
The Izmir Project 

Brief general description of project and 'the vision' 

In Izmir there is a unique complex consists of a cluster of 8 adjacent synagogues.These synagogues were 

established by the descendants of the Spanish expellees, thanks to the generous invitation of the Ottoman 

Sultan Beyazid II. The synagogues built in an architectural style typical to Spain with Ottoman influence. The 

Jews of Ottoman Empire were among the few communities to enjoy religious freedoms and most of the 

time experienced exceptional exception & tolerance. Unlike the destruction of synagogues in Europe by the 

Inquisition, persecutions, and the holocaust, some of this unique group of synagogues remained intact and 

some need restoration. The Mordechai Kiriaty Foundation, together with Izmir's Jewish community initiated 

the project to restore and preserve the synagogue complex of Izmir. We envisioned the project as a history 

museum in which the shared life of Jews and Muslims, their mutual cultural influences, will be presented. 

Historical importance of the Jewish heritage 

The heritage of the Izmir Jewish community is kept in four Special collections of the community: 

 • A collection of 325 Jewish religious textiles objects (Torah cover, Torah scrolls, etc.), Which is now 

undergoing a professional process of documentation, preservation and restoration by the Department of 

Textile Conservation of the University of Helsinki. This collection presents a remarkable combination of 

Ottoman textile art with a special Jewish halakhic heritage for Izmir. 

 •A collection of 2000 sacred books and Halachot of the community rabbis from the 16th, 17th, 18th and 

19th centuries in Izmir, written in Hebrew, in Aramaic, Ladino - Judeo-Espaniol. 

 •Special religious objects depicting Turkish-Jewish art for ritual use in the ancient synagogues 

 •A collection of interviews by the elders of the community about past Jewish community customs, 

including special clothing photographs of the Jews of the community, holidays, customs expressed at 

religious event, unique food, special chants and cantorial music influenced by Ottoman composers. 

collection was presented in an exhibition in Paris and will be displayed as a permanent exhibition at the 

future Jewish Museum. 

 Support for message of co-existence 

The Ottoman Empire was known for its tolerance towards the Jews in the past centuries. Unlike the attitude 

of the Catholic countries in previous centuries, the brutal religious coercion of the Inquisition, and the Nazi 

extermination of every trace of European Jewry in the last century. In the Ottoman Empire, Jews were 

granted freedom of religious worship. It should be emphasized that the the perished Synagogues in Izmir 

were not distroyed by oppression or persecution. They were destroyed due to earthquakes, fires or due to 

financial inability of the Jewish community to maintain them. 

The project's vision is to establish a historical museum in the compound that will present the tolerance of 

the Ottoman Empire in the previous centuries towards the Jewish minority, the shared life of Jews and 

Muslims, and the mutual cultural and economic influences. This is an example of interreligious acceptance 

for minorities in the Ottoman Empire, the predecessor of Turkey today, and as an important value to be 

cherished in the Middle East today. 

Buy-in from key stakeholders - Jewish community, local / national Government etc. 

The municipality, local government and the Ministry of Culture in the Turkish Government are endorsing the 

restoration project of Izmir's synagogues. A special committee was established to promote the project, 

consisting of representatives of the local governor of Izmir (appointed by the Turkish Ministry of the 



Interior), Konak municipality, the "Old City Economic Development Company", two universities in Izmir and 

the Jewish community .  

Access to professional expertise 

The Kiriaty Foundation, which initiated the Izmir Synagogue's restoration project, provided international 

experts in the field of textile preservation, revealing historical wall paintings, community history researcher, 

and synagogue preservation architecture. They guide the project on a regular basis. In addition, Judaica 

experts were involved too, this in collaboration with the Association of European Jewish Museums, which 

initiated in Izmir special seminar for Judaica curators from all over Europe, which examined Izmir's special 

Judaica items. 

Tourism potential  

The Kiriaty Foundation conducted a comparative study that examined the tourist potential of the future 

Jewish museum and visitors' center, which will be built in the synagogue complex and its potential to have 

major contribution to the promotion of tourism to Izmir, and submitted its findings to Izmir municipality.  

 Challenges / obstacles that we face 

Planning a compound that includes eight synagogues and turning it into a museum is multifaceted and 

challenging. However, with the help of experts and in cooperation with the municipality and local planning 

institutions, this challenge can be met. The main challenge still facing the realization of the project (or God 

forbid, hold it) is fundraising. 

Interpretation - how we will present the Jewish story authentically while being sensitive to the wider 

environment locating physical artefacts that will form the Museum collection 

The correct way to present the story of the Jewish community in Turkey today is through telling the history 

of the community in the Ottoman Empire. Precisely because of the tolerance of the Ottoman regime 

expressed towards the Jews and the mutual influence between Islam & Judaism. This part of history and the 

relative harmony existed between Muslims and Jews is something we wish everyone will find interesting 

and encouraging for the future of our troubled present middle east. 

The four community collections mentioned above can be used as permanent collections of the Museum 

after the documentation and preservation of these collections is completed. Which is a serious challenge in 

itself. Documentation and preservation of these collections could also serve as a basis for future research on 

the history of this particular community. 

Small Jewish community 

The Jewish community of Izmir today numbers between 1,000 and 1,200 people. It is strong and vibrant but 

also shrinking rapidly because of the emigration of Jews from Turkey. We hope that there will always be a 

strong and dedicated Jewish community in Izmir but there is also a possibility that this special group of 

synagogues will remain without a community that can maintain them. 

Hence, the urgent need to save these special synagogues preserve and restore them,.  It is time now to 

make the effort to create in this special site of synagogues the Jewish museum and visitors' center of Izmir, 

with a potential to be a major touristic attraction. All this as long as the Jewish community still exist and can 

take care of them. And in case not so that the Turkish local authorities will have the incentive to continue 

maintaining this effort. 

Political environment 



 Despite the fair attitude of the central Turkish government, and despite the support and encouragement of 

the Turkish cultural institutions, the Ministry of Culture and the local municipally at synagogues site, the  

atmosphere prevailing in Turkey today creates a challenge to pursue a project of this magnitude. However, 

we feel that this is also an opportunity since we find many who would like to support this project and what 

it symbolized. 

Securing funding. 

We see funding as the main challenge of the project, without which the project might fall. This is a true 

danger not to one synagogue or two, but to a magnificent group of eight synagogues that are included in 

the synagogue district of the Old City of Izmir. 

The required finance is not only for the restoration and for preservation of these eight buildings themselves, 

but for turning the cluster of buildings into a vibrant Jewish museum and visitor's center with the entire 

necessary infrastructure, as well as restoring and preserving the environment and the streets in which these 

buildings are located. All this requires considerable amount of financial effort, which is very challenging 

today in light of the described above. 

How you are addressing the challenges / obstacles including lessons learnt so far - and which can 

benefit others contemplating similar projects 

Izmir synagogues are a very special Jewish heritage treasure that belongs to the history of the entire Jewish 

people, including the chapter of Sabbetai Tzvi that influenced the whole European Jewry. The unique 

location of Izmir's synagogues is an historic cultural asset of Izmir, and it has touristic potential for the city. 

The importance of the project is not only for the Jewish people, it has an important message to the local 

Muslim population, presenting tolerance and coexistence between different ethnic groups & minorities 

during the Ottoman Empire. Therefore, the project has relevancy even when there might no longer be a 

Jewish community in Izmir.  

Establishing such a project in the future might be even harder, so there is a need to secure that there will be 

always the required ongoing maintenance solutions for this project in the future by all parties involved. 

Although  there is no such cluster of synagogues anywhere else in the world, and no such project under 

construction in other places, however, from a vision point of view we feel that projects  dealing with historic 

periods of  harmonious coexistence between Jews  and their neighbor's,- should be emphasized. 

 We have to use the current opportunity to advance this project as long as the Jewish community is still 

alive and vibrant. This in order to leave a memory of glorious Jewish community, both for future 

generations not just Jews but for humanity as a whole and for the city of Izmir. 

The urgency of establishing the project acquiring resources to establish it, in these challenging times, we 

feel requires a lot of effort, focus and creativity.                            

 

 


