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Hats of Jerusalem
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Hats and kerchiefs are not always worn as adornments or for protection against the rain or the sun. Hats often serve as a declaration of identity and are imbued with spiritual significance. 
In Jewish tradition, covering one’s head – both for women and for men – is a sign of modesty, marriage, or affiliation to a particular religious stream.
In other religions as well, head-dress can have various meanings, religious, political or national.

In Israel of a few decades ago, as elsewhere, hats were worn much more often and one could identify a person’s profession by his or her hat: the postman, bus driver, policeman, nurse, and so on.     

Jerusalem is a city of hats. One can learn a lot about the religions and sects of the city by people’s hats and head-dress. 
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Ultra-Orthodox Holocaust survivors who came to Israel from Europe maintained the dress traditions of their former communities, in particular the tradition of wearing hats. More than 30 different styles of hats adorn the heads of the Ultra-Orthodox in Jerusalem, the most striking of which is the flat, wide-rimmed hat known in the community as “super hat” or “flying saucer.”  Those who wear this hat are primarily old-time Jerusalemites or Ultra-Orthodox Jews affiliated with Hassidic sects. 
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The first immigrants who came to Israel from Europe as a group were hassidic Jews from Hungary. At the end of the 19th century, this group built the “Batei Hungarim” neighborhood, adjacent to Meah Shearim. The immigrants were citizens of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which was then the dominant power in Europe.  No governor, policeman or ordinary citizens dared go against them. What was their mark of identification? The flat, wide-rimmed hats they wore on their heads. 

The Jews of Jerusalem saw that the hat served as protection and they too began to wear it. In time, this hat became known as the “super hat” after the factory that manufactured it, as the “flying saucer” after its shape, or simply the “Jerusalem hat.”
Today, few men who wear the “flying saucer” know of its origins, but they are proud to wear it as a mark of identification: “we are Jerusalemites and descendants of generations of Jerusalemites.”
Lithuanian Jews or Litvaks as they are known are identified by a hat known as the knaitz (crease). Belz and Vitnitz Hassidim wear the same black velvet hat but it is adorned with a ribbon and a bow – the Belz Hassidim wear the bow on the left and the Vitnitz Hassidim wear the bow on the right.       
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In addition to the Jerusalem hat there are also “Jerusalem garments” – the kaftan (a long striped robe) over which is worn a brown, wide-sleeved coat called the jiube. What is the origin of these garments?
The origin of the Jerusalem garments takes us far back in time to nearly 300 years ago when a learned rabbi in Europe called Rabbi Yehuda Hassid organized the immigration of a group of 1,500 men, women and infants. He first sent emissaries who bought an enclosed piece of land in Jerusalem and built a synagogue on it. Then the group set out on their long journey which lasted six months and during which nearly one third died. The luck of those who managed to arrive in Jerusalem – one thousand – was not much better. Rabbi Yehuda Hassid died of illness and, left leaderless, the group fell into financial distress. Their funds ran out (as a result of the high taxes and bribes they were forced to pay), and to avoid dying of starvation they were obliged to borrow money from Arabs in the city.
Some twenty years after the arrival of the group in Jerusalem, the Arab moneylenders, concluding that their loans would never be repaid, launched a pogrom against the Ashkenazi Jews, beating them, burning their synagogue and driving them out of the city. A law was then passed forbidding Ashkenazi Jews from entering Jerusalem until 
the debt was settled. The law remained in effect for nearly one hundred years.

The Jew in the picture is wearing a streimel.  What is the origin of the streimel and its name? There are many theories as to its origins. Some say that Jews were forced to wear tails around their heads as a sign of scorn and that the origin of the word is seram, meaning disgrace in Slavic languages. Others claim that the origin of the word comes from the English word “straw” – and indeed the hat can look at times like a straw hat. In Yiddish the word streim means a strip and streimel is the diminutive. In Polish stroj means head-dress. Hassidic humorous tradition claims that the word “שבת” (Shabbat) stands for “streimel bimkom tefilin” (streimel in place of tefilin, since tefilin are not worn on Shabbat). 
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Only a few Ashkenazi Jews were prepared to risk their necks and enter Jerusalem. So what was the solution? The Ashkenazim disguised themselves as Oriental Jews. Oriental Jews were accustomed to dressing like other citizens of the Ottoman Empire: in striped kaftans, over which they wore a jiube and a turban on their heads. The Ashkenazim thus sneaked into the city dressed like Oriental Jews.    
In time the law against them was annulled. The Oriental Jews began wearing more and more European dress, as did many Arabs in the city. And who was left wearing traditional Ottoman attire? The Ashkenazim who strictly upheld their traditions. It soon became a custom that Jews who came to settle in Jerusalem abandoned the dress of the Diaspora and adopted the Jerusalem style of attire. The change of dress was even carried out in a ceremony at the gates of the city. Longtime Ashkenazi residents of the city still wear today the traditional Jerusalem attire. 

Image 7: 

The head-dress of the women of Jerusalem is a world unto itself.  For most, their  head-dress is a sign of affiliation to a particular religious stream. Women affiliated to the religious-Zionist movement wear a wide range of hats or kerchiefs and let their hair show under the hats. Women affiliated to more Orthodox streams do not show their hair at all, covering it entirely with a hat, kerchief, turban or long crocheted snood. Most Ultra-Orthodox women wear wigs and some shave their hair altogether when they marry. The aim of shaving one’s hair is to avoid interposition of hair during immersion in the mikve. Women from more extreme sects cover their shaven heads with a kerchief. 
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Today the Batei Hungarim neighborhood is inhabited by the Toldot Aharon sect (a Jerusalem anti-Zionist Ultra-Orthodox sect) while Toldot Avraham Yitzhak, a split-off sect, live in  adjacent Meah Shearim.
Women from these communities shave their heads when they marry and wear a distinctive scarf called the yazme. This is a type of traditional Turkish kerchief which Oriental women wore 300 years ago. The first Jewish women who wore this head-dress were Ashkenazi women who had to disguise themselves in order to enter Jerusalem. Toldot Aharon women wear a black yazme on weekdays, a white one on Shabbat and a colored one on festivals. 
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Dozens of different types of kipot or skullcaps are worn in Jerusalem. Most are worn by men who are not Ultra-Orthodox and the most popular type is the knitted skullcap. The knitted skullcap originates in Romania where Christians used to knit skullcaps. Many of the first pioneers in Israel came from Romania and they brought with them the knitted skullcap, which quickly came to represent the religious-Zionist and national-religious movements. It is a tradition in Israel for wives to knit skullcaps for their husbands and their creative talents have led to a wide range of styles and colors. 

The Ultra-Orthodox wear black skullcaps, usually under their hats. 
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The Yiddish word for a skullcap is “yarmulke.” In Jerusalem “yarmulke” connotes the Jerusalem skullcap which generations of Jerusalemites have worn together with their Jerusalemite attire. It consists of a white knitted skullcap with a pompon on the top. The origin of the Jerusalem yarmulke is the taakia, a white wool skullcap worn by Muslims and which was also worn by Ashkenazim who disguised themselves as Oriental Jews in order to enter the city. 

Today Muslims are wearing the taakia more and more as a sign of their religiousness. 
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There are more than 30 Christian denominations in Jerusalem. Some of these denominations have a system of ranks similar to military ranks. But while a soldier’s ranks are placed on his arm or shoulder, the ranks of these churches are placed on the heads of priests and are differentiated by their shape and color.
One of the oldest churches in Jerusalem is the Armenian Church whose history in the city dates from the early years of Christianity. The Armenians have their own quarter in the Old City of Jerusalem which comprises several churches, a monastery, school and residential area.  The Armenians had a glorious history accompanied by many years of exile and persecution. During WWI, the Armenians suffered a massacre at the hands of the Turks and during the many years they were in exile they never ceased to long for their motherland. Their longings are expressed in the hat worn by Armenian priests. 

The holy mountain of the Armenians, symbol of Greater Armenia, is Mount Ararat which lies today in Turkish territory. Mount Ararat has two summits: one is high and covered in snow while the other is an extinct volcano in the shape of a black cone, which characterizes the mountain
The black, cone-shaped hat worn by Armenian priests is a testimonial to Mount Ararat and to the Armenian motherland.  
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The Copts are Egyptian Christians. When the Muslims conquered Egypt, the majority of the population was Coptic. Today the Copts represent less than a sixth of the population and the Coptic community in Jerusalem is also very small, numbering just a few hundred souls. Its center, named after St. Anthony, includes several churches, a monastery, offices and the seat of the Coptic Patriarch. 
Coptic monks can easily be identified by their unique head-dress as they walk along the alleyways of the Old City. Their hat has a black flap at the back and is embroidered with six crosses on each side and one large cross at the back. A prominent seam down the middle divides the hat in two.
This hat has a special history: 

Antonius was a rich notable of Alexandria. One day he witnessed a funeral procession where the pallbearers carried the dead man, his hands extended to his side. When Antonius asked the reason for this, the pallbearers answered that this was how the man wished to be buried, so that everyone would see that he had not taken anything with him to the next world. Antonius understood the message – he donated all his possessions to the poor and went to live as a hermit in the desert, devoting himself to a life of abstinence and prayer. 
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The actions of Antonius annoyed Satan who feared that many would follow Antonius’ example. Satan decided to tempt the monk. Once he appeared to him as a seductive feminine figure, another time he spread out in front of him a table full of tempting delicacies etc. Antonius found it difficult to resist these temptations and to concentrate on his prayers, so he turned to God and asked him for protection against Satan. God answered him and gave him this hat with 12 crosses representing the 12 apostles and a large cross at the back representing Jesus, as protection against Satan. Satan saw that he could not tempt Antonius and tried to snatch his hat from him. Satan pulled on one side and Antonius pulled on the other and the hat split in two. Antonius repaired the hat and since then Coptic monks have worn this distinctive hat, as protection against the temptations of Satan and in remembrance of Antonius’ struggle with Satan. 
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For some 400 years the Jews of Jerusalem lived under Ottoman rule. During most of this period the Ottomans were hostile to the Jews, imposing on them exorbitant dues and taxes. A few Jews were subjects of foreign states and were able, thanks to longstanding agreements between the Ottomans and European powers, to live under the wings of their consulates and were given protection against the ruling Ottomans. 
From the mid 19th century till the conquest of Jerusalem by the British, most of the city’s residents wore the tarbush. We have well-known pictures of Eliezer Ben Yehuda, Yitzhak Ben Zvi, David Ben Gurion and other heads of the yishuv wearing the tarbush – the red hat in the shape of an upside down flower-pot.
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In Jerusalem, the tarbush can still be seen on the heads of kwasim. Who are the kwasim?  Kwas in Turkish means arch. According to Islamic law, non-Muslims in a Muslim country are forbidden from carrying arms. In the middle of the 16th century European citizens who lived in Ottoman Empire were given additional rights. So that they could realize their rights and enjoy protection at a time when non-Muslims wee forbidden from carrying arms, important Europeans were given a guard which to begin with consisted of  guards armed with arches, or kwasim in Turkish. Over time, the kwasim became a symbol of stature. Foreign dignitaries, particularly consuls and representatives of high churches, had kwasim who wore a grand Turkish costume, a sword across their legs, a tarbush on their heads and held a heavy staff in their hands, the upper part of which was silver-coated. The guards would walk in front of the dignitary, striking the stones on the ground with their staff, to free the path for him. The heads of the Christian communities preferred to employ Muslim kwasim who came from eminent families, paying them a great deal of money, in return for protecting them from the mob. 
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There were also Jewish kwasim. The Hakham Bashi (most learned scholar) was the chief rabbi who represented the Jewish community in its dealings with the Ottoman rulers and he too was given kwasim who, to begin with, consisted of Arabs and later of Jews. The last Jewish kwas was of Bukharim origin. He was forced to relinquish his grand attire during the War of Independence in order not to be mistaken for an Arab and since his death some 30 years ago, no one has taken his place. 

When the Ottoman Empire became modern Turkey, the kwasim disappeared as they were no longer needed but they remained in Jerusalem, where old traditions are kept. Many Christian communities still maintain kwasim, but only a few wear the grand attire. Most just wear the tarbush on their heads and hold the staff in their hands, striking the ground as they head a religious procession or accompany a Christian dignitary. 
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Until the mid 20th century, the Arabs of Jerusalem wore Western dress and the women wore a long black robe and a black veil around their faces. Villagers who came to the city wore a cotton robe called tob over which they wore a coat called abaaya. Their women wore a wide embroidered dress and a decorative hat tied with a kerchief. Most had their faces covered.                               
With the end of Ottoman rule, most Arabs in the city exchanged the tarbush for the kefiya, which the Arabs call heta. The effendi (notables) continued to wear the tarbush for a few years. The kefiya is the traditional head-dress of the Bedouin who came from the Arabian deserts. The Palestinians adopted the kefiya as a symbol of the courage and heroism of the people of the desert. 
We can see today how new forms of dress come to be adopted. With the strengthening of Palestinian nationalism and Islam in recent years, a new fashion has emerged among Palestinians and it can be seen in the alleys of the Old City. Palestinian women have began to wear long gowns in brown or blue and around their heads the hijab – a headscarf that covers the brow and is tied under the chin. This style of dress began in Gaza where Hamas activists forced all the women there to wear modest dress and the hijab. 
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Religious Muslim men now wear the jalabiya, which was brought to Jerusalem from Egypt via Gaza and a kefiya on their heads, which comes in two forms: the Palestinian kefiya which is black and white or the Jordanian kefiya which is red and white, such as the one worn by the Bedouin soldiers of the Jordanian army. 

Religious Muslims in particular wear the taakia, a white knitted cap which used to be worn under the tarbush or under the laafa, a kind of turban worn by villagers. 
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Script and pictures: Dan Arnon
Dan Arnon is the author of “A Hat for all Seasons” which was published in Hebrew by Am Oved in 1995.       
