Photographer Nudrat Afza chronicles Bradford’s fading Jewish community and interfaith solidarity
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In a poignant exploration of interfaith connections, Nudrat Afza's project “Kehillah” captures the essence of Bradford's almost-forgotten Jewish community through her striking photography. Born in Rawalpindi, Pakistan, and raised in Bradford, Afza's journey began in 2013 when she was transporting her 90-year-old Jewish friend, Lorle Michaelis, to the local Orthodox synagogue. During this drive, Michaelis shared the unsettling news that it would be the last service due to dwindling attendance. The synagogue was subsequently sold and redeveloped in 2015, a turning point that compelled Afza to document the rapidly diminishing Jewish presence in her city.
This concern is not unfounded. Bradford's Jewish community, which once boasted around 3,000 members—bolstered by an influx of refugees during World War II—has dramatically declined. Today, the remaining community gathers at the Bradford Reform Synagogue, the last of its kind in the area, which now has about 30 members. Yet in a remarkable act of solidarity in 2013, the local Muslim community intervened to save the Reform Synagogue from closure. They raised funds, supported by a significant grant from the National Lottery Heritage Fund, enabling essential repairs to the Grade II-listed building, which was initially established in 1880-1881. This episode underscores the interwoven fabric of Bradford’s religious communities, highlighting a respect and collaboration that often goes unreported.
The images from Afza's book portray a melancholic yet hopeful narrative. She uses vintage cameras to document the remaining synagogue interiors, community events, and even the somber Scholemoor Cemetery, where many Jewish families have laid their ancestors to rest. The photographs not only serve as a testament to a fading community but also as an artistic expression of her respect for its history. “A lot of the people have died since the photographs were taken,” Afza reflects, noting the urgency of her work—an urgency spurred by the diminishing numbers at Saturday services, where she could once count the attendees on her fingers.
Kehillah also acts as a counter-narrative to the prevalent discourse surrounding Muslim-Jewish relations. “When I came to Bradford, I was aware of other religions, as well as my own, and we had nothing but respect for that,” Afza explains. Her project dismantles the stereotypes that Jews and Muslims are always at odds, portraying instead a community where bonds of kinship are fostered through shared cultural experiences.
Afza's artistic pursuits, including her previous series documenting various aspects of local life—from female football fans to derelict buildings—were often conducted amid personal challenges. A dedicated carer for her daughter Khadijah, who was born with a severe health condition and sadly passed away in early 2025, she managed to carve out time for photography during hospital visits. This deeply personal lens adds a layer of poignancy to her work, intertwining the struggles of her family’s past with her broader narrative on communal identity.
Now, as Bradford holds the title of UK City of Culture for 2025, there is a burgeoning optimism about the diverse communities within the city. Afza asserts, “There’s a wide range of communities today and they do their best to work together.” However, she also acknowledges the need for investment in local resources as part of a revitalization effort that extends beyond mere cultural recognition.
The “Kehillah” exhibition, showcasing her work at the Dean Clough Galleries in Halifax from August 16 to October 19, serves not only as a celebration of a fading community but also as a poignant reminder of the stories that landscapes, buildings, and people tell—stories that might otherwise vanish without documentation. For Afza, this exhibition is a call to remember and respect the intricacies of communal life in Bradford, where diverse backgrounds can indeed coexist in harmony, enriching the fabric of society itself.
Kehillah by Nudrat Afza is published by Dewi Lewis, priced at £30, embodying both the weight of history and the hopeful threads of community still being woven today.
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