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Street fair in Ioannina with Jewish shops owned by M. Pitzlides (1.), E. | Nachman (c.), R. Batis (r). C. 1932. Jewish Museum Archives, donated

by Mrs. E. Nachman.

The Museum observed its 10th birthday on July
17th. Due to an extraordinary heat wave and the absence
of most of the supporting members of the Museum on
vacation, there was no celebration. But a certain tendency
toward recollection and assessment of where the Museum
is today was, however, inevitable. At least two of us can
still clearly remember that day ten years ago, in a small
room attached to the Synagogue on Melidoni Street, when
eleven hemp bags were deposited with us along with a
card table, a couple of chairs, and eight empty, glass-
fronted cases. The cases had been donated by B’nei Brith.
The table and chairs were borrowed from the Rabbi. The
hemp bags, given by the Athens Jewish Community,
contained the sad remnants of personal jewelry and odds
and ends that had been confiscated from the Jews of
Thrace during the round-up in 1943 by the Bulgarians.
That morning, spent in opening and sorting out the
contents of two of the bags, was the beginning of a
realization of the dreams of several members of the Athens
Community: including Asher Moises, Noulis Vital, Eli
and Emmy Almoslinos, M. Constantinis, and others who,
for years, had been trying to get a museum started. What
none of us wanted was a monument to the Holocaust;
despite the nature of the artifacts that formed the core of*
the Museum. Unarticulated, but quietly present behind

our thoughts and endeavours, was the desire to celebrate
2,500 years of Jewish presence in Greece and the Balkans;
and, to put into the context of life, the material evidence of
that past. The Holocaust was going to be an ever-present
reality whether we wished it to be or not. There was no
need for us to underline its effect on Jewish life in Greece.

The past ten years have not been easy for the
Museum. It has gone through difficult and wonderful
periods of growth and expansion. From sad beginnings,
the Museum has enlarged its collection into collections
and refined its self definition. Despite our present struggle
to have our Charter finalized by the presidential signa-
ture; we have, de facto, been recognized in a recent article
in the New York Times, as one of the six best Museums in
Greece. At least three members of the staff: the Director,
Mr. DeVinney, and Miss Mordoh, have shared all ten
years of this growth and are more than aware of the many
sacrifices that have been made for the Museum by its
Friends, supporters, and donors, on both sides of the
Atlantic. On behalf of the Museum, we wish to thank you
all for being part of what is a historical moment in the
history of Greek Jewry: the realization of a Museum
devoted to this impressive historical continuum.



Corner of the historical exhibit showing on the left casts of Hebrew
inscriptions from Corinth and Athens. Centre: Tombstone dating from
the 15th century from Halkis carved on the upper face of a 6th century
BCE Ionic capitol. Right: Figure and map relating to the voyage of
Benjamin of Tudela through the Byzantine Empire in the late Middle
Ages.

NEW EXHIBIT - The History of
the Jews of Greece

This introduction to the history of the Jews of
Greece serves as a means of preparing visitors for the
other exhibits in the Museum. Completion of this exhibit
required almost two years of research,documentation, and
collecting photographic material. During that time, funds
were acquired from an anonymous Anglo-British philan-
thropist, and from several private donors from the Athens
Jewish Community as well as from Geneva.

In keeping with our expectations, we have found
during the past two years that visitors to the Museum

come to learn, and not simply to fill in their time as
tourists by hitting this as one of the Museums of Athens.
Our public is made up of local Jews, as well as Jews from
Europe, and the United States and elsewhere, who are
either Ashkenazic or Sephardic, or who have roots in
Greece that they wish to trace. We are also visited by a
sizeable number of Greek Christians who, increasingly,
have shown an interest in the Jews of Greece from a
historical or religious point of view. In this, they are joined
by many non-Greek Christians, who come to the Museum
to get some understanding of the remnants of the Hellenis-
tic Jewry that witnessed the early growth and develop-
ment of Christianity. We also get a few Muslim visitors.
Their interests vary, but we consider it important to take
their needs into account as we display and interpret a
tradition that has interacted for centuries with their own
and which, perhaps even more importantly, also stems
from the patrimony of our common father, Abraham.

As the Jews of Greece represent two quite distinct
traditions; we beganby clearly distinguishing the origins
and settlement of each, and then relatingtheir interaction
during the Ottoman period. Thus, the first part of the
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To the left are documents in Osmanli Turkish and a Spanish translation
concerning the Spanish origins of the Saporta family of Istanbul-Salonika.
Gift of Mr. and Mrs. Alberto Saporta-Beraha of Athens. To the right is
the copy of the Kelimat HaGoyim copied by R. Catalani, the scribe of
Don Jose Mendes Nasi, the Duke of Naxos and nephew of Dona Grazia
Mendes Nasi. Gift of the family of S. Modiano.
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gave rise to the Marranos, are contrasted with the nativ-
ism current at that time of Ferdinand and Isabella.
Blow-ups depict a 15th-century auto da fe, in which
heretics and Marranos are shown being tried by the
Tribunal of the Inquisition. Two documents in the form of
a condemnation of a woman who had judaized, and was
condemned to death by burning, underline the events that
led to the Edict of Expulsion in 1492. A large portrait of
Sultan Beyazid, accompanied by a late 15th-century
manuscript illustration showing Constantinople at the
time of the arrival of the Spanish and Portuguese Jews, are
followed by the map of Cresques, on which are traced, (a)
the routes taken by fleeing Jews into the haven of the
Ottoman Empire extended by the Sultan, as well as, (b)
the route of Dona Gracia Mendes. In the texts and
accompanying identifications, stress is laid on the technic-
al skills that these Jews brought with them. Under the
map is a special exhibit in honour of one of the greatest of
the fleeing Jews, Don Isaac Abravanel. Fittingly, it was
funded by a descendant of Don Isaac: Mr. Freddi Abra-
vanel of Athens.

Don Isaac Abravanel was born in Lisbon. in 1437.
He was the son of Judah Abravanel of Cordoba, who was
tax collector and treasurer to Kings Sancho IV and
Ferdinand IV. During the great anti-Jewish riots of 1391,
the family converted to Christianity. Not long after, they
fled to Portugal where they reverted to Judaism, and
where Isaac was born.Brought up in an enlightened
family, he was at an early age exposed to, andeducated in,
the current modes of Renaissance idealistic humanism, as

he moved to Venice where he died in 1508. He left behind
four sons through whom the family line has continued in
several branches in Italy, Greece, Turkey, and the New
World, down to modern times.

Don Isaac’s life, while not entirely typical of his
times, was characteristic of the trials and vicissitudes that
faced many Spanish Jews who were well identified with
and integrated into current Renaissance life, and who yet
maintained their Jewish identity and carried on the great
tradition of biblical exegesis and study. Most of Abra-
vanel’s works were published in Venice, many of them
posthumously. They are both numerous and vitally in
touch with the thought and creativity of the period. His
famous Commentary on the Torah was published at the
Bragadini Press in Venice in 1579. It was the first Hebrew
book to be published in the city after its Hebrew presses
were closed by Pope Julius III in 1553. (Contrary to
appearances, Julius’ action was not a consequence of
anti-Semitism, but was in fact directed against the pub-
lishing houses of Bragadini and Bomberg, both of which
were owned by Christians. Their unseemly competition
led on many occasions to public accusations of the
inclusion of anti-Christian material in Hebrew books. It
was in response to this that Julius had the presses closed
and the editions destroyed). Bragadini began publishing
again in 1579 with the Pirosh HaTorah of Abravanel. The
second edition of this commentary, published by Bragadi-
ni in 1584, is the central artifact in this exhibit which is
dedicated to the great exegete and commentator. The
book was donated to the Museum by the late Mrs. Adela
Mano, in memory of her sister, Liza Pinhas.



















