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PREFACE

to continue this important endeavor of preserving the Libyan Jewish heritage for many years
more. Likewise I would like to thank Mr. Moshe Gi‘an (Zarkina), a one-man institution. He is
another pioneer in the study and documentation of Libyan Jewry and in particular of the
community of Misrata. The books, photographs and documents in his possession are a treasure
for any researcher interested in this topic.

As mentioned above, this is the seventh volume in this series. Since the publication of the first
volume on the Jewish community of Yemen in 2002, the series has undergone changes. Among
others the number of pages has been increased from the original 200-page limit. Looking
back the volumes on Yemen and Iraq suffer from these changes. We could have easily expanded
those volumes enriching them with more material. The size of the present volume may give
the impression that more varied and significant processes occurred in Libya than in Yemen
and Iraq, but that would be mistaken.

In June 1967 Jews were murdered in Libya, and in the wake of that tragedy the last Jews left
the country, bringing Jewish existence in Libya to an end. Exactly forty years later this book
appears providing another layer in the preservation of the Libyan Jewish heritage.

Haim Saadoun
Jerusalem 2007
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books written by Libyan Jews; and the museum established in Or Yehuda - all of these are
important layers for preserving the memory of the Libyan Jewish community.

This volume, like the previous ones, reflects the status of literature on the Jewish community.
Some of its chapters are devoted to topics that have never been discussed before. For example,
the contribution by Edwin Seroussi and Esika Marks on the music of Libyan Jewry; the chapter
by Mali Koch on the kitchen, the chapters by Pedazur Benattia on the home, dress and the
synagogue; the chapter on the theater, which discusses the theater in the context of Zionist
activity in Libya. We hope that these chapters will provide a basis for further research on
these topics.

Nevertheless editing the volume on Libyan Jewry presented a dilemma: on the one hand the
sources that describe the community in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries are good, reliable
and relatively rich; however research into various topics of Libyan Jewish life, as discussed in
the book, has been less than satisfactory, as is also the case with the entire series.

We have not been able to refer in the chapters of the book, nor in the bibliography, to articles
and studies on the ancient past of Libya and its Jews - a particularly fascinating topic. As part
of a rising trend in the study of Jewish communities in the East, a developing concept is that
the Jewish presence preceded Islam, presuming that there was an essential connection between
the pre-Islamic past and the community in the later period. It seems that this topic still requires
methodological thought and serious study.

Among the research trends a pre-dominant one is emphasis on Zionist activity, however not
enough study has been devoted to processes within the community. For example, Jews in the
Libyan economy, aspects of Jewish-Arab symbiosis, the breadth of rabbinic learning and its
contents, Hebrew poetry, periodical literature, political activity in general and the part of the
Jews in the Italian culture that developed in Libya. In these chapters we have not been able to
explain these phenomena sufficiently. Time is still required for comparative research in order
to reach conclusions, and these subjects have only been touched on cursorily.

I would like to thank the scholars for the chapters they wrote and for their patience with my
suggestions of what to include and what to delete as well as the informants who enriched our
knowledge. Special thanks go to Prof. Harvey Goldberg, a pioneer in the study of Libyan
Jewry, who generously availed me of his vast knowledge of the community. I made the
acquaintance of Mr. Yaacov Hagag-Lilouf some years ago when I was teaching at Ben-Gurion
University of the Negev. Since then we have become close, and I have followed his efforts for
preserving the heritage of Libyan Jewry. I have the greatest respect for him and for his work
in that area. An additional benefit of my work editing these volumes has been the opportunity
to make the acquaintance of exceptional individuals. A case in point is Mr. Pedazur Benattia,
founder and director of Or Shalom. He has helped me and also made available to me his
collection of rare photographs, manuscripts and artifacts, which he has been collecting for
years, and has been most generous towards me. Let me express my hope that he will be able
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This book is the seventh volume in the series Jewish Communities in the East in the Nineteenth
and Twentieth Centuries.

The historiography of Libyan Jewry has been blessed with important writers, members of the
community, whose works are the mainstay of historical and ethnographic research on the
Jews of Libya. Abraham Adadi, Mordechai Hacohen, Gavriel Roccah and Frija Zuarez are the
notable cornerstones among these writers. The most important of them all is Mordechai
Hacohen, whose work /Higgid Mordechai is the starting point for all the researchers who
succeeded him. He acquired this status by virtue of the fullness of the descriptions, his
perceptive comprehension of events, the depth of his understanding of processes within the
community, precision in details and his rich and forceful language. In addition to researchers
from the community itself, there were scholars from outside it, most important among them
Nahum Slouschz and Renzo de Felice. The latter studied primarily the Italian period and the
Jews in independent Libya, a period regarding which Mordechai Hacohen was familiar only
with its first years. To a degree, even if from different points of view, Cohen and de Felice
complement each other and provide high quality basic research.

The Jewish Community in Libya in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had to deal with
changes of rule frequently. Between 1835 and 1911 the Ottoman Empire ruled over Libya, and
during the last third of this period its regime instituted major legal and administrative reforms.
In 1911 Ottoman rule ended and thirty-two years of direct Italian rule began. This was too
short a period to have left a lasting imprint on the country; nevertheless changes did occur in
the policy of the rulers, with the rise of Mussolini and his fascist movement to power in Italy
in 1922, and even more so with the treaty he signed with Hitler and the establishment of the
Rome-Berlin Axis in 1936. Between 1943 and 1951 Libya was under military rule, starting
with the British conquest of the country in a tough campaign that lasted three years. The
British regarded themselves as a transitional regime, and the question of Libya’s future was
discussed at the United Nations in 1947. In 1951 Libya received its independence. At that time
most of the Jews left the country and only a few thousand remained, but even they left gradually
in the first years after independence. Despite the change of regimes, there was a continual
improvement in many facets of communal life: legal status, communal organization,
demographic growth, quality of life and more. Nevertheless, the cultural flourishing that
occurred in many communities in Muslim countries, did not take place equally in Libya.
Why that is the case remains a subject for further research.

Many members of the community have recorded their memoirs in writing and published
them. The periodical A/e/ Zayit, published by Moshe G’ian; The periodical Aadz edited by
Pedazur Benattia; the periodical Ha/iv/uv, which has recently started to appear under the
auspices of the World Organization of Libyan Jewry and the Institute for Libyan Jewish Studies;
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