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Cecil Roth’s Torah scroll shoe soles: collecting Holocaust relics
in Greece
Jay Prosser

School of English, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK

ABSTRACT
This essay examines two shoe soles cut from a Torah scroll which
British historian and collector of Judaica Cecil Roth collected in
Greece in 1946. As Holocaust relics, the Torah scroll shoe soles
are, in turn, sacred and sacrilegious, texts and objects, Greek
Jewish and non-Jewish Greek artifacts. Roth’s recovery of the
shoe soles is compromised by occurring under the auspices of
the British Army during the Greek Civil War and in the
controversial climate of collecting Judaica displaced by the
Holocaust. I discuss the ongoing story of the shoe soles: their
separation, their use, and their best location.
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In July 1946, the British historian Cecil Roth made his only trip to Greece, part of a tour
that he found included Salonica.1 From this tour Roth – who was co-founder, in 1932, of
the London Jewish Museum and arguably one of the most important twentieth-century
collectors of Judaica – brought back a single item, or rather a pair of items. He refers to
these in an essay published some four years after his visit, his most substantial publication
resulting from his Greek tour, ‘The Last Days of Jewish Salonica: What Happened to a
450-Year-Old Civilization.’2 The objects appear in a list that Roth recounts at the end
of his essay in order to exemplify the devastation of Jewish life that confronted him in
post-Holocaust Salonica, evidence of Jewish Salonica’s ‘last days’:

In the synagogue, on Sabbath morning, there was barely a minyan. There was as yet no
religious education for the children. There was hardly any provision for other fundamental
religious requirements. Everywhere one could see traces of loot. I found a child in the street
sitting on a synagogue chair carved with a Hebrew inscription; I was given a fragment of a
Sefer Torah [Torah scroll] which had been cut up as soles for a pair of shoes; I saw carts in
the cemetery removing Hebrew tombstones, on the instructions of the Director of Antiqui-
ties for the province, for the repair of one of the local ancient churches. But a Greek hawker
in the street was selling eggs cooked in the traditional Sephardic sabbatical fashion, huevos
enjaminados [baked eggs] now become a local delicacy. Jewish life had been all but extermi-
nated, but this relic of the Jewish cuisine curiously survived.3

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any
medium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which
this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

CONTACT Jay Prosser j.d.prosser@leeds.ac.uk School of English, University of Leeds, Leeds, UK
This article has been corrected with minor changes. These changes do not impact the academic content of the article.

HOLOCAUST STUDIES
2024, VOL. 30, NO. 3, 392–415
https://doi.org/10.1080/17504902.2023.2286081

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17504902.2023.2286081&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-05-19
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:j.d.prosser@leeds.ac.uk
http://www.tandfonline.com


The only portables and nonperishables in this list, the Sefer Torah shoe soles are the
items that Roth collects and brings back to the UK, first presumably to Oxford, where
Roth lived and was Reader in Post-Biblical Jewish Studies at the University of Oxford
from 1939 to 1964. Since Roth sold his collection in the mid-1960s, the soles have
been kept in different Roth Collections, on either side of the Atlantic. The left sole has
been held in Special Collections at the University of Leeds Library, UK (Figure 1).4

The right sole has been held in the Reuben & Helene Dennis Museum at Beth Tzedec
in Toronto, Canada (Figure 2).5 Beth Tzedec’s collection has now been purchased by
the Royal Ontario Museum but has not yet been moved.6 The right sole is, as of this
writing, therefore unviewable. The goal of this essay is to tell the story of these previously
unexamined remnants of the Holocaust.7 Attending to what has been called ‘the cultural
biography of things,’ I want to reconstruct the narrative of their making, examine their
changing use, and address their cultural meanings.8 My methodology entails description,
textual and object analysis, interpretation, and comparison with other Sefer Torah frag-
ments resulting from the Holocaust. I hope to make a case for Roth’s Sefer Torah shoe
soles as extraordinary among what I am going to classify as Holocaust relics.

Figure 1. Two strips of a Pentateuchal scroll. Cecil Roth Collection, University of Leeds Library.

Figure 2. Strips of Pentateuchal scroll cut into shape by a cobbler. Cecil Roth Collection. Beth Tzedec
Museum. Toronto.
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This essay therefore seeks to further exploration of Holocaust relics. Roth’s term relic at
the end of his list, even while its referent is street food, is nevertheless helpful for categor-
izing the shoe soles and prompting theorizing of relics. Although research on Jewish and
Holocaust relics is growing, relic studies have been mostly pre-nineteenth century and
largely without Jewish content.9 IndeedOren Baruch Stier argues that, due to its dominant
associations with the bodily remains of saints, the concept of a Jewish relic is ‘something of
an oxymoron.’10 InHolocaust studies, the term relichas beenused variously,mostly denot-
ing testimony, but also encompassing concentration camps,Holocaust pilgrimages, bodily
and other remains, and even survivors.11 In these cases relics often exceed any material
objects such as the Sefer Torah soles. As survivors die and we lose direct access to their tes-
timony, Holocaust objects increase in value as testimony and demand specific attention.
Although she does not explicitly theorize relics, Bożena Shallcross identifies objects as
the Holocaust’s ‘metonymy, which allows these fragments to speak on behalf of a past
wholeness.’12 Laura Levitt also explores the power of objects as evidence of past crimes
in her work connecting ‘objects that remain’ from the Holocaust with those from other
atrocities.13 Embracing the term relic unlike Shallcross, Levitt thinks innovatively about
the sacredness of ordinary objects. However, as in other work on Holocaust relics,
Levitt does not write about relics stricto sensu. Instead, she identifies relics as phenomen-
ologically constructed objects: it is ‘[o]ur attention to these kinds of tainted objects [that]
makes them holy.’14 In research onHolocaust relics to date, relics tend to be items that are
made sacred in their promotion of Holocaust memories.

If existing research does not distinguish relics among Holocaust texts or objects and
instead assumes many objects (and places and people) associated with the Holocaust as
sacred, I pinpoint desacralization of the sacred as key to a specific object’s process of
becoming a relic. It is this narrative of becoming relic, from sacred to profane to
sacred again, that I seek to contribute to work on Jewish and Holocaust relics. As in
Roth’s list, relics are produced in destruction, material violently severed from Jewish
wholeness and, in the truest sense of the term relic, Jewish holiness. Relics are objects
of memory that bear distinct ties to the sacred and to the dialectic of destruction-collec-
tion. With the Sefer Torah the only sacred object in Jewish worship, Roth’s shoe sole frag-
ments constitute an arch-relic, a heightening or literalization of the category of relic, and
thus provide optimummaterial for my argument. The shoe soles encapsulate paradoxical
processes and states that make an object a relic. They are at once sacred sacrilege, the
result of destruction and salvage, abandonment and collection, forgetting and
memory, functioning both as a Jewish text and a non-Jewish object. Because of the
destruction necessary in the production of the relic, a relic will never provide full testi-
mony. But it is this elision at the heart of the material object that draws me to attempt to
reconstruct the story of the Sefer Torah soles, which I do in the first part of this essay.

That story here is only made possible by Roth as a collector, since collections and the
artifacts they hold are the creation of a personality, their views, historical and geographi-
cal context, and so on. Roth collected the Sefer Torah shoe soles at a time immediately
after the Holocaust when there were fierce debates about the practicalities and signifi-
cance of collecting items displaced by the Holocaust. Situating Roth in this context, in
part two of this essay I discuss the political, ethical, and cultural significance of Roth’s
collection of the shoe soles. His act is made more complex by the fact that Roth traveled
to Greece with the British Army during the Greek Civil War, and that this was a war in
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which Britain was enmeshed and partial. In the third part of this essay, I address the after-
life of the Sefer Torah shoe soles. I discuss Roth’s use of them, how the shoe soles might
have come to be separated, and what their future biography might entail.

Sacred sacrilege: the paradoxical making of Holocaust Relics

Roth’s shoe soles take their place in a larger story of Sifrei Torah (Torah scrolls) dese-
crated as part of the Holocaust. Damaged scrolls, or their remnants, are held by
Holocaust museums such as at Yad Vashem, Jerusalem; the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum (USHMM), Washington; and the Holocaust Galleries at the Imperial
War Museum, London. When displayed, their function is to metonymize the desecration
of Judaism involved in cultural genocide that, since Raphael Lemkin’s coining of the term
genocide in 1944, was recognized as an intrinsic part of the Holocaust.15 Scrolls faced a
number of possible different fates. Fire, bomb, or other damage destroyed some comple-
tely. Many were stolen from synagogues to be transported to the Institute for the Study of
the Jewish Question in Frankfurt, the antisemitic center for holding and debasing Jewish
culture.16 The fortunate ones were stored and restored after the war. Most famous among
these are the Czech Scrolls, the 1600 scrolls uprooted from synagogues across Bohemia
and Moravia, which were held in the Jewish Museum in Prague during the war, then in
an abandoned synagogue outside of Prague. In 1964 they were rescued and brought to
Westminster Synagogue in London.17 They are now lent to Jewish communities
around the world. A short drive from the University of Leeds Roth Sefer Torah sole,
the York Liberal Jewish Community (my own Jewish community) holds and uses one
of these Czech scrolls in our services.18 Our knowledge of its history and the signs of
its repair make us additionally careful with the scroll. For some of us, its story increases
the scroll’s sacred quality and any reverence we bear toward it.

Other scrolls, such as the one we find left over in Roth’s shoe soles, were stolen by the
Nazis or local populations to provide material for new goods. In accordance with halacha
(Jewish religious law), the parchment of Sifrei Torah is kosher animal skin and most
often calf. Yad Vashem holds a number of leather goods ‘recycled’ from desecrated
scrolls, including a handbag, a toy drum, and a wallet.19 Yad Vashem also holds three
shoe soles which are the Sefer Torah fragments most comparable to Roth’s: one pair
of insoles found in the shoes of a German officer in Italy; plus a single sole without
any known provenance or history.20 Only in the case of Roth’s Sefer Torah soles can
we know the collector, the year, as well as the country of collection. Only with these
soles can we reconstruct most of the story involving collection.

Roth’s Sefer Torah soles have a specific object biography, although Roth himself tells
us no more about the soles in his writings than I have quoted. Notably the Torah scroll
that forms their material was not taken by the Nazis for their institute in Frankfurt but
left in Greece. The Nazis’ plundering agency, the Einsatzstab Reichsleiter Rosenberg, had
been active in Greece since 1941.21 Yet the agency clearly did not consider the scroll of
sufficient value for the Frankfurt institute. This oversight begins the poignant and trou-
bling transformation of the scroll into a pair of soles. The looting of the scroll is likely to
have occurred after the deportation of Greece’s Jews, the overwhelming majority of
whom were transported to Auschwitz-Birkenau in 1943–44. At 84%, the death toll of
Greek Jews was one of the highest in the Holocaust, an event that entailed ‘not only
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mass murder and looting but also the obliteration of a unique centuries-old cultural and
historical heritage.’22 The largest Greek Jewish community was in Salonica, known before
the war as the ‘Jerusalem of the Balkans,’ from which 50,000 were deported.23 The
numbers involved, along with the cultural symbolism of Salonica for Sephardi Jews,
has led to the repeated claim by Salonica’s historians that ‘the almost total annihilation
of Salonica’s Jews during the Holocaust was an unprecedented catastrophe.’24 The shoe
soles are remnants of this near annihilation of Sephardi Jewry in Southern Europe. They
are relics that stand out as emerging beyond the concentration camps and killing fields of
Greater Germany as more usual in the literature on Holocaust relics.

Wherever it took place, the confiscation of Jewish archives and plundering of relics
needs to be understood as parallel to the appropriation and despoliation of Jewish dom-
estic and commercial property. Both archival and property plunder were in turn parallel,
and in some cases prefatory and preparatory, to the deportation and killing of Jews. In
Greece, Jewish property was officially handed to the Greek state in 1943. On March 30,
‘just two weeks after the first train had left for Auschwitz,’ the Service for the Custody
of Jewish Properties and Land RegistryOffice of the GreekMinistry of Finance began eval-
uating Jewish shops andmerchandise for use, in part by ethnic Greek refugees fleeing East
Macedonia and Thrace.25 Yet there was also general looting and despoliation by non-
Jews.26 Plundering of property and deracination of people intertwined, sometimes in
powerful symbolismwith a Torah scroll trodden underfoot. For example, in his testimony
for the USC Visual History Archive, Dan Saporta recounts how, when the heads of the
families of Spanish citizenship were ordered to present at Beth Saul synagogue in Salonica,
they stepped on rubble and pieces of Sefer Torah.27

In his account of the Nazi occupation of Salonica, which details confiscation of homes
and contents such as radios and pianos, Auschwitz survivor Albert Menasche apportions
blame squarely to the Germans.28 This is likely because, in this first memoir of the
Holocaust by a Salonican Jew, the focus is on Auschwitz, and Menasche’s experiences in
Salonica amount to only a few pages. However, the fact that destruction of Jewish property
continued even after survivors started to return, well after thewar, shows an ongoingGreek
interest in erasing Jewish memory, most famously evidenced in relation to the cemetery in
Salonica.29 The acquisition and destruction of property was therefore not an inadvertent
effect but rather an ideological enactment of the absence of Greek Jews. The destruction
of a Jewish religious object, such as a headstone or a Sefer Torah, can be seen as a dramatic
materialization of the Christian antisemitism that Katherine Fleming identifies in non-
Jewish Greek acquisition of Greek Jewish property during and after the war.30

With the proviso that the reprocessing of Jewish objects continued well after the lib-
eration of Salonica from the Germans in 1944, the transformation of the scroll into soles
indicates the material conditions of Greece under and following Nazi rule. The existence
of the soles tells us about scarcity of leather and the difficulty of acquiring shoes. A report
on conditions in Nazi-occupied Greece by British intelligence operating in Greece, pro-
duced in August 1943 just a month after the Salonica deportations had been completed,
notes the exorbitant price of goods and specifies shoes.31 The cost of shoes is used as a
measure of deprivation. The Bishop of Karystia told the intelligence officer that his
salary was so poor that it ‘wouldn’t buy me a decent pair of shoes.’32 It cannot have
helped that before deportation many of the cobblers seem likely to have been Jewish.
We know that even before the deportations were completed, when in Salonica Jews

396 J. PROSSER



were confined to ghettoes, beginning March 1943, shoes could no longer be repaired.33

We also know how – and perhaps a bit more why – even before Jewish citizens had been
deported, their non-Jewish neighbors rushed to abandoned Jewish houses and shops and
synagogues, looking for useful as well as valuable goods. Jewish objects were given, what
has been called in an East European context, a ‘second life.’34 That term is ironic in the
case of the Sefer Torah soles since the scroll had to be destroyed for the production of the
second-life soles; they were not simply stolen objects. The scroll-turned-into-soles encap-
sulates the dialectic of destruction-production in the relic, a concrete symbol of how non-
Jewish lives thrived in the destruction of Jewish life in Greece. Where a Jewish artifact was
placed under erasure, a Greek object was born. The shoe soles thus speak profoundly of
the disregard of some remaining non-Jewish Greeks for the deported Jews and for Jewish
culture.

More than other items made from Sifrei Torah such as the drum or the handbag held
by Yad Vashem, the soles encapsulate embodiment, heightening, as parts of shoes, the
physical quality of memory inherent in all objects.35 They were meant to be worn by a
body, to help support a body. They were not intended as insoles like those in Yad
Vashem found in the boots of a German officer, but rather as the soles of shoes in
touch with the ground, their function essential rather than for comfort. The soles are
much paler than those held by Yad Vashem. This suggests they have not been worn.
The Roth shoe soles are also different from each other: that in the Leeds Roth Collection
consists of two pieces of Torah parchment, one layered on top of the other, clearly to
create a thicker sole. That in the Toronto Roth Collection is single layered, more
roughly cut, slightly wider, and with holes intended for, but without the actual, stitching.
This indicates that even as soles they are unfinished. Finally, the Roth Sefer Torah soles
measure 76 millimeters by 247 millimeters. These are soles for a very small man, a
woman, or more likely, I think, a large child. They were not worn by a German
soldier but intended for (and yet never worn by) a non-Jewish Greek.

As tangible objects, especially when they can be held, relics have the power to touch
us. As Levitt it puts it so well in her work on contemporary relics, as we hold them,
tend to them, relics in turn offer us tenderness.36 In relation to the Holocaust and
other traumatic memories, Marianne Hirsch and Leo Spitzer have likewise identified
how ‘testimonial objects’ can endow memory with embodied qualities and affective
powers.37 As Hirsch writes, ‘Ordinary objects mediate the memory… through the par-
ticular embodied practices that they reelicit. And these embodied practices can also
revive the affect of the past.’38 Both Hirsch and Levitt draw on the lexis of affect to
describe our experience of such objects; Levitt writes about the ‘affective energy’ of
contemporary relics.39 The vocabulary of affect underlines how the immediate effect
of our coming into contact with a memory object is a feeling. This is corporeal: we
can feel the Sefer Torah soles in three dimensions as we do not a written text or a
photograph, and in this physical contact we can be burdened by the weight of the
past they remember.

What is the affect of Roth’s shoe soles? The size and physical quality of relics, especially
when one comes into tactile proximity with them, amplify their affective power. One of
the several paradoxes of relics is that their capacity for inspiring awe typically exists in
inverse relation to their size. Minuteness of kept objects increases their sublime
effect.40 That the soles are small adds to their poignancy, the sad and searing feeling
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they induce of vulnerability, innocence, and inexplicable loss in the face of massive
destruction. Moreover, knowing what happened to probably almost all of those who
had been called to the bimah (raised platform in the synagogue) to read this passage
and indeed from this very Sefer Torah, their annihilation feels individualized, physical,
and embodied. Holding the soles raises questions that cannot be definitely answered.
Why were the shoes not finished? Were the soles intended for a specific person? What
happened to the intended wearer? And as not worn, to what end was the Sefer Torah
destroyed? As still soles rather than shoes, the relics never became part of a shoe,
although very likely other parts of Sifrei Torah (this one included?) did. We are unlikely
ever to know of them, but holding the existing soles can lead our thoughts both inwards
to the object’s intimacy and outwards to its symbolism.

Thus, particularly as we do not know which synagogue the Sefer Torah came from,
while they are specific the soles also evoke the relic’s register of collective memory,
another paradoxical quality of relics. Holding the soles, I cannot help but wonder how
many other soles were created from, and how many non-Jewish Greeks walked around
during and after the war on, fragments of the Torah of the Jews who had been deported
and incinerated; the Jews who had walked to the bimah and stood and read from such
scrolls and who previously had been these sole-wearers’ neighbors. After the execution
of Jewish life, the redeployment of this sacred object of Jews for everyday-life use by
those who had witnessed, had not protested, nor sought to stop their deportation, but
who themselves needed to work and shoes to walk, speaks volumes. Our feelings and
thoughts move quickly back and forth between the small and the specific and the very
big and collective, and between Jews and the non-Jewish Greeks. These small fragments,
initially from sacred Jewish memory (the Torah), in their new form come to tell us
about transcultural relations between Greeks and Jews in the Holocaust. The meaning of
the relic grows in its circulation. The object crosses a religious and cultural border, a
Jewish text (and object) made into a Greek object with the Jewish text placed under
erasure but still readable.

To return to them as memory objects according to Hirsch’s definition, the Torah scroll
shoe soles reveal two embodied practices that might be considered ‘ordinary’: walking
and reading.41 As soles, they were to be walked upon; as a scroll, to be read aloud
from before a congregation, eyes and a yad (pointer – literally, a hand, an extension of
the body) following the text on the scroll. The reading of the Torah in a synagogue
reveals to what extent, as Laura Leibman has noted in her work on Jewish material
culture, ‘Jewishness [is] an embodied experience: how Jewish ritual life constantly
engages the body.’42 As the body must never actually touch the scroll, however, that
embodiment when it comes to reading is symbolic; hence the yad, the symbolic hand.

Derived from a Sefer Torah, the soles are not simply ordinary objects. A quality that
relics have additional to other memory objects discussed by Hirsch and Shallcross is that
the former pertain as much to recurrent patterns of religious cultural memory as they
belong to a single fixed point in secular history. While their embodiedness situates
them at a specific historical and geographical juncture, the Sefer Torah soles travel in
time and place and indeed away from the secular. Their larger symbolic story is about
sacred memory. Ordinary objects as parts of a shoe, the soles are extraordinary in
their composition. Objects that can be touched and texts that can be read, the soles
accrete further paradoxical qualities: the ordinary and the extraordinary, historical
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specificity and transhistorical recurrence, the severing of Jewish memory and its persist-
ence, the sacred and the secular.

As part of a Sefer Torah, even before it was cut to pieces, both soles were already part
of a relic and would have been regarded as extraordinary by those who used it. According
to rabbinic tradition, the Torah, whether in a scroll or a book, is a relic of God’s words to
Moses; the relic of a relic, the Sefer Torah is therefore the most venerated object in
Judaism, holy text embodied as holy object.43 As Roth wrote before his visit to Greece
in a catalogue to mark the opening of the Jewish Museum in London, ‘The central
object in synagogal worship is the Scroll of the Law.’44

In the case of Roth’s Greek Sefer Torah fragments, the Hebrew script is very much still
readable. The left sole at Leeds, which is two-ply, has a palimpsestic quality, although
without a second readable text it is not a genuine palimpsest. The excerpt captured on the
left sole comes from parashah (Torah portion)Va-Yakhel (‘he collected’ or ‘he gathered’).45

The right sole in Toronto continues directly from the same parashah and includes some of
the subsequent parashah, Pekudei (‘records’ or ‘accounts’).46 The passages describe the
building of themishkan (the ark or tabernacle) during the exile of the Israelites in the wild-
erness. These are the veryparashot that shouldhavebeen readon the successive two shabbats
prior to the deportations fromSalonica inMarch 1943. It is uncanny for this account of con-
struction of a dwelling for the sacred in exile only itself to be desecrated and taken apart at a
subsequent time when Jews had been deported from another home and for the text on the
fragments to record an ancient template of such events. This recurrence makes the Sefer
Torah soles relics simultaneously of Greek Jewry in the Holocaust and of collective Jewish
memory. The scroll soles incorporate two catastrophes: that in exile in the Torah; that in Sal-
onica and Greece in 1943–44. In their sacred quality, Jewish relics are thus evocative of
Zakhor, as defined by Yosef Hayim Yerushalmi.47 Memory and its destruction are
redoubled, as layered as at least one sole. Their size also concentrates the reader on the
Torah portions, laden with so much symbolism. The names of the parashot – and ‘he col-
lected’ and ‘records’ – also uncannily chime with Roth’s collection of the soles.

The scroll soles occupy that network of paradoxes at which the relic centers. To be made
into the shoe soles, the scroll could no longer be regarded as sacred. Equally and inextric-
ably, it could no longer be understood as the continuing historic property of the Jewish
people. These double connotative ties of the scroll to the sacred and to Jewish memory
were cut along with the physical cutting-up of the scroll into soles. Yet if it was the destruc-
tion of the scroll that allowed the Sefer Torah to form soles, Roth’s collection of them as
records recognizes the Sefer Torah soles as valuable and extraordinary in their new
form. Knowledge of a relic’s biography – first from sacralization to desacralization;
second from discovered relic to collection – can increase what we might call, after
Walter Benjamin, another kind of collector and a contemporary of Roth, the ‘aura’ of
the artifact: that is, its authenticity and exceptionality.48 The scroll soles certainly have
auratic power, and Roth’s part in their ongoing biography indicates that he knew that.

He gathered… Records: Roth’s complex collecting

What was the significance of Roth’s collecting? How did Roth’s collecting of the Sefer
Torah soles fit into the narrative of both his own collecting and collecting broadly
during and immediately after the Second World War?
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As a major collector of Judaica, Roth had a sustained relationship with relics. His obit-
uary in Commentary noted that, while his contribution to Jewish history was considerable,
‘his warmest and most infectious enthusiasm arose out of his extraordinary talent as a col-
lector – of books and manuscripts, drawings and paintings, regalia and bibelots.’49 Roth
had a passion for such objects. In his introduction to the handlist for his collection of
manuscripts in the University of Leeds Library, Roth speaks of the ‘romance’ and ‘imbecilic
joy’ he experiences in collecting.50 Irene Roth’s memoir of her husband depicts Roth’s col-
lecting as lifelong and driven, often occurring alongside her or in conversation with her.51

The Roths made many purchases, and they were given many items, which made their way
into the collection. While there is a difference in degrees of activity and passivity between
acquisition and receipt, according to Irene Roth’s memoir and Roth’s handlist to his col-
lection, the Roths do not seem to have used this criterion to distinguish parts of their col-
lection in their home or to attribute value.52 In any case, even while he writes in his
Commentary essay that he was given them, Roth’s transporting the soles from Greece
and preserving them within his collection amounts to collection. Yet the Sefer Torah
soles stand out among the items Roth usually collected. Roth’s collections are overwhel-
mingly pre-twentieth century. Unlike many of his treasures such as a sixteenth-century
kabbalistic scroll, an eighteenth-century illuminated ketubah (marriage contract), and a
seventeenth-century prayer book in Judeo-Italian for a time of plague, it is not the age,
the beauty, or evidence of Jewish vitality or creativity that makes the Sefer Torah soles col-
lectible for Roth, but rather the evidence they provide of recent historical destruction.53

Roth played a significant role in the project to collect Jewish artifacts during World
War II, as is starting to be established.54 Very early, he grasped how collecting was
both an instrument of and could yet be a form of resistance to cultural genocide, and
also how the rescue of Jewish objects, manuscripts, books, and archives from Nazi
Europe was analogous to the rescue of refugees. Roth’s early commitment to archival
rescue is most evident in April 1943, at the conference on Restoration of Continental
Jewish Museums, Libraries and Archives, hosted by the Jewish Historical Society of
England (JHSE). In his address as the JHSE’s president, Roth focused on the Nazi
destruction of Jewish culture and the necessity for collection as a response:

Nazi assault during the past ten, and especially during the past three, years has been directed
not only against the Jews but also against spiritual and intellectual values. Parallel, therefore,
to the attempt at exterminating our coreligionists on the Continent of Europe there has been
developed an attempt to destroy, or else pervert, every monument of Jewish culture, every
evidence of Jewish antiquity, and every object of Jewish art.55

Roth points out the paradox that Nazis ‘are among the very few persons in the world
who take Jewish scholarship seriously’ (along with ‘rabbis or eccentrics’), that Nazis are
also engaged in ‘Jewish studies.’56 While there was then no single comprehensive Jewish
library in Britain, the US, or Palestine, there existed, Roth thought at the time in Munich,
the ‘Institute of the Study of the Jewish Question’: ‘without doubt the greatest Jewish col-
lection the world to-day. Here, so far as can be ascertained, have been concentrated the
choicest contents of all great Jewish libraries on the Continent of Europe.’57

Roth suggests the JHSE, ‘the only Jewish scientific body now left in Europe,’ as the
intellectual counter to the Munich Institute.58 With a limited budget of £50 a year avail-
able to the Jewish Museum in London, Roth states he is unable to travel to Europe during
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the war. He argues that Jewish objects stolen from owners who cannot be traced or from
communities unlikely to revive should be held by Hebrew University in Jerusalem, in
‘custody,’ since ‘there is the possibility that institutions which now seem to be dead
may ultimately be revived’ in Europe.59 His address has a messianic tone, as he
reminds his audience that, in the past, the rescue of Jewish books was considered ‘an inte-
gral part of the fundamental Mitzvah of Pidion Shevuim, the Redemption of Captives.’60

Immediately following the conference, Roth set up in 1943 the Committee for the Res-
toration of Continental Jewish Museums, Libraries and Archives. Roth’s was the first
organization seeking to preserve Jewish collections from the Nazis, established before
organizations which would become more well known, in New York and Jerusalem.61

Over ten years later, Roth extends his idea of the parallels and paradoxes in the Nazi
interest in collecting Jewish archives.62 He remarks that the Nazis ‘showed a somewhat
paradoxical interest in Jewish libraries, intellectual treasures, and ritual objects’ in
their program to build ‘the world’s greatest Jewish research library,’ eventually located
in Frankfurt.63 The Nazis were in effect ‘perverted collectors,’ since they wanted the arti-
facts ‘for anti-Semitic’ purposes, not as vehicles of remembrance of a people but of their
destruction, since they wanted the things having destroyed people.64

It is not coincidental that Roth returns to the paradoxes of relics in this, his fullest
writing on Salonica. For as Roth notes, ‘(t)he ancient fame of Salonica attracted special
attention; and not long after the German occupation a section of the Kommando
Rosenberg [ensured that a]ll the libraries and synagogues of Salonica were now raided
and their treasures seized, packed, and dispatched northward.’65 The Nazis’ chief ideolo-
gue, Alfred Rosenberg was empowered by Hitler to seize ‘all scientific and archival
materials of the ideological foe… for a new institution in Frankfurt to educate the
German people about Jews.’66 A week after securing the Greek mainland, Rosenberg’s
Sonderkommando set about removing Jewish archives, collections, and religious artifacts
from the city that Rosenberg – in parallel to Roth – noted as ‘one of the main Jewish
centers.’67 Roth was well informed. Subsequent research shows that the Einsatzstab
Reichsleiter Rosenberg targeted Salonica.68 Until recently only a fraction of the materials
had been found.69 Then in 2021, Russia admitted to having acquired the archives when
the Red Army captured Berlin from Nazi Germany in 1945. Russia agreed to return to
Salonica the books and religious artifacts which had been stolen from the city’s synago-
gues, libraries, and community organizations. The Central Board of Jewish Communities
in Greece (KIS) welcomed the news: ‘our history is coming home, finally! For Greek
Jewry, these records illuminate its historical path, sacred relics that record the light of
life and the darkness of looting and the Holocaust.’70 However, Russia’s war with
Ukraine beginning in 2022 halted discussion, and the archives have not yet been
returned.71 Yet such contemporary recognition of the stolen archives as ‘sacred relics’
underlines the potential importance of Roth’s presence in Greece in 1946 and of the
objects he collected.

Roth did not go to Greece after the war in order to collect, however. Indeed, he felt that
his Committee and British Jewry were increasingly sidelined by comparable organiz-
ations based elsewhere run by other key Jewish academics. These included Gershom
Scholem’s Committee for the Recovery of Jewish Cultural Property of the World
Jewish Congress at Hebrew University (where all organizations agreed recovered prop-
erty should be held, even if only temporarily); and, in particular, Salo Baron’s
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Commission on Jewish Cultural Reconstruction, established in New York the year after
Roth’s Committee. Both organizations seem likely to have been catalyzed into existence
as a result of Roth’s communications with New York and Jerusalem to get Jewish scholars
to collaborate with his British-based committee on collection.72 The struggles between
these organizations have been described as internecine.73 Roth made the case for
Britain to receive a substantial portion of the recovered property. The Mocatta Library
of Judaica in London, which had been established under the JHSE and on whose com-
mittee Roth sat, had been bombed in 1940 and many of its holdings destroyed.
However, after the war Roth felt ‘shortchanged’ and ‘disadvantaged’ in the distribution
of Judaica recovered from Europe.74 He believed that Britain never received its fair
share, including from British-occupied territories.

Greece was one of these territories, which is why British troops were stationed there
when Roth was invited to lecture to them in 1946 as part of his larger tour to lecture to
British troops in the Middle East. Roth stopped in Salonica on his return home from
Cairo.75 His tour seems likely to have been part of the British Army Education
program, run through the War Office, which maintained Education Centers in all
major towns throughout the Middle East and the Mediterranean.76 During the war
Roth had worked as an army lecturer, lecturing to British troops in Italy as they
advanced.77 The British Army Education program was designed ostensibly to boost
troops’ morale, but it had an underlying ideological role justifying British military
action abroad. The program and this goal continued post-war through the Cold War,
as Roth lectured in Greece.

Roth’s visit to Greece coincided with the beginning of the Greek Civil War, which,
running from 1946 to 1949, was the first proxy war of the Cold War. During this time
Britain ‘became entangled to an unprecedented degree in the internal affairs of
Greece.’78 Britain saw Greece as vital for its own continuing political, economic, and mili-
tary influence in the Middle East and the Mediterranean.79 The Greek Civil War was
staged between the leftist Democratic Army of Greece and Rightist forces loyal to
ruling government who sought the reestablishment of the monarchy. The British sup-
ported the latter, determined to maintain their own imperial interests and that Greece
should not become communist.80 The British Army had accompanied the ruling
Greek government on its return from wartime exile in Egypt to Greece in October
1944. By 1945 there were numerous British and Allied military formations in Greece
engaged in anti-communist warfare.81

However, Britain’s interests in Greece during the Second World War had been quite
different. British intelligence had been operating unofficially in Greece since 1942
(including in Salonica), working with the Greek resistance against the Nazis. Among
the resistance were many of the same communists whom the British Army considered
the enemy in the Greek Civil War. ‘British military and political interests tugged
different ways,’ including differently at different times.82

A chain of events led to the production of Greece’s Jewish relics, in which military and
civilians, Greeks, Nazis, and the British were all involved, with Roth at one troubling and
not entirely clear intersection. Greeks collaborated with Nazis in the destruction of
Jewish objects. However, one factor influencing collaborator behavior as early as 1942
was fear of British victory in the Middle East and the renewed intervention of Britain
in Greece’s affairs.83 King George of Greece returned to Greece from exile in London
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in September 1946, following a referendum in support of his return. The British helped
engineer the referendum result since the restoration of the Greek monarchy secured
British influence in Greece.84 Roth’s visit occurs just three months before these events.
Roth’s publications and unpublished documents locate his interests in Jewish history
in Greece and documenting post-Holocaust Greece. They do not reveal his thinking
on Greek-British political relations. However, in working for the British Army, Roth
could be seen as an apologist for Britain’s restoration of the Greek monarchy and quash-
ing of a democratic Greek republic.

How did Roth’s position working for the British Army compromise his collection of
the Sefer Torah shoe soles? Was he so straightforwardly rescuing this artifact of Jewish
life from post-Holocaust Greece? On the one hand, in collecting the soles, he ensured
that the Sefer Torah would not be on the floor (a Sefer Torah should never touch the
floor according to rabbinic tradition and is itself untouchable with the human body
once it is completed). On the other hand, Roth’s export of the items to Britain further
deracinated the scroll from its provenance and any of its surviving community. Roth’s
collection is an act of appropriation and intervention enabled by, if not parallel to, Brit-
ain’s foreign policy intervention in Greece.

It is worth considering Roth’s alternatives to the act of collection. He could have left
the soles in Greece. Roth had strong connections with the Greek Jewish community.
Other documents related to Salonica in his collections show that he corresponded and
exchanged research with Greek Jewish historians such as Michael Molho and Isaac
Emmanuel.85 Molho, Salonica’s rabbi and principal historian immediately after the
Holocaust who was also collecting material about Holocaust relics in the case of the
destroyed Jewish cemetery, guided Roth during his visit to Jewish sites in Salonica and
became a sustained correspondent. Why not give the soles to Molho? Even in the
wake of the Holocaust and despite being informed about splits in the Greek Jewish com-
munity about where their future lay, Roth believed in the longevity of Jewish life in
Greece as elsewhere in the diaspora. He was not a Zionist in the sense of supporting
‘an ingathering of exiles’ – either displaced peoples, or displaced artifacts – that was
used to argue for the transfer of refugees and archives to Jerusalem/Palestine.86 Of
Greece devastated by the Holocaust Roth wrote, ‘there is a Holy Land to be won back
in the Diaspora.’87 Given the trauma among the Jewish community and devastation of
sites that Roth witnessed and wrote about on his Greek tour, this optimism appears
unfounded; and a desecrated Sefer Torah, especially left with a devastated community,
might seem to contradict his optimism. Alternatively, Roth could have sent the Sefer
Torah shoe soles to Hebrew University, but we already know of his reluctance to
export diaspora Jewish archives to Palestine. Instead, then, Roth brought them to the UK.

Especially immediately following the Second World War, but even during it as Roth’s
own address to the JHSE in 1943 indicates that he knows, collecting Holocaust relics was
controversial and the subject of fierce debates. The line between salvage and sacrilege,
rescuing and theft, was porous. The location of Jewish objects and texts uprooted
from their communities by the Holocaust became quickly tied to the question of the
plausible continuity or reconstruction of those communities, and to the belonging and
survival of people themselves, Jews displaced by the Holocaust. There was a connection
between what happened to the archives and where the future of Jewish life lay.88 Roth’s
collections reveal that at various points in his career he exported many items from other
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diaspora Jewish communities to Britain, and some cases might not have been legal or
ethical. For instance, in 1935, Roth acquired some ancient Karaite manuscripts in
Egypt and sought to take them out of the country by way of Jerusalem. He was
stopped at the border between Egypt and Palestine by a customs officer who told him
that he could not remove the manuscripts from Egypt. Roth’s academic credentials,
but also the promise to sell an old family Bible for this official, reversed the situation
and Roth was allowed to take the documents.89 The Karaite manuscripts going back cen-
turies are now held in the University of Leeds Library. Is this the best place for them?
How much did the fact that de jure independent Egypt remained occupied and de
facto ruled by the British, and that Palestine was then under the British Mandate, facili-
tate Roth’s removal of the manuscripts from the Middle East? What is the relation
between the exporting of part of their archive from Egypt and the exodus of the country’s
Jewish population that was around 63,000 at the time of Roth’s visit and that now
numbers 100?90 The political and ethical significance of British collecting in Greece
and restitution of objects has been debated for decades, most famously in relation to
the Parthenon/Elgin marbles, which are still held by the British Museum.91 While on a
much smaller scale, the questions raised by Roth’s Greek and Middle Eastern collections
are not dissimilar.

Roth has much in common with Zosa Szajkowski, the Polish-Jewish collector whose
story as an ‘archive thief’ Lisa Leff has written.92 Both Roth and Szajkowski were histor-
ians and collectors salvaging Judaica in the face, and then in the wake, of the Holocaust.
Roth and Szajkowski at points even sold collected Judaica to the same dealer in Oxford,
A. Rosenthal Ltd, one of the most significant brokers in Judaica at the time.93 However,
Roth was emphatically not a thief. He paid for or was given items in his collection, even if
he sometimes resorted to smuggling or giving backhanders to transport them to Britain.
At his address to the Conference on Restoration of Continental Jewish Museums,
Libraries and Archives in 1943, Roth recounts how before the war he was offered
‘through reputable agencies in this country [Britain]’ Judaica and art of German
Jewish provenance sold by the Nazi government.94 The clear implication is that he
refused to accept the deal. He was not going to acquire items under such circumstances.

Roth’s adding the shoe soles to his collection is a complex act. Given how much more
discussion there has been since his time of the significance of the restitution of Holocaust
archives, given his busy-ness as a collector and historian, it is likely that he gave its con-
sequences less thought than I am giving it here. But for whom and for what purpose did
Roth collect the Sefer Torah soles? What did Roth plan to do with them? It is to this
concern, the afterlife of relics, that I now turn.

The afterlife of relics: uses and abuses

We have already encountered one use Roth had for the Sefer Torah shoe soles, that is, in
his writing. Irene Roth depicts her husband as above all intellectual, definitely not lachry-
mose (in the words of her title, Roth was an ‘historian without tears’).95 But his one
mention of them in his list of evidence of post-Holocaust devastation that he witnessed
in Greece shows that he understood the power of the shoe soles, even in description, as
affective symbols. Although nowhere does he tell us so, Roth’s own relation to the Sefer
Torah soles is likely to have been affective.
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Roth’s writings from his Greek tour create some confusion, in particular about where
exactly he collected the Sefer Torah soles. Roth first mentions a Sefer Torah fragment –
although not shoe soles – soon after his visit. In a series of reports on what he witnessed
on his Greek tour that he published in the Jewish Chronicle in 1946, he writes that in Arta,
the whole community had been destroyed or looted, ‘with the exception of a small strip of
an ancient Sefer Torah.’96 Was this ‘small strip’ the same ‘fragment of a Sefer Torah
which had been cut up as soles for a pair of shoes’ that Roth describes being given in
his essay in Commentary four years later? We do not have reliable records of Roth’s col-
lecting – how, when, and where he acquired items, and least of all why.97 Limited infor-
mation can be gleaned from his notes and anecdotes appearing in his introduction to his
handlist, from one or two of his essays, and from Irene Roth’s similarly anecdotal
accounts in her memoir.98 Irene Roth claims that Roth acquired the Sefer Torah shoe
soles in Salonica.99 It is worth mentioning that the Leeds sole is not filed along with
Roth’s Salonica papers but separately, in his Judaica.

However, while we cannot be sure of the exact provenance of the objects, it seems
almost certain that the Arta Sefer Torah fragment and the Salonica Sefer Torah shoe
soles are the same, since Roth’s references to these in his writings are in relation to his
Greece tour and the only Sefer Torah fragments in Roth’s collections on either side of
the Atlantic are the shoe soles. Moreover, Roth’s single reference to the shoe soles in
his Commentary essay does not locate them in Salonica specifically but in ‘Greece’ gen-
erally.100 It seems that Roth acquired the fragments in Arta. In Arta, the number of Jews
killed may have been less than in Salonica, but the community was no less decimated. Of
the 384 Jews deported from Arta in 1944, 84% were killed.101 I suggest that between his
first more journalistic reports on Greece in 1946 and his more reflective and philosophi-
cal Commentary essay in 1950, Roth considered further and used the significance of the
Sefer Torah being cut into shoe soles. Realizing the affective force of the objects as
Holocaust relics, he deployed their symbolic power in his writings, first tied to the
destruction of Greek Jewry in Arta specifically, then metonymically representing that
in Salonica and Greece as a whole. In a sense, he circulated the Sefer Torah fragments
as relics from one piece of writing to another, amplifying that power.

Did Roth ever use the Sefer Torah shoe soles in a more directive manner? Irene Roth
remembers that Roth planned to use the soles in his lecture tour to South Africa in 1947
arranged by the South African Board of Jewish Education: ‘He was determined to show
these remnants of a desecrated Torah scroll to his lecture audiences in South Africa’102

There is no evidence whether Roth carried out this plan, or its precise details. In what
pedagogical context would Roth have used the objects? To illustrate the Holocaust’s
destructive force broadly? Or to speak specifically about the near annihilation of
Greece’s Jews? To show how the Holocaust also tried to destroy Jewish culture? To
discuss the relationship between communities, Greek Jews and non-Jewish Greeks? To
speak, as I have here, about desecration in the making of a relic? In any case, given his
interest in material culture, Roth’s approach might have been quite similar to that of
Holocaust museums now, that is, using objects as evidence of and for edification
about the Holocaust’s atrocities.

Roth did not pass the soles onto the Jewish Museum in London, and I strongly doubt
that he intended for them to be exhibited. According to halacha, Sifrei Torah damaged
beyond repair should not be used in religious services or displayed but buried in a
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‘funeral’ or stored provisionally in a genizah, a repository area. According to these laws,
museums that exhibit such scrolls risk perceptions of further desecration of the Torah.
The USHMM responds to the rabbinic rule by displaying its Holocaust-damaged Sifrei
Torah in a ‘transparent Genizah,’ but even then this has caused considerable contro-
versy.103 And as Vanessa Ochs asks of this exhibit, is the display of a rescued Sefer
Torah ‘sufficiently eloquent enough to tell the story of the Holocaust for generations
to come’?104 I suspect not without the biography, and that biography should include
as much as it can of the story of collecting, making, and circulation. Roth was neither
Orthodox enough to bury the soles, but nor did he seek to make a permanent exhibit
of them. Beth Tzedec displayed its Roth sole in a raised glass case in a synagogue
museum. We will have to see what choices are made by curators after the collection’s
move to the Royal Ontario Museum, where the Roth Collection will no longer be held
within a dedicated Jewish museum and so the public might generally be assumed to
have less knowledge about the original status of, or the traditional approach to, the object.

For Roth, many items in his collection crossed boundaries between display and utility,
personal and public, historical and contemporary. His and his wife’s collection filled their
home, rendering it ‘a museum come to life.’105 During Roth’s time at the University of
Oxford, students would spend Erev Shabbat (Friday night) and Jewish festivals at the
Roths’ home and be amazed to find Roth not only using megillot (scrolls) from his col-
lection but allowing handling of these rare and precious objects.106 For Roth, even rare
and ancient Judaica was not dead but alive. These objects were not relics in common
usage but showed how objects from the past can maintain and acquire meaning for
the present day. From his home, Roth’s collections subsequently made their way into
archives – the objects and art mainly to the Jewish Museum in London and Beth
Tzedec in Toronto, and the manuscripts and books mainly to the University of Leeds.

Was Roth’s allowing handling of parts of his collection a sign of a kind of devaluing of
the artifacts or at least carelessness towards them? Irene Roth writes about how during
the Six-Day War in Israel in 1967, which the Roths experienced after leaving Oxford
permanently for Jerusalem in 1964, some of Roth’s personal papers were stolen from a
basement while he was editing the Encyclopaedia Judaica. Over a decade later Irene
re-acquired the papers via a junk shop in Jerusalem.107 Granted, the stolen items were
not Judaica but personal documents. But this gets me onto the question of what
happens to an archive when the collector moves, when the collection is disturbed or
sold – and how the Sefer Torah shoe soles came to be split up and whether they
should be reunited.

Roth sold part of his collection in 1961 when the Roths began planning to sell their
house in Oxford for their departure for Jerusalem. At this point, Roth’s books and manu-
scripts were acquired for the University of Leeds by Stanley Burton who, with his father
Montague, was a friend of the Roths.108 Montague Burton, founder of Burton Menswear,
was a tailor principally based in Leeds who was the main supplier of uniforms for the
British Army during the Second World War. Interestingly, the British Army therefore
have a role to play even in the final stage of how one sole came to Leeds. In 1965 Beth
Tzedec Synagogue Museum in Toronto acquired the art and ritual objects left in
Roth’s collection, making the museum one of the principal collections of Judaica in
North America. The acquisition, made while Roth was teaching at Queens College at
the City University of New York, came to Toronto as a gift of the Shopsowitz family,

406 J. PROSSER



owners of a chain of delicatessens in Toronto and meat processors in Canada.109 The
University of Southampton acquired Roth’s correspondence and research papers, sup-
plementary to the University of Leeds Collection, as part of its archives of
Anglo-Jewry, a world in which Roth was a key player.110 In this division of Roth’s
archive, how did the Sefer Torah shoe soles become separated? Was the separation acci-
dental on the Roths’ part or deliberate? The shoe soles could be classified either as ritual
objects, or as manuscripts. As the allocation in practice of objects to Leeds and Toronto
indicates, Roth vacillated about whether to classify scrolls as art objects or as manu-
scripts; for instance, there are ketubot (marriage contracts in both sites). If Roth’s split-
ting of the pair was deliberate, perhaps because he classified them as at once object and
manuscript, in making the soles further diasporic he maximized the number of us who
could come into contact with them and learn from them.

Should the shoe soles be reunited after sixty years of separation, paired as they were
when Roth acquired them? And if so, where is the best place for them? Leeds, Toronto,
or somewhere else? Perhaps the Jewish Museum in London (although temporarily
closed and seeking a new home as of writing), given that it was founded by Roth
and held a research center? Or the Wiener Holocaust Library in London as Britain’s
largest archive of Holocaust material?111 More persuasively, the Sefer Torah shoe
soles might be returned to Greece, especially in the light of recent discussion about
the discovery and failure to return Thessaloniki’s stolen archives. The Jewish
Museum in Thessaloniki, whose mission is ‘to gather the evidence and relics that
were not destroyed in the Holocaust,’ opened in 2001.112 Moreover, a dedicated Holo-
caust Museum of Greece to be located in Thessaloniki is in planning, having received a
pre-approval building permit.113 The Sefer Torah shoe soles certainly fit community
president David Saltiel’s description of stolen archives as ‘sacred relics that record
the light of life and the darkness of looting and the Holocaust’; their return might vali-
date his sense that ‘history is coming home.’114 In Thessaloniki and elsewhere, the Jews
of Greece have re-established communities. Synagogues have been rebuilt, schools re-
opened, and the Holocaust is increasingly memorialized in material culture and other
ways. Even as they seek to gather relics that tell the story of the Holocaust, Greek Jewry
is by no means itself a relic.

Or should the shoe soles follow the direction of travel for most items recovered after
the Holocaust, to Israel, perhaps to the collections of Yad Vashem, which considers itself
‘the ultimate source for Holocaust education, documentation and research’ and which
has a comparable project ‘Gathering the Fragments’ on recovering personal items that
tell the story of the Holocaust?115 Given that the Sefer Torah soles are made of stolen
Judaica, they count as part of the stolen archives of Jewish manuscripts, books, and art
which Israel has sought to ingather after the Holocaust. One advantage of Israel would
be that it is more likely to contain the research expertise, especially among sofers
(scribes), to work more on the soles’ history.

I do not have an answer to this question regarding the originals, but I do think that the
soles should be digitized, cross-referenced, and their story known, including that of their
collection. There is surely further research to be done on them, including dating of the
Sefer Torah itself, where it might have been created, and what synagogue it was stolen
from.
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Conclusion

In an essay reflecting on his methodology of collecting published in 1957, Roth writes,
‘But in Salonica (though this was after the virtual annihilation of the community in
1941) I did not find even a scrap of paper or piece of metal of Jewish interest.’116

Albeit this was some twenty years after his visit to Greece, how can Roth fail to
mention, in an essay on collecting, the Sefer Torah soles, which were precisely
scraps? What disavowal, or failure of memory, of the material that my essay has
focused on?

Roth’s essay ‘The Art and Craft of Jewish Collecting: Dealings in the Higher “Junk,”’ as
extraordinarily light, is a serious underestimation of Roth’s collection and his method-
ology, even though the essay tells us much about how Roth viewed his own approach
to collecting. To name as ‘junk’ his substantial Judaica at the same time as acknowledging
its contents as higher is contradictory, to say the least. Despite his earlier criticism of Nazi
collectors as ‘perverted collectors,’ Roth makes clear here that neither does he consider
himself a ‘true collector.’ Discussing Jewish collections and collectors he has known,
Roth is ambivalent, indeed critical, about the act of collection per se; ‘for your true col-
lector must be willing to thieve, lie, steal.’117 Moreover, ‘true’ collection – by which Roth
seems to mean professional collection – is morbid: ‘In due course your true collector
becomes utterly ghoulish’; ‘sometimes he’s on the doorstep nearly as soon as the under-
taker.’118 Moving in immediately after and inextricably associated with death, the collec-
tor goes against the sacred valuing of life by severing ties further between people and their
possessions.

If Roth did not present himself as a professional collector and suggested all serious
collection as to some degree ‘perverted,’ I want to suggest this as inextricable from the
relic’s destructive dynamics. As we have seen in the case of the Sefer Torah shoe soles,
collection’s necessary first stage is divorcing material from people who own, use, and
perhaps revere it. This severing from meaning, context, and usage is ‘perverted’ in the
truest sense of turning to ill effect. And the collection of Judaica must have seemed
especially perverted for Roth as an observant Jew because of his intimacy with the
sacred and communal purpose of objects which no longer had that usage. To collect a
relic connects the collector to the process, if not the act, of ripping a portion from a
Torah scroll, destroying a grave and stealing a tombstone, and consuming an ethnic
food while forgetting the people who invented it once you have killed them, to go
back to Roth’s list with which I started.

As Holocaust relics, Roth’s Sefer Torah shoe soles encapsulate a set of paradoxes:
their Jewishness has been subject to near destruction but is still readable; they are
materialities of Jewish life that have become severed from their Jewish contexts;
and their religious or ritual function has been secularized and quotidienized. A
further paradox is that, although the Jewishness of these relics has been forgotten
and fragmented by those using them, it is remembered and collected by Roth as
Jewish historian and collector. Something of the sacredness of the relic can be
restored in our encounter with the objects, even as the circumstances of collection
demand that we consider the ethical and political contexts that enable our encounter.
Collections of Judaica, particularly post-Holocaust collections, would be nothing
without this dialectic between destruction and collection, forgetting and
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remembering, salvage and sacrilege, that lies at the heart of relics. It is this story that
the shoe soles tell.
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