
Sofia: The City without a Jewish History 

 

Fani Gargova 

University of Vienna 

 

In March 2018, Bulgaria marked 75 years since the rescue of ca. 50,000 Bulgarian Jews from the 

Holocaust with ceremonies that were held throughout the country. In the capital Sofia, the 

events primarily took place in the city’s still extant Central Synagogue and focused on 

highlighting the contribution of the Bulgarian people in saving the country’s Jewish population.  

 

The Sofia Central Synagogue has served, in particular, as a proud monument reminding 

Bulgarians of their tolerant deed towards their Jewish minority. This majestic building, standing 

in the very center of the Bulgarian capital, neighbors other places of worship for Orthodox 

Christians, Muslims, and Catholics. Because of its symbolic importance, much effort has been put 

into the preservation and touristic exploitation of the synagogue. In short, the building 

represents the Jewish belonging to Bulgarian society. 

 

However, in reality, the prominence of the Central Synagogue, as well as the few dispersed 

memorials underplay the absence of a tangible historical presence of the Jewish community 

within Sofia’s urban context. The existence of few institutions that are still in use, such as the 

Jewish Community House and Cultural House, and a Jewish School, overall, masks the loss of the 

great majority of the city’s synagogues, schools, communal institutions, and ultimately Jewish 

communal and family life. The common narrative of a saved Jewish life further negates the 

troubled history of the Sofia municipality and its large Jewish population from the late 19th 

century through the end of the 1940s. 

 

Therefore, this paper aims to present the historical presence of the Jewish community within the 

urban context of Sofia from the late 19th century onwards in order to identify key places of 

communal life and propose possible approaches to reviving the memory of those places among 

locals and tourists. 
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