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Desecration of the Synagogue of Ioannina, 3 August 2003

Background

The Jewish Community of the northwestern city of Ioannina is one of the oldest and most historically significant in Greece, dating at least as far back as the 7th century. On the eve of World War II the Jewish population of the city was 1,950. In 1944, during the German occupation, 1,870 Jews were shipped to Auschwitz-Birkenau, where most of them perished. Today there are approximately 50 Jews living in Ioannina. They are generally of Romaniote origin. The city has a functioning synagogue located within the old Kastro, and a cemetery in the Aghia Triada area.
 On 15-16 April 2002, during a wave of anti-Semitism in Greece that was legitimized as anti-Israeli protest, at least four graves were destroyed, including that of University of Ioannina benefactor Joseph Ganis. Greek Helsinki Monitor (GHM) and Minority Rights Group-Greece (MRGG) covered this incident in detail in their joint report, “Anti-Semitism in Greece – A Current Picture: 2001-2002” (reprinted in the Appendix below).

Synagogue desecration

Sometime during the early morning hours of Saturday, 3 August 2003,
 “unknown vandals” desecrated all four exterior walls and the white marble doorframe of the Synagogue of Ioannina with “neo-nazi” symbols and slogans written in blue spray-paint. The slogans were: “We will return and the earth will tremble”; “Long live the victory”; “Blood and honor”; “Long live eternal Greece” (the latter was reported only in the local pro-PASOK daily Epirotikos Agon, 5-8-03);
 and “SIEG HEIL.” (The last was sloppily written in Latin characters, and erroneously reported in Eleftherotypia [5-8-03], as “SLEK TEK, the name of a neo-fascist organization”).
 Bracketing the slogans and flanking either side of the Synagogue doorway were two symbols: the easily recognizable swastika on the right; and a cross with four arms of equal length inscribed within and slightly extending outside a circle on the left. With the exception, again, of George Papachristodoulos’ article in Epirotikos Agon, the latter symbol went uncommented upon.
 Still, in what was most detailed and condemning coverage of the incident, Papachristodoulos calls it a “Celtic cross,” thus ascribing to it a vague, foreign origin. However, this form of cross is, in fact, the traditional Greek, or Byzantine, cross. With its arms extending slightly beyond the circle, the figure also bears a striking resemblance to the logo of the extreme right nationalist LAOS party of George Karatzaferis, which may or may not be coincidental.
   
Members of the Jewish community discovered the desecration on Saturday evening. On Monday morning, Moses Elisaf, president of the Jewish Community of Ioannina and professor of Internal Medicine at the University of Ioannina, lodged a formal complaint against “unknown vandals,” according to standard procedure.
 Mr. Elisaf also issued the following official statement, which was reprinted in full in the regional daily Proinos Logos and other local papers:

“Two days ago fascist bullies desecrated the exterior wall of the Holy Synagogue of Ioannina, painting the swastika, the symbol of Nazism and racial hatred, and writing threatening slogans. We are certain that our fellow citizens will deplore these acts and single out their instigators, and that the state, this time, will punish the guilty parties in an exemplary fashion.”
 

Mr. Gavrilidis of the Central Board of Jewish Communities of Greece (Kentriko Israilitiko Symvoulio, or KIS) told GHM on 6-8-2003 that KIS did not plan to issue an additional statement on the incident, but that they had “notified the competent ministries.”
  

The “this time” in Mr. Elisaf’s statement is a direct reference to the state’s inaction in the case of the 2002 desecration of the city’s 13th century Jewish cemetery. The incident itself was given almost no attention by the national media, even though a high-ranking local police official and three of his officers were reportedly suspected to be strongly implicated in the act. More disturbing is the fact that despite the community’s urgent formal appeals to the local Prosecutor and reassurances of total cooperation from the police and judicial authorities, nothing has come of the official criminal investigation into the matter. In a telephone conversation with GHM, Mr. Elisaf expressed his despair and anger that “not one single word has been heard since then from anyone, neither from the Prosecutor nor the police! It’s about time that we were informed about what is going on with this.”

The center-left Eleftherotypia, Greece’s largest daily, reported the incident on 5-8-2003, along with a photograph (“Nazi slogans against the Jews in Ioannina”). As far as GHM is aware, this is the only national paper that reported both 2002 and 2003 events. The article mentions the cemetery desecration of 2002 and Mr. Elisaf’s remark that there have always been isolated incidents against the Jewish community of Ioannina, but that “they have intensified in the past two years.” It added that the Jewish community has requested better police protection of the site. Mr. Elisaf is quoted as saying, “there are always bigoted minorities and hatred, which is cultivated by manifold agents and extremist groups within the Church – not the official Church – that foment this rage.”
 He confirmed his convictions to GHM.
   

The English language daily Kathimerini inserted in the International Herald Tribune carried only the note: “Nazi vandals: Unidentified vandals spray-painted Nazi swastikas and Greek nationalistic slogans on the outer walls of a synagogue in the northwestern town of Ioannina, local officials said yesterday.”
 The Greek edition of Kathimerini did not report the incident. GHM is not aware of any mention of the incident in newscasts on Greek state or private television channels.

However, the regional press gave the incident extensive coverage, as they did with last year’s one. All the newspapers specifically noted the cemetery vandalism of last year and the fact that the culprits still remain at large. Mr. Elisaf also told GHM that he was interviewed live on local radio.
  


Under the title, “Black…ink on white…ground,” E. Stamou writes in the pro-PASOK Neoi Agones (5-8-03) that “Those who remorselessly yearn for Nazism struck again with threatening slogans on the walls of the Jewish Synagogue”.
 The article, which is accompanied by two large photos of the graffiti, emphasizes the horrors of the Nazi (foreign) past. “What Jew can forget the horror …of the Second World War…?” The author blames the “individuals who not only don’t condemn such acts but are doing all they can to remind the Jews of all they went through.” In boldface are Mr. Elisaf’s request for official condemnation and his “hope that the Authorities will act immediately, because those who are to blame must be punished.”

The regional daily Epirus (5-8-2003) ran the story on its front and second pages with the headline “Vandals ‘attack’ the Jewish Synagogue in Ioannina.”
 The article, which begins by stressing the lack of progress on last year’s cemetery desecration, calls the defacement an “act by unknown perpetrators [that] provokes indignation.” Journalist Alexia Kosma gives a detailed description of the desecration and uses the term “anti-Semitic,” rather than “neo-Nazi” or “fascist.” She also includes Mr. Elisaf’s statement: “This is an insult to the memory of millions of people and to the memory of our 2,000 fellow Ioannina citizens who died in the concentration camps.”

The front page of the local pro-PASOK daily Epirotikos Agon (5-8-2003) contained a photograph of the synagogue’s entrance, clearly showing the swastika painted on the right side of the marble doorframe and the cross with a circle on the other. The article (with photo), which continues on the entire page 7, is titled: “The Vandals Return: Revolting Slogans on the Jewish Synagogue” and notes that “of late, there are increasing provocations by fascists in the city.”
 Journalist George Papachristodoulos maintains that this was the act of “extreme right vandals, who are being mobilized in Ioannina,” declaring it to be “yet another act of vandalism and extreme anti-Semitism against the Jews of the city.” He is the only reporter who, while not naming any groups, calls the graffiti “nationalistic … with clear political reference to the extreme right. Specifically, painted on the left of the entrance was a Celtic cross [sic] while on the right side was swastika.” He also notes that the slogans, including “Long live eternal Greece,” were written in blue spray-paint. In reply to Papachristodoulos’ question of who could be responsible and why, Mr. Cohen, the Synagogue’s director, is quoted as not being able to find an answer: “He sufficed it to say, ‘It seems to be our fate.’” The feature also contains a partial reprint of the report on the cemetery desecration, by another journalist, which appeared in the same paper on 17 April 2002. Papachristodoulos makes no reference to the allegations of police involvement in the previous incident but he does connect them to “fascistic provocations” and “recent extreme right actions” against other local political groups and public monuments.

Papachristodoulos stresses that that these two anti-Semitic incidents are not isolated cases, quoting Mr. Elisaf: “Since the desecration of the graves, acts against the Jews have not ceased. Some vandals are constantly writing slogans and swastikas on the Holocaust Monument in Molos … Attacks against Jews are not only happening in Ioannina. Of late, the same thing is happening with similar acts in other cities in Greece.” Mr. Elisaf is also quoted as noting that the situation in the Middle East is used “intentionally by some as a cover for neo-nazi acts against the Jews,” and that “a determined front is needed to combat those forces of darkness that nurture hatred against the Jews.”

On the day following these reports (6-8-03), the incident was the topic of the column “Psifides” in Neoi Agones.
 The author speaks of the “unpleasant notion” that there could be “fascistic remnants” in Ioannina, whose numbers and identity he does not know. Like Papachristodoulos in Epirotikos Agon, the author connects these anti-Semitic incidents with the recent defacement by unknown vandals of the clock/monument in the town square, dedicated to the Ioannina Greeks killed by the Turks in 1913. He says that the Ioannina community is “repulsed” by all these incidents, pointing out that “Ioannina put the multicultural community into practice long before it was fashionable to even discuss such things. The city’s Christian, Jewish and Muslim elements coexisted without any problem whatsoever.”
 
In both 2002 and 2003 incidents, there has been absolutely no reaction of the government or the opposition parties or even, with one or two exceptions, of the national media, the NGOs or other sectors of civil society. This is a prevailing pattern in anti-Semitic incidents.  
APPENDIX

The Ioannina Jewish Cemetery Desecration, 15-16 April 2002

While the Thessaloniki vandalism has been written off as the work of the usual “unknown vandals,” the Ioannina cemetery desecration (15-16 April 2002) shows evidence of being a murkier affair. The Jewish Community of Ioannina is one of the oldest in Greece. Moses Elisaf, Professor of Internal Medicine at the University of Ioannina and President of the city’s Jewish Community told GHM that the community has good relations with the local authorities and that there have been no other anti-Semitic incidents there in recent years. However, he also noted, “there is an ongoing anti-Semitism that finds cover behind the Israel-Palestinian conflict.”

In its only coverage of the incident, Eleftherotypia (17/4/02) reported that the vandalism “occurred sometime during the previous fortnight… and was discovered by citizens visiting the cemetery.” 
 However, this was not the case. Several local papers published conflicting versions, none of which support the above, and neither Eleftherotypia nor any other national paper followed up on the story. On 23/4/02, Associated Press reported that Moses Elisaf had submitted an official request to the public prosecutor for a formal investigation into reports that police officers may have been involved in the desecration.
 “These incidents have shaken the members of Ioannina’s Jewish community and other Jewish communities around Greece,” Professor Elisaf said. “For this reason we ask that abundant light be shed on the case and that every facet of the accusation made in the published report be investigated so that those responsible for these illegal and criminal acts are punished.”
 

Mr. Elisaf’s concerns, it turns out, were prompted by an article, published the previous day on the front page of the regional daily Erevna (22/4/02), alleging police participation in the desecration and their subsequent cover-up of the incident.
 The article, titled “What were they doing in the Jewish cemetery…?”, reported that members of the police department, responding to a call that “something was going on and noises were heard in the Jewish cemetery,” found “ four men ‘doing something’ in the dark and went to apprehend them. To their surprise they were confronted with Mr. Dekoumes, Head of Security and Narcotics [of the local police department] and three of their fellow officers! They saw the cemetery smashed up … a chase followed with guns drawn, and Mr. Dekoumes and his three colleagues successfully evading arrest!” The paper notes that Dekoumes immediately went on sick leave, leaving his companions to assert that they were “at the cemetery on a narcotics stakeout.” If this indeed was so, the article questions, why didn’t the police immediately report the incident to the Prosecutor, instead of “allowing the act to be attributed to unknown persons who hate Jews.”
 

A second version of the story, provided by the pro-PASOK local papers, Iperotikos Agon and Neoi Agones (Chief Dekoumes is a PASOK appointee), maintains that PASOK Deputy Agriculture Minister Vangelis Argyris and his family, whose home borders the cemetery, heard noises coming from the place in question. Concerned, they called the Chief of Security, who, even though he was off duty at the time, allegedly took it upon himself to call three of his colleagues and rush to the scene. According to this version, Dekoumes’ hasty action was justified because he recalled “the recent break-in by Albanians at the Minister’s home.” Both papers cite friction within the police department and bipartisan animosities for the charges that they consider preposterous.

On the opposite side, a regular columnist for local daily Proinos Logos (24/4/02), Mr. Yannakis, satirized the story, spoofing the Police defense and insinuating that the PASOK party machine was responsible for the cover-up. However, Yannakis consistently calls the Jewish residents as Israelis and refers to “their struggle with the Palestinians.” He, too, insists that the incident had nothing to do with the shame of anti-Semitism. “Nothing will make us swallow the story that all this happened by chance and that nobody is responsible for anything. (…) But the matter has another dimension. When did the vandalism in the Jewish cemetery occur? When did the police confirm it? When did the Jewish Community find out about it? Why, on the day after the incident, did the Israelis [sic] pay a visit with their security guards to ascertain what their colleagues had ascertained during the night? All this caused the Israeli [sic] Community to speak of racist manifestations in our city and associate these events with their [sic] struggle with the Palestinians. Now, I believe that these same people see the matter from another angle and will not rush to castigate Ioannina society, which has never made an issue of racism.”

That same day (24/4/02) Proinos Logos also published a statement by the University of Ioannina denouncing the desecration of the grave of University benefactor Joseph Ganis. “The Israeli [sic] Community has contributed to the advancement of the country and to its democratic expression. The vandalism against it and its sacred symbols are acts that have no association with our people’s tradition. (…) The entire University Community denounces such acts and asserts that the Israeli [sic] Community has always supported the academic institution and the ideology of benefaction.”
 

It is significant to note that every one of these articles, regardless of the scenario and politics it supports, in one way or another disclaim anti-Semitism as the motive behind the cemetery desecration. In a twisted form of logic, the Jewish Community is faulted for shaming its community. In reaction to this, Mr. Elisaf writes, (Proinos Logos, 1/5/02) “Mr. Yannakis denounces the Jewish Community for believing this heinous act to be an extreme expression of the anti-Semitism that has emerged in the past weeks on the pretext of the tragic events in the Middle East. Mr. Yannakis, moreover, puts forth the view that racist and anti-Semitic phenomena do not exist in our city.” Refraining from directly commenting on the allegations against the police, Mr. Elisaf stressed in no uncertain terms that the desecration of the graves should be seen solely as a manifestation of the “revived anti-Semitic climate… It is difficult to attribute this barbaric act to other motives.” 

In the same letter Elisaf also thanked Mayor Papastavrou of Ioannina and Prefect Pantoulas and the University of Ioannina for publicly condemning the incident and for fully supporting reparations of the damage. However, he sternly warned, “it should not escape your attention that racism, xenophobia, the demonizing of the other, and anti-Semitism continue to survive and poison contemporary societies. Thus, the one-sided presentation of the events in the Middle East, which intentionally confuses the government of Israel with Jews throughout the world, the demonizing of the Jew, who is held responsible for all the evils of humanity, the barbaric contempt and degradation of the Holocaust, which constitutes the apex of human tragedies and which with great ease is compared to the violence and excesses seen between warring factions in the Middle East, provides the ammunition to those who chronically long to hate, and leads to abominable acts of violence [such as this one].” Mr. Elisaf also corrects the terminology used: “The Israelites of Ioannina are Greeks of Jewish religion and not Israelis (which means citizens of the state of Israel, regardless of religion).”

In all such incidents, the state usually conducts a routine investigation. But the culprits are never found.
 However, after Moses Elisaf filed a second action, the local Prosecutor of the Court of First Instance, Mr. Loutas, launched a further Urgent Preliminary Investigation. Hopefully, the seriousness of these incriminations (Erevna published a lengthy follow-up analysis of local reaction
) will produce more conclusive results. Elisaf told GHM that he paid a visit to the Chief of the local Police and the local authorities, requesting a thorough investigation and their complete support.
 The case is currently under investigation.

It should be stressed that, even given the newsworthiness of this story, hardly anything was reported in the national press. Mr. Elisaf told GHM that the AP article (23/4/02),
 which GHM sent to him, was the first he had seen of the matter outside the local press. He reiterated his firm conviction that the desecration was an act of pure anti-Semitism and nothing else.
 

In a commentary in both Greek and English language editions of Kathimerini titled “Settling Scores,” Pantelis Boukalas notes (K 18/4/02, EK/IHT, 19/4/02) that none of the perpetrators of these anti-Semitic incidents had the suffering of the Palestinians in mind. “If we vandalize temples and monuments, we become like the people we castigate. If we criticize Israeli troops for dishonoring a shrine like the Church of the Nativity, while we vandalize the monument which protects the memory of thousands of Greek Jews who were killed by the Nazis, then our solidarity and morality are purely ostensive. (…) Some people are not truly driven by solidarity with the Palestinians but by a desire to exploit the present opportunity and settle old scores, turning – once again and with the same old racist ‘arguments’ – against the Jews as a whole. (…) It is these same people, more or less, who never accepted that Auschwitz and Dachau actually existed and who are confident that all these things are part of a Jewish conspiracy – just like communism, psychoanalysis and all ‘the world’s evils’.”
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