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Synagogues in the Jewish Quarter — Ben Zakkai Synagogue

Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai Synagogue -
The Heart of the Sephardic Community
in Jerusalem

The Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai Synagogue,
located in the heart of the Jewish Quarter of the
Old City of Jerusalem, is the most prominent and
distinguished of the “Four Sephardic Synagogues”
complex. It is a cultural heritage site of the highest
religious, national, and historical significance,
faithfully reflecting the continuity of Jewish life in
the Holy City throughout the generations. Local
tradition associates the site with the monumental
figure of Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai, who led
the Jewish people during the period of the
destruction of the Second Temple and laid, in
Yavne, the spiritual foundations for the develop-
ment of Jewish law (halakha).

The present structure was erected in the late 16th
or early 17th century by the community of Spanish
exiles, and it quickly became the spiritual center
of the Sephardic community in Jerusalem. The
building’s architecture is both unique and
impressive: it is constructed significantly below
street level, likely due to building restrictions
imposed during the early Ottoman period. The
vaulted prayer hall is distinguished by a double
dome and an artistic design combining Gothic,
Moorish, and Eastern influences. Along the
eastern wall stand two identical and ornate Torah
arks, between which are historic Tablets of the
Covenant brought from the community of Livorno,
ltaly. Above them, set within a high window, are
placed a shofar and an il jug - timeless symbols
of the yearning for redemption and the renewal of
Temple worship.

From the 19th century onward, the synagogue
served as the principal ceremonial center of the
community, where the investiture ceremonies of
the “Rishon LeZion” (Sephardic Chief Rabbis)
were held. However, in 1948, during the 1948
Arab-Israeli War, following the fall of the Jewish
Quarter, the building was desecrated and
severely damaged. During the nineteen years of
Jordanian rule, it was used as a warehouse. After
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the reunification of Jerusalem in the Six-Day War,
a meticulous restoration project was undertaken
under the direction of architect Dan Tanai. The
restoration was completed in 1972, preserving the
building's original character while incorporating
modern artistic elements, including works by the
artist Jean David and the eastern door created by
Bezalel Schatz.

Today, the Rabban Yohanan ben Zakkai Syna-
gogue is a vibrant and active house of worship,
hosting state and communal events as well as
numerous visitors from around the world. The
building stands as a steadfast bridge between a
glorious past and a renewed future, symbolizing
the triumph of spirit, memory, and the sovereign
revival of the Jewish people in Jerusalem, the
eternal capital of the nation.
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