NEWSLETTER

Director’s Report

In the course of the past year we have been able to
devote more time to building exhibits and conservation
because several dependable volunteers have taken on
themselves the necessary task of providing guided tours
through the museum. During the summer months Mrs.
Rosa Benveniste and Mrs. Lili Heifetz handled most of
the foriegn tourists to the museum. They were assisted
by Miss Rebecca Camhi who sacrificed her vacation in
Greece from Syracuse University in order to work with
us. Mr. Sakelaropoulos and Miss Mordoh took over the
French and Greek tours and the remaining staff pitched
in occasionally where Turkish or Spanish were in
demand.

Behind the scenes - in the conservation rooms - staff
members relieved from up-front work were able to con-
centrate on projects of a specific nature. Mr. DeVinney
has been preparing the enlargements, detailed
photography and other pertinent material for exhibits
that have been designed for the Holocaust, Jewish Life,
and Jews who served in the Greek army. As we have
two persons now working full-time in the conservation
rooms, he has been doing in-process photography
there as well.

At the moment the carpenters are working at building
the setting for the costume room. Half of the room be-
ing used as a historical introduction to Greek Jewry has
been completed.

One new exhibit was completed and set up in the
early part of July. This exhibit is for ‘Tikkim’, the
wooden cases used to protect the Torah Scrolls and to
keep them upright. The custom of storing the Sepher
Torah in a tik is peculiar to Romaniote communities in
Greece, but is common to most ‘oriental’ Jews from Ita-
ly as far east as China. The Sepharadim in Greece
follow a custom of dressing and maintaining the Siphrei
Torah that is not unlike that of the Ashkenazim though
with some peculiar variations.

Tikkim were normally painted and covered with
specially fitted veils that are variously called me’il or
mappah. Our Museum has a substantial and widely
representative collection of these from Ioannina,
Preveza, Patras and Herakleion in Crete. We have long
been waiting for conditions that would allow us to get to
work on these veils, many of which were in a very bad
state due to age, mis-use or neglect.

Most were created and dedicated in the 19th cent.
but many incorporate panels of rich brocade or em-
broidery, and sections of costumes dating as far back as
the 16th cent. The disparity in ages between the
‘modern’ (i.e. 19th cent.) backings and the inset panels
at times has resulted in weakening the latter to the point
of near disintegration around the edges. Another pro-
blem resulted as a consequence of the Romaniote
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custom of attaching Shadayoth (dedicatory plaques) to
metal hooks sewn into the me’il. Oxidation of the hooks
and of the high-copper-content and silver-alloy
shadayoth, plus their weight, resulted in both serious
rotting of the support fabric and the breaking of warp
and weft threads. Almost all of the me’ilim that we have
from loannina were stored in the Old Synagogue there
after the last World War and remained there until we
acquired them. Wrapped in newspaper, packed into
several old trunks and stored in a dark and damp room,
the textiles were found covered with mildew, mold, and
had for some time offered a safe (and at times
nourishing) haven for mice and cockroaches.

When they were first brought to the museum all of
the textiles were immediately exposed on their reverse
sides for short periods of time to the sun and then given
emergency treatment by exposure to thymol fumes for
a period of two weeks or more. After this it was possible
to begin the careful work of more intensive fumigation,
examination and the establishment of procedures for
cleaning and conservation. Over the past five years, six
of these me'ilim have been cleaned and conserved and

Mrs. Lili Heifetz (I) and Mrs. Ann Dyson (1) at work
in the conservation room.
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segements in chartreuse, magenta and prussian blue.
This has been stored separately as it certainly detracted
rather than added either to the significance or to the ap-
pearance of the inset panel of embroidery.

Once separated from its backing the panel was ex-
amined and tested for colour fastness and then sewn
between two pieces of support netting and carefully
washed. After being rinsed in distilled water, the panel
was laid out on absorbant material and carefully
manipulated so as to place the torn sections of the tex-
tile and the loose-floating threads into their original
positions. It was then allowed to dry and then carefully
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Cushion cover before cleaning and conservation.

transferred to its new backing. The material chosen was
of silk and almost of an identical weight and colour to
the material used as the support of the embroidery. The
embroidery panel was now ready for attachment to the
supporting material. This was done in two stages. I) A
brick stitch was used over the entire length and surface
to attach the panel evenly. Then II) the broken and
loose threads of the design were carefully returned and
sewn into their original positions. The thread used was
a single strand of un-dyed silk that becomes invisible
once it has been sewn into place. While sewing was be-
ing done research was also carried out on the history an
significance of the panel. This particular piece was ex-
ecuted on a square of gold-ochre satin that still had on
one side its original selvedge. It was obvious from the
selvedging that the material was of Ottoman origin and
of a type of satin known as atlas. The over-all design
reflects the influence of what is now rightfully called the
International School of Ottoman Art which influenced

Cushion cover after conservation and backing.

every part of the Empire. Its nucleus was in the Palace
School of Constantinople which had been founded by
Sultan Mehmed Il in the late 15th cent. One of several
characteristic designs of Ottoman art emanating from
the School is what is known as the ‘Four Flower’ con-
sisting of roses, hyacinths, dog-wood or almond
blossoms and tulips. Occasionally one of the flowers is
replaced by a carnation and is not uncommon to find
five rather than four flowers used in the design. Depen-
ding on how faithfully the design and pattern follows
the Court School is a determining factor in the attribu-
tion of a particular piece.

Despite the fact that there are a number of collections
in the world (and Greece for that matter) that claim to
have examples of loannina or Epirote embroidery
authenticated pieces are rare. The reason for this is that
embroidery from this area was one of the first folk arts in
Greece to attract the attention of collectors at the turn of
this century. Unfortunately this interest was matched by
the financially inspired enthusiasm of dealers to supply
the demand and within a short time the market in
Athens had become glutted with “loannina em-
broideries.” In fact most of them appear to have come
for the lonian Islands or even the Dodecanese and
Sporades Islands. What is common to all of these em-
broideries is a certain dependence on current or earlier
Ottoman designs but they were made distinctive by
slight departures in style and technique dictated by local
traditions. Unfortunately before this had become
known a number of authoritative monographs and
publications based on this heterodox material had ap-
peared. A number of scholars plunged enthusiastically
into near lunacy with theories that related the sup-
posedly loannina and Epirote embroideries to spurious
traditions. Most of this published material today is not
only uniformly suspect but usually worthless. The only
means whereby this confusion can now be sorted out is
by appealing to authentic loannina examples and then
making comparative studies of attributed examples.
Our cushion cover is especially of interest in this regard
as it can be authenticated as having come from loan-
nina and bears good evidence of having been made
there.

Nikos Hannan-Stavroulakis















