The existence of absence:
 The Jewish presence in Veroia through the memories and the narratives of the Christian inhabitants
BARBOUTA – JEWISH QUARTER / Place of Coexistence, Symbol of Culture / Cultural Heritage Monument. This municipal keynote sign stands today in the Southeastern entrance of the old Jewish quarter of Veroia, signifying ambiguously the past and the present
. 

Veroia is a city of about 40.000 habitants situated at 70 km W/ SW of Salonika. As most of the towns in  the nowadays Northern Greece, at least from the Ottoman 16thc., Veroia had an eminent multi-religious, multi-ethnic and multi-cultural physiognomy. Jewish presence was one of the basic components of such a mosaic. The first organised Jewish settlement in Veroia dated from the first BC centuries
. The Community developed remarkably in the early 16thc., when a considerable number of Sephardic Jews established here, assimilating the already existing greek-speaking Jews, the so-called Romaniotes
. Their basic professional occupations was that of the wool fabric and trade
. The 19thc. marks the most prosperous period of the Veroia Jewish Community. In May 1943, 680 out of the 850 listed Jews of the city were deported to the Death Camps. Post-war, the Central Board of the Jewish Communities of Greece didn’t manage to rehabilitate the 6% survivors; most of them, for psychological, economical or social reasons, made the aliya to Israel, whereas others moved to Salonica, and the Jewish real estate property was sold. The Community officially ceased to exist in the late ’50s. 

The function of the memory, the definition of the identity, the attitude towards the ‘other’, guided us to Veroia, aiming to explore the ideas, pre-conceived as well as factual, that the Christians have for their onetime Jewish fellow citizens. The fact that today there are practically no Jews in Veroia render it an ideal case study of the so-called ‘absent existence’
.

Two monthly-during fieldwork expeditions were carried out in August 2001 and September 2002
. Our ‘base of operations’ were the Municipal Animation and Care Centres for Elderly People, and of course the Barbouta and the nearby houses’ aged neighbours. Most of the informants were aged between 70 and 85 years old, all Christians, permanent inhabitants of the city of Veroia
. The questionnaire, used as the warp of the narration weaving, was focused on the everyday social relations, whereas the weft consisted of parallel stories and memories
.

Asking elder Veroiotes for their Jewish fellow citizens, implies a transfer in the past, which is often idealised. They give the impression that they still live in that time, conjugating often the verbs in the present tense, as if the description and the happening are two simultaneous actions. Sometimes the informant speaks about an incident, as if he lives it at the same time. Furthermore, the informant’s notion of time is not that of a straight line, but mostly circular
.

Based inductively to the interviews clues, we descry, initially, the Jews inhabiting, working, and functioning in the city, as seen by the Christians. Thereinafter, we investigate the veritable Jewish-Christian relations. Ultimately, after having detected stereotypes and prejudices, we scout the consolidation mechanism of the image of the Jew
.

1. The Jews in the city  

At the very first question setting off the interview ‘Do you remember any non-Christians in Veroia?’, the informants immediately enumerate Turks and Jews. They scarcely use the term ‘Israelites’ in plural, especially when they mention the community as a whole, whilst ‘the Jew’ is the term commonly used in a general way, so as to draw behaviours or customs
. 

Prevalent narrative starting point is the reference of the Jewish quarter of the town. It is called Barbouta, name deriving of the river that defines the NW limit of the quarter, or Havra, confusing the quarter with the synagogue, similarly indicated. The terminology coincidence between the general definition of the synagogue and the specific appellation of the quarter implies an unconscious semantic identification: the synagogue as trademark of the Judaism condenses the whole quarter, the whole Jewish presence
. 

In the collective conscious, the Jews are tightly bound to the urban space, accorded to them. The quarter receives stereotype features, credited equally to its inhabitants: mysterious, dangerous, and unwholesome
. Furthermore, these traits are reinforced by certain unique architectural particularities of the Jewish quarter houses: attached the one to the other, they communicate by secret hidden interior horizontal trapdoor-like openings. Besides the fortified impression of Barbouta’s continuous outside house walls, and the two heavy wooden gates, closing after the sunset, illustrate the isolation of the Jewish community
. 

The Jews, although they lived here voluntary quasi-ghettoised, they have been working all over the city, sharing with Christians and Moslems the principal streets of the commercial district of Veroia. Almost all the informants remember clearly of Jewish stores, insisting in the unique persuading capacity of the Jews salesmen, characterising ‘Jewish’ the successful bargain (evraiko pazari). The Jew is identified with the merchant, the term having become synonymous of the trader: ‘ they were all merchants’, ‘they were never manual workers’. The generally negative connotations of the Jewish merchant’s archetype are due to the professional concurrence  between Christians and Jewish. 

If not in the trade, it is in the finance, basically in the usury, that the Christians describe the Jew. They even mention Jews enriched by shylocking both to Christians and to their co-religionists. 

We receive only scarce information about other Jewish professional activities, such as that of the shoemaker, the seamster, or the peddler, but this is understood as in the inter-war, the basic period of our informants’ memories, the illustrious cloth fabric activity was long before perished
. 

2.  Jewish-Christian social contacts

The smashing majority of the testimonies decompose the myth of the interactions through harmonious coexistence between Christians and Jews. The relations between the two communities were not conflictual because they were precisely defined
. Adjectives as ‘good’, ‘easygoing’, ‘peaceful’ reflect this fact more than the fraternity affiliations. ‘They were not bothering us, we were not bothering them’ disguise the scarce communication. Avoid the contacts meant avoid the tensions, and this was the rule. The 98% of the informants in Veroia don’t overlook the preconceived differences between themselves and the Jews, even if it is difficult to appoint them. 

The two communities met and communicated in specific places, mainly at school and at the professional field.

As the education offered by the Jewish religious school was deficient and inadequate for the needs of the’30s society, Jewish children attended public state schools together with Christian children of the same age. At school, uniformity was demanded: all disciplines, even the religious order lesson (thriskeutika)
, were compulsory even for the Jewish students, all children played together at the courtyard, or even after the school day, they all had sobriquets without religious innuendo. Sometimes, they were even exchanging visits to the others’ houses. But we have to bear in mind that children are meant to be par excellence more susceptible to novelties and curiosities, less bound to prefabricated ideas
.

The professional field was equally appropriate for ‘safe’ everyday relations, once the market area of the city was not divided in communities’ sections. The Jewish merchant, as we’ve already mentioned, remains the most outstanding Jewish stereotype for the Christians. Notwithstanding, souvenirs of Jewish traders become more specific, while the informants note snapshots - incidents, pointing out the Jews with their own names. We also learn that it could happened that a Jews employ a Greek and vice versa, even if it was not a rule. 

However, the sociability consisted of family visits, of official mutual invitations to religious, domestic or synagogue celebrations, was not the case. Only if a Christian family was living near the Jewish quarter had more close and regular contacts, as the proximity overwhelmed sometimes the community boundaries. Nevertheless, this retirement cannot be seen as a proper Jewish attitude, once it is reciprocal. It is not a question of community restrictions, it is au fond expression of community self-centredness and autarcy.

This attitude is eloquently expressed in the matrimonial practices : until the early 20th c. endogamy was the strict one-way.  At any rate, most of the informants mention cases of inter-communitarian romances. Following the double stereotype of the pretty Jewess coming from a well-off family, the classic scheme was that of a Christian man falling in love with a Jewish woman
. Mostly these flirts didn’t blossom into more serious relationships, or marriages, interfering in the solid and insurmountable social system. In case of mixed marriage, the conversion of the one was a sine-qua-non condition. 
Converting at that time was not a simple typical proceeding, as it brought about exclusion from both the family and community environment of the converted
. It was mainly the Jew who was supposed to christen, as, reportedly to the informants, Christianity is a stature attributed forevermore: it can’t be given up, while it can be wished on the neophyte by the ceremony of baptise. Nevertheless, some differences are beyond religious signification: so we cross ourselves with the paradox of the ‘ baptised Jew’
. 

Asking about the period of the German Occupation, which strangely enough here is not the narrative starting point, the outline is by and large repeated : the wealth provoked the self-sufficiency feeling, the ignorance provoked the political passivity, vivid descriptions of the rounding up and the deportation of the Jewish Community of Veroia. The discourse of men, more specifically of old Resistance partisans, set up once more the question of the Jewish responsibility, both in individual and community level
. 

The feelings towards the ‘definite perdition of the Jews of the city’ differ: the more prejudiced against Jews, are more distant, feeling almost relieved, by the post-war degree of religious and ethnic homogeneity of the city, whereas others express their hostility against the Germans, and keep a bitter souvenir of the passed away Jewish community
. 

3. Stereotypes and prejudices 

The informants mention regularly Jewish names, trying in that way to strengthen the validity of their memories, by personalising them
. It is useful to keep in mind that this is one of the very few examples showing the informants’ concern to avoid generalisation
. 

Willing to explore the haul of the memory and the heft of the stereotypes, we invite the interlocutors to remember characteristic Jewish persons. Even if this effort ends up inconclusive, we deduce that the public discourse is indoctrinated by the stereotype image of the Jew, as individual as well as member of the organised community
. 

A frequent cliché Jewish feature that the Christians covet, respect and at the same time, appreciate as one of the basic Jewish qualities, is the communitarian solidarity, cornerstone of the community well-being. The religiousness, in a wide and generalised way, consists another distinctive mark, that the Christian admire to the Jews of their town. ‘They were all going to the havra (synagogue)’. The fact that the Christians are aware only of the religious and not of the multiple (administrative, educational, philanthropic) function of the synagogue, both as institution and as venue, show moreover the veiled knowledge of the Christians concerning the everyday life of their heterodox fellow citizens.

The Jew, even vanished, is still considered to be penny pincher and hardfisted. Moreover, the information concerning the professional occupation of Jews are equally submitted in the stereotypical mechanism. The Jew is the merchant and the usurer. The stereotype of the rich, materialistic, arrogant and scrooge trader overshadows the reality of the community’s interior stratification. 

Another strong stereotype is that of the beautiful Jewess. ‘These women, they were of an excessive beauty’, both men and women informants point out. In parallel, most of them praise their qualities of housekeepers, cooks and mothers. ‘Jewish mother’ is a phrase heard even now in Veroia. 

This image of cleanliness, tidiness and order of the Jewish, juxtaposed to the preconceived idea of the impure and unclean Jew, consists the contradictory meeting point of stereotype images and religious prejudices, so astonishing incompatible and complementary in the same time in the social imaginary. 

The religious prejudices, reinforced by the low clergy’s preaching and the para-religious rhetoric, aiming to the unity of the Orthodox, are based to a serious of libel and accusations (Jewish responsibility for the Jesus’crucifying, lack of the ceremony of baptism in the Jewish religion e.t.a.). Basically, these prejudices express the fear of the other, the unknown, the different, represented by the Jew
. Instead of approaching and understanding, they prefer eliminating, dicreasing the Jew in the scapegoat par excellence. Via the women testimonies we pump the legends soaring the stereotype of the impure, non baptised Jew, seeking to pollute the virtuous Christian, far more to leech young Christians, in order to prepare the Passover azymes
. The Jew, as well as the Jewish quarter, linked insolvably in Veroia, created a locus of threat, danger, a defended and to-be-avoided locus.

Conclusion 

If the everyday relations between Christians and Jews in Veroia were not as interactive and intense as they thought to be, if the Christians’ knowledge about their Jews fellow citizens’ way of life, history and religion, is not as exact and thorough as the former still believe it to be, what kind of coexistence do we pretend to trace?

The image of the Jew is mainly built up of stereotypes and religious prejudice projected on individuals. Another factor influencing the informants’ discourse is their own profile, defined by the gender, the place they lived in the city, their origin, their professional occupation
. All these put together structure an imaginary, constructed reality, consisting of received prefabricated ideas. Such a reality brings forth certain aspects of the cohabitation, while conceals other ones.

The yarn of the narration relies on the unconscious comparison between themselves and the other, trying to define the other by a sunken juxtaposition of themselves and the other. It is of an important significance that the Veroiotes Christians never name the Veroiotes Jews ‘natives’, never ascribe them as sharing the Greek identity, whilst this happens in other cities, mainly where the Jewish population was greek-speaking Romaniotes. The fact that the Jews of Veroia were of Sephardic origin and were using the ladino, even if in the course of time the use of the Greek language became widespread among them, place them in the position of the ‘foreigner’, the ‘alien’, the ‘stranger by origin’. Not even the centuries-long settlement excuses the autochtonism for the Jews. 

Besides, the informants discourse juxtaposes the term ‘Jew/Jewish’ firstly to ‘Greek’, and afterwards to ‘Christian’, even if this last one is not always mentioned by its own, once the Christian Orthodox religion is considered to be an integral component of the Greek identity. They adopt propositions or names, used in opposition pairs, such as ‘we’, ‘our-s’, ‘the Greeks’, ‘the Christians’, juxtaposed to ‘they’, ‘their-s’, ‘these people’, ‘the others’ par excellence. This difference doesn’t bear neither ethnic signification, nor obligatory a religious one. The ‘Jew’ is a mark of difference par excellence, loaded mostly with negative connotations. 

In the spoken language the ‘Jew’, linked at first to the trade activities stereotypically professed by Jews, became synonymous of the tight, the parsimonious, the ungenerous, or even worst, implies an insult ‘seed of a Jew - evraiosporos’. 

The sociability framework, strictly defined in space and time, consisted of professional contacts, mainly financial and commercial ones, of neighbourhood relations and children chumships. The interviews revealed that the rule was not that of constant and interactive personal relations. Such limited and superficial contacts gave place to the ignorance or, at the best, the vague Christian conceptions concerning the Jews. At the same time, stereotypes and prejudices found breeding ground. 

With all the sayings, the constructions, the preconceived ideas, Christians and Jews were citizens of the same town, each one preserving its own identity, sharing the ‘harmony of the indifference and the suspiciousness’ of a more or less mandatory cohabitation.
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� The old Jewish Quarter of Veroia, deserted nowadays from its Jewish inhabitants, stood abandoned until the early ’90’s. Most of the 26 houses still standing have been sailed by relatives of the deported members of the community to Christians, whereas some 6 houses belonged to the Municipality. The Central Archaeological Council of Greece characterised Barbouta a highly protected traditional quarter, fact that brought important EU funds for the restoration (Leader II program). The Municipal Technical Society ‘Hephaistos’ took on the restoration of the houses belonging to it, as well as of the synagogue, belonging in the Central Board of the Jewish Communities of Greece. It also carried out the 80% of the restoration work of the individuals’ houses. Actually, in Barbouta today one of the oldest buildings hosts the International Institute of Architecture, indicating the Municipality’s intentions to turn the quarter to a cultural district, all by showing this prominent Jewish heritage as the particularity of this city.


� The first mention about Jews in Veroia appears in the Acts of Apostles (Acts 17 :1-13), testifying the fact that Paul of Tarsus preached in Veroia, in front of the Jewish Community, which consisted a monotheistic audience more open than the Greek gentiles of the 1st c. to a new monotheistic religion, that was christianisme at that time. Stavroulakis N., Jewish Sites and Synagogues of Greece, Athens, 1992, p.197. Besides a contemporaneous tombstone, dedicated from a certain Alexander to his charitable mother-in-law Marea, mentions the existence of a synagogue. Messinas, E.,The Synagogues of Salonika and Veroia, Athens, 1997, p. 112. These firstly settled in Veroia Jews were Romaniotes, meaning greek speaking and following the minhag written down in the Mahzor Romania.


� Under the Sultanat of Bayazid II (1447-1512) a considerable number of Sephardic Jews settled down in Balkans. They were also established in Veroia, bringing with them the Castillan Spanish (ladino) language, together with professional skills. The community has said to be ‘high- minded’ until the 17th c., before having been shaken from the Shabbetai Zvi adventure, that provoked several conversions of Jews to the Islam, as well as internal divisions. Stavroulakis, N., ibid., p. 199. 


� Linked to the Salonika market, not without problems of concurrence, the Veroia Jews were mostly occupied in the woollen cloth, as well as in cotton and linen bath articles production domain and in the carpet making. Because of the running water in the surroundings of  the Jewish quarter, the Jews in Veroia went also about cloth dyeing. They were also producing and trading fine kosher wine, cheese and cereals. Stavroulakis, N., ibid., p. 199, Messinas, E., ibid., p. 116.


� Only the Daniel Kohen’s family, originated from Salonika, lives today in the city. He is a lattice and window glassmaker and trader and, having survived from the deportation, he is not very keen on remembering. Nevertheless, his pick-up car with his name as firm sign on it, seems a bitter exhibit in an open-air Museum of the Absence.


� The most difficult thing was to break the silence concerning the Jews in Greece, a silence that continued long post-war, without another explanation than the scientific and political insensitiveness and monolithism. In  Abatzopoulou F., ibid., p. 47.


� Either born in the city or having moved there at a young age and never left since.


� Oftentimes, the informants refer in their discourse the two important historical facts, that changed the everyday life in the city and led to the modern era: the exchange of population between Greece and Turkey, occurred in 1923 and having resulted the departure of Moslems from the city and the settlement of Christian, but not essentially greek-speaking refuges from the Asia Minor and the Black Sea, and the WWII, having caused the deportation of 680 out of the 850 Jewish inhabitants of Veroia, in May 1943.    


� The orla history time is ‘twirling constantly : it resort to the future, it refers to the past, and it is defined by the present’. See Nestoros Kyriakidou, Alki, ‘The time of the Oral History’, in Folklore Studies [‘O hronos tis proforikis istorias’, in Laografika Meletimata], Athens 1993, p. 262.  





� ‘The Jew belongs to the category of the literature types, the personnae cliches and offered as a pretext … different literature genres’. In Abatzopoulou F., L’autre persécuté (O Allos en Diogmo), Athènes 1998, p. 112.


� An informant insisted in the fact that the Jews themselves they preferred to be called ‘israelites’. Such a nomination has a mostly political than religious signification, opposed in the discourse of the majority of the informants to the ‘Greek’. The term ‘Jew’ wasn’t loaded by national or ethnic signification, mainly at that time, as it didn’t existed a country-national state of the Jews. Nevertheless, the phrase ‘He, he was a baptised Jew’ controvert the religious tinge of the term: a Jew remains Jew, even if baptised, so converted in Christianisme, and this though  it existed indissoluble social veils at that time! Besides, quite strangely, the term ‘allothriskos’, meaning professing a religion other than the Christianisme, was never attributed to a Jew, but to Turks. In the collective conscious, the Judaism because of the common points with the Christianisme (i.e. Ancient  Testament), is not considered to be an adversary religion, but mostly a non evolved one, or even a Christian heresy. Regarding to the baptised Jews, Abatzopoulou, F., ibid., p. 181.


Nonetheless, after the emergence of zionism, there was a strong tendency within the members of the Jewish community to call themselves ‘Israelites’, esteeming the term ‘Jew’ as a discriminating one. Today we assist to the confusion between the terms ‘Israelites’ and ‘Israelis’, connected automatically with the Middle East conflict. 


� The synagogue as religious nuclear of the Jewish Community, represented for the social unconscious, as it was formed by the religious prejudices, the Jewish presence in the city. Besides, the quarter was articulated around the religious centre of the community. See Karadimou – Gerolympou  A., ‘Poverty and marginalisation in the transforming urban space’, in The Greek Jewry, 3-4.4.1998, Acta of the Scientific Conferrence, Society of Studies of the Neo-hellenic Culture and General Education [ ‘Ftoheia kai perithoriopoiisi se enan metavallomeno astiko horo’, O Ellinikos Evraismos (3-4.4.1998), Praktika Epistimonikou Sinedriou, Etaireia Neoellinikon Spoudon kai Genikis Paideias] Athens  2000, p. 175 (173-203). 


� The space inhabited by Jews, or even the Jewish stores, receives by the collective imaginary the same stereotypical features as its inhabitants or owners. In Abatzopoulou, F., ibid., p. 267.


� We use the term ‘marginalisation’ in order to describe a spatial phenomenon and not its socio-economical consequences. This shows the process of the choice and the re-arranging, following the economic datas. (…) ‘The spatial contiguity and the mixing tightened together the communitarian ties, reinforce the consiousness of the common destiny, alleviate the despair’. See Karadimou-Gerolympou, A., ibid, p. 175. 


� The decline of the cloth production of the Veroiotes Jews started in the early 19th c., after the dispersion of the Corps of Janissaires in 1826, whose clothing was a Jewish monopoly. Besides the modernisation of the textile factory, having Salonika as a centre, contributed to the supplantation of the handcraft production of Veroia. See Nehama J., Histoire des Israélites de Salonique, t. VI, Paris t. 1973.


� The special privileges that had under the Ottoman domination the Jewish Community engendered rivalry, resentment and antagonism between them and other ethnic-religious communities, mainly the Christians. In Messinas, E., ibid., p. 115.


� The non Christian students of the public schools are dispensed from attending the lesson of the religious order since 1931, as the law 4862/1931, ar.6, § 1 defines.


� In Abatzopoulou F., ibid., p. 273.


� Every region of the greek territory produced folk songs praising the beautiful Jewish woman, to whom a young Christian  fall in love and who he invites to conversion. Normally, she refuses to, or she aggres bu she is excluded from her family and community.


� ‘They had to think very seriously to the matter (at the conversion)’, this is the typical expression used by the informants to show the inflexibility of the social model. They imply the social consequences, in particular in family and community level, that the converted had to face.


� For the religion as an identity component, see Hirschon-Philippaki, R., ‘Memory and Identity. The refugees from the Asia Minor at Kokkinia’, in Papataxiarchis, E., Paradellis, Th. (ed.), Anthropology ant the past, Athens 1993, p. 357-375. [‘Mnimi kai Taftotita. Oi Mikrasiates prosfiges tis Kokkinias’, Papataxiarchis, E., Paradellis, Th. (ed), Anthropologia kai Parelthon.]. Concerning the baptise, see Abatzopoulou, F., ibid., p. 27.


� In the first case, keeping in mind that the family structure at that time was more elaborated than nowadays, and that the family ties stronger, the difficulties of escaping by joining the Resistance partisans is easily understood, as there were to be a strife against the virtues of sentimentality and solidarity. When it comes to the community level, and the massive escape question, we have to bear in mind theta the Heads of the communities, rabbis, but also simple officials, couldn’t imagine the approaching catastrophe, they didn’t have any historical parallel to lead them, as no persecution of the past had never concluded to the extermination. In Abatzopoulou, F.,  ibid., p. 42-43.


� In Abatzopoulou F., ibid., p. 278.


� The family name, as well as the first name, consist prominent and eloquent identity elements, that, in the case of jews, identifies the member to the community to which he belongs. The oldest and less educated informants use to turn the name more familiar, by using greek grammar types (terminations, conjugating system).


� The informants insist in mentioning the Jewish names, making in that way their memory more vivid and personalised and aiming at the same time to convince us of the credibility of their sayings. The reference of the names and therefore the personalisation of the memories diminish the inevitable generalisation, resulting of the stereotypes. The stereotype, being by definition a generalising scheme that doesn’t take in account the personal nuances, attributes to all members of a group. In Abatzopoulou F., ibid, p. 158.


� From the testimonies we conclude that the Jewish stereotypes, such emerging by the literature, exist in the collective consciousness. The stereotype, firmly linked to the prejudices and being a prefabricated, monolithic, simplifying, and fixed construction in the course of the time, inherited from a generation to the other, produces a uniform, altered, unrealistic at the bottom of the line image of a social group or community. 


� In Abatzopoulou F., p. 147.


� The legend says that the Jews were preparing their unleaven bread (matsot) with the blood of young Christians. This ‘story’ was meant to exist as an argument behind every blood libel incident, and there were enough at the end of the 19th c.


� The politicised partisan’s discourse, the religious prejudices obsessing mostly  women, the adjacency that brought in light the similarities, the arrogant conspiciousness of the Asia Minor refuges, the professional relations. The concurrence between refuges from the Asia Minor and Jews at the first years followinv the settlement of the former in the territories of the Greek state, around 1922 is to be examined. Concerning the refuge’s identity consciousness, in Hirschon-Philippaki, R., ibid. 335-340





