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The Sephardic poet and moralist Samuel Usque seemed 
pleasantly surprised when he first set eyes on Salonica 
(Thessaloniki). His three-part book, Consolação às tribu
lações de Ysrael, published in Portugese in Ferrara in 
1553, documents the significant trials of the Sephardic 
diaspora in adjusting to their new homes in Amster-
dam, Vilnius, Nimes, Bari, Otranto, and Hamburg, to 
name a few of the locales in which they had recently 
settled. After an eastbound tour beginning in Amster-
dam, he states “the Jews of Europe and other countries, 
persecuted and banished, have come here to find refuge, 
and the city [Salonica] has received them with love and 
affection, as if she were Jerusalem, that old and pious 
mother of ours.”1 Usque’s depiction of a harmonious and 
cosmopolitan scene of Jewish life in Salonica is evoca-
tive of the privileged role the city has played in more 
recent Ottoman, early modern, and Jewish historiogra-
phy. Salonica’s Jews were the third in a triad of religious 
groups living contently together in this important yet 
still understudied Mediterranean city.2 Salonica’s cul-
tural polyvalency is able to operate at a nexus of several 
critical historiographic concerns—from pluralist soci-
eties and the development of intercultural tolerance 
to geographic peripheries and second- (or even third-) 
order urban centers.

To be sure, there was a Jewish presence in Salonica 
much earlier than Usque’s sixteenth-century account. 
In the realm of legend, one may cite an account of the 
founding of Salonica preserved in the writing of the sev-
enteenth-century Ottoman traveler Evliya Çelebi:

The first builder of the city of [Salonica] was the prophet 
Solomon. There he built a huge palace, the traces of which 
are visible to this day. The prophet Solomon lived in 
[Salonica] for many years.3

More significant, however, is Paul’s First Epistle to the 
Thessalonians, in which he reports the presence of 
Hellenized Jews in the city in about 52 b.c.4 Hungarian 
Jews arrived in the thirteenth century, living alongside 
Romaniote Jews. After Murad II (r. 1421–44, 1446–51) 
captured Salonica in 1430, the city’s Jewish population 
declined, leaving none when cadastral surveys (tahrīr 
defterleri) were taken in 1478.5 This was the result of 
the Ottoman policy of sürgün, or deportation, referring 
to the transfer of non-Muslim populations from within 
the empire to Istanbul, including significant numbers 
of other Jews from the Balkans and Anatolia. With the 
expulsion of Jews from Spain in 1492 under Ferdinand 
and Isabella’s Alhambra decree, Bayezid II (r. 1481–1512) 
was presented with the opportunity to welcome con-
siderable numbers of highly talented immigrants, most 
notably in the fields of medicine, banking, and publish-
ing (fig. 1).

Although no explicit directive from 1492 exists in 
Ottoman records, a chronicler later documents orders 
that the sultan sent to the provincial governors of 
Salonica instructing them to warmly welcome the Jew-
ish populations under the aegis of the dhimma (the cov-
enant of protection between an Islamic state and 
members of Koranically recognized religious commu-
nities living within its boundaries).6 Within just a few 
years, the Sephardim were joined by other Jewish refu-
gees, in particular Ashkenazim from Austria, Transylva-
nia, and Hungary. By 1519, a mere twenty-seven years 
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ern practice of enlightened religious pluralism.8 The 
millet “system” was anything but systematic and is more 
plausibly characterized as an ad hoc, semi-organized 
framework9 for preventing certain multiethnic commu-
nities from becoming cultural powder kegs and thus 
problematic for the Porte. 

The stopgap nature of this framework and the impro-
visational tactics it implies have yet to be sufficiently 
transposed to Jewish material culture in the Ottoman 
Empire in general and Salonica in particular. Life for the 
Jews of Salonica may not have been as easy as Usque 
saw and depicted in his short visit; neither was it uni-
formly a product of millet social organization ipso facto. 
As but one counterexample to the notion that the early 

after the expulsion, Jews represented a remarkable 56 
percent of Salonica’s population, rendering the city the 
most diverse Jewish center in Europe, as well as the 
nexus of the Sephardic diaspora.7

The impetus for an investigation of, in particular, the 
Sephardic thread in Salonica’s material history is two-
fold. On the one hand, traditional histories of Ottoman 
multiculturalism have focused on the political and, to 
a lesser extent, economic ramifications of the millet “sys-
tem,” which established, after the fall of Constantino-
ple, national corporations with written charters that 
provided certain benefits to minority populations. 
Recent historiography has been critical of the facile ten-
dency to infer that the millet system was the pre-mod-

Fig. 1. Map illustrating Sephardic immigration after 1492. The Ottoman terms for Thessaloniki, Adrianople, and Smyrna are, 
respectively, Salonica, Edirne, and Izmir. (Map: C. Scott Walker, Harvard Map Collection, Harvard College Library) 
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community’s coherence may have begun as early as 
1648, when many of its members were gripped by a mes-
sianic movement. The rise of the dönme (practicioners 
of a Sabbateanist crypto-Judaism) in the seventeenth 
century and an increase in Kabbalistic studies among 
the Salonican Sephardic community in the seventeenth 
and eighteenth century resulted in a number of corro-
sive effects such as secrecy, paranoia, and apocalyptic 
thinking that rendered the greater Sephardic cultural 
unit discordant and largely unintelligble by the early 
nineteenth century.12 This discordance was only further 
accelerated by additional events of the nineteenth cen-
tury, including the Tanzimat reforms and the Hattı 
Hümayun of 1856, a decree which declared the unqual-
ified parity of the empire’s Muslim and non-Muslim 
subjects.

Historians documenting early modern aspects of Se - 
phardic Salonica have tended toward histories that 
illustrate how the city’s Sephardim, along with other 
Jews, staked their place in the Ottoman economic, 
social, and political systems. Less consideration has 
been given towards the literal places and things they 
forged in their new Ottoman context. From the Holy 
Land to Spain to Salonica, tracing the material nature 
of this Sephardic population provides an opportunity 
to embellish an already rich history that makes good on 
a Braudelian concept of Mediterraneity, examining its 
colors, textures, and spatial configurations.

The challenge is a formidable one, as textual accounts 
are scant, with works on material culture being yet more 
rare, at least partially the result of a fire that leveled the 
entire Jewish quarter in 1917. This blow was com-
pounded by the extermination of the Jewish population 
of the city during the Nazi occupation of Greece and the 
destruction of their possesions and spaces, both sacred 
and profane. As such, my analysis often relies heavily 
on the textual records available, using visual support 
whenever possible.

In this paper I discuss fabrics and woolens, color 
schema, and the built environment, while also examin-
ing a specific literary reflection on synagogue typology. 
Each offers the opportunity to explore discrete facets of 
Sephardic, Salonican, and Ottoman articulations of 
domestic life, worship, ceremonial, and commemora-
tion by means of textual and visual linkages. These the-

millet framework promoted inter-religious tolerance 
and harmony, an account of early Sephardic life in 
Salonica recalls a rabbi woefully imploring his congre-
gation to “stop cursing the Almighty and to accept as 
just everything that has happened.”10 While he may 
have been invoking the expulsions from Iberia, it is 
nonetheless evident that life in Salonica was no anti-
dote or mythic paradise, as Usque implies with his sug-
gestion of a new Jerusalem.

As I will outline in this paper, Sephardic culture in 
Salonica, roughly up until the beginning of the nine-
teenth century, remained markedly distinct from other 
Jewish groups in the city, most notably through its con-
tinued use of the Ladino language and because of its 
stronghold on certain sectors of the material economy. 
Additionally, the Sephardic populace of Salonica 
adhered to myriad subdivisions ordered by their city or 
region of origin in Iberia, a fact demonstrated by the 
creation of numerous small synagogue congregations 
named for the territories where they formerly lived. It 
demonstrates the vicissitudes rather than the stereop-
typification of the millet system and the internal diver-
sity of the Jewish population of the Ottoman Empire, 
neither monolithic nor indivisible entities.

Yet perhaps more importantly, and certainly more 
synthetically, the Sephardic entrée into Salonica can 
and should be considered in the context of two millen-
nia of Jewish encounters with the Mediterranean litto-
ral. From regular trade and contact with officials of the 
court of King Solomon, through a longstanding and 
largely peaceful coexistence with Moorish and Chris-
tian populations in Spain prior to 1492, the Sephardic 
population of Salonica invokes a non-national yet 
remarkably cogent and variegated demographic group 
whose identity is linked more to the Mediterranean 
than it is to any other place. From the convivencia of Ibe-
ria to the manner in which they lived under the Otto-
mans, Sephardim continued on a Mediterranean 
journey of both hardship and remarkable assimilabil-
ity.11

This investigation is bookended on one side by the 
Alhambra decree of 1492 and on the other by the advent 
of the nineteenth century, a period that marked the end 
of Sephardic cultural ascendancy in both Salonica as 
well as the Ottoman Empire at large. The erosion of the 
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curtain (fig. 2). The composition of this Torah ark cur-
tain, like those of many others, centers on the depiction 
of two columns supporting grillwork and a sizable hang-
ing lamp. The columns recall the sinewy twisting of Ber-
nini’s Baldacchino di San Pietro (1623–33). Embroidered 
with metal thread and satin stitch, this Torah ark cur-
tain required considerable handicraft.

This piece is also notable for its compositional simi-
larities to woolen synagogue rugs produced in other 
Ottoman cities, such as a surviving example of a seven-
teenth-century synagogue rug from Cairo (fig. 3), which 
recalls the nearly identical architectural motifs found 
in Islamic prayer rugs being produced in Anatolia, par-
ticularly in the workshops of Bursa. In this case, the typ-
ical formation of the mihrab has given way to an arch 
that deviates from the cusped or horseshoe arches gen-
erally found in known Iberian synagogues. Nonetheless, 

matic areas of concentration are not arbitrary but rather 
demonstrate the earliest and most open windows the 
Sephardim found in their effort to penetrate, change, 
and assimilate into the Salonican and Ottoman sur-
roundings in which they now found themselves. The 
interdependence of these facets of Salonican Sephardic 
life as forms of creative production may not be imme-
diately evident, yet these variegated aspects and scales 
of material output do speak to what the Sephardim, as 
both a whole entity and a collection of subgroups with 
particular vested interests, sought to and could produce, 
actualize, and forge. Their creative output also demon-
strates how much they were allowed to infiltrate an 
Ottoman visual culture that continued to wrestle with 
its own concepts of religious, cultural, and aesthetic 
autonomy. It is my hope that these vignettes will actu-
ally lead to a more holistic understanding of what the 
apex of Sephardic life in Salonica quite literally looked 
like, as I simultaneously attempt to furnish propositions 
as to how this landscape related to its highly consequen-
tial urban, Ottoman, and Mediterranean contexts.

CASTING THE DYE: ASPECTS OF FABRIC, WOOL 
PRODUCTION, AND GARB

Sephardic influence on Salonican material culture is 
best documented in the sphere of the wool trade, which 
these new immigrants to the city overhauled after their 
arrival in 1492. As had occurred in other centers of the 
Sephardic diaspora, the Jews from Iberia almost im-
mediately assumed a prominent role in the economic 
life of the city. In Salonica, this was made most manifest 
through the production of wool and its attendant indus-
tries. The study of woolen goods in Jewish life is typi-
cally limited to the realms of the home and synagogue, 
including Torah ark curtains, Torah mantles, and Torah 
binders, as well as bedspreads, reader desk covers, and 
prayer rugs.13 

Before elaborating upon the importance of the wool 
industry, it is important to juxtapose it with the produc-
tion and use of non-woolen fabrics, most importantly 
silks, few of which still remain due to the difficulty in 
conserving them. The oldest surviving fabric of Jewish 
Salonica appears to be an eighteenth-century Torah ark 

Fig. 2. Torah ark curtain, attributed to Salonica, ca. eigh-
teenth century. Ribbed silk, metal-thread embroidery, silk 
thread, satin stitch, 166 × 144 cm. Jerusalem, Israel Museum 
Collection, inv. no. 152/057 689-9-48, gift of Jakon Michael, 
New York, in memory of his wife, Erna Michael. (Photo: cour-
tesy of the Israel Museum)
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and brought to Salonica.17 This proximate wool supply 
was supplemented by wool from other parts of Mace-
donia, Albania, Morea, Euboea, Thessaly, and Thrace.18 
Locales as disparate as Sofia, Larissa, Lepanto, and Plo-
vdiv all have records of funneling local raw wool to 
Salonica.19 

As Braude has explained, regional weaving tech-
niques had until then remained fairly crude since Byz-
antine times, despite the high quality of the wool, which 
was comparable to that available to the Sephardim in 
Iberia.20 As in Iberia, it seems as though the pigment-
ing of raw wool was of major importance in the art of 
wool production. All evidence suggests that in addition 
to perfecting undisputedly sophisticated weaving tech-
niques (already some of the finest in Europe), the Sep-
hardim in Salonica promoted the importance of dyeing 
wool and thus enriched the palette of ordinary ward-
robes and interiors with more brilliant and varied col-
ors.21 Their base palette consisted of the primary colors 
of red, blue, and yellow, derived from madder root, ker-
mes, indigo, and yellow-seed, which in the correct pro-
portional mixtures could create the full range of hues.22 

Madder root, or rubia tinctorum, was the most read-
ily available—produced in the district of Boeotia in 
Thebes, a three- to four-day journey from Salonica, near 
Izmir (Smyrna).23 Kermes, or coccus ilicis, was derived 
from an insect common to oak trees in the Mediterra-
nean region and could be found in Livadia, a five- to 
seven-day journey from Salonica.24 Both madder and 
kermes produced red pigments. Numerous accounts 
reveal that madder was behind the creation of the col-
orfast “Turkish red” of which European travelers were 
so envious.25 The term kermes, which is etymologically 
related to the English word crimson and common to 
Arabic, Turkish, and Persian alike, yielded a very prized 
hue of scarlet, known to be popular in Ottoman silks 
and woolens.26 Yellow-seed, or rhamnus catharicus, was 
found in the berry of the buckthorn plant.27 The color 
was notorious for fading quickly, but it was also the 
cheapest of the dyes. 

Indigo, the only one of the four primary dyes that did 
not come from the lands of Rūm, became the one most 
commonly imported into the city by the early fifteenth 
century, which implies that blue-toned fabrics had 
begun to surpass red ones in popularity in Salonican 

the micrographic edgings and floral patterns are remark-
ably similar in both composition and scale, suggesting 
that both the Torah ark curtains and synagogue rugs of 
the Ottoman Empire were in dialogue with contempo-
raneous Islamicate models. Yet more curious is the 
appearance of the paired columns in a synagogue rug 
of Cairo, which indicates, in all likelihood, a familiarity 
with the paired columns found in the Alhambra.14

These are fabric arts that had an application tied spe-
cifically to Judaism, but there was, as Bejamin Braude 
has demonstrated, a much greater, supra-religious real-
ity of raw material, produced by Sephardic weavers and 
designers, that permeated the décor, furnishing, and, 
most importantly, clothing of the region.

Wool in Macedonia had traditionally come from the 
Balkan hinterland.15 The area of Kalamaria at the slopes 
of Mount Hortiatis provided productive lands for rais-
ing sheep.16 After spending the cold months in the low-
lands grazing, the sheep would be shorn of their wool 

Fig. 3. Torah curtain, Cairo, early seventeenth century. Wool, 
Senneh knot, 186 × 155 cm. Washington, D.C., Textile Museum 
Collection, inv. no. R. 16.4.4. (Photo: courtesy of the Textile 
Museum)
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the Castilian city, it seems probable that it was the émi-
grés of Castile who monopolized the production of pano 
de cuenta wool.

S. M. Imamuddin describes the production of wool 
in medieval Castile thusly:

In the 12th century Idrisi speaks of a flourishing wool-
industry in Chinchilla, fifty miles from Murcia, and in 
Cuence [Cuenca], two days journey from Chinchilla. Wool 
was also a staple industry in the mountains of Toledo, 
where sheep were reared in abundance and exported all 
over the county. Good-quality wool was raised on the 
Shashin island, where women rubbed it with pig-fat and 
made it gleaming white or turquoise blue. In Santaren a 
kind of wool was obtained from a marine animal, probably 
Abu qalmun. This wool was of a very bright golden colour 
and used in making expensive dresses.39 

This reveals a preference in the Castilian wool industry 
for fabrics that were white and shades of blue and gold, 
which is substantiated by the rapid increase in the im-
portation of indigo to Salonica after 1492. It would seem 
particularly likely, then, that the pano de cuenta wools 
were characterized by hues of blue, from light indigo 
to nearly black, and that the color blue itself may have 
distinguished Castilian Sephardim from their fellow 
Iberians. 

It is also important to keep in mind the relative insu-
larity of the wool industry in Castile immediately before 
émigrés from that region arrived in Salonica. As a result, 
it is possible to understand not only how the industry 
was transposed to Ottoman lands but also how both the 
state of Ottoman trade and the natural resources of 
Macedonia may have actually altered the nature of Se - 
phardic woolens more broadly.

In 1438, Juan II of Spain requested, in response to a 
petition known as the Cortes, that the export of Castil-
ian wool be halted and that the import of foreign wool 
be banned. According to Joseph O’Callaghan,

The Castilian weavers obviously wanted to reserve for 
themselves good, cheap, raw wool, but the Mesta [a union 
of sheep ranchers] opposed their petition because the 
sheep-raisers were anxious to sell their product at the 
highest price on the international market. For the moment, 
the king sided with [the weavers], but in 1462 Enrique IV 
allowed the export of only one-third of the total produc-
tion of raw wool; this represented a triumph for the native 
woolen industry.40

wool production after the arrival of the Sephardim.28 It 
is a substance derived from the powder of plants in the 
genus indigofera, which Maqrizi notes was cultivated in 
Egypt, as one can see reflected in the deeper tones of 
the rugs from Cairene workshops.29 Despite this, Saloni-
ca’s indigo appears to have derived mostly from India 
by way of Western Europe.30 It was not until the Otto-
mans developed an overland trade route for indigo from 
Lahore to Aleppo that Salonica would be able to obtain 
the dye from the East at much less cost, a development 
that coincided roughly with the arrival of the Sephardim 
in Salonica.31 Whether by boat or by means of the Via 
Egnatia, the pigments would have arrived in the city 
directly through the Jewish quarter by virtue of its cen-
tral location adjacent to the city’s port and its straddling 
of the main east–west thoroughfare (an urban corridor 
of the Via Egnatia). Besides indigo, none of these pig-
ments were of the same organic constitution as that 
available to the Sephardic wool producers in Iberia, and 
thus the Sephardic wool dyers would have had to reca-
librate all of their chromatic formulas based on the new 
versions they were using.

Four types of woolen cloths were produced by Jews 
in Salonica. Kersey was the lightest and least expensive 
variety, a coarse and narrow weave that Braude has lik-
ened to the kerseys of Hampshire, England, which were 
produced at the same time, and were similar to the 
weave known today as jersey.32 The next grade of wool 
was sobremanos, of a wider loom than kersey and of a 
“superfine” nature.33 The Sephardic weavers used a 
green sobremanos when given the important task of pro-
ducing a good number of the imperial janissarial uni-
forms, which I shall discuss below.34 Yet one grade 
higher was Salonica broadcloth, a plain-weave fabric, 
fulled, napped, and sheared, and available at various 
lengths.35 

The most coveted fabric was that dubbed pano de 
cuenta, meaning roughly, in both its Ladino and Hebrew 
derivations, “fabric of calculation.”36 The term cuenta 
(calculation), Braude has suggested, may also refer to 
the city of Cuenca, a prominent Castilian textile cen-
ter.37 The techniques for producing pano de cuenta var-
ied but the price of the fabric, nearly three times that of 
Salonica broadcloth, remained largely conistent.38 If it 
is indeed true that the name of the fabric was related to 
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The Jews of Burgos, in Aragon, from which this Bible 
hails, were far fewer in number in comparison with 
those from Castile, directly to their south. As evidenced 
by the dark hues of red and black, and the golden shade 
of the stem, the color palette outside of Castile seemed 
to make less use of the indigos and whites noted by 
Imamuddin. However, the central stem, the microgra-
phy, and the scrolling all appear in the synagogues of 
Toledo, which suggests that formal motifs among Sep-
hardic woolens may have been similar, while color 
schema varied from region to region. Both palettes 
share the distinct gold and red that characterize so 
much of pan-Iberian heraldry and medieval imagery of 
the time, which I shall reflect more upon shortly.

As the highest-end fabric available on the Ottoman 
market (apart from silk), pano de cuenta wool provides 
an interesting window into the historical evolution of 
Jewish wool production. It also functions as a measure 
of the assimilation of the Castilian weavers into Saloni-
ca’s upper middle class, to the extent that one can be 
identified.41 It seems quite possible that the less profit-
able production of kerseys, sobremanos, and Salonica 
broadcloth relegated non-Castilian Sephardim to a 
slightly lower economic level, and that the more com-
mon woolens were less likely to have been white and 
hues of blue in comparison with the Castilian-based 
pano de cuenta. 

As the caliph was also the protector of the Holy Word 
of the Prophet, the early Ottoman Empire has been 
characterized by some as a novel experiment in a rela-
tively egalitarian form of governance that rejected the 
caste and monarchical systems of its eastern and west-
ern neighbors.42 This, compounded with the Muslim 
disinclination for the “dirty trades” of banking and 
diplomacy, left the perceivedly entreprenurial Sep-
hardim with a plethora of opportunities. But it is also 
important to keep in mind that the supposed opportu-
nities of this egalitarianism were not universal. The 
Koran did enforce hierarchies: those of master and 
slave, man and woman, and believer and non-believer.43 
Only the latter was thought to be volitional, and while 
millet protection was largely secure, Ottoman Jews were 
nonetheless the source of considerable suspicion and 
fear. Jewish women, unable to become men and highly 
unlikely to become Muslim, were thus operating under 
the double imprint of Jewish and Ottoman law and thus 

The weavers’ stronghold over the native woolen indus-
try resulted in a generation of increasingly idiosyncratic 
woolen design prior to the Reconquista. While no wool-
ens from medieval Spain survive, it seems probable that 
the development at this time of the “carpet page,” an 
ornate insert preceding the Bible’s main divisions, re-
flected, both in name and design, the actual designs of 
woolen carpets. A “carpet page” from a Damascus Keter 
(Bible) from Burgos (1260) provides suggestive evidence 
as to what Sephardic woolen motifs may have looked 
like (fig. 4). This Bible is one of the earliest to survive 
from Jewish Spain. The most prominent aspect of the 
design on the carpet page is a simple stem flanked by in-
terlacing scrolls and fillets accentuated by micrographic 
outlines. The entire page is framed by a border of script 
that is also delineated by micrography.

Fig. 4. “Carpet page” from the Damascus Keter, Burgos, Spain, 
ca. 1260. Jerusalem, Jewish National and University Library, 
Ms. Heb 790. (Photo: © Jewish National and University 
Library)
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characterized by robes, chemises, and long şalvar trou-
sers.45

A 1568 woodcut by the geographer Nicolas de Nico-
lay, entitled “Jewish Maiden from Adrianople,” illus-
trates an “hebrezza” from Edirne (as the city is known 
in Turkish) in a floral outfit, though it is difficult to 
determine whether she is wearing very baggy şalvar 
trousers or more traditional European dress.  Never - 
theless, the presence of a central hem with branching 
scrolls is reminiscent of the formal arrangement of the 
Burgos carpet page, indicating that the stem and scroll 
may have become codified decorative and organiza-
tional motifs popular in other designs in addition to reli-
gious ones (fig. 5). The motifs adorning the dress of the 
Jewish woman of Edirne also appear to be similar to 
those seen on the cloth fabrics depicted in myriad late 
medieval Iberian paintings. 

A picture of an eighteenth-century Sephardic woman 
demonstrates the normalization of Sephardic fashion 
into a more Ottoman mode. For formal occasions, she 
wears a very long and wide-sleeved silk shift called a 
kamiza (in Ladino), several varieties of which were so 
fine as to be nearly transparent (fig. 6).46 According to 
the Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki, her ordinary attire 
would have been made of cotton or linen, with narrow 
sleeves and visible şalvar trousers and, occasionally, a 
lace bib.47 The dress of this late eighteenth-century 
woman differed from that of her predecessors not only 
in its more varied color palette but also in its motifs. It 
appears that wool had been banished altogether.

Fewer images exist of Sephardic men, but the follow-
ing account from the Bohemian traveler Hans Dern-
schwam is revealing:

In Turkey you will find in every town innumerable Jews of 
all countries and languages. And every Jewish group sticks 
together in accordance with its language…As is their cus-
tom, everyone wears clothes in accordance with the lan-
guage he speaks. Usually the garments are long, just like 
those of the Wallachians, the Turks, and the Greeks, too—
that is, a caftan. This is a long tunic, tied about at the waist, 
over which is a sort of skirt made of cloth of good quality 
and silk. Just as the Turks wear white turbans, the Jews 
wear yellow. Some foreign Jews still wear the black Italian 
birettas. Some who pretend to be physicians or surgeons 
wear the red-pointed, elongated birettas.48

All of this would change in 1580, when the sultan de-
creed that the Jews wear red hats like their “forebears.”49 

situated in a societal station where millet benefits were 
doubly negated by the less tangible phobia of Jews in 
general and the expected subordination of women in 
particular. This station, potentially revealing something 
as to the precarious threshold of tolerance and discrim-
ination, merits additional examination.

It has been argued that Jewish women of certain 
ancestral groups in Salonica and Istanbul wore dress 
“similar in design and fabric to contemporary European 
or Italian clothes,” a practice put an end to by sultanic 
decree by the end of eighteenth century. Prior to this, 
the attire of Ottoman Muslim and Jewish women would 
have been virtually indistinguishable, apart from their 
headgear.44 The dress of Sephardic women had been 

Fig. 5. Woodcut of a “Jewish Maiden from Adrianople.” From 
Nicolas de Nicolay, Quatre premiers livres des navigations 
(Lyon, 1568), fol. 164. Houghton Library, Harvard University. 
(Photo: courtesy of Houghton Library)
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Fig. 6. A mid-eighteenth-century depiction of a young 
Salonican woman. Photo: The Jewish Museum of Thessa-
loniki and Dr. Nicolas Stavroulakis.  

The decree makes no distinction among Jewish groups 
nor does it specify the exact hat being prescribed. An 
example of a “supposed” physician can be seen in a 1574 
watercolor entitled “A Jewish merchant and doctor in 
ottoman dress” (fig. 7). The doctor and his companion 
are both wearing black caftans that are open down the 
center front and cut at the elbows. Beneath, they both 
wear robes, the physician’s blue and the companion’s 
beige. The caftans appear to be lined in red fabric. It is 
not clear which elements are made of wool and which 
of silk, but the embroidered, patterned designs of the 
women’s dress described above are nowhere to be 
found. It is the physician who is wearing a blue robe—
which may indicate that the fabric is pano de cuenta 

Fig. 7 . “Judeus medicus, judoeus.” Lambert de Vos, Collec-
tion of 110 original drawings (ca. 1574) of Turkish costumes, 
including a portrait of Selim III, pl. 92. American School of 
Classical Studies at Athens, Gennadius Library, inv. no. B/A 
986q. (Photo: © The Gennadius Library)  

wool—a reflection of his elevated standing in society. In 
another illustration from the late eighteenth century, we 
see a rabbi garbed in a deep blue dress, illustrating the 
less colorful attire of the clergy and also indicating the 
potential use of pano de cuenta for important religious 
figures (fig. 8).

Yet another illustration depicts a Sephardic man of 
Salonica from the mid-eighteenth-century (fig. 9). 
Again, according to the Jewish Museum of Thessalon-
iki, his clothes would have consisted of knee-length 
knickers of linen or light wool, known as a pernil, an 
undershirt known as a kamiza, and, in winter, another 
shirt over this made of heavier wool, known as a kamis. 
Visible on top is an antari robe of striped silk or bur-
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nished cotton, made of raw weaves from Aleppo or 
Lahore.50 Gone were the simple days of muted, single-
color garments made in town.

Braude has suggested that the wool commissioned 
from the Salonican Sephardim for the janissaries was 
most typically green sobremanos. One of the most prox-
imate color renderings of janissary garb appears in a 
drawing entitled “Ottoman janissaries and the defend-
ing Knights of St. John, Siege of Rhodes” (fig. 10). This 
image features janissaries and solaks (imperial guards) 
alternately bedecked in hues of green, red, indigo, and 
yellow. Their garments are largely unadorned, and of 
particular note is the pairing of green and red in alter-
nate layerings of pants and short-sleeved overcoats. This 

Fig. 9. Mid-eighteenth-century depiction of a man from 
Salonica. Photo: The Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki and  
Dr. Nicolas Stavroulakis. 

garb is remarkably similar to that seen in Lokman’s well-
known and contemporaneous depiction of the “Siege of 
Vienna by Süleyman the Magnificent” (fig. 11). As they 
engage in a battle on the other side of the empire, we 
note the remarkable consistency in the uniforms worn 
by the janissaries, most notably the recurring green–red 
pairing. Note the difference in the length of the uni-
forms, most likely an adaptation to the colder climes of 
Central Europe.

One might speculate that the influence of Sephardic 
weavers was most evident in the sixteenth century, as 
it was steadily normalized by sultanic decrees such as 
the one from 1580 already mentioned. Moreover, as 
knowledge of European fashion accelerated in the eigh-
teenth century, we can see how the distinct character 
of Sephardic attire, particularly that of Sephardic men, 
may have been both transformed and subsumed into a 

Fig. 8. “Haham başı, the chief rabbi of Istanbul,” 1790. Cos
tumes turcs, vol. 2, fol. 108, from an album showing Turkish 
costumes. London, British Museum, Mss. 1947-6-17 (012) 2. 
(Photo: © The Trustees of the British Museum)
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SCANNING THE IBERO-JUDEO COLOR PALETTE: 
RED/GREEN AND CHROMATIC GENEALOGIES

As the Inquisition gripped Spain and then Portugal, the 
Jews of Iberia were forced to convert to Christianity 
(though they sometimes continued to practice their 
original religion in secret [crypto-Judaism]); many 
others were killed, although about half of the Sephardic 
population in Spain around 1492 were able to flee the 
country. Traces of their presence in Spain were largely 
stamped out. All they could take to their new homes 
in Europe and the Mediterranean was what they could 
bear on their persons; thus, portable goods like fabrics 
codified Sephardic identity in perpetuity.

As has been argued with wool, it is probable that this 
codification came simply through color schema by way 
of the art of pigmenting, which the Sephardim had 
already mastered in Iberia. Medieval heraldry and flags 
in general demonstrated the large role played by color 
schema in signifying cultural groups. The Ottoman sys-
tem was no different. As Nicolas de Nicolay recounts of 
Salonican Jewry:

Their headgear is a saffron yellow turban. That of the Greek 
Christians is blue, and that of the Turks is pure white so 
that by the difference in colour they may be known apart.51

While Nicolay’s 1568 account indicates color schemes 
for the three groups of the Salonican populace, it is im-
portant to question whether this delineation, at least 
within the Jewish population, occurred voluntarily and 
immediately upon arrival in 1492 or was a result of an 
increase in sultanic decrees on dress. Moreover, it is 
interesting to postulate to what extent the qualities of 
an Ottoman-Jewish color scheme, with yellow as the 
key color, were the product of will as opposed to, or in 
tandem with, law.

As has been noted in the discussion of green sobre
manos and the attire of the janissaries and solaks, the 
red-green schema appears to be by far the most strik-
ing in the Sephardic Salonican chromatic output. The 
1482 manuscript Rimado de la Conquista de Granada 
(Rhyme of the Conquest of Granada) offers some sug-
gestions as to why. On one page from the manuscript 
we see Philip I (r. 1506) and his wife Joanna of Castile 
meeting with their subjects (fig. 12). The composition of 

less idiosyncratic posture, and also one less tied to the 
wool industry.

Fig. 10. Detail of “Ottoman janissaries and the defending 
Knights of St. John, Siege of Rhodes, 1522,” showing the sultan 
surrounded by his solaks and some janissaries, several of 
whom are dressed in uniforms in a plain red-green scheme. 
From the Süleymannāme, 1558. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace 
Museum Library, Ms. H. 1517, fol. 149a. (Photo: courtesy of 
the Topkapı Palace Museum Library) 

Fig. 11. Detail of “Siege of Vienna by Süleyman I the Mag-
nificent, 1529,” showing Ottoman forces, including solaks and 
janissaries, in the red-green color scheme. From Lokman, 
Hünername, 1588. Istanbul, Topkapı Palace Museum Library, 
Ms. 1524, fol. 257b. (Photo: courtesy of the Topkapı Palace 
Museum Library) 
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This color pairing is suggested to be particular to the 
Aragon-Castilian region in two additional sources: a 
1495 painting entitled Santo Domingo y los Albigenses 
by the Spanish painter Pedro Berruguete, and the circa 
1400 wall motifs of the El Tránsito Synagogue in Toledo. 
In Berrugete’s painting, Saint Dominic presides over the 
burning of the heretical texts of the Albigensian Cath-
arists (a Manichean Christian sect) (fig. 14). Both the 
book in the fire and those about to be tossed in (or repel-
ling a thrust towards the fire) have covers of similar 
shades of red and green. The main feature of the El Trán-
sito Synagogue of Toldeo, which I shall discuss more 
briefly, is its florid, diamond-patterned wall with a chro-
matic substrate of red and green nearly identical to that 
seen in the painting.

the page recalls the traditional composition of a Torah 
ark curtain, with two columns framing a scene behind. 
The columns, which appear to be carved of wood, depict 
two split shafts, one with evergreen on top and crimson 
on the bottom and the other vice versa.

On another page from the manuscript, a heraldric-
like motif depicts two bundles of arrows with alternat-
ing red and blue-green fletchings (fig. 13). A pairing of 
red and green is seen in the sectional view of a Spanish 
olive, suggesting that this may have been the founda-
tion of a distinctly Iberian color scheme, perhaps even 
linked to the native olive, that began to fade from Span-
ish art after 1492.

Fig. 13. Page from Pedro Marcuello’s Rimado de la Conquista 
de Granada (1482), depicting arrows and an olive branch. 
Bibliothèque et archives du Château de Chantilly, CNRS-
IRHT. (Photo: Bibliothèque et archives du château de Chan-
tilly)

Fig. 12. Page from Pedro Marcuello, Rimado de la Conquista 
de Granada (Rhyme of the Conquest of Granada [1482]), 
depicting Phillip I and Joanna of Castile. Bibliothèque et 
archives du Château de Chantilly, CNRS-IRHT. (Photo: Bib-
liothèque et archives du Château de Chantilly)
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inating from the East Indies; this was the source of the 
third and final hue required to create the varnish pig-
ment that sealed countless lutes and violins for over 
three centuries.

In reflecting upon the green–red diad and the orange 
varnish of the Stradivari violin, one may conceive of 
color itself as yet another form of Mediterranean trans-
mission. A particularly nimble artistic tool, color can  
be seen as both rooted to place in its peculiar organic 
composition and able to transpose and transmute it- 
self along with an itinerant population such as the 
Se phardim.

I would like to suggest here that the red–green pair-
ing is an important one, particularly as it is echoed in 
the post-expulsion wool production of Salonica. 
Although it may not be unique to the Sephardic popu-
lation, its diadic continuity and resonance in both 
Christian and Jewish artistic production in Iberia before 
the expulsion but not after suggests that its promulga-
tion as a color scheme was probably linked to the Sep-
hardim.

There is another intriguing and specifically Mediter-
ranean genealogy that may link the Sephardim to a 
unique orange hue that appears in Italy, eventually 
arriving in all corners of Europe in the form of the lus-
trous varnish coating of the famed Stradivari violin. 
 Finlay contends that the rise of the violin in the Italian 
city of Cremona reveals something of Sephardic chro-
matic sensibilities. She notes how the instrument-mak-
ing tradition came to full fruition through the master 
craftsmanship of lutes produced by a Sephardic man 
named Giovanni Leonardo da Martinengo.52 Mar-
tinengo arrived in Cremona in 1499, which indicates 
that he had likely spent the years between 1492 and 1499 
traveling. Upon settling in Cremona, he taught his craft 
to his two brothers, Andrea and Giovanni Antonio 
Amati.53 According to Finlay, it was Andrea who fash-
ioned one of the first violins, after a man in the nearby 
town of Brescia “decided to take a bow to the lute-gui-
tar and play it like an Arabic rebab rather than plucking 
it.” Andrea’s grandson Niccolò taught the craft to Anto-
nio Stradivari, who became the first major producer of 
violins, circulating his iterations of the instrument 
across Europe in the latter half of the seventeenth cen-
tury.54

In an effort to postulate the chemical roots of Strad-
ivari’s lustrous and wholly unique orange varnish—
namely, safflower, madder, and brasilwood—Finlay 
suggests that Martinengo brought the special coloring 
techniques with him from Spain to Italy, supplement-
ing them with pigments acquired on his seven years of 
travel through the Mediterranean before settling in 
 Cremona. This would include the safflower pigments 
available in the bazaars of Tunis, Tripoli, and Algiers, as 
well as the previously mentioned madder found in the 
Ottoman Empire. Finlay also supposes that while in 
Constantinople Martinengo picked up brasilwood orig-

Fig. 14. Pedro Berruguete, “Santo Domingo y los Albigenses,” 
ca. 1493–99. Tempera and oil on wood, 122 × 83 cm. Madrid, 
Museo nacional del Prado, inv. no. P00609. (Photo: courtesy 
of the Museo nacional del Prado) 
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teenth century. Its 128 illustrations contain only limited 
depictions of synagogues. One example has a tripartite 
composition, demarcated by four slender columns 
forming three bays (fig. 15). It is only the left bay that 
reveals a familiar Sephardic motif, a once-cusped arch 
recalling the mihrab motifs of both Islamic prayer rugs 
and dome motifs of Islamic as well as Jewish prayer rugs. 
The other two bays have more typical shallow arches. 
A total of seven hanging lamps, similar to those of Ibe-
rian mosques, adorn the upper portion, including three 
in the left bay and three in the right, which appear to 
be suspended from the wall from bars that cross the 
arches. The lamp in the center bay, which appears to 
hang from the ceiling, hovers directly above the rabbin-
ical bimah (podium), which is articulated in a crude per-
spective so as to render its depth. The congregation, 
wearing unadorned red, white, and blue robes, contains 

THE SYNAGOGUE: IMAGINING SPACE, FEMALE 
WORSHIP, AND THE MOTHER REGION

Much can be gleaned from medieval Iberian Jewish 
manuscripts about Judaic iconography (or aniconogra-
phy) and the built realm of the Sephardim, particularly 
the synagogue.55 As Katrin Kogman-Appel has pointed 
out, two different worlds present themselves to the 
scholar of Hebrew illuminated manuscripts from Spain, 
the earliest of which dates to the thirteenth century. 
She explains the distinct split in Jewish manuscript arts:

One is nonfigurative, non-narrative, an almost aniconic 
idiom, with a clear preference for ornament in a style that 
reveals strong Islamic influence. The second tells the story 
of ancient Israel in a richly narrative, figurative mode, while 
in style it echoes in every respect the artistic taste of Chris-
tian Europe.56

While she argues that the two trends overlap in the 
major Jewish regions of Castile, Aragon, and Catalonia, 
nearly all of the later iconographic imagery emerges 
from Catalonia, in the form of Passover Haggadot (sing. 
Haggadah), small volumes of texts meant to be read on 
that holiday. While figurative art is abundant in “primi-
tives” of Christian Aragon and Castile, the Jewish art 
pieces that remain from those regions from the thir-
teenth to fifteenth centuries consist primarily of the 
carpet pages discussed above, which often have striking 
similarities to Islamic carpet pages from other parts of 
Iberia, particularly Granada.57

The manuscript is stunning evidence of convivencia 
and has hitherto been invoked as an exemplar of it. One 
may understand quite clearly how all three groups 
(Christans, Jews, and Muslims) were already engaged in 
an artistic dialogue, but focusing on the dialogue itself 
may obscure what actually made Sephardic synagogue 
architecture and religious life distinct from as opposed 
to similar to its neighbors. Thus, a consideration of pre-
Salonican Sephardic religious culture may aptly begin 
by looking at the Catalonian Haggadot, as they depict 
the figures found less frequently in the arts of Castile 
and Aragon besides providing additional, albeit more 
nebulous, architectural information about Sephardic 
synagogues beyond the three that remain in the more 
familiar regions of Castile and Andalusia.

The most studied of the Iberian Haggadot is the 
Golden Haggadah, dating from the first half of the four-

Fig. 15. “Synagogue scene from the Golden Haggadah.” 
Gouache on parchment, first half of the fourteenth century. 
London, British Library, Ms. Or. 2884, fol. 17v. (Photo: © Brit-
ish Library Board)
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Iberian and Ottoman mosques hang on either side of 
the ark, which contains three torahs, lifted aloft by a 
gridded structure. The ark has hinged doors rather than 
the more common Torah ark curtain.

In comparing the haggadot from Barcelona and Sara-
jevo one may begin to consider the architectural differ-
ences between the synagogues of the Iberian and Balkan 
peninsulas, respectively, prior to the arrival of Iberian 
congregations in Salonica. While the congregational 
attire in both images is quite similar, the Iberian syna-
gogue itself seems to be of a more transparent quality, 
airy with slender columns and definitive Iberian archi-
tectural forms in the articulation of the arches; the 
Torah arks were situated differently in each image, and, 
as noted above, in the Sarajevo Haggadah hinged doors 
fulfill the role of the Torah ark curtain. The lamps, how-
ever, appear to be nearly identical.

According to Ottoman records, there were twenty-
six synagogues established in Salonica between 1492 
and 1680 (fig. 17). As already noted, the congregations 
remained divided and established themselves not only 
by country but by city of origin. In total, twelve syna-
gogues were of Italian origin, seven were Spanish, four 
Portugese, and one Moorish; there were also two multi-
congregational synagogues, one, the Talmud Torah Syn-
agogue, being particularly large and reserved for 
community-wide functions.58 The first five congrega-
tions established were all erected in 1492–93 and hailed 
from Spain. These included (in their English transliter-
ations): the Gerush Sepharad Synagogue (Castile), the 
Castilia Synagogue (Castile), the Mayor Rishon Syna-
gogue (Majorca), the Catalan Yashan Synagogue (Cata-
lonia), and the Aragon Synagogue (Aragon). They were 
followed by two additional synagogues established 
between 1535 and 1537: the Catalan Hadas Synagogue 
(Catalonia) and the Mayor Seni Synagogue (Majorca). 
Synagogues of Portugese origin included the Évora Syn-
agogue in 1512 or 1535 (Évora), the Lisbon Yashan Syna-
gogue in 1519 (Lisbon), the Portugal Synagogue in 1525 
(various cities of Portugese origin), the Lisbon Hadas 
Synagogue in 1537 (Lisbon), and the Yahia Synagogue 
in 1560 (Lisbon).59 

As a general rule, the Spanish synagogues identified 
with the region of origin, the Portugese synagogues with 
the city of origin. Although the reasons for this are not 
clear, it may likely be a corollary to the relatively more 

both men and women, young and old. What appears to 
be the Torah ark sits directly on the floor in the left bay. 
The slender columns have the same sinewy forms as the 
eighteenth-century Salonican Torah ark curtain in 
 figure 3.

To contextualize this scene with respect to the clos-
est substantive haggadot found in the environs of 
Salonica, we may look at yet another well-known exam-
ple from Sarajevo. Like the Golden Haggadah, the Sara-
jevo Haggadah, also from the fourteenth century, has 
but a few illustrations of synagogues. In one titled “Jews 
leaving the synagogue,” men, women, and children are 
garbed in plain blue and red robes that cover them from 
head to toe in nearly indistinguishable fashion (fig. 16). 
They emerge from a rounded archway unlike the horse-
hoe or cusped arches found in the synagogues of Cas-
tile and Andalusia. Lamps similar to those adorning 

Fig. 16. “Jews leaving the synagogue from the Sarajevo Hag-
gadah.” Gouache on parchment, fourteenth century. Sara-
jevo, National Museum of Bosnia-Herzegovina. (Photo: 
courtesy of the National Museum of Bosnia-Herzegovina)
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sixteenth century (fig. 18). Sadly, there is no reliable evi-
dence as to the location of a bazaar or public space. If 
this information were known, it would indicate the spa-
tial relation of the synagogue to the commercial sphere 
and also whether or not the Jews had regular public 
interaction with their Christian and Muslim counter-
parts in the city. Here it is best to operate under the 
assumption that the Salonican model of urban interac-
tion between Jews, Muslims, and Christians followed 
roughly contemporaneously with that of the imperial 
capital, Istanbul, where the groups and their houses of 
congregations remained delimited to neighborhoods 
like Galata and Balat, while there was also a certain 
amount of free flow of individuals for market purposes, 

urbanized nature of Portugal in 1492 in comparison with 
Spain. It may very well also indicate the ways in which 
the Spaniards and Portugese Sephardim electively 
chose to identify themselves as urban or rural, Portug-
ese or Spanish, Needless to say, linguistic dialects would 
have also been another important reason for subdivid-
ing congregations by their place of origin. 

From tables published on congregation information 
one can glean the respective numbers of married and 
unmarried members in each particular congregation, a 
fact crucial to Ottoman census takers.60 Their locations 
within the Jewish quarter, culled from Ottoman records 
and censuses, are shown in a map denoting the Muslim, 
Christian, and Jewish quarters of Salonica in the mid-

Congregation      Place of Origin      Year Established

1. Gerush Sepharad Spain 1492
2. Castilia Spain (Castile) 1492
3. Mayor Rishon Spain (Mallorca) 1492
4. Catalan Yashan Spain (Catalonia) 1492
5. Aragon Spain (Aragon) 1492
6. Neve Shalom Italy (Calabria) 1497
7. Pulia Italy (Apulia) 1502
8. Evora Portugal 1512 or 1535
9. Ishmael Italy (Calabria) 1517
10. Lisbon Yashan Portugal 1519
11. Talmud Torah (central synagogue) 1520
12. Portugal Portugal 1525
13. Estrug Italy (Apulia) 1535
14. Catalan Hadas Spain (Catalonia) 16th century
15. Mayor Seni Spain (Mallorca) 16th century
16. Lisbon Hadas Portugal (Lisbon) 1537
17. Otranto Italy (Apulia) 1537
18. Kiana Italy (Calabria) 1545
19. Neve Sedek Italy (Calabria) 1550
20. Yahia Portugal 1560
21. Sicilia Hadas Italy (Sicily) 1562
22. Beth Aaron Italy (Sicily) 1575
23. Italia Hadas Italy 1582
24. Italia Shialom Italy 1606
25. Shialom (mixed) 1606
26. Ar Gavoa Italy (Apulia) 1663
27. Mograbish North Africa 17th century, before 1680

Fig. 17. Table of Jewish synagogue congregations established in Salonica, 1492–1680, demonstrating the congregation names, 
origin and year of establishment. The table is extrapolated from Iōnannēs Chasiōtēs, ed., Tois agathois vasileuousa: 
Thessalonikē, historia kai politismos (Thessaloniki, 1997), 278. The table is reprinted from Vasilēs Dēmētriadēs, Topographia 
tēs Thessalonikēs kata tēn epochē tēs Tourkokratias, 1430–1912 (Thessaloniki, 2008 [repr., orig. pub. 1983]), 347.
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Fig. 18. Map of Salonica, ca. mid-sixteenth century, illustrat-
ing the locations of synagogues, mosques, churches, and 
other important landmarks, including the Via Egnatia, which 
runs roughly east-west through the Jewish quarter, parallel 
to the port. Adapted from Gilles Veinstein, Salonique, 1850–
1918: La “ville des Juifs” et le réveil des Balkans (Paris, 1992). 
(Map: C. Scott Walker, Harvard Map Collection, Harvard Col-
lege Library) 
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Salonica, at least at first. It was located closest to the Via 
Egnatia, the city’s (and region’s) most important thor-
oughfare, perhaps with direct access to it, from its 
appearance on the map. Cited in all accounts as the first 
of the five synagogues built in 1492, it is the only one 
whose rabbi’s name, Levi ben Habib, was also 
recorded.66 Along with the Castilian synagogue, it is 
attributed to the region of Castile. Both synagogues 
likely received the majority of their congregants from 
the Sephardic community of Toledo, which was the larg-
est and richest of all Sephardic populations in Iberia.67

Architecturally, this wealth is nowhere more ele-
gantly demonstrated than in the previously mentioned 
Synagogue of El Tránsito in Toledo, which was commis-
sioned as a private house of worship by the King of 

particularly where specialized service economies 
required it.

As Heath Lowry and Mark Mazower have indicated, 
in Salonica the synagogues were most often not located 
on the street front, which was fairly common for recon-
stituted as well as newly-constructed synagogues (a 
rather rare occurrence) in other Ottoman Jewish quar-
ters.61 Often, as is amply documented in synagogues 
refashioned from prior uses in Istanbul, they were mea-
ger rooms no larger than about 2,000 square feet.62 One 
must remember that all new synagogues and churches 
were built in conformance with the restrictions Otto-
man law placed on the construction of non-Muslim 
places of worship: there were limits on the materials 
that could be used, the architectural heights that could 
be reached, the visibility of iconography from the street 
and, in the case of rich congregations, the level of archi-
tectural decoration considered acceptable in accor-
dance with Islamic and caliphal values. Two things are 
yet further important to note: the enforcement of these 
strictures varied depending on historical circumstances 
and petitioners had been known to argue that a project 
was a reconstruction as opposed to a new construction, 
even if that is in essence what they were doing.63 This 
inevitably made for what would have been a more 
muted material palette than was found in Sephardic 
synagogues in Iberia. In short, the appearance of the 
synagogue was, at least from the outside, to be as dis-
creet as possible. While halakhic guidelines closely reg-
ulated the formal appearances and arrangements of 
synagogues in Spain, there is no evidence that the 
Se phardic population reconstituted any halakhic prin-
ciples for the interior redesign of synagogues after the 
expulsion, which would signal the far less regulated 
nature of the practice of design of new synagogues (both 
veritably new constructions and “retrofitted” older 
buildings) across Europe, within Ottoman boundaries, 
and in Salonica in particular.64 As such, the building 
and furnishing of synagogues by the eleven earliest con-
gregations of Sephardic Salonica were probably done 
stealthily, and were highly contingent on subtle, local 
artistic trends and the available financial means of the 
respective members, all executed in what one author 
has duly described as the “spirit of the times.”65

All evidence indicates that the Gerush Sepharad Syn-
agogue was the most prominent Jewish structure in 

Fig. 19. El Tránsito Synagogue, Toledo, exterior view. (Photo: 
courtesy of Dr. James Bartholomay Kiracofe)
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be inferred from the significant Moorish characteristics 
of the interior. The multi-foil arch is by far the most 
salient characteristic of what one might call Sephardic 
architecture, at least that which remains in Spain, while 
only one example of such an arch is evident today in 
downtown Thessaloniki, at the art nouveau Casa Bianca, 
built in 1912 by the architect P. Arrigoni for a wealthy 
family by the name of Fernandez.69 Stand alone single-
foil arches can also be seen in the Santa María La Blanca 
Synagogue, also in Toledo, built in 1203.

Gerush Sepharad’s first known rabbi, Levi ben Habib, 
was born in Toledo in 1483.70 At the age of nine he 
escaped to Portugal and eventually Salonica with his 

 Castile’s treasurer, Don Samuel HaLevi Abulafia, and 
built circa 1356.

As has been noted, the Spanish, like the Ottomans, 
limited the material palette and heights of synagogues. 
HaLevi Abulaifa plainly flouted these strictures—a lux-
ury afforded him by virtue of his governmental post. The 
synagogue features Nasrid-style polychrome stucco 
work, numerous Hebrew inscriptions invoking God’s 
grace, multi-foil arches, and a mudéjar-paneled ceiling 
of wood that was said to have come to Toledo all the 
way from Lebanon (figs. 19–21).68 

The builders of the synagogue, who were brought to 
Toledo from Andalusia, were most likely Muslim, as can 

Fig. 20. El Tránsito Synagogue, Toledo, interior view, show-
ing ornamental wall with green-red color scheme and the 
wooden dome. (Photo: courtesy of Dr. James Bartholomay 
Kiracofe)

Fig. 21. El Tránsito Synagogue, Toledo, wall detail showing 
inscriptions and a heraldic crest alluding to Castille y Leon’s 
ties to the throne of the king. (Photo: courtesy of Dr. James 
Bartholomay Kiracofe)
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issue regarding gender affected the Aragon Synagogue. 
In comparison with the Gerush Sepharad, which was 
built on a relatively generous plot of land, the Aragon 
Synagogue was on a site so narrow that the requisite 
‘erzat nashim (women’s enclosure) and bet knesset 
nashim (women’s synagogue) were probably not built. 
The Aragon congregation served more than twice the 
number of members as the Gerush Sepharad, in one 
third the space, and the proximity of men and women 
would have been virtually impossible to control, partic-
ularly if the synagogue had been retrofitted from an 
extant structure. 

When addressed in the vast secondary literature on 
the expulsion of the Jews from Spain, the issue of wom-
en’s autonomy is related to the desideratum to estab-
lish “the chronology and geography of the deterioration 
in the status of women in Jewish diaspora society,” as 
Paul Wexler puts it.78 In short, it is believed that the dis-
solution of halakhic principles actually created the con-
ditions that led to the worsening of the status of women 
in Jewish diasporic society, a fact perhaps enhanced by 
the caliphal support of the belief that women were infe-
rior to men. Nowhere was this made more manifest, 
even if only symbolically, than in the synagogue. Wex-
ler elaborates:

There is evidence that in Christian Spain, major changes 
may have taken place in the status of women not long 
before the expulsion in 1492. Two of three surviving syna-
gogue buildings in Spain, “El Tránsito” in Toledo and the 
one in Córdoba that were both constructed in the four-
teenth century (i.e., when both cities were long in Christian 
hands), have a separate upper section for women worship-
pers which suggest that the latter played a purely passive 
role in the synagogue service. However, I. Epstein has noted 
that Iberian women could own and dispose of men’s seats 
in the synagogue that they bought and sold. Conversely, 
two illuminated manuscripts from fourteenth-century Ara-
gon display men and women side by side in the synagogue, 
which implies the absence of segregated worship.79

Wexler goes on to compare this phenomenon with 
the architectural arrangements of men and women in 
Ashkenazi Europe, where the separation of men and 
women appears in thirteenth-century synagogues built 
in Cologne, Speyer, and Worms. While being able to 
buy and sell a husband’s seat in the synagogue does 
not necessarily mean a wife could sit in it herself, the 

father.71 For a number of years he served as the spiritual 
leader of what was until about 1540 the largest congre-
gation in the city. Some time after that he emigrated to 
Safed and then eventually to Jerusalem.72 It is probable 
that Levi ben Habib and his father before him were 
instrumental in shaping the Gerush Sepharad Syna-
gogue in its early years, soliciting the congregation for 
money to build up and furnish the new building. Ben 
Habib would have found it prudent to keep the styling 
of the synagogue in conformity with the spatial tradi-
tions of the Toledo synagogue, at least to the best of his 
ability, given the material and financial resources avail-
able to him and his congregation, as well as the stric-
tures placed on him by Ottoman regulations on 
non-Muslim constructions. 

By the time of the 1589 census, the Aragon Synagogue 
seemed to have usurped ben Habib’s congregation in 
importance.73 The Aragon Synagogue, also established 
in 1492, had 404 members in its congregation by this 
time, compared to the 171 members of Gerush Sepha-
rad.74 The Aragon Synagogue was, in fact, the largest 
congregation in all of Salonica, both in 1589 and in the 
next census of 1613, surpassing several of the sizable 
congregations of Italian Jews as well. 

While it is not clear why this happened, it is most log-
ically the result of a significant influx of Aragonese Sep-
hardim in the mid-sixteenth century, which would have 
coincided with the ascendant influence of Don Joseph 
Nasi, also known as Jaoū Miguez (d. 1579), of the Ara-
gonese House of Mendes. Nasi served as a diplomat and 
administrator during the reigns of both Süleyman I  
(r. 1520–66) and Selim II (r. 1566–74), and was a preem-
inent champion of myriad policies that supported the 
equanimity of Ottoman Jews.75 Nasi, along with an 
extended and influential family spread across Europe, 
garnered the admiration of the Seraglio by virtue of his 
myriad trade connections across the continent. Nasi’s 
immense wealth was spread both to his relatives across 
Europe and to his Aragonese brethren, which had major 
implications for the congregation in Salonica, both in 
terms of their numerical growth and their material afflu-
ence.76 The Aragon Synagogue was situated close to the 
port, flanked by a then unnamed thoroughfare and Tsi-
miski Street, just down the block from the Jewish bath-
house and immediately next to the other Castilian 
congregation, the Castile Synagogue.77 A particular 
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The creation of a ghetto in Florence was undertaken by 
the grand-ducal government as a public works project and 
as an investment. It was built, owned and administered by 
the state. The construction of the ghetto employed workers 
to turn a run-down, disreputable area in the heart of the 
city into a solid commercial neighborhood that also served 
as an architectural and religious symbol of the power and 
piety of the grand duke. The project was, in addition, to 
become a profitable rental property with a guaranteed and 
self-perpetuating tenant population.81

Salonica had some similarities to Florence in the way 
it housed its new Jewish population, which, like the 
Tuscan Jews, inhabited the oldest part of the city, in-
cluding the site of the old Roman forum. But, as both 
Lowry and Mazower have illustrated, Salonican Jews 
were more likely to have simply reappropriated the 
 domiciles and ruins abandoned by Christian commu-
nities than they were to build new ghettos wholesale.82 
The new Jewish quarter of Salonica, indeed appears 
to have been far more ad hoc than its counterpart in 
 Florence:

South of Egnatia, with the exception of the market districts 
to the west, the twisting lanes of the lower town belonged to 
the newcomers. Here wealthy notables lived together with 
the large mass of Jewish artisans, workmen, hamals, fisher-
men, pedlars and the destitute, cooped up in small apart-
ments handed down from generation to generation. The 
overall impression of the Jewish quarters was scarcely one 
of magnificence. Clusters of modest homes hidden behind 
their walls and large barred gates were grouped around 
shared cortijos [small courtyards] into which housewives 
threw their refuse. As the city filled up, extra storeys were 
added to the old wooden houses and overhanging upper 
floors jutted out into the street. Every so often the claustro-
phobic and airless alleys opened unpredictably into a small 
placa or placeta [plazas of medium and small scale]. Rut-
ted backstreets hid the synagogues and communal build-
ings...These were the least hygienic or desirable residential 
areas, where all the refuse of the city made its way down 
the slopes to collect in stagnant pools by the dank stones 
of the sea walls. The old harbour built by Constantine had 
silted up and turned into a large sewage dump, the Mon-
turo, whose noxious presence pervaded the lower town.83

Two images of the classical ruin known as the arcade of 
the Incantadas in Ladino (Ta Idola in Greek; no consis-
tent name in Turkish) substantiate a convincing visual 
record of what this residential community may have 
looked like. The first, a color drawing attributed to the 

point raises interesting questions as to the potentially 
divergent practices of Sephardim in Castile and Aragon, 
respectively. Given the marked volumetric differences 
of the congregational synagogues in Salonica, one may 
ask: did Aragonese Sephardic women, by way of the 
more limited spatial envelope of their synagogue, in 
turn enjoy greater liberty through the sharing of syna-
gogue space with men than did their neighbors, and 
did this manifest itself outside the synagogue in the 
everyday life of their Ottoman microcosm? 

If so, the Aragonese tradition of segregated worship 
may have continued in Salonica. The predominant view 
that the expulsion exacerbated the marginalization of 
women in the Sephardic community may have held true 
for other congregations, such as Gerush Sepharad, but 
at least in the case of the Aragon Synagogue, an impor-
tant spatial as well as societal distinction of self-auton-
omy among the city’s Jewish female population was 
maintained. 

Moreover, it seems probable that the poorer congre-
gations, such as that of Aragon, as well as other congre-
gational groups comprising the manufacturers of 
cheaper woolens, would have required a higher propor-
tion of prayer rugs with inscripted prayers, since their 
congregants would not have been able to afford per-
sonal copies of Scripture. The abundance of prayer rugs 
and woven wall hangings in the poorer congregations 
would have significantly distinguished the interior 
ambiance of their houses of worship.

MEMORY IN THE BUILT REALM:  
LAS INCANTADAS, THE BRIDGE AT LARISSA,  

AND THE JEWISH NECROPOLIS

With the influx of Jewish immigrants to numerous 
urban centers across Europe there came, for the first 
time, a systematized urban strategy for constructing 
Jewish quarters at breakneck speed. This entailed new 
approaches to land speculation and architectural re-
appropriation that demonstrated heady efficiency 
nowhere better than in sixteenth-century Florence. 
As Stefanie Siegmund has illustrated, the Medici state 
harnessed the legal system to delimit Tuscan Jews 
both spatially and socially, constructing a massive new 
Jewish quarter from scratch on the site of the old Roman 
forum.80 She notes:
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The reason for the visit by the consul-cum-antiquar-
ian was no small secret. This particular merchant 
resided in the very heart of the old city, literally on top 
of what had once been the Roman forum. His house 
abutted a Roman ruin speculated to have belonged to 
a collection of thermae (baths) dating from the third 
century a.d. The rise of antiquarianism, particularly in 
Britain, meant more and more foreign visitors to the 
Jewish quarter.

The ruin itself consists of a nineteen-foot high 
unfluted Corinthian colonnade supporting a three-band 
epistyle, frieze, and cornice. It also supports an attic 
arcade with four seven-foot-high sculpted columns that 
have been alternately described as double-faced cary-
atids or embossed double-pilasters. These in turn 

British antiquarians James Stuart and Nicholas Revett, 
who passed through on a trip to Thessaloniki in 1754, 
depicts the British consul to the Ottoman Empire arriv-
ing at the home of a Sephardic merchant (fig. 22). The 
merchant, apparently a wealthy notable, as indicated 
by his outfit, the presence of a young servant, and the 
generous size of his private cortijo, offers coffee to his 
guest. In the background, Stuart and Revett can be seen 
dressed in Ottoman attire donned specifically for their 
travels; they are accompanied by the consul’s young 
son, the only one dressed in European clothing, and the 
consul’s Greek interpreter. Three women, apparently 
the merchant’s wife and two daughters, watch from 
the balcony above, excited by the far-flung company 
in their home.

Fig. 22. James Stuart, “Propylaea of the Hippodrome seen from the courtyard of a private house, Salonica (Thessaloniki),” 
1750–60. Gouache, 31.5 × 46 cm. Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) Library Drawings & Archives Collection, SD146/3. 
(Photo: courtesy of RIBA)
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 support an epistyle and a second cornice. The Greeks 
identified the figures on the pilasters as Dionysus, 
 Maenad, Ariadne, Leda, Nike, Avra, Dioskoros, and 
 Ganymede.84

Folk tradition in Salonica considered the figures to 
be “petrified” within the pilasters where they stood adja-
cent to the Via Regia (King’s Street).85 For many Saloni-
cans of the time, this particular ruin was held to be the 
city’s identifying architectural symbol. The name Las 
Incantadas (the enchanted ones) referred to the fact 
that the figures depicted were pagan gods, built by 
pagan sculptors, and thus patently mystical, abhorrent, 
and blasphemous. They would continue to be known by 
the Sephardic title until French antiquarians managed 
to seize the pilasters from the Ottomans in 1865 and 
renamed them the Piliers décorés de Las Incantadas  
(fig. 23).86 

The arcade had become part of the urban-scale 
palimpsest that characterized so much of the transfor-
mation of the city center’s Roman and Byzantine heri-
tage during the height of the development of Salonica 
under Ottoman rule. One portique (portal) of the colon-
nade serves as an exterior vestibule wherein a tall 
wooden gate provides a transition space from the Via 
Regia to the cortijo. The other three portiques form 
either the frontal end of the house’s elevation or, in fact, 
cut through its interior, delineating the space within. A 
taller building appears across the street.

Under a direct order from Louis XVII, the French con-
sul general traveled to Salonica and had an additional 
image of Las Incantadas produced by Esprit Marie Cous-
inéry (and sometimes attributed to Serrieu and Fauvel) 
(fig. 24).87 The illustration is taken from precisely the 
same vantage point as that of the British illustration sev-
enty-seven years prior, but there are some very striking 
differences. The ground plane appears to have swollen 
upwards, engulfing the lower level so that it is no lon-
ger inhabitable. The house’s stucco façade appears to 
have been entirely stripped, revealing the uneven stone-
work below. The roof sags at the corner and rubble lit-
ters the cortijo. The entry portal is but a skeleton of its 
former self and the building across the street seems to 
have given way to two new, larger buildings a bit further 
away. Moreover, some of the original details of the illus-
tration are redrawn, such as the mullions of the window 
and the composition of the banister of the veranda. 

Fig. 23. Portique of Las Incantadas, Paris, Musée du Louvre. 
Andover-Harvard Theological Library, New Testament and 
Archaeological Slide Collection, inv. no. Harvard Divinity 
School 11B6. (Photo: Helmut Koester)

Fig. 24. M. Fauvel, “Ruines d’un Cirque à Salonique.” From 
Esprit Marie Cousinéry, Voyage dans la Macédoine, contenant 
des recherches sur l’histoire, la géographie et les antiquités de 
ce pays, 2 vols. (Paris: Imprimerie royale, 1831), 1:32. (Photo: 
courtesy of Widener Library, Harvard College Library) 
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What does remain exactly the same is Las Incantadas, 
in yet greater and more picturesque splendor. A forlorn 
woman carrying a jug on her head and with a small child 
at her side appears in front of the house. The nature of 
her headgear most likely identifies her as Sephardic. Is 
this her house or is she merely passing by? Is this woman 
who fetches her own water squatting in the former 
home of a merchant who once had servants to do such 
tasks? This was the last image of record of Las Incanta
das to be produced before the French dismantled the 
ruin and installed the pillars in the Louvre, where they 
remain on view today.

Yet another palimpsest concerning the built environ-
ment comes to us from the realm of folklore. Samuel 
Armistead and Joseph Silverman have commented on 
the appearance of a ballad in Ladino in fifteenth-cen-
tury Salonican sources known as “The Bridge of Arta.” 
The song, which was a mainstay of what Armistead and 
Silverman describe as the “complex, multi-lingual, and 
yet strikingly homogenous folklore of the Balkan Pen-
insula,” concerns the ritualistic practice of immuring a 
human being into the base of a building or a bridge as 
a sacrifice to ensure the structural integrity of its foun-
dation. The ballad, one of the most well-known folk nar-
ratives of the region, outlines the story of how the work 
accomplished each day by a master builder and his asso-
ciates collapses each night. Eventually the master 
builder is made aware, through some supernatural 
source, that the building (most commonly a bridge) will 
remain standing at night and into the next day if a 
human, typically a female, is sacrificed and immured 
into the structure’s foundations. Versions in Greek, 
Macedo-Roumanian, Albanian, Serbian, Macedonian, 
Hungarian, Daco-Roumanian, and Bulgarian all refer to 
either the Bridge of Arta in western Thrace or the Cita-
del of Deva.88 It has been argued that the ballad has yet 
deeper origins, and initially referred to various Helle-
nistic sites: most commonly the Taşköprü of Adana.89

The most extensive Ladino version of the ballad 
begins thusly:

Under the bridge of Larissa
there was a graceful maiden.
Her father has kept her guarded
for a handsome lord.
The girl, who was shameless,
went to visit the vizir.

Along the way
she met a boza [a drink made from fermented millet] 
 vendor

It is noteworthy that the Ladino version moves the 
bridge from Narda to Larissa, which is much closer to 
Salonica. I venture that the ballad refers to the Pineios 
Bridge, which spans the Pineios River and was at the 
time the oldest bridge in the area of Larissa (fig. 25).90 As 
in her previous incarnations, the victim is found “under” 
the bridge, but important distinctions have been trans-
posed by the new settlers from the original Greek ver-
sion. Armistead and Silverman note that: 

The Sephardic anecdote is so terse that only the barest 
outlines of a narrative emerge. Distinctive features which 
might facilitate comparison and identification with a spe-
cific ballad subtype are almost totally lacking. However, the 
Sephardic vignette can be shown to differ significantly from 
the Greek ballad in two important details. In contrast to the 
matter-of-fact intervention of the river spirit (stoicheion) 
in many variants of The Bridge of Arta, there is a notable 
and possibly intentional, avoidance of the supernatural in 
the Jewish text. Here the bridge is not carried away as a 
result of a jealous malevolence of an elemental spirit, but 
merely because of the December floods and, belaboring 
the obvious, because the “bridge was not erected upon a 
solid foundation.” In the Sephardic text, the Greek master 
builder’s wife has become the engineer’s daughter...91

As with the figures they referred to as Las Incantadas, 
the Sephardim of Salonica deliberately discredited any 

Fig. 25. Engraving of the Pineios River Bridge and the envi-
rons of Larissa. From Victor Duruy, History of Greece and the 
Greek People: From the Earliest Times to the Roman Conquest, 
4 vols. (Boston: Estes and Lauriat, 1890), vol. 4, sect. 2, p. 430. 
(Photo: courtesy of Period Paper, Whitewater, WI)  
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sense of the supernatural from their found surround-
ings. Rather, they rewrote the myth, ascribing to it the 
most profane meaning possible—the laws of physics: 
any failure of the bridge outside the city limits must be 
the fault of the engineer, whose daughter is forced to 
pay the ultimate price for her father’s shortcomings. Can 
we see the Ladino alterations of the ballad as meaning-
ful in either a spiritual or architectural sense, or both? 
Perhaps, but such ideas would be creative guesswork. If 
there were more allegories of this kind, one could poten-
tially piece together a more holistic ethos for the ways 
in which the Sephardim approached the structures they 
found in Salonica, such as, in this case, Las Incantadas 
and the Bridge at Larissa. What is ascertainable is that 
the bridge and Las Incantadas present structures that, 
on the one hand, are practically useful yet, on the other, 
proffer potentially dangerous and heretical qualities  
left over from former pagan inhabitants, demonstrat-
ing the far greater threat of the pagan thought of the 
dead than that of the Islamic or Christian theology of 
the living.

One locale with a more easily determined prove-
nance is the Jewish cemetery of Salonica, one of the few 
places where the unity of the Jewish population could 
not be disputed. It is not clear when the Jewish ceme-
tery first became established on a parcel of land outside 
the city’s Byzantine-era fortifications, in the foothills of 
the old city’s northeast corner. It was located just north 
of the Muslim cemetery and from the foothill, looking 
toward the sea, one can imagine the distinct topograghi-
cal difference between the above-ground, horizontal 
graves of the Jewish cemetery and the vertical head-
stones of the Muslim cemetery.

Both cemeteries would eventually limit growth of the 
Christian quarter in the eastern part of the city. It is, 
nonetheless, well known that the space occupied by the 
Jewish cemetery was continually coveted during the 
Ottoman period and that several parts of it were grad-
ually seized as the city expanded eastward.92 Regard-
less of the permutations in the cemetery’s boundaries, 
maps suggest that any Jew or Muslim traveling to their 
respective cemetery would have had to traverse the 
Christian quarter. In many ways, both cemeteries spa-
tially symbolize the political impulse of the sultan—to 
keep the Christian population of Salonica contained; 
indeed, he had censuses taken with unusual frequency 

in order to make sure that the Greek Orthodox never 
became a majority of the city’s population.93 As such, 
the cemeteries must have been crucial elements in the 
repeated gerrymandering of the definitive limits of the 
city proper. It is interesting to note that Bayezid II was 
not concerned about the city having a Jewish majority, 
as would happen by the sixteenth century.

Virtually all discussion of the Jewish cemetery  
of Salonica has been limited to its tragic fate in World 
War II. The Jewish cemetery survived the devastating 
fire of 1917 because of its distance from the old town, 
which included the Jewish quarter, the epicenter of the 
destruction. A plethora of photographs of the cemetery 
were taken in the interwar years, probably because it 
demarcated all that was left of the heritage of a major 
portion of the city’s culture.

Yet when the Nazis entered Thessaloniki in March 
1941, one of the first things they did was plunder the Jew-
ish cemetery, smashing the low, horizontal tombstones 
into pieces and leaving only their foundations behind.94 
Fragments of tombstones, some dating as far back as 
the early fifteenth century, were soon thereafter used 
to line a swimming pool built for the German forces 
occupying the city.95 This gut-wrenching modern-day 
spolia is the most deeply embedded recollection of Jew-
ish memory in Salonica. 

CONCLUSION

A well-known passage from the Seder Eliyahu Zuta 
makes note of how members of Bayezid II’s imperial 
circle were bemused by the King of Spain’s readiness to 
dispose of such a large and talented group of its citizens, 
endowing its “enemies,” particularly the Ottomans, with 
such useful migrants.96 This makes plain how the utility 
of the Sephardim, at least in the first few centuries of 
their residence in Ottoman lands, trumped any concern 
over their religious and cultural qualities, and indicates 
the vagaries of millet and dhimmī policies that may have 
either been the foundational reason for their open in-
vitation to cities like Salonica or, alternately, simply 
a legal and conceptual overlay made post facto. The 
answer, as this article hopes to have articulated, lies 
somewhere in between.
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Professors Gülru Necipoğlu and Alina Payne at Harvard Uni-
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agement of the idea from its inception. Earlier portions were 
also presented at two conferences, “Spirituality of Place” at the 
Savannah College of Art and Design (SCAD) on February 18, 
2011, and “Beyond the Author,” organized by Yavuz Sezer, Igor 
Demchenko, and Jennifer Chuong at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology on March 5, 2011. I received useful commentary at 
the latter conference from Laura Adams, Lecturer in Sociology at 
Harvard University. Professor Carol Herselle Krinsky at New York 
University read a draft of this essay early on and provided invalu-
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art and architecture. At Harvard I received useful source advice 
from András Riedlmayer at the Fine Arts Library. Additional time 
and resources to research and write this paper were provided in 
part by a grant from the Fulbright Foundation and a predoctoral 
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ously provided funding to cover the cost of the image rights.
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