NEWSLETTER

Director’s Report

The new lights and filters provided by the American
Friends of the Museum have arrived and several have
already been installed.

The advantages of low watt tungsten lighting are
especially evident in the illumination of textiles where
color and texture are more dramatically emphasized.
We are at present taking advantage of the comparative
lull in the number of visitors in order to prepare for
public viewing important 16th and 17th century textiles.

Two new permanent exhibits have been constructed
in the area between the room dedicated to the Jewish
Year and that in which we will be displaying our
costumes.

One is for Brith Millah and the other for the Mikveh.
In the former we have been able to create a clear visual
impression of the variety of costumes and traditions that
developed among Greek Jews around the rite of cir-
cumcision. The text for the exhibit stresses the impor-
tance of circumcision as the sign of the Covenant and its
primacy among several rites of passage. The artifacts
chosen for the exhibit represent traditions maintained
by both Romaniote and Sephardic Jews in Greece and
Western Turkey, and include special garments and caps
worn by infants, amulets and surgical instruments.

Exhibit for Brith Millah

We also have on display a crimson silk headscarf or
vemeni decorated with gold thread and seed pearls in
the form of an amulet against Lillith that was worn by
women in Smyrna for 40 days after the birth of a child.
During that time, women bore the title of ‘lehona’ or
‘parida’. Special sweets were served at circumcision
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ceremonies and we have recently preserved one that
was traditionally eaten in Komotini. This sweet is made
of almond paste in the shape of a hand and then
covered in gold leaf. Usually in the center there was
placed a small sprig of apigano or rouda, an especially
malevolent smelling plant that was believed to be effec-
tive in warding off the Evil Eye. (Concoctions of this
plant were used also to induce miscartiages in the very
early stages of pregnancy!)

The exhibit for the mikveh or ritual bath was created
around artifacts that we have been collecting for some
years. In most Sephardic communities in Greece and
the Ottoman Empire, the somewhat gloomy, cold and
forbidding character of the traditional mikveh was,

Exhibit for Mikveh-Hamam.



had her own embroidered towels or pestemal and rins-
ing bowls or tass. Wooden sandals inlaid in mother-of-
pearl or silver called takunya were also usually personal
items. These articles were carried to the hamam wrap-
ped in a bohca (cloth wrapper.)

Before a wedding, one of the most joyous events was
taking the bride-to-be to the bath. On that day there
was singing of traditional romanceros and ballads to the
beat of tambourines or even accompanied by music
played on the saz, a small stringed instrument, or
kanun, like a zther. The religious character of the
mikveh was transformed into that of a hen party during
which off-color jokes were interspersed with singing and
eating special sweets prepared for the event. It was with
this atmosphere in mind that we designed the mikveh
exhibit and we were fortunate to find a miniature show-
ing the interior of a hamam in ‘action’, taken from the

Child’s kaftan - loannina - 19th cent.

mangali or kanun provided localized heat from burning
charcoal, and finely worked cupboards and shelves
held prize coverlets, vases and ornaments. It is in this
setting that we wish to eventually display costumes and
artifacts showing how people lived and the atmosphere
in which Jewish life flourished in Greece.

Nikos Hannan-Stavroulakis

Maimonides
Commemoration

We have been asked by the Spanish Embassy in Athens
to assist in an exhibit commemorating Ibn Maimon as
part of UNESCO’s designation of 1985 as the Year of
Maimonides. Great achievements unite Maimonides’
the thought of ancient Greece and the intellectual
achievements of the Judaeo-Arabic culture of medieval
Islamic Spain. Cordoba, Fez and Cairo, all cities in
which the great philosopher lived, have scheduled
special events in his honor.

Born in Cordoba in 1135, Moses ben Maimon or the
Rambam, as he is traditionally called, was educated in
the tradition of the kalem scholastic philosophy
developed under muslim philosophers such as Ibn
Rushd and Ibn Sinna. This in turn was based on Arabic
translations of Aristotle out of either Greek or Syriac.
Islamic scholasticism was fully developed at a time
when Aristotle was inaccessible to Western European
Christians. Especially in Spain the muslim scholastics
proved such formidable polemicists in debates with
Christians and Jews that conversion to Islam was fre-
quent in the light of the subtle balance that had been
achieved between reason and revealed faith. It was in
response to Islamic success that St. Thomas Aquinas
wrote the great Summa Contra Gentiles, thus beginn-
ing Western Scholastic thought. Aquinas read Aristotle
in Latin translations from the Arabic and in the works of
Ibn Sinna and Ibn Rushd. Maimonides left Spain in his
teens, settled briefly in Fez, and eventually in Cairo
where he became the physician to Salah ad-Din.

These interesting and significant connections bet-
ween Greece, Islam, and Spain have prompted impor-
tant points of contact between countries that can boast
some immediate or remote influence on the develop-
ment of Maimonides, whose ‘Guide for the Perplexed’
and commentary on the Mishneh were to make Jewish
thought contemporary within the scheme of 13th cen-
tury Aristotelianism.















