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J osh Shamsi was living in Israel and 
working as a photographer when he 
had lunch with an old school friend.  

 It was 2005, Israel was at ‘cold peace’ 
with a pre-revolution Egypt, and Shamsi’s 
friend had just been in Cairo. As they ate, 
they looked at remarkable photographs of 
abandoned synagogues Shamsi’s friend 
had taken in Egypt. Shamsi was fascinated. 
“It was incredible how vibrant these 
communities had been and that these 
synagogues were still so well preserved. We 
decided to go. Without much of a plan we 
boarded a plane and went to Cairo.”

This impromptu decision resulted in 
Shamsi spending a couple of frightening 
hours in prison when he attempted to visit 
the shrine of Rabbi Yaakov Abuhatzeira in 
the Nile Delta city of Damanhour. But it also 
led to his current role working for Diarna, 
which has been described as the world’s 
first digital museum. Diarna’s mission is 
to digitally document the Jewish shrines, 
synagogues and cemeteries of the Middle 
East and North Africa. Shamsi has been 
one of their principal photographers – their 
“Indiana Jones” as one colleague describes 
him. Now he is running an extension of 
Diarna called Beiteinu, which is widening 
the original project by taking in a dozen 
more countries around the world.

The idea for Diarna began in a 
Starbucks outside Boston in 2008. Frances 
Malino, former director of Jewish studies 
at Wellesley College, Massachusetts, had 
just given a lecture about the Alliance 
Israélite Universelle, an organisation that 
founded French schools for Jewish children 

across the Middle East and North Africa 
from the late 19th century. One of the 
attendees sought her out after the lecture. 
He’d recently returned from Morocco, 
where his wife’s mother had been born, 
and had a number of images of this lost 
Jewish community. Might there be a way, 
he wondered, to map and digitally recreate 
these Jewish sites so descendants could 
connect with their North African roots?

There was. They called it Digital 
Heritage Mapping – a platform that would 
allow any community to digitally document 
its heritage. Diarna was the flagship 
programme. As the project grew, Malino 
began to recruit fundraisers and helpers. 
One appointee was Jason Guberman, 
a recent graduate from Sacred Heart 
University in Connecticut who had an 
interest in Middle Eastern civil rights. He is 
now executive director of Digital Heritage 
Mapping, helping to restore “the fraying 
chords of memory”.

“Diarna means ‘our home’ in Judaeo-
Arabic,” says Guberman. “Our ambition 
is to record any structure of significance 
for the Jewish community. We find the site 
on Google Earth or other digital mapping 
service, put a pin on it and then seek to 
build a data layer using photographs, 
videos, oral testimonies, 360-degree 

panoramas, 3D models – any digital 
documentation that will allow the site to 
become a gateway to this history.”

Since its launch, Diarna has 
documented 2,600 locations, mainly in 
North Africa and the Middle East but also 
in Asia, the West Indies and elsewhere 
in Africa. Sites are found through oral 
history interviews, academic research 
and browsing the internet searching for 
people talking about old Jewish districts 
and communities. The organisation is 
still heavily reliant on external funding 
and volunteers such as Shamsi – as well 
as taking photos he has also helped fund 
some projects. Guberman was also able 
to tap into the contacts he’d made during 
his work with civil rights groups. A pattern 
was established. Sites would be located 
in Diarna’s American situation room and 
then Guberman and his team would find 
somebody who lived or was travelling in 
that area to take pictures. Many volunteers 
are partly motivated by their own family 
connections to the project. 

While most of these volunteers risk 
little more than a pair of torn trousers 
as they hop over a cemetery wall, others 
have faced greater dangers. Sami Solmaz, 
a Kurdish film-maker from Turkey, 
received a dose of chlorine from an ISIS 
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The volunteers who risk prison and 
ISIS to record Jewish culture
The thriving Jewish life that once existed across the Arab world is fast disappearing. Peter Watts speaks 
to the people behind a digital mapping project that uses volunteers on the ground – often in dangerous 
circumstances – to record evidence of communities before they are lost for good

rocket while exploring Jewish sites in Iraq 
for Diarna. Some other supporters were 
in Tripoli during the Libyan revolution. 
“They slipped their minders, went to the 
Jewish quarter and found the synagogue, 
which had been closed for decades,” says 
Guberman. “They took some pictures but 
then Gaddafi’s minders caught up with 
them and took the camera. But the camera 
was a decoy; the photos were on the phone 
and the Libyans didn’t realise.”

Many of these Jewish communities 
were dissolved – either by force or by choice 
– following the formation of Israel in 1948, 
and the number of people who remember 
the Jewish experience is dwindling. To 
collect their stories, Diarna conducts oral 
history interviews in Israel and other 
countries with large Jewish populations, 
such as the US, UK and France. Each 
interview helps locate new sites or gets 
further information about existing 
locations. This goes onto the digital map, 
helping to reconstruct a virtual likeness of 
places that no longer exist or are largely 
inaccessible. “Our primary source is the 
oral histories,” says Guberman. “We gave a 
talk in the Iraqi synagogue in Queens and 
a woman stood up and said she was from 
Iraq and could tell us the story of what 
had happened to her home. We’d never 
have that site or that story were it not for 
her. So the primary source is the Jews who 
remember the site and their neighbours.”

The extreme volatility of the region has 
given further urgency to Diarna’s mission, 
as some sites are deliberately targeted by 
ISIS and others fall victim to conflicts in 
Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Libya – priority 
countries for Diarna. Here, they have tried 
to help reduce the danger by passing on the 
coordinates of Jewish historical sites to the 
US State Department to ensure they are not 
hit by US bombs and rockets. 

The recent history of destruction 
motivated Michael Soussan, a volunteer 
film-maker, to make a film for Diarna 
after learning of the destruction of a 
synagogue in Tunisia he’d once visited. “All 

that beauty, all that history is lost forever. 
It made me feel how urgent the work 
at Diarna was. I think their adventure has 
touched many Arabs and Jews and others 
and will continue to be a positive force for 
cross-cultural dialogue in the future.”

Other sites in Arab countries 
are carefully protected by national 
governments. The reason Josh Shamsi 
was detained by Egyptian police during 
his search for Rabbi Yaakov Abuhatzeira’s 
shrine was that the place was so heavily 
guarded. When the police learnt what 
Shamsi was doing, they let him return 
to take photographs 
before escorting him 
from the city. “That 
was an eye-opening 
experience, seeing the 
way these places were 
treated,” he recalls. 
“They don’t want the 
sites to get desecrated 
and they don’t want 
people visiting them to 
get hurt. For one reason or another, they 
understood it was important to preserve 
them. It could be because they genuinely 
care about the Jewish history or they might 
not want to upset Israel, but you find it in 
varying degrees in all these places.” 

Some locations are fondly protected by 
local Muslim caretakers, who are able to 
add to Diarna’s data layer with their own 
memories of the Jewish communities they 
once lived and worked alongside.

Shamsi says these oral histories give 
a mixed view of daily life for Jewish 
communities. Some claim to have had 
harmonious relationships with their 
Arabic-speaking neighbours while 
others experienced antisemitism or 
have horrifying stories of pogroms. “The 
wide range of stories suggests a complex 
history as they are probably all true,” says 
Shamsi. “Those stories make us think 
more carefully about what living in these 
societies was like and the relationships 
the communities had with secular and 

religious Arab neighbours. There are 
surprising and challenging truths the more 
we dig.”

Among the sites Diarna has recorded 
are places such as Liberation Square 
in Baghdad, where 14 alleged spies – 

including nine Jews 
– were hanged in 1969. 
Shamsi also traced the 
locations of Vichy labour 
camps in Morocco, 
where Jews, many from 
Europe, were held on 
the edge of the Sahara 
desert during World War 
II. In some countries, 
such as Sudan, there’s a 

reluctance to accept a Jewish presence ever 
existed, so even putting them on a map can 
be controversial. “We don’t editorialise,” 
says Guberman. “These sites existed, the 
communities existed and we are not about 
to explain why a community left. Some of 
these sites are very traumatic but others 
speak of coexistence and a very positive 
experience.”

As Shamsi says, “A lot of people love 
the fact that Israel exists; but when I am 
in Fez or Cairo, and I see how vibrant 
the communities were and how distinct 
they were from one another, I find it a 
shame that we don’t have these diverse 
international communities in the numbers 
we once did. Judaism in all these different 
forms doesn’t exist in the way it could once 
be experienced.” Except, that is, through 
Diarna and Beiteinu.  n

Diarna.org. Peter Watts is a writer and journalist. 
His most recent book is Altered States: The Library 
of Julio Santo Domingo

“Gaddafi’s minders 
took the reporter’s 
camera. But the 
camera was a 
decoy. The photos 
were on the phone”

Clockwise from top left: Diarna volunteer 
videographer Angela Strassheim, Jewish Cemetery, 
Essaouira, Morocco, 2011; Inside Nissim Eshkenazi 
(Ashkenazi) Synagogue, Cairo, Egypt; Details inside 
Haim Capousi (Capoussi) Synagogue, Cairo; Vitali 
Madjar Synagogue, Cairo; Diarna lead photographer 
Joshua Shamsi and volunteer videographer Angela 
Strassheim, Morocco, 2011
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