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PREFACE

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries Iran underwent many changes that influenced Jewish life
in that country. Among these changes were the strengthening of the position of Shi’ite Islam, Iran’s
relative isolation from other Muslim countries and the colonial influences they experienced, the
great distance between communities that hampered communication between them and natural
disasters. In the Pahlevi period the situation of the Jews improved significantly and they achieved
relative integration in the state and the society. A special relationship developed between the State
of Israel and the Pahlevi dynasty, that recognized Israel immediately after the State was established.
The nature of the relations between Iran and Israel in that period is being revealed, little by little,
and much about it remains to be disclosed. After Khomeini came to power and Iran was officially
declared an Islamic republic, the status of the Jews of Iran took a turn for the worse, in the wake of
which many Jews emigrated to Israel and the United States. Nevertheless a community remains
there today, the second largest in a Muslim country (after Turkey).
Research on most of the manifestations of Jewish existence in Iran in this period is still in its infancy.
A book of articles on the Jews of Iran edited by Prof. Amnon Netzer (in Hebrew), 1988, and the
book Esther’s Children: A Portrait of Iranian Jews, edited by Houman Sarshar (in English) 2002, are
significant first steps in research on the Jews of Iran, but much work still remains to be done. In
order to prepare this book we asked noted scholars on Iranian affairs to consolidate their knowledge
and thoughts, extract the most important sources on the history of the Jews of Iran and their culture
and provide us with the fruits of their research. Regarding a number of topics involved in this work
we benefited from consultation with a number of specialists. I wish to thank Professors Haggai
Ben-Shammai, Meir Bar-Asher, Simon Hopkins, Shaul Regev, Edwin Seroussi, Shaul Shaked and
Moshe Sharon for their advice. Some of these chapters are entirely new studies, published here for
the first time. In the course of work on this volume we have tried to create a comprehensive picture
of the central phenomena. I wish to thank the authors of the chapters, who agreed to write them
and for their patience in the course of editing them and designing the book.
As is always the case in this series, the chapters were written according to the guidelines of the
steering committee. The committee discussed matters of principle with regard to the Jewish
community in Iran. I should like to point out three of them: The study of Jewish history in Central
Asia reveals the close cultural and organizational contact between the Jews of Bukhara, Afghanistan
and Iran. The question arose whether to present all of these communities together or to devote
separate volumes to each one. The committee preferred to treat each one separately both because of
the political separation of the three and the way in which communal memories of the different
communities are maintained. These differences have resulted from developments in modern times.
The second decision was to exclude the subject of the Jews of Iranian Kurdistan and treat it in the
volume that will deal with the geographical region that includes Iraqi and Turkish Kurdistan. The
third decision was to include a chapter on the forced converts of Mashad. The committee felt that
the topic was sufficiently important to deserve a chapter on its own.

VIII

PREFACE

IRAN

The question of transcription was considered carefully by the staff of the project. Dr. Thamar Gindin,
who also wrote the chapter on language, served as adviser for how to transcribe words from Persian
to Hebrew. We have differentiated between Iranian and Persian, using the former to describe the
geopolitical region, but the latter to describe aspects of culture – dress, food, music etc. Iranian
experts have helped us arrive at a reasonable solution to the question of how to present Persian
words in Hebrew. I wish to express my gratitude to Dr. Gindin for the many hours she devoted to
this problem.
I have known Prof. Amnon Netzer since my days as a graduate student at the Hebrew University.
I have enjoyed a fine relationship with him ever since I took part in his classes. I could never have
embarked on such a book as this without his advice on every topic. Prof. Netzer wrote a number of
chapters in the book, some of them published here for the first time. His contribution to the history
of the Jews of Iran is singular and will serve as the basis for future scholarship. I wish to express my
deep gratitude for his contribution and for all that he has taught me.
Dr. David Yerushalmi, Ms. Orly Rahimian and Ms. Esther Shkalim have helped us throughout the
work on this volume. Their knowledge, accessibility and willingness to advance the study of the
history of Iranian Jewry contributed significantly. The book has benefited from their participation.
Prof. David Menashri, Dr. Bracha Yaniv, Dr. Avraham Cohen, Dr. Vera B. Moreen. Dr. Daniel Tsadik
and Mr. Meir Sasson helped us by writing and providing illustrations. Prof. Shalom Sabar contributed
from his vast knowledge on the art of Iranian Jewry.
While this book was under preparation, Dr. Sarah Soroudi passed away. She wrote the chapter on
the life cycle, but unfortunately did not complete the chapter on folk literature, which is notable
lacking from this volume. Her absence is sharply felt.
I also wish to thank Iranian Jews who donated photographs to illustrate the volume. We received
more information, documentation and illustrations from them than we could include in one volume.
It is my hope that they will write family histories, which will augment our knowledge of Iranian
Jewish history.
Iranian Jews and their offspring have integrated thoroughly into Israeli society. In 2005, when these
lines are being written, the President of the State, Moshe Kazav, the Defense Minister, Shaul Mofaz,
and the Chief of Staff of the IDF, Lieutenant General Dan Halutz, are all of Iranian extraction. However
the topic of the integration of Iranian Jews has not yet been given scholarly attention.
This volume on the Jews of Iran is the fifth in the series Jewish Communities in the East in the
Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries. The Ministry of Education, Culture and Sport has granted its
support to this project from its inception. I wish to express my gratitude to the Ministry. These five
volumes are clearly a source of pride and satisfaction, and even more so provide a feeling of fulfilling
an important social and cultural mission.
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