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Twenty-one years after the death of Giulio Caimi (1897-1982), the Jewish Museum of Greece held an extensive
retrospective exhibition looking into the past of this artist, art critic and folklorist, who is still little known even
among art lovers. Paintings, drawings, photographs, books and manuscripts were all summoned to reconstruct the
life of this significant figure in the annals of recent Greek Jewry.

The opening of the exhibition, which ran through to the end of August, took place on 26th May 2003 when the family of Sam Benrubi donated
14 of the artist’s paintings to the Jewish Museum in memory of Sam Benrubi’s wife, Rika. The exhibition also included items from the Museum’s
collection, as well as items from the private collection belonging to the artist’s researcher, Michel Fais, which he kindly loaned to be displayed
in the exhibition.

The album Giulio Caimi, edited by Michel Fais, was presented at the same time as the exhibition. In his detailed introduction "Giulio Caimi.
Traveller, artist, narrator”, the researcher sheds light on the multi-faceted journey of a man who was, according to Tsarouhis, "above blame and
above praise". The publication of the album and the opening event were both funded by the Benrubi family for Rika Benrubi, whose memory
lives on.

The ceremony to dedicate the area as the "Benrubi Art Gallery" was
held on the same day and time. The Board of the Jewish Museum of
Greece was unanimous in its decision to name the gallery in tribute
to the Sam Benrubi family for their multifarious, unceasing
contributions to the Museum and its work. In addition to honouring
the Museum’s debt to its president of many years, the Board of
Directors hopes that this dedication will inspire present and future
friends of the Museum to lend their support and help promote its
work.

The two plaques inscribed "Benrubi Art Gallery" and "In Memory of
Rika Benrubi" were unveiled by Rabbi Jacob Arar. The ceremony
was attended by a host of people, including friends of the Benrubi
family and members of the Board, as well as prominent figures from
the world of art and politics. In his address to those present, Sam
Benrubi thanked the Museum for the honour bestowed and went on
to speak with great fervour about the work of the Museum and the growth of its Association of Friends.

Mr. Moissis Constantinis then spoke about the importance of the retrospective exhibition of Caimi’s work and significance of the Benrubi family’s
donation of his paintings. He thanked Mr. Fais for his gratuitous contribution of the text for the album — work based on extensive research.
There was surprise and emotion when he referred to a little-known time of Sam Benrubi’s life. Mr. Constantinis read excerpts from Galatia
Sarandi’s work Johannes and Maria’s Book, describing events from the time of the Occupation when Sam Benrubi, then a young man,
outwitted fate and avoided being sent to the concentration camps by using the name Yannis Michaelides.

The Director of the Museum Zanet Battinou, was the last to speak. Mrs. Battinou read excerpts from Michel Fais’s text, which provided insight
into the artist’s life and work. As the evening wore on the guests were able to enjoy drinks and light fare available at the buffet laid on for them.
They were also able to converse with members of the Benrubi family.

The exhibition drew a significant number of visitors. Many of them had known the artist personally and spoke to Museum staff about their
memories of their acquaintance with the artist — memories still laden with emotion. Many expressed a willingness to donate to the Museum
paintings by Caimi and keepsakes from his life.

Giulio Caimi was the firstborn child of a prosperous Romaniote family from Corfu. Little is known about his mother, apart from the fact that
she came from an old, loanniote family. His father was a teacher and prominent scholar of Jewish studies. He was an exceptionally cultured
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person, with progressive political ideas and a fervent supporter of demotic Greek. He published a magazine of his own and wrote for many
Greek and foreign publications.

When the family moved to Athens, Caimi was still a child. His father introduced him to progressive
elements in the life of the country. He studied at the School of Fine Arts under Geranioti and
Partheni. His leanings towards mysticism were already apparent and prompted him to study first
the Bible, the Talmud and the Kabbalah, and then at the Mount Athos. At the same fime he also
studied the neglected art of the Greek Shadow Theatre, for which he had a lifelong passion. He
was the first — and for many years the only — serious and meticulous researcher into this form of
folk art.

In the 1920s he went to Rome and was made correspondent of La Tribuna, a pesition previously
held by his father. He wrote articles for a number of different publications and was able to read
and translate from French, Italian, Ancient Greek and even Sanskrit. He became acquainted with
the most prominent figures in Greek art and letters, such as Kazantzakis, Sikelianos, Halepas,
Hatzikyriakos-Gikas, Engonopoulos, Tsarouhis and Kontoglou with whom he developed a long-
lasting, close friendship.

In the following decade he published his most significant works; the architectural study "The House
of Rodaki on Aegina"; his translation of the French version of the Arabian story “The Unfortunate
Marriage"; and the French edition of his book "Karaghiosis or Greek Comedy in the Soul of the
Shadow Theatre". He travelled in the Middle East, recording his impressions in writings and in water colours. Unfortunately, the trouble
he had been experiencing with his hearing became progressively worse and led to profound deafness in the post-war period. This
exacerbated his isolation.

There were many dimensions to Caimi’s personality and his interests included art, aesthetics, religion,
travel, criticism of art and, naturally, his great passion, stories featuring Karaghiosis. His breadth of vision
made it difficult for him to adhere to a single theme — he would never forego expressing his opinion on
anything that approached his interests whenever an opportunity to do so arose. His perpetual shortage
of funds resulted in a lot of his writings remaining unpublished, in spite of the fact that he was always
willing to collaborate with any publication that agreed to publish his work.

He was particularly interested in the Holy Scriptures of Judeo-Christian tradition and he took it upon
himself to establish the points where the two religions coincided once and for all. His unorthodox religious
beliefs and his persistently independent political ideas ensured his isolation from every single sector of
post-war Greek society.

In his art there are features from Byzantine, Ancient Greek, and folk art. His pre-war work consists mainly
of water-colours. There are few oil paintings as he worked on each one for such a long time. Much of his
work has been lost and most of what remains consists of sketches done on cheap paper or anything that
was at hand. The sketches depict faces and scenes and aim to capture the ephemeral nature of their
subject. The unhesitating, impressionistic brush strokes in the portraits convey something of the model’s
inner being. After the 1950s when he began to look upon himself more as an art critic or art historian than
as an artist, he painted less but never ceased to paint entirely. He never managed to organise an exhibition of his work, because he sold
his paintings for a bowl of lentil soup, or more likely gave them away to friends or students. He frequently gave away his sketches in
payment for the meagre meals he ate at taverns in Plaka or Piraeus.

Caimi died of a heart attack on 31st January 1982, misunderstood, living on the fringe, but always steadfast and true to the dictates of his
own voice from within.

From the Jewish Museum of Greece
to the Jewish Community of loannina

In the spring of 2002, after having communicated with the President of the Community Mr. Moissis Elisaph, the JMG undertook to
produce three display panels presenting the history and traditions of the local community. The panels displayed short, bilingual texts and
a variety of photographs. The Museum was responsible for composing the texts, selecting the
photographs from the Archives and designing the panels. The Community covered the cost of
printing the panels, a task that the loannina printer Mr. Costas Sotiropoulos executed with his
usual verve. Mr. Sotiropoulos also undertook to install the boards in the community office,
where they serve to provide information for local people and visitors from other parts of Greece
or other countries.

The JMG is at the service of any other communities that would like to have one or more display
panels to help them inform their public. The JMG will design and produce an interesting,
comprehensive, aesthetically pleasing information point, tailored to suit the community’s
particular needs.



From the opening cellemony of the
exhibition "A Kaleidoscope of Memories".

to decipher what we see — symbols like vertical stripes, which allude to the uniform the
inmates wore.

Two more works complement the exhibition. One, entitled "Europe 1939-1945", is a
dark landscape indelibly stained in red. In the other, "The Obligation of Memory",
fragments which never lose their fragmented nature are brought together to compose the
picture which always remains incomplete.

Samis Taboh would have preferred the exhibition to have been entitled "For Those
Unjustly Lost". "It may have been more honest if, instead of the works of art comprising
this series, I had displayed one, single wild flower, vibrant but vulnerable, just like those
that grew, and still grow, by the thousands around the death camps every spring, in
chilling indifference to the crimes of humanity. But the world I grew up in and live in does
not allow me the luxury of such an innocent gesture."

But as Harris Kampourides, the curator of the exhibition, says, "Much as Samis would
like to register his work as a prayer for the souls of those who died for no cause, that wish

goes beyond the borders of his own being and becomes a general wish, a negotiation for the whole of humanity, a collective symbol. ...
The disconnected fragments that his art brings together in his work acquire a language of their own, ... with experience which is no longer
in the form of an event, but the artist’s own personal creative ritual, the piety with which he applies colour in preparation for communion
with others, ... with all those who view his work."

Benny Natan, the artist’s friend, does not think that Samis Taboh and his brother brushed aside years of study in order to take up a hard
craft because they needed to make a living. Instead he thinks it was an indirect response to the sentiment behind the same phrase which
occupied Samis in his last exhibition, just as it was handed down to them through their father’s experience of life. With this interpretation,
the phrase continues to influence and have a hold on this second generation too, and professor Natan believes that only when he has
freed himself from its bonds, will the artist be able to reveal his full potential.



















