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ABSTRACT 

This thesis analyzes Rabí Yehuda Halevy synagogue, which Victor Babani 

designed and Francisco Cánovas built from 1941 to 1942 in the Colonia Roma Sur of 

Mexico City.   I focus on its formal characteristics, as well as its socio-historical context.  

I examine late-nineteenth century to mid-twentieth century life for Sephardic Jews in 

Mexico: their cause for immigration, experience in their new homeland, and relations 

with other Jewish groups and non-Jews in the city.   I explore the use of style and 

iconography in the synagogue in relation to the history and prior employment of these 

architectural features.  Defining “style” in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy demands an 

understanding of the employment of a particular formal language in the design of 

minority groups’ architecture.  The process of finding a style to portray national identity 

in Mexico was parallel to the Mexican Sephardim’s use of architecture to articulate their 

own identity in the city. 



I. INTRODUCTION 

In 1939, a time when their coreligionists were being exterminated in Europe 

under the pretense that they were useless and even destructive to the societies in which 

they lived, Mexican Jews hoped that a document that could attest to their positive value 

would squelch analogous thoughts in their own country, and therefore prevent similar 

actions from taking place in Mexico. With this expectation, the Jewish Committee (El 

Comité Judio)1 organized the Committee of the Study of the History of the Mexican Jew 

to write the Historia de la comunidad Israelita de México, 1917-1942 that not only 

recounted the experience of the average Jew in Mexico, but also demonstrated the 

relevancy of Jews to the nation’s history and economic development.   

Their inquiries in this specific time frame resulted in the construction of two new 

synagogues in Mexico City, the 1941 Ashkenazic Nidje Israel and the 1942 Sephardic 

Rabí Yehuda Halevy.2 Apparently the committee was largely, or completely, composed 

of Ashkenazi Jews, and the Nidje Israel synagogue was built as a result of these talks and 

evaluations of their history.  The building also responded to the need to accommodate the 

enlarged Ashkenazic population that had emigrated from Europe to Mexico City.  In the 

introduction to the book, Leon Sourasky, the Executive Committee President for the 

Committee, writes that the board, understanding Mexico City as their home, wanted to 

explain the Jews’ place to incoming Jewish refugees and vowed to make the city 

comfortable for them.   

 
1 The Comité Judio was located at the address of Tacuba No. 15 in Mexico City. 
2 2 Spelling for the name of the synagogue is taken from a plaque inside the synagogue rather than 

the spelling in Mónica Unikel-Fasja’s Sinagogas de México. 
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The Sephardim were either directly involved in this process of reflection and 

redefinition, or they began their own process through the Unión Sefardí.  They probably 

purchased land on Monterrey Street in the Colonia Roma in 1938.3 Through the 

Construction and Directive committees they began to build the Sephardic synagogue the 

same year the Ashkenazic Nidje Israel was completed.  With the completion of the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy in 1942, two separate spaces then existed for each Jewish ethnic group to 

speak the language, and practice the traditions they held in common.  

In these places, they could pray and celebrate holidays together and hold their 

own faction’s committee meetings.  The Rabí Yehuda Halevy was built, in part so that 

the Sephardim could hold the meetings of the Unión Sefardí, and possibly the Sephardic 

Federation for Latin American Countries, which were both governing bodies separate 

from the Central Committee in which all ethnicities of Jews were members.  1941 also 

marked the construction of a Unión Sefaradí cemetery, La Fraternidad, which allowed 

the Sephardim to bury their dead apart from other Jews in their customary way.4

Building the Rabí Yehuda Halevy provided an opportunity for the Mexican 

Sephardim to create a physical and conceptual space in which to construct their identity.  

From 1941 to 1942, the Sephardim had both the necessity and the opportunity to define 

who they were and their unique experience in Mexico City by separating themselves 

 
3 I conducted interviews with Rosalynda Cohen, Leon Konic Tacher, and Jaime Mitrani in August 

2006 (see appendix).  Leon Konik Tacher, the current president of the Sephardic Community told me they 
probably bought the property in 1938.  Jaime Mitrani, the former president, said they bought land from an 
Arabic Jew between 1934 and 1941.  I have chosen to use the date of 1938 because it is within the range 
that Mitrani provided and I have found no mention elsewhere that the property was bought, but not used by 
the Jews for seven years prior to the start of the construction of the synagogue. 

4 Harriet Sara Lesser, "A History of the Jewish Community of Mexico City: 1912-1970" (Doctor 
of Philosophy, New York University, 1972), 142 
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physically from the rest of the Jews and making choices for themselves. The Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy was a visible symbol of their permanence and specific place in Mexico.   

Methodology

As a Neo-Gothic style synagogue that originally had a layout similar to a church, 

it is evident that the Rabí Yehuda Helavy’s style, layout, and iconography of the 

synagogue are the result of a complicated mix of issues and determining what informed 

this particular architectural design in the Colonia Roma of Mexico City is a complex 

issue. After all, the Sephardim were building a synagogue in a Catholic city where there 

were no Jewish architects.  Only three other synagogues existed by the early forties 

whose builders had only each other’s buildings to use as models.  The buildings were 

located thousands of miles from the places where their congregations had grown up 

worshipping.  Thus, the Rabí Yehuda Halevy is a unique example of Mexican 

architecture and an artifact of Jewish experience in that country.  

However, this building, and other Mexican synagogues have rarely been 

acknowledged as part of the vocabulary of Mexican architecture or as identifiers of 

Jewish experience.  Besides Mónica Unikel-Fasja’s Sinagogas de México, there are no 

other publications about synagogues in Mexico and few others that address synagogues in 

the rest of Latin America.5 These buildings are described as if they are just the roofs over 

Jews’ heads, merely means to ends.  They are thought of as obvious and direct products 

of the community, and not as part of the history of architecture in Mexico City.  The 

 
5 Mónica Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas De México (México: D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002). 
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social issues that initiated the creation of these buildings have overshadowed their 

significance as art historical objects.  

Not only are these buildings not examined because we see them as unmediated 

extensions of the minority group who created them, but they are also written off as 

stylistically jumbled, an eclectic-if not confused- miscellany.  In Mexico, we expect to 

find the Colonial and the Baroque styles, which characterize the architecture of the 

Zocaló and innumerable conventos. As Mari Carmen Ramírez has articulated about Latin 

American Art, architecture in Mexico and Latin America that does not embody the 

expected is often seen as imitative, born from a post-colonial condition.  It is thought to 

mimic European buildings, but never quite get them right.6

While the Rabí Yehuda Halevy is a building composed of elements of a variety of 

styles, focusing on style as merely a collection of elements of design identified by 

repetition is limiting to our understanding of the history of art.  The reuse of design 

elements in different contexts allows for a redefinition of the terms of the original style.  

In “Art and Art History, 1860-1920,” Stacie G. Widdifield has demonstrated that when 

styles are taken up much later than their conception and are labeled “Neo”-styles, it 

means that the vocabulary of the original is broken down into design elements which 

form a new language to describe contemporary concerns.7 Defining “style” in the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy demands an understanding of the reasons and the logistics behind the 

 
6 Mari Carmen Ramírez. “Beyond ‘the Fantastic:’ Framing Identity in U.S. Exhibitions of Latin 

American Art,” Art Journal  51/4, Latin American Art (Winter, 1992), 60-68. 
7 Stacie G. Widdifield, "Modernizando el pasado: la recuperación de arte y historia del arte, 1860-

1920," In La Amplitud del modernismo y de la modernidad, ed. Stacie G. Widdifield, Vol. 2 of Hacia otra 
historia del arte Mexicano, Mexico: Conaculta, 2004. Used without permission from the author.   
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employment of a particular formal language in the design of minority groups’ 

architecture. 

According to Nicaraguan art historian María Fernández it stands to reason that we 

know little about multi-styled buildings because art history has few methods for which 

these creations can be approached, as they do not exemplify an innovative, homogeneous 

style nor employ expensive materials.8 When architecture in Mexico is composed of a 

variety of styles, as is the case in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, it is often labeled as 

“eclectic.”  María Fernández has critiqued scholarship that simply labels architecture in 

Mexico as eclectic and categorizes structures by the styles they most resemble.  She 

believes that lumping the constructions of this place under the heading of “eclecticism” 

does not take into account the social and institutional context in which the buildings were 

created.  She calls, therefore, for a revision of the history of late nineteenth-century 

Mexican architecture.9

From this point of view, the style embodied in this synagogue cannot be 

dismissed as merely an impure and inaccurate importation taken out of temporal and 

social context.  This synagogue should not be marked as derivative, which is how many 

scholars have stigmatized much of Mexican architecture.  They have often assumed that 

buildings in Mexico that employed only pieces of styles were products of failed attempts 

to mimic the architecture of more powerful countries.  Such buildings, composed of a 

rich assemblage of stylistic characteristics, are often categorized under a single stylistic 
 

8 María Fernández, “Huellas del Pasdado: Revaluado el eclecticism en la arquitectura mexicana 
del siglo XIX,”  Hacia otra historia del arte en México: La amplitud del modernismo y la modernidad 
(1861-1920). Compliled by Stacie G. Widdifield (México, D.F.: Arte e Imagen, 2004). 

9 María Fernández, “Nineteenth Century Architecture,” In The Concise Encyclopedia of Mexico, 
edited by Michael S. Werner (Chicago : Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1997), 79. 
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heading because they are being defined by the dominant characteristics they share with a 

largely known style.   

The presence of dominant group styles in Mexican architecture indicates that a 

power relationship exists between influential outsiders and the nation.10 The 

incorporation or avoidance of styles by less powerful nations serves as a significant 

component in the creation of national identity.  Fernández demonstrates that architecture 

plays a strong role in the creation of national identity because it serves as a canvas where 

identities that are constructed by dominant groups are either reaffirmed by repeating 

imagery employed by the dominant group, or contradicted by presenting alternative 

imagery.11 

In “Nineteenth Century Architecture,” Fernández defines nationalism and national 

identity as multifaceted and dynamic concepts that are expressed in architecture.  

Fernández claims that influential nations and dominant groups engender and export 

architectural styles internationally.  Elite leaders then choose which styles will be 

employed in their country’s architecture based on their policy-making objectives in 

international politics.12 Fernandez’ argument that architecture can be a tool for projecting 

national identity and displaying views on international affairs has provided a structure for 

analyzing the Rabí Yehuda Halevy in the context of Mexico’s architecture. 

This synagogue, like the other synagogues in Mexico, and many other buildings 

not researched in Mexico and Latin America can tell us many things about the history of 

 
10 ibidi 
11 ibid., 78 
12 Fernández, “Nineteenth Century Architecture”, 78-79. 
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architecture, the personal experiences of the groups that built them, and about styles that 

began in Europe but took different forms after crossing the ocean. The Rabí Yehuda 

Halevy is the result of Jewish experience in Mexico and its historical place in the 

migration of Jews.  It is the product of many alterations to synagogue-building practices 

throughout the years and of the necessity for synagogues to be adaptations of their 

environments.  Carol Krinsky’s proposition in Synagogues in Europe that synagogues 

have almost always been adaptive constructions with regard to the social, political, 

economical, and architectural environment in which they were built is especially poignant 

with regard to the Rabí Yehuda Halevy.13 The particular historical moment of the 

Colonia Roma, the neighborhood where the Sephardim lived and built their synagogue, 

combined with the utilization of the various styles employed throughout the country 

created this particular building. 

In 1941 and 1942, the Mexican Sephardim created a physical space in which to 

worship and hold committee meetings as well as a conceptual site to project their 

congregation’s identity.  The building provided an opportunity for the Sephardim to set 

themselves apart from other Jews in Mexico and make a statement about their 

uniqueness.  With a place of their own, they no longer had to rent out a Methodist Church 

or other facility where they could conduct their holiday rituals and meetings. Just as 

many Jews were purchasing homes in the city at this time, building the synagogue 

allowed the Sephardim to establish permanent roots in Mexico. The country was now the 

 
13 Carol Hershelle Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe: Architecture, History, Meaning (New York: 

Architectural History Foundation, 1985). 
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Sephardim’s home and through the synagogue they had an opportunity to say who they 

were in Mexico and as Mexicans.  

The ideas sketched above are set forth in five chapters.  Chapter One lays out the 

initiation of the project of building, discussing the plan and location of the Rabí Yehuda 

Halevy and what is known about how it was designed.  The decoration and layout of the 

synagogue are described, as well as the building phases that created them.  Its location, 

and the significance of that location in the Colonia Roma of Mexico City, how the 

congregation funded the building’s construction, and for whom the Rabí Yehuda Halevy 

was named is described.  Chapter Two, “The History of the Sephardi” provides a history 

of the Jews concentrated on the Sephardim that built the Rabí Yehuda Halevy.  Important 

here is their emigration to Mexico, their life and experiences in the city, and their 

collaboration and conflicts with the Ashkenazic Jewish ethnic group. 

In the third chapter, “Articulating Jewishness,” I analyze how the history of the Jews, 

as well as synagogue architecture, informed the layout, decoration, iconography, and text 

of the synagogue.  Here, I outline the basic guidelines for synagogue building and how it 

has changed over time.  Then I speculate as to what sources informed the layout and 

decorations of this synagogue. 

The issue of style is discussed in Chapter Four, “Portraying Identity through 

Architectural Style.”  The builder, Francisco Cánovas, and the designer, Víctor Babani, 

worked in a combination of styles for the interior and exterior of the synagogue.  The 

chapter compares the style of the synagogue with non-Jewish architecture in the Colonia 
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Roma specifically, and in Mexico City.14 These styles were initiated from six hundred to 

a hundred years before in Europe.  Babani and Cánovas utilized the contemporary 

building technology of Mexico and their small budget to include them in the synagogue. 

The builder and designer’s use of these styles forces reconsideration of the styles’ history, 

because their employment in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy redefines their original definitions.   

The main style employed in the synagogue was Gothic and the Neo-Gothic in 

Mexico often held specific connotations that identified those who employed it on their 

buildings in a specific way.  Likewise, architecture in the late nineteenth and the first half 

of the twentieth century was used to portray various national identities in Mexico.  From 

the end of the nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth century, the 

Mexican government, the tourism industry, architects, and builders exploited style to 

define the country through architectural design.  Architectural style was important for 

Mexico to mark its place in the international arena.  In the same way, the Mexican 

Sephardim used it to project identity for themselves in Mexico City.   

 

14 When possible, buildings from the Colonia Roma are provided for comparative purposes. 
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II. THE PLAN, LOCATION, AND DESIGN 

Víctor Babani, the head of the Unión Sefardí Committee of Construction, ordered 

the construction of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy in 1941.15 Babani, a non-Jew, about whom 

we have little information, designed the first Sephardic synagogue in Mexico City.16 To 

construct it, he hired the builder of his home, Francisco Cánovas, also a non-Jew who 

normally constructed churches.17 Mónica Unikel-Fasja, in Sinagogas de México, and 

members of the Mexico City Sephardic community have stated that alterations were 

made to the synagogue since it was first completed, but what these changes were based 

upon is not known.18 

We know that the synagogue was completed in 1942, yet no documents or 

blueprints were kept to record the motivations or design inspirations of these two men.19 

Babani’s original design was based on a now lost print of an as yet unidentified 

synagogue in Europe.  There have been several statements made as to which synagogue 

may have been depicted in that print. Unikel-Fasja wrote that it portrayed the Vidin 

synagogue in Bulgaria.20 Leon Konik Tacher, the current president of the Sephardic 

Community, said it displayed the synagogue in Sofia, Bulgaria. Rosalynda Cohen, the 

 
15 In my interview with Leon Konik Tacher, he told me construction began in 1941 and ended in 

1942.  Jaime Mitrani told me the Sephardim bought the land for the synagogue between 1934 and 1941.  
Mitrani said that it was bought from an Arab Jew.  Due to the fact that relationships between Jewish groups 
in Mexico appear to have been crucial to their experience, this is a subject worthy of further research. 

16 Leon Konik Tacher told me that Víctor Babani was not Jewish. 
17 This information was gathered in the interview with Jaime Mitrani. 
18 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 105. 
19 ibid. 
20 ibid., 105 
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daughter of one of the founders of the community and a researcher of the history of the 

Jews in Mexico City, said it indicated a synagogue in Istanbul.21 

Since what type of print or how Babani obtained it is unknown, we cannot be sure 

its visual information was any more detailed than that of a souvenir postcard.  If it was 

only a single print that he used, it is likely it displayed only one side of the building’s 

exterior or a prominent view of one aspect of the synagogue.  Therefore, it is improbable 

that the print would have provided enough information from which to derive an entire 

floor plan or the decorative schema for the whole building.  It seems highly unlikely that 

the print was the only source utilized for its design, because the Rabí Yehuda Halevy is a 

highly individualized structure that combines a variety of styles.   
Exterior

It appears that in the middle of Mexico City, a castle hides behind strong fences 

and abundant foliage, yet soars above the red and yellow business and shabby buildings 

along side of it.  The Rabí Yehuda Halevy is located on Monterrey Street, just upon 

entering the Colonia Roma Sur from the north (Figure 1).  Its Gothic-style, bi-lobe 

window, the fortress-like roofline, and its grayish-white color make it distinctly different 

from surrounding buildings, such as the one beside it, which is a simply decorated, two-

story, bright red and yellow business (Figure 2).  From a position across the street, in 

front of rows of blocky apartment buildings and run-down storefronts of family-owned 

convenience-type stores, the iron wall of the synagogue can be viewed behind street signs 

and trees, a black-and-white striped guardrail, and a green metal fence (Figure 3).  

 
21 Research into each of these possibilities has not resulted in identification of any building that 

looks very similar to the Rabí Yehuda Halevy. 
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Standing almost eleven feet tall, the iron wall provides the Rabí Yehuda Halevy with an 

even more forbidding barrier from the street than the five-foot green fence that stands in 

front of it. Hexagonal lanterns set upon stone columns are the only interruptions to the 

row of sharply pointed, black-iron finials that top the wall.  All that can be seen beyond 

the fence are two concrete planter urns and the bottom halves of more Gothic pointed-

arched windows, divided into diamond patterns by lead came.   

If we assume the tree in front of the iron wall that surrounds the Rabí Yehuda 

Halevy was not as large sixty-four years ago as it is today, then we can assume that 

passersby would have been able to see at least the top half of the central doorway, framed 

by a simplified Romanesque motif of three undulating arches (Figure 4).  The 

composition of the doorway is a black iron, tri-lobe arch with three gold Stars of David, 

and wheat and vine designs.  The same materials form similar designs on the staircase 

railings, identifying the building as not only Jewish, but medieval and modern-inspired 

(Figure 5).  Above the central point of the doorway, a Hebrew inscription is carved into 

the stone, “My House was Called the House of Prayer for the Nations,” words from 

Jewish sacred texts.22 Another inscription above it displays the name of the synagogue, 

dedicated to a Sephardic rabbi, physician, and scholar of the twelfth century.23 

Interior Decoration and Layout

The black iron doors slide apart along tracks, allowing frontal entrance to the 

synagogue.  If visitors step through these doors and look to their right they will see the 

 
22 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas De México, 106. 

 23 Eduardo Weinfeld, El Mundo Del Joven Judio, edited by I. Babani. Vol. 1 (México: Editorial 
Enciclopedia  Judaica Castellana, 1962), 290. 
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staircase leading up to the choir, and can view, from the inside, the bottom row of the 

façade’s stained glass windows (Figure 6).24 Their lead came divides diamond-shaped 

white and yellow glass framed by rectangles of blue and red glass.25 Repeated in each 

window, the design is a non-figurative, asymmetrical pattern, not unlike the composition 

of a Piet Mondrian painting.   

In this foyer, across from the main doors, three sets of double doors, built of 

medium-toned wood, lead to the main prayer room (Figure 7).  Above the doors, the 

segmental pediments come to pointed Gothic arches, and like the windows, the doors are 

made of panes of glass in diamond shapes framed by wooden lattice.  All three tympana 

are divided into three sections, two of which hold the same diamond-shaped panes of 

glass.  In the center sections a symmetrical design of a wheat stalk is cut out of the wood 

in the manner of the Arts and Crafts Movement.   

Walking through the center set of doors into the main prayer hall, visitors find 

themselves standing on an Oriental-looking rug divided by a diamond pattern into 

squares filled with various floral patterns, and long-armed, nine-branched candlesticks, or 

menorahs (Figure 8).  Above, a white, slightly curved Arts and Crafts ceiling is supported 

by segmental arches in wood (Figure 9).  These details express an Arts and Crafts style 

which is present in a few other places in the synagogue, while the Gothic arch is repeated 

innumerable times. 

 
24 This photograph is taken looking down the staircase at the window, instead of the direction I 

described. 
25 Merriam-Webster Online defines came as “a slender grooved lead rod used to hold together 

panes of glass especially in a stained-glass window.”    
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For example, two groups of blue-cushioned wooden chairs with pointed-arch 

backs line the center aisle.  In the middle of the aisle stands a three-stepped reading 

platform from which the Rabbi guides the congregation through prayer (Figure 10).  

Beyond this platform, or bema, the central aisle continues to the far wall.  Here two 

smaller Gothic arches have been built into the wall to frame large, gold menorahs.  They 

flank a great central arch providing access to a stepped, building-like structure known by 

the Sephardim as the tevah (Figure 11).26 

Recognized as the aron hakodesh in Ashkenazic synagogues, the tevah or, the 

Ark of the Law holds scrolls of the sacred literature of the Jewish religion, such as the 

Torah.  Here, the tevah sits on a platform above three steps.  Two of its three visible wall 

panels are each composed of twin Gothic arches joined by a single colonnette. The center 

panel has an opening where a curtain hangs over the scrolls.  Above the opening’s lintel a 

large, white Star of David stands out from the circle of red marble behind it.  On top of 

the tevah are the Ten Commandments in Hebrew flanked by sculptures of lions depicted 

with tails that have grown from their backs.   

Location in the Colonia Roma 

The lot that Canovas built the Rabí Yehuda Halevy on is located on the west side 

of Calle Monterrey in Colonia Roma Sur, southwest of the center of Mexico City (See 

street map provided). If visitors today were walking on the Paseo de la Reforma and were 

heading south on Florencia they would know they had entered the neighborhood of 

 
26 The tevah is the Ark of the Law (also known as the aron hakodesh or tevah, in Sephardic 

synagogues), which holds the sacred written scrolls, such as the Torah. According to Leon Konic Tacher, 
there was no money to build the tevah until 1951. 
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Colonia Roma when Florencia turned into Monterrey Street.  At this point, they could 

expect to see a few of the former residences, eclectic combinations of styles such as neo-

Colonial and Art Nouveau, for which the area is known.  Architecture like this was built 

by the wealthy and foreigners who began to inhabit this colony when Edward Walter 

Orrin, an English businessman, established it in 1903.27 These classes of people lived 

here through its heyday into the thirties, and then, for the most part, left it behind and 

moved to the modern areas created by the city’s massive expansion in the thirties and 

forties.   

Here the most distinguished families, politicians, and military officers, such as 

Álvaro Obregón and Francisco I. Madero lived out the Porfirian vision of Europeanesque 

comfort.28 In his study of the Colonia Roma, Edgar Tavares López asserts that the 

Colonia Roma represented one of the later efforts by Porfirio Díaz to urbanize and 

modernize the capital socially, industrially, culturally, and architecturally.  Modernization 

took form in the construction of public buildings and monuments to legitimize his 

regime.  The Porfirato had been a golden age for wealthy people and foreigners who lived 

in areas like the Colonia Roma.29 The construction in this area reflected their affluence 

and the places they considered modern and stylish.  Here, European and American 

architects built residences and buildings based on architecture in Europe, especially that 

of France and Italy, incorporating mansard roofs and Art Nouveau decorations.30 

27 Edgar Tavares López, Colonia Roma (México: Clío, 1996), 22. 
 28 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 18 & 31. 
 29 ibid., 31. 
 30 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 53. 
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The bright green building with Neo-Colonial decorations visitors might spot on 

the corner is typical constructions by these architects (Figure 12). Although its facade is 

relatively square and many areas are undecorated, there are large, scrolling, gray, 

concrete ornamentations, and squared window and doorframes with lintels with rounded 

corners and enlarged keystones.  These decorations appear to be placed sparingly upon 

the flat surface of the mint walls compared to Baroque colonial architecture, such as the 

Sagrario, adjacent to the Plaza Mayor.   

As if in demonstration of the variety of architecture in Mexico City, especially 

diverse in the Colonia Roma, two buildings, embodying the streamlined aesthetic of 

Modern architecture, stand on either side of the green structure.  To the left of the mint 

green construction, visitors glimpse a square, red and orange building void of decoration.  

To the right, a seven-floor, pale yellow apartment building, its design reduced to simple 

lines and rows of minimally framed windows, towers over the mint-green building.  From 

one corner, passersby can glimpse how bright and eclectic Mexico City’s architecture can 

be and wonder how the synagogue fits into this lively context. 

The Rabí Yehuda Halevy stands in the southern end of the Colonia Roma, an area 

seemingly overlooked by the wealthy patrons who sponsored the constructions just 

described. Here, vernacular architecture was erected without regard to stylistic 

movements.  They were constructed as frugally as possible, so that time has caused the 

reemergence of the underlying materials from beneath their crumbling stucco facades. 

Yet, this area is still certainly a part of the Colonia Roma, as evidenced by the blue-and-

white ceramic sign attached to the side of the building on the next corner, beside the Rabí 



25

Yehuda Halevy (Figure 2).  These signs have been the signatures of this colony since its 

conception in 1903.   

What economic situation afforded financing for construction of the synagogue in 

a poor area of the affluent Colonia Roma?  In the early forties it was speculated that the 

amount of houses owned by Jews in the city had increased substantially to include half of 

the Jewish population.31 However, Leon Konik Tacher says that many Sephardim were 

still struggling financially at this time.  According to Konik, they lived in small, cheap 

apartments in the Colonia Roma.  Some of the rundown buildings across the street from 

the Rabí Yehuda Halevy were the homes of several families of Sephardic Jews before 

and after their synagogue had been built.  While some Sephardim were wealthier and 

were able to contribute the larger donations that built the synagogue, Konik said many 

walked to work in order to donate money for the construction of a synagogue in their 

neighborhood.  The money raised by a few big donations and what would normally be 

used to pay bus and taxi fairs could not have been a considerable amount.  Thus the 

budget that constructed the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was probably minimal.32 

For whom the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was named

Even though the community had to build with only a modest budget they still felt 

their synagogue was worthy of being named after a famous Sephard.  The Rabbi Yehudá 

Haleví was a twelfth-century rabbi and Zionist of the Iberian Peninsula who had more 

than three hundred of his writings adapted into the liturgy.  He wrote in Arabic, and a 

 
31 Levitz, "The Acculturation of the East European Jews," 93. 
32 There is a plaque in the anteroom that lists the people who donated the first fourteen stones to 

build the Rabí Yehuda Halevy usually in honor or memory of another. 
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little in Spanish, but he was considered one of the best Hebrew poets.  He was also 

distinguished for his writings of religious philosophy.33 The Rabbi Yehudá Haleví in a 

time period that was considered the Golden Age of the Sephardi.  I argue that his name 

denotes this time of prosperity for the Jewish ethnic group. 

Yehudá Haleví is the first author discussed in the literature section of El mundo 

del joven judio, a Castilian Jewish editorial encyclopedia for kids written by Eduardo 

Weinfeld, a Castilian Jewish writer who appears to have dedicated himself to writing for 

his community in Mexico.  A short biography is written above three poems of his, two of 

which are on the subject of Zionism.  Weinfeld has described him as the sweet singer of 

the Zionists, who lived in Spain until the end of the eleventh century and died in Eretz 

Israel around 1161.  Naming the synagogue after Yehudá Haleví demonstrated the 

Mexican community’s support for the Zionist movement, which had a particular meaning 

for the Sephardim in Mexico.  Having been part of the creation of a community where 

one had not before existed, the Mexican Sephardim could identify with a movement that 

wanted to craft a Jew-governed state in a place where they were not wanted.   

 

33 Eduardo Weinfeld, El Mundo Del Joven Judio, Vol. 1 (México: Editorial Enciclopedia Judaica 
Castellana, 1962), 290. 
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III. THE HISTORY OF THE SEPHARDI 

The name of the synagogue comes from Sephardic history, but it also draws 

conceptually from the Sephardim’s experience in Mexico City.  Likewise, the physical 

and conceptual space of the synagogue is a product of this experience. In turn, the 

Sephardim’s history in Mexico is related to their lives in the nations where they formerly 

resided and to events in the lives of their forbears.  This is why this chapter provides brief 

histories of the Sephardic people and of the Sephardim in Mexico.   

History of the Sephardi

As the result of the Diaspora, Jews in various periods of time inhabited many 

areas of the Middle East and the Roman Empire.  Those who settled in the Iberian 

Peninsula initiated a distinct ethnicity of Jews-- the Sephardim.34 In the eleventh and 

twelfth centuries the Iberian Sephardic Jews experienced an intellectual Golden Age, in 

which the Rabbi Yehudá Haleví played a significant role.  Levitz points out that the 

Sephardim were the social and cultural elite of Jews due to their contributions to 

philosophy, the sciences, and literature, while the French and German (Ashkenazi) Jews 

focused solely on Talmudic Studies.35 

This time of relative prosperity ended in 1391 when Christian leaders began 

pogroms and large-scale murdering sprees of Jews and Muslims.36 During the Spanish 

Inquisition, many Jews became conversos, renouncing the Jewish faith and claiming to 

convert to Christianity.  In 1492, the Catholic Monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, expelled 

 
34 Paloma Díaz-Mas, Sephardim. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1992), 1. 
35 Jacob Levitz, The Acculturation of the East European Jews in Mexico City (1920-1946), 33. 
36 Burt, Bonnie. Trees Cry for Rain, edited by Rachel Amado Bortnick and Bonnie Burt. Vol. 

VHS format (San Francisco: Media Department of the Bureau of Jewish Education, 1989). 
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the Jews from Spain and many sought refuge in the Ottoman Empire, but were unable to 

maintain their scholarly way of life.  As a result, the Ashkenazim gained the upper hand 

intellectually and socially.37 

In the sixteenth century, many conversos came to the Americas, some on the ship 

with Columbus.  A number of scholars have written that the Jews who came to the New 

World disguised their religion and quickly assimilated into the population of the natives 

and Christian Europeans.  There is little remaining evidence of their existence; thus their 

influence on twentieth-century Jews was limited.   

Spanish Jews also migrated to various parts of the European continent in the 

fifteenth and sixteenth century, where they came into contact with other Jewish ethnic 

groups.  To make a distinction they referred to themselves as “Sephardim.”38 Most 

retained the culture of the Iberian Peninsula and continued to speak Spanish39 or Ladino, 

a combination of Hebrew and Spanish that is written with the Hebrew alphabet.  As 

implied above, the Ottoman Empire welcomed the migrants from Spain after their 

expulsion, and they settled principally in the Balkan Peninsula, as well as in Turkey, 

northern Africa, Syria, and Palestine.40 

37 Levitz, The Acculturation of the East European Jews, 33 
38 Díaz-Mas, Sephardim, 1.  Today the term “Sephardi” distinguishes a major ethnocultural branch 

of Judaism, the way that Ashkenazi refers to the Franco-German-Slavic, Yiddish-speaking branch.  
Although scholars often refer to Eastern Jews as Sephardic, here “Sephardim” will only denote those 
originating from Spain in the Middle Ages.    

39 ibid., xi. 
40 Corinne Azen Krause, "The Jews in Mexico: A History with Special Emphasis on the Period 

from 1857 to 1930" (Doctor of Philosophy, University of Pittsburgh, 1970), 120. 
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Immigrating to, and Life in, Mexico

From these places, the Sephardim began fleeing at the end of the nineteenth 

century when living conditions deteriorated for them within the Ottoman Empire.  

Altogether, four million Jews abandoned the European continent between 1800 and 1930.  

The Sephardim left Europe between 1900 and 1920, and Greece and Turkey between 

1900 and 1910.41 Initially, primarily males between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five 

emigrated to Mexico; when financially able, they sent for their families.42 

From their arrival in Mexico through the time of the construction of the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy, Jews’ ability to make a living and to be accepted by society was 

threatened, while at other points in time they prospered in business and were generally 

approved of. The Sephardic Jews were able to hold onto many of their traditions; 

however, they often found it necessary to hide their identity in public.  Not wanting to 

expose their foreignness and faith, they avoided speaking their Ladino language in public, 

for example. 

This fear of appearing different was particularly evident at the beginning of the 

century when Mexico was riddled with political turmoil and economic instability.43 In 

such an environment, Jews felt the need to congregate secretly.  The small size of their 

population permitted them to meet in private homes to celebrate their holidays. Then, in 

1904 a small group formed “the Committee” to arrange the celebration of the High Holy 

 
41 Krause, "The Jews in Mexico,” 120. 
42 Levitz, "The Acculturation of the East European Jews,” 62. 
43 Harriet Sara Lesser, "A History of the Jewish Community of Mexico City: 1912-1970" (Ph.D. 

Dissertation, New York University), 173. 



30

Days with a single service for all their coreligionists in the city.44 Evidently they were 

feeling more comfortable in 1904, because the event was announced in a prominent 

newspaper, the Mexican Herald. However, it was still an affair open only to Jews for 

security reasons, and invitations were presented to individual houses to protect the 

invitees’ identities.45 The Sephardic Turkish immigrants were particularly disliked: 

accounts in newspapers such as El Pais and El Imparcial described them as dirty, as 

beggars, and as generally unfavorable and unproductive for the nation.46 

About a decade later, Jews seemed to have gained greater acceptance and after the 

Revolution, a brighter future for them in the country seemed possible.  When Francisco 

Madero came to office, he granted permission to build the first Jewish cemetery in 1912, 

because the Jewish owner of the largest movie theater in the city had actively supported 

him during the Revolution.  During Madero’s presidency from 1911 to 1913, the Jewish 

community grew and became more organized.47 Due to World War I, the government 

regulated movement and immigration beginning in 1914, employing criteria initially 

based on ethnicity, later on economics, and afterward by quotas.   

Despite these immigration restrictions, by the 1920s, a few ethnic Jewish groups 

resided in Mexico City: the Sephardim, Ashkenazim, and the eastern Jews. 48 As the 

population grew rapidly, conflicts arose because each ethnic group wished to preserve its 

own culture and traditions.  In this decade, the Jews in Mexico City organized themselves 

 
44 Krause, “The Jews in Mexico,” 112. 
45 ibid., 114. 
46 Krause, The Jews in Mexico,103. 
47 ibid., 138. 
48 I have only provided Mexico City Jewish history that is pertinent for my purposes here. For 

more complete histories of these people, see the works of Krause, Lesser, and Levitz. 
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into seven autonomous sectors based on nationality, language, and customs.49 The 

Sociedad de Beneficienca La Fraternidad gave birth to the Sephardic sector that in 1943 

became known as La Fraternidad.50 The sector was later called the Unión Sefardí and 

comprised the Spanish and Ladino speakers from Turkey, Greece, Bulgaria, and other 

Balkan countries, as well as a few from Italy and North Africa.51 

As a whole, the Jewish population had increased significantly by 1930.  Jewish 

merchants were giving strong competition to Mexican and foreign-owned stores.52 It 

seems that this is when hostility began to develop between Jews and segments of the non-

Jewish population.  In his study “The Acculturation of the East European Jews in Mexico 

City (1920-1946),” Jacob Levitz writes that when the Jewish population was small there 

was relative harmony between the Jews and the native-born Mexicans, who felt sympathy 

for them.  Jews lived and ate in the native-born Mexicans’ homes and intermarried with 

their women.53 He believes that the conflict began when Jews brought their families over 

because this caused their numbers to increase dramatically and their economic standing to 

improve.  At this time, it seems that they became “aloof” and moved out of the natives’ 

houses.54 In her study,  “The Jews in Mexico: A History with Special Emphasis on the 

Period from 1857 to 1930,” Corinne Azen Krause argued that the tension between Jews 

and Mexicans was the product of a strong heritage of hatred and distrust of the Jew.  

They felt the legacy of the Jew as Christ’s killer that the three-hundred-year rule of Spain 

 
49 Levitz, "The Acculturation of the East European Jews,” 41. 
50 ibid., 46 
51 ibid., 42 
52 ibid., 69. 
53 Levitz, "The Acculturation of the East European Jews," 36. 
54 ibid., 37. 
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had instilled in Mexico.55 The intensely negative claims made against Jews in the 1930s 

may have been the result of a combination of the problems discussed by Levitz and 

Krause. 

The effects of the Depression also fueled the hatred of Jews and other foreigners 

thought to be taking the jobs from native-born Mexicans. 56 On December 1, 1930, the 

League Against the Chinese and the Jews put out the “Manifesto to the Mexican People,” 

claiming the need for protection for commerce and business against the competition 

created by the Jews who had gotten into Mexico under the pretense of working the land, 

and against the biological degeneration brought by the Chinese.57 The group wrote that 

they were petitioning the government for help in these matters, and soon an ordinance 

was passed banning puestos (vendors) from the city market, where many Jews had been 

making their livings for as many as forty years.58 

In this period, unemployment increased dramatically, thus claims against the Jews 

worsened. The New York Times reported that on June 2, 1931, 15,000 people marched in 

front of the National Palace in a Dia Commercial (Commercial Day) parade, with 

banners bearing mottos such as “The Mexican People will Never be Enslaved by 

Voracious Jews” and “Pernicious Israelites Must Not Remain in this Land.”  The 

marchers expressed the need for the expulsion of foreigners from the country.59 

55 Krause, The Jews in Mexico, 189. 
56 Levitz, "The Acculturation of the East European Jews,".50. 
57 ibid., 67 According to the 1940 Census, there were 608 Chinese in the country. 
58 ibid., 68 
59 Levitz, "The Acculturation of the East European Jews,"50. 
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Jews, Anti-Semitism, and World War II 

Anti-Semitic theorists in the thirties and forties thought of Jews, and people of 

mixed race as degenerates and inferiors who did not contribute to humanity’s progress. 60 

In Mexico, these perceptions seemed to have reached their pinnacle between 1938 and 

1939.  In 1939 the government saw the need to try to halt German and Nazi-inspired 

propaganda against the Jews and warned newspapers against publishing such material.61 

Community leaders in Mexico responded by defending the mestizo and Jewish 

populations.62 In 1939, the year Mexico entered the war against Germany and the Nazis, 

public demonstrations against the Jews largely came to an end, although anti-Semitism 

persisted.   

Anti-Semitic acts in Mexico were eclipsed by acts against Jews that occurred in 

Europe at this time.  The Nazis expelled and massacred entire communities in the home 

countries of many in the Sephardic community in Mexico City.  For instance, Salonika, 

Greece had a large population of 56,000 members in 1940 but by 1959 there were fewer 

than 1,300; probably 46,000 had died in extermination camps.63 

Conflict between the Sephardim and the Ashkenazim

Although by comparison with Europe, Mexico was a relatively good place for 

Jews to be, with the onset of the Second World War many Sephardic youths sought to 

assimilate as fast as possible.  Whereas Ladino, a Spanish dialect, had helped them find 

 
60 Eduardo, Weinfeld, Judaismo Contemporaneo. (Mexico: Ediciones "Or", 1940), 14. 
61 ibid., 52. 
62 Renée Karina Revah Donath and others, Estudios sobre el Judeo-Español en México (México: 

Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1998) 79. 
63 Díaz-Mas, Sephardim, 180. 
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their way in the new land initially,64 they now avoided the language in public 

conversations in an effort to hide their identities.65 When the Ashkenazic immigrants in 

Mexico avoided the use of Yiddish, however, their Eastern European accents still 

immediately gave them away as likely Jewish.   

While both the Sephardim and the Ashkenazim needed to make efforts to protect 

themselves against anti-Semitism, the increases in the Mexican Ashkenazic population 

caused the Jews to deal with these issues largely within their separate ethnic groups. In 

the early twentieth century, one hundred to two hundred families of Arab and Sephardic 

families, with equal numbers of Ashkenazic, lived in Mexico City.  Between 1913 and 

1921, 8,914 Eastern European Jews immigrated to Mexico, while the Sephardic 

population remained more or less the same size.66 The two groups formed separate 

governing committees in the 1920s, but both continued to be involved in the successive 

Jewish committees that formed in order to make decisions for the community of Jews in 

Mexico.67 This latter governing body became the Comité Central Israelita de Mexico 

(Jewish Central Committee of Mexico) in November 1938.68 

Although the Sephardim had arrived first, the Ashkenazim soon outnumbered 

them and held overwhelming representation in this main body of the Jewish community.  

The Ashkenazim favored the continuance of Yiddish customs and schooling in Yiddish, a 

language the Sephardim do not speak.  Because they could not raise enough money to 

 
64 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas De México, 104. 
65 Revah Donath, Renée Karina and Enríquez Andrade, Héctor Manuel, Estudios Sobre El Judeo-

Español En México  (1998: Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia, 1998), 79. 
66 Krause, “The Jews in Mexico," 155-179. 
67 Judit Bokser Liwerant, and Alicia Gojman de Backal, eds., Encuentro y Alteridad (México: 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1999), 27. 
68 Levitz, “The Jewish Communityin Mexico,” 35. 
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afford their own school, the Sephardim had had to send their children to the Ashkenazi 

school to receive a Jewish education until 1943, the year after their synagogue was built. 

More important to the Sephardim than building a school to teach Sephardic 

traditions was building a synagogue, however, because unlike the Ashkenazim, the 

Sephardim felt the synagogue and religiosity to be the core of Jewishness.  The 

Ashkenazim opposed the Sephardim’s request for a united effort to build a synagogue, so 

the Sephardim did not get their own place for worship until forty years after their arrival. 

It seems that the building of a synagogue was delayed for two reasons: the Ashkenazim 

did not view the construction of one to be a priority for the community,69 and the 

Sephardim were so outnumbered by the Ashkenazim in the Jewish committee that they 

did not have the influence to overturn the Ashkenazim’s decision.  

While the two ethnic Jewish groups had to work together for many years in the 

first half of the twentieth century, their differences in spirituality and tradition caused 

many of their interactions to result in conflict and disagreement.  The issue of the 

synagogue was a particularly frustrating one for the Sephardim.  It may have prompted 

their interest to distinguish themselves through the choice of the name of their synagogue.  

By naming it the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, the Sephardim alluded to the great Sephardic 

scholar of the Middle Ages when their people held cultural superiority over the 

Ashkenazim.  After all, this was to be solely a synagogue for the Sephardim, which was a 

completely different matter from holding mixed services at Mount Sinaí (erected in 

 
69 Levitz, “The Acculturation of the East European Jews,” 78. 



36

1923), or renting the downtown Methodist Episcopal Church on Gante Street for 

holidays.   

Together with the dedication, the layout, style, and iconography of the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy demonstrate that the construction of the synagogue was the result of the 

junction of many needs and histories.  History separated the Jews into distinguishable 

ethnic groups with different traditions and language.  Conflicts between those groups 

beginning in the Middle Ages were still significant in the 1940s for Jews in Mexico.   The 

Rabí Yehuda Halevy synagogue is a visual and conceptual product of these histories’ 

convergence.  Its iconography contains syncretistic meanings created by the overlap of 

cultures, and time, from the Romans to the Jews to the Christians, and from colonial 

Mexico through the contemporary day. Its styles quote European designs from the 

Middle Ages and the nineteenth century, as well as Mexican designs from colonial times 

through the first half of the twentieth century.  The Rabí Yehuda Halevy is the product of 

its particular time and place when a wide range of histories folded in on one another.  
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IV. ARTICULATING JEWISHNESS 

Just as the name of the synagogue identifies the congregation as Sephardic, the 

layout and decoration of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy also articulate this congregation’s 

Jewishness.  As mentioned in Chapter One, many of the windows of the Rabi Yehuda 

Halevy are composed of stained glass in abstract designs.  Wheat and grape vine designs 

adorn the interior and exterior portals, and the façade’s door pattern is also composed of 

wheat stalks, and three Stars of David.  The three anteroom doors with Gothic-arched 

frames provide entrance into the main prayer hall.  Here two sections of chairs are 

positioned on either side of a center aisle, where a bimah stands.  The center aisle directs 

the visitor’s eye toward the large Gothic arch reaching the ceiling between two smaller 

arches, and the tevah structure behind it.  The focal point of the layout of the synagogue 

is most certainly the tevah, a three-dimensional building-like structure framed by the 

central arch.   On the top, two lions with tails growing from their backs flank the Ten 

Commandments. 

Building Phases/Changes to Layout

The tevah, however, was not built until 1951; originally, the reading pulpit stood 

in its place, as mentioned in the first chapter.  Leon Konic Tacher told me that the 

placement of the bimah in this area recalled a pulpit in a church, so, possibly at the time 

the tevah was built, the congregation moved the bimah to the center of the room, the 

location deemed appropriate for it in a synagogue.  Likewise, Konic said that the 

clerestory balcony had originally housed a singing choir with accompanying instruments; 

only later was it employed for overflow or child seating.  In his original design, Babani 
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had intended the congregation of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy to be orientated toward the 

direction of the Holy Land during prayer. A portion of the building was completed before 

it was realized that this plan could not be implemented due to the lot’s restrictions, but 

Francisco Canovas continued to build anyway.  The intention to orientate the 

congregation and the subsequent changes in the use and layout of the Rabí Yehuda 

Halevy just described were done in efforts to make the structure fit what was properly 

Jewish in the mind of the congregation. 

What a Building needs to have to be Considered a Synagogue

How many of these attitudes of the Mexican Sephardim reflect the actual rules of 

synagogue building?  In their construction, synagogues can easily be adapted to most 

situations due to the fact that there are relatively few rules to be followed in order for 

buildings to be considered synagogues.  The Hebrew name for synagogue, beth Knesset, 

connotes simply a house of meeting, or a place of assembly employed for the primary 

function of conducting public prayer.70 Only ten men, a minyan, are required to be 

present for prayers to be recited in their totality.  Without a minyan the Torah cannot be 

removed from the ark (tevah), and a reading from it cannot be conducted.71 There is little 

dictated in the holy texts about how a synagogue should be laid out, or how it should 

look.  Where stipulations do appear, they seem to be relatively simple to attain.  One 

Talmudic dictum, for instance, states that prayer should only be conducted in a building 

where there are windows.72 

70 Yom Tov Assis, “The Synagogue Throughout the Ages,” In And I Shall Dwell Among Them: 
Historic Synagogues of the World (New York: Aperture, 1995) 164. 

71 Assis, “The Synagogue Throughout the Ages,” 164 
72 Ibid, 166 
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Discrepancies over Synagogue Architecture

One might expect that the orientation and design of synagogues would be based 

on ancient texts, since the texts are constants among all Jews.  Yet, scholars’ writings and 

analyses of synagogues demonstrate otherwise.  One book exemplifies this point as its 

writers put forth two conflicting ideas about the regulations on synagogue structure.  The 

first viewpoint put forth in the book is by Yom Tov Assis who asserts that the earliest 

references to synagogues do not dictate that a dedicated structure had to be built for the 

specific purpose of prayer; any structure or part of a building could act as a synagogue.  

Some ancient sources stipulated that a synagogue had to be on the highest ground of a 

town, the entrance had to be from the east, and the direction of prayer had to be toward 

Jerusalem. However, it is rare that all of these stipulations were carried out in the 

construction of known synagogues.73 

In the preface of And I Shall Dwell Among Them Arthur Hertzberg asserts that 

there are only two rules that dictate the layout of these structures.  He writes that the 

layout must point the congregants in prayer toward Jerusalem and that a platform must be 

provided for the reading of the Torah to be heard by the entire congregation.74 However, 

it seems that except for the rule about the orientation of prayer, the codes to which 

Hertzberg refers are based on more modern ideas than ancient ones.  

 
73 Yom Tov Assis, “The Synagogue Throughout the Ages,” 166. 
74 Arthur Hertzberg, “Preface,” In And I Shall Dwell Among Them: Historic Synagogues of the 

World (New York: Aperture, 1995). 
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Changes in Synagogue Architecture

Much of the reason Jewish prayer structures do not correspond to the 

prescriptions made in ancient sources is because of modifications to synagogues over 

time.  As Jewish congregations’ needs and their positions in their respective societies 

changed, they revised the layouts of their synagogues.  Moreover, the architectural 

reform of synagogues responded to changes in Jewish thought; with every 

reinterpretation of Jewish law, a part of the synagogue was redefined and subjected to 

new requirements for its construction.75 

For instance, ancient law had dictated that the tevah be made of wood and carried 

in for the occasion of prayer and worship.  Over time synagogues were no longer simply 

any building or home used for worship, but had become buildings that held a 

fundamental position in religious life.  Due to this, permanent places in synagogue apses 

began to be constructed to store the sacred scrolls and highlight the importance of the 

synagogue.  Later a veil was hung in front of the Torah, which is commonplace now for 

today’s synagogues, according to E. L. Sukenik in Ancient Synagogues in Palestine and 

Greece. In a similar gesture of reverence, permanent platforms, or bemas were created 

for the reading of the scrolls.76 

The Rabí Yehuda Halevy’s tevah and bimah reflect these changes in synagogue 

architecture that occurred in Europe (Figure 13).  The Sephardim of Mexico City chose a 

similar structure for their tevah as that which Sukenik described, placing the scrolls in a 

 
75 ibid., 48. 
76 E. L. Sukenik, Ancient Synagogues in Palestine and Greece (London: Oxford University Press, 

1930) 52.  Bema is the Ashkenazic word and bimah is the Sephardic word for the reading platform. 
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construction that appears as a small building behind the central arch.  The tevah has been 

prominently honored, positioned centrally, and made the focal point of the synagogue.  A 

long aisle, flanked by rows of chairs, leads to the Ark of the Law.  There are no galleries 

in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, and little to pull the eye away from the central structure, 

which is framed by the largest archway.  Instead, the attention of the viewer is directed 

primarily back to the apse where a bright white, throne-like tevah is set off by a faux-

marble painted wall of deep coral tone.  A prominent, stepped bimah is centered before it. 

Carol Herselle Krinsky in Synagogues in Europe explained changes in European 

synagogue structure over time as the result of modifications in ritual, local custom, and 

liturgical reform.77 Perhaps then the ethnic and cultural diversity of the Mexican 

Sephardim members influenced how ritual was performed in the synagogue, so that the 

function of the space guided its form.  Unikel-Fasja tells us that Ravi Avram Levi 

Bustamante, who was born in Istanbul and who came to Mexico from one of the biggest 

congregations in Berlin between 1938 and 1939,78 is credited with reconciling the 

differences between the various traditions of the different ethnic groups of which the 

congregation was composed.  Perhaps Levi Bustamante or other leaders reconciled 

differences in the ethnic groups’ use of the space, thus the layout might have been 

informed by the concurrence of the various traditions. 

If ritual and custom affect the way synagogues are built, how much variation can 

be attributed to the fact that non-Jews built the Rabí Yehuda Halevy?  Historically, non-

Jews built synagogues throughout much of the world. Gentiles most often built medieval 

 
77 Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 21. 
78 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 104. Leon Conic Tacher provided the dates. 
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synagogues because Jews were often barred from participating in guilds where they 

would have learned and practiced building.79 It was not until the seventeenth century that 

Jewish names appeared in historical records as builders of synagogues, such as the 

wooden synagogues in Poland.80 Krinsky writes that Christian architects designed most 

synagogues, so that Jewish architecture often reflected surrounding cultural developments 

as much as, or perhaps more than its own,81 which is an especially interesting idea in 

regard to the Rabí Yehuda Halevy. 

The Sephardim Way of Building Synagogues

Changes in synagogue architecture were also the products of the different Jewish 

ethnicities’ views.  Whereas the Rabí Yehuda Halevy congregation made reference to 

their Sephardic past in naming their synagogue, they also seemed to have sought to 

connect themselves to the Sephardic traditions in synagogue architecture through certain 

attributes of their building.  Determining what building in the Sephardic-rite means is a 

complex subject; here I discuss those characteristics related to my purposes.   

One aspect of one version of Sephardic synagogue construction can be seen in the 

layouts of Italian and French Comtadin synagogues, where the bimah is situated at the 

end of a long axis separating it from the ark.  According to Krinsky, worshippers divide 

their attention between these two characteristics;82 choosing to either focus on the rabbi 

or the location of the sacred scrolls during a service. This was not the choice made for the 

Rabí Yehuda Halevy.  Instead, the Mexican Sephardim seem to have been following the 

 
79 Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 42. 
80 ibid., 43. 
81 ibid., 48. 
82 Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 22 
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tradition established in the twelfth century by Maimonides (1135-1204), a Sephardic 

legal codifier, who said if the bimah was located centrally, everyone would be able to 

hear.83 

This set-up also made the tevah a strong focal point in the synagogue.  Emphasis 

is on the area in which the sacred scrolls are held.  This reflects the Rabí Yehuda Halevy 

congregation’s spirituality.  The Sephardim, an Orthodox community in Mexico City are 

more concerned with the laws of the texts than the more secular Mexican Ashkenazim, so 

it seems logical that a greater focus was placed on the tevah here than in other Mexican 

synagogues.  As the Rabí Yehuda Halevy has a simply designed interior with one focal 

point, the tevah, the Sephardic synagogue stands in contrast to another in the Colonia 

Roma, the 1931 Rodfe Sédek, which has an immense and austere presence with a high, 

painted ceiling and an intention to awe (Figure 14).   

The 1941 Ashkenazic Nidje Israel’s interior is also characterized by an abundance 

of surface detail.  Paintings reminiscent of eighteenth-century Russian synagogues 

overwhelm the eye.  Two elaborately decorated, Gothic arches flank the archway and 

stairs leading toward its ornate bema and Aron Hakodesh (Figure 15). The arrangement 

of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy’s tevah is similar to that of Nidje Israel in some ways.  As in 

the Sephardic synagogue, the Nidje Israel has a three-dimensional structure for the Aron 

Hakodesh set between two Gothic arches.  However, in the Ashkenazic place of worship 

there is so much decoration that the viewer’s focus toward it is distracted and drawn 
 

83 ibid. When I visited the Sephardim in Mexico in the summer of 2006, they had put together an 
exhibit of the life and contributions of Maimonides.  Since it is evident that the contemporary congregation 
holds respect for his teachings it is probable that the earlier generations did also and thus might have moved 
their bimah to the center of the synagogue.  However, as mentioned, the decision was presented to me by 
Konik as simply one that reflected what was Jewish. 
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instead to a number of places, thus the Holy of Holies does not command the undivided 

attention that it does in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy.   
If Maimonides was the source for the arrangement of the bimah and the tevah, his 

admittance of the portrayal of animals in-the-round in a synagogue’s decoration was also 

referenced in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy.  The Sephardic codifier allowed decorations 

portraying animals, but not humans, and only if they did not distract from focus on 

prayer.  This decree followed the Roman Catholic Church’s wide employment of 

figurative art in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.84 The Lions of Judah at the top of the 

Rabí Yehuda Halevy’s tevah are possibly a testament to the tradition that commenced 

with the initiation of this ruling.   

However, it seems the abstract pattern of the stained glass windows of the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy is based on later Sephardic rules for building.  In the thirteenth and 

fourteenth centuries, Spanish synagogues in Toledo employed only geometric and 

Arabesque designs.85 When there was strict observance of this mandate the necessity for 

decoration was resolved with the incorporation of a great deal of abstract art.86 

Interpreting the layout 

The abstract pattern of the windows in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy raises the 

question of whether the pattern was designed to follow the ancient texts, to identify the 

congregation as Sephardic, or adapt to its diverse congregation and the modern day.  This 

same query can be raised about all of the characteristics of the building’s layout and 

 
84 Krinsky, Synagogues in Europe, 45 
85 Kampf, Contemporary Synagogue Art, 18 
86 ibid., 7-8  
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decoration mentioned thus far.  The original building and the changes made to it later 

demonstrate an attempt to build a Jewish structure and define Jewishness in a country 

with no ancient or traditional examples to work from. 

The congregation’s ideas about which direction they should face during prayer 

and where the reading pulpit should be placed appear to be based on later amendments to 

the original synagogue building stipulations.  Babani intended to orient the congregation 

of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy toward the direction of the Holy Land during prayer, but a 

portion of the building was completed before it was realized that this plan could not be 

implemented.  Adapting to the local conditions, Canovas continued to build anyway.   

Likewise, the congregation’s thoughts about music in a synagogue do not follow 

ancient tradition.  However, in the Psalms it is recorded, and in the King Solomon’s 

Temple there is evidence, that in early times musical instruments accompanied the songs 

of God.  It was not until after the Temple’s destruction that the practice ceased for a 

number of reasons.87 Konic said that the clerestory balcony had originally housed a 

singing choir with accompanying instruments, but later that was deemed church-like so it 

was employed instead for overflow or child seating.88 

Interpreting the Decoration

Some of the decorations of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy are based on ancient texts 

and iconographies yet also imply syncretic meaning.  According to Yom Tov Assis, 

 
87 Assis, “The Synagogue Throughout the Ages,” 165. One reason the practice was discontinued 

was because of the Jewish restriction that says that in mourning a person must abstain from listening to 
music. 

88 Leon Konic Tacher said that his area would more traditionally have been employed as a female 
gallery, because Sephardic synagogues separate the sexes.  He felt the reason the tradition was not followed 
was because the builder was a non-Jewish church builder.  Instead the central aisle divided the two sexes. 
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modern constructions contain few of the architectural details that adorned early 

synagogues, such as animal and human figures and vegetal and geometric forms in 

mosaic.  Biblical episodes were also once depicted on the walls and floors even though 

the second Commandment stated, “Thou shalt not make unto thee a graven image….” 

Despite this biblical proscription, there was never one interpretation of the second 

Commandment that was true for all times and places, according to Avram Kampf, author 

of Contemporary Synagogue Art: Developments in the United States, 1945-1965.   At one 

point in time it was interpreted as forbidding the production of images of worship, but 

gradually there was less observance of the law by Jews.89 Apparently, there were no 

efforts made in ancient times to create anatomically imperfect depictions of animals, as 

has been done at the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, where sculptures of lions on the tevah are 

depicted with their tails growing from their backs.  The Jews understood that when 

people portrayed animals and humans, or graven images, it was as if they were assuming 

the hand of God.  Therefore, here, the artisan deliberately demonstrated the result of 

human hands, which is imperfection, rather than creating perfectly formed beasts, which 

could only be produced from the hand of God.90 

The Rabí Yehuda Halevy also demonstrates adherence to this interpretation of the 

second Commandment by employing abstract designs in their stained glass windows.  

The nature and asymmetry of the composition of the stained glass windows leaves an 

 
89 Avram Kampf, Contemporary Synagogue Art: Developments in the United States, 1945-1965 

(New York: Union of American Hebrew Congregations, 1966) 14. The Commandment is from Exodus 
20:4; Deuteronomy 5:8. 

90 Konik told me this. 
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impression of modernity.  Overall the decorations of the Rabí Yehuda Halevi present the 

viewer with multiple impressions.   

At least two other motifs in the synagogue hold dualistic temporal meanings.  

While Yom Tov Assis wrote that the seven-branched candlestick is a well-known Jewish 

symbol that was used in ancient times, it is also widely employed in twentieth-century 

synagogues.91 The Rabí Yehuda Halevy has menorahs in various places, such as the 

design of its carpet and the shapes of its light fixtures.  However, the menorahs on either 

side of the tevah take on a specific modern significance, as they are dedicated with 

plaques to the Zionist movement. I believe that inclusion of these symbols should be 

understood as the congregation recognizing its ancient Jewish lineage, and also 

expressing its support for contemporary efforts to establish a Jewish state in the Middle 

East, similar to their efforts to build a Jewish community in Mexico City. 

Interpreting Iconography

When it was important for the Sephardim to attempt to blend in as Mexicans, 

perhaps building a Jewish synagogue safely in Catholic Mexico depended upon fitting 

into church architecture of the city.  Using iconography drawn from both faiths might 

have been another stratagem.  Including symbols that held very important meanings for 

Jews, but could also be read as Christian iconography might have allowed the 

congregation to be both spiritual and safe at the same time. 

The wheat and grape vine designs that adorn the interior and exterior portals of 

the Rabí Yehuda Halevy are motifs that have been employed by Romans, Jews, and 

 
91 Assis, “The Synagogue Throughout the Ages,” 166. 
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Christians.  Such forms can be found carved in marble at ancient temples such as the 

Amat Tiberias in Galilee, Israel from the third to the eighth centuries, engraved on coins 

in the Roman period, and used in decorations on oil lamps, according to Unikel-Fasja.  In 

Jewish tradition, grapes describe the victory during the epic of the Macabees and Bar 

Kojba and symbolize the fertility of the earth or vineyards in the ancient land.  Vines and 

vineyards are mentioned in the biblical parables of Isaiah.  In the Old Testament it is 

written that wheat was a grain that grew in the land of Israel and was the plant of 

knowledge that benefited the Jews during their Exodus.92 Because grapes can also 

symbolize wine, and wheat can allude to bread, so these symbols can also be read in a 

Christian context to denote the body and blood of Christ.  On a synagogue and placed 

next to Stars of David, the wheat and grape designs are put in a Jewish context. 

The grain symbols hold yet another layer of meaning if we consider that wheat 

assisted the Jews during their migration to Mexico, according to Unikel-Fasja.93 In 

Exodus 13:34 we find that the ancient Jews, in there haste to flee Egypt, placed 

unleavened dough on their backs and allowed the sun to bake it into matzo providing 

food for their journey.  Perhaps the Jews immigrating to Mexico also carried with them 

unleavened dough, or the idea of it, and therefore wheat was a symbol of their survival 

and thus important enough to display on the exterior of their building.94 

92 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 104.   
93 ibid. Unikel-Fasja does not explain this comment, so the following are my own deductions 

based on her suggestion. 
94 A native plant of Mexico, corn has been an important national icon for the country and Mexican 

artists have depicted it over and over again in art, as Diego Rivera did in his murals, for example.  In the 
synagogue, we see another plant, wheat, having great significance to the Jewish people. 
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Interpreting Text

Also borrowed from sacred texts, the phrase “My House was called the House of 

Prayer for all the nations” is inscribed in Hebrew (the sacred language of all Jews) above 

the central arch of the façade.  I believe its meaning also had a specific context in the 

lives of the Mexican Sephardim at the time it was engraved.  It is a proclamation of an 

identity born from the experience of worshipping with Jews from many parts of the 

world.  The congregation of this synagogue was of mixed nationality and with the phrase 

engraved on their temple it becomes clear that the members felt they could be unified 

despite their diversity.  The saying also refers to the members’ practice of welcoming 

foreigners, who had no friends or family in Mexico, to attend their Friday prayer and 

traditional dinner. 95 

Conclusion

The Sephardim relied on one another to create a community and survive and 

adapt to Mexico City.  Constructing their synagogue also necessitated adaptation to the 

plot and local situation.  Erected in a foreign and Christian state, every part of its design 

was the result of efforts to create a Sephardic structure where none had existed before.  

Initially, however, the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was the product of non-Jewish designers and 

builders and the subsequent changes made to their design represented the congregation’s 

attempts to make the building more Jewish. 

In essence, the congregation, at different points of time after its construction, 

decided that aspects of the layout were not characteristically Jewish, so they changed 

 
95 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 107. 
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certain features of the building.  They wanted the Rabí Yehuda Halevy to have the 

characteristics they felt made a building a synagogue, and not a church or any other 

building.  The fact that the congregation demanded alteration of aspects of the layout and 

its function post-completion signals a perception held by the congregation and its leaders 

of what constituted an appropriate structural layout for a synagogue, and how Jewishness 

could be exhibited.   

This is a particularly significant idea with regard to synagogues built in Mexico, a 

former Spanish Catholic colony.  Konik told me that in contrast to today, there were no 

Jewish architects in Mexico in the mid-twentieth century; therefore it can be assumed that 

Gentiles built all of the Jewish buildings there.  While the other synagogues in Mexico 

City built before the Rabí Yehuda Halevy may have provided ideas for its design, Babani 

obviously did not copy any of them to any great extent.  Having no ancient synagogue in 

Mexico to work from as a model for how to build a synagogue, the sources referenced in 

the design of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy describe an attempt to adapt to the city’s 

architectural and social environment, while emphasizing the congregation’s Sephardic 

identity accommodating its diversity and responding to the modern era.   

All of this was accomplished with little money and the Rabí Yehuda Halevy 

needs to be looked at as architecture built on a small budget.   Krinsky points out that, 

whereas kings or large corporations are able to order spectacular structures fitting for 

their dreams, the less powerful and wealthy build what they can.  Synagogues are most 

often less influential buildings constructed by less prominent people.  The Jews 

throughout the world have often been the powerless and the hated people in their 
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communities, yet they still needed to construct buildings where they could worship.  

Oftentimes, Jews’ only choice for a builder was someone who would agree to work with 

them, and their buildings were the results of the meager funds available for the 

construction. The non-innovative architectural choices Jews have made in building their 

synagogues, which Krinsky describes in her book, have been the product of efforts to 

conform and adapt to their social and architectural environments. Essentially synagogue 

architecture, except in recent times and in certain places, has been the result of Jews’ 

attempts to adapt to their environments.96 As will be demonstrated in the next chapter, 

style was the greatest medium for the Mexican Sephardim to make statements of 

belonging and individuality. 

96 Krinsky, Synagogues in Europe, 74 
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IV. PORTRAYING IDENTITY THROUGH ARCHITECTURAL STYLE 

The styles most prominent in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy are the Arts and Crafts and 

the Gothic combined within a clean-line, modern aesthetic.  The Gothic-type pointed arch 

is used as a silhouetted form to ornament two-dimensional surfaces.  It is repeated in the 

chair backs, the shapes of the windows and doors, and the archways of the synagogue’s 

interior.  Nature-inspired designs carved in wood adorn the tympana of the interior 

portals, and the ceiling also recalls the Arts and Crafts movement.  Fortress battlements 

on the exterior evoke the medieval, while asymmetrically decorated stained glass 

windows and the simple, clean aesthetic underlie the synagogue’s design to denote 

modernity.  The motifs are executed in stone, as well as in wood, concrete, and drywall; 

sheets of marble are positioned next to their faux-painted representations.   

 The use of the Gothic and Arts and Crafts in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy might be 

seen by many as Mexican architects’ efforts to copy European designs.  In the past the 

building would have been written off as derivative, but Fernández has declared that 

architectural choices made by minority groups and non-dominant nations tell us much 

about their efforts to define themselves and negotiate a place within the nation or the 

international arena.  Debates have arisen in Mexico about how to best represent the 

nation through its architecture and among Jewish leaders and architects in Europe over 

how to communicate Jewishness through style. In Europe and in Mexico, by both 

Christians and Jews, multiple styles have often been employed simultaneously in order to 

communicate specific messages about themselves.  Oftentimes stylistic hybridity was 

deployed to demonstrate that the patron or nation was modern. 
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Likewise, the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was not designed to copy any particular 

building.  Instead the Mexican Sephardim employed elements of the language of various 

styles as part of a process of identifying themselves in particular ways.  Through the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy, the Sephardim had to project Jewishness within a Catholic state, depict 

their history, and demonstrate their relevance in Mexico.  In this chapter, I examine 

possible sources and reasons for their stylistic choices.  I also describe how Mexico and 

European Jews underwent parallel processes of portraying identity through architectural 

style.  

Defining the Jewish Style

Although the Gothic style developed in the twelfth century in a cathedral, it, like 

many styles prominent in Christian and secular buildings, was employed by European 

synagogues until around 1830.97 Sometimes this was done in an effort to build bridges 

and imply commonality between the Jewish and Christian faiths.98 Synagogue builders 

never copied a Gothic cathedral plan, as it made no functional sense for Jewish practices, 

but simpler Gothic churches sometimes served as stylistic models.  Gothic decorations 

were added to building designs, as was the case in the Bordeaux synagogue where the 

entrance portal has pointed arches and the side door tympanum is festooned with Gothic 

tracery.99 Krinsky writes that in the late nineteenth century, some central European Jews 

avoided employment of oriental designs that could denote difference, and instead built 

Gothic synagogues.100 

97 Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 74. 
98 ibid., 86. 
99 ibid., 85-6. 
100 ibid., 88. 
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The Rabí Yehuda Halevy seems to be similar to late nineteenth-century 

synagogues because most, as Krinsky has pointed out, were eclectic in their stylistic 

choices.  She cites the time period as indicative of the statements of a German 

architectural teacher and writer, Wilhelm Stier, who wrote that the style of the time was 

pluralism, which was suitable for everyone.101 Countless styles, besides the Gothic, have 

been employed in synagogues, a phenomenon explained by Krinsky as the product of the 

“institutional flexibility” which characterizes Judaism, a religion with no central 

authority.  Since Jews have lived as minorities everywhere, been continuously displaced, 

and forced to adapt to different environments, flexibility in many of their identifying 

factors, such as stylistic choices for their buildings, has often been imperative to their 

survival.102 

Perhaps then their decision to employ the Neo-Gothic style was an effort to 

follow international Jewish trends that began with a search for style that denoted 

Jewishness specifically.  The end of the nineteenth century was also a Golden Age for 

British Jews who were involved in an international Jewish movement of building large-

scale synagogues in High Victorian Britain. The 'cathedral synagogue' became the 

architectural type for the main construction organization, the United Synagogue.103 Like 

Christian architects of the time, nineteenth-century Jewish architects used different styles 

within the same building.  Styles, such as the Romanesque, that resulted in grand 

structures were also thought to be useful prototypes for structural decorations, such as 

 
101 ibid., 75. 
102 ibid., 74. 
103 Sharman Kadish, "Constructing Identity: Anglo-Jewry and Synagogue Architecture” 

Architectural History, Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians of Great Britian (2002) 394. 
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relieving arches and recessed doorways flanked by pilasters.  An example of a building 

that followed this movement was the Vidin synagogue in Bulgaria, which Babaní’s print 

may have depicted (Figure 16).104 This synagogue was built in 1894 in a neo-Gothic 

style from the wealth of the community.105 

European Jews were still looking for a way to communicate Judaism through 

architecture in the early twentieth century, when a competition for synagogue designs 

was held at the École des Beaux Arts in Paris in 1918.106 At the beginning of the century, 

designers looked to the future by omitting “outmoded” architectural forms, such as fancy 

decorative motifs.  They focused on the basic elements of design, structure, and material, 

according to Krinsky.107 The design entries ranged in style from Moorish and Byzantine 

to Classical; they referred to existing synagogues or sought to create designs that did not 

refer to historical styles.  A design intended for the Linnaeusstraat synagogue in 

Amsterdam was based on the Arts and Crafts movement (Figure 17).108 

In the post-war 1920s, architects of synagogues designed buildings of modest 

size, easily discerned contours, varied texture, and bigger windows.  These synagogues 

were alike those of the entries at the 1925 Paris Exposition des Arts Décoratifs et 

Industriels Modernes, which manifested diverse mixes of simplified historic styles, while 

avoiding crenellations, pinnacles, and other profuse decoration.  The general look was an 

 
104 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 105. 
105 World Monuments Fund, "World Monuments Watch: 100 most Endangered Sites," World 

Monuments Fund, http://www.wmf.org/html/programs/bulvid.html (accessed November/24, 2005). 
106 Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 94. 
107 ibid., 91 
108 ibid., 94.  Although, this is all that Krinsky writes about the synagogue.  From the photograph 

that she provides, it is evident that the Arts and Crafts Movement motivated the design of the building 
because there are repetitive geometric and linear designs in regular patterns.  There is also a leaf-inspired 
motif near the roof.   
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attempt to depict modernity through “cleanness” and simplicity of form, and the interiors 

had mostly smooth surfaces in pale tones.109 

Style Denotes Jewish Ethnicity

Krinsky does not mention whether these 1920s architects attempted to identify 

through style the specific ethnic group for which they were building these synagogues.  

However, the congregation of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy may have indicated a desire to 

express their Sephardic identity through their choice of the Gothic style. As mentioned, 

Maimonides’ ideas seem to have influenced the layout, and the synagogue was named 

after Rabbí Yehudá Haleví.   Both were twelfth-century Sephardic scholars during the 

Sephardic Golden Age and the commencement of the Gothic style.  Therefore the 

employment of the style could serve the purpose of reminding the congregation, and the 

non-Sephardic Mexican Jews, of the history of the Sephardim and what they had 

accomplished in their medieval past.   

The Debate about Style in Modern Mexico

Alluding to this time period in Sephardic history also intimates that the Sephardim 

were once Europeans.  This would have been particularly important in Mexico, because 

the government and Mexican architects frequently needed to demonstrate a cosmopolitan 

link with Europe, and later with the United States.  Although there was much that the 

Sephardim and Mexico did not hold in common, they faced similar pressures to classify 

themselves and both found it necessary to construct an identity in a multitude of senses.   

 
109 Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 94. 
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Mexico and the Sephardim both felt the need to construct a political face through 

the facades of their buildings.  Through architecture they needed to portray both a 

contemporaneous and a diachronic history. The Jews had no true homeland to point to, 

while Mexico had a dual identity born from two populations, the indigenous and the 

European, whom had engaged in an enormous amount of conflict throughout time and 

whom both needed to be included into a historical narrative.  Both Mexico and the Jews 

needed to find a place in the present to define themselves.  For Mexico, that meant the 

international arena, but for the Sephardim it meant defining themselves within their 

neighborhood of the Colonia Roma.   

 From the end of the nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth 

century, the Mexican government, the tourism industry, architects, and builders exploited 

style to define national identity through architecture.  They employed historical motifs in 

their designs in order to portray national identity.  Consequently, multiple styles were 

employed across a number of buildings in Mexico or in single buildings, such as the 

synagogue.   

According to Mauricio Tenorio Trillo, in Mexico at the Worlds’ Fairs: Creating a 

Modern Nation, Mexico, like Europe, employed a variety of styles in architecture in a 

process of searching for stylistic elements from the past that could portray its current 

situation.  However, it is important to point out, as many scholars have, that no building 

was a direct copy of another in Europe or elsewhere, and few followed one style 
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completely.110 Moreover, on both continents, older styles were recreated with modern 

construction materials, such as concrete and cast iron, utilizing techniques developed in 

the 1870s.111 Tenerio Trillo states that Mexico chose styles to create an appearance of 

modernity,112 so the projection of progress and nationalism in the late nineteenth century 

was relayed through the exterior of buildings.113 From the nineteenth century to the first 

decades of the twentieth, architects working in the Romantic Movement in Europe and 

Mexico recycling historical motifs into Neo-Gothic, Neo-Byzantine, and Neo-Romantic 

styles in single residences and in public buildings.   

During much of the nineteenth century no effort was made to create a distinctive 

form of Mexican architecture.  According to Justino Fernández, architects were instructed 

to incorporate especially European building styles in an effort to certify Mexico’s culture 

amongst the dominant countries, as well as to demonstrate the nation’s modernity. 114 In 

downtown Mexico City, the Palacio de Bellas Artes with its Beaux-Artes decorations, is 

an example of how the Porfiriato employed “Neo”-styles in its architecture to construct a 

particular national identity. 

Yet before the turn of the century, debates erupted in the 1880s over which style, 

or combination of styles, could properly picture Mexico: the colonial, the pre-Hispanic 

past, or the European schools.115 During the Porfiriato, architects sought to project a 

 
110 Mauricio Tenerio Trillo.  “Mexican Art and Architecture in Paris,” Mexico at the Worlds’ 

Fairs: Creating a Modern Nation (Berkley: University of California Press, 1996).  
111 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 67. 
112 ibid., 118. 
113 ibid., 24 
114 Fernández, “Nineteenth Century Architecture,” 79. 
115 Mauricio Tenorio Trillo. “Mexican Art and Architecture in Paris,” Mexico at the Worlds’ 

Fairs: Creating a Modern Nation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996) 53, 96-97. 
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cosmopolitan image by selectively combining motifs of European historical styles with 

motifs borrowed from indigenous ruins that were meant to acknowledge the nation’s dual 

heritages.116 Tenerio Trillo writes that despite many disagreements, the Porfirian elite 

seemed to agree on one thing: not solely to imitate pre-colonial or colonial buildings 

because they could not satisfy modern needs for hygiene, comfort, or aesthetics, nor 

accurately depict the character of nineteenth-century Mexico.  Instead it was proposed 

that multiple styles could be combined in structures to represent Mexico’s Indian past and 

the progress of the modern day, producing a harmonious form that would be both 

cosmopolitan and representative of the Mexican nation at once.117 As a result, Díaz 

initiated construction of buildings and monuments that incorporated archeological motifs 

based on Aztec remains with modern forms.118 

Observing architecture in Mexico, we can see that a variety of buildings were 

responses to public debate about styles.  Architecture that combined motifs from many 

historical styles in Mexico continued to be built throughout the Porfirian regime and 

through much of the Revolution.119 However, as we move through the first half of the 

twentieth century, we can see that the focus was no longer on the Neo-Indigenous 

archeological styles versus the Neo-European styles.  Instead Mexico attempted to stake 

its identity within a sense of its own history through the Neo-Colonial.   

From the 1880s and through the post-Revolutionary period, the government and 

the tourist industry utilized a style that seems to have been termed alternately 

 
116 Porfirio Díaz’s regime was from 1876-1911. 
117 ibid, 98. 
118 ibid, 103. 
119 Construction projects often slowed or completely halted during the Revolution. 



60

“Traditionalism” and “Neo-Colonial.”  According to Architect Carlos Obregón 

Santacilia, tradicionalismo originally surged due to nationalist ideas that were expressed 

in the Revolution.120 In order to convey a sense of cosmopolitanism, but also a 

specifically Mexican identity, architects combined European eclectic styles with the Neo-

Colonial.  Guillermo de la Peña in “Urbanism and Urbanization: 1910-96” stated that the 

governments of the Revolutionary period favored a “Mexican-neocolonial” style for their 

homes, schools, hospitals, and for ministries’ public buildings. 121 

The Neo-Colonial was composed of decorative elements derived from buildings 

built in the country between circa 1521 and 1800.  Usually the squared arch doorframes 

and the local materials that were employed during the colonial period, such as cantera 

and chiluca stone, were incorporated within a modern aesthetic and alongside decorative 

elements taken from other styles.  Into the twenties, the government employed colonial 

forms and ornaments, such as niches, gargoyles, mosaics, and arches, and the materials, 

such as tezontle, cantera, and iron.122 

The government under President Venustiano Carranza (1917-1920) deemed the 

employment of colonial elements in architecture to be important to the construction of 

national identity.  According to Mónica Unikel-Fasja in Sinagogas de México, it decreed 

in 1918 that if a house or a building’s facade were to be constructed in a Neo-Colonial 

 
120 Obregón Santacilia, 50 Años de Arquitetura Mexicana, 69.  I believe the styles Obregón 

Santacilia terms “Traditionalism” encompasse what Tavares Lópes and Unikel-Fasja (among many) have 
referred to as Neo-Colonialism.   

121 Guillermo de la Peña, “Urbanism and Urbanization: 1910-96”, in Concise Encyclopedia of 
Mexico, edited by Michael S. Werner (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 2001) 1493. 

122 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 113. 
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style, the owners of the building would profit from fiscal benefits.123 Unikel-Fasja claims 

that the Ashkenazi congregation sought the benefits of this incentive for its Nidje Israel 

synagogue in 1941, over twenty years after the pronouncement was made.  Evidently 

architectural movements and decrees that occurred earlier in the century still resonated 

for Jews in the forties, because the Nidje Israel’s façade is constructed in tezontle and 

cantera, indigenous materials of Mexico City (Figure 18).  Framing the wooden doors 

carved with two Stars of David, these materials formed a rounded-corner arch, almost a 

half-rectangle, that was so common to the colonial period.124 

The Neo-Colonial style, or Traditionalism was one of five stylistic currents that 

architects were working in between 1923 and 1950.  Two others of interest here are 

Functionalism and Modernism,125 which appear to be the two aspects of architecture that 

resulted from what Tavares López characterized as a spirit of nationalism at the end of 

the Revolution revealed in a revalorization of traditions, artisans, costumes and 

architecture, and a desire for modernity.126 From the 1920s to the 1940s, the government 

reworked the image of Mexican heritage and culture to reflect progress, finding it 

necessary for the contemporary and the traditional to mesh as complementary images of 

Mexico.  By 1939 a pamphlet for tourists read, “Mexico is a contrasting fusion of the 

fifteenth and twentieth century civilizations – of stately medieval palaces and ancient 

 
123 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 92.  
124 Besides the interest in Neo-Colonial style, the Art Nouveau style, seemingly a version of the 

Arts and Crafts Movement, was also prominent in Mexico, particularly in the Colonia Roma, beginning in 
the twenties.  

125 Architect Carlos Obregón Santacilia, 50 Años de Arquitetura Mexicana (1900-1950) (México, 
D.F.: Editorial Patria, S.A., 1952) 68. 

126 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 112. 
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cathedrals flanked by modernistically [sic] designed office buildings, ox-carts and 

airplanes.”127 

Promoting the modern along with the ox-cart meant accepting many of the other 

styles that were occurring at the same time as the Neo-Colonial.128 But architects such as 

Obregón Santacilia did not wish for the coexistence of temporally different styles in 

architecture.  He claimed Traditionalism had been necessary for that moment in time, but, 

little by little, he and other architects saw traditional forms as remnants of a prior whole 

applied exclusively for ornamentation.  He viewed them as degenerate and primitive, 

almost caricatures of older works.129 His opinions resonated the ongoing necessity for 

buildings to be designed in a modern context but with relevancy to Mexico.  As a result, 

architects invented Functionalism and utilized a variety of styles that could project 

modernity. 

Architects employed the language of Modernity, which stemmed from Europe yet 

had specific manifestations in Mexico, to show the nation as progressive.  Desiring new 

solutions for “their century,” Mexican architects employed the Art Deco style (among 

others) that they most likely encountered in Paris at the 1925 International Exposition of 

Modern Industrial and Decorative Art.130 The Art Deco style was composed of many of 

the elements of the Art Nouveau style, which in Mexico, at least, was seemingly a 

 
127 ibid., 107. 
128 de la Peña, “Urbanism and Urbanization: 1910-96”, 1493. 
129 Obregón Santacilia, 50 Años de Arquitetura Mexicana, 69. 
130 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 116.  Translated from La Exposición Internacional de Arte 

Moderno Industrial y Decórativo (art déco). 
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version of the Arts and Crafts Movement. 131 Besides Art Nouveau, European rationalism 

found expression in Mexico in the late twenties and early thirties.132 

Mexican architects were also intrigued by buildings in Holland and Frankfurt and 

were particularly influenced by Walter Gropius and the Bauhaus.133 Mexican architects 

were soon producing works of simple volumetric shapes with infrequent figurative 

elements.  The facades were composed of large expanses without decoration, giving the 

impression of lightweight architecture.134 An example of a building that embodied some 

of these ideas is the private residence 74 Pueblo Street in Colonia Roma (Figure 19).  

Architects Carlos and Jorge Capdevielle designed the structure with clean lines and 

simplicity in decoration at the beginning of the thirties.135 

At the beginning of the 1940s, the Mexican state, according to de la Peña, made 

an effort to address overpopulation problems that had arisen in the city by promoting 

multifamiliar architecture based on Le Corbusier’s ideas.136 Mexicans also constructed 

skyscrapers, which appeared between 1929 and 1950.  Under the “Modern” section, 

 
131 Since I can find no evidence of styles specifically referred to as Arts and Crafts in Mexico, but 

authors such as Tavares López in Colonia Roma have demonstrated a strong incorporation of the Art 
Nouveau style in architecture particularly in the Colonia Roma, I have assumed that Art Nouveau was a 
large heading under which various styles, like Arts and Crafts, were grouped.  Michael Jeffrey, Arts and 
Crafts Style (New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 2001) 10.  Non-English-speaking parts of Europe 
rarely used the name “Arts and Crafts” and many of the movement’s ideas were absorbed into the “Art 
Nouveau” style at the turn of the twentieth century especially in France and Belgium. 

132 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 116. 
133 ibid. 
134 ibid., 117. 
135 ibid., 119. 

136 ibid. This  type of buildings optimized space by combining a variety of functions, such as housing and commerce, in 

one block.  Interestingly, the street façade of Le Corbusier’s villa ‘Les Terrasees’ at Gaches had inspired a decade earlier the 

(unexecuted) Klopstockstrasse synagogue design in Berlin by Wiener & Jaretzki (Krinsky, Synagogues of Europe, 96) 
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Obregón Santicilia describes works such as the Aztlan building by Architect Alfonso 

Cervantes and the Ermita building by Architect Juan Segura (Figure 20).137 

Besides addressing the population problems, this type of architecture could also 

project national identity in the 1940s.  Saragoza argues that in this decade the image of 

culture was becoming less focused on authenticity, folklore, and monuments.138 Instead, 

Miguel Alemán Valdés from 1940 to 1946 supervised and promoted Mexican tourism 

and attempted to “modernize” the image of Mexico.139 He advocated a sleek, 

businesslike, metropolitan, contemporary style far from an idea of peasants, curio shops, 

and village marketplaces where it had begun in the twenties.140 

The Colonia Roma

Looking around Colonia Roma today we can see the whole range of styles that 

illustrated the governments’ agendas from at least the nineteenth-century forward.  The 

Colonia Roma is a suburb that was created in 1902 by Edward Walter Orrin.  It was 

completed in 1903 during the regime of Porfirio Díaz (1876-1911), at a time when the 

President was seeking to urbanize and modernize the capital socially, industrially, 

culturally, and architecturally.141 According to Edgar Tavares López, architectural 

modernization took form in the construction of public buildings and monuments to 

legitimize the Porfirian regime.  The Porfirato was particularly beneficial for wealthy and 

foreign people who inhabited areas like the Colonia Roma.   

 
137 Obregón Santacilia, 50 Años de Arquitetura Mexicana, 88-89. 

138 Saragoza, “The Selling of Mexico,” 108.   

139 Miguel Alemán Valdés enjoyed tenure as the head of Gobernación from 1940 to 1952. 

140 ibid., 102. 

 141 ibid., 31. 
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The Porfirian elite, who came to inhabit the Colonia Roma, looked both to the 

past and to the future, to culture and patrimony, and to science.142 European and 

American architects built residences and buildings based on architecture in Europe, 

reflecting their clients’ affluence and the places they considered modern and stylish.  

Most frequently, builders incorporated mansard roofs and Art Nouveau decorations 

reminiscent of Italy and France.143 As time went by architects also built neo-style 

versions of older French styles, such as the neo-Romantic, Neo-Gothic Nuestra Señora 

del Rosario completed in 1925 (Figure 21).144 As we can see from this cathedral, in 

Mexico, as in the United States, Gothic forms in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century were arranged alongside many other versions of historical styles, such as 

Italianate, Romanesque Revival, and Queen Anne modes, in a movement that has been 

most simply described as Eclecticism.145 

The Rabí Yehuda Halevy fell right in line with this phenomenon because of its 

stylistic multiplicity.  However, we recognize the 1942 Rabí Yehuda Halevy synagogue 

as being mainly Gothic in style because of the repetition of the pointed arches.  It is not 

Gothic in the sense that it is a twelfth-century structure with flying buttresses, soaring 

spires, fantastically tall ceilings, and narrow naves, which were distinctive of the original 

style.  The Sephardim utilized not the structural aspects of the Gothic style, but its 

decorative attributes, because these were the elements that made sense for them.  Built in 

the Colonia Roma where stylistic hybridity had been common in architecture from its 

 
142 Tavares López, Colonia Roma, 31 
143 Tenerillo Trillo, Mexico at the World’s Fairs, 53 
144 Tavares Lopez, Colonia Roma, 107. 
145 Loth, The Only Proper Style, 121. 



66

commencement, the congregation utilized specific elements of styles that were relevant to 

the identity it intended to project.  The neighborhood was a microcosm of the larger 

studio in which the congregation formulated its visual place and political foothold in 

Mexico.   

Out of the variety of styles surrounding them, Babani and the congregation 

selected primarily the Gothic and the Arts and Crafts for the synagogue. Mexico 

employed the Neo-Gothic style in a variety of buildings from the 1880s through the 

1940s as part of its continuous efforts to redefine its national identity through 

architectural style.  The Sephardim selected from these styles what they wanted and what 

they felt was necessary.  It stands to reason that they chose Gothic for the following 

reasons: it projected religiosity and the Old World; the Sephardim were relying on a 

small budget; and it afforded their building a place amongst the panorama of neo-styles. 

The Gothic style is a common choice for churches in Mexico.  Some of the 

Sephardic congregation were born in Mexico City or grew up there from a very young 

age.  They attended Catholic or public schools with Christians in part to hide their 

identities as Jews and to fit in.  The style also characterized the Methodist Episcopal 

Church on Gante Street (Figure 22) where the Jews held their holiday services before the 

construction of their synagogue.146 It is possible, then, that the architectural styles they 

experienced in these Christian places overlapped with Judaism in their minds when they 

attempted to illustrate the idea of God and holiness in their synagogue.   

 
146 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de México, 65. 
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According to Luis Ortiz Macedo, in “The Neoclassic and the Neo-Gothic, 

Culminating in Eclectic Architecture,” the style was implemented so frequently in 

Mexico because it held the ability to convey religiosity.  As a Neo-style, the Gothic was 

reduced to motifs that could convey religiosity and serve as decoration.  According to 

Ortiz Macedo, Mexican buildings in the Neo-Gothic style were not even remote 

interpretations of the originals, but liberal interpretations of the Gothic style in general.147 

Using the example of San Miguel de Allende, a parish church in Guanajuanto, Ortiz 

Macedo explains how the building being constructed would be at the mercy of the 

existing situation created, for example, by the lot’s size and the orientation of existing 

architecture.  Due to space and other restrictions, structure and style had to be 

compromised, so that often parts of the church design, such as atriums, had to be 

eliminated, as was the case in the parish church.148 

Not only did builders have to work around the local conditions while employing 

Gothic forms, but they also needed to accommodate a patron’s small budget. One virtue 

of employing the Gothic style was that it could be rendered inexpensively.  Fine and 

expensive materials of medieval Gothic were supplanted in America with cheap building 

supplies and construction, where builders employed walls of plastered brick.149 Also, 

motifs could be reproduced in exterior or interior designs in any material.  Loth explains 

 
147 A complete understanding of how style was imported and employed in the designs of Mexican 

buildings would necessitate a study of the training of Mexican architect students, a topic which is beynd the 
scope of this thesis. 

148 Ortiz Macedo, “DEL NEOCLASICO AL NEOGOTICO,” In Arquitectura Religiosa e la 
Ciudad de México: Siglos XVI al XX: Un Guia (México: Comision de Arte Sacro de la Arquidiocesis de 
México, 2004) 272. 

149 Robert Muccigrosso. American Gothic: The Mind and Art of Ralph Adams Cramp, 
(Washington: University Press of America, 1980) 50. 



68

that in the mid-nineteenth century, blacksmiths created cast iron ornamentations that 

could achieve the effect of the Gothic style with minimal expense.150 The American 

ironwork in the Gothic style of the1858 tomb of James Monroe in the Hollywood 

Cemetery in Richmond bears many similarities to the façade portal gates of the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy (Figure 23).151 And like the chair backs of the synagogue’s interior, 

American rooms were often filled with a wide range of domestic accessories, such as 

furniture, tableware, and clocks designed in Gothic motifs (Figure 24).152 

The Sephardim chose to distribute Gothic motifs throughout their synagogue 

partly because they could be rendered so cheaply.  We have only to look at several of the 

decorations and the tevah to realize that the congregation was building the best that they 

could with what they had.  The building shows careful utilization of expensive materials 

in order to make them stretch as far as possible. Paint was employed in many areas of the 

walls and decorations to signal richer materials, such as gold.153 When the congregation 

could finally afford a tevah it was built of concrete and topped with very thin sheets of 

marble (Figure 25).  The wall behind the tevah, instead of being a large slab of marble, 

was painted with shades of reddish coral tones to create the illusion of such.  The tevah 

was constructed from concrete, which now crumbles beneath a very, thin slab of marble. 

This was the cheapest way to give the impression that the whole structure was made of 

the expensive material.154 Like the Gothic, the Arts and Crafts style was easily rendered 

 
150 Loth, The Only Proper Style, 87. 
151 ibid., 89. 
152 Loth, The Only Proper Style, 105. 
153 It is interesting to compare this to ancient Pompeian middle class homes where paint was 

employed to the wall to appear as expensive materials. 
154 Leon Konik Tacher pointed this out to me. 
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without much capital, because the movement called for the use of natural and local 

materials and simple forms.   

The Sephardim probably chose the Gothic because it signaled religiosity and was 

relatively cheap to produce, but it was also most likely the style of the synagogue in the 

print to which Babani referred.  The print may have come from a synagogue in Vidin, 

Sofia, or Istanbul. When I researched into these three places, I found no exact match for 

the design of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, but I discovered that many of the synagogues in 

these locations employed Gothic motifs, particularly in the shape of the windows.  

Therefore it is likely that Babani mimicked the style he saw in the print.    

However, not only does the Rabí Yehuda Halevi have Gothic elements, but also 

its exterior looks like a small medieval castle.  I am aware of only one other castle-like 

building in the Colonia Roma, the “Castillo” at Orizaba 126 (Figure 26), and am 

convinced that such an aesthetic was not abundant in Mexico.  Therefore it seems that 

designing the façade of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was a deliberate effort to portray 

something specific about the congregation. I believe that the congregation wanted to 

remind the Ashkenazim of the Sephardim’s accomplishments during their Golden Age in 

the Middle Ages, and demonstrate their European heritage to the Mexican public.   

Noticeably, the Sephardim selected from the wide panorama of styles available to 

them in the Colonia Roma.  The tourist industry, government leaders, and architects 

attempted to change the face of Mexico numerous times since the Sephardim’s arrival 

during the Porfiriato. Cosmopolitan eclecticism, archaeological Aztec-inspired motifs, 

Neo-styles, and various forms of Modernism were all adopted in the city’s architecture in 
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order to portray national identity.  Clearly, the Mexican Sephardim undertook a similar 

process of identity construction through their synagogue.  Just as Mexico had looked 

frequently to its own history and surroundings and employed indigenous and Neo-

Colonial styles to project its identity, the Sephardim looked to their own neighborhood 

and to their own past to select styles that would project their identity through their 

synagogue. The congregation most likely referenced their own neighborhood and the 

buildings they passed everyday on their way to work when they made their stylistic 

choices.     

They chose to depict primarily the Gothic and the Arts and Crafts style within a 

simple, Modern aesthetic.  Possibly they wished to reference designs used by the 

international Jewish community and from the Gothic style that initiated during their 

Golden Age, but most likely Mexican architecture became the models from which Babani 

and Cánovas drew.  By 1941 Mexico City held a collection of motifs that were 

modifications of the Art Deco and Arts and Crafts aesthetics and would have been part of 

the contemporary language for builders to demonstrate modernity.  The Rabí Yehuda 

Halevy, like much of the architecture that began to be designed in Mexico in the late 

twenties, exhibited a variety of historical architectural trends as simplified motifs 

repetitiously placed upon relatively flat and undecorated surfaces on both its interior and 

exterior.  Elements from traditional styles were rendered with modern techniques, 

materials, innovations, and aesthetics.  In this way, in the first half of the twentieth 

century, the Medieval Gothic signaled modernity and its employment in the Rabí Yehuda 

Halevy communicated Sephardic religiosity balanced with modernity.   
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VI. CONCLUSION 

If the Rabí Yehuda Halevy were not examined as a building constructed in the 

context of its neighborhood, the Colonia Roma, and was instead compared to the vast 

range of Mexican architecture it would be no surprise that it would be overlooked.  The 

Sephardic community was living in the Colonia Roma and built the synagogue on 

probably the closest plot of land to their homes that they could.  They then set out to 

identify themselves within their neighborhood.  At points in their history in Mexico City, 

the Sephardim had been accused of stealing jobs away from native-born Mexicans.  At 

times if identified as Jews they feared for their lives, but by 1942, the Mexican state was 

at war against their oppressors, the Jewish population had enlarged to a considerable size, 

and Jews held positions in many respected industries.  The building of the synagogue was 

a chance to demonstrate that the Sephardim now held a place within their neighborhood 

community and within Mexico City. The Rabí Yehuda Halevy needed to demonstrate to 

those passing it on regular basis that the Sephardim were productive citizens who 

belonged in Mexico.   

They did so in a parallel process to the one Mexico underwent to depict its 

national identity.  In both cases, buildings provided canvases to project their political 

faces.  Both needed a public presence and chose styles in conscious efforts to define 

themselves outwardly.  Style was important in Mexico’s process of finding its way in the 

international arena.  Although the Sephardim were subordinate to the power structure, 

style was equally important for the Mexican Sephardim to find their place amongst the 

powerful.  
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The Sephardim needed to portray a sense of their culture to the surrounding 

world.  Without Jewish architects in Mexico City, the Sephardim employed a non-Jewish 

builder and designer who built with the knowledge of church construction.  Yet, because 

it was necessary that the building function as a synagogue and display a Sephardic 

identity opposed to an Ashkenazic one, the Sephardic community made adjustments to 

the builders’ original design.  Babani’s architectural plan provided what was available, 

but as they needed to distinguish themselves from the Ashkenazi, the congregation later 

made the necessary adjustments.   

This act demonstrates subjectivity and intentionality, refuting any claim that the 

Rabí Yehuda Halevy is merely a derivative structure.  The Mexican Sephardim made 

choices about their layout as carefully as they chose their styles.  They formulated a plan 

to depict their identity through their building in the same way that Mexico used 

architecture to portray its national identity.  Communicating this identity required the 

architectural language that had been developing over centuries.  The specific combination 

of styles the Mexican Sephardim employed, and the arrangement in which they placed 

them, belongs to a historical process of portraying identity through architectural style.  

Therefore, Unikel-Fasja, who wrote that the Rabí Yehuda Halevy’s construction was 

merely an imitation of schemes of the past, cannot possibly be correct.155 

It appears that Babani, Cánovas, and the Sephardic congregation built a 

synagogue that portrayed a traditional and Orthodox identity that was also relevant to the 

modern day.  Its stylistically mixed, predominately Neo-Gothic facade would have fit 

 
155 Unikel-Fasja, Sinagogas de Mexico, 51. 
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fairly comfortably into the rest of Mexico City’s architecture, yet would have appeared 

more European than the facades of many other buildings.  The stylistic choices, along 

with the synagogue’s name and its layout, made a strong statement about it being 

particularly a Sephardic, and not just a Jewish place of worship. 

Furthermore, it was necessary for the Sephardim to balance their traditional life 

with changes in their environment, which they learned to do by continuously altering 

their working habits to adapt to the shifting regimes, economic situations, and attitudes, 

not to mention acclimatizing to a whole new continent.  Combining modernity with their 

traditions would have been important to their continued survival as a community, and to 

their assimilation and success in Mexico.   For a congregation that was just recently 

shown tolerance in a land where they were considered to be foreigners, and while their 

relatives and coreligionists were being tortured and killed by the thousands in Europe, a 

familiar, religious style combined with clean-line aesthetics was desirable. So while they 

avoided graven images, they integrated modern abstract designs into their older-style 

Gothic windows, and thus struck a fitting balance.  

While communicating an identity carefully balanced between modernity and 

ancient tradition, the Mexican Sephardim had focused their attention and their resources 

on the parts of the synagogue that were the most important to them, such as the tevah and 

the façade, in front of which Jews from all over the city are said to have had their 

wedding photographs taken.  The Sephardim of the Colonia Roma projected all they 

could with a small amount of capital, working around the lot’s restrictions, and blending 

in with, and safeguarding themselves from the surrounding environment.   
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This synagogue provided a permanent home to the community of the Sephardim, 

gave it a place to function, and a place to define itself.  The Rabí Yehuda Halevy is a 

unique structure, simultaneously eclectic and modern, that identifies its congregation and 

its hopes for the community’s future.  Leon Konik Tacher told me that it was a Sephardic 

custom to plant a fig tree, an olive tree, and grape vines when a person or group initiated 

a new venture.  All three grow in pots at the foot of the front entrance stairs of the Rabí 

Yehuda Halevy.  The action of planting these trees meant more than simply going 

through the motions of following a tradition; it signaled a hope in the new institution and 

in the future of its congregation.

The construction of the synagogue in 1942 produced a space for the Sephardim to 

cultivate their community apart from other groups of Jews, although they remained 

members of the central Jewish committee of Mexico.  The Sephardic community 

provided daily worship, education, and represented the group politically and culturally.  It 

projected and mediated the Jewish identity during the Sephardi’s continuing process of 

socialization and acculturation.156 

The design of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was produced from choosing sources from 

the broad history of architecture in a process similar to the ones Mexico and the Jews in 

North America and Europe had gone through to find the stylistic tools to communicate 

their identities.  By 1942, the languages of Gothic and other styles had been formulated in 

Mexico and were employed in a specific manner by the Sephardim in order to create the 

physical and conceptual space of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy.  The layout and style worked 

 
156 Alicia Gojman and others, La Comunidad Judía En La Ciudad De México (México: Gobierno 

del Distrito Federal, 1999), 32. 
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together to create the conceptual space of the synagogue. They formed a visual 

representation of the congregants’ homelands, ignited confidence in Sephardic identity, 

distinguished the Sephardim from the Ashkenazim, and connected Jews to the nation of 

Mexico.  The iconography reminded the congregation of the ancient parables, the 

struggle of their ancestors, the goal to create Israel as a Jewish state, and their own efforts 

to acclimate to Mexico.   

The catalog of the Museo Sefardi reads, “The synagogue adapted itself to local 

building customs and the artistic style of any period in which it was built.”157 Likewise, 

the Rabí Yehuda Halevy is the product of memory, tradition, and modernity, interlacing 

the old with the new through the languages of style and structure of European and 

Mexican artistic movements.  The synagogue itself stood for their survival, prosperity, 

and the achievement of general acceptance in Mexico. While the congregation’s 

coreligionists and relatives were killed and persecuted in Europe during the war, the 

construction of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy celebrated the fact that the Sephardim had a 

home in Mexico, a country that was fighting against those persecutors.  

Undoubtedly most other synagogues in Mexico and Latin America hold equally 

multi-layered and interweaving narratives that could tell of their congregations’ struggles 

and accomplishments in the region in which they were acculturating.  However, these 

stories will remain untold if these buildings and others like them are cast-off as imitative 

and stylistically jumbled.  Scholars should keep in mind María Fernández’s assertion that 

 
157 Museo Sefardi, "A Walk Around the Sephardi Museum of Toledo" (museum catalog, 

unknown, 1996). 
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oftentimes seemingly innocuous buildings present alternative statements about national 

identity.  They can also tell us much about the use and the history of style.  The Mexican 

Sephardim did not pick randomly from a big book of style to create their synagogue.  

Rather, they were involved in a process parallel to that of the nation and the tourist 

industry of Mexico: a process of finding the vocabulary to portray themselves to the 

outside world.  The Rabí Yehuda Halevy is not merely the sum of its parts, but a 

reaffirmation that architecture in Mexico reflects the overlapping and intersecting 

identities of the particular times and spaces in which it was built.  
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEWS 
 
In August 2006, the author interviewed Leon Konik Tacher, the current president of the 
Sephardic Community, at the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, Jaime Mitrani, the former president 
of the Sephardic Community, at the Shaar Hashamaim, and Rosalynda Cohen at her 
office at the Grupo Editorial Kesher. Here they are referred to as “DiSimone,” “Konik,” 
“Mitrani,” and “Cohen,” respectively.  The author has paraphrased their questions and 
comments and ordered them by subject. 
 
The Colonia Roma

DiSimone: In which colonies did the Jews live in the early forties? 
Konik: The Condesa, the Hipodormo, and the Roma 
 
DiSimone: How many synagogues were there in the Colonia Roma at this time? 
Konik: Three synagogues in the Colonia Roma Sur 
 
DiSimone: What was the Colonia Roma like at the time?   
Konik: The population was mixed financially; there was the very rich and the middle 
class. The twenties, thirties, and forties was a time of splendor here.  The Colonial Roma 
had five thousand houses where middle and upper class people lived.  They were 
attracted to the area because it was a new place in the city. 
Mitrani: In the forties the inhabitants of the Colonia Roma were of poor class.  They lived 
in small apartments, forty meters big.  Prostitutes, workers, bartenders lived near them on 
Calle Guanajuato.  Most of the Jews were poor and lived in the center in apartments in 
bad conditions.   
 
DiSimone: In the forties, what did the other buildings look like in the Colonia Roma?   
Konik: There were primarily houses.  At the same time that the synagogue was built, 
apartment buildings were built, and the Jews moved closer to the synagogue. 
 
The Jews in Mexico City

DiSimone: In the forties, what occupations did the Sephardim have? 
Mitrani: They made clothes and shoes.  If people had degrees from other countries, they 
couldn’t practice until they got degrees in Mexico.  Jews felt it was important to go to 
school 
 
DiSimone: What organizations did the Sephardim belong to besides the Comite Central? 
Konik: The Sephardic Federation for Latin American countries 
 
DiSimone: How large was the Rabí Yehuda Halevy’s congregation in the forties? 
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Konik: Four hundred families made up the congregation.  On Friday nights one hundred 
forty to one hundred fifty families attended the service.  Many people couldn’t read 
Hebrew. 
 
DiSimone: Where were the members of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy originally from? 
Konik: From Romania, France, and Italy, and Greece: Salonika, Greece, Aleppo Syria, 
Lebanon, Damascus, Turkey, Yugoslavia.  
 
DiSimone: Was there much difference between their traditions and the way they 
practiced their religion? 
Konik: Jews all sang same words to prayers, but to different melodies. 
 
DiSimone: How were the Sephardic people divided up before the Rabí Yehuda Halevy? 
Konik: Damascus, Syria, Aleppo prayed together until the 1930s.  Arab countries 
belonged to the Ottoman Empire so they were already accustomed to being with the 
Sephardim.  Jews from Monocco, Tunisia, Lebanon, Iraq, and Israel did not speak 
Spanish, so they are not Sephardic, and they would pray together.  This group considered 
marrying Arabs to be wrong.  The Sephardim always pray for Jerusalem (mural of 
Lamentations). 
Capon was the first Jewish president. There was one cemetery and one synagogue, the 
Mount Sinai. 
 
DiSimone: Was Mount Sinai run mostly by Arab Jews? 
Konik: No  
 
DiSimone: Can you tell me about the important rabbis of your history in Mexico? 
Mitrani: Abraham Levi came in 1917 and adapted the religion to suit the people. He said 
if you cannot afford to eat Kosher, do not do it. He came from Istanbul.  He accepted 
Jews marrying non-Jews, because there were no enough Jews in Mexico.  
Escaping the Nazis, Rabbi Hahim Abijidor came from Berlin in 1938 and Menohin 
Coreliot came from Morocco and worked at Rabí Yehuda Halevy. 
Konik: Ravi Avram Levi Bustamante was born in Istanbul. He, Abraham Levi, was from 
one of the biggest Sephardic congregations in Berlin and came to Mexico in 1938 or 
1939. 
 
DiSimone: Were you afraid to say you were a Jew when you grew up in Mexico City? 
Mitrani:  I went to Catholic School because my parents were afraid to say they were 
Jews. After the first world war, in the 1920s, the Ashkenazi population swelled 
dramatically due to an influx of immigration. In 1936 President Cardenas expropriated 
the oil industry and Americans were very upset about this.  In the thirties the Golden 
Shirt group were anti-Semitic and believed the Jews had killed Christ and were also 
extreme nationalists.  At the time, the Jews were a poor working class community.  
In 1939, a ship of Jews sailed to America from Germany and no one was allowed in and 
they were sent back. Many German Jews went to Palestine/Israel in the forties. In the 
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forties, my parents were proud to be Jews, but listened on the radio about Hitler killing 
their coreligionists and so they were scared. Mexicans at the time hate America because it 
stole their land, but they do not hate the Germans. In 1945 my parents stopped being 
afraid and in 1948 they were proud of being Jewish because Israel had gained 
independence. Before this year, we did not keep archives because they feared there would 
be a list of Jews for someone to kill. 
 
DiSimone: Where did the Jews live when the Rabí Yehuda Halevy was built? 
Mitrani: They lived in the area around the synagogue at first. 
 
DiSimone: Did the war bring more money to Mexico and the Jewish community so that 
there was then enough money to build the synagogue? 
Konik: No, they had to ask the more wealthy to chip in for its construction, and these 
people also needed to give to support the poor families. Kazures said, Life is difficult for 
a Jew.”  The first Jews in Mexico would sell things on a payment plan and so Mexicans 
would buy from them. 
 
Construction

DiSimone:  Who was director of construction, Víctor Babani, within the Jewish 
community?  
Konik: Víctor Babani was not Jewish. 
 
DiSimone:  What other projects did the architect and builder build together? Who was the 
civil engineer, Francisco Cánovas, in the Jewish community?   
Mitrani: The engineer’s specialty was building churches.  Canovas worked on Víctor 
Babani’s house.  
 
DiSimone: How long were you raising money for the synagogue to be built?   
Konik: Two or three years.  People walked to work in order to be able to donate money to 
build the synagogue. 
 
DiSimone: When was the property for the synagogue purchased? 
Konik: Probably bought property in 1938.  
Mitrani: We bought land from an Arabic Jew between 1934 and 1941. 
 
DiSimone: When were the plans drawn for the building?   
Mitrani: In the thirties, the Sephardim thought about building a synagogue, but did not 
have any plans.  1940 was a difficult time to build and was bad for business.  
Konik: In 1939, the same time as when they bought the lot.  
 
DiSimone: When did construction on the building begin? 
Konik: It began in 1941 and ended in 1942. 
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DiSimone: Was the entire synagogue finished in 1942? 
Mitrani: The inside was finished in 1952. 
 
DiSimone: How much say did the community have about what style, or other 
construction choices, would be employed in the synagogue? 
Konik: There was no need for multiple opinions, they had one voice- Mitrani’s. 
 
DiSimone: Did the government support the construction of the synagogue in any way?   
Konik: No, the government owns all churches and synagogues.  All buildings if kept in 
their original condition receive a historic tax deduction.   
 
DiSimone: Did the congregation take advantage of any tax breaks provided by the 
government if the used indigenous materials or colonial styles? 
Konik: No, the synagogue is made of all wood, because there was not money for 
anything else.  The tevah could not even be constructed until nine years later because 
there was no money for its construction. The tevah was made of cement with marble 
attached on the outside. The areas behind the tevah were painted to look like marble. 
 
DiSimone: Was the gate built as the same time as the synagogue? 
Konik: Yes. 
 
DiSimone: How do the iron front doors function? 
Konik: The front doors slide from the middle, out to the sides. 
 
DiSimone:  Was the community satisfied with the way Cánovas had built their 
synagogue? 
Konik: The engineer’s specialty was to build churches, so he did not build a female 
gallery, where Sephardic women usually sit during the service, so they had to sit on one 
side of the aisle, and men sat on the other. Eastern Jews do not separate the men from the 
women. The builder installed a female and male singing chorus in the second floor choir 
instead, which is not Jewish custom.  They did not design the chandelier; it was a present. 
The reading pulpit had to be moved to middle after they were finished. 
 
DiSimone:  Did Jews like how the Rabí Yehuda Halevy looked when it was completed? 
Mitrani: At the time, the richest went to marry at the Rabí because it was the most 
beautiful. 
Konik: The Rabí Yehuda Halevy was the most simple, and was considered to be the 
nicest in its day. 
 
DiSimone: Did the congregation or its leaders do anything different in this synagogue 
that had not been done before? 
Konik: On the backs of the chairs, where the names of the largest donors would normally 
be displayed, the names of the presidents of the community are presented. 
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Typology, Iconography and Stylistic Influence

DiSimone: What does the Hebrew script on the façade of the building say? 
Konik: The “Place of Prayer for all nations” and “Rabí Yehuda Halevy.” 
 
DiSimone: What do the designs on the doors and the plants in front of the stairs 
symbolize? 
Konik: It is Sephardic custom when starting something new, a fig, olive, and grape tree 
are planted. 
 
DiSimone: What other buildings were influential to the synagogue’s design?  
Konik: The Sophia Bulgaria and the architect, and the engineer’s specialty of building 
churches. 
Cohen: A synagogue in Istanbul. 
 
DiSimone: Why do you believe they would have chosen Gothic Style?  
Konik: In Spain, churches were used for Muslims, Christians, and Jews at different points 
in time. The style is a mix of Spanish Gothic and Bulgarian Gothic. 
 
DiSimone: What does the dedication on the menorahs on either side of the tevahs say? 
Konik: The menorahs are dedicated to Zionism. The Sephardim were the only Jewish 
community in Mexico interested in this. 
 
DiSimone: Where did the idea of how to construct the tevah come from? 
Konik: The idea came from the one at the Sofia Bulgaria synagogue. It follows the Ten 
Commandments and evokes the idea of the soul and of abundance.  The crown is smaller 
than they would have had liked because there was not enough material to build it.  Lions 
should not be shown, so they were made with tails growing out of an abnormal place of 
their bodies, so that it would be very clear that the hand of God did not make them.   
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APPENDIX B: ILLUSTRATIONS 
 

Figure 1, Map of Mexico City indicating the area where the Rabí Yehuda Halevy is 
located. 
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Figure 2, Unknown, Red and Yellow building with sign, Colonia Roma, Date unknown, 
Photograph by author, August 2006. 
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Figure 3, Víctor Babani, Across the street from Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph 
by author, August 2006. 
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Figure 4, Víctor Babani, Main Portals of the Façade Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942,
Photograph by Moy Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de 

México. México: D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002, 100. 
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Figure 5, Víctor Babani, Exterior of Rabí Yehuda Halevy at a distance. 1942. Photograph 
by Moy Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas De México.

México: D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002, 294. 
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Figure 6, Víctor Babani, Stained Glass Windows of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942
Photograph by Moy Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de 

México. México: D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002, 106. 
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Figure 7, Víctor Babani, Anteroom Portals in Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by 
Moy Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de México. México: 

D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002, 102. 
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Figure 8, Unknown, Carpet of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by author, 
August 2006. 
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Figure 9, Víctor Babani, Interior Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by author, 
August 2006. 
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Figure 10, Víctor Babani, Interior Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by author, 
August 2006. 
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Figure 11, Víctor Babani, Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by Moy Volcovich, an 
be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de México. México: D.R. Fundación 

Activa, 2002, 103. 
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Figure 12, Unknown, Anierm building, Colonia Roma, Date unknown, Photograph by 
author, August 2006. 
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Figure 13, Víctor Babani, Layout of Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1941-42. Schematic drawing 
by DiSimone of the main prayer room of the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, not to scale. 
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Figure 14, Rafel Marcos S. y Nessim Jasqui, Rodfe Sédek,1931, Photograph by Moy 
Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de México. México: D.R. 

Fundación Activa, 2002, 84-85 
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Figure 15, Salomón Gerson and Miguel Jinich, Interior of Nidje Israel, 1941, Photograph 
by Moy Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de México.

México: D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002, 90. 
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Figure 16, Unknown, Vidin Synagogue, 1894, World Monuments Fund, "World 
Monuments Watch: 100 most Endangered Sites," World Monuments Fund, 

http://www.wmf.org/html/programs/bulvid.html (accessed November/24, 2005). 
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Figure 17, Unknown, Exterior of Amsterdam Linnaeusstraat Synagogue,1927-28, 
Photograph can be found in Krinsky, Carol Hershelle. Synagogues of Europe: 

Architecture, History, Meaning. New York: Architectural History Foundation, 1985, 396.
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Figure 18, Salomón Gerson and Miguel Jinich, Exterior of Nidje Israel, 1941, Photograph 
by Moy Volcovich, can be found in Unikel-Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de México.

México: D.R. Fundación Activa, 2002, 94 
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Figure 19, Carlos and Jorge Capdevielle, 74 Pueblo, c. 1930, Photograph by Sergio 
Toledano, Editorial Clío, Libros y Videos S.A. de C.V., México 1996. Can be found 

Tavares López, Edgar. Colonia Roma. México: Clío, 1996, 119. 
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Figure 20, Architect Juan Segura, Ermita building, c. 1929-1950, Photograph can be 
found in Obregón Santacilia, Carlos. Cincuenta años de architectura mexicana (1900-

1950). México, D.F.: Editorial Patria, S.A., 1952, 88-89. 
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Figure 21, Angel y Manuel Torres Torija, Nuestro Señora del Rosario, 1925, Photograph 
by Sergio Toledano, Editorial Clío, Libros y Videos S.A. de C.V., México 1996. Can be 

found Tavares López, Edgar. Colonia Roma. México: Clío, 1996, 107. 
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Figure 22, Unknown, Methodist Episcopal Church on Gante Street, c. 1890s, Photograph 
by author, August 2006. 
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Figure 23, Unknown, Tomb of James Monroe, Hollywood Cemetery, Richmond, 1858,
Photograph can be found in Loth, Calder. The Only Proper Style: Gothic Architecture in 

America, Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1975, 89. 
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Figure 24, Víctor Babani, Chairs in the Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by Moy 
Volcovich, can be found in Unikel Fasja, Mónica. Sinagogas de México. México: D.R. 

Fundación Activa, 2002, 105. 
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Figure 25, Unknown, The Tevah in The Rabí Yehuda Halevy, 1942, Photograph by 
author, August 2006. 
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Figure 26, Unknown, Orizaba 126, Colonia Roma, 1910, Photograph by Sergio 
Toledano, Editorial Clío, Libros y Videos S.A. de C.V., México 1996. Can be found in 

Tavares López, Edgar. Colonia Roma. México: Clío, 1996, 78. 
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