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Mr. Visserplein 1 Amsterdam

The Portuguese Israelite Synagogue is position in the heart of the former Jewish neighborhood. 
It has a strong relationship with the surroundings through the outer ring surrounding the main 
building. In Jewish culture there is a strong separation and division in male and female and social 
classes. 
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The history of the Jewish community of Amsterdam 
starts in the sixteenth century, when the first Jews 
were settling in Amsterdam due to the Inquisition of 
the Catholic Church in Spain. After countless travels 
to other places like Portugal and Antwerp, the Jews 
fled to Amsterdam which had a much more tolerant 
attitude towards the Jews.

The Portuguese-Israelite synagogue (Esnoga) is 
one of the most important Jewish buildings of 
Amsterdam to the Jewish community. Before the 
Second World War it was the place for meeting 
for many Jews. This was also strengthened by the 
location of the building. The synagogue lies in 

the heart of the former Jewish neighborhood of 
Amsterdam, ‘’de Jodenhoek’’. The building is built 
in 1675 after it was allowed for Jews to build a 
synagogue which was visible from the street. After 
the building was completed, it was the biggest 
synagogue in the world of its time. 

The design of the synagogue was based on the temple 
of Salomon, which had an outer ring with serving 
functions and a courtyard ( the ‘’ Safra’’) that was 
meant for recreation purposes and meeting. The 
building is huge in comparison to the surrounding 
buildings. It is also catching your eye because of the 
open space.

The synagogue is decorated in a very sober way 
but in the same time it appears very rich through 
its accuracy, detail and symbolism. The synagogue 
building consists of a big space (the temple space) 
which is divided in an area for men on the ground 
floor and an area for the women at the first floor. 
The division of men and women is very important in 
Jewish culture. They believe that men and women 
have different strengths and weaknesses and they 
complete each other in marriage.  

Figure 4.2, on the courtyard Figure 4.3, benches at the men’s area Figure 4.4, alley between the ring and synagogue

Figure 4.1, in front on the synagogue
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Figure 4.4, alley between the ring and synagogue
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Figure 4.5, evolution of the Jewish temples

Figure 4.6, The ring as a barrier between context and courtyard

The ensemble of the synagogue is made up out of two 
separate volumes made through a strict functionality. 
This functionality came from the evolution of the 
temples in Jewish history. Where the tabernacle 
of 1400 BC had a simple curtain instead of a wall 
to indicate the internal square. In the following 
centuries the temple was developed more and more 
into a complex with additional functions not directly 
related to religion. This development was caused by 
a huge increase in followers and a golden age of the 
Jewish nation at the time of 950 BC. 

In the centuries that followed the temples became 
more richer and more decorated. After the 

destruction of the temple of Salomon, the Jewish 
king Herod built a very big temple in 20 BC. This 
temple had many secondary functions within the 
outer ring and the internal square was often used as 
a recreational area and also as a market place for the 
Jewish community. The design of the Portuguese 
Israelite synagogue was based on the temple of 
Salomon but has also influences from the temple of 
Herod because the inner courtyard is also used as a 
meeting place and recreational area.

The way the ensemble is built results in a sequence 
of entering the actual synagogue. The ring is in fact 
a big and heavy threshold. The threshold is made 

as a strong barrier around the synagogue building. 
Because of this strong barrier, the internal courtyard 
also has a very strong character. It really has an 
introvert nature and it is really pointed towards 
the main building. Next to this strong outer ring, 
the main building can also be seen as a very strong 
threshold. It has a very closed nature a ground level. 
This threshold also accentuated by the choice of 
materials and the placement of the windows in the 
vertical level. 

Summary Public Building
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Gender separation

Summary Public Building

Men and women are separated in the synagogue. This 
separation is called ´mechietsa´ and is of Jewish origin. The 
Judaism has remained this principle purely because he was 
aloof from opinions of the rest of the world. That men and 
women sit separately in the synagogue has nothing to do with 
inequality but is a functional difference in equality. Precisely 
because men and women differ, they can complement each 
other. There are biological and psychological differences. 
Only the women is for example able to bear children. Would 
they have the same obligations as men then they are taxed 
more heavily. 

The man is required to be present in the synagogue and the 
woman is voluntarily present. The way they are separated is 

also important. The men are not allowed to get distracted by 
the women during the ceremonial activities, so the women 
are placed on the balconies in the synagogue and behind a 
blinded balcony railing. This is also described in the chapter 
of thresholds between spaces.
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Figure 4.8, first floor male

Figure 4.7, ground floor male
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Figure 4.11, gender separation section

Figure 4.10, first floor female

Figure 4.9, ground floor female
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Routing and Climate
The separation between men and women is an remarkable 
aspect in the whole synagogue building. This separation has 
also effect on the routing between men and women. The 
routing for men and women during the winter and summer 
are also different. In the floor plans are shown two situations 
of winter and summer. The red arrows show the summer 
situation and the pink arrow shows the winter situation. 
Remarkable is that the women always have to use the 
back entrance and go to the balcony to follow the religious 
activities. The men are obligated to follow the ceremonies, so 
they have the highest priority to enter the building through 
the main entrance. 

Because the main synagogue is an unheated space, there are 
made two synagogue spaces. The main synagogue is the actual 
summer synagogue, and in the outer ring there is added a 
winter synagogue which is heated. This is done because the 
main synagogue building has no electricity and no heating 
systems, so if it´s too cold, the ceremony´s are placed to 
the winter synagogue. The division in winter and summer 
synagogue has also effects on the divisions in gender. Men 
and women have in both synagogues their own entrances.

Figure 4.13,  outing summer and winter women

Figure 4.13,  routing summer and winter men

Figure 4.12,  summer and winter synagoge
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Winter synagogue

Summer routing

Summer synagogue

Winter routing

Figure 4.12

Figure 4.13 & 4.14
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The sitting places in the synagogue are not only arranged 
according to gender but there is also been made a division 
in social classes. Classes social classes are divided according 
to age, marital status, status within the synagogue 1* or 
sometimes jobs. The young and unmarried men are seated 
at the back side. In figure XX its marked in pink. In front 
of the young and unmarried men is the place for married 
men under the age of fifty. The front rows are for the most 
important men. The men that passed the age of fifty. They are 
mostly seen as the wisest men of the community. 

There is a huge symmetry in the way of seating and the seats 
are all pointed to the center . This is because the synagogue can 
also be used as a Jewish senate like hall. The most important 

place to sit is in the regent bench at the north façade. This 
is the place where important civil servant can sit or visiting 
royals. Above the seating area for the males is the women’s 
gallery. Like described before, the women are separated from 
the men through floor height and the wooden barrier. 

The way the social class are seated have a correlation with the 
distance to the center of the synagogue. The closer you are 
to the center the better you social status. There is not a real 
correlation between the social status and the height to the 
ceiling. But it must be said, the benches for the men above 
fifty have the highest and most decorated ceiling. Also the 
ornaments accentuates the importance.

Summary Public Building

Figure 4.18, analysis height to ceiling

Figure 4.17, analysis dimension to center

Figure 4.15, womens galleries
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Figure 4.16, mans sitting places
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