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The “Gate of Heaven”(Sha’ar Hashamayim) Synagogue
in Cairo (1898-1905): On the Contextualization of
Jewish Communal Architecture
Hana Taragan, Tel Aviv University
Anyone walking along ‘Adly Street in downtown Cairo will discern a
building (Fig.1) which at first glance looks like those described by Cynthia
Myntti in her book, Paris Along the Nile: Architecture in Cairo from the Belle Epoque,1 as a product of colonialist construction in Cairo in the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries. Close inspection reveals a facade decorated with

Figure 1. The “Gate of Heaven” Synagogue, Cairo. A general view. Photo: the
author.
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a vast quantity of elements in bas-relief stone carving which are stylistically
eclectic, while over it all hovers the spirit of Pharaonic art. On entering the
building the viewer is exposed to a whole mélange of styles: Neo-Baroque, Art
Nouveau, Art Deco and Neo Pharaonic (Fig.2). It is only through the characteristic furnishings and Hebrew inscriptions that one realizes that this is in fact a
synagogue, a place of Jewish worship.
Sha’ar Hashamayim (The Gate of Heaven), Cairo’s most impressive synagogue, was built in the Ismailiyya Quarter. It is a landmark in the history of the
wealthy, educated, Jewish elite in late nineteenth century Cairo.2 However, it
also forms an integral part of the process of development of urban Europeanized3 Cairo as it took shape during the nineteenth century under the Khedives’
regime and from 1882 under British rule. This process was mainly dictated by
European architects who took different forms and styles inspired by the past
and used them all together in the same area, structure or space. While for 1,200
years there had been a clearly identifiable, Cairene-Muslim style, now a new
multicultural cosmopolitan one had come into being. Thus a building in the
Gothic style would be erected next to one in Romanesque or Classical style,
or a Baroque-inspired building next to Pharaonic, Arab, Moorish or Mamluk
structures. Moreover, beyond the rejuvenated forms and the use of a system
of architectural motifs and elements that were timeless and syncretic, the decorative trends of the time were influenced either by Art Deco or the German
Jugendstil, which venerated and glorified decoration for its own sake.
Once liberated from the rule of the Ottoman Empire, Egypt became an
autonomous province (vilayet).4 Under the Khedives’ regime there was an

Figure 2. The “Gate of Heaven” Synagogue, Cairo. Interior view.
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increasing involvement of European powers and trading companies in the
country. Egypt was now exposed to Western civilization: study in Europe was
encouraged, and vast numbers of foreign immigrants with Western skills and
connections were absorbed (by 1900 there were some 125,000 foreigners in
Cairo). All this brought about considerable economic prosperity, not only for
the Egyptians but also for the Jews of Egypt in the course of the nineteenth
century, and particularly during its last twenty-five years. Jewish families,
mainly those from the Sephardi community, attained influential positions
in commerce, finance, banking and government. Consequently, a process of
what Gudrun Kramer terms “social and spatial mobility”5 began, and Cairo’s
affluent Jews started leaving the Jewish neighborhoods (harat al-yahud) of the
Fatimid city and moving into the new, modern ones like Ismailiyya, and later
into the European quarters of Heliopolis, Zamalek, Giza and Garden City.6
The improved economic situation of the Egyptian Jews brought with it not
only a significant rise in their overall standard of living, but also the adoption of
European culture. From 1882 onwards, as a result of an increased foreign presence
under British rule, we can see the consolidation and reinforcement of the liberal,
universal and cosmopolitan elements of European culture in Egypt and as a consequence also the strengthening of Egyptian Jewry’s emancipation. It is against
this backdrop that we should see the construction of numerous synagogues in the
new neighborhoods of nineteenth and twentieth century Cairo. These are synagogues whose architectural styles attest to the history of the local Jews and faithfully reflect their number, group affiliation and economic status.7
The present article will look at the Sha’ar Hashmayim synagogue as the
confluence of three elements: first, the historical and economic context of colonialist Cairo during that period; secondly, the urban European architectural narrative of Cairo during the second half of the nineteenth and the early
twentieth centuries, and thirdly, the specific elite, Jewish group who built the
synagogue and their cultural and economic aspirations. Some of this group
had been resident in Egypt from time immemorial, while others were immigrants. They were the people who propelled Egypt’s economic and intellectual
dynamic forward, those who owned banks and commercial interests and had
flourishing businesses, like the Cattaui and Aslan families and others.8 I shall
be asking whether there is, either in the framework of the architectural and
visual elements or the choice of the subjects of decorations, both in the interior and exterior, any evidence or indication of a Jewish political or national
self-conception, or any specific identity. Another question: How did the Cairo
community of elite, wealthy and intellectual Jews perceive themselves? Did
they see themselves as belonging to the Egyptian society? Did they identify
themselves as European, and if so, what were the forces that molded their
unique Jewish cultural identity?
Description and Stylistic Analysis of the Synagogue
The Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue (which up to the 1940s was also known
as Temple Ismailiyya), is situated in ‘Adly (formerly Magrabi) Street in the
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Ismailiyya Quarter, and was built between 1898 and 1905.9 The building was
renovated in 1922 after a fire, and then again in 1940; in 1980 another fire broke
out.10 The synagogue’s construction was funded by members of the community, and two commemorative marble plaques on the synagogue’s columns take
today’s visitors back 100 years, listing in Hebrew the contributions of around
100 of the community’s wealthy members, including the Mosseri, Suares, Cattaui, Rolo, Adess, Harari, Naggar, Cicurel, Curiel and Luzatto families, some
of whom were bankers, businessmen, importers, department store owners and
so forth. More marble plaques of this kind can be seen inside the prayer hall
and in the courtyard. Among them is a plaque in memory of Youssef Aslan
Cattaui Pasha, a former Egyptian minister and one of the formulators of the
1923 Egyptian constitution, who served as president of the Sephardi Jewish
council of Cairo from 1924 to 1942. The Cattauis were part of Cairo Jewry’s
moneyed class who had amassed their fortune in the sugar industry, and were
among the founders of the National Bank of Egypt.
It was a member of this family, the Jewish architect Maurice Youssef Cattaui,11 who was born in 1847 and completed his education in Paris, who designed
the synagogue together with the Austro-Hungarian architect Eduard Matasek
(1867-1912).12 Matasek had actually come to Cairo to work with Max Herz, who
played an important part in designing the Egyptian pavilion at the Chicago
World’s Fair in 1893. When the fair ended, he stayed on to work in Cairo.
Exterior
The total area of the synagogue and its annexes (library, etc.) is 920 sq m,
with the prayer hall alone being 750 sq m. The synagogue has four facades.

Figure 3. Hradec Kralove Synagogue (1905, northeast of Prague). The reconstructed
façade. Photo: Amotz Osri, 2006.
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Each parallel pair is identical in its decorative subjects and composition. The
synagogue’s northern and southern facades feature two identical pavilion-like
porticoes that are approached by stairways (Fig.1).13 One is the entrance to the
building itself and the other leads to the women’s section on the second floor.
Four turrets, two on each facade, rise from the corners of the synagogue and
have no defined role. Their upper parts resemble the four horns of an altar,
such as what might have stood in King Solomon’s Temple. The four turrets
are interconnected by a row of stone crenellations. The turrets, and indeed the
entire facade, are decorated with images of stylized date palms. (tr. RSV), 1
Kings 6:29 mentions the palms that adorned King Solomon’s Temple: “And he
carved all the walls of the house round about with carved figures of cherubims
and palm trees and open flowers, within and without.”
Flanking each side of the facade, the turrets are reminiscent of the two
huge brass pillars, Boaz and Jachin,14 which flanked the porch of the Temple
built by Solomon (1 Kings 7:21. The two pillars are also mentioned in Ezekiel
40:49, although they are not named). Similar pairs of pillars can also be found
in many large European synagogues built in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. For example, the two pillars fronting the synagogue in Hradec Králové (Fig.3),15 some 100 km northeast of Prague (which was also built
in 1905), are amazingly similar to the Sha’ar Hashamayim facade. The turrets
at Hradec Králové are capped with the same altar-like motif, and bas-relief
palms decorate their surface.16 Between the turrets the same crenellations can
be seen, with the dome glimpsed from behind.
It would seem, therefore, that as with other nineteenth and early twentieth century synagogues, the motifs used in the Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue
were not simply a figment of the architect’s or patron’s imagination, but were
rooted in the philosophical and aesthetic thinking of the time, whereby the
synagogue is a reconstruction of the image of the Temple of Solomon. As
such the synagogue can be seen both as a textual and a visual reconstruction.
The reconstruction of the text seeks to remain faithful to the verbal description of the Temple of Solomon as referred to in the Bible, mainly in the book
of Ezekiel, while the reconstruction of the visual image can be credited to the
architects and architectural historians such as Georges Perrot (1832-1914) and
Charles Chipiez (1835-1901).17
In Chipiez’s drawing (1889, the depiction of Jachin and Boaz) (Fig.4) bears
an amazing similarity to those in the Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue (and also,
as noted above, to those in the synagogue at Hradec Králové near Prague).
In both cases images of palms are featured on the turrets. Chipiez’s drawings
faithfully reflect the image of the Temple as it was seen in the Romantic mind’s
eye of architects and art historians at the end of the nineteenth century18 when
westerners appropriated ancient Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilizations as
distant ancestors of their own.
It should be noted that apart from the Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue facade, similar palms are to be found in all the Cairene synagogues: in murals,
on ritual objects, in halls, on doors, menorahs, furnishings, etc. Some claim
that they became the symbol of Egyptian Jewry.
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Figure 4. The Temple of Solomon. Charles Chipiez’s drawing (1889).
In addition to the palm trees that are represented on all four of the Sha’ar
Hashamayim synagogue’s facades, the exterior of the building also includes a
number of elements and motifs in the Neo-Pharaonic style. Thus there is a row
of discs visible in a kind of bas-relief, that seem to have been added without any
relation to the content of the building itself (Fig.5). Their effect is decorative.
Elevating the decoration to the level of a
masterwork is typical of the Art Nouveau style and spirit.
However, although
this is an isolated instance, we may compare these discs to the
images of sun-discs
appearing in pharaonic art. Solar discs
appear, for example,
in ancient Pharaonic
architecture encircled
Figure 5. The “Gate of Heaven” Synagogue, Cairo.
by a uraeus (pl. uraei),
Facade, “Sun” discs and other decorative motifs, details.
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the Pharaonic cobra denoting royalty. We can find such as these placed on
the gates or over the entrance of Pharaonic buildings (temples, tombs, etc.) as
emblems of defense, repelling the enemy, and also as an attribute of the goddess Nekhbet.19
Further stylized forms with curved, willowy lines holding two quasi-pharaonic discs on their edges also appear on the upper part of all four of the synagogue’s entrance pavilions, as well as on the facade and inside the synagogue
(Fig. 6D). These curved lines embrace either a Star of David or the Tables of
the Covenant. These forms are reminiscent of the falcon, the sun bird, with
outspread wings holding two sun discs (Fig.6A), which appears frequently in
pharaonic Egypt as a heavenly symbol and an emblem of the universal protector and holder of the sacred wisdom, an attribute of the god Horus. The
formalist parallel to the winged falcon is clear, and the presentation perhaps
symbolizes the Almighty’s protection of the synagogue and of all those who
enter it. These forms were appropriated by the foreigners in the nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries and can be seen on many of their buildings in
both Egypt and throughout the Western world (Fig. 6B, 6C).20

A

D

Figure 6. A. A Pharaonic falcon. The Egyptian Museum, Cairo; B. The Façade of
the “Egyptian House” (1905). Strasbourg. A detail; C. Public clock in the Karlsplatz,
Stadtbahn Pavilion (1898-1899), Vienna. Designed by Otto Wagner; D. The “Gate of
Heaven” Synagogue, Cairo. A decorative detail with the Star of David, carved in stone
.
January 2009, 2(1)
37

Gate of Heaven

Another common decoration that appears in numerous places, both inside
and outside the synagogue, is images of carved, threaded circles that twine
around the upper part of the marble pillars immediately before the swelling
of the capital. This is a common motif in pharaonic temples with their papyrus
cluster columns that appear to be bound with a kind of thread.21 We may also
add the two obelisks standing heraldically in the street at the entrance to the
synagogue (Fig.1) to our collection of Pharaonic motifs. In the ruins of ancient
Pharaonic temples, two pairs of obelisks were placed at the entrance distinct
from any role in the building’s construction. They symbolized the god Ra and
were intended to indicate his presence, power and greatness.22
Interior
Moving inside the synagogue, a large prayer hall with a dome in its center is revealed. It seems that the interior space is reminiscent of an Ottoman
mosque.23 However, whereas Ottoman mosque domes are huge and visible
from a distance, in our synagogue the dome, hidden by the facades, cannot be
seen from the outside except from a bird’s eye view. The use of a central ground
plan covered by a dome that is reminiscent of an Ottoman mosque is hardly
surprising in Cairo, since the city has numerous mosques of this kind, and
suffice to mention the mosque of Muhammad ‘Ali (1830-1848), Cairo’s most
visible monument, located on the citadel (the qal’a), that became the symbol
of the city. Furthermore, a building of this type could house a big congregation without interior columns restricting the view of the Holy Ark. In any
event, this sort of Ottoman building
style enjoyed a vogue throughout Europe in the late nineteenth century,
and spacious synagogues (cathedral
synagogues) were common in Europe
during this period as part of the Jews’
emancipation, as for the first time in
hundreds of years the communities
were permitted to choose their own
design plans for their synagogues.
In the case of Sha’ar Hashamyim, it
is also possible that the leaders and
wealthy members of the Sephardi Jewish community may have preferred
to identify with the Egyptian government and its buildings in order not to
create an identity conflict.24
The dome stands on four triangular pendentives emerging from four Figure 7. The “Gate of Heaven”
huge piers or pillars. The three roofed Synagogue, Cairo. Interior: the dome.
Photo: P. Dittrich, 1905.
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side wings, apart from the east side where the heichal is located,25 support the
space of the women’s galleries which are enclosed by a decorated iron grille.
The dome is at present bare of decoration and painted light blue, but it used
to be decorated at its edges with Baroque floral designs (Fig.7), with a roundel
at its centre on which a Star of David was once painted. The ceilings of the
wings are painted with a huge orange sun with a Star of David in its center,
and an inscription surrounded by the sun’s rays (Fig.8).26 The walls of the hall
are currently painted blue, pale green and white. In numerous places a few
of the original decorations remain, showing images of a Star of David and a
date palm. The windows are variegated stained glass in a decorative style that
is surprisingly reminiscent of the tile decoration style of Pugin, the English
architect and designer who was active in the first half of the nineteenth century. The columns and pillars in their corners are also decorated with flowing
ribbons and wreaths (Fig.9). Both sides of the top of each pillar face the hall
and display a design of the Tables of the Covenant with Hebrew inscriptions.
Some feature the Ten Commandments in two columns, while others bear various sacred verses.
A marble staircase decorated in the Baroque style leads to the heichal, which
occupies the entire eastern wall. The Holy Ark (Aron HaQodesh, in which the
Scrolls of the Law are housed) stands high above the floor and is accessed by
stairs. It is decorated with stylized Ionic capitals, garland wreaths and stylized volutes (Fig.10). The doors of the Ark are covered by a parochet (curtain)
of either silk or velvet, upon which are embroidered Jewish symbols (like the

Figure 8. The “Gate of Heaven” Synagogue, Cairo. Interior: a painting on the
ceiling. Photo courtesy of Yohay Primak, 2006.
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Figure 9. The “Gate of Heaven” Synagogue, Cairo. Interior: decorative motifs.
Tables of the Covenant) above which is the Crown of the Torah and inscriptions or the names of benefactors.27 The marble pillars were brought from Italy,
and the Ark and the striking lamp from France.28
In the center of the hall stands a raised stage, upon which the prayer leaders and readers of the Torah Scrolls stand. On the stage stands the teiva, the
Sephardi term for the bima (rostrum), a raised desk upon which the Torah
scroll is placed for reading. The structure of the teiva might be perceived as
corresponding to the great altar that stood in the Temple, and so from each of
its corners rise handsome columns. The stage is made of wood surrounded
by a marble balustrade with two stepped openings to the right and left, and
above it hangs a branched chandelier that is far more impressive than any of
the others that illuminate the synagogue. Presumably it gives light for reading
the scrolls by, as well as spotlighting the importance of the act of reading the
Torah. The decoration includes Jewish symbols such as Stars of David and the
Tables of the Covenant, as well as garland wreaths and palms.
The parallelism and identical nature of the facades, the four entrances to
the hall, and the eclectic and picturesque decoration are deceptive. As we can
see, the prayer hall represents a totally different architectural concept.
The absence of identicalness between interior and exterior in building design was part of the concept of eclecticism in nineteenth century Europe in
the framework of questioning and rethinking on the term ‘style’. Building design no longer demanded a perfect combination of interior and exterior. The
interior design was adapted to the building’s function, but built upon it was
40
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an exterior shell, whose form and
decoration were sometimes influenced by fashionable extra-artistic,
sometimes political considerations,
as in our synagogue.29
It is of note that Matasek, the synagogue’s architect, had worked for a
time in Vienna for the architectural
firm of Ferdinand Fellner and Hermann Helmer, who had designed
some 47 theatres and opera houses
throughout the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, Germany and southeastern Europe. It is perhaps from there
that Matasek brought with him the
picturesque approach that we see
in the design of the synagogue’s facade, and certainly the prominent
German Jugendstil of the facade and
the building’s interior.
Iconography - Neo Pharonism,
Architecture and Identities

Figure 10. The “Gate of Heaven”
Synagogue, Cairo. Interior: the Hechal, a
view. Photo: P. Dittrich, 1905.

The use of Jachin and Boaz pillars in Cairene and European synagogues is
scarcely surprising in the light of the romantic conceptions of the period that
supported a return to the hypothetical model of Solomon’s Temple.30 However, the tendency toward the renewed use of pharaonic art in a synagogue
is somewhat more puzzling. It becomes even more so if we recollect that the
other Cairo synagogues of the same period were not adorned with neo-pharaonic decoration (except for the Dar’i Karaite synagogue in ‘Abbasiyya which
also had two obelisks set in front of its facade). Furthermore, the magnificent Eliyahu Hanavi synagogue in Alexandria was built and decorated in the
neo-Gothic style, while the Ibn Ezra synagogue, or Geniza synagogue as it is
otherwise known, was renovated at the end of the nineteenth century in the
neo-Mamluk style.31
The use of Neo Pharaonic motifs in synagogues was prevalent in Europe
and the United States in the first half of the nineteenth century. Several synagogues in the United States and Europe, in contrast, especially between 1800
and 1850, employed the Neo Pharaonic style, either in their decoration or in
their architecture (pillars, capitals and cornices).32 In the United States, for instance, we can note two synagogues in Philadelphia: Strickland’s Mikveh Yisrael (1822-1825) and Walter’s Beth Israel (1849), and also the Jewish cemetery
gates.33 With regard to Europe, Carol Herselle Krinsky provides a list of the
synagogues that used what she terms the “Egyptian Style”.34 Krinsky also exJanuary 2009, 2(1)
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presses her astonishment at the choice of the Neo Pharaonic style for synagogues: “We may wonder why anyone ever wanted an Egyptian synagogue.
Jews had been slaves in Egypt. Egyptian architecture served a pagan religion,
and Jews were not supposed to imitate the practices of other religions, especially polytheistic ones…”35
In Krinsky’s opinion, the reasons for this choice in Europe are bound up
with the lack of choice (a decision by the authorities, for instance) or with the
desire not to build church-like synagogues. Churches, as we know, did not use
the Neo Pharaonic style. The considerations for the use or non-use of the Neo
Pharaonic style in Europe were doubtless different from those in Cairo, where
the appearance of churches did not threaten the form of synagogues.
However, in Cairo itself the use of pharaonic motifs in the Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue was perceived from a different, more positive perspective.
Samir Raafat (2004) recently addressed the question of the choice of Pharaonic
themes for the decoration of the synagogue: “In all likelihood, Matasek and
Cattaui wanted to remind visitors that Moses had been a prince of Egypt long
before he became a prophet… Perhaps the design was a reminder that Judaism not only has its origins in the Nile valley, but that Egypt was also once
home to one of the oldest Jewish communities in the world.”36
Richard Carrot contends that the Neo Pharaonic style conveys dignity, stability, wisdom and mystery, making it entirely appropriate for the construction of synagogues, libraries and other public buildings.37 Others argue that
the Jews had absorbed architecture from the pharaonic Egyptians when chopping straw to make bricks for the construction of the Pyramids, while Mohammed Tarek considers the Neo Pharaonic style to be appropriate not only for
Muslims, but for Jews and Copts, too..38
Writers dealing with Egyptian Jewry itself also address this subject, such as
Maurice Fargeon, a Zionist member of the Jewish community in Egypt, who
wrote in 1942 that: “The history of the Jewish people has been linked, since
the remotest times, to that of Egypt. Already in the time of the Pharaohs of
the first dynasties we find Joseph sold by his brothers becoming, because of
his great wisdom and profound judgment, a powerful minister in the valley
of the Nile…”39
These observations, like numerous others made throughout the nineteenth
century and in the early twentieth century, make no clear mention of the dark
side of Jewish-Egyptian relationships during the Pharaonic period, a tale that
the Jews recount every year at the Passover Seder and ritual meal held in every
Jewish home. However, we should note here that writings on the history of the
Jewish community in Egypt in general, and Cairo in particular, in the second
half of the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century, are extremely
scanty, certainly relative to what has been written about its history after World
War I and the overt appearance of the Zionist movements in Egypt.
It would seem, at least from an analysis of the synagogue’s design and
decoration themes, that Cairo’s affluent Jewish elite in the period under discussion, the same elite to which the Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue belonged,
chose not to employ the memory of Jewish suffering in Pharaonic Egypt (at
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least not overtly), nor to refer to the Exodus from Egypt as liberation or the
attainment of freedom and redemption. This clearly reflects the great repression of a community seeking to be “Egyptians of the Jewish persuasion”, as
Youssef Aslan was wont to identify himself.40 Some of this group of Jews,
who lived in the splendid new Ismailiyya Quarter, had lived in Egypt since
ancient times, while others had arrived there after the expulsion from Spain
in 1492. The majority, however, had emigrated during the nineteenth century
from Tunis, Aleppo, Damascus, Istanbul, Izmir and Thessaloniki, in order to
avail themselves of the economic opportunities that had opened up in Egypt
in the second half of the nineteenth century. These Jews, who were cosmopolitan in spirit and education, were both multicultural and multilingual, and it
appears that to all intents and purposes they perceived themselves as Egyptians (although they did not hold Egyptian citizenship). It should be noted
that the Egyptian authorities themselves at this time were particularly tolerant towards the Jewish presence. The Jews attained senior positions in the
Egyptian economy and were well respected and accepted in the court of the
Khedives, participating in society balls, opera premieres, etc.41 Inappropriate
identification (with Zionism, for instance) might have cost them loss of status,
as indeed happened from 1952 onward under the rule of the Free Officers.
Up to 1914, Egypt was part of the Ottoman Empire and its Jewish subjects
were considered a community defined by its religion, whose internal affairs
were managed autonomously by community institutions. This arrangement
embodied a high degree of tolerance and community autonomy and, according to Joel Beinin, a symbiosis between Muslims, Christians and Jews.42 We
have already noted that towards the end of the Ottoman Empire period, and
during the period of the Egyptian monarchy, many Jews attained senior positions in the Egyptian economy and politics, and some of them even had had
gained the title of ‘Bey’ and ‘Pasha’. Moreover, from 1882 onwards under British rule, the foreign presence became even more powerful, especially in light
of the economic privileges and commercial and financial relief granted to the
immigrant community by the colonial regime, which reached its peak after the
First World War.
I believe that we should therefore connect the Neo Pharaonic style of the
synagogue in Cairo not with the biblical memory of Pharaoh and the Jews,
but rather with the burgeoning Neo Pharaonic style in the city, in Europe and
even the United States, mainly among the policymakers and the European
architects. It should be borne in mind that there were a number of other buildings in Cairo of that period that, similar to the synagogue on ‘Adly Street,
had adopted the Neo Pharaonic style: for instance, a commercial residential
apartment block on the northeast corner of Ramses and 26th of July Streets,
and the Egyptian Museum near Tahrir Square. With respect to the Egyptian
Museum,43 there is a thematic connection between the decorative style (see,
for example, the goddesses personifying Upper and Lower Egypt flanking the
portal, Fig.11)44and the role of the building which was, after all, designed to
house artifacts uncovered in archaeological excavations of Pharaonic sites.
The building on Ramses Street, however, can be regarded as part of the same
European fashion that simply chose to decorate facades in the Neo Pharaonic
January 2009, 2(1)
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style.45 Despite the fact that
on the facade of this building there are sculptures of
winged Pharaonic heads, the
emphasis is on decoration:
the rhythm and composition
remain European, as do the
scarabs that are stitched onto
a completely Neo-Baroque
facade. Thus it seems that
the synagogue, like these
buildings, embraced the
Neo-Pharaonic style. Neopharaonic was just another
European style that evolved
side by side with other fashions introduced from Europe, and was used together
with them.
The nineteenth century
saw many Pharaonic secrets
uncovered mainly by European archaeologists and scientists, artists and romantic
travelers. The foreigners that
dominated Egypt admired Figure 11. The Egyptian Museum (1902). Tahrir
Pharaonism, for the Neo Square, Cairo. The façade: a detail. Photo: the
Pharaonic connection com- author.
bined well with the nineteenth century Romantic historicism that included archaeological research and
the history of the ancient peoples of the East.46 The archaeologists identified
the Egyptian past with wisdom and knowledge, and saw it as the foundation
of Western culture. The writers and artists used this in their works.
During this period, only foreigners (usually Frenchmen) headed the service and were in effect responsible for Egyptological archaeological research
and its organization in Egypt. Moreover, the foreigners, fearing that they
would lose some of their power and dominance in the field, were loath to train
Egyptians. Finally, 1902 saw the opening of the Egyptian Museum mentioned
above. On the museum’s facade there is no mention of any Egyptian researchers, but only the names of the European Egyptologists, the founding fathers,
the list of which includes six Frenchmen, five Britons, four Germans, three
Italians, a Dane and a Swede. On another panel of the facade there are five
likenesses of classical historians and a Latin inscription, but only an incidental
mention of the Hijra date.47
The Egyptians’ own interest in Egyptology began as early as the second half
of the nineteenth century. In the 1870s, Khedive Ismail even opened a school
for the study of archaeology and hieroglyphics (a school that was closed three
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times and reopened four times), but the subject did not attain a central position and remained under European control.48
As a consequence of this European involvement with Egypt we find the
footprints of the Pharaohs in Europe in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the form of importation of obelisks, sphinxes, pyramids, etc., and their
placement in city squares and at the entrances of public buildings and royal
palaces. Also in evidence were Egyptian objects that filled the museums. Thus,
in the wake of all this, Europe was flooded by a wave of neo-pharaonism which
influenced architecture, furniture design, ornaments, etc.
In addition, every few years between 1851 and 1900, world trade fairs and
industry exhibitions were held in Europe and the United States.49 More than
anything else it was these exhibitions which exposed Pharaonic-style buildings
to a wide international audience. At the exhibitions held in Paris in 1867, 1878
and 1900, and in Chicago in 1893, Pharaonic-style buildings were displayed,
and aroused great interest among Western audiences. While it is true that Egyptian rule played an active role in the design of the pavilions, the majority was
planned by Western architects and displayed exhibits that fell into line with
the expectations of the European audience.50 It is thus very probable that it was
Matasek who, together with Max Hertz, had designed the Egyptian pavilion
with its ‘pharaonic Temple’ for the 1893 Chicago World Fair, and who applied
Pharaonic-inspired motifs to the decoration of the synagogue’s facade.
In different contexts and at different times, various groups have propounded Neo Pharaonic ideas with new content and new relevance. Neo Pharaonism
in twentieth century Egypt became part of Egyptian nationalism and its various manifestations, the foundations of which had been laid as early as 1882
in the struggle against the British, and reached fulfillment in the 1919 revolution.51 The Egyptians quickly realized that archaeology could serve their quest
for a national identity. If we seek a watershed at which Pharaonism was perceived as representative of Egyptian nationalism, it was the discovery of the
tomb of Tutankhamun in 1922.52 In the wake of this event, the Egyptians began
asking European museums to return their antiquities. It must be pointed out,
however, that the use of the Neo-Pharaonic style for Egypt’s own nationalist
purposes (Egyptian Egyptology or ‘indigenous Egyptology’, as Donald Malcolm Reid terms it)53 is totally different, as we can see from the example of
the mausoleum of Sa’d Zaghlul, leader of the nationalist movement, the Wafd
party and the 1919 revolution. The mausoleum, which was built in 1928 and
planned by the Egyptian architect Mustafa Fahmi (Fig.12),54 is situated on the
corner of Mansour and Falaky Streets. Anyone passing the mausoleum can
immediately identify it with Pharaonic architecture, even though the building
style and decoration do not resemble the eclectic and hybrid Neo-Pharaonic
styles of the nineteenth century seen on the facade of the Sha’ar Hashamayim
synagogue. The building, whose outline is symmetrically straight, is massive
and engenders a sense of respect and gravitas as befitting a mausoleum. It
thus projects both the pharaonic spirit and the desire for its continuation as a
glorious past leading to a glorious future.55 It is a Neo Pharaonic building that
clearly identifies with Egypt and the Egyptians, whereas the synagogue bears
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a Neo-Pharaonic decoration
that can be identified with
Europe in Egypt.
Conclusions
In conclusion, this unique
building and its Neo-Pharaonic decorations are no coincidence; they were chosen scrupulously. The synagogues in
Europe and the United States
that were built in this style in
the first half of the nineteenth
century created a precedent.
The Neo Pharaonic style,
perceived as dignified and
prestigious, was therefore
(in the European view) appropriate for an institution
such as a synagogue. Conversely, it could be said that
the Cairo community did not
choose the Mamluk style be- Figure 12. S’ad Zaghlul mausoleum (1928),Cairo.
cause they did not want their Planned by the Egyptian architect Mustafa Fahmi.
synagogue to look like the Photo: the author.
Mamluk mosques that were
so prevalent in the city; they
did not choose the Gothic or Romanesque style so as not to be identified with the
Christians, or perhaps with the Copts.
The synagogue was built in the Neo Pharaonic style because this was one
of the common nineteenth century European styles. The patrons and architects
chose the Neo Pharaonic style because it was identified with European Cairo,
with everything that represented progress in Cairo: intellectual life, archaeological knowledge and consequently the Khedives and the regime. Through
this building the wealthy, educated, Egyptianized Jews of Cairo in fact conveyed the values of Europe of the liberal, enlightened and cosmopolitan period. To this must be added the synagogue’s Jewish motifs, which formed
such an integral part of its style and decoration: Boaz and Jachin, and the date
palms, which were associated in the nineteenth century Romantic perception
with the commemoration of the Temple of Solomon.
The Jewish community, which built Sha’ar Hashamayim, were Egyptians to
all intents and purposes and Jews only in their religion. They sought to express their power and wealth by building a big and impressive synagogue.
It is clear that they sought to integrate it into accepted Cairene architecture,
and yet at the same time they searched for forms that would express their religious exclusiveness as Jews. From this standpoint the synagogue reflects the
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community’s dilemma – to be similar yet exclusive. This choice of style for the
synagogue was thus a declaration of identification with the environment, the
trendsetters and local fashion. It is a declaration of identity.
In the 1930s, however, European influence diminished and Egyptian nationalism inclined more towards the Islamic-Arab past and less towards Pharaonism. The Free Officers’ revolution of 1952 put an end to the presence of the
foreign communities in Egypt. Their assets were nationalized and the regime
suppressed the unique cultural symbiosis that had been formed between the
Jewish and Egyptian-Arab-Muslim and Coptic and Christian cultures. The
multicultural dynamic that had existed in Egypt and enriched its culture for a
century was no more.
By 1970 the Jews of Egypt numbered less than a thousand, and today only
a few dozen remain. Yet the Sha’ar Hashamayim synagogue on ‘Adly Street is
open most days of the year and continues to serve the Jewish population, local
and transient alike, as it has done since the day its doors first opened.
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Endnotes
*

I dedicate this article to Mme. Carmen Weinstein, President of the Jewish Community Council of Cairo, in acknowledgment of her generosity. I am also indebted to my friends and
colleagues Edina Meyer-Maril, Raphael Ventura and Israel Gershoni for their help during
the various stages of the writing of the article, and for Yoram Meital and Eran Neuman for
reading and commenting on it. Any errors, however, are entirely my own.
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suburb were mainly Jewish and Christian. The children were educated at home by English governesses and attended either French, English or Italian mission schools, or secular
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