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ABSTRACT

Our doctoral dissertation provides, for the first time in the Romanian
historiography, an overview of the Sephardic Jews’ presence on the current territory of
Romania in the Pre-modern, Modern and Contemporary eras. The paper has been
structured into eight chapters, which present: the sources and methodology of this
scientific undertaking, the Sephardim presence on the European continent, the Sephardic
communities of Timisoara, Lugoj, Alba Iulia, Craiova, Drobeta-Turnu Severin and
Bucharest, demographical aspects and, finally, a string of micro-biographies of several
Jewish-Spanish personalities from Romania. Our aim was to brought to the attention of
the historians concerned with Judaic studies this somewhat neglected research area and,
at the same time, to provide them with a documentary foundation of inspiration for
further studies.

The analysis of the research sources highlighted the important role played by
documents (unedited or edited) and by the press, revealing at the same time certain
shortcomings which render the furtherance of the research impossible in some areas. As
such, we refer particularly to the absence of archives regarding the Sephardic
communities of Timisoara, Lugoj, Alba Iulia, Drobeta-Turnu Severin or Bucharest (not to
mention other secondary centres). Whereas, in some cases, such as Timisoara or Alba
lulia, the lack of Sephardic archives is substituted to a partial extent by the municipality
archives or those of the Jewish communities in their entirety, for Bucharest, for instance,
the absence of an Israelite-Spanish community archive represents an immense loss. The
complementary sources (the press, auxiliary archives) and the bibliography will never
suffice to successfully substitute such a loss. On the other hand, the archive of the
Craiova community is so extensive, that we were compelled to operate a selection of the
material, in order to maintain a quantitative balance among the monographic chapters.

For that matter, it would have been beyond our powers to process the entire archive,



whose extents call for future research undertakings dedicated exclusively to this subject
matter.

As regards the methodology applied, we have decided to focus on the four
previously mentioned centres, presenting, in turns, the history of the community
formation, the relations with the authorities, the worship institutions (the rabbinate, the
synagogue, the religious associations) and educational and cultural aspects of the
community life. We have endeavoured to exploit the available information to the full, as
more often than not it resembled a puzzle game, and the spaces remained blank due to
lack of information could only be filled out by analogy with the evolution of the
Ashkenazi sister-community. The demographical guidelines and the micro-biographies
are dedicated separate chapters. In the first case, upon our coordinator’s suggestion, we
considered that an overview of the demographic evolution may be more educational than
its fragmentation by centres. As regards the micro-biographies, we tried to gather the
biographical information available in the historiography of the subject matter about as
many Sephardim as possible, for the purpose of offering the future researchers in this
field a starting point, and those interested in the subject an overview of the leading
representatives of the Romanian Sephardic world.

The second chapter of the paper is a synthesis dedicated to the Sephardim’s
history until their expulsion from the Iberian Peninsula and their later spread onto the
European continent. This segment is of little originality in its nature, as the information is
borrowed from the European and North-American scholarly literature; however, until
today, the Romanian historiography contains no treatise depicting this chapter of the
universal history, and following this train of thought, we deemed it appropriate to confer
our study a continental dimension, by subsuming the Romanian Sephardim to the
assemble of the Judeo-Spanish world. The conclusions of this chapter point out that the
great majority of Spanish Jews emigrated towards the end of the 15" century to the
Ottoman Empire, founding the main demographic reservoir for their later emigration to
the Romanian Principalities, Banat and Transylvania. Other emigration directions such as
the Great Britain, France, the Netherlands, affected too little the Jews within the
Romanian space until their problem became of international scope, at the end of the 19"

century.



The third chapter of the paper is dedicated to the Judeo-Spanish communities of
Timisoara and Lugoj. Our findings show that the Sephardim of both towns were present
at the time of the Austrian conquest and what’s more, throughout the 18" century they
continued the immigration process from South of the Danube. The fundamental
institutions, the synagogue and the rabbinate, were present in the life of the Sephardic
community until the end of the 19™ century, when the demographic regress led to the
impossibility to maintain them any longer. As regards the relations with the authorities,
their pathway is identical with that of the entire Jewish community. The documents we
have analysed account, on the one hand, for the double authority (central and local)
between which the Timisoara Sephardim had to pendulate; on the other hand, they
provide the image of a sufficiently wealthy collective to sustain the taxes and duties
levied upon them, until the abusive and non-realistic increase in 1830, by 500%. From
this moment onwards the possibility of payment is scarce and debts accrue from year to
year, until the Revolution of 1848-1849. Last but not least, the same documents reveal the
authorities’ impossibility to keep an accurate record of the Israelite (including Sephardic)
migrating flow and the distance between the normative dimension and the actual reality
in case of immigration.

Another reality, foreseeable since the incipient stage of the research and
subsequently confirmed by our sources, is the significant demographic decrease, and
along with it the dissolution of the community frameworks, both processes being specific
to the Timisoara Sephardic community in the second half of the 19" century, despite the
fact that documents register, or rather allow us to assume a constant (yet minimum)
contribution of the migration rate. Therefore, the Timisoara Sephardic community can
practically be studied during the 1716-1850 period; subsequent to this date the documents
refer to the community merely accidentally, placing instead emphasis on certain events in
the personal lives of the few dozens of Spanish Jews in town (lawsuits, bankruptcy, wills
etc.). Within the Interwar Period, the few Sephardim left in Timisoara cannot be traced as
a group any longer. They are completely integrated into the Ashkenazic community, their



uniformisation being also proved by the extensive use of the Hungarian language within
the community’.

The case of Lugoj Sephardim is somewhat different than that of Timisoara. As it
appears, here there was no community tradition in the 18™ century, whereas in the 19"
century, massively outnumbered, the Spanish Jews chose the integration path much
sooner. It could be that the lack of old conservatory families (present in Timisoara)
accelerated the integration process. Fact is that, although a legal Sephardic community
was not signalled in this town, the onomatology points to a relatively high number of
families with Judeo-Spanish roots, whose germanised or magyarised names could still be
encountered quite often in the Interwar Period.

The subject matter of the fourth chapter of the thesis was the Sephardic
community of Alba lulia. According to the records and studies perused, these Sephardim
appear as a community dating back to the 17" century, as a result of the political and
demographic policies promoted by Prince Gabriel Bethlen. Yet, the immigration flow
continued all throughout the 18" century, and the Israelite population of the town is very
fluctuating, so that it is very unlikely that, at the end of the 1700’s, there remained
families with origins rooted in the previous century.

In the relations with the local and central authorities, the Sephardim seem to have
been following the majority trend, in line with the general evolution of the 18™-20"
centuries. The religious life and the evolution of the community institutions point to a
descending community pathway, culminating in the impossibility to complete the
synagogue construction. In fact, the Sephardic community of Alba lulia stands out only
when, from one reason or another, it enters into conflict with the Ashkenazi majority, the
more or less tense relationship dating back to the 18" century and continuing including
within the Second World War period.

! As a proof, the Jewish almanacs from Timisoara are written almost entirely in Hungarian, with a few
insertions in German or Romanian. For reference: ,,Almanahul evreesc. Jiidisches Jahrbuch. Zsid6
Evkonyv. The Jewish Almanac”, I, 1935-1936; ,,Almanahul evreesc. Jiidisches Jahrbuch. Zsidé Evkonyv.
The Jewish Almanac”, 11, 1936-1937; , Almanahul evreesc. Jidisches Jahrbuch. Zsido Evkonyv. The
Jewish Almanac”, III, 1937-1938; ,, Almanahul evreesc. Jidisches Jahrbuch. Zsidé Evkényv. The Jewish
Almanac”, IV, 1938-1939.



As we are talking about a small community, at the borderline of legal recognition,
the historical traces become, in the 20™ century, more and more vague, being reduced in a
number of times to individual actions or deeds.

The fifth chapter of the paper is destined to the monographic presentation of the
Craiova Sephardic community, as well as to the few data available about the Spanish
Jews of Turnu Severin. Ironical as it is, the only Sephardic community in Romania which
was provided a monographic synthesis (be it in the Interwar Period) and whose archive is
preserved to this day, is also the least present in historiography. Due to this reason, there
are certain aspects of the community history to which we could only make tangential
reference in this paper (the organization and relations with the authorities in the 19
century and the occupational range of the Spanish Jews of Craiova and Drobeta-Turnu
Severin).

From the documents and records we studied and tried to summarise above, there
emerges the image of a well-welded Craiova community, whose relations with the
authorities seem amiable. The monograph we consulted, similarly to the archive records,
depict the image of a very good internal organization, oriented to such an extent to
supporting its own institutions and parishioners that, at one point, it enters into conflict
with the Ashkenazi “sister community”, on grounds of neglecting the common duties.

The cultic service and everything it entails (buildings, staff, devotional forms),
seems to have worked free of significant problems, until the years preliminary to the Il
World War. The fact that valuable rabbis from the Mediterranean area served the Craiova
Sephardic community is an indicator of its capacity to sustain an exemplary religious life
and, at the same time, a sign of the good name it enjoyed. Within the same context of
spirituality, we can document the constant endeavours to modernize the devotional forms,
and to adjust them to the time’s requirements and innovations. Last but not least, the
concern for schooling and the educational act in general stands out, mirrored both in their
own institutions, and the “Lumina” School; the Spanish Jews of Craiova have constantly
tried to provide the young generations with the educational support they needed.

A particular case is provided by the Drobeta-Turnu Severin community. The few

documentary clues we could identify allow us to assume a community life at least as



animated as in Craiova. But beyond the historiographers’ lack of interest, the absence of
community archive funds makes a more applied undertaking in this case impossible.

The history of Sephardic communities in Craiova and Drobeta-Turnu Severin
remains a subject whose research can and should be furthered, beyond the monographic
synthesis provided within our paper. There still remain many white or merely grey spots:
data about its evolution in the 19™ century, biographical details about rabbis, and many
other details which could help complete the community profile. The information
available in the bibliography points to the presence of a well organized and ruled society,
enjoying financial stability and a fairly well developed internal institutional system.
Starting from these premises, a historical incursion into the Sephardic community from
Oltenia would provide both informational value, owing to the data recovered from old
sources, and the value of a model for further research on the “provincial” Judeo-Spanish
communities from the Old Kingdom.

The sixth chapter of the doctoral thesis places at its core the Judeo-Spanish
community of Bucharest. Its origins date back to the 16™ century, and the historical
testimonials account that its relations with the native princes and the indigenous
population, despite the re-emergence of the anti-Semitic tensions, followed an ascending
path. This also explains the consistent increase in the number of Jews in Bucharest all
throughout the Middle Ages and the Pre-modern period. Up to mid 18" century, the
Sephardim formed the most important Jewish community in Bucharest, exceeded in
number by the Ashkenazi in the second half of the century, mostly due to the migration
rate rather than the natural growth rate. This disequilibrium continued to deepen during
the 19™ century, yet the financial wealth of some grand families, close to the ruling elite,
enabled the Judeo-Spanish community to preserve its decision-making prerogatives in
matters of common interest.

The main community institutions were developed around these great financers:
the synagogues, the rabbinate, the educational system and the social security associations.
The Sephardic school, which is accounted as dating back to the 18" century, adjusted
progressively to the new realities: in the 19" century, under the Haskalah influence,
appeared the first Israelite schools offering a modern syllabus, whereas the number of

students who attended Romanian public schools, chiefly those of highbrow lineage,



increased. The Rabbinate was one of the institutions which fostered the Bucharest
Sephardim’s sense of identity, and the prominent rabbi figures in the course of time made
their full contribution to the evolution of the community. Rabbis such as Haim Bedjarano
or lacob Niemirower brought forth the Haskalah lights and caused the social inclusion of
the Sephardim to be doubled by an initially vague, then more and more pregnant
Romanization phenomenon (specific for that matter to both the Judaic confessions).

The onset of the 20™ century, and in particular the Interwar Period, was marked
by attempts at community reorganization, both in the capital and at national level. The
establishment of the “Union of Spanish-lIsraelite Communities in Romania” in 1928
turned Bucharest into the centre of the Romanian Sephardic world. Nevertheless, at that
point, the Romanian Judeo-Spanish communities were already demographically
diminished, so all the more vulnerable to the tragic events of the 40’s, from this point of
view, than the Ashkenazim. Moreover, the times’ press and documents bear record,
within the period 1934-1935, of internal tension outbursts as regards the ruling of the
community — tensions which could be attributed to the rise of the new Sephardic elite,
which was striving to extend its solid financial wealth to public offices. Subsequent to
1945, the few Sephardic Jews left in Bucharest fade, in the documents of the time, into
the Ashkenazi masses, also as a consequence of the levelling measures taken by the
communist authorities.

A retrospective glance leads to the conclusion that the Bucharest Sephardim do
not stand out in history as a mass, but rather due to the “master figures” who led their
destinies: bankers and financers, scholars, rabbis and intellectuals. Unfortunately, the
archive documents preserved to this day are of little avail to this end, as unlike the
Craiova community, the archives of Bucharest are almost inexistent.

The seventh chapter of the paper is dedicated to the demographic evolution survey
of the Romanian Sephardic communities. We started out with an outline of the historical
demography sources containing information on the Spanish Jews, pointing out that, as of
the second half of the 19™ century, the separate reviews of the Sephardi and Ashkenazi
cease, giving way to unitary recording as “Jews”. Therefore, none of the great categories

of Romanian or Hungarian sources subsequent to 1850 (regional and national censuses,
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national and municipal statistical yearbooks) contains specific Sephardi references, but
merely global references to the assembly of Jewish nationals or persons of mosaic faith.

As concerns Timisoara, we managed, thanks to the numerous and relatively
regular enlistments made during 1716-1822, to pencil the course of the Sephardi
demographic evolution, but also to sketch a picture of the Sephardi family: wealthier than
the average Ashkenazi, holding a superior intercommunity status, and most likely, more
conservative and thus less adaptable to modernity. The numerical balance between the
two confessions was maintained until mid 18" century, whenceforth the Ashkenazic
immigration rate escalated and the ratio became ¥ at the beginning of the 19" century,
after which it increased in geometric progression. As concerns the latter half of the 19"
century, the civil status registers offer the image of a weakened community, with a birth
rate of 1-2 children annually — substantiating thus the bibliographical sources which refer
to 1890 as the year of abolition and integration into the Orthodox community or the
status-quo ante one, due to the impossibility to further sustain its divine services. The
incursion into several schools within the Interwar period prove that, although there were
Sephardim left in Timisoara, their number was reduced, maintained even now, to a great
extent, by the migration rate.

As for Lugoj, though aware of the numerical evolution starting from 1869, there is
no quantification — provided by official statistics or archives — of Sephardic presence.

As concerns the demographic status of the Alba lulia Sephardim, following the
account for 96 persons in 1779 there is no other factual piece of information, and all we
can infer is the constant set-back of the community.

The demographic evolution of the Craiova Sephardim falls broadly within the
general trend specific to Romania. Even since the second half of the 19™ century the
Ashkenazi pre-eminence makes itself felt, so that during the Interwar period we find a
fairly large community (approx. 800 persons), in relation to which data show to be
undergoing an irreversible aging process. Here and there the Palestine emigration
phenomenon can be also perceived.

The largest Sephardic community in Romania, that of Bucharest, was estimated
by 1. Baraschto to number 150 families in the middle of the 19" century, without much

details whether this referred to the extended families (3-4 generations) or families
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covering 1-2 generations. Beyond this date, any statistical source referring exclusively to
Sephardim disappears.

Overall, the treaties provide a figure of approximately 10.000 Sephardim in 1919
(the majority established in Southern Romania) or approximately 15.000 in the Interwar
period. However, those who advance these numbers fail to provide the statistical source
underlying such estimates. It is self-evident that the Sephardi demographic set-back
began after 1849 and was mainly caused by the depletion of the Balkans demographic
reservoir, on the one hand, and the consistent Ashkenazi emigration from Central and
Eastern Europe, on the other hand.

The final chapter of the thesis encompasses approximately 50 micro-biographies
of Sephardic or other personalities closely connected with the Romanian Sephardi
communities. The majority are religious personalities (rabbis), political (Zionist and
community leaders), economic, scientific and cultural figures. They form that part of the
Romanian Spanish Jew elite which not only served community frameworks, but
distinguished themselves at national and international level, making their contribution to
Romania’s progress, modernization, culture and science. This list is far from exhaustive,
the only selection criterion being that of the sources. There are many other Sephardic
personalities, chiefly community leaders, about whom there is too little biographical
information, and one of the objectives for further research should be more in-depth
knowledge in this area.

What emerges with certainty from the list of biographies is that, during the 18" —
20" centuries, from the Romanian Sephardi Jews there rose many personalities, whose
work impacted greatly upon such areas as economy, sciences, religion, arts and culture.
In some cases, entire generations from the same family perpetuated the best relations with
the Romanian authorities, growing into fervent patriots and supporters of the national
cause. Other Sephardim, even if banished from the country on political grounds, or
having left the country willingly, continued to maintain the bonds with their community
of origin. There were also cases where, although not born on Romanian land, well-known
Sephardic personalities served the communities of our country. In the 19"-20" centuries,

many of the Romanian Sephardim or those who served the Judeo-Spanish communities in
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Romania gained international recognition. Names such as Moses Gaster, Reuben Eliyahu

Yisrael, Sabetay Djaen and others are well-known in the Sephardi universal history.

*k*k

Following the survey of the four great Sephardic communities we reached a series
of conclusions regarding the similarities of the Judeo-Spanish evolution in our country
over the last two centuries: their presence here starting with the 16" century, the blaze of
glory of the 18" century, the demographic regress registered once with the second half of
the 19™ century, the internal problems and dissension which seemed to torment several
communities in the Interwar years. The Romanian Sephardic world seems to have
“melted” between 1850 and 1950 within the Ashkenazi sea, undergoing in parallel a
process of acculturation owing to the integration into the Romanian society. The
emigration to Israel represented an additional reason for demographic reduction.

Only in Timisoara, for reasons yet not fully revealed, the Sephardic community
suffered a massive and accelerated demographic regress, disappearing towards the end of
the 19™ century as a result of their decrease in number under 10 members. The other
communities lasted until 1948, when the communist reorganisation sealed their end.
Their survival owed greatly to the internal organisation, the solid activity of the religious
institutions, as well as the existence of an educational system and a Sephardic “civil
society”: the Sephardic organisations from Romania (oriented towards religion, social
security, sports etc.) fulfilled successfully their intrinsic social and identity-building role,
until the “great depression” in the aftermath of 1940 compelled them to cease their
service.

These communities, today extinct to a high degree, left a notable architectural and
documentary patrimony, which incites to historical recovery. Also, there remain the
deeds of those Sephardic personalities who left their mark on the Romanian history and
science: from Davicion Bally, supporter of the 1848 revolution, to the aggrieved Moses
Gaster or the famous composer and pianist Filip Lazar. In the same repertoire of almost
randomly selected personalities we can make mention of others who made a name for

themselves in sciences, economics and culture and contributed to the progress of our

13



country. To them and to the entire now lost Sephardic world we owe, as historians, the

recovery effort.
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