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Guberman is
documenting
our vanishing
history in
dangerous
places around
the world
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LAST SHUL STANDING

A
Tripoli, Libya. 2011.

young reporter was
doing a dangerous job,
at a dangerous time, in
a dangerous place. In
an attempt to control
the media accounts of
the civil war that was
tearing up his country,
Col. Muammar Gaddafi had allowed a number of Western journalists
into Libya. The journalists were stationed in the
Rixos Hotel in Tripoli. They weren’t allowed to
travel freely, and their communication was monitored and restricted. However, e-mails were still
getting past the government censors.
The reporter was interested in Jewish sites in
Tripoli; all of them had become inaccessible to
world Jewry since the last Jew had been forced out
of Libya nearly a decade earlier. She searched for
resources online and found Diarna, the key project
of Digital Heritage Mapping.
Diarna, which means “our homes” in Judeo-Arabic, identifies and maps Jewish sites and structures
around the world and preserves the history of the
communities that no longer exist—making them
accessible in an online museum that includes a
digital database plotted onto Google Earth, a multimedia collection of archival and contemporary
photos and renderings including 360 panoramas
and 3D models, virtual tours, interactive presentations, research documents, and oral histories.
In the lobby of the hotel, surrounded by Gaddafi’s minders, the reporter made a Skype call to
Jason Guberman, co-founder of Diarna, and asked
for help identifying what remained of the Jewish
community in Tripoli. She offered to document
what she discovered. Her only condition was that
she remain anonymous.
Jason Guberman

172

AMI MAGAZINE NOVEMBER 24, 2021 20 KISLEV 5782

Ami535_FeatKreiman.indd 172

11/22/21 10:13 PM

Jason emailed her a map of Tripoli’s old Jewish quarter, the Hara Kabira (literally, Big Quarter). He told her he
was particularly interested in the Dar Bishi Synagogue. In
the early 1900s, there were 44 shuls in Tripoli. In 1969,
when Gaddafi took control of Libya, he annulled all debts
owed to Jews and seized all Jewish properties. By 2011,
as the opposition movement fought to oust Gaddafi, the
Dar Bishi, the most ornate shul in the city, was the only
shul left.
The reporter slipped out of the hotel and followed the
map to the Dar Bishi. The entrance was blocked by concrete. She found her way in through a hole in the back
wall and photographed the crumbling filth-strewn interior. When Gadaffi’s minders caught up with her, they
confiscated her camera. However, it was a decoy. She’d
taken the photos on her cell phone. A few weeks later,
when she was safely out of Libya, she sent the photos to
Diarna.
Even in its state of ruin, the Dar Bishi Synagogue is
breathtaking. On its exterior walls, columns
topped by embossed corbels flank the entryway,
reaching to windows in arches of stone. At its
highest point, a Magen David is set against the
sky. Inside, the shul is lined with pillars and exquisite moldings in peach and ivory. In the front
of the shul, stone steps lead to a wide platform
and the built-in aron kodesh. The outline of the
letters of Shema Yisrael are visible above the aron
kodesh, and decorative stonework draws the eye
and the heart upwards, to the dome with inlaid
windows that still pour light into the shul.
Jason Guberman and his team at Diarna used the reporter’s photographs to create a model of the Dar Bishi
Synagogue as it would look if it were restored to its former
grandeur. Visitors to Diarna online can tour the narrated
digital reconstruction and see the shul and its congregants
as they were, long ago, in the vibrant community in Tripoli.
Dr. David Gerbi, who was exiled from Libya with his
family when he was 12 years old, returned to the Dar Bishi
after Gaddafi was killed, and re-opened it to daven—on
his own—as he was the only Jew there. On Yom Kippur,
2011, hundreds of protesters gathered bearing signs,
“There is no place for the Jews in Libya,” and Dr. Gerbi
was forced out of the country for the second time.

Today, satellite imagery shows that the building is still
standing. It is being converted into an Islamic center.

ANTI-SEMITISM IN AMERICA
When Jason was a young boy, his family drove by a shul
in Bridgeport, Connecticut, and his parents pointed out
that his Bubby and Zaidy Guberman had gotten married
there in 1959. Jason says, “I saw that it had been turned
into a church. It bothered me. Unless you knew what to
look for, you’d never know it was once a shul.” This was
the first ember of what would become his passion: preserving Jewish sites before they’re erased or forgotten.
Anti-Semitism is a shadowy backdrop in Jason’s family
history. His great-grandfather had emigrated to the United
States after surviving the Kishinev pogrom of 1903. Jason
has early memories of meeting him at the Hebrew Home
facility in Riverdale.
His great-grandmother, Dora, was one of 13 children
born in a village in Poland to an Orthodox family. When she was a teenager, her
“I’LL HAVE MY
family sent her to the United States, where
REVENGE. ONE
she married Joseph Rochlin. When Hitler
OF YOUR
rose to power, Joseph tried to bring his
CHILDREN OR
wife’s family to the United States, but his
GRANDCHILDREN efforts were unsuccessful. The last message
Dora got from her parents was written on
WILL BECOME
a napkin and smuggled out of Poland. Her
FRUM LIKE ME”
parents and all 12 of her siblings were murdered in the Holocaust.
In the 1940s, when Jason’s Bubby Sylvia was a student
in Hebrew school, she was expelled for being a troublemaker and for asking provocative and rebellious religious
questions. Her mother, Dora, said to her, “I’ll have my revenge. One of your children or your grandchildren will
end up frum like me.”
Jason’s mother and her brothers grew up in Stratford,
Connecticut. When they passed their next-door neighbor
on their way to school, he would give the Sieg Heil Nazi
salute. Jason says, “He was a sergeant on the police force.
Who could we complain to?”
Jason grew up in his grandparents’ home in Stratford.
He used to joke that they were the original Jewish settlers
in Stratford. Later, he discovered that Stratford has
Sephardic roots dating back to the oldest congregation in
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America. In 1654, Spanish and Portuguese Jews founded
America’s first shul, Shearith Israel, in New York. During
the Revolutionary War, the congregation and the sifrei
Torah were briefly relocated to Stratford.
His family was strong in their Jewish identity, less so in
their practice. He was the only Jew in his public school
until his brother joined him two years later. “I was just a
kid,” he says, “But I was aware that I had to give the nonJews around me a good impression of what a Jew is.”
When Jason was in second grade, he was asked to give
a presentation on Passover. Already then, he did things
well or not at all. “In order to explain Passover, I felt that I
needed to observe it. I read whatever I could. I brought in
matzah and gave it out.”
Jason remembers the KKK distributing flyers outside
his middle school. When he was a freshman in high
school, the cover of the senior yearbook featured students
giving the Nazi salute. He says, “One of those kids was in
my class. He was a skinhead, with black boots and red
laces. I walked past him every day.”
His bubby, Sylvia Rocklin-Guberman, was known as
a social activist; She wasn’t the type to back down. She
brought the yearbook to the attention of a reporter, and
the story of the Sieg Heil on the cover was reported in The
New York Times.
As Jason grew, his commitment to his Jewish roots
deepened. He says, “I fasted on Yom Kippur years before
I was old enough to be obligated to do that; I just felt that
I should. When I turned 13, I had a party, but I wasn’t
called up to the Torah because I insisted that I must first
understand what it means to be a bar mitzvah.”
The circle closed when Jason was in high school. He
taught himself Hebrew and began to keep Shabbos and
kashrus. His bubby cooked kosher food just for him. Stratford’s mayor, Laura Hoydick, also spent a great deal of
time at Bubby Sylvia’s home when she was growing up.
Twice, in the last few years, Jason has joined her to recite
the brachos at the public menorah-lighting ceremony at
City Hall on Chanukah.
In college, Jason was accepted into Sacred Heart University’s Thomas Moore Honors Program.
Jason was awarded a fellowship at the Intercollegiate
Studies Institute (ISI) during college. Recently, he received the following email: I doubt you will remember me...
we were at the ISI honors fellows retreat in Quebec many years
ago…I wasn’t observant at the time, but I remember how
careful you were with halachah…I’m now Torah observant
for several years and wanted to thank you for being a major
kiddush Hashem I met along the way to where I am now…
Jason majored in political theory, history, and Middle
East studies. The textbook of his Middle East politics

174

In 2008, Ali
Kaba, a WestAfrican Muslim
researcher
for Diarna,
discovered a
faded Hebrew
plaque—all that
remains of the
tomb of Chief
Rabbi Messaoud
Rephael el
Fassi—above a
locked doorway
in downtown
Tunis.
Photo courtesy of Diarna
Geo-Museum

course summed up all of Jewish life outside of Israel in a
single paragraph.
“For 2,500 years, the heartland of Jewish history was in
the Middle East and North Africa,” Jason says. “Now the
physical remnants are decaying or being destroyed, and
the stories are fading from memory.”

DIARNA, “OUR HOMES”

In the summer of 2008, after he graduated from college, Jason worked with Wellesley College’s Professor
Frances Malino to launch Diarna. He was 20 years old.
Jason says, “I feel like I’ve been preparing for this all my
life. No matter where we were born, our roots, going back
to Avraham Avinu, are in the Middle East. Today, we have
the Jordanian Waqf claiming there’s no Jewish history in
Jerusalem—and there are a million Jews living there. So
what if they come along and say, for example, that a place
like Beirut has no Jewish history? Who will refute them?
We will. By gathering data. In this case, we’d say there’s a
shul in Beirut called Magen Avraham. It was restored with
the ‘hechsher’ of Hezbollah as a tourist attraction, though
there aren’t any Jews living there, except, perhaps, a few
elderly women. And, we have photos of it and of many
others like it.”
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Photograph of
the Kever of
Mordechai and
Esther, Hamadan,
Iran, taken in 1905
Photo courtesy of Diarna
Geo-Museum

Many of the hidden gems uncovered by Diarna pre-date
the advent of Islam, such as Jewish fortresses in Khaybar,
which was the largest Jewish settlement in Saudi Arabia.
The Jews of Khaybar built them for protection.
Today, Khaybar is the name of an Iranian-designed assault rifle. It is also the Arabic name for the long-range
rocket Hezbollah fired on Israel in 2006. Islamists chant
“Khaybar Khaybar, ya yahud, Jaish Muhammad, sa yahud,” meaning, “Jews,
HUNDREDS OF
remember Khaybar, the army of MuPROTESTERS
hammad is returning.”
GATHERED AT
Jason stresses that Diarna focuses on
THE SHUL
history, not politics. “We present what
BEARING SIGNS,
was there, and allow people to draw
“THERE IS NO
their own conclusions.”

RACE AGAINST TIME

PLACE FOR THE
JEWS IN LIBYA,”
AND DR. GERBI
WAS FORCED
OUT OF THE
COUNTRY FOR
THE SECOND
TIME.

There’s a sense of urgency to the
work. Jason explains, “We’re in a race
against time. We’ve sent out 60 research
expeditions to dozens of countries to
photograph structures before they’re
gone forever. We’ve also collected over
1,000 oral histories from people who remember what Jewish life was like before
the population shifted.”
One interview was with Rabbi Zecharia Barashi who
was born in Kurdistan in 1900. Barashi was a common
name for the Jews of Barashe—a settlement in Iraqi-Kurdistan. There is documentation by the traveling scholar,
Benjamin of Tudela, of Jewish life in the Barashe region
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from before 1170.
Rabbi Zecharia Barashi’s father, Chacham Rabbi Eliyahu
Barashi, travelled from village to village to serve as rabbi,
teacher, mohel, shochet, and chazan. His son, Zecharia, received his Torah education at home from his father. When
he was 36 years old, Rabbi Zecharia Barashi moved to
Eretz Yisrael with his wife and children—fulfilling a longheld dream—and served as a leader of the Kurdish community in Eretz Yisrael until his passing in 2017.
Rabbi Barashi was 116 years old when he was interviewed by a Diarna researcher.
Diarna researchers also interviewed Ruth Pearl, mother
of Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal’s South Asia bureau
chief, who was kidnapped and beheaded by Islamists in
Pakistan in 2002. In the interview, Ruth Pearl shared her
memories of the Farhud, the vicious pogrom of 1941,
when mobs ran through the streets of Baghdad and killed
over 1,000 Jews. Ruth was six yeas old. Her family was
saved by Muslim neighbors who told the rioters, “There
are no Jews here.”
People stepped up to help Diarna’s efforts. Jason says,
“Initially, we had no money to pay them, but a diverse
global team of volunteers came together to preserve this
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Eliyahu Hanavi
Synagogue (postdestruction)
Damascus, Syria
Photos courtesy of https://
www.thedailybeast.com/
exclusive-pictures-syriasoldest-synagogue-destroyedby-assad)

history”
Ali Kaba is a Muslim whom Jason met in college. He
had plans to travel to Tunisia, and offered to research
Jewish sites there. In Tunis alone, there used to be 82
synagogues, a Jewish hospital, and a Jewish quarter, but
getting to them was risky. Jason gave Ali a letter in French
and in English explaining his reason for being there, and,
even with that, he was challenged by the police who
wanted to know what he was doing at Jewish sites.
Currently, Wellesley College and the University of California, Santa Cruz fund several student interns for Diarna’s research, but almost all other Diarna staffers, scholars,
and contributors are volunteers. In the early years, Jason
worked out of his bubby’s house. “She was our biggest
benefactor. She kept me housed, clothed, and fed.”
Jason’s favorite recruitment story is of the daughter of
the Egyptian family who owned a grocery five houses
away from his grandmother’s house. His grandmother
would buy coffee there, and she told the owner’s daughter, Shaymaa, who was in high school, about Diarna.
Shaymaa was interested in helping, but needed her mother’s permission.
Shaymaa’s mother wears a hijab and speaks only Arabic.
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Diarna model of
the Jewish star
atop the Kever
of Mordechai
and Esther’s
synagogue
Rendering courtesy of
Erin Okabe-Jawdat/
Diarna Geo-Museum

Jason says, “I went to their house to talk with them. Shaymaa translated. I told
her about my interest in the tomb of the Abir Yaakov, the grandfather of the
Baba Sali, in Damanhur, Egypt. The gravesite used to attract thousands of visitors every year, until Egyptians Islamists banned the Jews from visiting.”
This research was dangerous because Jewish history has not been taught in
Arab countries for decades. What is known about Jews tends to be anti-Semitic
conspiracy theories, the result of pan-Arab socialist and Islamist propaganda.
Nevertheless, Shaymaa’s mother agreed to allow her daughter to participate.
Before Jason left, Shaymaa’s mother gave
him a “thumbs up,” and he responded
THE MUSEUM
with, “Shukran awi,” which is Egyptian
INCLUDES A
for thank you very much.
Shaymaa did the research on DamDIGITAL DATABASE
anhur, and, from then on, every time
PLOTTED ONTO
Bubby Sylvia shopped at their family’s
GOOGLE EARTH, A
store, they refused to take money from
MULTI-MEDIA
her, insisting that she was now family.
COLLECTION OF
Jason says, “We are opportunists. If
PHOTOGRAPHS
someone offers to document a region or
AND IMAGES,
to share a memory, we won’t turn them
VIRTUAL TOURS,
down. But we had gaps in our records,
INTERACTIVE
and we are already four or five generaPRESENTATIONS,
tions removed from Jewish life in some
AND ORAL
locations. We micro-targeted those
HISTORIES.
countries and cities. One was Yemen,
where most of the Jews were airlifted
out in Operation Magic Carpet in 1949.
We set up interviews with Jews who
lived outside Aden and Sana’a. In Israel,
we sent our research team to find Jews from Mosul and other places where
there was limited documentation.”

THE SITUATION ROOM
Jason’s research led to a collaboration with the American Sephardi Federation, ASF, in New York. He was guided by his mentor, Bruce Slovin, founder of
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Jason with signatories of the
It Stops Now agreement.
(Right to left): Conference of
Presidents of Major American
Jewish Organizations (CoP)
Executive Vice Chairman
Malcolm Hoenlein, American
Sephardi Federation (ASF)
President David E.R. Dangoor,
ASF Executive Director &
Diarna Geo-Museum Project
Coordinator Jason Guberman,
CoP President Arthur Stark,
and Muslim World League
Secretary General Sheikh Dr.
Mohammed Al-Issa
Photo courtesy of ASF - Center for Jewish
History, Yom HaShoah, 1 May 2019.

the Center for Jewish History, and by David Dangoor,
president of the ASF and decedent of Chacham Ezra
Ruben Dangoor, chief rabbi of Baghdad and Burma.
In 2014, Jason accepted the position of executive director of the ASF. It’s a separate organization from Diarna,
but serves as an integral partner. Jason explains, “I wear
two hats, which can, at times, be daunting, but the results
for both organizations has been beneficial. Housed within
the Center of Jewish history, the ASF organizes events, exhibitions, publications, and has the National Sephardic
Library & Archives, one of the most important publicly
accessible collections in the Western Hemisphere.”
Diarna’s nerve center within the AFS is known as the
Situation Room; from there they conduct research, guide
expeditions, and process interviews.

FINDING THE GENIZAH
Information continues to pour in to Diarna from all
corners of the world. Rafi Elmaleh, the only Jewish tour
guide in Morocco, is a regular contributor. On one of his
trips, Rafi traveled to a remote village in southern Morocco, where they haven’t seen a Jew in decades. The caretaker of the shul—in other words, the guy to whom the
rabbi gave the key before leaving many years earlier—ran
up to Rafi with the key and said, “What took you so long?
I’m supposed to give you this.”
Rafi asked the Moroccan villagers for access to their
genizah. He was inspired by the genizah of the Ben Ezra
Shul in Cairo that turned up fragments of literature, texts,
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legal documents, letters, and communal records dating
back to the Middle Ages. The finds of the Cairo genizah
have been archived in libraries all over the world.
The Moroccan villagers refused to allow Rafi to open
the genizah, claiming that the rabbis had put a curse on
anyone who touched it. Rafi understood that the rabbis
of the rural villages were concerned with protecting their
sheimos. He spoke to his rabbi and let the villagers know
he had permission, and they agreed, reluctantly.
The entire village turned out to watch Rafi open the
genizah. As he did so, his friend called out urgently, “Rafi,
don’t move,” and pulled a scorpion from his neck.
Rafi asked the villagers, “Why didn’t you say something
when you saw the scorpion?”
They said, “We told you there was a curse.”
The king of Morocco, Mohammed VI, is meticulous
about protecting the Jews in his kingdom and preserving
the Judeo-Moroccan tradition. The ASF is one of the 53
member organizations of the Conference of Presidents of
Major American Jewish Organizations who participated
in the mission to Morocco in 2017 led by Malcolm Hoenlein.
Jason says, “The king and the cabinet were traveling in
Africa at the time, but His Majesty sent ministers back just
to meet us. The conference participants were guests of the
king, and he made sure that we had kosher food of the
highest standard.”
Morocco has a rich Jewish heritage. The group visited
Fez, where they saw Jewish cemeteries and gravesites. Everywhere they went, they found evidence of Jewish his-
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tory: shuls, schools, cemeteries, and street
signs—such as Rue Talmud Tora in Marrakesh.
While they were on that trip, President
Al-Sisi of Egypt sent a request to meet with
the conference delegation, and they made a
nine-hour stop in Egypt to join an “off the
record” meeting on their way to Israel.
Jason thanked President Al-Sisi for his
support on behalf of ASF, and their Egyptian and Moroccan Sephardi constituents. “I
also brought up the shrine in northern Egypt
that had been shut down by the Muslim
Brotherhood, and he promised to look into
it. Subsequently, the Egyptian government
provided Diarna researchers with bodyguards and access to sites that no one had
been able to document.”
The Diarna team documented 13 shuls
in Cairo and Alexandria, including the shul
where the Rambam davened, taught and
wrote.

PAST MEETS FUTURE

Jason’s ASF connection brought great brachah into his personal life. In 2010, Carole
Basri, vice president of ASF, hosted an evening salon at her home to raise awareness for
Diarna. Jason was there with his bubby.
It was there that he was introduced tohis
wife Irina. Irina doesn’t have an official role
in Diarna, but, as a human rights lawyer, she
provides guidance and support when the
need arises.

“I LEFT MY FINGERPRINT
IN MY COUNTRY.”
When Jason’s grandmother became ill and
was in and out of hospital care, he worked
from her bedside. He was documenting the
site in Hamadan, Iran, said to be the burial
place of Mordechai and Esther, when Bubby
Sylvia was hospitalized for the final time.
Jason read the article about the site to her as
she lay in her hospital bed.
After his beloved bubby died, the article
“Esther’s Tomb” was published in MyJewishLearning with a dedication to “Sylvia
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THE
JORDANIAN
WAQF CLAIMS
THAT THERE’S
NO JEWISH
HISTORY IN
JERUSALEM.

Guberman, a woman of valor in the spirit of
Esther.”
The kever of Mordechai and Esther, in
the center of Hamadan, is mentioned in the
writings of Benjamin of Tudela, who visited
Hamadan in 1167. For centuries, Iranian
Jews traveled to the kever to daven, especially
on Purim. Inside are a few graves, a cabinet
holding a 300-year-old sefer Torah, and two
sarcophagi—ebony coffins—inscribed with
pesukim from Tehillim and Megillas Esther.
In 1971, the Shah of Iran marked 2,500
years since the founding of the Iranian monarchy by inviting heads of states from around
the world to join the Iranian festivities. Every
sector of the population was asked to contribute to the celebration. The leaders of the
Iranian Jewish society took on the renovations of the kever of Mordechai and Esther as
their gift to the government.
A young award-winning architect, Yassi
Gabbay, was commissioned by the Jewish
Federation to do the renovation. What they
didn’t know when they approached him was
that a few years earlier, when he was completing his PhD at the École Nationale Supérieure des Beaux-Arts in Paris, Yassi had
chosen Esther’s tomb for his graduation
thesis.
When he was a child, Yassi’s parents had
taken him to see the kever; it was a sevenhour drive from their home in Tehran. He remembers, “It was an old building in very bad
shape. We went inside and there were some
dirty carpets and the walls were black from
all the candles people lit there.”
Yassi had studied in the Kourosh (Cyrus)
Jewish elementary school in Tehran. He approached this project with respect. He says,
“I wanted to know if Mordechai and Esther

You are
no longer
alone

There is a
Kosher and
Friendly
Response to
Addiction

Archstone Behavioral Health is a state-of-theart rehabilitation center in Palm Beach, Florida
providing treatment for addiction while
maintaining the sensitivities needed for a frum
patient and their family. Their comprehensive
family program helps individuals develop a
strong clinical road map, directing long term
recovery.
The center is led by Moshe A.
Yachnes, LCSW, CSAT, who has
years of experience in this field,
and has educated many in the
frum community on the effective
evidence-based
treatment
protocols available. Archstone,
which accepts all major insurances,
has been providing high-quality
mental health services for
nearly 20 years.

Call Moshe

561-944-7763
Myachnes@archstonerecovery.com
archstonerecovery.com/kosher
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Architect
Yassi Gabbay
(r) on a site
visit with the
Shah of Iran

are really buried there. I read many books and spoke to
historians. No one knows for sure. What I do know is that
for many people this is a holy place. They come here to
pray and cry. I believe in the power of that.”
He was disturbed by the condition of the entrance to
the kever. Visitors had to go through a narrow dirty back
alley to get in. The community leaders bought and demolished the houses that blocked the tomb, and cleared the
area all the way to the street, making way for a spacious
and inviting entrance.
Yassi styled the entire complex as a hanging bridge contrasting the ancient character of the building with modern
openness. He set the newly constructed shul underground
and left only the roof exposed—in order to preserve the
original 17th-century dome. The shul is suspended from
a structure in the shape of a Magen David skylight that
shines light over the bimah. It’s the only Magen David visible from space through Google Earth. He designed a street
fence with a line of stars inspired by the Magen David and
by the six-point star common in Iranian art.
In the unrest that led to the Iranian revolution, life
became dangerous for the Jews of Iran. Yassi says, “You
could feel it in the air. Everything had gone bad.” Of
great concern was that about 200 photos of Yassi with
the Shah of Iran had been stolen from his office desk.
He says, “Those photos, in the wrong hands, could lead
to a jail sentence, and to being forced to ‘tell what you
know.’ I had to save my family. I left my house and two
cars on the street. Just locked them and got out. I didn’t
take any of my work with me, which is why I no longer
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have the plans.”
The Gabbay family went to France. “They were making
a lot of noise, but no one imagined the mullahs would stay
in power. We thought it would be over in a few months
and we’d be able to return to Iran.”
He never went back. Day by day, the situation in Iran
worsened. He says, “We were lucky. We got out while the
gates were still open. Many people who tried to escape
after us suffered terribly.”
Yassi Gabbay came to Los Angeles, where he gained
recognition as a skilled architect. In an interview with
Diarna, he graciously shared his photos and his account
of the renovations of the kever of Mordechai and Esther.
He drew the plans from memory. He shakes his head
sadly. “When I think about the kever, it’s like I left my
fingerprint in my country.”
Under the new Iranian regime, the kever was neglected
and fell into disrepair. In the years that followed, several
shuls in Tehran were razed, and mobs gathered in front of
the kever of Mordechai and Esther and attacked the subterranean shul. The stars on the fence have been covered with
a sheet of metal. The intact elegant design of stars, can be
viewed on the Diarna photo gallery of Hamadan.

SHUL OF ELIYAHU HANAVI

The work goes on. As does the destruction.
More than 25,000 Jews lived in Syria, up to the mid1990s. In the Jobar neighborhood of Damascus, the Eliyahu
Hanavi Synagogue once sported a plaque dating the site to
720 BCE. Records show the building was destroyed and re-
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THE ELIYAHU
HANAVI
SYNAGOGUE IS
PICTURED IN
ALL OF ITS
GLORIOUS
DETAILS ON
THE WEBSITE;
NO-ONE CAN
CLAIM IT
DIDN’T EXIST.

Jews left Syria. Today, less than 20 remain.
The beit knesset was entrusted to caretakers
who were hired by the Jewish community.
In 2012, the shul was caught in the crossfire
between the forces of the Assad regime and
the rebels. It fell into ruin and the site looted.
Chrystie Sherman, a researcher, was in
Syria before the start of the civil war. In 2009,
she photographed the exquisite synagogue
and donated the photographs to Diarna. By
2014, even the rubble had been bombed.
On Diarna’s website, the Eliyahu Hanavi
Synagogue is pictured in all of its glorious details; no one can claim it didn’t exist.
The Diarna menu of exhibits invites visitors to choose a country: Algeria, Bangladesh, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya,
Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia,
Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Turkey, Yemen. To
scroll down. To explore. To learn and to
remember the structures that were built
through the ages and the hopes and prayers
that filled them.
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built several times throughout the long galus.
The Eliyahu Hanavi Synagogue was built
in Ottoman style—with decorative tiles,
ornate chandeliers, elaborate tapestries, and
carpets. It was alive with color: burgundy,
blue, green, and gold. Thirteen columns
lined the interior in two rows. The seating
was on sofas and cushioned benches facing
the raised light-blue bimah in the center.
In 1840, the blood libel of Damascus and
the subsequent riots in Jobar forced many
Jews to flee. Another anti-Semitic wave, in
1947, led to mass emigration, after which the
government imposed heavy travel restrictions on Jews which remained in place for
45 years. In 1992, President Hafez al-Assad
lifted the ban, and almost all the remaining

Ruined interior
of the Dar Bishi
Synagogue in
Tripoli
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