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Thessaloniki, a city with an Ottoman, Byzantine, and Sephardic past, is located 

in the Balkan area of Macedonia, in northern Greece. Its history is the story of people 

who have come from someplace else. For several hundred years, the majority 

population of the city was comprised of Spanish speaking Sephardic Jews who 

contributed to all aspects of the development of the city. This significant presence is no 

longer visible unless one specifically knows where to look for its traces. It is not a 

history that has been silenced or erased, but rather obliterated. In this dissertation, I 

present the documented presence and transformations of the Jewish population in 

Thessaloniki from the earliest contributions to present day. This work on absence uses 

visual anthropology to explore the present day urban environment through an 

ethnographic account of the city of Thessaloniki. The visual is used to investigate how 

cities present their past and how people learn to see the world, what reflects their world 

vision, and the ways their vision is socially and culturally influenced. Anthropology is 

concerned with material artifacts that act as representatives of the past and as visual 
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symbols. This is a work about what happens when intentionally omitted histories 

remain absent from the public sphere. What remains physically present but 

unrepresented proves equally important in creating and reinforcing memory. Our 

relationship to our environment also may be compromised by what is absent. This 

project examines absence through the circumstances by which the past is represented in 

the present, and looks at how the past is experienced in ways that may be used to 

invoke, challenge, or re-direct the way a community is remembered. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

 In the late 1970s, the Greek city of Thessaloniki was still physically divided 

between the modern city center (kentro) near the water and the labyrinthine streets of 

the old city up above (anapoli). To walk from the lower to the upper areas, several 

public footpaths still existed. In 1979, I walked everyday from where I lived in the 

anapoli, or upper town, to where I worked below in the center, or kentro. One day I 

stopped to look down at the white marble steps under my feet and noticed Hebrew 

letters etched into the stones. I looked at the retaining walls along the side of the 

pathways, and there, embedded in the concrete, the distinct shape of grave markers was 

visible. At first glance these stairways were just concrete and marble, but after realizing 

these were built re-using the stones from the historic Jewish cemetery of Salonika, I 

never walked there again. 

Using the Visual to “See” Absence 

 The purpose of this research is to examine the role of the visual and the ways it 

contributes to our understanding of the world. Visual anthropology provides a way to 

study how we perceive and interact with what is there; and in this work, what is there 

but not seen, and why it matters. The relationship between the visual and the notion of 

being visually “absent” is explored through the case of the historic Jewish community 

of Thessaloniki, Greece. People construct their environments; yet it is through the ways 

people experience, use, and see these environments that people give them meaning.
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 Anthropology has a long and varied history in its relationship with the visual. 

We have used in the past, and still do, visual information to inform our theoretical 

approaches, our methodologies, and to create anthropological products such as film and 

photographs. Anthropologists study what people do and make to understand how people 

create knowledge about the world through their experiences of it. Some aspects of 

anthropology focus on how culture and belief systems are made to be read, some to be 

heard, and how other forms of knowledge are created to be seen (Ruby ix). The visual is 

used to investigate how people learn to see the world, what we see, where we see it, and 

what we make to reflect our world vision (see, for example, Banks and Ruby). This 

study of the visual considers the ways vision is socially and culturally influenced as 

well as how cultural meanings and concepts within society can be visually represented 

and studied. 

In this dissertation on the visual, I should like to draw attention to the 

significance of how our relationship to our environment may also be compromised by 

what is absent. This project examines absence through the circumstances by which the 

past is represented in the present, and looks at how it is experienced in ways that may be 

used to invoke, challenge, or re-direct the way a community is remembered. 

Similarly, lawyers use this idea when they present evidence to a jury to persuade 

them of a particular series of events. After collecting evidence, they select key pieces to 

focus a jury’s attention on what supports the lawyer’s narrative. These pieces reinforce 

a particular understanding of what “really” happened to persuade the jury how it 

happened. Lawyers create a narrative that interprets the past in a present context, and 

that is what is presented to a jury. 
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 Rhetoric, as a persuasive study, helps to explain this idea. Chaim Perelman and 

Lucie Olbrechts-Tyteca developed a theory they have named “Rhetorical Presence” to 

illustrate what happens when we focus attention on selected pieces of information, 

giving some more value than others: “Presence, then, ‘is the displaying of certain 

elements on which the speaker wishes to center attention in order that they might 

occupy the foreground of the hearer’s consciousness’” (qtd. in Foss, Foss, and Trapp 

95). 

 Ideas and artifacts gain persuasive meaning when they are selected and used to 

point or direct the viewer’s attention in a particular direction. Cities make use of images 

and representations of their past by maintaining a strong presence within the urban 

environment where they are easily viewed and available for routine interaction, thus 

making them a part of citizens’ consciousness. These work to publicly communicate 

particular memories; in the case study I examine here, to reinforce a Hellenic identity. 

 Rhetorical presence achieves success by highlighting key pieces of the past that 

are easily recognized. That is, these work well to persuade their audience creating a 

narrative of the past, because they are familiar, known, found within a known context. 

They are a part of, or become a part of, everyday life. That is their strength; that is how 

they work. Through observation, these forms of the past can be read as cultural pieces 

of information. When examined in context, they yield cultural information in several 

ways, providing keys to the local worldview and to how that view is shaped. 

 This dissertation, however, studies the idea of absence. The purpose of this 

research is to explore the ways visual anthropology can be used to understand how 

cultures construct and transmit meaning not only through the material elements 
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selected, as in Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s sense of rhetorical presence, but also 

by what is not selected. I am naming this concept “rhetorical absence” in an attempt to 

gain a deeper understanding of the role absence plays in how we see the world, and how 

we come to understand, experience, and communicate what we know, and ultimately, 

perhaps, how we act in the world, how we ‘see’ and behave with one another.  

 The idea of rhetorical absence also works with artifacts. In this case study, I look 

at tangible and intangible pieces of the city’s past, many of which can also be seen; they 

have a physical presence as in the example of the gravestones along the public 

footpaths. People interact with them on a daily basis. The problem is they may be 

physically there but removed from any meaningful context, so they are stripped of 

meaning. They are without meaning by being out of context. This does not mean they 

are without agency. Rather than contributing to a meaningful narrative of the city’s 

history, in this case a city identifying with its Hellenic roots, artifacts have what Eelco 

Runia likes to call “presence in absence” (17). In this way, these pieces of the past work 

not to say something about the past, but instead they speak very clearly about the 

present; they present an absence.  

Overview of the Study 

 What happens when a community does not find its historical, social, and 

political contributions publicly recognized? While such situations are inevitably 

complex and tied to a variety of events, the value of connecting such circumstances to 

our social processes and looking at how these situations become replicated over time 

help us understand the way we structure knowledge about the world.  
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 Why do societies and communities create visual representations of the past? To 

highlight a symbol of a past event, place, or person offers a way to keep the past alive in 

the present and for future remembering. Who gets to take part, who is excluded, and 

who gets to decide who is worthy of keeping the memory public? Remembering in 

public has been an important part of human experience throughout history since before 

the eulogies of ancient Greece (Casey 18). Through the experiences of the Jewish 

community of Thessaloniki, I consider how the processes and relationships associated 

with the memories of their past have been created, circulated, relocated, and sometimes 

exiled.  

 My introduction to Thessaloniki was in 1978 as an English language teacher. I 

lived and taught in the city center for two years. The owner of one of the language 

schools was an amateur local historian, a collector of books, maps, and old photographs 

of the city. During my time there, I became vaguely aware of the remnants of a Jewish 

community that had been substantially eliminated during World War II. That was not an 

unusual story in Europe. I came across on old synagogue, identified by the Hebrew 

letters and Jewish star on the door, and asked my boss about it. He pulled out a few 

books and showed me some archival photographs of the pre-World War II layout of the 

city and where the Jews lived and where they buried their dead. He explained about the 

deportations during the war, and that was the extent of our conversations. I was never 

fully aware of the history or of the present day existence of a Jewish community living 

there. I had no idea that a Jewish community existed in Thessaloniki for over 2,000 

years, that it formed the majority of the population for several hundred years, brought 

Spanish to the city as the main language for conducting business, and contributed in 



 

 6 

major ways to the development of the city until 1944, when 97% of the population was 

removed.  

 What constitutes visual forms of data? How is knowledge transmitted and 

generated through the visual?  We learn over time how to see our world through our 

own cultural contexts, learning what we choose to value or not to value. 

Anthropologists have learned to incorporate this concept through reflexivity; that is, of 

understanding how our own worldview informs what we learn of our subjects’ lives 

when we do ethnographic studies. By using what Cristina Grasseni refers to in her work 

on “skilled visions” “that the conditions for the construction of meaningful visual 

knowledge are local, situated, and contextual,” and, “how the social and material 

environment play a fundamental role in the ways we develop cognitive and 

performative strategies in our life” (31), vision’s role becomes an essential ingredient in 

structuring what we know. Additionally, I argue, visual forms can be seen as persuasive 

when they succeed in creating a mutual understanding of what we know. 

 To look more closely at how people learn to see the past in carefully, culturally 

constructed ways, I carried out ethnographic fieldwork involving participant-

observation, formal and informal interviews, archival and documentary research, and 

filming of locations in Thessaloniki, Greece, as well as in Israel and New York City, in 

2006, 2007, and 2008. Data collected over that time brings together the descriptive 

powers of anthropology, the linear ordering of events through historic narrative, and the 

power of persuasive argument from rhetoric. Overall, this interdisciplinary approach 

makes use of the visual as a way to generate and analyze the data. Detailed 

ethnographic description provides a record of what the city looks like today. Material 
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and symbolic forms of the past provide visual data, showing what parts of the past are 

selected to speak about the past and what traces remain in plain view without any 

meaningful context. By highlighting the relationship between artifact and context, 

where and how these objects are presented considers what core social and cultural 

concepts are made public. It is through a viewer’s relationship with an object that 

meaning is created. Analysis of the data aims to understand how these symbols of the 

past work to establish, channel, and reinforce a shared set of beliefs about the past. 

Artifacts and representations of the past are not neutral objects. Meaning is created, 

shaped, and framed in very specific and localized contexts. 

 Which memories enter the public realm while others do not?   Whose memories, 

and in what forms, will such representations be considered valid?  This study looks at 

what forms of memories are made public and what holds others at bay. How does a 

group become a part of what is remembered publicly, and who decides what form these 

need to take? These questions aim to frame the issues of what Bhahba refers to as 

“histories of cultural difference” (284) by looking at absence as part of the “cultural 

strategy and political confrontation” (284) anthropology can help illuminate. Rather 

than taking a historical approach - by considering the ways the past is represented in the 

present as pieces of evidence of past events - this study considers the people, places, 

and which events gain entrance in the public realm of remembrance and which ones 

also leave traces but are not recognized, to observe how these act persuasively in our 

understanding of the past. 

 To examine what is visually communicated in the case study presented here, 

material and symbolic forms of the past work publicly to reinforce a particular image of 
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Thessaloniki. I specifically use the word ‘work’ to emphasize an active role in creating 

and presenting an idea of the past to be shared. Located in the present, these various 

symbols play a part of a larger system of shared beliefs contributing to the overall 

cognitive map that works to pull a group together (Tett). These shared notions are easily 

understood and reinforced through a variety of venues that my data illustrates, such as 

public displays in monuments and holidays to mark historic contributions. Concrete 

examples of visual forms come from the built environment such as iconic churches, 

public squares, and historic excavations of building sites, as well as through cultural 

institutions. They are made public through academic discourse and can be found in 

school lessons, museums, replicated in public icons, wherever the past can be found in 

the present. In contrast, absence is defined against the physical and symbolic traces of 

the Jewish population of Thessaloniki and their experiences. While their story unfolds 

in Thessaloniki, their traces have often been exiled, destroyed, or covered over. 

Evidence of their past histories and contributions are more likely to be found in Tel 

Aviv, Paris, or New York. Privately held in personal stories rather than public school 

history lessons, it is the stories of what happened to their archives, their heroes, their 

buildings and monuments, which become just as significant as the objects themselves. 

These are people who have an established tie to the geographic area and a cultural 

identity within a larger political entity; their history is connected to the city, but neither 

this past nor their contributions are openly recognized within the public sphere. 

 Many key events in history and in people’s daily experiences remain publicly 

unacknowledged. They contribute in ways that are never included in official acts of 

memory. It is not a unique issue specific to Greece, to Thessaloniki, or to Jewish 
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people. Scholars in different disciplines wrestle with the politics of remembering and 

forgetting through power relations and the consequences of resisting public memories 

(for example, see Morris; Eberly; Schwartz and Heinrich). As public memory scholar 

Stephen Browne acknowledges in referencing Hannah Arendt’s work on the Holocaust, 

there is danger in the politics of memory’s erasure (45-64). The recurring spread of anti-

Semitism underscores this. By choosing the Jewish community of Thessaloniki, several 

unique aspects of the situation do stand out.  

 Today Thessaloniki is located in a Greek Orthodox country in the northern part 

of Greece, but geographically this is a Balkan area, also known historically as 

Macedonia. Historically and demographically, the Jewish population held a majority 

position in the city in a fairly pluralistic society until the population exchange with 

Turkey in 1923 when they became a minority in a Greek Orthodox Christian State. 

While the community itself has continually been identified as Jewish, their own 

pluralistic make-up historically was composed of multiple language groups, and 

religious and cultural traditions, as well as economic and political positions. These are 

people who have maintained a cultural identity that is tied to this location; Salonikian 

Jews continue to identify through this connection to their past. It is the public 

recognition of the depth of this history and their contributions that remain outside the 

public sphere. I found these factors to play a significant role in analyzing the built 

environment of the city, so it becomes more than a descriptive accounting of what is 

there, but as cultural data this information is contextualized through how it is used and 

experienced over time. This position fosters an approach outside of the ideological 
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position of a national unified culture to the culture of difference and of not belonging 

(Bhahba 28-56).  

Chapter Summaries 

 With this first chapter, the role of the visual has been introduced as a way to 

identify, position, and read the ways the past is represented in the present. Absence is 

introduced as the parts of the past that remain, are not recognized, yet still contribute to 

an understanding of the city. Chapter 2 briefly describes the research setting and the 

theoretical models that help frame this study. A Geertzian interpretive model informs 

the ways the city of Thessaloniki presents and identifies its strong connection to its 

Hellenic roots, and how the idea of a rhetorical absence shifts attention to the elements 

of the city’s past that remain but are not showcased. The concepts discussed in this 

chapter help to identify how visual images communicate social knowledge. The next 

three chapters provide the history of Thessaloniki as a way to account for the 

contributions of past communities and in contrast to the monocultural claim to a 

national identity found in official discourse. The next chapters present the ethnographic 

data collected over several periods of fieldwork. Using the interpretive model, areas of 

the city are described as they look today with particular attention to the shift in how 

they are being used in contrast to past uses as highlighted in the history sections, with 

the idea of investigating how the past is mediated within these contexts. These 

environments are analyzed as sources of visual data to show how what we know is 

shaped not only by what we are directed to see, but also by what we learn not to see 

(Grasseni 29).  
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 As a conclusion, Chapter 7 looks at the implications of using a visual approach 

to understanding the ways we construct meaning in the world. The case study of the 

historic Jewish population of Thessaloniki presents an opportunity to think about the 

ways we live with, interact daily with, and are influenced by visual symbols that 

contribute to our understanding of our world. 

 We come to know the past through its representations. What is chosen and what 

is left out can vary based on circumstances, but it is in investigating how those 

circumstances are produced and how they are experienced that contributes to a larger 

understanding of the world. Material artifacts are used to tell about experiences people 

have lived through, thus becoming an important part of what we know since they give 

structure to how we see the world. Our knowledge of the past, of where we live and 

who we are is part of an ongoing conversation with memory and history. Architecture, 

films, television, photographs, storytelling, and cultural institutions that help archive our 

knowledge contribute to an understanding and even shape our way of recollecting. 

Visual resources play a significant role in this undertaking. As Ulrich Demmer has 

argued for examination of the visual as a learned practice, he maintains that “as a 

cultural resource beyond language and the written word, visual knowledge transmits 

and maintains core social concepts as well as moral values of a culture” (107). When 

iconic images and other traditional avenues of representation of a people are exclusive, 

we may question how that impacts not only the public consciousness and understanding 

of the past, but also how we see one another in the present.
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II. IN SEARCH OF MEANING 

Theoretical Overview 

 In this chapter I describe the research setting, Thessaloniki today, and discuss 

what theories help explain how an emphasis on the visual contributes to seeing the ways 

absence plays a role in what we know about the past. Visual anthropology, following 

Chalfen and Rich, “can provide an orienting perspective . . . [by] the generation, 

observation, description, analysis and/or application of visual data to the solution of a 

human problem” (53). This perspective engages with rhetoric and the politics of 

historical representation to inform and organize the gathering of the data, as well as the 

presentation and analysis in subsequent chapters. Specifically, I follow Geertz’s 

interpretive theory, as well as Herzfeld (Cultural Intimacy), Ruby, and Hariman and 

Lucaites, whose works examine the ways culture is found in the details of life and 

expressed in visual forms open to interpretation. 

How Absence Looks  

 Today if you travel to the northern part of Greece to visit Thessaloniki, chances 

are you will find yourself at the city’s busy seafront. Here sits a large, fifteenth century, 

tall, white tower, symbol of the city, along with a statue of Philip (see fig. 1). Its very 

presence can be seen from almost everywhere. Skateboarders, strolling couples, visitors, 

and locals alike promenade along Odos Nikis, Avenue of the Winners, the busy main 

street winding along the Thermaikos Gulf (see fig. 2). Well-dressed locals sip Greek 
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Fig. 1. Statue of Philip is prominently located near the White Tower to face the seafront. 
Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 2. Odos Nikis – Avenue of the Winners, Thessaloniki in 2007. Source: 
Photograph taken by author. 

 

coffees as they sit in the European style cafes and bars lining the north side of Nikis 

while enjoying the view out to the sea (see fig. 3). Several monuments to Greek war 

heroes are prominently displayed here. A statue of Alexander the Great, mounted on 

horseback, overlooks the Alexandros Highway leading out of town to the airport and the 

famous white sandy beach resorts in Halkidiki. Aristotleous Square, named for the 

Greek philosopher Aristotle, provides a large, well-manicured public space for special 

city events and social occasions. Nestled against the seafront to the east, this space faces 

the broad avenue leading directly west to another imposing structure, Agious 

Demetrious, the main church honoring the city’s patron saint, Saint Demetrious.  
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Fig. 3. Seafront café. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

Excavated Roman baths and markets dot the cityscape and historic churches draw 

visitors, while museums showcase the Byzantine and Roman past. 

These images circulate in public life to aggressively build a Greek identity, an 

identity created as a modern construction. They present the past and work to represent a 

collective identity individuals find readily accessible through school lessons, the media, 

and cultural institutions. What is absent from the public realm are references to the 

area’s Balkan setting, the Macedonian heritage, and the city’s history from the early 

1400s to 1912, more than 500 years when the Ottoman Empire ruled throughout the 

area. Cultural, political, social, and economic contributions from these non-Hellenic 

influences remain within the city, but you will not readily find them publicly 
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acknowledged. From the fifteenth century to the twentieth, Castilian Spanish was the 

predominant language in the streets and the majority population was Jewish. Businesses 

were opened from Sunday to Friday, closing according to Jewish law for the Sabbath 

from sunset Friday evening to sunset Saturday. Tall minarets for Muslim worshippers 

dotted the cityscape and streets were named for local Turkish and Jewish leaders (see 

fig. 4). By the twentieth century, the dominant Jewish population was listed in the 

census at 75,000. Today the same group numbers less than 1,000. Turks, Vlachs, Serbs, 

Croats, Albanians, Germans, and Italians, among others, contributed to the polyglot city 

that was Thessaloniki at the start of the twentieth century. Through many physical, 

social, and political events, this past was gradually covered over to become a modern 

cultural center of Greek urbanity today. This well-documented yet overlooked diverse 

history is notable not within the physical environment, but through the missing visible 

signs to communicate, direct, and guide our attention to this past within the city’s public 

spaces. 

 
Fig. 4. Old city view, pre 1913. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Edward Casey defines public memory as remembering in public, something that 

occurs in the open, shared, and interacted with so that a public’s existence can be 

openly contested (17-44). When there is no representation, there is no possibility of 

contributing to the public consciousness. What does it mean to live in an environment 

where a city’s war heroes, honored in solid cast bronze statues in city squares, and 

where street names, markers of historic places, and history lessons taught in schools all 

focus on a past that reflects a select group of people, a shared past that excludes the 

names of many “others” that do not fit the cultural mold? While these are broad, general 

questions, certainly not indicative of a unique situation, the answers in this particular 

case study are embedded in the history of Thessaloniki. The intention here is to gain a 

deeper understanding about the larger cultural processes at work in our communities 

today through such daily interactions with these representatives of the past. History is 

littered with persecution, stereotyping, and outright obliteration of a people. How we 

establish inclusion or exclusion within those categories of “a people” carries powerful 

consequences. As Friedland and Hecht argue, there is power in memory, particularly in 

connection with identity and place (17-36). Cities or places as locations are also about 

how people experience and remember them, and about how these places and the 

memories associated with them are used.  

Studies Using the Visual  

 In the last 50 years or so, there has been a noticeable trend in scholarly projects 

shifting attention to analysis of visual aspects of culture (in anthropology, see for 

example, Ruby; Banks; Banks and Ruby; Demmer; Edwards; El Guindi; Grimshaw and 

Ravetz; MacDougall; Pink). In particular, Pink suggests anthropology doesn’t always 
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have to include long periods of submersion in the field, getting to know the people one 

studies (Visual Interventions 15). Collaboration, for example, designed to shift the 

power balance in representation, positions the people being studied from passive to 

active participant. They participate in the “generating of co-produced knowledge” (16) 

to represent or explain their own worldview. Instead, Pink, working from an applied 

anthropology position, suggests a definition of anthropology “as a theoretically 

informed way of understanding social realities and of formulating and approaching 

questions, issues, and problems” (15). By framing my study in the visual environment 

of Thessaloniki to show multiple “social realities” that account for the official and local 

ways of creating associations with and understandings of places, I make use of Pink’s 

notion of collaboration. Thessaloniki itself becomes a co-producer of generating 

knowledge. This relieves a bit of the ethical implications associated with ethnography 

and handling representations of other people’s lives. Walking through the city to find 

the places where the past is still felt and where it can be seen places special emphasis on 

the ways the physical urban environment can communicate and, to some degree, 

construct the narrative of the past. People still play a significant role as my information 

is generated through observation of people within these spaces, interviews, and 

conversations, particularly in locating sites of Jewish interest often lost from official 

sources.  

 Places, as part of the ethnographic data, are analyzed for their cultural 

information rather than just described as physical spaces; they become meaningful by 

focusing on how people experience them, by what people do in them. Places gather 

meaning through their connections to history and memory. As an example, using the 
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city of Jerusalem, a powerfully religious, sacred place, Friedland and Hecht show that 

urban spaces gain power through the placement of memory and that those memories can 

hold power in completely different ways for different groups of people (17-36). 

Referring to Walter Benjamin, and what I consider relevant for my purposes, is their 

linking of history, memory, physical place, and visual perception as a way to talk about 

the negotiation of power. Vision, in Benjamin’s work, includes more than individual 

perception, but also “the social, the collective, and the historical” (Friedland and Hecht 

29) to frame what someone walking through a city sees, through the walker’s 

experiences and descriptions. He links human experiences over time as they are carried 

over into material spaces (27). Benjamin, like other writers such as Sebald, uses the 

concept of a flaneur, someone who shares their experiences while walking through 

places, so we are seeing “sites” from a surface view while also gaining the writer’s 

insights from other sources, including personal and political perspectives. Sebald’s and 

Benjamin’s flaneurs were walking in European cities where two world wars left 

indelible marks on individuals, specific locales, and whole countries. The writers 

employ the power of memory in the places they describe through these multiple layered 

views as a way to ‘see’ connections within urban spaces and people’s lives. The stories 

enlisted in these descriptions are from traumatic, life changing times, periods of life not 

easily acknowledged publicly, not talked about openly, yet the impact of these histories 

is shown to still hold power. Many of these places have undergone changes, either 

through violent attempts to physically destroy them or through physical reconstruction. 

Similarly, I use this inclusion of the past to empower the ethnographic descriptions on 

several levels. As a methodology, descriptions of the city are linked to people’s stories 
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to reinforce the ways cultural differences can structure what we see today in 

Thessaloniki. As built environments, their visual impact is analyzed in the ways these 

spaces act powerfully and symbolically to structure knowledge of the past. As Herzfeld 

has argued, in visual and material contexts, “[b]ecause they are the least arbitrary signs, 

being apparently based on reality and nature, visual and other material images are better 

equipped than abstract concepts to serve the needs of nationalistic ideologies” (Social 

Production 75). The ethnographic data collected shows these ways of seeing and 

experiencing such environments working not only to support a sense of Hellenic 

identity, but also working to create meaning differently for different groups of people.  

Representations 

 How knowledge becomes defined and shared within a local context makes up 

the ethnographic perspective, a mainstay in anthropological investigation in the field. 

Anthropology provides a way to look at how we define the past in the present through 

discovering and displaying remains and representations. Artifacts are pieces of the past 

that we can see in the present; they provide physical evidence of the past while 

symbolic representations can evoke memories of people and events. Where and how 

these reminders of the past are presented to us can influence the way we perceive what 

has happened. Their claims on the past are often legitimated through context. Museums, 

cultural institutions, school curricula, and iconic representations provide structured 

environments that present official contexts. These can be seen as powerful voices that 

reinforce particular points of view and claims of authenticity. When the past is claimed 

through authoritative channels, it argues for a particular actuality, a particular 

persuasive view of the past. Such channels of representation shape a mutual 
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understanding of the past in publicly visible ways, specifically when these are used to 

convey stories about actual people, places, and events. In the example of Thessaloniki, 

we can begin to see the ways that official representations work, foregrounding some 

aspects while leaving others out, highlighting what is important within the public realm. 

People interact on a daily basis with these artifacts both in and out of context; they are 

not necessarily hidden. Using ethnographic description, the data for this research is 

generated to display the material and symbolic ways the past is used. It shows how 

Thessaloniki makes a Hellenic past visibly accessible, while looking for the less 

publicly marked yet visible traces that are left of the Jewish community, and what these 

traces communicate.  

 In the following discussion, I review various ways the visual has contributed to 

theoretical discussions and has been employed as a part of data collection, data analysis, 

and in interpretation, which were especially relevant in framing my empirical research. 

Anthropological Uses of the Visual 

 Anthropologists have studied visual practices across a broad spectrum. 

Particularly helpful was Cristina Grasseni’s investigation into the ways vision is a 

learned practice, comparing the experience to an apprenticeship (19-44). She argues that 

because we live in “material” and “social environments,” anthropologists can study 

these to understand how they structure the ways we see our world. She claims, “learning 

how to look at the world, or how to visualize particular objects or phenomena, is a form 

of social apprenticeship” (20) and by repeated practice we become “proficient.” This 

learning takes place in social environments, which can be analyzed to reveal how these 

ideas are shaped and communicated as they become shared perceptions through “social 
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hegemony.” Grasseni’s work provides useful insights for recognizing or exposing the 

assumptions about the past created by the routine interactions established through iconic 

imagery and official sites found throughout the city.  

 While Grasseni draws attention to the ways we learn to see our world, Elizabeth 

Edwards also engages with the visual and power relations but from the opposite end, 

from the visual products we create, although not just as visual data. Her landmark work 

on the practice and archiving of colonial photography shifts the emphasis away from the 

subjects in the photos to what they reveal about the culture taking, displaying, and 

circulating them (Anthropology; Raw Histories). Rather than using photographs as 

objects that generate cultural information using the raw content on display, she tracks 

the stories of the photographs themselves. As objects from the past that have travelled 

over time and place, she considers their shifting contexts to see what cultural 

information can be gleaned by focusing on the producers and consumers of such 

objects, as well as the context of production. By shifting attention away from thinking 

of these photographs as neutral objects and instead reading them as symbols, viewed 

within specific times and in local settings, they can be studied as they take on different 

meanings at different times to see what information is revealed. This approach 

underscores a significant aspect of the Thessaloniki case study through the archival 

materials and artifacts available about the people who lived there. Rather than just the 

information contained in these materials, it is also the stories around these materials that 

leads to uncovering many of the assumptions that have been maintained within the 

public sphere and used to uphold a cultural hierarchy.  
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 Like the previous studies of visual practices, Roxana Waterson takes 

architecture and building practices as visual forms of culture that can be studied not 

only as passive environments where people spend time, but as active expressions of 

cultural information to help see their “relations with the environment, cosmology, 

kinship structure, gender roles and symbolism, politics, ritual, memory, and life 

process” (74). People not only create but interact with their environments and in this 

way we can look into the experiences and meanings embedded in these spaces. 

Thessaloniki’s built environment provides a key element in understanding the ways the 

Hellenic identity and narrative of the city has been controlled. Following Waterson’s 

studies of place making and the social meanings associated within these environments, I 

consider the tangible and less tangible aspects of Salonika’s urban spaces as symbolic 

structures. I use these ideas by considering the social history of several key areas in the 

city, that is, not just as buildings or redevelopment projects as material artifacts, but by 

placing them within specific, situated contexts that include the history as well as the 

people and events governing the environment at the time. In this way, the built 

environment is considered conceptually as well as materially, following what Grasseni 

suggests anthropologists pay attention to - places where people and the interactions 

within these environments take on meaning within local contexts (42-43).  

 Investigating the ways people establish identity (e.g., who is considered 

indigenous by whom), the ways people use these categories to relate to one another, as 

well as how they are used to establish connections to places, are pertinent components 

of this study as mediated through visual practices. Anthropology grapples with the 

ethical issues tied to representations of people’s lives - what aspects of their lives to 
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show, how will they be seen by others, how they see themselves, and how they perceive 

the world, along with questions associated with who has control over the circulation or 

placement of the images. By trying to include a wide range of data, a greater variety of 

human experiences can be considered. While Grasseni provides a theoretical discussion, 

anthropological studies such as Victor Turner’s use of the visual to investigate ritual as 

a visual practice and Ulrich Demmer’s study of performative production of visual 

knowledge are examples of ways to access, define, study, and show how core concepts 

about culture are visually transmitted. Their use of the visual to understand how people 

see themselves and others goes outside of more traditional anthropological data such as 

photographs, films, and other sources of material artifacts. I have included similar 

strategies to understand how perception of fellow citizens gains mutual understanding 

and gets communicated by looking for material, tangible sources as well as the less 

tangible forms of data. From official sources such as urban planning practices to school 

agendas, these pieces of information are treated as visually significant symbolic forms 

of cultural expressions; because the material communicates in implicit and explicit 

ways through their context and their placement, they are easily recognized. Such aspects 

of people’s lives gain power because they are familiar to those who live there, are part 

of the localized everyday experience, and are experienced as a part of shared social 

space. Visually, these practices are taken as an expression of what people do and make 

to be seen and open to examination of what cultural ideas are revealed. These various 

ways of accounting for the past contribute to a local understanding in the present. In the 

case of Thessaloniki, these relationships are examined to see what concepts are 
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revealed, how they contribute “in the open,” and how they articulate the impact of these 

processes and associations. 

Key Theories 

 A visual ethnographic approach implies a shift in emphasis from written 

descriptions to what is accessed by the visual as a way to understand the workings of 

culture. I use the visual to describe how Thessaloniki showcases its Hellenic past 

beyond the written document, through prominently displayed iconic representations, to 

persuade its citizens of a particular understanding of the city’s identity, while at the 

same time, the artifacts, the remnants of the Jewish community’s past, also exist but 

remain out of place, also playing a role in structuring what people know. Geertz’s 

interpretive model established the idea of “thick description” in creating an ethnography 

to instruct anthropologists in observing and describing their subjects, in this case, the 

city of Thessaloniki. I use his “low flying theory” to tie the theoretical to the material, 

which calls for close, detailed description of the urban environment, to show the places 

where the past is stored and how it is represented. This approach is useful to show what 

aspects of the past are foregrounded as well as those that remain unmarked or out of 

place (Runia 20). Geertz’s emphasis on detail is echoed by Michael Herzfeld’s writings 

on “cultural intimacy” to examine the minutiae of life to find expressions of culture 

(Cultural Intimacy). Both approaches utilize the idea of symbols as they are used in 

everyday practice, on an intimate level; that is, as acted on and interpreted by 

individuals. Geertz reads all forms of cultural expression as symbolic forms open to 

interpretation, keeping a close surface view of culture (24) in order to understand their 

meaning in a localized context. “Behavior must be attended to, and with some 
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exactness, because it is through the flow of behavior - or more precisely, social action - 

that cultural forms find articulation. They find it as well, . . . in various sorts of artifacts, 

. . . but these draw their meaning from the role they play” (17). In this way, interpretive 

theory “ties” the symbolic forms of culture to “concrete social events and occasions, the 

public world of common life” (30) and consequently culture is considered in an open 

and public context, visible, acted out in public, and therefore open to observation. It is 

through our cultural engagement with these symbolic expressions we begin to see how 

these markers of the past can be examined as “instruments in the negotiation of power” 

(Herzfeld, Cultural Intimacy 3) as only some forms of the past are openly and publicly 

available for interaction. Anthropology’s use of ethnography provides a current context 

to see the city as it stands at the time of my fieldwork there. Yet it is through these 

objects from and reminders of the past that we encounter people’s everyday experiences 

of it, thus reflecting how they learn to see the city’s past.  

 In Ruby’s terms, visual data is “all that humans make to be seen” to borrow 

from his book title, and is therefore, fair game for ethnography. Examples provided in 

my data cover iconic representations of the past including key historic churches and 

statues of Greek war heroes, as well as landmark buildings such as the White Tower, to 

the names of town squares, street names, and even the naming of market places. Official 

discourses surrounding these cultural markers of the past are used to make their claim of 

Thessaloniki’s Hellenic identity. Examples of non-iconic visual data include grave 

markers, historic fountains, signage on historic buildings, museum displays, factories, 

archives, and media.  
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 Interpretive theory positions this type of marking in plain view to contextualize 

the data, showing them as they are a part of everyday experience. While it is not 

unusual for anthropologists to write about people’s interactions with symbols and 

symbolic behavior (for example, Hymes; Worth), placing emphasis on symbols as 

visual data considers their impact visually in creating a public image and influencing 

what the citizens of Thessaloniki know about their city and fellow citizens. These work 

in different ways than in written texts. For Jay Ruby, “seeing culture” is a useful way to 

think about how we behave in visibly articulated ways (241). Ruby uses the interpretive 

model to study behavior; he maintains it is possible to “see behavior as an embodiment 

of culture” (240) and study the way culture communicates through it, as in the 

previously mentioned examples by Turner and Demmer. Ruby argues, “from this 

perspective, culture can be seen through visible symbols embedded in behavior 

gestures, body movements, and space use situated in constructed and natural 

environments” (241). This sort of visible model studies how people know what is 

expected of them in public situations and social circumstances, such as how to dress, 

act, and even how to deviate from expected behavior and still be “an accepted member 

of society” (241). Using this idea, we can see how culture is expressed and reinforced. 

Studying people in this way provides a way into their beliefs. 

 For Ruby, specific images and environments orient behavior in normative ways, 

but in my ethnographic research, the data also suggest absence contributes in 

unexpected ways. Through the absence, misplacement, destruction, redistribution, and 

obliteration of artifacts, histories, narratives, memories, and other forms of 

representations, these unmarked pieces of the past also communicate. People’s everyday 



 

28 

experiences within these environments and interactions with these overlooked symbols 

orient a shared understanding of what is seen as not important or significant. Unmarked 

artifacts and pieces of the Jewish community’s past that continue to remain out of place 

work to frame the context of what is included in the public sphere and what is not. 

These contribute to a reconceptualized way of seeing and, consequently, I argue, of 

behaving. To illustrate this idea - to return to Geertz’s thick description - we would 

expect to see people in the presence of historic grave markers behave in a respectful 

manner. As the ethnographic data will show in chapter 6, on the campus of the largest 

university in Greece, Aristotle University in Thessaloniki, students make use of a grassy 

space to relax and socialize in between classes. They feel comfortable lounging on 

upturned tombstones found there. Drinking beer and coffee, putting out their cigarettes 

on the stones, and casually socializing or studying while they sprawl on the 

deteriorating grave markers, these students display little regard for what is clearly 

marked in Hebrew letters as pieces from the Jewish cemetery. This disconnect between 

symbol and normative behavior opens the discussion for the role of using the visual to 

study the ways core cultural concepts are made public. What is made visible, what 

aspects of the social structure are obtained and what aspects are communicated through 

this behavior? What does this type of data reflect in terms of the knowledge shared in 

this culture? Rather than using the visual as a pictorial snapshot or illustration, the data 

is used to look at what it reveals about the culturally constructed ideas acted on in the 

society (MacDougall, Transcultural Cinema 76). From Geertz’s “low flying theory” 

(25) we move beyond the surface appearance, as Elizabeth Edwards reminds us, “by 
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using theory to make thick description more eloquent and to draw, or at least point to, 

larger conclusions from the smaller case-studies” (Raw Histories 2). 

 To connect interpretive theory from descriptor to motivator of action, Robert 

Hariman and John Lucaites’s work in visual rhetoric provides a model to consider the 

representation of the past framed as public discourse. Rhetoric brings attention to 

particular situations, contextualized and often placed within a historical narrative. In 

their work on iconic photographs, Hariman and Lucaites examine a handful of select 

images, for example the classic World War II image of the staged flag raising on Iwo 

Jima and its re-use in 2001 of firefighters photographed raising the flag at the World 

Trade Center site after its destruction. These images are examined for their “distinctive 

forms of appeal” and “how they are reproduced” as a way to gain a deeper 

understanding of U.S. public culture. They found the re-using of images in the varied 

contexts will only be as successful as their familiarity allows. When used in 

photojournalism, the firefighters’ photo may still work as an image without prior 

knowledge of the original: when its iconicity is recognized, it speaks on a deeper and 

more significant level with the audience who sees the familiar and recognizes its 

historic context (93-135). 

 Hariman and Lucaites suggest certain photographic images can be examined as 

communicators of social knowledge as they circulate within a variety of contexts. The 

iconic image is most successful when “it taps into tacit knowledge held by the audience 

as they are members of a society” (10). Examined in this way, the images provide a key 

to what is already shared knowledge. Images can also be used to reinforce ideas of 

belonging, including ideas of citizenship, while the opposite, of not fitting in, is also 
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tacitly communicated. In my research, I draw on their work to examine how public 

images are used to create a sense of belonging and of place. Selected images reinforce 

specific visible traces of the past. They participate in influencing public thinking 

relevant to constructing an idea of Hellenic culture and specifically how this culture has 

shaped Thessaloniki. The city actively establishes a sense of the past for its citizens. 

This approach, based in rhetoric, takes the image as a form of public address, speaking 

to specific audiences. Iconic images work because they are familiar, they are 

recognizable either through content or setting, and they are easily found since they can 

be regularly experienced “within the ordinary routines of everyday life” (Hariman and 

Lucaites 2). Images work rhetorically by using the visual to show some ideas as more 

appealing than others. As stated previously with Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca’s 

“presence,” rhetoric brings attention to particular elements in particular situations, by 

their context. What my case study adds, reinforced by Hariman and Lucaites, is the 

dimension of the changing historical relationship to these images within the local 

context.  

 Hariman and Lucaites’s iconic images, similar to Edwards’ work mentioned 

earlier, work actively rather than passively when they are seen in an interpretive frame 

and communicate with an audience “both in the production and reception” (31). Images, 

when considered as symbols, leave their meaning open to manipulation: 

. . . the iconic photograph doesn’t just draw on social knowledge 

enthymematically but refashions social forms to structure understanding, 

motivate action, and organize collective memory. These modes of 

imitation become particularly visible, yet also destabilized, as the 
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photograph acquires a history of subsequent appropriation and 

commentary. (33) 

 It is through the appropriation of these images that the negotiation of power 

becomes meaningful. The city’s representations of its successes and failures, who 

receives credit and who is responsible for the problems, and the conditions in which we 

learn to see the past are embedded in these stories and these shifting historical contexts. 

Who is included as belonging to this past or who sits outside of the contributions 

becomes part of what is ethnographically significant. While my data includes but is not 

limited to iconic images, the visual information specifically focuses on the ways they 

are used - both in context and out of place - to speak publicly; to assess the ways these 

examples play a role in the conditions for creating tacit forms of understanding; and to 

uncover how, as symbols, their stories can be used over time. As symbols, these images 

provide repositories of memory, and as symbols, these memories can be manipulated.  

 These conceptual approaches illustrate how tangible and intangible symbols of 

the past work to create, shape, and reinforce ideas of belonging. Hariman and Lucaites’s 

argument interprets photographic images as a way to communicate social knowledge. 

Specifically, they look at how knowledge is shaped by context. “Like all public address, 

the icons make some beliefs and actions more intelligible, probable, and appealing, and 

others less so” (8). This approach helps underscore the ways using a visual approach 

can contribute to understanding how people find meaning in particular circumstances, 

including how to behave, and to look at some of the ways artifacts as symbols of the 

past contribute to how people develop an understanding of people, places, and events. 

In the case of Thessaloniki, this perspective provides a close look at how particular 



 

32 

ideas, attitudes, and actions can be mediated by people’s daily interactions with pieces 

of the past as they are found today, placed, unplaced, displaced, and all the while 

contributing to what we know.  

 The visual approach I use combines anthropological and rhetorical strategies to 

frame this investigation of how we come to an understanding of the past. Visual 

anthropology emphasizes the daily practices and experiences of people, while visual 

rhetoric focuses attention on the manipulation of symbols to communicate social 

knowledge. These strategies work together in this case study to see how understandings 

of the past can be manipulated to create a sense of belonging and not belonging, to 

establish what is important or not important to the creation or destruction of the valued 

connection to a place. Thessaloniki provides a rhetorical visual field. While classical 

rhetoric is associated with the public dimension of communication with particular 

regard to its persuasive appeal, context, and consideration of audience, rhetorical 

presence focuses attention on select pieces of information, which gives some more 

value than others. Rhetorical presence and absence, in the case of Thessaloniki, provide 

physical and cultural evidence of the city’s diversity being held at bay. Through 

rhetorical presence and absence of artifacts, even more so than just their material 

presence or absence, visual accessibility through the data as evidence shows the city’s 

monocultural claim for a particular way to remember the past and provides access to 

how cultural difference is made visible. Absence speaks as publicly as presence; it 

communicates an exclusionary situation. In the following chapters I show how this 

works persuasively to reinforce a public identity that orients a specific narrative of the 

past, and works to create a culture of belonging and of difference in the present. 
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III. HISTORY UP TO 1913 

 The history of Thessaloniki covers several thousand years. Pockets of Jewish 

communities turn up from the earliest accounts of the area. The next three chapters not 

only recount the comings and goings of the various Jewish migrations to and from this 

area, but they provide an accounting of the presence and contributions made by this 

segment of the city’s population. The focus considers how they developed as a group 

within the larger population, how they established a Jewish life within the community, 

what they brought to the development of the city, and the implications of their presence. 

Although these chapters cover events as they unfolded, the scope of this history is 

provided as evidence of how the significant Jewish presence of the past became absent 

not only through physical removal of the population, but also by an active cultural 

strategy that takes advantage of the discrimination experienced by them and denies their 

considerable contributions in the present. 

Early History 

 Thessaloniki is the current Greek name for the city. It signifies one way to trace 

its history. Beginning around 315 BCE, King Cassander of Macedon took the several 

settlements in the area to found a city, naming it for his wife, Thessalonikia. Her father, 

Philip, chose this name for his daughter to commemorate his victory, or niki in Greek, 

over the Thessalian horsemen. At the time, the city was named Thessalonika, in her 

honor. Her brother was Alexander the Great or Megas Alexandros in Greek (356-323 
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BCE), who was responsible for expanding the Macedonian empire, and who is 

remembered today with Philip by prominent statues in place along the city’s seafront. 

Mazower mentions the irony of these markers by noting that Alexander had never been 

to Thessaloniki and that Cassander had murdered Alexander’s mother to acquire 

Philip’s throne (19).  

 According to publications from the Jewish Community of Thessaloniki, Jews 

had been arriving from Alexandria, Egypt as early as 140 BCE or even sooner 

(Benmayor 31). From early on there is evidence the Jews began to assimilate with the 

Greek culture, which was the leading civilization of this time. They began to adopt the 

Greek language or koine, mixing it with Hebrew and Aramaic, and to take hellenized 

names as in the example of the biblical Joseph becoming Josephus (Stavrolakis 12). 

During Roman times, this Jewish population became known as the Romaniote to 

distinguish them from other groups. Traces of this population still exist today inside and 

outside of Greece, even though they became a small minority of the overall Jewish 

population within the city. Another reference to Thessalonika is cited by German 

scholar Erhard Roy Wiehn who refers to a passage in Prophet Joel. Wiehn notes the 

Hebrew name Javan appears as early as the Second Temple or about the fourth century 

BCE, where he “protests the enslavement of the Jews in Greece (Joel 3,6)” (43).  

Several key developments occurred to put the city on the map as it flourished in Roman 

times. Linking it with the major thoroughfare Via Egnatia ensured a route from the east 

to the west, from the great city Byzantium (later named Constantinople, and then 

Istanbul under Ottoman rule) in the west through the Balkans to the Danube plain, and 

Italy. This significant situation was not wasted by the Romans who were the first to 
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develop Thessalonika’s harbor. The town served as a port, providing a route between 

the Eastern and Western Mediterranean, encouraging the growth and trade of its 

agricultural, mining, and industrial resources. Another record is provided by Paul of 

Taursus. A Jewish person who lived and travelled within this hellenized culture, Paul 

came to the city to preach in Greek to the Jews and later wrote his Epistles, also in 

Greek, to the Thessalonians (King James Bible, Acts of the Apostles 17.1). A record of 

his travels documents this in the Acts of Apostles (Stavrolakis 20; Mazower 22). The 

Jewish community of Thessaloniki published a history written by Iakov Benmayor. He 

mentions the synagogue Ets haHayim where Paul preached. The building remained in 

existence until as recently as 1917, when it was destroyed by fire (31).  

 As the Roman Empire became a divided one and Thessalonika became part of 

the East-Byzantium, it was a noted popular destination by land and by sea. Travelers 

came for adventure and for business. Due to the city’s successes, it suffered continual 

attacks from the large to the small, from well-organized militia to roaming bands of 

pirates and nomadic tribes. The city’s population expanded and contracted accordingly 

from the various groups of people who came through to bring a cosmopolitan 

dimension to the city’s skyline in the appearance of churches, synagogues, minarets, 

and other religious structures. Some Byzantine rulers used heavy taxation of the Jewish 

communities, bouts of persecution, and occasional forced conversions to contain the 

expanding population. As a result, during this period some Jews began to leave the area 

and resettle in Southern Italy and other parts of Europe.  

 In the first century AD, Greeks, Jews, and the newly formed Christians made up 

the core of the city. Saracens took the city in 904 and in 1185 it was destroyed by the 
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Sicilian Normans. The Fourth Crusade found its way there in 1204 and Thessaloniki 

briefly became the Kingdom of Thessalonica, the capital of the Catholic or Frankish 

kingdom until 1246 when the city once again became Byzantine. Continuing attacks by 

Slavs, Bulgars, Saracens, and Normans gradually wore down the general population and 

core structures. A published account in 1169 by the traveller Benjamin, of Tudelo, 

Spain, notes a thriving Greek speaking Jewish population (Romaniotes) of some 500 

families led by several religious leaders (Stavrolakis 30). Ashkenazai communities 

made up of Jews from Europe began to settle in Thessaloniki as early as 1376, leaving 

behind persecution and restrictive lifestyles in Hungary, Poland, France, and Germany. 

Bringing their specific religious and cultural traditions with them, the different groups 

of Jews found they were able to settle in the area comfortably, free of religious 

restrictions during this time, and so they were able to establish their own religious 

communities and synagogues to practice their own varied traditions. 

 The Venetians bought Thessaloniki in 1423 at the end of Byzantium rule, but by 

this time the city was rapidly falling apart. Mazower’s history of Thessaloniki retells an 

eyewitness account of a man who survived the sacking of the city first by the Venetians 

from the west and then from the east by the advancing troops of the Ottoman Sultan 

Murad II in 1430 CE or 833 by Arabic accounting. The Ottoman leader entered the city 

only to find it “ruined and eerily quiet, its streets and buildings lay empty” (31).  

Under Ottoman Rule  

 This background plays a key role in establishing the next wave of Jewish 

migration to what the Ottomans renamed Selanik. According to Mazower’s research, 

the Ottoman rulers understood the advantages offered by this location. It presented an 
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opportunity for the newly acquired city to be repopulated and encouraged to thrive as 

the city had once before (32-45). With the latest arrivals of a relatively small population 

from Muslim Anatolia and most of the resident Christian Greeks expelled, imprisoned, 

or dead, the small groups of Jews migrating from Europe and the eventual 20,000 Jews 

who fled from Isabella and Ferdinand’s Catholic takeover in Spain and Portugal were 

welcomed by the Ottoman leader who was looking for a way to stimulate the city’s 

renewal. 

By 1453, the Roman civilization associated in the east with Byzantium had 

become a part of history. The Ottoman’s conquest of these lands used the opportunity to 

symbolically establish their seat of power in the former capital city of Constantinople 

and renamed it Istanbul. Two simultaneous political moves during this time contributed 

in the development of Thessalonika. When King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella began to 

establish a Catholic seat of power and control by removing all non-Catholics from along 

the Iberian Peninsula, western Europe followed this trend as well. It was during this 

time of the Reconquista, so named for the reconquoring of Islamic lands by Catholics, 

that marked the end of religious tolerance under the Moors. To be Spanish meant to be 

Catholic; other religions were not tolerated. When Christopher Columbus sailed in 

1492, all Jews residing in Spain, many for over 1,000 years along the Iberian Peninsula, 

faced the decision to convert, leave, or die by royal decree (Stavrolakis 41; Morin 3). 

Most chose to head east, while some went south to North Africa. While the Spanish 

Jews had been living in relative prosperity under Moorish control, enjoying religious 

freedom and self rule under the somewhat autonomous religious leadership of their 

rabbis, they were also able to choose their areas of work, something that set the 
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Sephardim apart from Jewish communities elsewhere. Accounts from this time show 

the Jewish population worked as farmers, craftsmen, dockworkers, and professionals. 

This is significant as these were key skills to carry with them wherever they went. 

Michael Molho’s account of this time makes note of a tradition found among Salonikian 

Jews and the families who refused to convert leaving Spain in such a hurry that they 

carried their house keys with them, not certain when they would return but with a hope 

for the future (Morin 4). 

 Archival records show the Sephardic Jews who began to settle at this time in 

Salonika came from major urban centers as well as small towns, including the areas of 

Catalonia, Andalucia, Aragon, Majorca, Castille, Portugal, and Navarre (R. Molho “The 

Jersusalem of the Balkans”). These names are noteworthy as they resurface in the newly 

established communities as the Sephardic Jewish communities settled in Europe and 

North Africa. As noted before, the refugees carried more than the names of their past 

towns and areas, but more significantly, the skills and knowledge necessary to rebuild 

their lifestyles, thus making them a desirable population. Many of the fleeing Jews 

moved further east where the Ottoman Empire welcomed them to their depopulated 

cities. In particular, the relatively small and rundown population of some 50,000 in the 

port town of Selanik welcomed 20,000 Jewish refugees by 1498 (Lewkowicz 43; Morin 

2-3; Wiehn 45). These Jews became known as the Sephardi, or the Sefarad, the Jews 

from Spain, taken from the Hebrew Sefard, an area in northern Israel where the Jews 

went after the destruction of the first Temple in 586 BCE (Wiehn 45). 

 When the Sephardic communities began to arrive in Selanik in the late 1400s, 

they found a warm reception from the Ottoman authorities and official help in settling. 
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The city already had an established urban center with a mix of churches, minarets, and 

synagogues, similar to what they left in Spain. Earlier migrations from Europe of 

Jewish populations consisting of Ashkenazi from Germanic speaking places had set up 

their own neighborhoods following Ashkenazi traditions. Community based synagogues 

followed Ashkenazi prayers and rituals. Romaniote communities had previously set up 

their own synagogues in different neighborhoods and followed their own traditions. The 

newly arrived Sephardi did the same. Neighborhood groupings such as these were made 

possible by Ottoman policies. Dimmis, or non-Muslims as the Jews and Christians were 

called, were considered ‘People of the Book’ by the Ottoman authorities, although they 

were not required to follow law as established by the Qur’an (Stavrolakis 35). Instead, 

as separate religious communities, they were granted internal autonomy and taxed 

accordingly. Everyone under Ottoman rule followed a system of millets for tax 

purposes based on religion and therefore millets could follow their own religious 

leaders. This type of system contributed to independent Jewish communities that 

centered around individual neighborhood synagogues and distinct everyday lifestyles. 

The Ottoman millet system laid the groundwork for an independence in self-governing 

based on each group’s traditions and interpretations of the Torah, answering to the local 

religious leadership and community run social institutions (Mazower 52-63; Stavrolakis 

46). With this type of support from the Ottoman authorities, the Sephardic culture soon 

established itself, making its presence felt and exerting a particularly Spanish influence 

on daily life. Due to this environment of a relatively safe and open Jewish lifestyle, the 

Sephardim continued to arrive from different locations in Europe where political and 

religious opportunities were quite limited for Jews. Sephardim soon established a 
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majority among the various Jewish populations and eventually in the entire city. 

Sephardic Jewish cultural as well as religious traditions and political influence rapidly 

transformed the city that had once been known as a major Christian center of 

Byzantium. Bakeries prepared Spanish influenced breads and pastries, people in the 

streets wore Spanish style clothing, and the port as well as many businesses closed from 

sunset Friday evening till sunset Saturday as well as on Jewish holy days (Mazower 46-

63). 

 Sixteenth-century Thessaloniki experienced what became known as the Golden 

Age for its economic, cultural, and intellectual growth largely attributed to the presence 

of the Sephardim. The Judeo-Spanish speaking diaspora brought a wide array of 

resources to contribute to the city’s growth on many levels, which in turn brought 

strength to the city as a financial center. Interest in the development of commerce grew 

not only due to the development of the port, but also to the connections many Jewish 

family members had in places across the Mediterranean now accessible by land and sea, 

establishing Salonica as a main European port and trade center for the Ottoman Empire. 

The Spanish speaking Jews’ diverse work experiences ranged from intellectual jobs in 

the sciences, law, and academics, to labor intensive trades on the water and land and in 

the city. They developed and exported tobacco and textiles, in particular becoming 

known for weaving, as wool dyers, and for the manufacture of cottons and silks. They 

developed and worked in nearby silver and gold mines. Salonika’s Jewish population 

distinguished itself from anywhere else because the Jews were able to take on jobs not 

open to them in Europe, taking on a wide variety from not only mining and urban 

commerce, but fishing, farming, and other vocations. Mazower’s research indicates by 
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1520 over half the city’s population was Jewish because of the continual entry of Jewish 

refugees from the Iberian lands and across Europe, while less than a quarter of the 

population were Christian (49).  

 Mining and agricultural practices as well as other commercial areas benefited 

from this new presence. As an example, the multilingual Sephared also left their mark at 

this time by establishing themselves as printers. While Judeo-Spanish was the spoken 

language, it was also used in writing. In written form, it was referred to as Ladino 

because of the Latin based alphabet and not the Hebrew script used for religious writing 

(M. Molho 142). In the Talmud Torahs of the synagogues, boys learned to read and 

write in Spanish. Jewish printers set up the first printing shops in the Ottoman Empire 

as early as 1510-1515 (Morin 5). Such technology had a tremendous impact on access 

and distribution of printed materials, as previously only handwritten copies of texts 

were distributed. The Sephared were able to take texts and print in Greek, Latin, Italian, 

Spanish, and Hebrew. These developments helped to foster the growth of a lively urban 

core, which became a cultural center recognized all over the world for its libraries, 

academic institutions, and theological studies or yeshiva for Torah learning. Religious 

and secular scholars were attracted to the area, and while many studied Mosaic law, 

others became physicians, poets, and rabbis. Rabbi Soloman Alkabez wrote the Lechah 

Dodi, a prayer from the sixteenth century that is still recited in today’s synagogues 

(Benmayor 34). 

 For the Sephardic Jewish people living in Salonika in the sixteenth century, life 

was good under Ottoman rule. Unlike persecuted European Jews, they were welcomed 

by the authorities and enjoyed relative religious and cultural freedom. People had the 
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ability to live where and how they wanted, to work in a wide range of fields, to dress, to 

practice their religious traditions and build places to hold services, to come and go 

throughout the town. Their presence began to physically change the look of the city as 

well as the daily rhythms. Samuel Usque, a famous Jewish poet from Ferrara in Italy 

wrote, “Thessaloniki, you are city and mother of Israel. Ir vaEm beIsrael” (qtd. in 

Benmayor 33). To acknowledge its generous hospitality, the name Madre de Israel or 

Mother of Israel was associated with the city, which, like a mother, received the people 

who were forced to leave their homes. The other option open to Jews was to go directly 

to The Holy Land, to settle in the less established Palestine, which at the time was also 

under Ottoman control. For those who chose to stay in Salonica, the city provided a 

comfortable alternative, becoming known as the “new Jerusalem,” welcoming Jews 

who had been banished from other places, and providing opportunities to live openly as 

Jews and prosper in a new homeland. “The Jews of Europe and other countries, 

persecuted and banished, have come there to find a refuge,” wrote Usque, “and this city 

has received them with love and affection, as if she were Jerusalem, that old and pious 

Mother of ours” (Mazower 50). 

 For those who chose to stay in Salonica, and this was the majority of the people, 

the Sephardim under Ottoman rule found an environment that supported them. They 

recreated their lives by retaining the dress, the fifteenth-century Castilian Spanish 

language, their Spanish family names, and ways of living. They would maintain this 

culture for the next 400 years. Not only did Spanish Jewish culture and the Judeo-

Spanish language become the standard for all throughout the city, but there is also 

evidence of the maintenance of further divisions among traditions even within the 
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Sephardic traditions. Castilian Spanish as the operative language eventually dominated 

over the other Iberian languages, over the Greek spoken by the Romaniotes, and over 

the Yiddish language (Jewish-German or judisch deutsch) brought to the area by the 

European or Ashkenazi Jews (M. Molho 142). Since most business was conducted in 

Judeo-Spanish, or djideo/judeo or judesmo language, it was also adopted by many non-

Jews, or at least understood. Archival records show the Sephardic groups were able to 

maintain local characteristics through the community networks established in the 

neighborhood synagogues. Naming practices carried forward from Spain in the tradition 

of synagogues’ names honoring the areas from where people came. Castilla, Catalan, 

Aragon, Ancona, Majorca, Lisbon, Sicilia, Calabria, Puglia, and Provincia, are listed in 

an account by Iakov Benmayor in a publication by The Jewish Community of 

Thessaloniki (33).  

The organization of Jewish life in Thessaloniki was of a special 

character. There were about thirty independent congregations which 

sometimes associated themselves as a voluntary body that took care of 

the common interests of the congregations. The takanot, the rulings, 

issued by this body had to be accepted by every congregation for it to be 

valid. They included women’s rights, ethical matters, religious matters, 

etc. These takanot were based on those of Toledo, Aragon, and Castile. 

(Jewish Community of Thessaloniki, Cultural Forum 34) 

 Through the support of the Ottoman policies, the Jewish neighborhoods of this 

time were able to evolve within and around this local context and to exert significant 

influence in the running of people’s daily lives. In establishing social and legal systems 
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based on their interpretations of Jewish law, congregations were able to conduct their 

lives according to localized laws and customs. Ottoman records show 16 Jewish 

districts that the authorities used for their tax system, or millet. These official 

accountings leave a documented impression of an organized and centralized community 

that reported directly to the Ottoman authorities. Geographically, the Jewish 

communities were situated in and around specific areas near the port. Personal accounts 

demonstrate a reality that was slightly different from the official record, not quite so 

well organized or centralized but more chaotic as people were free to voice their 

varying opinions within their traditions. Neighborhood synagogues acted as the hub for 

daily life, supplying a place where the culture was familiar and at the same time 

provided a framework to maintain and preserve the older traditions. Synagogues 

provided a sense of place, culture, and identity found by the connection these kahal, or 

congregations, provided with the familiar habits of a more localized identity coming 

from their previous areas and towns. We know about the intimate life of the Jewish 

communities during this period from the records of the synagogues. It is on this local 

level we find the cultural, fiscal, and social responsibilities being fulfilled as permitted 

by the Ottoman system. 

 Vidal Nahoum’s memoir, as recounted by his son, French intellectual Edgar 

Morin, provides a useful account by its personal nature of the Ottoman city of 

Salonique at the turn of the twentieth century while it was still permeated by the daily 

rhythms of the djideo culture (Morin 15). It is notable that Nahoum’s memoir was in 

French, since in the end he died a “French Jew;” but the story demonstrates how 

Morin’s Sephardic Spanish speaking father and their extended family illustrates the 
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essence of those very politically and socially complex times. He chose to begin this life 

story with the exodus from Spain,1 demonstrating how the past events from Spain, 

Livorno, Salonica, and all that has become a part of history, continued to hold power by 

exerting a presence felt as a part of his father’s and the city’s everyday life. For several 

hundred years, the Sephardim had guarded and preserved their culture within the 

protected environment of Salonika, leaving a strong imprint. Typical for this time, 

Vidal, born in 1894 in the Ottoman Macedonian port city, was brought up speaking 

fifteenth-century Castilian Spanish. His father came from Tuscany and spoke Italian. 

Vidal Nahoum’s oral autobiography, his personal archives, and Morin’s own research 

provide the sources to account, not just through the historical events but also on a 

personal level, for a view of the lives of the Sephardic Jews beginning with the 1400s 

and the end of the Byzantine Empire. From the rise of the Ottomans in the east, and the 

departure of the tens of thousands of Jews who chose to or were forced to flee from the 

severe persecution along the Iberian coast, the story opens with the difficulties involved 

in leaving a long established Spanish homeland to move east. Morin traced his family’s 

story back to the Aragon area of Spain (his family belonged to the Aragonese 

Synagogue in Salonika), into Livorno, Italy, briefly stopping in Sicily, eventually to 

settle in Salonika (24). This personal account is fairly representative of the many 

Livornese Jewish families established in Salonica by the nineteenth century. Coming 

from a heavily European influence rather than the older traditions from the eastern 

Sephardic lands, these Italian speaking Livornese were able to bring new ideas and 

                                                
1 The idea of an exodus (from the Greek exo/exodus or to exit) is a strong theme in 

Jewish history, beginning with an early account of the Jewish people leaving Egypt as found in 
the Torah. This story is still recounted and celebrated with the holiday of Passover. 
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technologies. Culturally, they added their European influenced ways of thinking, in 

particular with education. Economically, they helped create new job opportunities and 

to revitalize Jewish owned businesses to contribute in major ways to the modernization 

of the city, although the older established Spanish speaking Sephardic majority still held 

the power. While the story is of one particular family, Morin’s accounting of this era 

shows how powerful and complex the past can be even when it is not necessarily 

visible; it can still influence and shape human lives by making its presence felt through 

identification with places (in this case with a Spanish “homeland”) and in experiences 

that are personal as well as historical.  

 As an example of the power held by the city’s dominant Jewish population, 

Saturdays became a significant symbol, setting Salonika apart from other places 

throughout the Ottoman Empire where other religions made up the majority. It is the 

day of rest in the Jewish tradition, observed as the Sabbath. Saturdays became the 

holiday for everyone, for Muslims and Orthodox Christians, Slavs, Greeks, and Turks, 

because everything closed. Traditionally, Muslims also observe Sabbath, but on 

Fridays. After the Islamic call to prayers from the minarets, the Muslims would go back 

to work (Morin 5). Their tradition is contrasted to the Jewish tradition, which follows a 

twenty-four hour Sabbath, from sundown Friday to sundown Saturday. In Salonika, no 

one did business on Saturday. A full range of Jewish social and economic classes across 

the city ensured the tradition. Jews held professional positions as teachers, doctors, and 

lawyers, and in the financial system. Others found jobs as bakers, farmers, weavers, and 

metalsmiths. The range of jobs spanned from business owners to porters on the docks. 

Some worked in the mills, others owned them. At the port the Jews were customs  
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officials, the boat builders, as well as the sailors. Jewish workers caught fish, cleaned 

them, transported them, and sold them at the fishmongers’ shops. Jewish neighborhoods 

developed along the seafront and city center (see fig. 5). Houses were built of wood, as 

was the architectural tradition, and clustered close together. Turkish civil servants did 

not live in these congested lower areas. Their homes were situated in the upper areas 

above the center as a sign of higher status, away from the noise and dirty conditions of 

the crowded city. From this upper part of town, Turkish residents enjoyed fresher air 

and views out to the sea below on one side and out to the hills situated behind the town 

from the other, views that enhanced the location. They lived in homes built out of stone. 

Greek neighborhoods were built lower down, settling along the southeastern part of the 

city, just inside the walls, and along the western edge near the area known as Agios 

Minas (Mazower 55; Morin 5).  

 
Fig. 5. Jewish neighborhood. Ceremony of Cloth distribution, Salonika 17th 
century. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 



 

 48 

Most likely, these densely populated neighborhoods located near the port in the 

sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were unhealthy places to live. Living quarters and 

working quarters were essentially the same. Leather tanneries, family kitchens, 

slaughterhouses, and city refuse all shared space: 

The old harbour built by Constantine had silted up and turned into a 

large sewage dump, the Monturo, whose noxious presence pervaded the 

lower town. The tanneries and slaughter-houses were located on the 

western fringes, but workmen kept evil-smelling vats of urine, used for 

tanning leather and dying wool in their homes. People were driven mad 

by the din of hammers in the metal foundries; others complained of 

getting ill from the fumes of lead…. (Mazower 56) 

Fires were a problem in such tight quarters, significantly so in 1545 and again in 1620, 

as the wooden structures burned readily. Such disasters were a continual problem for 

those who lived in the city center, affecting both their homes and places of work at the 

same time, thus having a serious impact on the poor while contributing to the hardships 

of the working population.  

 A snapshot of life for the Jews living in Salonika during this period is provided 

by several sources. According to Morin, the Sephardi population outnumbered all other 

groups from the middle of the sixteenth century until 1912, with the Jewish population 

at roughly 50% of the total; Turks around 20%; and Greeks, Bulgarians, and others 

making up the remainder (4). Under Ottoman rule, the millet system used these 

numbers for taxing people by such groupings. While the official Ottoman archival 

records show the rulers maintained administrative control over the area, the Jewish 
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communities were united enough to take on the responsibility of collecting their own 

taxes and setting up their own methods of deciding who could afford what amounts to 

pay. Since Jewish businesses could keep up with production and delivery of essential 

commodities like material for clothing and food supplies that were used by locals as 

well as for export, the Ottoman authorities were content to leave the Jewish community 

alone. Under Ottoman rule, as long as taxes were paid, the Jews were left to supervise 

the education of their children through the Talmud Torah synagogue schools (see fig. 

6). They also provided their own social and financial support system for those who 

suffered from the fires that burnt out entire sections of the wood frame homes, leaving 

people homeless and many orphaned. They administered their own justice system 

known as the beit din through rabbinical courts. In 1680, thirty synagogues merged 

  

 
Fig. 6. Talmud Torah Courtyard. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv.
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control under one supreme council with three elected rabbis and seven secular 

members. This move to unify was made in response to the changing religious climate as 

new ideas of mysticism and Kabbalistic practices gained popularity in Salonika. 

Messianic sects and Donme, or a blending of Jewish and Muslim beliefs, also began to 

take root at this time and found followers in the growing population (Benmayor 34-35).  

 New political ideas and unrest throughout Europe and within the Ottoman 

Empire encouraged a climate full of change by the close of the sixteenth century. By the 

seventeenth century, political upheavals in surrounding countries including the loss of 

territory in the Ottoman Empire, economic swings, social changes, and cultural influxes 

reverberated within Salonika. These external events created some new opportunities in 

Salonika’s economy and, at other times, contributed towards economic decline.  

 Throughout these swings, the closely knit community of Sephardim maintained 

their influence over the rhythms of the city. This was a positive in that it preserved the 

Sephardic culture including their language, but the insulation also acted against them. 

As Europe moved forward, particularly as the ideas of the Renaissance took hold in 

Western Europe, ideas that were being transmitted using Latin languages and script and 

not the Hebrew letters used by the Sephardim, Salonika and the Ottoman Empire grew 

isolated from these developments (Benmayor 36). Their opportunities shifted again by 

the close of the eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries, as this time began a Jewish 

renaissance at least up until 1918. At this time, due to the beginning of industrialization, 

the older traditional life rhythms began to heed the effects of Europe’s transition and the 

modernization that came with change through the influx of European Jewish families. 

New schools began to open and they brought education in French, Italian, and German, 
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as well as new ideas from Europe. Several wealthy Jewish families who had maintained 

strong links in Europe began to organize the necessary infrastructure to bring about 

change in the city.    

 The establishment of the modern Greek State in 1832 exemplifies the growth of 

national movements during this time around Europe and in Greece. By 1821, Greek 

nationalist parties publicly were promoting their agendas for the creation of an 

independent Greek state. These ideas had taken a substantial hold in the southern 

territories located below Salonika, including Thessalia, Athens, and several groups of 

islands. In 1830, after a successful Greek war of independence, an official Greek 

government was established separately from the Ottoman with a new capital in the 

south, in the relatively small town of Athens, along with an official state religion of 

Greek Orthodox (Mazower 131). Unfortunately, this independence came with much 

bloodshed, including the massacres of anyone labeled “other,” usually Muslims and 

Jews (Mazower 155; Stavrolakis 51). Throughout these shifts, Salonika managed to 

maintain its own identity from the southern territories. Culturally, linguistically, and 

geographically, it was not a part of this new political formation. Quite the contrary, the 

cultural make up of the northern territories was Balkan, while Salonika still projected an 

identity and lifestyle more reminiscent of Castilian Spanish from the Middle Ages. 

Even though the surrounding areas were focusing on new identities in the way of 

individual nation states, the Sephardim were not interested in separating from Turkey or 

in forming a nation state independent of the protection afforded by the Ottoman Empire. 

At this time, the Jewish population still held a majority but there is evidence of a strong 

secular move by some away from the traditional religious culture towards the new ideas 
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flowing from Europe. The ideas of citizenship and equality found an audience in the 

city along with the new forms of education and the branching out of a secular modern 

western or European lifestyle. 

 A series of major fires devastated the wooden structures located in the urban 

center in 1890, 1896, and again in 1898 (Nar, “Social Organization” 11). Previous fires 

had been problematic, but the timing of these fires played a more significant role. New 

areas were now available for redevelopment in the city center. Fortifications dating to 

the Byzantine era were removed at this time to make way for the growing population 

and a much needed expansion of the city’s boundaries. On the east side of the city, the 

Byzantine walls were removed to make room for seaside villas, many built by Jewish 

engineers and inhabited by wealthy Jewish families. Modernization contributed to the 

physical change in the urban look of the city, including building new streets, widening 

of the streets, and adding electricity. The electric streetcar was introduced at this time to 

provide faster access across the growing town and a new railroad connection was built 

to provide access along the east/west trade routes linking the city with Europe (1888) 

and Constantinople (1896). It was during this time that the first “modern industrial 

plant” opened, the Allatini flour mill (1854) by the Livornese family (Nar, “Social 

Organization” 11). Jewish contributions to the modernization of the city included “38 0f 

the 54 largest trading houses in the city, and furnished the overwhelming majority of its 

labor force” (Nar, “Social Organization” 11). 

 In 1864, the city’s first newspaper, El Lunar, was published in Judeo-Spanish by 

J. Nehama (Benmayor 36, M. Molho xxxiii; R. Molho. “Judeo-Spanish” 16). Shortly 

after, many more publications including journals, magazines, and newspapers came out 
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in different languages including French (La Epoka, El Avenir, La Nayson, El Liberal, 

L’Independent, Journal de Salonique), covering topics from local and national events to 

satirical journals and the introduction of Zionism. 

 Michael Molho’s account from this time provides a glimpse of the town: 

At the onset of the twentieth century, the picture remained almost 

unchanged. Salonica remained largely a Jewish city, at least more so 

than it was either Turkish or Greek. In fact, out of a population of 

150,000 the most conspicuous element was still the Sephardic Jews, who 

numbered over 80,000. Within the town, the Spanish Jews could be seen 

crowding the narrow lanes and picturesque streets under the shadows of 

ancient streets in their long robes and colorful dress, the older generation 

retaining their ancient costumes and attire, for their folklore, traditions, 

language and even costumes, as they had existed in the age of medieval 

Spain, were perpetuated generation after generation. They were openly 

conspicuous and completely at ease, dominating the town with their 

language and culture. (xxxvi)   

 Salonika’s wealthier families lived outside of the city center in villas along the 

sea, and they also began to create new neighborhoods at this time for the refugees 

arriving daily, many fleeing from the violent purges in the 1800s by Czarist Russia of 

its Jewish inhabitants. The pogroms sent thousands of refugees into the Balkans, many 

coming specifically to find refuge in the well established Jewish communities of 

Salonika. Specific housing projects had to be created as part of an early effort at urban 

planning to help the homeless refugees as well as the thousands of fire victims. Hirsch 
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and Kalamaria were created as “planned building projects,” the first of their kind in the 

city (Nar, “Social Organization” 12).  

 Families arriving from Italy, from the port town of Livorno, contributed to the 

major shifts occurring not only within the community, but also within the city. Their 

European ways contributed to the rejuvenation and re-establishment of a central core of 

Jewish leadership in the city. Historically, these were Jewish and Marrano (forced 

converts often secretly practicing Judaism) families who had settled along the coast of 

Italy in the port city of Livorno, under Tuscan rule, after leaving Spain and Portugal in 

the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. By Vidal Nahum’s account in the Morin memoir, 

this Spanish and Italian speaking community began arriving in Salonika during the 

eighteenth century (13). Culturally, they brought with them a very European and often 

secular lifestyle including their own style of dress in contrast to the medieval Spanish 

costumes still worn by many of the Ottoman Jews. Different mannerisms and ways of 

doing business more in line with what was acceptable in Europe stood out in stark 

contrast to the well established Castillian ways of the Iberian Sephardim.  

 One area in particular where the Livornese made a significant impact was 

through their multilingual education. While Italian speaking, they were also Spanish 

speaking Sephardim. Linguistically, many were able to communicate and therefore 

carry out business in several European languages. Most had been educated in the Italian 

school system. This language ability proved to be a resource in several ways. 

Economically, it created opportunities throughout the financial and industrial 

infrastructure by creating new links to European outlets for Salonikian businesses 

within the city as well as for the Ottoman Empire at large. This expanded area of trade 
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not only increased revenues but also brought ideas and technology from Europe 

necessary to implement the previously mentioned new ways of doing business 

particularly in banking, in engineering and building, as well as in education. This 

revamping of the city’s infrastructure proved instrumental in bringing the ideas and 

methods necessary to carry out the industrial revolution in Salonika.  

 Several Jewish Livornese families played key roles in this transition. The 

prominent Allatini family arrived in Salonika in the late 1700s, but their son Moses was 

sent back to Italy for education at a time when the ideas of the Enlightenment were felt 

throughout European society. He became a physician with a practice in Florence until 

his father passed away in Salonika. Moses returned to the Ottoman city to run the 

family business. Not content with the older methods and ways of carrying out business 

in Salonika, he saw opportunity and expanded his position from doctor and local grain 

mill operator to business entrepreneur. He began by expanding to include exportation of 

Macedonian grain to Italy, thereby increasing the grain’s reputation. Next, he founded a 

French school to encourage the youth to embrace the ideas he learned with his European 

education. He built the Allatini flour mills, which remain in operation and are still well 

known to this day. His other business ventures included setting up the city’s brick 

works, a brewery, and one of several of the city’s tobacco factories (Morin 14). His 

material and financial contributions are well documented during this transitional time. 

New enterprises brought new forms of employment for men and women from within 

the various Jewish communities. These created major lifestyle shifts. With new ways of 

learning and work opportunities also came new ways of living as a Jewish person in the 
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city. The religious traditions carried forward from the Castilian Middle Ages centered 

around the local synagogues and rabbinic leadership for social as well as religious  

needs. Now people had choices and many of the younger Jews began to move towards a 

secular, westernized lifestyle (see figs. 7, 8, 9).  

 Dating from the first Alliance Israelite Universalle, or French-based school, in 

1873, the Jewish population showed a growing interest in these nonreligious schools 

that could offer curriculum in science, math, and history (M. Molho xxxiii). As with 

Allatini’s example, many of the schools were established and funded by the Livornese 

families (see fig. 10). The aim was to introduce new ways of thinking through lessons 

taught in French, Italian, and German. Secular newspapers also began to publish at this  

 

 
Fig. 7. Jewish family in Salonka. Note the grandmother, seated in the middle in 
traditional Spanish style dress. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 



 

 57 

 
Fig. 8. The Saporta Family, Salonika. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive,  
Tel Aviv. 

 

 
Fig. 9. Mother wearing traditional Spanish dress; 
daughter in European style. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth  
Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fig. 10. Alliance Israelite Universelle, Alliance School, Salonika, before 1917. 
Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 

time to offer alternatives to the traditional religious presses. Such a variety of sources of 

information became popular because of their accessibility while encouraging the use of 

other languages and spreading new ideas. 

 Another key Livornese family, the Modianos, founded some of the larger banks, 

introducing modern banking concepts to help support the new businesses. These 

practices included individual banking accounts as well as business accounts. The Bank 

of Thessaloniki opened in 1886 (Benmayor 36; Meron, 24). In 1871, Baron von Hirsch 

came from Austria to help orchestrate the acquisitions and development of the land to 

build a railroad line linking Salonika and Skopje, also establishing another link for the 
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city north as well as west into Europe and to Istanbul to its east. In 1907 he, along with 

his wife Clara, oversaw Hirsch Hospital (Hopital de Hirsch), which continues to operate 

today as Ippocrates (Hippocrates), a government owned hospital, still located in the 

same building in Thessaloniki (see fig. 11). These wealthy Italian Jewish families were 

instrumental in funding the social and cultural institutions of the city, creating a welfare 

structure to care for the aged and poor, building housing for orphans, and overseeing 

whatever else was needed. Their names began to show up across the town as they vied 

with the rabbinate and the traditional roles of the synagogues in the congregants’ lives.  

 

 
Fig. 11. Baron and Clara de Hirsch open the hospital. Note the sign is in French and 
Hebrew. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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 The Italian Jewish families stood in contrast to more than the religious segment 

of the population. While these wealthy families built their beautiful homes along the 

coast and outside of the city center, the majority of the Jewish families continued to live 

and work within the confines of a cramped city center. After the old walls of the city 

came down to modernize the seafront, the promenade walkway was established along 

the waterfront, allowing the old city center to connect with the wealthier suburbs. This 

proved problematic as the ancient Jewish graveyard that had been created to sit outside 

the city walls found itself now situated in the middle of the new urban sprawl. Also, this 

older urban center was where the more traditional Sephardic synagogue oriented life 

took place, where lessons in Hebrew and Aramaic languages were based on the Torah 

teachings. In contrast, in the newer suburbs, access to secular oriented thinking and 

living were delivered in French or Judeo-Spanish, creating an appealing and accessible 

alternative for many. 

 In contrast to the harsh daily realities of the city workers, the Livornese families 

were often university educated and were able to design, fund, build, and oversee the 

markets, schools, and businesses, creating and contributing to the city’s new social, 

cultural, and economic infrastructure. These prominent families held close ties to one 

another through business dealings, marriages, and connections to Europe. Their 

contributions within the city included an increase in dock activities due to international 

trade, as well as expansion of commercial services that employed many Jewish workers 

to provide goods to trade. To help accommodate this rapid growth, the Turkish 

governor gave permission for a much needed new harbor to be built in 1889 (Benmayor 

36). The city’s Jewish population rose to more than 75,000 by the turn of the twentieth 
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century, more than half of the total population (R. Molho, “Jerusalem of the Balkans” 

n.p.). 

 As mentioned previously, modernization also brought several challenges to the 

older established Jewish population. The shift away from traditional religious ways of 

living towards secularism encouraged new ways of thinking. The synagogues provided 

more than a place to worship, but also organized a localizing of social, cultural, and 

educational experiences. With the move towards outside schooling, popular presses, and 

new employment opportunities, the cohesiveness provided by these neighborhood 

centers was sometimes supplemented and or even replaced by these new venues.  

Politics had always occupied a lively place in the Jewish communities, but with the 

changes occurring in their lifestyles and introduction to new sources of information, 

came a shift away from traditional talk as new political views surfaced. Although many 

from the different Jewish communities realized and appreciated the relative peace and 

freedom to worship within their own traditions that came with living under Ottoman 

rule, younger generations of Jews had different life experiences and exposure to 

diversity in thinking. As new ideologies spread across Europe, crumbling the empires of 

old to make way for nation states, the future began to look less certain. Greeks and 

Turks participated in these conversations, listening to and anticipating the idea of new 

national identities and nationhood. Lands all around Salonika, particularly the Balkan 

area, were reorganizing into nation-states as Bulgaria, Serbia, Romania, and 

Montenegro were established in the 1800s. Greece went through its own war of 

independence, creating a small Greek kingdom in 1834 out of some of the southern 

territories, with its seat of power in Athens. Some participants spoke of the Megali Idea 
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or big ideas of expansion to include Macedonia (Fleming 65; Stavrolakis 51). Turkish 

nationalism and the idea of a Turkish republic butted up against the traditionalists and 

political bureaucracy within the rapidly shrinking Ottoman Empire. Ideas of 

government ruled by constitutions to represent the rights of the people held appeal in 

their Enlightenment inspired message of “Liberty, Equality, Fraternity, and Justice” 

(Mazower 257). Calls for reform within the ethnically diverse Macedonian area were 

spearheaded by the group Committee of Union and Progress (CUP) (M. Molho xxxvi). 

In 1908, this political group, having settled its headquarters in Thessaloniki, became 

known as the Young Turks and many Jewish youths were participants. They succeeded 

in staging the Young Turk Revolution with the immediate goal of bringing to an end the 

violence in the streets and by the military as well as rule by one sultan (at this time 

Abdul Hamid II) in favor of more representation, along with recognition of and respect 

for diversity for all people. The Young Turks successfully overthrew the Ottoman rulers 

within Europe and immediately set out to establish reforms. They called for a new state 

that belonged to everyone, Serb, Greek, Turk, Jew, Muslim, Bulgarian, all.  

 With the introduction of these ideologies, new international organizations began 

to realize opportunities to open in Salonika. While at this time there was no specific 

Jewish nation state agenda on which to focus, clubs opened for sports, education, social 

and financial assistance, or just for socializing, to attract those who were like-minded. 

In 1899, the first Zionist organization opened with the idea of teaching modern Hebrew 

and cultural pride, but not in opposition to the Ottoman state (Fleming 60-64). B’nai 

Zion (Sons of Zion) and B’not Zion (Daughters of Zion) opened after the Jewish Zionist 

leader Ze’ev Jabotinsky spoke in the city; the Maccabee Athletic Club also formed 
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during this period (1908). Zionist schools and clubs began to grow, promoting not only 

a modern form of spoken Hebrew, but also providing a Jewish education in response to 

modern secular cosmopolitanism. Several alternative political journals began 

publishing, including El Avinir by David Florentin who was the founder of Kadimah, 

the first Zionist association, and socialist publications such as L’Avanti, La Solidaridad 

Ovradera, and the Zionist La Renacencia. These joined the ranks of many daily Spanish 

language newspapers, some printed in Judeo-Spanish using Hebrew script, some using 

Latin script. Eventually more than 100 newspapers came out of the Jewish presses using 

Greek, French, Spanish, Italian, and Hebrew languages, some with a general focus, 

some pro Zionist, some not. In 1909, a Bulgarian Jew named Avram Benaroya started 

the Federation Socialiste Ouvriere, a socialist organization that provided material as 

well as social support for the rapidly growing number of working class Jews. This 

group operated until 1918 when it joined with other leftist groups in the city and 

became the Socialist Workers Party of Greece (R. Molho, “The Jerusalem of the 

Balkans” n.p.).  

 At the beginning of the twentieth century, the intense industrialization and the 

subsequent social and physical changes occurring in the city brought economic growth 

to Salonika’s working class Jews. Their numbers increased as they began to thrive. In 

Albertos Nar’s account, he lists:  

4,000 merchants, 4,000 small tradesmen, 2,000 porters, 600 boatmen, 

250 street vendors, 250 butchers, 220 craftsmen/artisans, 150 fishermen, 

500 coachmen and carters, 100 household servants, 60 coal merchants, 

2,00 waiters, 50 wood cutters, 500 practitioners of various manual crafts, 
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8,000 clerks, 8,000 laborers, 300 teachers, 40 pharmacists, 30 lawyers, 

45 doctors and dentists, 10 journalists, and 3 engineers. Jewish 

industrialists also owned 12 soap factories, 30 textile plants, 9 flour 

mills, 1 tile-works and 1 brewery. (11)  

Some representative trades are illustrated in Figures 12-19. 

 

 
Fig. 12. Street vendor selling tobacco,  
circa 1910. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth  
Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fig. 13. Porter on the dock. Source: Beth  
Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 
 

  
Fig. 14. Selling brooms. Source: Beth  
Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fig. 15. Jewish girls working with tobacco leaves. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo 
Archive, Tel Aviv. 
 
 

 
Fig. 16. Dockworkers. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fig. 17. Shopkeepers. Albert Yehuda in his cake shop. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth 
Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
 
 

 
Fig. 18. Street vendors in the market. Source:  
Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fig. 19. Boys selling Jewish newspaper L’Independent. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo 
Archive, Tel Aviv. 
 

 The general population of the city was multiethnic and polyglot, with common 

demotic Greek speaking Orthodox Christians, as well as Christian and Muslim 

Bulgarians, Serbs, and Armenians, while Ottoman Turks were mainly Muslim, although 

not exclusively. Throughout this economic boom, the mainly Judeo-Spanish speaking 

Sephardim still made up the majority of the 75,000 plus of the Jewish population. Slavs, 

Vlachs, and Bulgars made up the bulk of the rest, while Greeks maintained a population 

of around 18,000 - 20,000 (R. Molho, “The Jerusalem of the Balkans” n.p.). Some 30 

synagogues were counted in the census at this time as well as renowned Jewish library 

and cultural centers. These factors contributed heavily to the Jewish identity of the city, 

setting it apart from any other within the Ottoman Empire, as Salonika continued to 

hold an attraction for migrating Jews more so than other key Ottoman cities such as 

Istanbul or Izmir where the Jewish population stayed at around 5 to 10% (R. Molho, 
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“The Jerusalem of the Balkans” n.p.). In contrast to Salonika, Jewish communities in 

neighboring towns historically remained very small minorities. 

 The Young Turk Revolt of 1908 was significant for the Jewish Community of 

Thessaloniki in several ways. While many other nation states remained unfriendly to 

their minority Jewish populations, the CUP made a point of being inclusive of its 

Ottoman Jewish numbers and also seized the opportunity to invite other Jewish 

communities to relocate from former Balkan territories. Again, the perception of the 

Jewish population in an Ottoman context was not seen as a threat, but rather a way to 

bolster population numbers and bring needed labor. To promote equality, the CUP 

opened conscription into the Turkish military for any male, regardless of religious or 

ethnic background at this time. While many joined, one response to this move, 

according to Benmayors’ account of this time, was many young men chose to leave to 

avoid serving in the Turkish army (36). Michael Molho cites other reasons for the 

departures, including the “Ottomanization” by the Young Turks to try to unite the new 

citizens under this identity (xxxvii). Some saw this identity as a problem, as it wasn’t 

clear what it meant to be a Turk and the role of religion within this new identity. 

Benmayor notes many in the Jewish labor classes in particular began to leave (36). By 

1910, Jewish migration is recorded as not just coming to the city, but many were also 

heading for the United States, Argentina, Palestine, France, and the United Kingdom. 

Jewish involvement in and association with The Young Turks would be remembered 

and seen either positively or negatively into the next generation, depending on whether 

their support of the Turks was also seen as being anti-Greek. Relationships between the 

two populations were under stress as they often competed for limited resources and 
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eventually territory. During this period, the rise in the newly formed Greek Orthodox 

nation state was persevering in its struggle against any form of Turkish authority. Every 

time Jewish groups backed the Ottoman or Turkish rulers, Greek nationalist 

publications both within Salonika and within Greek borders looked at this as anti-

Greek. 

 Initially, the CUP revolt brought forward many new liberal ideologies 

promoting equality for all citizens to encourage more public manifestations of new 

attitudes towards Christian, Jew, or Muslim, but it did not last more than a few years. At 

first, change was visible on the streets as people began to shift from traditional 

costumes that often signified various cultural and ethnic backgrounds to a European 

style of dress including shirt and trousers. The expansion of work choices for women 

was significant and along with secular based social venues provided a glimpse of the 

new era in the city (Meron 20-28; M. Molho 158-163; Morin 36-41). Traditionally, 

social opportunities and work choices were limited for poorer young girls who had been 

employed in the tobacco, cotton, and silk industries. Dowries could be earned this way. 

As more job opportunities opened, better work conditions, increased wages, and work 

related social clubs began to take hold due to organized workers’ movements. 

Mobilizing the work force, and in particular the Jewish labor force, had been an on-

going significant part of the city’s history and particularly at this time due to its 

advancing industrial development (Meron 2011; Mazower 267-270).  

 The rise of the CUP lasted a few short years (1908-1912). Political changes 

outside of Salonika often pitted Christian states against the Ottoman armies. The 1912-

1913 Balkan wars saw the withdrawal of Ottoman forces from Balkan territories, which 
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left open the question of possession of Macedonia, a territory sought after by new and 

old powers within Europe. Changes rapidly followed in Macedonia while southern 

Macedonia and western Thrace soon enough came under the control of the Greek 

government. With their sights set on recapturing Thessaloniki under the Megali Idea, 

the Greek military made their way closer and closer up the mainland as well as taking 

Epiros, parts of Macedonia, the island of Crete, and western Thrace. By 1912 the 

Greeks were physically in a position to focus attention on the key port city of Salonika. 

As the Ottoman Empire began its withdrawal and loss of its hold within the Balkans, 

and many of the minority groups living in these areas were able to take advantage of 

this opportunity to establish nation states of their own, it was the Greek Army marching 

into Salonika in October of 1912.  

 European and Balkan nations alike were interested in and debated the future of 

Thessaloniki. Initially, from 1912-1913, Bulgaria and Serbia, along with Greece, 

registered claims to Macedonia. Discussion of creating an independent Salonika was 

spearheaded by some from within its Jewish population in hopes of keeping “the Madre 

de Israel” as a safe haven. A Jewish Salonika as a homeland for the Jews was popular 

with the city’s Jewish leadership, but outside the city, Zionist organizations saw this as 

direct competition for the successful petitioning of the establishment of a Jewish state in 

Palestine (Fleming 68-71). If not a Jewish Salonika, then an independent buffer type of 

zone was considered over the course of the following year. However, as various plans 

for an independent international Salonika were publicly discussed, these ideas worked 

against Salonika’s Jews by contributing strongly to the perception of Jewish support for 

the Turks, also seen from within Greece as anti-Greek. When the Balkan Wars ended in 
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1913, Greek forces were physically occupying the city with its army. The Greek 

government persisted in their claim to the great powers of Britain, Germany, Russia, 

and France to make the industrialized port city a part of the new Greek nation and they 

were formally awarded the territory under the terms of the Treaty of Bucharest in 

August of 1913. The official entry of the city was established on October 26, 1913 to 

coincide with the Greek Orthodox feast day of the city’s patron saint, Demetrius.  
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IV. 1913-WORLD WAR II 

From Ottoman to Greek 

 This chapter shows some of the pressures on the Jewish population brought 

about by the replacement of Ottoman authorities with Greek administrators. Its focus 

moves between events both outside of the Jewish community (in Europe, Greece, 

Salonika) and within to see how these impacted their relatively autonomous lives. Apart 

from the political changes as much of the area of Macedonia and its major city Salonika 

become part of the Greek nation-state, the Jewish majority also experienced 

demographic changes. Under Ottoman rule, as a group they held ethnic strength within 

the city’s heterogenous population until 1913 when, under Hellenization, everyone 

became a Greek citizen and their status shifted from protected religious community to a 

national minority. It would change again in 1923, when for the first time in several 

hundred years, they became a minority within the city with the influx of 100,000 

Christian refugees from Asia Minor. As circumstances changed and daily routines, 

opportunities, and official policies transformed the lives of the Jews of Salonika, 

internal and external responses around the community varied, as this chapter will show. 

While some chose to leave, many stayed on, developing strategies to adapt to this new 

way of life while trying to protect their cultural identity.  

Change and What It Meant to the Jews of Salonika  

 Before the Balkan Wars and the subsequent withdrawal of the Ottoman Empire 

from these territories, as previously mentioned several countries tried to stake a claim 
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on the Macedonian area, specifically Salonica. While the various stakeholders in the 

Balkans debated the merits of national identities and the formation of nation states, 

among the Jewish population the Ottomans still seemed the safer choice. In Salonika, 

unlike many other cities, Jews had been living in a fairly protected environment and 

relative peace under Ottoman rule. They had been living with some freedom to continue 

their traditions; to take care of themselves socially, politically, culturally, and 

economically; and to practice their own religion for several hundred years, a far safer 

relationship for them than to support the newly formed governments associated with 

Bulgarian Orthodox Christian or Greek Orthodox Christian religions. Many of the Jews 

had either personally experienced difficulties living in Christian lands or their family 

histories included religious persecution and stories of fleeing from Christian leaders. 

These memories stood in contrast to the official welcome and incentives offered by the 

Ottomans. Evidence indicates this perception was shared even outside the city as groups 

of Jewish populations continued to migrate to Salonica during times of upheaval. As 

mentioned earlier, with the increase in the eighteenth and nineteenth century pogroms 

against the Jews in eastern Europe, Jewish refugees often relocated to the well 

established communities in Istanbul and Salonika. When the area in and around 

Thessalia, an area to the south of Salonika, became part of the new Greece in the latter 

half of the 1800s, again many of the Jews living there migrated to find places within the 

city’s borders.  

 On the Ottoman’s side, they realized the need to strengthen their deteriorating 

positions. Their strategy was to encourage Muslims and Jews who were fleeing the parts 

of Europe where Ottoman armies were in retreat, including Rumania, Bulgaria and 
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Serbia, to find refuge within the remaining Ottoman-controlled Macedonian lands. 

When the Ottoman reforms to classify all citizens within the Empire’s borders as 

“Ottoman” were put into place beginning in 1839, whatever their personal ethnic or 

religious background, people were encouraged to relocate freely to within the Empire’s 

shrinking borders. As a political move it served two purposes for the Ottoman 

authorities. This type of citizenship promoted their new cultural identification as 

“Ottoman” as a unifying strategy, while at the same time it contributed physically, 

helping secure the Ottoman position. As a strategy taken from past successes, it was an 

attempt to repopulate the territories. What this meant for Salonika was another influx of 

Balkan refugees, including Orthodox Christian merchants, where incentives including 

economic opportunities could still be found (see Meron for an in-depth discussion of the 

economy at this time). 

 Apart from the city being a destination for Jewish refugees, the Salonikian 

Jewish inhabitants also began to contend with Zionism. Jewish communities across 

Europe were responding to anti-Semitic violence through growing interest in Zionism, a 

movement to repopulate the Jewish homeland known by its Roman name of Palestine. 

Zionist groups experienced a rapid rise in popularity in Europe during this time. As 

these groups and their leaders promoted the return to Palestine with the intention of 

creating a Jewish nation state, many of the Jewish leaders in Salonika took a different 

approach, publishing articles in the Jewish national presses to support migration to areas 

in and around Salonika to bolster Jewish presence. One of the key leaders from 

Salonika’s Young Turks, Moise Cohen, also known as Tekin Alp (in Ottoman Turkish), 

addressed the Ninth World Zionist Congress of 1910 in Hamburg. His message to the 
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European Jews stressed the importance of supporting the growth of the Jewish 

community within Salonika where they were already well established both in numbers 

and in cultural traditions. He advocated for remaining under the protection of the 

Ottoman Empire over forming an independent Jewish state in Palestine (Mazower 265). 

At that time, the idea of continuing to live in a city where Jews were already in the 

majority and were also able to use this dominance to their advantage economically by 

operating within an area with many Jewish businesses, culturally by being able to 

preserve their traditions and cultural identities, and politically by having access to the 

authorities, seemed safer than starting from scratch to establish a new country. 

Political changes throughout Europe during this period manifest in the rise of new 

leadership, ideologies, nation states, and the eruption of the Balkan Wars. Still, it would 

have been difficult to anticipate the changes in store for the well established city of 

Salonika and how different a place it would become after 1912 when the Greek army 

took over. While many of the Greek, Jewish, and Muslim inhabitants worried about 

issues of security, work, and how other basic daily realities might change with the 

outcome of these wars, the physical, economic, and cultural changes over the following 

30 years were so immense as to completely reshape the city and people’s lives. 

The First Decades under Greek Governance 

 After a year of negotiations, Salonica was officially annexed to the Modern 

Greek State, Hellas or Greece, on October 26, of 1913. It was a time of confusion for 

the Balkan, Ottoman, Jewish city. From a “Hellene’s” point of view, it was a very 

different place from cities in the south. A Greek soldier’s memoir from that time states:  
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14 May 1913: I am totally fed up. I’d prefer a thousand times to be under 

canvas on some mountain than here in this gaudy city with all the tribes 

of Israel. I swear there is no less agreeable spot . . . How can one like a 

city with this cosmopolitan society, nine-tenths of it Jews. It has nothing 

Greek about it, nor European. It has nothing at all. (Mazower 277) 

In this soldier’s account the stark difference in population and in character of the cities 

between the southern lands of Hellas or Old Greece and the new Balkan territories 

acquired in the wars is underscored. This distinction as articulated from the Greek 

soldier’s impression is symbolic of some of the problems waiting for the city’s mixed 

population that included an indigenous Greek minority. As an outsider who had already 

experienced Hellenization under the new Greek government, his view did not even 

begin to take under consideration the legal, cultural, religious, and social issues at stake 

for the inhabitants of the city (see figs. 20-21).  

 Several trends provide a road map to the changes faced by the Jews through the 

next few decades as the new nation-state of Greece began to assert control over this 

very mixed population. Political changes began with a king and a constitution to replace 

the protective Turkish system of taxation and self-rule. With the implementation of the 

constitution came social changes. Salonika’s protected Jewish population was 

accustomed to somewhat of autonomous rule; they followed their own court system 

guided by rabbinic law and had an autonomous social support system under the 

neighborhood synagogues, including their own social clubs, political groups, and 

cultural centers. Now they had become Greek citizens. The implications of this 

recategorization were still unclear for what it meant in terms of their cultural identity. 
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Fig. 20. Old Jewish man wearing traditional dress. Greek flag and Zionist  
flag in the background. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 

 
Fig. 21. Jewish neighborhood Sebi circa 1913 (now Ladadika). Source: Beth 
Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv.
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 On the surface, it implied an equality. In the past, the Jewish school systems 

provided a way to maintain their identity through teaching their own histories and using 

traditional languages. With the influx of Jews from other backgrounds, it not only 

increased Jewish presence, but increased cultural and economic resources within the 

community as well as the city. This ability to offer a variety of educational and 

vocational opportunities proved to be a key asset in the modernization of the city and its 

economic opportunities. Many within the Jewish population learned to speak several 

languages, which proved beneficial in such an international crossroads as Salonika. This 

separate system, however, would not survive under the new Greek rules. 

 Political leadership from Athens under King George I brought out several issues 

of concern among Salonika’s Jewish neighborhoods. Initially, as Greeks took control 

over the city, acts of violence were directed against Jewish owned shops and homes in 

retaliation for Jewish support of Turkish rule (M. Molho xxxvii). King George I, in an 

attempt to settle fears among the larger population, announced his official policy aimed 

at protecting the interests of Jewish people as well as other minorities (Mazower 282). 

Good will gestures included leaving the Ottoman mayor in place and maintaining 

diversity on the town council. Initially, Saturday was still an option for the “Sabbath.” 

People of all religious and ethnic backgrounds were meant to be included as Greek 

citizens with equality as part of building a Hellenized identity (Hagouel 5; Wiehn 48). 

According to Hagouel, it was therefore mandated by the spirit of the new constitution 

for the Jews to be referred to as “Jewish Greeks” as a marker of this equality. However, 

this new identity did not go very far to erase the contrast with “non-Jewish Greeks.” 

Preserving their cultural identity while managing their new role as citizens was 
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challenging while still fresh memories of public Jewish support for Ottoman rule; their 

continued dominant numbers in the city; and differences in religion, language, and daily 

habits set them apart. These were some of the key issues over the next few decades to 

form “long lasting economic and subsequently, social and demographic repercussions” 

(5) facing the Jewish population in Salonica.  

 Geographic changes deeply impacted their situation as the once prominent 

gateway city was now situated along the newly expanded nation’s upper border, shifting 

the city’s reputation from prominent port to hinterland. After the Balkan wars, holding 

Greek citizenship changed access to trade partners, restricting previous contracts. It was 

an uneasy time for Muslims and Jews who saw these changes, along with the 

uncertainty of the new Orthodox Christian government, as too great a potential for 

problems. Evidence for this is marked by the numbers of Jews, drawing on their 

heritage, who requested Italian, Spanish, or Portuguese citizenship. This was desirable 

since under the law foreigners would not be held accountable to local laws. Foreigners 

were able to seek the protection of their consulates in times of trouble and with foreign 

citizenship, it was easier to conduct business within Greece and abroad. Some chose to 

leave for Europe.  

 An unsettled and divided leadership within the new Greek government added 

tension as the population was divided between royalists whose loyalty to the King 

contrasted with Greek nationalists who followed the Prime Minister Venizelos. The 

King was content to rule over a small country, while the nationalists continued to 

pursue the idea of expanding Greece’s borders, i.e., engaging in war with Turkey. 

Reorganization of the borders was also negatively impacted by the considerable 
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distance between the seat of the government in the relatively small town of Athens and 

the northern Balkan lands. Rail links were not established until 1916. Mail service was 

irregular and could take weeks or even months. On the other hand, according to official 

histories published by the Jewish community of Thessaloniki, the government’s 

“Official Policy” of equal rights for all its citizens and the Greek Orthodox Church’s 

lack of an anti-Jewish doctrine were publicly acknowledged and therefore appreciated 

by the Jews. The Greek National Constitution stated under Section II: Relations of 

Church and State, “The prevailing religion in Greece is that of the Eastern Orthodox 

Church of Christ,” but under Article Four: “All Greeks are equal before the law“ and 

“All Greeks living within the Greek territory shall enjoy full protection of their life, 

honor, and freedom, irrespective of nationality, race, or language and religious or 

political beliefs” (Plaut 187). Events at this early stage of national development in 

Greece contrast starkly with other areas in Europe where public displays of anti-Jewish 

sentiments were not uncommon. Anti-Semitism existed in Thessaloniki, but did not 

manifest to the degree it did elsewhere. There were reports of violence directed against 

Jewish businesses and individuals, but these were isolated compared to the acts of 

violence elsewhere that drove out major Jewish populations. It took the leaders of the 

Jewish community until 1914 to officially come to terms with the changes in political 

leadership, at which point they issued “a memorandum requesting certain privileges that 

safeguarded the preservation of its cultural identity” (R. Molho; “The Jerusalem of the 

Balkans” n.p.). The main concern of Jewish leaders was to protect their cultural identity 

and traditions by maintaining their own schools, court systems, language, and lifestyles, 

all of which embodied their difference from the Greeks. Significantly, in the beginning 
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this request was carried out with the support of local government for the Jewish 

community. The Greek government was not anxious to create problems in the newly 

acquired territories.  

 The peace was short lived. As the government began the process of Hellenizing 

the newly expanded nation, it began to institute changes and placed certain expectations 

on all its citizens. First, it faced the challenge of uniting an extremely polyphonous 

population by imposing a standardized Greek language, and it did this through demands 

on businesses and throughout the school system. Before this time, very few of the city’s 

Jews knew Greek. The Romaniote, or Greek speaking Jewish population, was minimal 

in Salonica and many had found learning Judeo-Spanish better served their needs to 

function in the Sephardic dominated society. Within the Jewish community this new 

requirement by a Greek language decree created somewhat of a generational problem. 

Most older Jews would have been educated in the synagogues and therefore knew 

Hebrew and the Sephardic language. The more educated would have also attended a 

foreign school such as the French Alliance Israelite Universelle, separating the 

wealthier Jews from the working class. By 1915, Greek authorities issued a mandate 

obligating public schools to teach in Greek to receive public funding, thus further 

marking the division between Judesmo or Spanish-Jewish speaking elders and the 

younger generation learning Greek. An example of this is provided by Mario Modiano’s 

account of this time in his oral history. He recounts how his grandparents spoke some 

unfamiliar language to one another; his parents spoke Judesmo to everyone else, 

including the children, but French to one another; and he and his brother spoke in 

Greek. The Judeo-Spanish language had been a key marker of the Jewish exilic past for 
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some 400 years at this point, what Rena Molho describes as “proof of their deep rooted 

cultural ‘patriotism’” to Spanish roots (“The Judeo-Spanish” 13). When Jewish leaders 

resisted these new policies to transition under Greek cultural dominance, seeing it as a 

form of assimilation, many Greek nationalists used this opportunity to publicly criticize 

the Jewish community. They published articles in the Greek press that spoke of the 

Jews as disloyal through their open resistance to Greek citizenship. 

 Language was used as a marker of transition in other domains as well. Public 

use of Greek letters began to replace any other script. Hellenization included recasting 

street names that honored local rabbis, Jewish leaders, and Castilian neighborhoods, as 

well as prominent Ottoman names. New names came from ancient Greek heroes such as 

Aristotle and Alexander. The city’s central thoroughfare, or the Hamidie in Ottoman 

times, was replaced with King Constantine. Greek royalty names such as Queen Olga 

and Queen Sofia can still be found on main streets. Sabri Pasha Street fell to the 

victorious Greek Prime Minister’s name Venizelou Street. Plaques were made for these 

new names in blue and white, the colors of the nation-state of Greece, and many people 

used these colors to paint their business’s storefronts in a display of patriotism 

(Mazower 283).  

World War I 

 1915 brought the Great War to Thessaloniki with 150,000 French and British 

soldiers arriving with the intention of providing an eastern front for the Allied troops 

against the Germans. This new population created major physical and economic 

changes. With the takeover by the Greeks, many Jewish merchants had lost their 

controlling position as Greek competition was on the rise, prompting several key 
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families to leave. On the other hand, much needed business opportunities that had been 

shut down with Greek annexation began to open again with the incoming foreign 

soldiers. For example, the switch from Ottoman to the new government brought many 

legal changes in the ways business could be conducted. Access to customers changed, 

and this brought about restrictions leading to a reduction in the port city’s ability to 

trade abroad. Many within the Jewish community had relatives in France or had visited 

there and already spoke French and read French newspapers, key factors in their ability 

to form new trade partnerships with the French troops (see fig. 22). Over the next few 

years, an enormous influx of soldiers, merchants, refugees, and other travelers as they 

crowded in and around the city meant new opportunities for the multilingual. But the 

city was not equipped to handle the increase. Water and food shortages quickly 

developed into major problems. From this time Salonika’s well known and respected 

farm school was established by the British military to help feed the rapidly expanding 

population, an institution that has continued to today.  

 
Fig. 22. French soldiers sit with an elderly Jewish man to share a meal. Source:  
Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv.
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 In 1917, an enormous fire changed everything. In August of that year, in the 

heat of the summer, with the tremendous swelling of the population, the scarcity of 

water, and the windy, dry weather conditions, a devastating fire burned through the 

center of the city, taking with it three quarters of the old city (see fig. 23). All of the 

wooden structures were destroyed, including 32 synagogues, the Chief Rabbinate’s 

offices, clinics, libraries, seminaries, and various social and cultural institutions. Along 

with the buildings, the Jewish community lost rare and valuable public and private 

holdings, which included books, records, and many ancient religious artifacts. Some 

53,737 people from the Jewish neighborhoods were left without homes (M. Molho 

xxxix). The entire city center was built in Ottoman architectural style of tightly packed 

wooden structures and it all burned to the ground (see figs. 24-27). So too was a way of 

life for the Jewish population that had lived in this space over the past 400 years. In 

response, the military built a tent city outside the remaining city walls to shelter as 

many of the homeless as possible. It was another occasion for the Jews of Salonika,  

some several hundred, to emigrate.  
 

 
Fig. 23. Headline of newspaper L’indépendent: The death of a city. Source:  
Center for the History of the Jewish People, Hebrew University, Jerusalem,  
Israel.
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Fig. 24. Tiring’s department store. Source:  
Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 

 
Fig. 25. What’s left of a central Jewish neighborhood after the 1917 fire.  
Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv.
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Fig. 26.Jewish residents of the city left without homes. Source: Beth 
Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 

 
Fig. 27. Social club on Elefthereias Square. Source:  
Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fallout from the fire came quickly. Athens responded through official channels 

by using this as an opportunity to create a modern, more hygienic, and planned city 

center by taking control over the entire area and refusing permission for individuals to 

rebuild. This meant a total displacement of the Jewish population, which historically 

had been located in the area along the harbor and throughout the center. Their presence, 

along with the wooden structures, was symbolic of the past and associated with its 

Ottoman history and Jewish control. Greek authorities understood the significance of 

replacing the visual reminders of the past with being able to create a new national 

identity within the city. Modernization included building a city with wider, straight 

streets to replace the crowded labyrinthian center; residential zones for the working 

classes would be repositioned in suburbs to be built closer to the industrial areas (see 

fig. 28). The Hebard Plan, as its architect was a Frenchman, Ernst Hebard, incorporated 

a modern, urbanist approach with a straight street grid and standardized buildings on the 

once historic Ottoman city. Funding was a problem for the government and it opened 

the plan to private developers. Some of the wealthier Jewish families were able to 

purchase back land. At this time the Modianos built the fruit and vegetable market, 

which still stands today (Agora Trofima). One synagogue was created in the center, 

while the working classes were relocated to the suburbs. Wealthier families maintained 

villas outside the crowded center, further east along the sea front. Class divisions as 

well as ethnic divides were pronounced. Economically, due to the fire, most people 

found the need to rely on outside sources of financial aid from Jewish social support 

networks, chief among these the American Joint Distribution Committee (AJDC) and 

the Alliance Israelite Universalle out of France.  



 

 89 

 
Fig. 28. Post 1917 fire, this shows the new avenue, Aristotelous, an example of 
widening the main streets. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
 

The 1920s brought no relief. Reforms in the name of transition continued to 

create difficulties in the day-to-day realities of the Jewish population. In 1924, 

according to Law Number 236, Kyrioki Argheia, all inhabitants of Thessaloniki were 

prohibited from working on Sundays according to the Greek Orthodox tradition 

(Benmayor 37; Plaut 35). Jewish businesses faced closing on Saturdays and Sundays, a 

financial hardship in an already difficult environment. Store signs also were no longer 

permitted to have Hebrew lettering. With this added pressure, more Jews made the 

decision to leave, many for Paris where they established a significant Salonikian Jewish 

Community. The Greek government was in flux and with every change of leadership 

came a change in redevelopment plans. Added to the political turmoil, the economic 

disaster, and the geographic displacement came the one front where the Jews had never 

suffered before; it came unexpectedly and it came from Turkey.  
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In 1923, the Treaty of Lausanne was signed to mark the end of the war and to 

establish the terms of the population exchange between Greece and the recently created 

Turkish Republic. Antagonism between the two nations had been growing and in 1919, 

the Greeks decided to invade Izmir, a city on the Anatolian coast. It was a part of the 

Greek Megali Idea, or the “Big Idea.” Some nationalists in Athens still held on to the 

idea of expanding Greece’s borders by including the territories around the Aegean Sea, 

territories in Asia Minor where many Orthodox Christians lived. With good reason, the 

other name for this event is the “Catastrophe.” At first the catastrophe was a reference 

to the brutal defeat suffered by the Greek forces, but it eventually was a comment on the 

hardships suffered in the daily lives of the victims (Papailias 95). On the one hand were 

the people who had been established in Anatolia, but were not Muslim, and on the other 

was the vast Muslim population still living within the Greek borders, all who became 

the victims of the two countries’ struggle to control these areas. Mazower quotes some 

30,000 Muslims leaving Salonika during the population exchange of 1923, while over 

100 thousand Christian refugees turned up in the city, coming from Thrace, Anatolia, 

and the Black Sea (310). As refugees, they came with almost nothing, adding to the 

50,000 plus homeless Jews post-fire, still living in the makeshift areas on the outskirts 

of the city. It was the first time that the Jewish population was outnumbered by any 

other group. 

Making the most of this situation, the Greek government acted swiftly to ensure 

a Christian majority for the first time in the city since Byzantium. Citizenship was 

immediate. Preference was granted to the Anatolian Christians for jobs, the refugees 

were exempt from paying taxes, and laws were passed to favor Orthodox Christians. 
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The Jewish population was still large enough to be considered a political problem. An 

example of this came in 1923, when Venizelos, a politician who granted favors for the 

new refugees to gain their votes, passed a special amendment to restrict the Jewish vote 

to two Jewish senators for National Parliament (Bowman, The Holocaust 4; Haguel 6; 

Plaut, 34). This restriction was continued until 1934. Jews now had to go to separate 

polling stations. To ensure rapid Hellenization of the new refugees, the government 

required more Greek language and history be taught in all schools, although the Jewish 

Greek students were excused from the required Greek Orthodox religion classes. 

Ultimately, this also contributed to a more pronounced separation of Jewish students 

from the others.  

Competition for jobs, wages, and votes was bad enough, but land was a serious 

problem for everyone. Now that the historic Jewish population was physically removed 

from living and working in the city center and along the port, housing became a priority 

and the municipality responded by using the refugee situation to rebuild. Land was an 

outstanding issue facing the local government; it was imperative to build out the city. 

Hebard’s plan called for a university to be established exactly where the ancient Jewish 

cemetery had been established for hundreds of years. When the refugees from Asia 

Minor arrived, the city built homes for them, settling them in the northern and eastern 

parts of the Jewish cemetery, just outside of where the old city walls had been (the East 

walls being demolished in 1889) (Salem 53). To reach the newer neighborhoods to the 

north of the city center, people walked through the Jewish cemetery. At first, the local 

government passed laws to protect graveyards (Salem 55). By December of 1929, 

enough pressure had been created through lack of space for settlements, that the 
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Ministry of Agriculture Social Security confiscated 6,850 m2 of the Jewish cemetery 

for the placement of refugees. The Jewish community responded immediately as this 

area included many graves. In Judaism, the graveyard is designated as a sacred place; 

disturbing a grave is strictly forbidden. Relocation of such a large area was also out of 

the question. The community’s leaders drew up a statement of protest, citing other 

European cities such as Vienna, Bordeaux, Alsatia, etc. where historic Jewish 

cemeteries were protected by government sanctions.  

Beginning in January of 1930, police reports mention several problems 

occurring in the Jewish cemetery. For example, several refugees destroyed 70 graves by 

trying to cut through the cemetery after hours. According to research on the cemetery 

by Stella Salem, on April 8, 1930, the local government announced the confiscation of 

the southeast part of the cemetery to move forward with the development of the 

University of Thessaloniki. Construction for the Faculty of Physics began inside of the 

Jewish cemetery lands. By 1931, several hundred graves had been destroyed. Part of 

this destruction occurred during the unrest in the streets, which took place in the mainly 

Jewish, Campbell neighborhood, prompting the police to agree to build a small station 

to help protect the cemetery with guards posted by the Jewish community. Leaders from 

the Jewish community and various political leaders from the Greek government went 

back and forth over control of this valuable land right up to 1937. Eventually, the two 

sides agreed that a new area for the continuation of the Jewish cemetery in another part 

of the city (Stavroupoli) would be designated and provided by the city, and in return the 

Jewish community gave up 12,399 m2 to the university with no charge. In exchange, 

the municipality planted trees in the old cemetery with the idea of building a forest. This 
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was documented not by the ministries that handle land use or internal affairs, but is 

taken from the documents held by the Ministry of External Affairs: The Greek Jews 

(Salem 57).  

The aforementioned Campbell Riot, as it came to be known, sheds some insight 

into the tensions that were building among the various populations within the city, 

particularly against the city’s Jews. On June 29, 1931, armed members of the Ethniki 

Enosis Ellados (EEE), or National Union of Greece, attacked and burned down 250 

Jewish homes in the Jewish neighborhood known as Campbell. This political group, 

according to Kallis, had an “ultranationalist ideology, steeped in xenophobia, 

anticommunism, and a conventional reflexive antisemitism, ma[king] it the primary 

opponent of the Jewish community of Salonica” (13). Campbell was one of several old 

military camps purchased with communal funds by the Jewish Communal Council to 

build housing for the working class (also Kambel or Cambel) in 1918. Histories of this 

era tend to include somewhat fleeting accounts or references to the 1931 Campbell 

Riots, referring to this as an anti-Semitic act while some called it a pogrom (see 

Benmayor 37; Bowman, The Holocaust 8; Haguel 6; Lewkowicz 48, for example). 

Many of the Campbell families left for Palestine at this time, followed by some ten 

thousand over the next two years (Plaut 48-49). Negative political rhetoric in the Greek 

press often tapped into rising Greek nationalism, pitting the idea of a Greek “us” versus 

“them” by separating out socialist and communist political parties associated with 

Jewish members. These types of articles had been appearing in several of the local 

newspapers, including the mainstream Makedonia. Specifically, articles focused on 

issues of identity, trust, and loyalty, highlighting concerns over who was a Greek and 
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who was not. Another common theme was the issue of blame. The Jewish population 

was often portrayed as contributing to the city’s problems. The city’s unruly and 

unsettled population, competition over land, jobs, votes, and political power all 

contributed to the unrest. Orthodox Christian refugees from Asia Minor were pitted 

against working class and lower class Jews in several ways. The refugees were awarded 

special privileges including taking over dock jobs that had been held by Jewish workers 

as well as receiving permission to sell in the streets outside of Jewish shops. By 

characterizing the Jews as untrustworthy, Greek journalists wrote about how 

nationalism was defined differently for the Jews – Jewish nationalism was equated with 

a rising interest in Zionism – than for Christian Greeks where it meant expansion of and 

loyalty to a Greek nation. In this way, the Jewish population was characterized not only 

as non-Greek, but not patriotic to Greece (Mazower 382). This isolating position and 

grouping of “them” was reinforced by continually bringing up issues of loyalty. Past 

public Jewish support for the Ottomans over the Greeks during the wars and the number 

of Jews who were directly involved in or supported the Young Turk revolt were 

frequently mentioned and highlighted as evidence of the Jews’ past affiliations and used 

by the Greek press to indicate a lack of trustworthiness. Another strategy in the press 

was to make a point to articulate confusion over how to represent them (who were they: 

an ethnic group? a religious one?) and how to connect them to a homeland (Spain? 

Italy? Palestine?). This type of coverage was sanctioned by the general press and 

consumed by the public, and so through the official city channels in Thessaloniki these 

ideas and moves to isolate the Jewish population were supported and thus reinforced. 
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The late 1920s and early 1930s saw unrest throughout Europe as newly formed 

national boundaries relied heavily on issues of identity. As the Jewish population within 

the city had functioned as an autonomous group for so long, they were easily marked as 

a threat to Greek interests. The reality of the situation within the community had always 

been quite diverse culturally, politically, and ideologically as echoed in the plurality of 

responses to constant internal and external challenges over the years. Enormous 

demographic changes had to be dealt with internally as indigenous Jews absorbed 

Jewish refugees and externally as the city absorbed the Christian refugees from Asia 

Minor. Political orientation within the Jewish population, as stated before, reflected a 

range of issues from emigration to acceptance of Greek language and citizenship, as 

well as assimilation, modernization, and the question of Zionism. Socialist movements 

found a large audience among the thousands of workers as did Communism influenced 

by the Soviets. Physically, the seat of Jewish life was dispersed after the fire of 1917, 

and those in need of homes and general welfare numbered some 50,000. Many of the 

census reports prior to 1917 were burned in the fires, but the next census reflected their 

wide ranging identities. People continued to sign their names using different languages 

and scripts (Rashi, Spanish, Greek, Hebrew, etc.), and occupations reflected a highly 

stratified community from street vendors and porters to factory owners and international 

business merchants, even by the photographs attached to some forms showing styles of 

dress and hair from traditional to European. For many who could afford to, their 

response was to leave. Jewish businesses that could be counted on to hire Jewish 

workers were shrinking in number and Greek competition was growing. So too were 

anti-Jewish activities. State sanctioned discrimination by the preferential treatment of 
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the Christian Greeks limited job opportunities for Jewish workers and businesses, while 

the practice of discrimination by resentful non-Jews made equality for all citizens 

negligible (Meron 206-211).  

Class divisions, economic factors, national insecurities, cultural differences, and 

geographic control of key areas all played out in the domestic politics of the city, 

making it easy for Fascism and Nazism to find sympathizers (including funding of the 

EEE) well before World War II came to the city. As a result of local pressures such as 

the burning of the Jewish neighborhood Campbell and the rising rhetoric of anti-

Semitism in popular press and local governance coupled with the active Zionist 

movements, many Jews left Greece in the 1930s. Just between 1933-34 some 10,000 

left Salonika for Palestine, including several hundred dockworkers, stevedores, porters, 

and their families to help create a port city in Haifa (see fig. 29). The Salonikian Jews of 

Haifa have maintained their cultural link to the city to this day, having established a 

social club there towards this end. The impact of these migrations left a void of 

potential leadership back in Salonika with the loss of the Zionists, a key political 

element, while contributing to the overall weakening of the community (Bowman, The 

Holocaust 9; Plaut, 49). 

 In 1936, Venizelos, who was living in Paris, died, and the relatively young, 

struggling Athenian democracy was taken over by General Metaxas. He ruled as a 

dictator; his sympathies were in line with Mussolini’s Fascism in Italy and Hitler’s 

Nazism in Germany. The various leaders from the religious, social, and political Jewish 

groups in Salonika were still in the process of trying to figure out ways to deal with 
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Fig. 29. Many decided to leave for Eretz Yisrael in the 1930s. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth 
Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
 
 
Hellenization at home, at work, and in schools while maintaining something of their 

identity and Jewish way of life. As an example of the external pressures they faced, 

Greek influence in the curriculum of the Jewish schools was increased and the Greek 

government sent its own teachers to ensure this was carried out properly. Next, the 

government closed foreign schools that were seen as a threat to Hellenism and then shut 

down French and Spanish language newspapers (Bowman, The Agony 32-33). While 

many of the older Jews still used their own languages for documents in the 1930s, by 

1940 most documents were written using Greek. The Judeo Spanish language was still 

spoken by some at home and among peers, but as censorship and restrictions of public 

demonstrations of Jewish identity spread under the dictatorship, the city had become 

something far from the image of the Jewish motherland, city of refuge, a reputation it 

had enjoyed for so long. Salonika’s population early on in the twentieth century rose to 



 

 98 

some 180,000, with 90,00 Jews forming the main ethnic group, outnumbering Turks 

and Greeks (M. Molho xi). By the 1930s, Salonika’s remaining Jewish population 

hovered around 60,000 out of a total of 240,000.  

 German relations with Greece were building throughout the inter-war period. 

When the foreign schools were shut down, the government agreed to take on some of 

the teachers into Greek schools and to exchange scholars with Germany and Vienna 

(Bowman, The Agony 30-34). The Greek authorities welcomed German trade and 

investment, creating a strong German presence within the country (Bowman, The Agony 

35; Meron 211-212). As the Socialist and Communist parties fell away under the 

Metaxas dictatorship, pro-Nazi support increased. The Greek newspapers, political 

parties, and outlets for learning German supported the rapid spread of propaganda. 

 Tensions mounted throughout Europe with the rise of the Nazi party while 

German influence spread in Greece through Metaxas and his dictatorship. The Allied 

Powers still had an interest in the Balkans and Britain was still working with the Greek 

government when in 1940, World War II crossed over Greece’s borders. Italy faced 

Greece in 1940, and Germany took over in the Balkans, invading northern Greece on 

April 6, 1941. 
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V. WORLD WAR II AND AFTER 

Removal of the Jewish Presence in Salonika 

 From 1913 to World War II, the strength of the Jewish influence in Thessaloniki 

and their ability to be productive and function within the larger Greek arena slowly 

diminished. State sanctioned economic policies that favored Christian Greek owned 

businesses and local discrimination favoring Christian Greek workers made life difficult 

for Jewish participation on most levels of society. In the first decade of the 1900s, 

opportunities in the workplace for what was once a thriving protected ethnic majority of 

some 80,000, over 50% of the overall population, were eroding, leading to a steady 

decline in the community’s numbers. By the end of the 1930s, after migrations, fires, 

influx of Christian refugees, and steady turning of public rhetoric aimed at singling out 

the Jews, their numbers had been reduced to 50,000, or roughly 20%. Policies to 

Hellenize or create a strong Greek presence in the city contributed to complicating life 

for many who tried to retain their cultural identity and practice the Jewish religion while 

remaining in Thessaloniki and becoming a part of Greece. As the war approached, the 

Jewish character of the city was rapidly disappearing. 

The City at the End of the 1930s 

 Jews leaving Europe for Palestine often came through Greece where a few 

organizations such as the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (AJDC) were 

able to help them with supplies, funds, visas, etc. (Fleming 105; Bowman, The Agony 

35-36). In Salonika, finding shelter and provisions for them placed an additional strain 
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on the community’s resources, already dealing with increased needs in economic and 

social support of the local population. In following with their tradition of offering 

refuge to fellow Jews, their already stretched internal support systems relied more 

heavily than ever on outside help.  

 News of life in Nazi Germany and their policies towards the Jews came with the 

flow of refugees. Jewish connections among families and businesses tying Salonika to 

Europe had always played a significant role in the development of their internal 

sociocultural resources and their ability to operate within the larger community. When 

life for the European Jews changed these networks became disrupted. On another level, 

with the growing economic ties between Germany and Greece, they saw what was 

happening in Germany to Jewish owned business as they were being shut down or taken 

over. Germany’s official policies towards its Jewish population included economic 

discrimination and were now being applied to Greek owned firms doing business with 

Germany. For example, Germany bought Greek tobacco and Jews had a well 

established tradition of working in Salonika’s tobacco industry. In the past, there had 

been a strong Jewish presence in skilled and unskilled jobs, which under the new 

dealings with Germany completely shut them out. No Jewish names could be associated 

with or employed by Greek firms who were doing business with Germany (Meron 212).  

 While external events created new constraints on economic opportunities for 

them, the close of the 1930s also began another type of transformation. The war brought 

an opportunity for Salonika’s Jews to demonstrate their willingness to fill their role as 

Greek citizens by participating in the military. While Greek speaking Jews from the 

southern parts of Greece had been previously included in the military, the northern 
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territories had not. World War II included a large number from the Sephardim, mainly 

from the northern territories (Plaut 55-56; see Bowman, Jewish Resistance, for a 

detailed account).  

 In 1939 and early 1940, Metaxas took a neutral position. Fearing the growing 

power of Germany and its interests in Greece on the one hand, he countered by 

continuing to allow British access to ports and military bases. It wasn’t until the Italian 

army under Mussolini moved into Greece by entering through the Albanian border that 

Metaxas was forced to side against Nazi Germany and Italy (October 1940). The Jewish 

community understood the danger of a German takeover and came out strongly to join 

Greece’s fight. As a result of the restrictions on foreign language use, Salonika’s 

younger generations were Greek speaking and able to participate in Greek civil society 

including the draft. When the Italian army crossed into Greece, Salonika’s Jewish men 

turned out to join the Greek army and the community raised money and supplies - 

especially the much needed knitting and distributing of winter woolens - for the war 

effort. They served at all levels including in combat, in the medical corps, and in key 

areas of planning. Colonel Mordechai Frizis, one of the few Jewish men trained as an 

officer, became a national hero after successfully turning back the Italian attack along 

the Albanian border where he was killed. One of the groups was known as the ‘Cohen’ 

Battalion because it included a majority of Jewish youths from Salonika. Even the 

Salonikian dockworkers and others who had moved to Palestine in the 1930s came back 

to help Greece as part of the British contribution (Bowman, The Agony 40-42). When 

Germany took over from Italy in the northern part of Greece, many of the Jewish 

soldiers joined resistance groups in surrounding villages and the Greek countryside (see 
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Bowman, Jewish Resistance, for a study of Jewish participation in the Greek 

resistance). This type of participation and visibility from the northern Jewish 

communities may have played a role in shifting attitudes among some fellow Greeks 

towards the Jews who were so often portrayed as a threat to national interests and 

viewed as unwilling to support an Orthodox Christian Greece.  

German Occupation 

Even before the war, Germany actively collected information on Salonika, 

attracted by its economic activity and the historic presence of its large Jewish 

population. Underlying tensions including anti-Semitic sentiments among indigenous 

Greeks, Anatolian refugees, and Jews; competition over space and jobs; and unstable 

relations over cultural differences were attractive factors. The German Consul General 

opened an office there in 1938 with the intent to identify businesses and key holdings of 

the community (Meron 109). By the time German troops occupied Thessaloniki, lists of 

key individuals and their addresses had been prepared, along with locations of valuable 

assets held by the Jewish community. German occupation lasted from April 9, 1941, to 

the end of October, 1944. Disruption of Jewish life was initiated right from the 

beginning by taking possession of key homes of Jewish families and Jewish public 

buildings such as the Baron de Hirsch Hospital; Christian homes were not taken over. 

Germany’s policy of discrimination and of exploiting Jewish businesses was to be 

extended to Greek Jews. To undermine the community’s power structure and disrupt 

their links with daily life, the leadership from the Community Council was arrested and 

kept in prison while Jews in general were banned from cafes and other public places. 

The German military took control of Jewish affairs. They selected a new leader from 
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the community to carry out orders and had the chief rabbi, Tzevi Koretz, arrested while 

he was in Athens collecting financial support for the impoverished Jewish families in 

Salonika. Another isolating strategy was to close down the remaining Jewish press 

including daily papers, while the military took over their supplies and printing presses 

for their own use (Jewish Community of Thessaloniki, Cultural Forum 37). Gestapo 

orders shut down Jewish clubs, Hebrew schools, and community organizations 

(Bowman, The Holocaust; Yacoel 31). When Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg 

Kommando (Chief Operations Officer Rosenberg) arrived, he ordered the collection of 

important libraries and archives from private homes, offices, academies, and 

synagogues, as well as significant religious and historical items to be sent to his 

research center (Bibliothek fur die Erforschung des Judentums) back in Frankfurt am 

Main, Germany, for the study of Judaism, while freely plundering Jewish shops (United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum; Wiehn 51). This activity successfully traumatized 

the religious leadership as they watched sacred texts and books that had been carried 

from Spain removed from the community (Fleming 114). The result of these actions had 

the effect of displacing the community and ensuring their isolation from the general 

population by creating enough chaos to make resistance difficult.  

 Salonika had to settle into this new situation, while also dealing with the 

tremendous strain on their economy, rampant unemployment, massive food shortages, 

and an outright famine, and with this an increase of illnesses and deaths. After a 

devastatingly cold winter of 1941-42 and the brief respite of that spring, the Jewish 

community was singled out again as a source of labor for the German army’s building 

projects. An “official declaration of the German Military Command for Salonica-
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Aegean” appeared in the Apoyevmatini (Afternoon) newspaper early in July 1942 for all 

Jewish males of Greek citizenship aged fifteen to forty-five (some 9,000) to report to 

Plateia Eleftherias (Liberty Square) on July 11, 1942, a Saturday, the Sabbath 

(Bowman, The Holocaust 15; Jewish Community of Thessaloniki, Cultural Forum 35; 

Mazower 395; Yacoel 36). As Bowman points out, the choice of Eleftherias (and on the 

Sabbath, a sacred day of rest) reflects the Nazi tendency to “desecrate others’ symbols” 

(The Holocaust 15).  

 Registration time was called for at 8:00 a.m. So many turned out the process 

lasted throughout the day. Greek and German police aided the military’s sign-up 

process, and state employees carried out the massive registration (see figs. 30-32). 

 

 
Fig. 30. Saturday morning, Jewish men being forced to do “calisthenics” 
in Plateia Eleftheria. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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Fig. 31. Forced removal of head coverings. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo 
Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 

 
Fig. 32. The square on the Sabbath during roundup and registration of  
Jewish males, Plateia Eleftheria. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive,  
Tel Aviv. 
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Yomtov Yacoel recorded events in his Memoir: 

During this assembly occurred many cases of maltreatment of Jews 

by German soldiers and officers. Some Jews who came late were 

hit brutally by hand, foot, and whip. A group of German sailors 

exhibited savagery at these maltreatments. German military 

policemen set their bulldogs on some Jews because they dared to 

smoke or to wear a head cover to protect themselves from the 

burning sun. Other Jews, tired from standing up for hours, sat on 

the ground and were beaten for it by the Gestapo until they bled, to 

the point where a Red Cross ambulance was called to take them to 

their homes. Other Jews were forced to perform exhausting 

gymnastic exercises continuously for hours on end under threats of 

beatings. Finally, other groups of Germans forced the Jews to 

perform humiliating moves, such as somersaults, under the eyes of 

curious Christian spectators. And to round up the spectacle, 

Germans and photojournalists took pictures, which already the next 

day were published by the Greek press accompanied by captions 

typically derogatory of the Jews. (Bowman, The Holocaust 38) 

Comments were along the lines of ”parasites” and “black-marketeers” finally being put 

to use (Mazower 395; Apoyevmatini July 11, 1942). There is no mention of protest 

either from Jewish or Christian leadership. 

 



 

 107 

Several points arise in the accounts of this day. Mazower makes note of the 

German army’s immediate need for labor to build up the military’s infrastructure (395-

396). Initially, locals (Christian Greeks) were used from the general population for this 

work. Their severe treatment by the Germans, as noted by Mazower, may have played a 

part in the decision to switch labor pools, while also suggesting the role of local anti-

Semitism. Initially, a local police officer brought up to a General von Krensky the idea 

to use Jewish labor instead of Greek to take some of the pressure off the general public. 

Following this, the newspaper issued the call for a registration of Jewish males as a 

potential labor force. This episode marks another major turning point in the situation of 

the Jewish population by calling for a mass registration. While their properties had been 

confiscated and lifestyles curtailed, Germany’s ambitions to favor Aryans through race 

laws had not been implemented before then. There is some evidence of local pressure 

by Christian groups and property owners on the German command to carry out 

Germany’s anti-Semitic policies in Thessalonika (Bowman, The Holocaust 34). Several 

local Greek newspapers had been supportive of anti-Semitic rhetoric for some time, 

even before the destruction of Campbell or the Nazi invasion (Kallis 17). Fascist 

political parties were already comfortable coming out openly in support of Hitler and 

Nazism, and by targeting leftist politics including socialist and communist involvement 

of any kind, they were targeting a high number of Jews. While there did not appear to 

be an official anti-Jewish policy on a local level, pro-Nazi popular newspapers 

including Apoyevmatini and its owner, Alexandros Orologas, along with the Makedonia 

and Nea Evropi continued to run negative editorials and stories. These established an 

identity of “Otherness” that pit Greek identity against Jewish through their lack of 
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“Greek” nationalism (Jewish nationalism meant Zionism) or loyalty to Greece and their 

support for left wing politics, and ultimately blamed them for their current hardships 

(Haguel 11; Mazower 396-7). Since the Germans had taken over all the Jewish print 

shops and presses, they had control of the paper industry and controlled what was 

printed. Yomtov Yacoel’s memoir mentions occasional anti-Jewish leaflets being 

circulated and inflammatory radio programs sponsored by “local Christians,” while “No 

programmatically defined anti-Semitic policies were revealed by the German authorities 

during the first 15 months of occupation” (Bowman, The Holocaust 31). At least not 

until July 11, 1942. 

Following the round up and registration of the Jewish Greek male citizens, the 

laborers were sent to work, building and repairing roads, railroads, and bridges in the 

surrounding areas for the Germans. Many either died while in the field (250 died by 

October), returned in a state of starvation, were malaria infested, or they escaped to the 

mountains, sometimes to join resistance groups. Yomtov Yacoel describes the 

conditions in his Memoir:  

The first news about the Jews’ general living and working 

conditions was not comforting. They were provided with neither 

good nor sufficient food. Shelter in most sites was miserable: 

stables, grain stores, shepherds’ shacks served them as housing. 

Work was hard, especially in the quarries: ten hours a day under 

military discipline. Work was harder on them because for the most 

part the laborers were not accustomed to heavy manual labor. In 

certain work sites even physical abuse of laborers took place. 
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Under such living and working conditions it was natural that 

numerous illnesses broke out. What is more, it was the middle of 

the summer and many work sites were located in the malaria 

stricken areas of Yidah and Veria. Lack of adequate medicine, 

especially quinine, lack of soap, and communal housing were 

excellent conductors of illnesses. Malaria and psoriasis broke out in 

great numbers among the Jewish laborers at the work sites. These 

diseases found easy prey among the weakened-by-starvation 

bodies…. (Bowman, The Holocaust 43) 

This situation compelled the Jewish leadership to negotiate a ransom with the 

Wehrmacht official in charge of the administration of the city, Max Merton, to end this 

untenable condition. He demanded 3.5 billion drachmas, but settled for 2.5 billion, or 

roughly 60 million in U.S. dollars, and said he would take the ancient Jewish cemetery 

as payment of the rest (Haguel 10).  

This was the state of affairs as winter approached, along with the next great 

catastrophe to further remove Jewish ties to the place where they had been established 

for hundreds of years. While the collection of the sum of several billion drachmas hung 

over the community, along with the organizing of the return of the laborers and their 

health concerns, there was still the ongoing care of the Jewish community. Now, added 

to that, was the future of the 500-year-old cemetery, home to more than 400 thousand 

graves. Pressure from the Greek community to get control over this land had been 

ongoing since the Hebard plan as the cemetery was centrally located between the old 

and new parts of the city. Government officials had been trying to take over the area (35 
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hectares) for the development and expansion of the new university. While payment was 

due on December 15 for the note from the community to Merton, the municipality of 

Salonika bypassed the community to demolish the cemetery on December 6. Using 

several hundred workers to complete the destruction:  

No grave remained untouched. The Jewish cemetery became a huge area 

of destroyed gravestones, with bones of dead spread all over the place. 

Anybody could steal gravestones. Gravestones were transferred and used 

as construction materials inside and outside the city of Thessaloniki. The 

Germans even built a pool made from gravestones…. (Salem 58) 

In fact, the headstones were used for building roads, paths, stairs, gardens, churchyards, 

and other structures throughout the city and in certain places it is possible to still see 

them there today. The cemetery, one of the oldest and largest repositories of Jewish 

burials probably anywhere in the world, was gone in a short time, and it was 

accomplished through the request of the Greek community and the authority of the 

German command (see fig. 33).  

In February of 1943, Dieter Wisliceny, aide to Adolf Eichmann, arrived in 

Salonika with Hauptsturmfuhrer Alois Brunner with the anti-Jewish legislation of the 

German Nuremberg Racial Laws to organize and deport the entire population within 

eight weeks. They took over a Jewish family’s villa on Velissariou Street where they 

occupied the first floor and used the cellar to torture Jews to gather information 

(Bowman, The Agony 64). Those families who either had or could get foreign passports 

(Spanish, Turkish, and Italian embassies in particular were helpful) were in a better 

position but the German command went forward with the Nuremberg Laws. These laws
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Fig. 33. The historic Jewish cemetery after demolition by order of the German 
command and by request of the local leaders, December 1942. Source: Yeshiva Institute 
for Jewish Research, New York. 
 

were meant to isolate the people who were Jewish from the rest of the population. 

Initially, every Jew was required to wear a yellow star of David to mark them; those 

with Greek citizenship lost all rights. Shops owned by Jews were marked, then closed, 

all goods confiscated. Jews were banned from any organizations, social places, and 

ownership of radios. They were placed under curfew and ordered to leave their homes 

to move into two designated areas. Most were placed in the Baron Hirsch ghetto located 

by the railroad station (see figs. 34-36). The space was initially created to house the 

needy, refugees from the Russian pogroms, and local inhabitants post 1917 fire. There 

were 593 rooms, but for the purpose of the roundup, it was used for some 2,315 people 

(Bowman, The Agony 66). Once the population was organized, trains arrived and 

deportations began on March 15, 1943. A total of 19 trainloads of people left 

Thessaloniki; most of them went to the gas chambers at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Towards  
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Fig. 34. Jewish citizens of Thessaloniki herded from their home and  
led to a central ghetto. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 

 

 
Fig. 35. Jewish citizens from outside the city arriving in Thessaloniki, 1943. Source: 
Comite International de la Croix Rouge. 
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Fig. 36. Map of Thessaloniki, 1942-43, showing the location of the Hirsch ghetto, the 
train station, and the hospital. Source: U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 
 
the end of the deportations, several trains carrying the foreign passport holders went to 

Bergen Belsen. By May, the majority were gone; the last train left in early August 

(Haguel 16-18). Approximately 500 young people managed to get away from 

Thessaloniki to join the resistance. Some families found refuge in the surrounding 

villages. Some with Italian passports managed to take advantage of the Italian military 

train sent by Mussolini. 96.5% of the Jewish population did not survive.  

Return to Salonika 

In a post liberation report, British relief worker, Francesca Wilson wrote: 

“What will happen to us now?” they asked anxiously. Being English, 

they thought I must know. “If we go back to Salonika - what then? 

Our relatives are dead-everything we possessed has been taken away. 
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No one will want us. What about America? What about Palestine?” 

(Bowman, The Agony 225)  

This quote touches on several difficult aspects of the Jewish presence in 

Salonika post World War II. By “everything,” it truly was literally everything. The 

people, the houses, the way of life, and the Jewish city, including the evidence of its 

Jewish past, in particular the loss of the cemetery, everything was gone. Most of the 

population was lost in the concentration camps or lost through the hardships endured 

during the war. Few would be returning to the city and for those that did find their way 

back, many would be without family. There was not much there to come back for or to; 

the situation was not welcoming. Most of the businesses, schools, and Jewish 

institutions were also gone. The Jewish character of the city, through its people and its 

places, was pretty much destroyed. Instead of a large thriving diverse Jewish presence 

in the city, a very small minority, some from the resistance, some from surrounding 

villages, and some from the camps, attempted to re-establish some semblance of life 

there.  

By the end of 1944, the Germans were gone (Hagouel 32). Greece was in a 

mess, having been totally decimated by the war. Entire villages and communities were 

laid to waste. Roads and rail lines were in disrepair. The people and the country 

suffered major devastation of food supplies through difficult weather conditions 

bringing drought and the Germans either consuming or destroying most remaining 

supplies. A Greek civil war was rapidly forming, and Thessaloniki was in economic, 

social, and political chaos (Bowman, Jewish Resistance 59). Competition over 

resources was everywhere. 
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Homes, businesses, properties, and confiscated material goods left by some 

56,000 through either round ups and deportations in 1943 or having to escape the city 

were generally no longer available to those who returned. Fleming puts the numbers at 

some “2,000 Jewish businesses . . . left vacant in 1943” and some 10,000 homes (177). 

The survivors found other people living in their homes, running their businesses, and in 

possession of their shops. Few Greeks were willing to let go of the homes and 

businesses they had taken over to hand them back to the returnees. Eventually, the 

Greek government established a series of rulings for restitution and handling of property 

and goods, but as these emerged, once again, so did the divisions between Greek 

Christians and Jews. The problem in Salonika was compounded by the fact that the 

Jews had formed a large segment of the population before the war, unlike most other 

Greek cities where they had been a very small minority. In several memoirs, anti-

Semitic comments were often associated with situations where Christian Greeks had 

taken advantage of the situation and were unwilling to return properties, comments that 

indicated a sympathy with the Nazi project of ridding the city of its Jews, or as “unused 

cakes of soap” (Plaut 71; Lewkowicz 197). In a city where competition for resources 

was already tight, looting, robbing, and selling of “unclaimed” goods and properties 

contributed to difficult emotional as well as economic circumstances. 

Another big change facing the returning Jewish population came in the loss of 

their traditional areas of support. The Jewish infrastructure was no longer. The 

synagogues, social and cultural institutions, everything had been either taken over or 

destroyed. To complicate the already dire situation of the people in the city, the political 

rhetoric added fuel to the stressful conditions. As the Greek Civil War (1944-1949) 
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between the Left and Right factions came to fruition at the close of WWII, those who 

were returning to the cities became involved. Jews were associated with the Left 

through participation in resistance and/or Communist party association, which meant 

persecution by the Right who were taking control of the government. Once again, the 

Jews found themselves labeled anti-Greek. Greece’s Communist organization, the 

EAM, included many Jewish members and worked throughout the war to resist the Nazi 

occupation and to assist Jews looking to escape. When Greece’s right wing government 

took over the country at the conclusion of the war, it began a campaign against the Left, 

putting known members on trial and placing them in prison. A military draft placed 

many of the Greek Jews in an army meant to wipe out the Communists, the very people 

who had formed the resistance, protected them, and fought with them against the 

Germans.  

In pre-war Salonika, the Jewish residents relied heavily on a central committee, 

known formally as the Jewish Community or Jewish Community Council, to represent 

them as a collective voice. After the war, when it became apparent that the majority of 

the former residents would not return, properties such as the Hirsch Hospital that had 

served the community were sold to the Greek Government in an effort to raise funds. As 

difficult as life was before the war, what support systems were in place were no longer 

functioning after the war. Without even the support of the sheer numbers of fellow 

Jews, without the synagogues, schools, buildings, family members, the public and 

private places of Jewish life, the post war community began to re-establish life in a very 

difficult environment. Economic assistance from the Greek government was difficult to 

attain; Jews were often denied their applications, due to outside Jewish organizations 
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coming into Greece to provide assistance (Plaut 72). This observation, by historian 

Cecil Roth who came to the city, demonstrates what little concern for the Jews was in 

evidence: 

Everywhere one could see traces of loot. I found a child in the street 

sitting on a synagogue chair carved with a Hebrew inscription; I was 

given a fragment of Sefer Torah which had been cut up as soles for a pair 

of shoes; I saw carts in the cemetery removing Hebrew tombstones, on 

the instructions of the Director of Antiquities for the province, for the 

repair of one of the local ancient churches. (Plaut 72) 

Becoming Visible 

The years of the war, occupation, liberation, and the political turmoil that 

followed in the city, are remembered through the official discourse of the Greek state 

and these representations did not include the experiences of the large Jewish population 

of the city. Bea Lewkowicz refers to the importance of the community at this time 

through their actions, through Jewish marriages and having children as a way to ensure 

“the continuity of Jewish memory” (239). Rather than challenging or questioning Greek 

narratives, or focusing on transmission of their traditional Ladino language, or teaching 

the Jewish history of Salonika and the traumatic events people experienced during the 

war, Lewkowicz suggests instead it was the need for survival that was of paramount 

importance. In the face of an unsettled political environment and anti-Jewish 

sentiments, expressions of being Jewish became problematic. Even in talking with 

people from the Jewish community as well as from the larger population in 2006, I 

found a reluctance to publicly acknowledge the city’s Jewish history. This is what 
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Lewkowicz refers to as cultural memory as not just “shared memories” but as “shared 

silences” (239).  

In more recent years the Jewish population has regained some footing. A 

cemetery, two synagogues, schools, and a summer camp for the young, as well as the 

relocated Saul Modiano Home for the senior citizens, serve the community. 

Publications coming from the Jewish community focusing on its history and traditions, 

as well as scholarly interest from outside of the community, have increased the visibility 

of this part of the city’s past. Interest in Judeo Spanish as a language rich in story telling 

traditions, songs, theater, and its connections to a specific heritage, has become more 

accessible through research and publications. The Jewish community of Thessaloniki 

has sponsored and participated in research, conferences, and publications that focus on 

the city’s Sephardic past. There is a Jewish museum (1998) housed in a historic 

building, a monument to honor the Jewish soldiers who fought in WW II, and the 

Holocaust memorial. These contribute openly to an acknowledgement not only of the 

past, but also of a continuing Jewish presence in the city.  

While aspects of the presence of this community remain in view today in the 

city, these traces are still separated out from the overall narrative. As one daughter of 

Holocaust survivor parents states: 

Few are the ones who still know which building - rescued from the 

modernizing craze of the constructors - was built by a Jewish architect of 

Thessaloniki in the 1900s, or which hospital was the Hirsch Hospital 

before the war, or the fact that the building which houses today the 
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“Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki” housed the offices of the Jewish 

newspaper L’independant. (Zemour, “The Lost” 68).  

Those who knew the city before the war are few, but with the passage of time 

and the collecting of memoirs and testimonies, the role played by the Jewish population 

both in the development of the city and of the nation becomes more visible. The 

relationship between this population and the history of Salonika and Greece is a 

complex one, not easily acknowledged. For example, a continuing argument has been 

the lack of participation by Jews in defending the country. Published research has 

shown Jews DID fight during the war. Jewish participation in the resistance is 

documented in several studies as indicated here, including historian Steven Bowman’s 

and Joseph Matsas’ research. Bowman notes that because being Jewish was often a 

problem, many identified as Greek Orthodox (Jewish Resistance). Therefore those 

names did not show up as Jewish but Greek. Their stories have recently begun to 

surface. Several generations after the war, it is still important to show these 

contributions; to be identified not just as Greek, but as Greek Jews; and to show their 

participation in defense of their country. As these accounts of Jewish resistance fighters 

are made public to be heard and counted as contributions to the story of Greece, they 

become an inclusive story. No longer just about Greeks and the “Jews” but it is a 

history about many of the people who participated in the defense of the country. In this 

way, history participates in what we see. Gerda Lerner reminds us, “Our self-

representation, the way we define who we are, also takes the shape of the life story we 

tell. What we remember, what we stress as significant, and what we omit of our past 

defines our present…” (199). The Jewish experiences, for better and for worse, provide 
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evidence of a separate yet participatory part of Greece’s world in the past that continues 

into the present. 
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VI. A LOOK AT ABSENCE  

Looking for Where the Past Is Stored in the Present 

 Several ways to account for what we may see in Thessaloniki today are 

established here by use of ethnography’s “thick description” to explore the places where 

the past can be found. This role of the past, this way of pointing out what the city 

persuades us to see or not to notice, is highlighted because it is a different way of 

thinking about history. Rather than a depiction of the city based on a historical frame of 

reference using primary or secondary sources, or through its various histories and 

historic materials that reinforce the ideas of the past the city uses, the focus here is on 

the present through an ethnographic account. The goal of the ethnographic data is to 

make the impact of this history visible through its participation in structuring what we 

know. Rather than looking at the city’s history as a series of events, what becomes 

visible in the present through empirical exploration of these places is a close up look at 

how the “construction of difference” (Gupta and Ferguson 46) frames the ways we 

establish people’s connections to a place.  

 The previous history chapters are also data chapters since they describe how 

these places have made the city, while Chapter 6 describes how they connect in the 

present. This chapter takes the visual approach to the interconnections of history, 

memory, and perception to show how people’s understandings of places are unstable, 

they can change over time, they can be manipulated, and they can be mediated. Visual 

framing also takes into account how perceptions of the city, including a sense of its 
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past, the city’s Hellenic past, become visually accessible within these marked and 

unmarked spaces through the routines of everyday life. By examining the city’s 

handling of its representations of its past through selective marking of historical sites in 

the built environment and through cultural and official discourse, the data exposes 

manipulation to account for the establishment of a national narrative. In this chapter, 

visual data is treated as symbolic data by showing how vision’s role helps to analyze the 

processes at work in the construction of knowledge. In contrast to a unified historical 

narrative, the data attempts to show multiple relationships to the past. These processes 

change over time as some relationships are easily incorporated into the narrative while 

others become problematic.  

 Hellenization as a driving force in creating a national identity separated the 

Jewish population through difference in language, religion, and politics as well as 

physical relocation. All of these factors reverberated in the well being and economic life 

of the people and the city, acting as a source of power, specifically with the capacity to 

define categories of inclusion and exclusion within the city’s narrative. Cultural 

difference becomes visible through this study. By also looking for a material presence 

of the Jewish history of Thessaloniki, noting how their physical traces are also there in 

the present - but by being out of context they are seen through absence, that is, they are 

not readily seen - the data transforms this rhetorical absence by focusing on its scattered 

presence.  

 A local perspective is established through visiting these sites to see what they 

communicate. Visual methods are incorporated beyond the photographing of historic 

locations or sharing of photographs with locals to record their perception of 
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Thessaloniki’s claim to a Hellenic past or the marking of spots of Jewish historical 

interest. Locations and situations are also described as visual spaces to open two 

avenues of thought: to see how they are used and experienced differently by different 

people, and to see what processes are involved with place making. Each location and 

situation presents an opportunity to access less tangible understandings of dominant 

cultural assumptions. Historical and political discourses are also contributing factors in 

understanding how we come to see the world. These will be taken into account for their 

role in looking at how meaning is constructed differently for different people within 

these spaces. While this study does include traditional uses of the visual as a medium to 

record people and places and as a solicitation tool to engage conversation, it also uses 

ethnographic methods in a slightly different manner. These environments, through their 

public visibility, permit an entry into the varied understandings of what social realities 

look like that undermine some “objective” reality of a Greek past.  

 In this chapter, I describe my fieldwork experience in Thessaloniki to record the 

places where the past is stored in the present (Runia). To address this use of the visual, 

material collected in the field, as well as what I produced, shows how people see and 

understand the ways these environments contribute to an idea of a Hellenic past. I 

photographed and filmed locations to generate visual data and to make a record of the 

visual aspects of the city, specifically produced to be seen for their historic significance. 

My research also includes formal and informal interviews with locals living in 

Thessaloniki, including scholars who have interest in the history of the city and/or in the 

Jewish history of Thessaloniki, as well as with researchers outside of Greece.  
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 Of particular importance to this study is the association of people to a place 

(Gupta and Ferguson 4) and, specifically, the processes involved in creating the 

perceptions around such relationships. By looking at public representations of the past 

as they are found “in place” in Thessaloniki’s urban landscape today, the ethnographic 

data uses a “surface view of culture” to describe what and where we find the pieces of 

the past. This idea of a surface view is expanded in a key work on etymology by 

Giambattista Vico. He used the idea of “topical philosophy,” a context-oriented 

approach to the study of words by examining them on a topical plane (262). Rather than 

thinking of words as unchanging, they take on meaning depending on location; that is, 

where and how they are presented.  

 Eelco Runia took Vico’s thinking a step further applying it to history, not in 

Hayden White’s sense of “metahistory” (40-41), that is with an emphasis on the way 

historic narratives are constructed, but writing about history as a way to examine how 

we transfer ideas from the past to the present, again, as they are found “in place” (Runia 

14-15). This “in place” approach as suggested by Vico and Runia, like the Geertzian 

“surface view,” shifts attention away from a long view of history to how we find it in 

the present, not unlike Herzfeld’s intimate position with an emphasis on the surrounding 

details.  

 The idea is that past events are something that can still be felt in the present; 

history’s impact is present, we live with it everyday. Their ideas do not consider history 

as just an accounting of the past, an ordering of events that are over and gone. Instead, 

what remains is significant. The past can be discerned in explicit and implicit ways, 

often in unexpected ways in the present. While Runia’s focus was on the writing of 
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history, it suggests a framework to understand the interconnections found in the city. He 

uses metonymy as a frame of reference, taking something from one context and 

transferring it into a different one, in this case across time. This transfer creates new 

understandings by being found in new contexts. Sometimes it is a comfortable fit and 

sometimes it is not. He suggests that all of these contexts are worthy of attention. Rather 

than consider our information about past events as a given, he suggests that by 

problematizing our relationship to history by looking at how we construct our 

perceptions of the past by including where, when, and how they are presented, we 

uncover different insights. To do this, he suggests we look at the places where the past 

is stored in the present, “that is [through] ‘institutions that can be ‘visited’ on the plane 

of the present” (26) to open insights into how some of history is publicly acknowledged 

while other parts may not. Yet what remains of past events is often independent of these 

acknowledgements, events from the past that impact our lives in the present. Runia 

focuses on historical discourse in texts, but his ideas suggest ways to think critically 

about how ethnography and the visual might also be used to see how our perception of 

the past is managed differently for different people through management of images, 

symbols, artifacts, and concrete forms found throughout the built environment. These 

pieces of visual data act as representatives of the past, sometimes representing a 

presence and sometimes an absence, but a past that still holds power.  

An Ethnography of the City 

The Location 

 Thessaloniki, located in the northern part of Greece, has historically benefitted 

from its geographic setting at a crossroad between Europe to the west and Asia to the 
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east. This location and gentle climate have attracted people for business opportunities as 

well as for settling purposes. Built along the Thermaikos Gulf, Thessaloniki was 

developed as a port town. Now the city also has an international airport. From the new 

harbor, ferryboats take tourists to the islands as well as continuing to service 

commercial business. A central, modernized train station serves internal as well as 

external lines, and a large bus hub provides for local, state, and international bus routes.  

 The city straddles the coastline, divided in its center by the largest university in 

Greece, Aristotle. A street grid imposes organization over the modern urban center in 

katopoli, or lower part of town, while the older neighborhoods can still be found on a 

loosely organized formation in the anapoli, or upper part of town (see fig. 37). Odos 

Nikis (Street of the Victorious) provides access into and out of town as the main 

highway following along the seafront, where many popular social destinations can be 

seen.  

 
Fig. 37. Two senior citizen residents look over the map of Thessaloniki  
to indicate places from their past. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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 City maps are not often regarded as an expression of culture or form of visual 

representation, as an anthropological tool of inquiry, or as an avenue into other people’s 

“knowledge and experience.” As early as the 1800s, Lewis Henry Morgan’s work 

included settlement patterns and Bourdieu’s work in Algeria highlighted symbolic use 

inside of domestic space, but few researchers seem to explore the city as a whole for 

fertile visual data (see Waterson for a good review of anthropological studies of the 

built environment). Cities evolve with the ways people live within them; people’s 

movements leave visible traces as evidence of their existence. Thessaloniki’s layout 

provides one source of data because it is very much tied into its history. The processes 

at work over time to determine the city’s layout are cumulatively affected by economic, 

political, social, and cultural factors as to how people connect with their environments. 

These types of factors show an impact on the scope of the population settlements as 

well as structure where people establish themselves. While I do not specifically 

consider the layout of the entire city, it is relevant to point out how the city is divided 

between anapoli with its older neighborhoods and katapoli where one finds the more 

modern urban center. This way of naming upper and lower parts of the town does 

reflect a geographic setting as anapoli sits higher; that is, the city is built on a slight 

slope so it sits above the katapoli. But they are also divided in other ways as well. The 

visual impact by architecture, for example, immediately makes clear this division. 

Concrete and steel, materials associated with modern twentieth century building 

practices, make up the large high-rise buildings found below. In contrast, more 

traditional wood frame, one or two story structures remain part of the upper city, 

materials pointing to the past. This division reflects the shift in power structure from 
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Ottoman era to Greek. When the Greek government took over the city in 1913, natal 

Greeks were still a minority population residing outside the city center. As they gained 

political strength, they still held little physical presence in the heart of the city. The 

physical removal of the densely populated Jewish neighborhoods (associated with the 

dominant culture of the past) from the city center was part of the political strategy to 

establish a new symbolic seat of power. Additionally, by creating a rigid street grid with 

wide boulevards in contrast to the previously winding narrow streets, physical 

transformation of the city’s appearance to look more like its European neighbors and 

less like a “Jewish” city or cities found to the east was another way to diminish the 

Jewish character associated with Salonika. The odd, small structure, often in run down 

condition, can still be seen in the heart of the city (see figs. 38-41). Runia would argue 

these “inconspicuous” structures are easily overlooked; people walk right by them (17). 

Without any signage to explain, no plaques or markers to recall people or places, there 

is no meaningful connection to the people or experiences from the past.  

 These oddities remain in plain view today, they interrupt the streetscape by 

being different, they are out of place (see figs. 42, 43). When the mass of a physical 

presence of older structures representing the older power structure was removed, the 

Greek authorities acknowledged the need to rebuild in a new way. A modern city center 

acts visually to successfully communicate a European heart and effectively sits in 

contrast to the Jewish center of old. This is visually telling in the expensive shops and 

cafes located in the center close to the seafront and in contrast to the older, cheaper, 

traditional homes, shops, and social centers further up in the paleo or old town.  
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Fig. 38. Traces of older buildings tucked between modern construction.  
Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 
 

 
Fig. 39. Older, neglected building in historic Ladadika area. Source:  
Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 40. Newer pavement surface covers over decorative older brick. Source: 
Photograph taken by author. 

 

 
Fig. 41. Close up view of detail in old pavement shows where new  
paving has worn away. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 42. New construction on top of old. Note the key signage on top, while nothing 
marks the historic building below. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

 
Fig. 43. Traces of a traditional bath house for the women or Mikvah in the  
Jewish quarter near Modiano market. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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While individual examples describing these buildings, places, and stories do not hold 

much power or do not say much on their own, when combined with others, as stated in 

the previous example, or when looked at as parts of a larger whole, they provide a 

“framework for understanding how different processes and things combine to create the 

world as it is experienced” (Pink, Situating 23). In viewing the built environment as 

actively and dynamically contributing rather than merely describing its physical 

structures (Pink, Situating), this chapter locates them as part of the change and 

transformation of the city. By including these locations in this way, in an ethnographic 

context, the data shows them within a present day context, providing some insight into 

how cities manage a representation of the past. Place names, or more specifically the 

practice of naming and re-naming of places, is another factor this chapter includes as 

visual artifacts showing how historical discourse joins the political, working as visual 

guides to direct our attention to what is important. The data reinforces Grasseni’s 

argument that “the conditions for the construction of meaningful visual knowledge are 

located, situated, and contextual” (23) by demonstrating how a visual reading of the city 

can reveal practices of inclusion and exclusion through manipulation of these symbols 

as part of cultural practice in framing the past as it is found today.  

The Historic Port 

 Of Thessaloniki’s diverse historical land use, the port area is among the richest 

(see fig. 44). It is the original center of town and included many crowded Jewish 

neighborhoods, religious and communal centers, and businesses. As the history chapters 

show, this area was conveniently located for the many people who were connected in 
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some way to the fishing, boating, and dock businesses (see fig. 45). Today there is still a 

port for commercial boats, fishing, and shipping. Several of the older structures 

connected to the businesses of the past located in the port are still in use today. Some 

have been converted into waterfront dining spaces and one serves as a photography 

exhibition space. As I searched for clues to the history of the area within these restored 

buildings, including in the photography museum’s bookstore, nothing mentioned the 

people who served as dock porters, boat builders, or sailors. The backbone of Salonika’s 

commercial success throughout its history has always been heavily tied to the city’s 

successful port operations including the import and export businesses. Several postcards 

on sale in the shop did show “Israelite” port workers. The people working in the shop  

 

 
Fig. 45. Jewish dock workers. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, Tel Aviv. 
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were in their 20s and 30s. I asked several about the history of the docks. No one knew 

anything specific, just the generalities, that Thessaloniki had a long tradition of being a 

part of the water trade.  

Plateia Eleftheria 

 Across from the ancient port on Odos Nikis, Street of the Victorious, is Plateia 

Eleftherias, or Freedom Square. It is marked on the city map as a car park and central 

bus station (see fig. 46). Along its eastern border, facing the sea and port, sits a 

substantial piece of art, a tall sculpture in the shape of a menorah, a symbolic type of 

Jewish candelabra (see fig. 47). Seven flames reaching up to the sky sit atop the 

sculpted candles. These are shaped by representations of twisted human figures to 

represent the burning of the Jews in the concentration camps. This structure is a 

memorial to the memory of Thessaloniki’s Jewish population who perished in the 

Holocaust. It was originally placed further out of town in another parking lot in 1997. 

Jewish organizations lobbied to have it moved and it was relocated to this square facing 

the seafront. It is a more appropriate space. Located in the traditional heart of the Jewish 

community, this is the same square where the round up of the male Jews ages 18 to 25 

occurred on the Sabbath festival of July 11, 1942 (see figs. 48, 49). 
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Fig. 46. The sign for Plateia Eleftherias, or Liberation Square, also showing  
the P for car park. Taken at the eastern edge of the square, on Odos Nikis,  
facing the seafront. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 47. Holocaust Memorial Sculpture designed by the Glid brothers. The 
sculpture is a menorah or ceremonial candelabra typically used during Hanukah, 
the Festival of Lights. This menorah’s seven arms are made up of flames wrapped 
around twisting bodies to represent the burning of human beings during the 
Holocaust. The two plaques at the base are the dedication to the 50,000 plus Jewish 
victims fromThessaloniki. Taken in 2007. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

 
Fig. 48. Holocaust Memorial with graffiti. Picture taken in 2011. Source: 
Jewish Community of Thessaloniki website.
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Fig. 49. Top picture shows “Psemata,” meaning  
lies, written in Greek. The second frame shows  
the Star of David, symbol of Israel and Judaism,  
being equated with Nazism through the swastika,  
or symbol of the Nazi party from Germany. The  
third frame repeats the above references. Source:  
Jewish Community of Thessaloniki website. 
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In terms of material evidence of the events that occurred here, plenty of documentation 

exists. I found oral testimonies mentioned in history books and actual recordings in 

museum collections, primary source documents, and photographs of this area in various 

archives in New York, Israel, and Washington, DC. Newspaper accounts that covered 

the story in 1942 can still be accessed as primary source documents or through 

references in historical accounts (see Bowman, The Holocaust, The Agony; Jewish 

Community of Thessaloniki, Cultural Forum; Mazower, for example). As noted 

previously through the account in the chapter 5, the ransom check, written on the 

Trapeza Thessalonikis (Bank of Thessalonika) on 29 October of 1942, signed by the 

president of the Jewish community at the time, and signed on the back to indicate it had 

been received by the German Command and cashed by the Bank of Greece, can still be 

seen in the historical archives in the National Bank of Greece (Vradelis n.p.). The name 

on the square, Eleftherias, Greek for freedom, is a reference to the liberation of the 

Greeks from the Ottoman rulers. That is the only marker in the car park and bus hub. In 

the square itself there is no indication of what occurred here, no marker to connect to 

the people whose stories are rooted in Plateia Eleftheria. I filmed this area on three 

different occasions running the recorder from 10 to 30 minutes each time I placed my 

equipment on the sidewalk directly facing the monument. I observed the comings and 

goings in the crowded car park and the bus stops (see figs. 50-53). I filmed the street 

Nikis, the sidewalk, and the people passing by on foot, bicycle, and car. It’s a heavily 

trafficked street as Odos Nikis provides the main access into and out of town, following 

along the seafront. I watched as individuals, families, and couples passed by but no one 

paid attention to the sculpture. The plaque at the base of the menorah states it is in 
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memory of the Jews who perished in the Holocaust. A replica is on display several 

blocks west at the Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki at 13 Agiou Mina Street. There, in 

the museum, one can learn about the events in the square, the story behind the sculpture, 

and who built it, and that it represents the lives of the people from Salonika who 

perished in flames in the concentration camps. 

 
Fig. 50. 
 

Fig. 51. 
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Fig. 52. 
 

 
Fig. 53. The sculpture sits outside of the car park, Plateia Eleftherias, facing the seafront 
where the fast moving traffic and pedestrian traffic pass by, as shown in Figures 50-53. 
Taken in 2007. Source: Photographs taken by author. 
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 This account of Plateia Eleftheria, car park, bus station, and historic location, 

demonstrates how places, memory, and power intertwine to be experienced differently 

for different people. Seen as a visual symbol rather than an inert location, it 

communicates on several levels. Its name and central location suggest an official 

discourse to reinforce a particular Greek narrative. Drawing rhetorical power by its 

physical presence, to paraphrase Perelman and Olbrecht-Tyteca’s terms, by making it 

available to see, this location works well. Marked by its size and central location, in the 

heart of the busy shopping area and accessible from the seafront, it makes a visual 

impression as part of the urban scape. As public discourse it conveys a modern point of 

reference as it links with liberation from and in contrast to the Ottoman past. 

Rhetorically, the historic square as a symbolic location works well, speaking to a Greek 

narrative visually embedded in this context; working visually to effectively dominate; 

overriding the sculpture that is not in the square but just outside it on the sidewalk; and 

facing a busy, well travelled road. The sculpture’s highly graphic depiction of twisted 

figures is a memorial to the people whose stories perished in recent history, but you 

would need to go to the museum of the Jewish Community of Thessaloniki to find this 

out. The square is a symbol in itself. It has been in existence for over 200 years as 

shown by the archival evidence, yet it is not represented by its own specific history; that 

link is clearly absent.  

Ladadika 

 The city has maintained a small historic area named Ladadika just south of 

Plateia Eleftherias. It’s designated as a heritage spot to attract tourists (see fig. 54). 
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Fig. 54. Ladadika district as it looked in 2007, taken outside the Capsis Bristol Hotel. 
Notice the bricked street. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
  

Renovations in this area include signage to indicate the Ladadika district, so named 

because ladi means oil in Greek and in the port’s days of glory there were many ladi 

shops here. Several of the labyrinthine streets have been retained and carry names such 

as Odos Egytou (Egyptian Street) and Viktor Hugo Street (see fig. 55). At the time of 

my fieldwork there in 2005-2008, tourist books, tourist maps, and brochure’s steered 

visitors to this area with promotions of museums and tavernas specializing in traditional 

Greek fare with new age twists. Tavernas carried names suggestive of the past such as 

Eis Tin Poli (Istanbul) (see fig. 56). In the evenings I observed tourists and Greeks, 

noticeable by the languages they were speaking, walking the streets in this area after 
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Fig. 55. Viktor Hugo Street in Ladadika district. Source: Photograph taken 
by author. 

 
 

 
Fig. 56. Taverna or Cafe Eis tin Poli, another name for Istanbul, literally 
translates from the Greek “in the city.” Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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midnight, looking for cafes and the small clubs that offered modern dance music (see 

figs. 57, 58). Several small museums were housed in beautifully renovated old 

buildings. These included the Museum of Ancient Musical Instruments with three floors 

dedicated to displays of string and wind instruments and a rooftop tea shop for a view 

over the Ladadika.  

 
 

 
Fig. 57. Egypt Street in the historic Ladadika district, with 1988-1997 noted on the 
brass plaque. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 58. Olympus Street in Ladadika, and a sign for the Tropical night club. Source: 
Photograph taken by author. 
 

The Capsis Hotel Bristol is a boutique hotel located in the heart of this area. It 

advertises as the only historic hotel in the city and has a sign on its front to indicate it is 

a registered member of the Historic Hotels of Europe. Their website lists “the sixteen 

rooms and four suites as named after important personalities and regions of Macedonia 

such as: Filippos, Alexandros, Roxani, Olimpias, Kassandros, Antiohos, Perseus, 

Lysimaxos, Parmenion, Filotas, Arsini, Kleitos, Pella, Vergina, Antigonos, Dimitrios, 

Aristoteles, Krateros, Antiparos, Ptolemaios” (“Hotel Capsis Bristol” n.p.). I could find 

no evidence of Aristotle visiting this area, along with several other of these 

“Macedonian” names, and certainly no connection with any of the Jewish families that 

lived and contributed to the development of this area, exactly in the traditional heart of 
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the once Jewish neighborhoods. Street names listed during the time of the Ottoman 

census show the use of local names in Judeo-Spanish such as Castilla Havrasi Djasi 

(Castilla Synagogue Street) and Boyadji Davi (David the Painter) and were used right 

into the 1900s (R. Molho “The Jerusalem of the Balkans”). Instead of markers 

indicating any of the 33 historic Jewish neighborhoods that had existed right there, 

neighborhood names used to honor or in memory of community members’ places of 

origin (i.e., Aragon, Sicilia, etc.), the practice today is for local authorities to place brass 

plaques on buildings to commemorate a specific event in recent Greek history or to note 

a particular architectural style.  

The Old Post Office Building 

 After the enormous devastation of the 1917 fire that wiped out the densely 

populated city center, home to the majority population of Jewish families, schools, 

social and cultural institutions, and businesses, the wooden framed buildings and 

narrow streets were replaced with European style buildings to create a modern urban 

city center and commercial districts. At the time of my fieldwork, this recreated center 

was still visibly flourishing. Tree-lined, four lane streets cross through this center, 

passing high end boutiques selling European clothing for men, women, and children. 

Planners have followed the European trend of recycling older buildings to renovate and 

repurpose them to house chic new shops. As an example, I photographed a very large 

and well-cared-for four storied building named The Old Post in English across its glass 

windowed store front (see fig. 59). I set out to find this store in particular since the 

director of the Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki, Erika Perahia Zemour, had mentioned it 

as a place where one would find a visible trace of the Jewish history. A visiting scholar 
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Fig. 59. Main central shopping thoroughfare, Tsimiski, showing a building  
named “Old Post,” written in English. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

at the museum had told her about this piece of the past, but she had not seen “it.” The 

“it” refers to the year the building was constructed, 1820 in Common Era dating and 

5016 by the Hebrew accounting, posted on the top of the building (see figs. 60, 61). 

Zemour explained: 

The city doesn’t show the links to the community and you have to know 

where to look to find it. . . . .You find out well hidden hints, the old post 

for example, has the date of the building in the Jewish calendar. You 

have to know and look up . . . this is what happens in Thessaloniki for a 

very long time…. (personal interview)  

This is a variation on the idea of a rhetorical absence. The building acts symbolically as 

an artifact from the past having a very significant physical presence in the present, but  
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Fig. 60. Close up of the top of the building. Source:  
Photograph taken by author. 

 
Fig. 61. Telephoto lens to see the date at the top. Reads 1920 in CE and 5016 using the 
Jewish year. Source: Photograph taken by author.
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its link is out of context. It is there, but without previous knowledge of its existence and 

a telephoto lens to capture the dates, it is not visible to people passing on the street.  

The Modiano Family 

Market 

 When I initially took up the study of the city, I was reminded of my first few 

months living in Thessalonika as an English teacher. My boss used to take me with her 

on her daily trips to the large Modiano food market in the center of town where she 

shopped for cheese, fruits, meat, everything she needed. I saw people shopping there for 

a wide range of goods from mountain teas and herbs to fresh flowers and brooms. It was 

pointed out to me that everyone came here, young and old, locals and xeni (foreigners). 

It was so well visited and centrally located, even the women and children beggars 

favored the wide sidewalks all around it for prime locations to collect money. 

Supermarkets, while typically found in other European city centers, had not yet replaced 

the large central market and daily shopping routine at this point in time. Agoras or 

markets have traditionally played a significant role in Thessaloniki and for the people 

who live there. As a crossroad location, originally a part of the main trading routes, the 

via egnatia, and later as a shipping port, and eventually as a rail route linking east and 

west, markets have attracted people from all directions and have provided an 

architectural and business space throughout the city’s history.  

 Two major covered markets were still in evidence at the time of my fieldwork. 

Following Aristotelous Street, the main street leading away from the seafront, these 

markets are situated on either side. To the right is the smaller of the two, slightly set 

back from the main road and therefore less visible to the unschooled eye. Situated in a 
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pedestrian area, this part is known as the old fisherman’s market. In the past, men would 

come here in the evenings to drink ouzo and unwind after unloading their fish from the 

boats and delivering their catch to the fish markets. Now these small, stall-like tavernas 

have been totally renovated. Some still sell odds and ends for the household, but for the 

most part, I saw locals and tourists sitting down to fresh fish, seafood, and local wine 

served from the barrel. I specifically set out to photograph this area at different times of 

the day to see what activities went on there. It was always busy with customers and 

shoppers. Tables are small, generally holding no more than four people, mainly set up 

outside the stall that would be the kitchen space. In the daytime these tables were often 

filled either with women having a lunch break from work or people discussing business. 

Small tables of families or shoppers taking a break also seemed to frequent this part of 

the market area.  

 On the opposite side of Aristotelous is the much larger food market known as 

Modiano Market. Built at the turn of the century on an already well established market 

site, Eli Modiano, an engineer from the Livornese Jewish family of that name, built the 

covered market on family owned land. The market structure is situated on a large site 

covering several blocks with entrances on four sides (see figs. 62, 63). Each entrance 

has a large sign posted above it to differentiate Modiano market from smaller ones, as I 

was told by locals, because this market had always been known for quality goods and 

freshness of produce. Inside, it separates into sections carrying cheeses and milk 

products in one, butchers in another, fish in one area, and various household goods from 

dried herbs and teas to spices and cleaning supplies in another. Each time I visited 

Thessaloniki and the market it looked the same. Fishmongers, butchers, cheese vendors,
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Fig. 62. Street view of Modiano market. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 63. Close up of outside one of the main entrances. The Greek word “Trofimon” 
indicates a place to buy food. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

and fruits and vegetable sellers came to work at dawn to open their stalls from Monday 

through Saturday. Nothing seemed to change over the years I observed, from the 

products inside, to the structure of the building, to the numbers of people coming to 

shop. Except in 2007, I noticed the large signs at the top of the building, Modiano 

Agora Trofimo Kentriko (Modiano Market for the Selling of Food), came down. 

 I spoke with several market vendors and patrons about the history of the market. 

I was told the city took over the land and the market in the 1970s when Modiano’s wife 

died. The vendors now pay rent to the city. Its reputation still seems intact since so 

many shoppers living in the city center still patronize it. Older residents that I 

interviewed were very aware of the story of the “Jewish engineer Modiano” (this is how 
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he was referred to by the locals I interviewed) and the history of the market (see fig. 

64).  

 
Fig. 64. Inside the market with a market vendor. Source: Photograph taken  
by author. 

 

 Although I asked people who work there everyday about the sign, no one had 

noticed it was gone. People from younger generations, approximately 40 years old and 

under, still referred to it by the name Modiano Market, but they were not familiar with 

the family. Now the name is officially gone. In 2008, I went to the Jewish community 

offices, located across from the market. I was interviewing the president and asked him 

about the sign; he had not noticed it had been removed even though it sits directly 

across from the offices. We looked out the window together and you could see the city’s 

wooden scaffolding outside the entrance in preparation of renovations. 
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Social and Cultural Contributions 

 Exactly how do people become established as part of a city’s history, found 

within a local context, situated by their associations known as “Greek” and not “xeni”? 

Taking these concrete, material artifacts as symbolic forms to represent the past, 

providing evidence of exclusion, we see their ability to argue visually, persuading 

viewers of a particular narrative, a particular discourse about the past, showing who is 

included in the image of the city as contributing public citizens. While the example of 

removing the Modiano name from the sign may not amount to much on its own, it is 

offered here as a part of a material practice that keeps memory “in place” as presence 

points out, “all argumentation is selective. It chooses the elements and methods of 

making them present” (Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca 119). The following examples 

found in Thessaloniki look at how meaningful connections to places are expressed in 

visual form through presence and through rhetorical absence. Looked at in this way, 

these examples contribute towards what Gupta and Ferguson have called “the process of 

production of difference” (43). While these examples could be seen through the lens of 

“presence” as simply part of the Greek nation’s strategy to construct a national identity 

(Herzfeld, Anthropology 216) the unmarked and unacknowledged Jewish material 

presence is also very much a part of the urban landscape today. They are in the open; 

they are just not as easy to notice. When the data does make these pieces of the past 

visible by pointing to them as they sit in the present, they are shown as either remnants 

from bulldozed parts of the city, left in a state far from their original context, or they are 

so covered over and re-inscribed as not to be easily visible. The stories of all the various 

people who have come to the city are interconnected. These histories and politics 
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demonstrate how power relations work, including through rhetorical absence, to 

illustrate Bhabha’s culture of difference and not belonging (ix-xxv) as well as Gupta 

and Ferguson’s call for paying attention to the processes involved in the production of 

difference (1-26). These examples are presented here as being a part of the process of 

whose contributions get to count. 

 Vassillisas Olgas, or Queen Olga Street, runs through the picturesque, well 

maintained residential area of shops and homes where I observed many of the residents 

having lunch at the local esteatorians (restaurants) and shopping in small neighborhood 

stores. The street is well established; it used to define the perimeter of the original 

Jewish cemetery. At that time it was referred to as Exochi Odos, which means the road 

leading out of town. Now it is a bus route running parallel to the seafront; it provides a 

connection from the older city center with this newer part of town, the area built up 

after the twentieth-century expansion.  

 In this area are several key tourist attractions. Structures that were originally 

built as villas for the successful, wealthy inhabitants during the city’s early move 

towards urbanization in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, including 

several Jewish families, have been re-purposed (see fig. 65). These families were 

known for their contributions to the industrial, economic, and cultural development of 

the city and many of these resources are still in place. As previously discussed, Jewish 

entrepreneurs were able to establish banks, flour mills, tobacco business, schools, and 

other key features to modernize the city’s infrastructure. For example, the Modiano 

family left an architectural and philanthropic legacy as their mark here. Family 

members developed and left not only the famous marketplace, but also the Saul  
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Fig. 65. Villa Modiano. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

Modiano Senior Citizen Home and Beth Saul Synagogue. These were in existence at the 

time of the German occupation, but after all the residents were deported to Auschwitz in 

1943, the Germans shut down the home. It was reopened in a new location in the 1980s, 

retaining the name in honor of the family. Eli Modiano also built a villa in 1906 for 

Jacob Modiano at 68 Vasilisas Olgas. This part of town is called Antheon, named for 

the beautiful flower gardens that were so well established and a part of the villas built 

near the sea. Villa Modiano was so beautiful that in 1913 the newly established Greek 

city authorities purchased it for King Constantine to use as his palace. Later it became 

the home of the Governor General of Macedonia. In 1970, it became the Macedonian 

Popular Arts Museum. I photographed this area when there was an exhibit of 

Ethnographic Arts and Folklore of Macedonia (see fig. 66). Colorful flags and banners 
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Fig. 66. Villa Modiano showing a flag advertising an exhibit of Macedonian folk  
art. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

were on display in the front of the house making it a highly visible site to the passing 

traffic. Flags represented Greece, Macedonia, some smaller prefectures, and featured 

artists. The house, listed under Sephardic websites and Jewish history information 

sources as “Villa Modiano,” is found on tourist maps and brochures today simply as the 

Macedonian Popular Arts Museum. It exists as an artifact, a material symbol to speak of 

the past, to show how our understandings of the past are sometimes constructed through 

exclusion, by no visible link at the site to connect it to its past.  

 In this same area, at 198 Vassilissis Olgas Street, is the spacious and well 

preserved home and gardens of the Allatini family built in 1888. It was their summer 

home (see fig. 67). When the University of Thessaloniki began in 1926, it was housed 

here (Jewish Community of Thessaloniki 44). The name Allatini is still well known in 
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Fig. 67. The main street in the “exochi” area or outside  
of the original part of the city is named in honor of Queen  
Olga. Photograph taken by author. 

 

Greece today. They came to Thessaloniki from Livorno, Italy, and had well established 

connections in Europe. As previously established, they made use of these connections to 

export grains and wheat, to set up a flour mill in town, and to set up other businesses 

locally including a brewery. The family also established a banking system and ran one 

of the first in town. Following the philanthropic traditions of the community, they were 

also major contributors to the many charitable organizations set up to help those in 

need, such as orphans and people who lost their homes. Through business endeavors, 

education, and cultural institutions that benefitted the city, the family’s contributions 

not only reached out to Jewish people, but to the Turks and later to the Greeks as well. 

Today their name can still be seen on pasta, cookies, biscuits, and other flour products 
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commonly used in Greek homes. Allatini mill is still in operation from its headquarters 

in Thessaloniki. Their beautiful house in Antheon today is home to the local 

government offices of the Prefecture of Thessaloniki. It is marked by Greek flags. 

Several of their repurposed buildings are in use today.  

 Another successful renovation in the same area is the Villa Fernandez, otherwise 

known as Casa Bianca (corner of Vas. Olgas and Soufoutil). This house is often referred 

to as the most beautiful of the old villas (see fig. 68). Dino Fernandez-Diaz was a 

Jewish businessman who built this house in 1910 for he and his wife Bianca Meyer. His 

home faced the fate of many others; it was abandoned after the war and left standing 

derelict. Recently the classic structure has been renovated to show off a colorful exterior 

and an interior that has become a popular location for film and photo shoots.  

 
Fig. 68. Casa Blanca was built in 1912 by Dino Fernando-Diaz and named for his wife. 
Photograph taken by author. 
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University of Thessaloniki 

 Among the people I interviewed were the president of the Jewish Community 

and the director of the Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki. While well informed and very 

clear about the histories and contributions to the city from the Jewish population, they 

were also clear about how little of this is acknowledged. State sponsored history 

inevitably dominates the production of official history, but the Jewish population was a 

dominant one over a substantial period of time, not just in numbers, but in other ways as 

well. This population, physically occupying most of the city including the center, 

culturally establishing the dominant language and the rhythms of the city, and 

economically driving the city’s development, has not simply been silenced or erased, 

but as one interviewee put it, “we’ve been obliterated.” The story of the University of 

Thessaloniki or of Aristotle University underscores this point. 

 What happened over the course of time to Aristotle University is illustrative of 

the way the Greek discourse has “obliterated” the contributions to the city by others. 

Some key points from the history bear repeating here as a background to the 

significance of this example. At one time the Jewish cemetery covered roughly 360,000 

square meters and approximately 400,000 Jewish tombstones worth of history. Stella 

Salem traces the story of this place for a booklet published by the community. Her 

research indicates that by the time the Sephardic Jews arrived from Spain, a cemetery 

had already been established outside the eastern walls of the city. The population 

continued to increase and so did the land needed to service the burials. An association 

named Hessed Ve Emeth was in charge of caring for the cemetery, raising funds, 

planting trees; in other words, the space was well maintained. Title deeds demonstrate 
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how often the Jewish community was in a state of negotiation with the authorities to 

purchase land for expansion. After the city walls came down in the late 1800s, the 1917 

fire left so many homeless, and the 1922 population exchange brought another 100,000 

people to the city, land to service the population’s needs was a problem. Local Greek 

authorities were constantly pressuring the Jewish leaders to give up some of the land 

that was rapidly becoming the center of the city as suburbs began to form around it. 

The Minister, General Governor of Macedonia, in his February 18, 1930 

document to the Ministry of External Affairs writes:  

The Jewish cemeteries of Thessaloniki are placed in the southeast area of 

the city, which after the new expansion of the city may now be 

considered the centre . . . as today the city of Thessaloniki has 

developed, the continuation of the Jewish Cemetery in its current place, 

which it belongs, is impossible and out of necessity will be transferred to 

another place….” (Salem 56) 

Negotiations continued, according to Salem, to begin construction for University of 

Thessaloniki buildings.  

 During my conversations with Jewish people in Thessaloniki today, they 

referred to traces of the cemetery still visible on the grounds. I went in search of these 

with my camera and video equipment. The first object I was told to look for was a 

“fontina” or little fountain that was rumored to still exist, left from the past. This person 

told me to look near the old Philosophy school building, giving me clues something like 

a treasure hunt. I stopped along the way to inquire from faculty and staff walking along 

the paths, as well as students in the area. Most had not heard of the little fountain, 
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although one senior lecturer mentioned he thought it might be located down the hill and 

behind some bushes. It wasn’t. Instead, I walked up the hill, past the Philosophy 

building, to the upper edge of the campus. There, on Kyriakes Street, is the AHEPA 

University Hospital. Across the street is a black iron, fenced-in, small fountain. It is 

surrounded by tall pine trees and makes for a quiet, cool, and serene spot in an 

otherwise busy and noisy area (see figs. 69, 70). I asked several passersby if they had 

any idea what it might be, but no one seemed to know. One woman suggested it might 

be part of the agricultural department’s experimental land projects. The day I visited, 

several male students, dressed in black tee shirts and jeans hopped the ten-foot high 

fence to pull out several folding tables and chairs they had stored behind a shed. These 

were thrown over the fence and carried a short ways down the hill to a meeting of the  

Anarchists on the campus green.  

 
Fig. 69. The small fountain, reportedly a remnant from the cemetery. Source: 
Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 70. Fontina, located directly across from the Ippocrates Hospital. Source: 
Photograph taken by author. 
 

 These behaviors, as Geertz and Ruby suggest, are part of everyday behaviors, 

open to interpretation by others and are a type of visual knowledge that says something 

about the social system (Demmer). What is telling in this situation is what gets 

communicated visually to those who live in and interact with these remnants from the 

past that are left out of context. These artifacts are persuasive in that they persuade 

viewers to not see them because they are not important, they represent a people who do 

not fit the accepted narrative, they are left out of the discourse. An explicit example of 

this is illustrated by the campus green, situated just down the path from the fenced-in 

fountain, near the old Physics department. It is a gently sloping, open green space where 

students congregate. Pieces of stone, large enough on which to sit or lie were scattered 
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across the area. Students use these as benches for napping, reading, smoking, drinking, 

socializing. I tried to film this area, but was warned by several students not to 

photograph or film because the Anarchists were going to set up for their meeting and 

would not allow pictures to record them. Hebrew letters and dates were plainly visible 

on these stones. They were the remnants of the cemetery, grave markers that had been 

left, still strewn across the field. During my fieldwork as late as 2008, I was still finding 

burial marker stones being used in courtyards, sidewalks, and even in buildings 

scattered throughout the city. There are several grave markers on exhibit in the Jewish 

Museum of Thessaloniki. They sit in the entrance, the first exhibit a visitor sees. They 

are clearly labeled so you understand what it is on display. Their position in the 

museum reflects the importance burial grounds play in the context of the Jewish 

religion: “according to the Jewish religious customs it was forbidden to open the graves 

and unbury the dead. The grave is considered to be a holy place [Gen.47: 29,30 Kings II 

19:37] and grave robbery a sacrilege and illegal deed” (Salem 50). The Greek Orthodox 

tradition is to place the body in a linen shroud and bring the bones back up in five years. 

The grave itself is not emphasized. The Ottoman tradition would create a shrine to 

honor the memory of a loved one. In the Jewish tradition, the body is considered a gift 

from God and therefore sacred. For the Jewish cemetery to be treated in this way is 

significant in ways only the Jewish community would understand.  

 In another area of the campus is a courtyard with several monuments. An 

abstract piece was dedicated to the memory of some students who were shot during the 

civil unrest under the dictatorship of the 1950s. A modular piece in orange steel was 
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heavily spray painted with political slogans; I couldn’t quite read the dedication, but it 

made mention of Japanese business (see figs. 71, 72).  

 I continued to ask people walking on campus if they knew anything about the 

“fontina” or small fountain that might have been left from the time of the cemetery. One 

man directed me towards the equivalent of the student union. He said he didn’t know 

about the fountain, but thought there was “some remnant from the past” in that 

direction. A small stream was visible, running towards the building he pointed out. As I 

approached the building, I saw a small boardwalk leading across the stream where, if 

one stood, one would be facing a large window looking into the building. It looked in 

on what might have been a possible excavation. I went inside to find out if this was the 

 

 
Fig. 71. Aristotle University courtyard showing the monument to Japanese 
businessmen. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
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Fig. 72. Courtyard with sign marking memory of students who died in the 1940s. 
Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

“remnant” mentioned previously. Inside, I saw a knee wall made of brick separating the 

student cafe area from the presumed excavation site. It was not clear if this was an 

exhibit of something that had been excavated or just a piece of art on display or what; it 

was unclear. Inside the walled off area was a small, dome-shaped, red brick structure. It 

sat several feet below ground level. The floor of this area was gravel, and people 

seemed to use it as a large trash area, even though two trash bins were located just next 

to the wall (see figs. 73-76). I walked all around the site, but there were no plaques or 

explanations as to what this was, or even if it was meant to be a display. I questioned a 

cleaner who was working right there. She had no idea what it was or how long it had 

been there. Several groups of students were sitting in this area at the tables and chairs 

set up around there. Again, using a casual survey method, I began to ask at the tables if 
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Fig. 73. Unmarked archaeological site, possibly a remnant from the historic Jewish 
cemetery. Located in the student café. Source: Photograph taken by author. 

 

 
Fig. 74. Notice the trash at the base of the wall and in the site itself. Source: 
Photograph taken by author.
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Fig. 75. A student passing by comments on the site; he is unsure what it is, only that it is 
“something old” or paleo. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
 

 
Fig. 76. Looking at the site from outside the glass, standing on the walkway.  
Source: Photograph taken by author.
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anyone had any information. At one table, several students volunteered they believed it 

was something paleo, old. They had no other information. One female student said she 

believed it was a relic from the old Jewish cemetery that had been located on this spot, 

but she was unclear as to what the structure was. I asked her if that was something she 

learned at school and she replied it was something she heard from her parents (see fig. 

77). 

 
Fig. 77. This student knows this is from the old Jewish cemetery that was there, but 
when asked if she and her friends learned about it in school, she replied, no, it was 
something her parents told her. Source: Photograph taken by author. 
 

 These artifacts are in plain site, but all they can speak about is their absence; 

they have no visible connection to their past. Other less tangible aspects of this absence 

can be found in the university’s catalogue. At the time of my research there was no 

program referencing this population’s history. The university had no Sephardic studies 
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certificate or faculty who specialize in Jewish history. They do have a School of 

Archeology, a School of History, Greek Studies, and Medieval Studies, but none 

included the stories from the five centuries of Thessaloniki’s own Jewish history. There 

is no mention in the curricula, no evidence on campus with sculpture, plaques, and 

markers; only artifacts that are out of place.  

 From suggestions by several of the intervieweess, I was led to the Aristotle 

University of Thessaloniki campus to look for traces of artifacts, clues to what had been 

there before. The director of the Jewish Museum mentioned she had heard there might 

still be a stone or two behind the old Philosophy building; what I saw was closer to 20. 

Apparently even in the 2000s people were coming to her to report sightings of stones 

still found among gardens, walkways, and buried in walls. These examples of how 

images work to persuade communicate in several ways (Blair 41-62; Hariman and 

Lucaites; Hill 25-40). They draw meaning from very specific contexts, and these 

contexts provide access to ideas of shared knowledge. Additionally, these images act 

visually as more than representations, as “the narratives we formulate for ourselves 

from visual images can easily shape our attitudes” (Blair 43). Charles Hill reinforces 

this point, arguing how “representational images work to influence the beliefs, attitudes, 

opinions - and sometimes actions - of those who view them” (25). In this chapter, these 

visual clues of what was once a vital contributing population are shown as they exist 

today, in places where they remain out of place; where they cannot contribute to an 

accounting of the past, a past of which they were very much a part; where today one can 

still experience the impact of their contributions; but where their material artifacts can 

only “forcefully present an absence . . . by their existence” (Runia 14). 
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Places and Place Making 

 How does one observe absence? In Invisible Cities, Italo Calvino reflects on the 

visible and less visible aspects of culture and memory through the built environment of 

cities and through people’s experiences within them. He tells us that while locations and 

buildings provide the settings, they only begin to take on meaning through the stories of 

people’s experiences within these spaces. Acting like rhetorical symbols, these places 

act as visual guides to the past when they are accessible to read; that is, when people 

know the stories associated with them (Waterson 97). In a series of conversations 

between world traveller Marco Polo and emperor of the Tarters, Kublai Khan, Calvino 

challenges mere quantitative description as in “how many this” or “to what degree that” 

because he explains, it would be “the same as telling you nothing. The city does not 

consist of just [what you see today], but of relationships between the measurements of 

its spaces and the events of its past” (10-11). Polo’s advice to the emperor is to let the 

“memories flow in” because a description of the city as it is today should contain all of 

its past, to paraphrase the traveller. Calvino was reflecting upon the ways people and 

places are always in the process of negotiating their worlds.  

 Modiano, Allatini, Fernandez, and Baron and Clara Hirsch, among other key 

families and names, may no longer be living in the city, but their actions have left an 

imprint on Thessaloniki today. Many of these names are still relevant and well known 

among the Jewish community, at least at the time of my research. Their contributions 

are still seen and felt through the charitable organizations, homes for the elderly, 

synagogues, hospitals, clinics, educational trusts, scholarships, and summer camps, 

continuing with the tradition that had been established in the community early on in 
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their history. Outside of the community these names are now figuratively and literally 

gone. The Baron Hirsch Hospital was renamed Ippokratio (Hippocrates) in 1962. It 

serves as the Aristotle University Hospital. When the Baron passed away the family 

name was still on the building even though they had not owned it since just after World 

War II. When the Baroness Clara de Hirsch, who had originally supplied the funding for 

the hospital and in whose name it was dedicated as listed on a plaque just inside the 

front door, passed away, she had requested that the plaque stay. In 2006 it was no 

longer there. 

 This chapter has considered the visual environment of Thessaloniki as a way to 

frame the role absence plays in what we know in connection with how our ideas of the 

past can be managed. By looking at the small incidents of daily life, the coming and 

going along burial stones marked with Hebrew letters, the piling of trash in an 

unmarked archaeological site, we casually pass by symbols representing an unreadable 

past such as the burning twisted figures reaching up to the sky at the edge of a busy car 

park. In these ordinary events, Bhabha’s culture of difference intrudes in these 

environments and becomes visible.  
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VII. CONCLUSION 

Using the Visual 

What is significant within the lived environment to the people of Thessaloniki? 

What cultural understandings are revealed about their values or what historical frame of 

reference becomes visible in the ways students interact with unidentified burial sites by 

throwing trash in archaeological sites or walking on marble headstones?  This study has 

considered Thessaloniki through the lens of ethnicity, the culture of difference, and the 

framing and transmission of knowledge through an awareness of the environment as a 

visual resource. To examine the research site and the questions associated with 

establishing how people are seen through cultural difference, rhetorical presence, and 

absence help frame how cultural difference is produced and maintained (Gupta and 

Ferguson 46-47). By using “thick description” of various areas in and around 

Thessaloniki, the study draws attention to how people see and what they see in their 

environment, specifically the urban landscape, in ways that can impact different groups 

of people in different ways. Specifically, by including key iconic representations of the 

city through monuments and other official signifiers of the city’s version of its Hellenic 

heritage as well as researching neighborhood histories and the indigenous Jewish 

society’s contributions, the complexity of multiple social realities is seen against the 

interactions of the lived experiences of the people, government policies, and the 

material structures, to reflect what ideas become selected for transmitting the past and 

creating understandings in the present.
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Projects concerned with local memories and perceptions versus state or official 

renditions of institutionally represented history have been addressed through several 

disciplines (see Christou, for example, for an excellent study of second generation 

Greek-Americans discussing the idea of ‘Home,’ or the Mediterranean Voices 

ethnographic project). These studies contribute to how “insiderness” and “outsiderness” 

become framed not only through historical discourse but also as historical creations 

(Christou 228) to probe the ways they are used in power relations. These projects shed 

light on the social realities of different groups of people who live within these spaces 

and their varied relationship to the past by the use of oral histories and testimonies to 

create the data. In contrast, Thessaloniki’s presentation of its past is established here 

primarily through studying the built environment as visible aspects of culture that 

actively shape and reveal specific ideas about its people and its history to create the idea 

of a dominant people. The built environment is experienced as part of the process of 

establishing difference. What gets communicated through this public and visible 

environment about memory and identity, about institutional discourse, and about a 

community’s place within this space becomes of interest as cultural expressions of local 

realities. In other words, rather than relying just on what people say, or just on material 

descriptions of the places discussed in the histories, this project looks at the city’s built 

landscape as a way in to the cultural understandings that shape the everyday realities of 

its citizens. As a visual study, the social meanings that surface have been revealing.  

The Visual Contributes to an Alternative View 

The idea of a visual approach to looking at the city places the urban landscape in 

its twenty-first century political context when contrasting local realities and official 
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doctrine. Officially, Greece and the Greek Orthodox Church have no formal anti-Jewish 

policies. In 2004, Greece, as a country, began to acknowledge publicly the Jewish 

citizens it lost in the Holocaust by observing a National Holocaust Remembrance Day, 

while Jewish communities have held communal ceremonies to remember the Holocaust 

since the end of the war. The Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki (as well as other Jewish 

sites in the country) is required to have a soldier standing guard outside of its entrance; 

no other museum in the city has a guard. The nationalized telling of the country’s past 

wars and conflicts, both internal and external, were told as Greek narratives to bind 

people together, Greek homogeneity being linked to Greek Orthodox religion, and, 

therefore, excluding Jews. For example, until recently, the German and Greek 

governments had agreed to exclude Greece’s Jewish population from WWII restitution 

payments  (Fleming 205). In the twenty-first century, as public monuments and 

commemoration ceremonies to recognize Jewish contributions began to appear in 

Thessaloniki and to receive recognition from leading Christian Greek Officials, in 2002 

and 2003 vandals attacked the Holocaust memorial in Plateia Eleftheria with red paint 

writing ‘Palestinians’ and with the marking of swastikas (Lewkowicz 241). Anti-Jewish 

sentiment in Greece continues to be visible, as demonstrated in a letter from David 

Saltiel, President of the Jewish Community, dated June 17, 2011: 

The Holocaust Monument of Thessaloniki was desecrated once again 

today [17/06/2011] by unidentified persons. The monument that was 

inaugurated in 1997 by the President of the Hellenic Republic, at the 

time, Mr. Konstantinos Stefanopoulos was erected by the Greek State in 
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memory of the 50.000 Jews of Thessaloniki who were exterminated by 

the Nazi. (“The Jewish Community of Thessaloniki”) 

Again the monument was covered in swastikas and abusive language. There are records 

of similar attacks on synagogues, Jewish owned businesses, and other places of Jewish 

interest in other towns in Greece (Fleming 206). 

In an interview with a local resident, Nikos X, a post war baby in his early 30s 

in 2006, he provided an explanation for the official “Greek” presence at openings or 

celebrations that commemorate Jewish events:  

If you look at the dates of when the Jewish community has a statue 

dedication or ceremony, it’s during election time. There are 3-4,000 Jews 

in the city. They control the economy and the finances. The Jewish 

community and the major political parties appear publicly together, then 

you know it’s election time. They still control the elections. (personal 

interview) 

When I pointed out that people from the community had stated repeatedly no one 

approves of the mayor, that nothing has happened to help them, the interviewee replied, 

“So much is being done to please the Jewish community.” When I probed a bit deeper 

for examples, he mentioned how when a German firm wanted to develop several 

buildings on an open space that used to belong to a Jewish family on Queen Olga Street, 

they were stopped by the city. When I asked him about the open space on the university 

grounds by the meteorological buildings, he answered that “they keep it as an open 

space as a memorial to the Jewish community, and they do this without saying 

anything.” His point is of note considering I could find no one in the Jewish community 
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who was aware of this open space memorial. Then he mentioned how strange it was that 

the university has studies “about everything . . . and yet we have nothing here about our 

Jewish tradition in Salonika, . . .not a single Jewish course.”  This interviewee is not 

from “within” the Jewish community, but a local, born and bred in Thessaloniki, a 

Greek. He is not able to reconcile the power he attributes to the community with what 

he later referred to as a “surgically removed history” or explain why the Jewish citizens 

would want to remain so unacknowledged.  

His take on the absence of this part of the city’s past stands in contrast to the 

Jewish historian Rena Molho’s own experience: 

In the hopes that at University I would be able to widen my researches I 

signed up for a course of tertiary studies in Greek contemporary history. 

Other surprises awaited me there. The Jews hardly appeared in the 

written history of Greece. Even in studies that dealt specifically with the 

history of Salonica they had very little place, compared with the weight 

of their actual presence in the city. Also, the way in which they were 

spoken of as “foreign and non-indigenous elements,” or as “being active 

in trying to get autonomy for Thessaloniki under a Jewish 

administration,” or as “the allies of the Turks,” or even as being 

“responsible for the fall of prime minister Venizelos,” revealed the 

reasons which had led to the Jews being thrown out of Greek history. In 

opposition to Jewish historiography, it was obvious that the dimension of 

the Jewish community had been systematically wiped out of the 

collective memory of Greece. (“La Jerusalem Des Balkans”)  
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Minna Rozen, who worked on recovering the Salonikian archives from Moscow 

and who has established departments in Israeli universities to study Jewish history in 

this area, also acknowledged how the Jewish history has stayed outside of the city’s 

official mainstream accounts. In an interview, she commented on how so many of the 

important and outstanding buildings in the city had been built by Jews and were now 

used by the city or the state without crediting them. She also noted that “between 

Greeks and Jews, many believe there are still many who exist - and powerful Jews in 

the wrong sense.” As for the role of historical process in shaping the city today, she 

pointed out that the memory of the Jewish community also was selective: “You will not 

find in the museum [Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki] Avram Ben Arroya, founder of 

the Socialist movement and Communist Party in Greece, or Koretz, Chief Rabbi during 

the War, he too was controversial and not a minor character” (personal interview).  

Rosen’s comments help demonstrate how the public sphere can be used to shape 

local perceptions on different levels. Erika Parahia Zemour, the Executive Secretary of 

The Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki pointed out how when the Sephardim became 

dominant in the city, their powerful physical and cultural presence helped erase the 

memory of the Romaniote and Ashkenazim who were established there already, to 

where even today, the Jewish history of Thessaloniki is recalled as a Sephardic one. 

Then after the Ottoman era, everyone was subsumed in the name of nation-state politics 

and a Greek identity: 

When Salonica became part of the Greek state, Salonica was not Greek 

because there were Greek living here; since ever Salonicians were all 

different peoples. So when Salonica became Greek they had to Hellenize 
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the city, make sure that everyone would count Salonika in the Greek 

state, so this is the reason that the Muslim part of the memory was 

erased, really erased from the city. So today, Salonika’s citizens because 

they weren’t born here or they moved to Salonika after the war, so they 

don’t know the history of the city and they can learn it nowhere except in 

the city . . . Today in Salonika the museum is one of the rare places 

where someone can see and have an idea about this history. In general 

Thessaloniki has a Jewish history but it doesn’t show - you have to know 

that and find out the places which still have some hidden hints of this 

history. (personal interview) 

Her comments, like Rosen’s before, reflect the ways associations to a place and as a 

people can be created through selected representations. She adds, “Feedback from 

people who came here, while they and their parents were born elsewhere, their 

grandparents came from Salonika and since they have nothing from them since the 

community does not have even the archives nevertheless they feel at home. For us, this 

is very important” (personal interview). 

To bring the discussion back to the larger issue regarding how visuals, like 

language, can be used to make a point, the process of establishing places on the 

landscape are only as effective as the ability to see and understand them. In writing 

about the connection between the Holocaust as a historical reality and the presentation 

of this reality, Alvin Rosenfeld examines key factors that influence, shape, and change 

the ways our perceptions of this event form. When considering the particular American 

framing of these events, he notes the “cultural priorities and pressures” that shape the 
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reception, noting that, “Americans are typically given stories and images of the Nazi 

Holocaust that turn upward at the end rather than plunge downward into the terrifying 

silences of gruesome death” (62). Our national culture, he notes, is one that emphasizes 

“closures that are optimistic and affirmative” (62). To illustrate how this works, he 

quotes from a letter sent out by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum seeking 

donor support. The request describes the powerful experience of the visitor, but what is 

of interest here is the way the letter, as well as the physical siting of the Museum, make 

use of the built environment to communicate: 

Then, finally, when breaking hearts can bear it no longer, visitors will 

emerge into the light-into a celebration of resistance, rebirth, and renewal 

for the survivors-whether they remained in Europe, or as many did, went 

to Israel or America to rebuild their lives. And having witnessed the 

nightmare of evil, the great American monuments to democracy that 

surround each departing visitor will take on new meaning, as will the 

ideals for which they stand. (63) 

Rosenfeld goes on to note the relevancy in situating the USHMM next to the National 

Mall in Washington, DC where museum visitors learn about a part of history that stands 

in stark contrast to America’s strong democratic values, powerfully underlined by the 

physical setting.  

Establishing the Other in Greece 

Whether considering the location of a museum, or statue, or marking of historic 

sites, these examples demonstrate how cultural meanings become part of the 

communicative power created through people’s lived experiences within these spaces. 
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Today in Greece the issue of xenophobia still is prevalent against a background of rising 

nationalist sentiment and a popular fascist political party. What it means to be “Greek” 

within the nation state context and national narrative historically has been and still is 

defined against speaking Greek and being Greek Orthodox. The latest economic crisis is 

also a hugely political and social reality in contemporary life experienced by people 

everyday on the streets of Greece.  

“Europe’s New Fascists,” a recent article in The New York Times about the 

current situation in Greece, states, “Recent polls show that its ([ultra]nationalist political 

party Golden Dawn) strength continues to grow, and its support runs as high as 50 

percent among police officers, who routinely fail to investigate growing hate crimes” 

(Wheeler). Once again, mosques and synagogues are being targeted as foreigners are 

blamed for crime, lower property values, and a lack of job opportunities. The growing 

presence and rising popularity of the political group Golden Dawn is seen as the one 

party to support Greek people’s interests. The party supports Nazism, uses the Nazi 

salute, wears black clothing with swastika like design and promotes violence as an 

answer to anyone who does not fit their definition of being Greek.  

While the use of history to promote different ideologies is not new, this case 

study of Thessaloniki through its built environment reveals what tangible, visible, as 

well as less tangible or less visible aspects of culture work to create a narrative. There 

are material repercussions from these constructed ideas of history, of a people, of 

association with a place. Gupta and Ferguson suggest anthropology is well situated to 

explore how perceptions of “locality” and “community” are discursively and 

historically constructed, to investigate how these ideas are formed and lived (6). By 
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investigating the processes and practices of place making through the Jewish 

experiences in Thessaloniki, the cultural forms of language, dress, religion, and 

community life as well as the participation of Jewish entrepreneurs and workers in the 

development of the city illustrate how ideas of difference and not belonging can be 

invented, reinvented, and transformed to meet different political needs.  

For people to actively participate in discrimination, either as the discriminator or 

as the one being discriminated against, divisions must be created and such action made 

possible. For the discriminatory policies carried out onwards from 1912 in Salonika, the 

result was the destruction of the Jewish population. As recently as 2010, the city elected 

a new mayor, Iannis Boutaris, with a very different vision. The Boutaris name is well 

received throughout Greece through their family wine making business. But in terms of 

tradition, he is not typical. He advocates separation of church and state and would not 

pledge allegiance to the church when he became mayor. He is quoted during a recent 

celebration in Thessaloniki as being against military parades, “which are made to boost 

national populism” (Salles). The article continues: “This is a risky topic in a city with a 

cosmopolitan legacy-something that Boutaris is very proud of. In 1913, there were 

157,889 people living in the city. 61,438 were Jews, 45,867 were Muslims and a bit less 

than 40,000 were Christians.” Selles concludes the article with Boutaris emphasizing: 

“This cosmopolitan city is Thessaloniki’s identity. For years, we refused to 

acknowledge this. But when one does not know his past, one cannot build one’s future.” 

The question remains: Whose version of the past will be known? 
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Fig. 78. Holocaust survivors in Thessaloniki. Source: Beth Hatefutsoth Photo Archive, 
Tel Aviv. 
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