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This talk is based on my thesis (and later book, in 
Greek) entitled “Invisible Parentheses: Mapping 
(out) the city and its histories” (MIT Department of 
Architecture, 2000). My main argument is that, in 
the case of Thessaloniki, local architectural and 
urban history has systematically been avoiding 
critical discussion about issues of heritage and 
memory of other cultures (Jewish, Ottoman) 
ignoring the fact that this complex, multicultural 
history is intertwined with the city’s identity and 
what really makes the city unique and full of 
potential. I will focus specifically on the pre-Holo-
caust Jewish presence in Thessaloniki and the 
post-Holocaust apparent “disappearance” of 
Jewish physical traces in its urban fabric. 

Once nicknamed “Jerusalem of the Balkans,” from 
the 15th century onwards Thessaloniki had the 
largest Sephardic Jewish community in Greece, 
numbering more than 50,000 people in 1941, at the 
time Germans entered the city. The community 
maintained many schools, synagogues and smaller 
chapels, institutions for the needy and the sick, 
libraries that contained thousands of volumes, 
several Jewish newspapers, Zionist organizations 
and above all, a cemetery where some 500,000 
were buried. In the Holocaust, the Sephardic 
community of Thessaloniki was annihilated by the 
Nazis in an unprecedented way: Thessalonikian 
Jews had a 96% death rate, the highest among all 
European countries. Nonetheless, the buildings, 
artifacts, memories of the annihilated community 
survived: what happened to the private houses and 
shops, the plethora of public and religious build- 
ings of their community, to the names of streets 
and neighborhoods that fifty thousand people lived 
in? In the city itself, the resounding absence of 
tangible Jewish traces indicates the extent of 
systematic and deliberate obliteration in the Nazi 
period, as in the case of the destruction of the 
Jewish cemetery, but also of the effacement of 
Jewish memory afterwards. 

Alongside the theoretical framework, I will show a 
presentation of Thessaloniki’s “unfamiliar” past in 
the M-city exhibition held in Kunsthaus Graz in 
2005 (Fig. 1) and will conclude with the presenta-
tion of a recent attempt to map the “hidden” 
Jewish heritage (Fig. 2) via a student Virtual 
Exchange workshop in collaboration with the 
University of Graz.
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The unfamiliar city,  
Kunsthaus Graz, 2005.
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