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The City of Salonika as a Center of European 

Influences and Novelties (1850 – 1912)1 
 
 
Abstract: The 19th century witnessed not only expansion of state, municipal and 

communal construction, but also private public building. Banks, shopping arcades, hotels, 

and department stores were the temples of new civilization, which obeyed the laws of 

commerce in Salonika. Their functions dictated the adoption of new construction methods, 

while the use of the steel framework became widespread. New building types were 

introduced and the prevailing eclecticism was reflected in the facades of the new structures 

that attempted to express their innovating role through the variety of styles that they 

adopted. One of the city’s most important banks, the Bank of Salonika, was designed by the 

Italian architect Vitaliano Poselli. 

Key word: Salonika, Ottoman Empire, Macedonia, trade, commerce, architecture, 

Europeanization, modernization. 

 

 

 

During the second half of the 19th  century, Salonika was an important com-

mercial port in the southeast Mediterranean and the largest urban center in the Ot-

toman Empire west of Istanbul. In addition, it was particularly favorably situated 

for taking advantage of the reforms that had been introduced by the Ottomans since 

1839. Among these reforms was the granting of civil rights to all subjects of the 

Ottoman Empire regardless of faith or ethnic origin. For non – Muslims, the newly 

– won right to purchase and develop real estate as they saw fit, within the borders of 

the country, was of special significance. Because they were better prepared than the 

Muslims to accept the new reality and the process of Westernization, and use it to 

their advantage, the granting of equal rights was a crucial step that paved the way to 

their rapid development. Due to their close ties with communities in European 

countries, the Jewish merchants became the agents of new ideas, learned how to 

exploit the new financial conditions, and introduced new models in the areas of 

education, social services, and communal structure and planning.2  



 BALKANISTIC FORUM 

Vol. 2/2019 
 
 

104 

It is important to emphasize that in the second half of the 19th  century, until 

the end of the Ottoman rule, Salonika was the only city in Macedonia where Jewish 

population were the majority. In the middle of the 19th  century, the Jewish mer-

chants were the first in Macedonia who established industrial companies. Large 

Jewish industrial firms from Salonika were well-known in Europe in the second 

half of the 19th century. One such company was the steam mill, belonging to the 

Allatini brothers. Another was the Olympus brewery, belonging to the Allatini 

brothers, Saul Modiano and Fernandez Misrachi.3 Other companies were the thread 

factory belonging to Torres Modiano, the soap factory of Riccio and Budalika,4 and 

the tile factory, also belonging to the Allatini brothers.  

Darblay Jeune and Allatini and Company had 16 steam operated watermills, 

having 16 milestones and 12 waterwheels. S.Saias and Nipoti were spinners of cot-

ton, producing approximately 80000 packages annually, while Torres Modiano and 

Company spun about 60 000 packages per year. The alcohol factory belonging to 

Fernandez Misrachi and Company produced 50 hectolitres of pure alcohol per day.5 

 In Salonika there were also 4 soap factories: G.Begio and Jovanni Jaco, with 

2 cauldrons each; and Abraham Hassib and Abraham Beraha, with one cauldron 

each.6 The brickworks of Allatini and Charnaud produced 10000 bricks and 2000 

tiles daily. Other brickworks belonged to S.Modiano and S.Muratori. Joseph Sciaky 

owned a factory for metal beds and furniture.7  

 Another steam operated mill belonged to the Bejira brothers. All the ma-

chines for these factories were bought in France. They introduced corn into alcohol 

to help the muriatic acid, so that in the course of 24 hours, 50 to 60 hectolitres of 

pure alcohol could be produced. The Allatini brothers, who were Italian Jews, built 

a brickworks 3 kilometers from Salonika. Their machines were purchased from the 

Braton factory in Tours, France.8  

The old forge of the smithy of Scialom and Benjamin was transformed into a 

nail factory. The Jews also first established water and gas companies, the bank of 

Salonika, electricity distribution, etc.  

 Industry was almost entirely in the hands of Jews, and among them Italian 

households, especially from Tuscany, predominated. Although the entire industrial 

colony numbered more than 550, the first rank consisted of 20 households and pri-

macy was held by only 3 or 4. These 4 families were the Allatini brothers, S. Fer-

nandez and sons, Saul Modiano, and Ishak Joshua Modiano. These households also 

had affiliates in Marseilles. The Italian Jewish house of Judah Saul Modiano pro-

cured steamships from Marseilles, thus facilitating steam navigation to Salonika for 

small-scale commerce.9 

 As a result of its newly development in international trade, the city of Salo-

nika was linked to the European railway network on May 19th 1888, with line Salo-

nika – Skopje – Zibevche (Ottoman – Serbian border)10. A new harbor and dock 

were constructed in 1902, by Société d’exploitation du port de Salonique.11 New 

extensions were planned, central districts remodeled, squares and spacious boule-
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vards created, and a large number of public, communal, and private buildings were 

erected. As to the new types of buildings that began to appear in Salonika, they 

could be considered revolutionary not only because they differed from previous 

types and forms, but also because their size created a new interrelationship between 

the extent, the scale and the image of the city. Eclecticism, the international style of 

the 19th  century, dominated the design of the new buildings, while the combination 

of forms belonging to different architectural styles created a new morphological 

system of a special symbolic value. The non – Muslim communities began to assert 

themselves in the city and its environs, even coming into conflict over their de-

mands for more financial assistance from the municipality to help them erect their 

own institutions. Aside from establishing houses of worship, their aim was to build 

schools, hospitals, orphanages, and administration buildings.12 Of these institutions, 

special reference should be made to the Moshe Allatini boy’s college, one of the 

seven schools founded by the Alliance Israelite Universelle in Salonika. Built ac-

cording to the plans of the engineer Elie Modiano, it was often cited as an exempla-

ry school that conformed to all standards of hygiene. It is noteworthy that, until the 

fire of 1917, its courtyard was the largest open space in the very dense center of the 

town. The cultural life was intense, while achievements in education naturally led to 

many related activities, such as cultural missions and associations, the twenty 

newspapers that appeared in the city (in 1912), and the ever – increasing number of 

clubs where the intelligentsia mingled with the upper classes. The most famous of 

these were the Nouveau Club at the seaside and the Club des Intimes at Liberty 

Square.13 The 19th  century witnessed not only expansion of state, municipal and 

communal construction, but also private public building. Banks, shopping arcades, 

hotels, and department stores were the temples of new civilization, which obeyed 

the laws of commerce in Salonika. Their functions dictated the adoption of new 

construction methods, while the use of the steel framework became widespread. 

New building types were introduced and the prevailing eclecticism was reflected in 

the facades of the new structures that attempted to express their innovating role 

through the variety of styles that they adopted. One of the city’s most important 

banks, the Bank of Salonika, was designed by the Italian architect Vitaliano Poselli. 

It is noteworthy that the new building was situated in the courtyard of the Allatini 

mansion in the French Quarter. That was the area of the Catholic church and the 

Hospital of the Sisters of Charity, where rich merchants such as Abbott and Allatini 

had built the first European – style mansions.14 The Bank of Salonika, the city’s 

first private bank, was founded in 1888 by the Allatini brothers with investments of 

Austrian and later French capital.15 In 1909, the administrative center of the bank 

was moved to Istanbul, while the Salonika bank continued to function as a branch 

until 1940. One of the oldest banks in Salonika, the Bank of Commerce and Deposi-

tions, was owned by Jewish investors and its director was Edmond Fernandez. 

Shopping arcades soon began to appear in the same district. Besides shops, they 

were designed to house many other businesses: insurance agencies, exchange offic-
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es, shipping offices, industrial company headquarters, branches of foreign banking 

and commercial establishments, offices for members of the liberal professions (en-

gineers, architects, lawyers), newcomers on the city’s professional scene. This fi-

nancial district, which included banks together with commercial firms, increased 

the value of the land in the area and created new centers of business and commerce. 

This new type of business district appeared to be antagonistic to the traditional mar-

kets, though they continued to function as before, organized in guilds and located in 

separate areas.16 Apart from a few exceptions, the department stores of Salonika 

represented European firms and their products, mainly novelties, capturing the trade 

of the city’s cosmopolitan society. Stein, Tirring, and Orosdi Back were the largest 

and most thriving of them, with Stein the most important of them all. The Stein 

building, constructed in 1908 at Liberty Square according to the plans of the engi-

neer Ernst Loewy, was one of the most powerful landmarks in the cityscape. With 

respect to entertainment, despite the censorship of the authoritarian regime, the 

European and liberal ideas and fashions penetrated the big cities of the Ottoman 

Empire and brought with them a new lifestyle of leisure. Starting in 1879, the citi-

zens of Salonika could frequent a theater, the “Theatre Italien”, while the appear-

ance of the cinema led to the construction of facilities for the new art form imported 

from Europe.17 During the official visit of the Sultan Mehmed Reșat, in May 1911, 

many triumphal arches were erected in his honour. The most impressive ones were 

the arches of the Allatini Company, the Port Society – designed by Eli Modiano – 

and the Nouveau Club. In the course of its Europeanization, Salonika saw the de-

velopment of industrial plants and infrastructure networks reflecting its important 

position in the economy and geography of the eastern Mediterranean. For the first 

time, industrial buildings represented the architect’s awareness of the relationship 

between architectural composition, needs associated with functionalism and produc-

tion, and new construction methods and working conditions. The contribution of 

eclecticism was restricted to ornamentation, such as refining some details of the 

construction materials or emphasizing the horizontal and vertical division of the 

façade. The monumental nature of these “industrial palaces” made them new land-

marks of Salonika’s skyline. Some of the city’s first and most important factories 

were constructed at the initiative of Jewish investors: the Allatini mill and brick 

factory, the Saias and Torres textile plants, and the Olympos Brewery of Misrahi 

and Fernandez.18 The first attempt to build public housing was undertaking by the 

Jewish community. The creation of two neighborhoods to house the victims of the 

fire in Salonika of 1890, as well as refugees, was a unique case of social planning 

that also reflects the modernizing role of its organizers. For this purpose, the Jewish 

community bought two plots, one in the Vardar area to the west of the city where 42 

complexes were built, and the other in the eastern suburb of Hamidiye, where 30 

complexes were erected. Each complex contained 4 apartments that consisted of 2 

rooms, a kitchen, toilet, and a small yard. The fact that these two suburban commu-

nities, Hirsch and Kalamaria, respectively, were not in the same area of the city, 
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was not accidental. The local committee of the Alliance Israelite Universelle had 

actually written a letter to the association’s headquarters in Paris stating explicitly 

that they did not want to create a large ghetto of poor families, but rather two new 

neighborhoods in two different locations. Besides the housing complexes, the plans, 

which are kept in the archives of the Alliance Israelite Universelle in Paris, included 

schools, shops, synagogues and clinics.19 Members of the Jewish community of 

Salonika were agents of architectural creativity. They introduced new types of 

buildings, such as schools and hospitals, engaged experienced European architects 

to plan the new buildings, invested in the construction industry, and actively partic-

ipated in the modernization of the city and the consequent change in its image that 

occurred at the turn of the 20th century.20  
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