of money". 24  Pantateuch 

means the first five books of the Bible. 

 
24 Xu Xin: op.cit., p. 51. 

These books are Genesis, Exodus, Levitcus, 

Numbers, and Deuteronomy. 

 

Does the language live in a nation? 

What language did the Jews speak in 

Kaifeng? Presumably Hebrew, but it may 

also be that those who came through Persia 

spoke some Hebrew-Persian mixed 

language, as it turned out from the letter 

found by Marc Aurél Stein. There is no 

written evidence of a Chinese-Hebrew 

model of Ladino or Yiddish. What is 

known, however, is that the Kaifeng Jews 

used Hebrew alphabetical order even when 

writing Chinese terms or names. Proof of 

this is the seventeenth century Book of 

Memories, written between five hundred and 

six hundred years after the arrival of the 

Jews in Kaifeng. The book contains the 

names of the deceased members of the 

Jewish community, and distinguishes 

between Jewish and non-Jewish-born, and 

of course, especilly between women: after 

the names of non-Jewish women, it is 

stated: "Daughter of Adam." The Book of 

Memories contains a number of Chinese 

terms written in Hebrew. Similarly, it also 
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contains transliterated Chinese surnames 

into Hebrew. Thus, "Ai" became Ajin jud, 

"Jin" became Gimel jud and "Li" became 

Lamed jud.25 

 

Local government and beth din 

Since the choice of political bodies in 

China was an unknown concept, it is 

unlikely that the Kaifeng Jewish community 

would have an electoral body. However, the 

stele from 1663 contains the names of 

twenty-one local corporation officials, 

suggesting that the Jewish community might 

have had a governing body which, for 

example, was responsible for maintaining 

the synagogue, collecting taxes or 

representing the Jewish community toward 

the Chinese authorities. Contrary to Eastern 

European tradition that the Jewish 

community was led by the most affluent 

members, the leading members of the 

Kaifeng Kehila were among the most 

educated, who, after having passed one of 

the imperial exams took a high position in 

the Chinese hierarchy, and according to the 

 
25 Leslie: op.cit., p. 123-124. 

26 Louis J. Gallagher: China in the Sixteenth Century. 

Journal of Matteo Ricci. NY, 1953, p. 110. 

Chinese habits, also acted as judges. Thus, it 

is probable that these Judeo-Chinese 

mandarins also served as judges in the 

community besides the rabbi, all the more 

so since there were no beth din or jewish 

courts in Kaifeng that would rule according 

to the Halakha. The role of beth din was 

taken over by leaders of the religious 

community who were judging according to 

the kashrut, and it happened that they even 

expelled, from time to time, one of the 

member from the Jewish community.26   

 

Synagogue of Kublai Khan 

The inscription of 1163 reads as 

follows: "In the year of Kuewei [1163], the Song 

emperor Xiao ... allowed the practice of religion and 

An-tu-la [probably Abdula] began to build the 

temple". 27  The synagogue was rebuilt after 

the flood in 1279 with the permission of 

Kublai Khan and was renamed as Old Temple 

of Purity and Truth. Then the synagogue was 

rebuilt nine more times, most recently in 

1688, before the Yellow River's frequent 

27 Xi Xun: op.cit., p.74 
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floods or wars and other armed riots finally 

destroyed it completely. 

The huge synagogue bears the traces of 

Chinese architecture. Each side of the 

rectangular house of prayer was, with its 

halls, approximately 350 feet, or one 

kilometer long, according to a memo 

written in the steel of 1489. In comparison, 

the largest synagogue in India was, in the 

1600s, "only" 10 to 12 meter long and 3 to 

5 meter wide.28 

 

There was no Yeshiva 

There is no information as to whether 

there was a Yeshiva, that is, a college of 

rabbinical studies in Kaifeng. The likelihood 

was low because there was no need for  

multitudinous rabbi training. Between 1600 

and 1670, only eight rabbis were trained by 

the community, presumably in individual 

education. According to Matteo Ricci, the 

rabbis of Kaifeng, at that time, were well 

aware of the details of the Old Testament, 

of Abraham and Judith, of Mordecai, and of 

Esther. 29  But even if there was no rabbi 

 
28 Sidney Mendelsohn: The Jews in Asia. London, 

1920, p. 121.  

29 Gallagher: op.cit., p. 34. 

education, it is possible or even probable 

that talented, potential rabbis were trained. 

Moreover, Hebrew was mainly taught in the 

Jewish schools of Kaifeng, so that they 

could pray in Hebrew. However, the 

Hebrew knowledge of the Jews there 

changed from time to time. According to 

some data, this knowledge was rather weak 

in the seventeenth century, 30  while others 

claim that in the eighteenth century it was 

sufficient for worship and the reproduction 

of the Torah and prayer books.31 According 

to Ricci, the Jews of Kaifeng spoke Hebrew 

with a traditional accent. For example, the 

word "Jerusalem" was pronounced as 

Hierusoloim and "Messiah" as Moshiah. 

However, knowledge of the Hebrew 

language became increasingly oblivious, and 

this may explain why they sold their Hebrew 

texts after the last rabbi died. By he 20th 

century, no Jews spoke Hebrew in Kaifeng 

at all.  

Among the Jews in Kaifeng, the 

neglect of the Hebrew language may have 

been due to their integration into the 

Chinese society. Unlike the Europeans, the 

30 Idem. 

31 Joseph Dehergne – Donald D. Leslie: Juifs de Chine. 

Rome, 1980, pp. 58-60.   
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Kaifeng Jews could not remain within the 

Kehila only: there were too few of them to 

do so. So they had mixed marriages with 

other minorities in the area, especially with 

the Chinese. However, joining Chinese 

society also meant participating in Chinese 

education, that is the time-consuming 

acquisition of Chinese classics, which was 

primarily required for the advancement in 

the civil service hierarchy associated with 

high social prestige. Considering that in the 

imperial examination, on average, only one 

thousandth of the candidates passed, and in 

the 16th and 17th centuries more than ten 

thousand of the relatively small numbers of 

Kaifeng Jews were successful in doing so, it 

becomes clear how many of the Kaifeng 

Jews were immersed in classical Chinese 

studies. The Kaifeng Jewish literary heritage 

is preserved in Chinese, such as the stele 

from 1489 and the prayer books from that 

time, fifty-eight of which are today at the 

Hebrew Union College Library, in Cincinati, 

and another sixty-three in various other 

libraries in the United States. The most 

valuable literary relic is the Book of Memories, 

which is more than three hundred  years old, 

and bilingual in Chinese and Hebrew.32 

 
32 Idem, p. 91 

 

Cixi’s Phoenix Crown 

The first Jews to come to Kaifeng dealt 

with cotton and coloring materials. It is 

probable that the cotton was brought into 

China by Jews, and the Jewish immigrants 

were said to have worn cotton clothes. 

According to their custom,  giving a piece of 

cotton meant showing respect. 

Undoubtedly, in later times, trade was the 

principal activity of the Kaifeng Jews, both 

in retail and wholesale, and in  foreign trade. 

However, from the 15th century on, their 

trade became increasingly local. Besides 

trade, as we know from the inscription 

dated 1512, they were civil servants, 

soldiers, medical doctors, shoemakers, 

jewelers, butchers, tailors, and farmers, not 

to mention their participation in the Kaifeng 

Kehila. It is well-known that Kaifeng leaders 

awarded Empress Cixi with a phoenix-

shaped crown made of Shi jewelry when she 

fled to Kaifeng in 1900 from the Allied 

troops. The crown was so pleasing to the 

Empress that she generously endowed the 

jeweler.33 

33 Idem, p. 93. 
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At the same time, even a gang leader 

emerged from the Kaifeng Jewish 

community.34 

 

Mixed marriages despite the ban 

Jews see religious and ethnic unity as 

an important factor in family stability. 

Therefore, they were not a proponent of 

mixed marriages, and Ezra's law even 

forbids it.35 For a long time, there was no 

exception for the Jews of Kaifeng either. 

They used to marry only among themselves, 

at least in the first period of their 

immigration.  This situation changed 

somewhat from the seventeenth century on. 

The Book of Memories mentions that one 

fourth of the Chinese women married to 

Jews during the Ming dynasty were still 

considered to be the daughters of Adam.36  

“In the middle of the nineteenth 

century,” Leslie writes, “six Jewish married 

Chinese partners and two married a Muslim. 

The Chinese are happy to marry their 

daughters to Muslims, while Muslims 

 
34 Idem. 

35 Book of Ezra is a book of the Hebrew Bible. It is 

partly about the prohibition or divorce of mixed 

marriages. 

cannot be said to be willing to marry their 

daughters to Jews ...”.37 

In patriarchal Chinese society, the 

Jewish husband did not merge with the 

family of his Chinese wife, but the Chinese 

woman, after marrying a Jewish man, was 

usually converted to Judaism or at least 

followed Jewish habits in the daily life. The 

children of a Jewish woman married to a 

Chinese were not considered Jewish 

because they adopted the Chinese father's 

custom: they were Chinese. 

Dating back to the eleventh century, 

the law of Rabbenu Gershon ben Judah 

prohibitinmg polygamy only applied to the 

Ashkenazis and was not binding for the 

Kaifeng Jews.  With or without knowing it, 

most of the Kaifeng Jews were not 

polygamous.  However, the Book of Memories 

mentions that Zhang Mei had six wifes in the 

seventeenth century and Jin Rong-Zhang had 

five wives in the eighteenth century.38 

In China, the Tang era (618-907) was 

liberal toward women and lesbian 

relationships, masturbation was considered 

36 Leslie: op. cit., p. 105. 

37 Idem. 

38 Wang: op. cit., p. 96. 
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as natural.39 Initially, in any case, the Kaifeng 

Jews practised the Levirate  marriage, that is, 

the brother had to marry his brother's 

widow until it was prohibited in the Yuan 

dynasty. From then on, Jewish widows 

followed the ban on remarriage of Chinese 

widows. Orthodox neo-Confucianism, 

based on the teachings of the philosopher 

Zhu Xi (1130-1200), was of the view that a 

widow should not remarry. Some of his 

followers went even further, claiming that 

the widow was more lucky to die of 

starvation than to remarry. Later, during the 

Qing dynasty (1644-1911), memorial gates 

were erected throughout the country, in 

honor of virtuous widows.40 Such gates can still 

be seen in many places today. 

From the twelve century onwards, 

women became more and more 

subordinated to men. There are rare cases of 

women being divorced – a general right did 

not exist in Confucian tradition. Women 

were considered the property of their 

husbands, who could even pledge them. 

 
39 Julia Kristeva: Die Chinesinnen. Die Rolle der Frau in 

China. München, 1974, p. 37. 

40  Patricia Buckley Ebry: China. Frankfurt/Main, 

1996, p. 230.  

41 Fan Hong: Footbinding, Feminism, and Freedom. The 

Liberation of Women’s Body in Modern China. London, 

Fathers could sell their daughters as slaves, 

concubines, or prostitutes. In addition, 

women's footbinding was widespread in 

China at the time. 41  Inevitably, Jewish 

women who married Chinese men or 

became their concubines could not officially 

submit a request for divorce, even not the 

women with Jewish husbands.  According 

to a Chinese proverb: „Follow the rules of 

the chicken when you marry a chicken and 

follow the rules of the dog when you marry 

a dog”.  Jewish women were known to have 

their feet bound, too. 

 

Kashrut in Kaifeng too 

The main meat of the Chinese was 

pork. Hence, it is obvious that the rules of 

nutrition, kashrut, distinguished the Jews 

from the Chinese. The stele from 1512 

makes very clear that "in their meat and 

drink they are careful to observe the 

1997, p. 124; Jonathan K. Ocko: “Women, Property, 

and Law”, in: Watson, Rubie S. and Ebry, (eds.): 

Marriage and Inequality in Chines Society. Berkeley, 

1991, p. 317. 
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distinction between what is permitted and 

what is not" .42 

When the Kaifeng religious 

community offered Matteo Ricci the chief 

rabbinate in the early 1600s, it did so on the 

condition that Ricci would "give up pork 

consumption". 43  But the Jews could not 

renounce the pork consumption when, after 

passing the imperial examinations, they 

were placed in high state positions and went 

to other regions. There might have been 

difficulties to renounce the consumption of 

pork when they were invited for dinner by 

the emperor after the emperor's audience. 

However, the Jews of Kaifeng continued to 

consume only kosher food even in the 

nineteenth century, although the Shabbath 

and other Jewish feasts were no longer 

observed, along with their abolition of 

circumcision. 

 

Fight for identity 

The Kaifeng Jewry has a history of 

eight hundred years. How can the identity of 

a minority be preserved for so long while 

 
42 Xu Xin: op. cit., p. 99. 

43 Gallagher: op. cit., p. 109. 

44 Xu Xi: op. cit., p. 109. 

living completely isolated from their "non-

existent" motherland. Hardly any 

distinction could be made between Chinese 

and Kaifeng Jews in the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, and many Western 

travelers came to the conclusion that 

Kaifeng Jews became completely Chinese 

and more and more Confucian. Leslie 

summed it up in the following way: "The 

terminology of Chinese inscriptions from 

the synagogues is highly Confucian with a 

few touches of Taoism. The ideas expressed 

are sometimes Jewish in Confucian garb, 

but more often Confucian per se. We hardly 

ever find passages from Jewish Law 

translated into Chinese".44 

This idea is not surprising when one 

considers that Confucianism, like Judaism, 

is strongly ethical. Therefore, the inscription 

of 1663 clearly states that "the Bible, though 

written according to the Old Scripture [i.e. 

in Hebrew] with the pronunciation of words 

being different, it is consistent with the Six 

Classics [i.e. with  Confucianism], and there 

is nothing to indicate that among them there 

would be no harmony".45 

45 Chen Yuan: A Study of the Israelite Religion in Kaifeng, 

in: The Academic Theses of Chen Yuan. Vol. I. 

Beijing, 1980, p. 271.   
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But what do the remaining sources say 

about Jewish identity? The materials 

consists primarily of texts dating from 1489, 

1512, 1663, and 1679, engraved in stones, 

some of which are rhymes, a few of them 

poetic prayers found in the synagogues. 

Two of these steles are now on display at the 

Kaifeng Museum. The other two can only 

be viewed with special permission. The 

reason for this has not been revealed. 

The name of the synagogue itself refers 

to the religious sentiment of the Jews. The 

first Kaifeng synagogue was called Qing 

Zhan Si, i.e., the "Temple of Purity and 

Truth". But this is how Muslims later called 

their mosques as well. Therefore, when the 

synagogue was renovated in 1512, it was 

renamed as Zu Chong Dao Jing Si, meaning 

"the temple honoring the holy book of the 

way", indicating by it that it differs from the 

house of worship of other religions. 

Efforts to preserve Jewish identity 

were also manifested in the restoration and 

replication of the Torah after the frequant 

floods caused by the Yellow River. For 

example, the project of copying the Torah, 

 
46 Pollack: op. cit., p. 114. 

47 Xu Xin: op. cit., p. 112. 

which was destroyed during the flood of 

1642, took a whole year of work.46 

It is also instructive for the 

preservation of identity to know how the 

Kaifeng Jews interpreted their own religious 

heritage. The stone inscription of 1512 

reads: "From the creation down, the 

Patriach Adam handed it [in the Torah] on 

to Noah; Noah to Abraham, Abraham to 

Isaac, Isaac to Jacob, Jacob to the Twelve 

Tribes, the Twelve Tribes to Moses, Moses 

to Aaron, Aaron to Joshua, Joshua to 

Ezra".47 

But the inscriptions carved in stone 

constantly make references to Chinese 

history, because that was how the Jews of 

Kaifeng counted time. For example, the 

inscription of 1489 calls the True Faith 

Cheng-chiai, "founded by Abraham in the 

146th year of the Zhou dynasty", that is, in 

977 BC. In the same vein, we learn that 

Moses "lived in the 613th year of the Zhou 

dynasty", which would be 510 BC.48 

What is quite special, however, is the 

resemblance between the inscription of 

48 Idem, p. 113.   
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1489 and the Old Testament chapters about 

Joseph and the exile in Egypt.49 

The inscription of 1489 reads: "seventy 

families, namely, Li, Yen, Kao, Chao 

families and many more came to the Song 

Court". And in Exodus it is stated that "All 

the family members of Jacob who went to 

Egypt, seventy souls".50 

According to the inscription of 1489, 

the Jews brought "from the west a garment 

to honor the emperor”, while in Genesis it 

says, "Take some from the selected fruits of the 

earth and put them into your vessels, and bring the 

gifts to this gentleman ...".51   

Finally, in the inscription of 1489 it is 

stated that, "... the emperor said: ’You came 

to China. Keep and nurture the habits of 

your ancestors and settle in Kaifeng’.”  The 

message of Genesis is similar: "The land of 

Egypt is before you; in the best part of this land shall 

you settle your father and your father's sons, and they 

shall reside in the land of Goshan ...".52 

These examples probably refer to 

Jacob and Joseph in Torah. However, the 

reference to "seventy" is considered by 

 
49 Idem, p. 117. 

50 1Mos 46,27.  

51 1Mos 43,11.  

many to be a mistake, because elsewhere 

they mention the arrival of only "seventeen" 

families in Kaifeng. 

The Kaifeng Jews did not just write in 

Chinese, they did it in a way that the Chinese 

understood. In their texts, they did not use 

terms that would have been 

incomprehensible to the Chinese. For 

example, the inscription of 1489 indicates 

that the Jews sacrificed to God „four times 

a month” without mentioning Shabat 

because naming it would be meaningless for 

the Chinese. But they did not even say 

"weekly" neither because the Chinese were 

using the lunar calendar at that time and did 

not know the schedule of the weeks, so 

referring to it would not have meant 

anything to them. In the synagogue, 

therefore, they preferred to use rather the 

terms taken from classical Chinese literature 

rather than those from the Old Testament.53 

 

Among the neighbors 

Kaifeng, the capital, was multicultural 

and multinational when the Jews settled 

52 1Mos 47,6 

53 Xu Xin: op.cit., p. 115. 
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there. Under these circumstances, it was 

very important how the relationship was 

formed not only between the Jews and the 

Chinese, especially the Jews and the Chinese 

authorities, but also between the Jews and 

their neighbors. 

There are several indications that the 

Chinese authorities treated the Jewish 

population with tolerance. This is evidenced 

by the fact that the prevailing rulers allowed 

the Jews to acquire property rights as well as 

the construction and rebuilding of their 

synagogue several times. Therefore, as a sign 

of gratitude during the Ming dynasty, in the 

synagogue one could read the following: 

"Let the great Ming dynasty rule for ten 

thousand years." When the Qing dynasty 

came to power in 1644, it did not shake the 

Jews, unlike what happened to the Chinese. 

The Manchu rule meant the rule of 

foreigners on the Chinese. The inscription 

in the synagogue now read as follows: "May 

the emperor of the Great Qing Dynasty  

reign for ten thousand years, ten thousand 

years, and ten thousand myriad years." 54 

There is no record of how the Chinese 

reacted, for example, to the Jewish 

neighbors because of their veneration of the 

 
54 Idem, p. 132. 

new rulers. In any case, the new ruling 

dynasty rewarded this attitude of the Jews. 

Thus, when the synagogue was rebuilt after 

the flood of 1642, a number of high-ranking 

officials from various parts of the vast 

empire visited it and donated a traditional 

Chinese bian, literally "horizontal plaque" to 

the synagogue. Bian was usually a ninety 

centimetr long and sixty centimeter wide 

painted or lacquered commemorative 

plaque on which moral or religious 

standards were written. The bian donated to 

the Kaifeng synagogue included the 

following inscriptions:55 

„Religion Is Derived from Heaven.” 

„Religion Follows the Truth of Heaven.” 

„Invisible Source of the Law.”  

„Honor Heaven and Pray for the Country.” 

„Hall of the Bright Mirror.” 

„With Enlightenment Serve the Supreme 

Ruler.” 

„He Whom the Religion Honours Has No 

Form.” 

„Lord of the Religion of Purity.” 

55 Idem, p. 133-134. 
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„Render Pure Service to Majestic Heaven.” 

Perhaps the most significant 

expression of respect for the Jews by the 

Chinese authority was the decree, which 

states that "Strangers and those carrying 

pigs are forbidden to approach the 

synagogue".56 

At that time, the number of Muslims 

was many times higher than of the Chinese 

living in Kaifeng. Nevertheless, the 

influence of the Jews was felt by Muslims. 

For example, Kaifeng Jews, called their 

religion qing zhen, in Chinese, which is clearly 

evident from the inscription of 1498. 

However, the same term was later used by 

Kaifeng Muslims to denote their own 

religion. After that, however, there was a 

general misunderstanding in China that the 

name qing zhen was first used by Muslims. 

The Chinese cities where Jews lived all 

had sizable Muslim comunities. This was the 

case in Kaifeng, too. Thus, in Kaifeng the 

Jews and the Muslims lived side by side. 

Many of them were neighbors and friends. 

Both believed in one God and avoided idols 

 
56 White, Williams C.: Chinese Jews. Toronto, 1942, 

p. 80. 

57 Xu Xin: op. cit., p. 140. 

and images. And, in addition, both 

abstained from pork and had special 

slaughtering laws and both practiced 

circumsicion.57  

However, despite of the above 

mentioned similarities between the Jews and 

the Muslims, the relationship between these 

two people was not always smooth. The 

Chinese population called the Jews the blue-

cap hui-hui and the Muslim the white-cap hui-

hui. According to Ricci, Jews were 

unfriendly to and "hated" the Muslims58 , 

while Leslie said that assimilated Jews were 

"swallowed up" by Islam.59 

 

Unstoppable decline 

China as a whole begun to decline in 

the nineteenth century. The reason of this 

decline were the numerous wars and 

invasions, as well as natural disasters like 

floods and famines. In 1841 and 1860, two 

major Yellow River floods took their toll in 

Kaifeng and in 1957, the army of the 

Taiping Rebellion marched on Kaifeng. To 

58 Gallagher: op. cit., p. 210. 

59  Leslie, Donald D.: Kaifeng Jews Community, in: 

Kublin, Hyman: Jews in Old China. NY, 1971, p. 

112. 
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avoid the expected massacre, most of the 

city’s residents, including its Jews, fled. 

Many of them never returned. The 

remaining Jewish populace became 

increasingly marginalized an 

impoverished.60     

But despite of the above mentioned 

disasters, still in the middle of the 

nineteenth century, Leslie writes, eight 

Jewish clans had lived in Kaifeng. "... The 

Jews looked just like the Chinese. The 

women looked exactly like the Chinese 

women in Kaifeng ...".61 

After diplomatic relations between 

China and Israel were established in the 

early 1990s, Kaifeng's town councillors 

wanted to develop concrete plans for 

rebuilding the synagogue, but these plans 

were "frozen" in 1996. "We're in good 

relationship with..." 

 

Conclusion 

In the nineteenth century, but 

especially in the decades before WWII, tens 

of thousand of Jews emigrants arrived in 

Shanghai mostly from Europe. Many of 

 
60 Xu Xin, op.cit., p. 53. 

them arrived to China via the Silk Road as 

early as in the third century. In Kaifeng, in 

these days, Jews had settled spontaneously 

and lived around the synagogues in Kehila. 

The Golden Age of the Jews in Kaifeng 

occured during the Ming dynasty (1368-

1644) when they also started to adopt many 

of the elements of Confucian respect 

despite their respect for the memory of their 

ancestors. In Kaifeng, the Jews presumably 

spoke Hebrew, but many of them also 

spoke a mixed language of Hebrew-Persian.  

The Jewish community had a governing 

body, beth din,  which was responsible for 

maintaining the synagogue, collecting taxes 

or representing the Jewish community 

before the Chinese authorities. However, 

interestingly, there was no Yeshiva, a college 

of rabbinical studies in Kaifeng. Marriages 

between Jews and Chinese were frequent 

despite the ban but the Jews were fighting 

for the peservation of their identity until the 

unstoppable decline came with the rise of 

the Qing dynasty in 1644. The Jewish 

identity vanished due to the domestic 

turmoils and civil wars. 

 

61 Leslie: The Survival, op. cit., p. 53-54. 
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