The Babylonian Jewry Museum

At the Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center

Open your eyes, ears, and hearts to the story of the Jews of Babylon.

The story of the Jews of Babylon, modern-day Iraq, began in the land of Israel. The circle closed in Israel in the middle of the 20th century with the aliya, or immigration, of most of the Iraqi Jewish community. During the 2,600 years in between—the span of the modern historical record—Babylonia was more than just a safe haven for world Jewry. It was the intellectual, spiritual, and moral center of Jewish life. 

The first Jews to settle in Babylonia arrived in an act of force. Uprooted from their homes in the Kingdom of Judah, some 40,000 Jews were forced to follow Nebuchadnezzar II, King of Babylonia (605-562 BC), to his kingdom, which lay to the east between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. After the King’s death, the Jewish slaves [slaves or prisoners?] were freed and allowed to go back to the land of Israel and the built of the Second Temple. Some returned, only to be forced out again by the Romans in 70 CE. Indeed, Jews were settled in Babylonia some 1,000 years before Islam was born. In the subsequent centuries, the Babylonian Jews intermittently flourished and took in new rounds of Jewish refugees from distant lands and formed a de-facto new home base for world Jewry. Between periods of peace and coexistence, the community suffered periods of great oppression by rulers including the Mongols, Ottomans, and Persians, through World War I.

Babylonian Jews became the keepers of the Bible in the 5th century BC. They established the academies of Sura, Nehardea and Pumbedita whose heads were considered the highest authorities on religious matters in the Jewish world. Jewish scholars in these academies compiled the Babylonian Talmud, the spiritual codex of Judaism, and the writings of the Geonim (the great sages) that interpreted the Bible and Talmud and directed the Jews of the Diaspora in all matters of religion and law. For more than 1,000 years, Babylonian Jewry assumed the role of leader of the Diaspora communities through the influence of these yeshivot. Religious and community leaders from distant lands, from Spain to Persia and Lithuania to Morocco, sent questions via messengers and traveled long and far to visit the academies, bringing their newfound knowledge back to their communities throughout the Diaspora. 
These yeshivot were the [Jewish?] world’s first academic institutions, whose scholars and students debated and decided on customs and laws that related, in the broadest sense, to the world around them. Unique in the Middle East, this tradition of learning and enlightenment—as well as the philanthropy which sustained these institutions—carried on through the generations and in the dozens of Jewish schools throughout Iraq, which were known for their highest standards of excellence. 

For a small group of people that numbered no more than 150,000 throughout the centuries, the Babylonian Jewish community was diverse. The Kurdish Jews lived in the rural, mountainous regions in the north. Kurdistan was an important route of commerce in the 16th and 17th centuries and also an important center of Jewish learning. In fact, the rabbis of Baghdad in the 17th and 18th centuries came from Kurdistan. Over time they developed their own special ethnic traditions, dress, and cuisine. The Jews of Basra, on the eastern coast, had close ties to the outside Arab world and points east. Throughout Babylonia, the Jewish community maintained the ancient Jewish shrines, handing that responsibility down through the generations. In Baghdad by the twentieth century, where one-third of the city’s population was Jewish and Jews comprised the majority of merchants, the city’s commercial life came to a halt on the Jewish Sabbath and holidays. Other Jewish families became the keepers of particular musical instruments, handing down the musical knowledge and instrument-making expertise to their sons, who passed the torch to their sons. 

Restrictive laws and persecution under various rulers starting at the end of the Geonim era (589-1038) caused a decline in the greatness of Babylonian Jewry. It was restored only in the 19th and 20th centuries with the Jews’ establishment of modern educational institutions and their traditional occupations gave way to participation in international commerce. 

The Babylonian Jews set new bars in business and banking, where they thrived locally and internationally, opening up channels of commerce to India, China, Hong Kong, Burma, India, and Australia to the east, and England and continental Europe to the west. Their contributions in this realm were enormous and included, for example, the establishment of the first branch banking system in the Middle East, enabling further economic development and a connection to the banking centers of the West. Iraqi Jews who settled in the Far East and the West provided a commercial gateway from the Middle East to the rest of the world, parallel and in part thanks to that created by the British Empire.

But as World War II raged in Europe with its murderous anti-semitism, the beginning of the end of the Iraqi Jewish community was at hand. The year 1941 witnessed the Farhud, the Baghdad pogrom inspired by the events occurring in Europe at the time. The 1950s culminated in the mass exodus of the Jews from Iraq, an event that is best viewed through the prism of the political forces sweeping the Middle East in the first half of the 20th century: Nazism, fascism, Arab nationalism, and Communism were causing political upheaval in Iraq and throughout the Middle East. 

The establishment of the state of Israel, in 1948, and Zionist ideology came at the right moment: Many Iraqi Jews, whose ancestors yearned for Zion through the centuries, were eager and ready to take part in building the nascent Jewish state, and others followed suit. In 1950-1952, the Mossad L’Aliya Bet, the precursor to the Mossad, orchestrated a mass airlift that relocated nearly all of Iraq’s 140,000 Jews to the newly founded state of Israel in Operation Ezra and Nehemia. Those who remained behind, some 6,000, later suffered at the hands of the Ba’ath Party and also eventually left in subsequent decades.

The Jewish community in Iraq is no more. But there are still strong bonds and community life within Iraqi Jewish circles in Israel, England, the United States, and Canada. Today, the descendants of Babylonian Jewry carry on their ancestors’ legacy and enrich the communities they live in. It is a legacy that emphasizes advanced, Western-oriented education as essential to future success, and values peace and partnership with other religious groups. It is a legacy grounded in family and community, of active involvement in the world of intellectual life, music and the arts, science and commerce.

At the Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center, it is our hope that future generations of Jews absorb and delight in this history, and find creative and constructive ways to draw from it to inform the futures of their families, their communities, Israel and the Jewish people. 

About the Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center and Museum
The Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center was founded in 1973 to perpetuate the history of the Jewish community of Iraq and ensure that it remains part of the future narrative of the Jewish people. Or Yehuda was a natural location for the Center, as the city—whose name means the ‘Light of Judah’—sprung up from what was one of the biggest immigrant transit camps for Iraqi Jews and other Jews of Middle Eastern origin after their arrival, circa 1950. 

The Center fosters research, preservation, and publicity around this mission. Since its founding, testimonies from hundreds of members of the community have been located and recorded; thousands of documents, books, and manuscripts have been catalogued and preserved; and thousands of ethnographic items and original Judaica have been assembled. The result is a museum collection focused on a particular Jewish Diaspora, the Babylonian Jewry Museum, established in 1988, which is unique in the world in quality and scope. The Museum’s activities are made possible thanks to the generous contributions received from donors worldwide, whose families originally came from Iraq and for whom the heritage of the Babylonian Jewish community and its preservation is close to their hearts.

Visiting the Museum

Hours of operation:

Sunday, Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday: 9:00-14:00

Please call the museum to arrange a school or other group visit and reserve a guided tour. Tours are available in English, Hebrew, and Arabic. The Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center includes the Museum and the Research Institute which houses books and journals and hosts events and conferences, and operates a search service for information on family history.

83 Mordechai Ben-Porath Ave.

Or Yehuda 60251 Israel

Tel: (972) 3.533.9278/9

Babylon@babylonjewry.org.il
www.babylonjewry.org.il
Permanent Exhibit Halls include:

The Alley is a reconstruction of one of the many alleyways in the Jewish Quarter of Baghdad at the beginning of the 20th century. Here one can see classic houses with their overhanging balconies and workshops of various kinds including a tailor, an embroiderer, a goldsmith, and a silversmith. Also in the alley are fabric and spice dealers’ shops and a coffee house.

The Jewish Life Cycle displays major milestones in the life of the Jews from infancy to old age, focusing on the customs and ceremonies of birth, the bar mitzvah, and the wedding, through the exhibition of traditional articles of clothing, precious stones and household articles, and photographs.
The Great Synagogue of Baghdad is a replica of the synagogue bearing that name, which showcases the elaborate dais, or teba, and its symbolically central location in the structure, a design that was typical of synagogues throughout Babylonia.

The Torah Scrolls exhibit is a collection of original parchments from Iraq, The torah scrolls of Babylonia were regarded as elegant and of particularly high quality by Jews in Babylonia and throughout the Diaspora, due to their ornate writing on deerskin and the pedantic supervision of the scribes who wrote them.

Zionism and Aliya (in preparation) showcases the activities of the Zionist movements in Iraq and their participation in the nation-building effort in pre-state Israel, through fundraising, purchasing land, and developing settlements. Through dramatic photography, oral histories, and other means, the exhibit describes the mass exodus of Operation Ezra and Nehemia in 1950-1952 in which most of Iraq’s Jewish community was airlifted to Israel and traces the initial stages of their absorption in transit camps.

The museum also has seminar rooms and studios appropriate for small discussion groups.

(map)

Thanks to Our Supporters

The creation and maintenance of exhibits would not be possible without the generous support of donors throughout the world. We would like to acknowledge them all for their visionary support of the Babylonian Jewry Museum and the Babylonian Jewry Heritage Center.

