PROLOGUE

“The basic questions must be asked. Is there a dishonesty implied by the
very name Jewish Museum? That is to say, can one link a religious or
ethnic group with a museum in its proper sense as a place of the muses?
And if so, how can it perform its function?” So wrote a loyal donor of
the Jewish Museum of New York in 1971, less than seventy years after its
origin as a collection of ritual objects and a decade after it began exhibit-
ing avant-garde art that lacked visible Jewish content, often by non-Jews.

Displays of Jewish ritual objects in public, nonreligious settings by
Jews were still a comparatively recent phenomenon at the time. So too
was their institutionalization with the establishment of Jewish museums.
Both initiatives occurred with growing frequency in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, first in Europe and then the United States.
Fruits of the Enlightenment and emancipation, they were created for var-
ious reasons that entailed differing ways of explaining the objects. Most
often organizers used ritual objects to secure the advances of emancipa-
tion by interpreting Judaism to non-Jews and to nourish pride among
fellow Jews in the richness and history of their material culture. As a
result, the objects were deployed as evidence of religious observances,
ethnological specimens, historical artifacts, or works of art. The Jewish
Museum of New York, because of its age and prominence, exemplifies
nearly this entire story. Seeded with a modest Judaica collection do-
nated to the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1904, it grew into one of
the world’s leading and oldest continuously serving institutions of its
kind and possesses the largest Judaica collection outside Israel. During
the 1960s, however, the museum expanded its purview and building to
present a series of exhibitions featuring avant-garde art devoid of Jewish
content and created mostly by non-Jews. The exhibits were celebrated in
the art world, and many are still renowned today, but they were also at-
tacked by Jewish community members objecting to what they considered
mystifying, provocative, and sometimes profane works of art. How was
it, Jews asked, that a museum established to preserve and display Jewish
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ritual objects, and associated with a rabbinic seminary, had strayed so far
from its founding mission?!

Studies have addressed that question by starting with brief reviews of
the museum’s origins in 1904, its relocation off the seminary campus in
the late 1940s, or the advent of the avant-garde era per se in the late
1950s. Though most are excellent, these studies share certain oversights.
For example, they bypass the profound changes in Jewish life during
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries brought about by the
Enlightenment and emancipation that made possible the first public dis-
plays of Jewish ritual objects arranged by Jews. This omission is import-
ant for three reasons. First, because the nature of those changes, and the
displays they enabled, set the terms for how such objects and, later, art-
works created by Jews, might be presented and interpreted down to the
present. Second, there is a direct lineage from those earliest displays to
the museum’s founding and early development. Third, the advent of the
avant-garde era is made to appear as an anomalous product of immediate
circumstances rather than as a logical and inevitable outcome of the prior
eight decades of cultural history. Presenting a more extensive or accurate
account of that story is not, however, the only objective of this book.
Rather, it is also to unpack the values and concerns of the individuals
who organized exhibits, supported and helped guide the museum, and
commented on its programs over the years. From them, it is possible to
glean insights into the sociocultural circumstances of the museum and
its antecedents during a period of significant change in Jewish history.
The story of the museum’s avant-garde era is about a museum, to be sure,
but it also about the people for whom it was a locus, with all the in-
consistencies, contradictions, and disagreements of the community they
comprised. Giving voice, in their own words, to as many of them as pos-
sible—be they rabbis or lay persons, museum professionals or visitors,
scholars or the less well-educated, cultural critics or the casual observer—
is a priority throughout this book. So too, is understanding the broader
and evolving historical, cultural, and social contexts of what they said.?

There are several throughlines in the following narrative that are ap-
proached from the perspective of those responsible for arranging displays
or leading the museum: a concern for audiences and what, today, would
be called “stakeholders” and how exhibits might best serve them; the aims
of exhibits as expressions of organizers’ beliefs and perceptions; ques-
tions over what things to display; options for how best to arrange and
interpret those things; and—as this study proceeds through the twen-
tieth century—issues of governance, policy, personnel, facilities, and fi-
nances as the work of exhibitions and museums were professionalized.
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Having worked for over a decade in museums and collections and then
teaching museum studies, I view these sites as places where history, ide-
ology, theory, and practice intersect. One cannot write responsibly about
the subject of this book without acknowledging these interpenetrations.
While museums express an array of sociocultural ideals, and the Jewish
Museum is no exception, it would be unjust to those associated with it
over the years to ignore the instances in which those ideals ran aground in
the practical problems any such organization confronts daily. When, in the
early 1970s, the Jewish Museum terminated its avant-garde exhibitions,
it was a fiscal crisis that tipped the balance against them even though
other policy concerns remained undecided. To capture these nuances,
primary published sources, previously unpublished archival records, and
oral histories are used to illuminate the perceptions and desires of the
individuals participating in policy debates and practical day-to-day deci-
sions. At the same time, this evidence is set in the context of studies that
illuminate the historical circumstances, social and cultural theories, and
broader critical debates underway throughout the period encompassed by
this book. Finally, although it culminates in a case study of an emblem-
atic institution and the developments that brought it about, this book is
informed throughout by salient concerns within the Jewish community
during the era: tensions between religion and secularism, particularism
and universalism, and ethnicity and assimilation. These questions surface
in museum debates over what objects most fully express Jewish values, its
nature as a cultural history or art institution, and ultimately whether it
should prioritize Jewish solidarity, or service to non-Jews as a means of
promoting relations between them and the Jewish community.

This story begins with the earliest presentations of Jewish ritual objects,
or Judaica, in three late-nineteenth-century public exhibitions. Each dis-
play was arranged by Jews to address somewhat different communal ob-
jectives, but all shared an interest in helping secure the social gains of
Jewish emancipation. The exhibits also modeled for other Jews the appeal
of Judaica collecting and the value of creating Jewish museums. The one
begun at the Jewish Theological Seminary in 1904 grew into the Museum
of Jewish Ceremonial and Historical Objects by 1931, and evolved into
the Jewish Museum in 1947. The last step, which entailed a reconceptu-
alization of its collections as art, set the stage for the museum’s turn to
the avant-garde beginning in 1957, a daring experiment that culminated
in 1971. By starting with the origins of Judaica collecting and display
among Jews as these activities accelerated in the late nineteenth century, I
draw into focus social and cultural changes that transformed Jewish ritual
objects from sacred accouterments for synagogue and home observances
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into collectibles for expositions and museums. Those changes evolved in
similar ways in different locations, but it was in New York that they first
coalesced into the ideas that propelled the museum’s avant-garde experi-
ment. There were other influences, to be sure, especially New York’s intelli-
gentsia, the city’s art world, and the Jewish community’s rapid assimilation
and relative prosperity during the post—Second World War period.?

Fidelity to these matters demands attention both to the Jewish commu-
nity’s sociocultural circumstances during this period and to the granularity
of their expression through the museum. Evidence resides not only in the
face the museum presented to its public through collections, exhibits, cat-
alogues, and educational programs, but in internal records of its debates
over mission, budget priorities, opportunities and risks, and actual and
desirable audiences. As the following narrative proceeds from the late nine-
teenth century into the early and then middle decades of the twentieth,
there is a gradual shift in emphasis from secondary accounts and inter-
pretations to primary sources. The latter increasingly include correspon-
dence among key figures and their recollections captured in oral histories
thanks to an increasing abundance of archival records as the story pro-
gresses. When the avant-garde program became a reality, different opinions
emerged, and passions were aroused among people most closely associated
with the museum. Those documents reveal the sometimes-counterintuitive
beliefs that drew advocates, critics, and others into conflict, convictions
that published accounts often obscure or oversimplify. The beliefs that
led the Jewish Museum into the avant-garde were deeply held and urgent
for their advocates who, as Jews, felt they were fulfilling Judaism’s destiny
in modern society. Jewish collectors and curators discovered profound
meaning in new art, something they wanted to share with a larger public
via the Jewish Museum, in part as an expression of Judaism’s humanitar-
ian values. That the art had nothing to do with Judaism per se and was
often made by non-Jews did not matter to them. That the Judaica in the
museum’s collection, or works created by Jewish artists on Jewish topics,
were far less meaningful for those collectors and curators than they were
for other Jews was, for a time, a troubling but manageable issue. Though
the museum subsequently backed away from its once-unqualified com-
mitment to the avant-garde, it never entirely moved on from debates over
how to balance contemporary art with its treatment of traditional Jewish
visual culture, especially its vast collection of ritual objects. The Jewish
Museum continues to be haunted by the question of what it ought to do
just as the Jewish community struggles with questions of assimilation,
religious solidarity, and, ultimately, survival.
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PROLOGUE 5

The earliest public Judaica displays arose from the spread of secularism,
starting with the Enlightenment, which fundamentally altered Jews’ rela-
tionships with the surrounding societies in which they resided, the nature
of Judaism itself, and Jews understanding of their sacred objects. One
result, toward the end of the nineteenth century, was the advent of Jewish
collecting and public display of those objects—at an exposition in Paris,
a historical exhibition in London, and a world’s fair in Chicago—most
rescued from declining synagogues or waning domestic use. Significantly,
the displays were mounted to secure Jewish standing in societies where it
remained tenuous. When these practices were institutionalized in muse-
ums, the Jewish Museum became the longest lived and leading example.
There, the uses of ritual objects to inform non-Jews evolved into show-
ing modern art by Jews exploring Jewish themes. This effort occurred
during the immediate post—Second World War period when—between
the Holocaust and the Cold War—the hopeful cultivation of universal
fellowship, mutual understanding, and freedom called for new ways to
promote interfaith dialogue. The turn to modern art was encouraged by
the rabbi heading the Jewish Theological Seminary at the time who already
had initiated programs to advance his vision of Jewish participation in and
leadership of intergroup discourse on topics of concern for all Americans.
He viewed the museum as playing a useful role in pursuit of these ideals
and gave his blessing to efforts that enlarged its purview to art devoid of
Jewish subjects and art by non-Jews, opening a door to the avant-garde.

This brief narrative, while seemingly about Jewish objects and the sites
where they were collected and shown, is more accurately about the uses of
such objects to navigate Jewish relations with a non-Jewish world. When
the objects featured in the Jewish Museum’s exhibits expanded from
ritual accouterments and contemporary Jewish art to avant-garde works
by non-Jewish artists, art-world denizens and the Jewish community took
note. But the rationale for the avant-garde shows was not substantially
different than it was for the ritual-object displays nearly a century prior.
Ideally, the public presentation of such works might foster better relations
between Jews and the societies in which they live. The various stages in
this story correspond to the evolving circumstances of Jewish life in the
times and places where Jews dwelled. Underlying these developments was
the secularizing ethos of modernity both outside and within the Jewish
community. A rabbinic seminary’s acceptance of a museum within its
precincts might be read as indicative. In adopting the institutional form
of the museum for its ritual-objects collection, the seminary inadver-
tently acquiesced to museums’ history of desacralizing religious objects
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and fostering their “resocialization” for nonreligious purposes. For these
reasons, it will be helpful to explore the museum culture Jews entered, its
secularizing machinery, and how notions of sacredness concerning Jewish
ritual objects might function within it.4

Museum Culture

The notion of “museum culture” gained currency with an anthology edited
by Daniel J. Sherman and Irit Rogoff that situates studies of museums
and exhibitions in the broader contexts of cultural history, theory, and
criticism. Their approach led them to conceive of these sites as comprising
an “intricate amalgam” of historical narratives, display strategies, and the
demands of governing ideals as a way of relating them to other cultural
discourses. Their formulation invites us to understand a museum and
its exhibits as forms of cultural expression and, from that vantage point,
to see how the Jewish community used them to communicate its values
and aims. Yet, as with other languages, museum culture possesses its own
syntax. Sherman and Rogoff discern within it four components: collec-
tions and their classification, the spheres of interest collections represent,
the audiences museums aim to serve, and the ways in which museum
audiences receive or understand what those institutions do.”

Starting with collections and their taxonomies, a museum’s classifica-
tion of a given thing as a ritual object, historical evidence, or work of art
might seem to arise naturally from the thing per se. But that determina-
tion might just as easily be shaped by an institution’s self-identification.
Applicable here may be “the law of the instrument” derived from the
adage “If one’s only tool is a hammer, one will regard everything as if it
were a nail.” Thus, an art museum will treat all objects coming its way as
works of art regardless of their original uses or makers’ intentions. This
observation is relevant for Jewish ritual objects because, from their earliest
public displays, organizers chose among one or more classifications and
interpretive frameworks. Those choices reveal useful clues about the or-
ganizers’ aims. Moreover, just as the categorization of objects is variable,
so too are the purposes of the repositories in which they are housed. The
predecessor of the Jewish Museum, which began as a religious-historical
institution, was changed to an art orientation when it moved from the
seminary campus to a separate site, even though the objects in the collec-
tion remained unchanged.®

Also relevant is Sherman and Rogoff’s understanding of museum cul-
ture as invoking “notions of community.” Embedded in the notion of
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community is a tendency to regard an institution’s audience as an undif-
ferentiated whole. While a museum convenes an intended audience for its
exhibits, the nature of the actual audience for, and the variety of responses
within it to, such exhibits is by no means assured. The dynamics govern-
ing the reception of exhibitions afford insights into the unacknowledged
assumptions museums make about their constituencies and vice versa.
They can also reveal differing responses of audiences or, more accurately,
the varied responses of separate interest groups within a museum’s audi-
ence. There is also a two-way street along which a museum’s professional
and lay leadership—such as collectors and donors—attempts to satisfy
its own desires, as though proxies for a larger whole, that run headlong
into the differing yearnings of one segment or another of the institution’s
presumed community. Just as a museum can form a community around
its mission or exhibitions, those same activities can fragment a museum’s
community. Either way, the give and take of a museum and its commu-
nity offers rich veins of information about both the institution and its
audience.”

When Jews began exhibiting their ritual objects in public, it was not
in a museum, but rather in a nineteenth-century international exposi-
tion and subsequent similar displays in extra-institutional contexts. That
fact requires us to zoom out from museums per se to consider the larger
context of public exhibits in which museums participated. Tony Bennett
coined “exhibitionary complex” to capture the many sites and interests
whereby objects are collected, organized, displayed, and viewed. For
Bennett, those sites include temporary ones such as world’s fairs as well as
more permanent settings such as museums; and among the interests asso-
ciated with these are not only intellectual questions arising from anthro-
pology, art history, and natural history but also economic and political
ones. International expositions, less ambitious local-history exhibitions,
and museums differ from one another, and at many points those differ-
ences included display mechanics, taxonomies for arranging objects, and
publics. Understanding the wider context of the exhibitionary complex
is thus helpful when tracing the uses of artifacts over time and across
multiple venues, such as Jewish ritual objects as they were taken up in one
setting after another. Over the course of nearly a century, it is possible to
track the journey of an individual piece of Judaica from an international
exposition to a national historical exhibition, and eventually a museum
(Figures 2.4, 2.5, 3.10). As the sites and circumstances of their display
changed, the concerns Judaica embodied for succeeding generations of
Jews also shifted, even—and sometimes particularly—when those objects
were withdrawn from view in favor of things Jews valued more highly. In
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those circumstances, the exhibitionary complex also serves as a framework
within which the absence of objects becomes apparent and can be as con-
sequential as their presence, perhaps even signifying their neglect.®

Integral to the exhibitionary complex is the role of secularization in
its formation. “We live in a secular age and museums are deemed secular
institutions,” Carol Duncan and Alan Wallach have observed. This view
holds that the exhibitionary complex reifies the secularizing ethos of mo-
dernity during which museums became a prominent feature of society.
By “modernity,” I mean the period starting in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries in Europe during which Enlightenment values of reason,
equality, and freedom were articulated, disseminated, and enacted. The
Enlightenment heralded the ascent of rationality and empiricism over re-
ligion as the best methods for understanding the world—a fundamental
reorientation in Western thought that sparked revolutions in knowledge
production and society. Just as the role of religion in society began to be
cordoned off; so too religions” objects came to be regarded separately from
their sacred purposes, primarily as materials for collecting and learned
inquiry. Secularization was a handmaiden of the exhibitionary complex
and, as such, warrants particular scrutiny as it applies to Judaism’s ritual
objects.’

The Contours of Secularization

Jews’ presentations of their ritual objects in world’s fairs, historical exhi-
bitions, and museums both reflected and helped foster the secularization
processes transforming Jewish life during the period of this study. The
movement of Judaica from sacred to secular contexts, however, did not
so much drain the objects of their sacral potency as periodically suspend
it. Over time and in different places, the sacral aura of Judaica could par-
adoxically be reactivated. A museum storing away and neglecting ritual
objects, thereby arousing latent religious sensitivities, exemplifies the in-
stability of secularization. Recognizing secularization’s nature and flows
is no easy matter, however, especially within Judaism. “The secular and
the religious,” Irving Howe notes, “are in Jewish experience, hopelessly
interwoven.” Additionally, as Todd Endelman argues, secularization is but
one aspect of a complicated and multidirectional process of the Jewish
community’s transformation that he separated into four components:
emancipation, acculturation, secularization, and integration. Even so, the
centrality of ritual objects here, and the contrast between their sacrality
and the secular environments in which they are deployed, demands a
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focus on the dynamics of secularism. Before continuing, however, a di-
gression on secularism and secularization is necessary.'

“Secular,” in common usage, means temporal or worldly, essentially
the opposite of religious. The differences in outlook represented by the
two terms have hardened into what Larry Shiner calls a “secular-religious
polarity” that manifests throughout modern society. As a social phenom-
enon, secularism is approached by Ari Joskowicz and Ethan B. Katz as an
ideology aimed at suppressing religion in general and, in political prac-
tice, for separating church and state because of religion being perceived
as uninformed, stifling, or at minimum antimodern. Such views are often
grouped as “secularization theory.” Sociologists of religion critique the
concept, however, for doing little more than, as Shiner put it, serving
“partisans of controversy’—advocates of secularism and their opponents
in organized religion. William H. Swatos and Kevin J. Christiano attri-
bute the dispute to a widely shared conviction among the secularists that
in an era of scientific advances, religion’s value is in decline, a position
vigorously opposed by religionists. Shiner urges that secularization theory
be abandoned as evidence accumulated of the mutability of both sec-
ularism’s and religion’s influence in contemporary society. Swatos and
Christiano, for example, found scant evidence of an inexorable shriveling
of religion’s influence, perhaps because of its adaptability and penetration
in all spheres of life including cultural and social systems as well as per-
sonal beliefs. Despite the seemingly overpowering nature of secularism,
religion has refused “to go quietly—or even to go at all.” This flux in the
comparative sway of secularism and religion is evident as an underlying
social phenomenon in Europe and the United States during the period
leading up to the Jewish Museum’s formation and in the decades follow-
ing as the avant-garde era unfolded.!!

Within the Jewish community, the secular | religious opposition can
also be misleading. David Biale points out that as categories of personal
belief they obscure actual behavior. Some Jews may retain religious be-
liefs but manifest secular behavior insofar as they do not observe Jewish
law or participate in worship practices; others are fully observant and
attend synagogues but abide by secular beliefs. Joskowicz and Katz also
see in the Jewish community an ideological divergence with some em-
bracing secularism and others opposing it, but within a broader debate
over whether acculturation and assimilation are endangering Judaism’s
survival. That split originated in the nineteenth century following the
French Revolution, when Jewish intellectuals welcomed a transformation
of Judaism from an all-inclusive way of life into one religious denomi-
nation among several within a newly secularized France. This transition
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occurred because Jewish emancipation accompanied the secularization
of France during the revolution. There was a price to be paid, however,
and according to Joskowicz and Katz, one long-term result was a change
among many Jews practices and beliefs, from public manifestations of
faith through ritual observances and religious attire to private spiritual
pursuits.

While some might attribute to those changes the beginnings of assim-
ilation and a withering of the Jewish community, Judaism did not fade
away but rather evolved and survived. One tangible result of seculariza-
tion, however, was the rendering of Jewish ritual objects less essential for
religious purposes, releasing them to drift ever farther out of the orbit of
sacral use, but without wholly stripping them of religious significance,
with some landing in museums.'?

Secularizing Sacred Objects

The first public displays of Jewish ritual objects by Jews followed a his-
tory of the sacred artifacts of other groups being presented in museums
and expositions. The process, which often entailed their apparent desa-
cralization, was an aspect of a broader phenomenon of deracination or
“musealization” whereby objects were relocated from the contexts of their
origins. This shift dates to the Renaissance, when voyages of discovery
returned with the sacred artifacts of Europe’s others acquired by scholars
and monarchs collecting objects for learned inquiry or amusement. The
acts of deracination and desacralization were not critically scrutinized,
however, until the turn from the late 1700s to early 1800s, paradoxically
concerning artworks created in the West. Questions arose in France amid
debates over the Louvre. The collection of the soon-to-be-public museum
was assembled during the French Revolution with art confiscated from
the monarchy, church, and aristocracy within France, and from neigh-
boring countries it subsequently conquered. Opening the Louvre to all
French citizens signified the revolutionaries’ egalitarian and nationalist
ambitions. But pursuing those goals conflicted with another revolution-
ary aim, stamping out lingering monarchism and Catholicism after the
revolutionaries deposed the king and suppressed the church. Among the
artistic riches seized by the revolutionaries were portraits of former mon-
archs—that threatened to “reawaken royalist sentiments”; and depictions
of religious miracles and martyrs—that undercut the government’s aim of
supplanting religious fanaticism with the “Cult of Reason.” Purging the
Louvre of inimical works was difficult, however, because too many were
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venerated masterpieces, the absence of which would draw into question
the revolutionaries’ stewardship of France’s artistic patrimony. A rational-
ization for displaying them was found, according to Andrew McClellan,
in the Enlightenment method of marshaling works into a “visible history
of art.” This endeavor entailed arranging paintings by chronology and
artistic school, resulting in a reconceptualization of the major works as art
objects rather than as royal or religious symbols, thereby shifting the basis
of their societal value from the subjects depicted to the aesthetic mastery
of their depiction. This method of “eliding original meanings” by aesthet-
icizing and thereby secularizing the works became an essential feature of
museums as engines of modernity. It was not without criticism, however,
from those opposing the seizure of religious works for museums because
doing so meant ripping objects from their meaning-conferring contexts.
“Yes, you have transported the physical matter,” one critic declared, but
“have you also . . . transported the interest and charm that they drew . . .
from the religious atmosphere that surrounded them, from that sacred
aura that added to their luster? . . . All these objects have lost their effect
in losing their purpose.”!?

In truth, that kind of relocation was not as decisive as first appears.
As Judith Porter notes, there can be a gradient of effects depending on
how an object is subsequently interpreted: “transposition,” when religious
meanings are translated from the contexts of sacred use to daily experi-
ence; “desacralization,” when sacred meanings are ignored; and “differ-
entiation,” when original religious meanings are distinguished from the
beliefs of outside observers. Porter also underscores the permeability of
each category, adding that these types of secularization do not effect the
complete elision of an object’s religious significance, but rather an altered
one. As a result, the secular and religious are in reality “differentiated but
interrelated spheres” that continue to inform each other. This fluidity in
the status of religious objects in museums, shifting from “sacred to pro-
fane and back again,” is mirrored in visitors’ responses. Many might be in
accord with a curator’s secular interpretation of such objects while others
find contemplation of the objects to be, regardless of curatorial intent,
“truly a worship experience.” The indeterminate nature of secularization
as it applies to sacred objects is no less applicable to Judaica and forms a
useful context for this book.!*

Also relevant is the phenomenon of visitors regarding museums as
akin to religious sanctuaries, places where even ordinary objects acquire a
sacral aura. Crispin Paine, attempting to tease apart the elements of what
he calls “museumification,” observes that the entry of such works into
museums can have “a striking parallel with ‘sacralization'—the making
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of an object sacred.” Scholars like Joan R. Branham and Paine evince an
aesthetics of sacralization, such as “sanctifying spotlights” highlighting
objects on display. These phenomena led Ivan Gaskell to ask ““When is
the sacred?” rather than “What is the sacred?”” The potential for visitors
to identify museums with religious settings concerned Helena Wangefelt
Strém, who, viewing the matter as a subversion of museal secularism—
especially among faith-community visitors, proposed display strategies
to manage the dynamism and unpredictability of viewers’ perceptions.
These issues are yet more complex in museums of religion, exemplified by
the St. Mungo Museum of Religious Life and Art in Glasgow, Scotland.
Some, like St. Mungo, attempt to survey the beliefs and practices of many
religions, while others represent—and are often sponsored by—individ-
ual religious groups. Relevant to the Jewish Museum is Paine’s observa-
tion that when museums present a religion, they often imply “a unity of
practice and belief” that is nonexistent among that religious communi-
ty’s faithful. How might, for example, a Jewish museum in the United
States adequately represent the differing beliefs of Orthodox (including
Haredi and Hasidic), Conservative, and Reform Jews? Another concern
is the museological handling of religious traditions in which, as Chris
Arthur points out, “concrete representation” of deities or other religious
subjects are prohibited. Judaism’s Second Commandment prohibition
against graven images (see below) is a recurring issue in discussions about
the comparatively modest scale and nature of its ritual objects, one often
coupled with questions about whether the objects possess sufficient visual
appeal and variety to merit exhibition at all.®

At the outset, I mentioned that the very first Judaica exhibits were
designed partly to explain Judaism to non-Jews. Those projects were
not unique, though they may have pioneered uses of sacred objects to
promote mutual understanding in secular societies or among different
religious communities. That aim was taken up by the Jewish Museum
and pursued throughout the period of this study. The Jews who led these
efforts were mobilized by the recurring dangers of antisemitism and the
hopes that by informing others they could cultivate social harmony, re-
ligious acceptance, or at least tolerance. This challenge never went away.
When Paine introduced his 2013 book Religious Objects in Museums with
the observation that “To our surprise, religion is once again challenging
the secular world,” he was flagging a resurgence of religious advocacy in
civic affairs, including an increase of religion-based conflicts between na-
tions and within nations home to diverse religious communities. There is
a deep historical resonance in the use of museums to ameliorate tensions
fueled by religious differences. After all, the advent of the public museum
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is a feature of the secularizing ethos of the Enlightenment, which, itself,
was born of a longing to eliminate the causes of religious wars in Europe
by, as in the French Revolution, curtailing the power of religious institu-
tions in civil society. What may seem at first paradoxical—that the Jewish
community would voluntarily submit its sacred objects for secular scru-
tiny in expositions and museums, is less so when understood in the con-
text of the benefits Jews hope to reap.!®

Ritual Objects and Art

When Jews began displaying their ritual objects outside the contexts of
religious observances in synagogue and home, they did not face obstacles
in Jewish law or tradition. But there are differences in sacral standards that
could affect how certain things might be displayed that would have been
taken for granted by observant Jews whose activities are recounted in this
book. Those standards vary according to two broad categories in relation
to which the objects are understood. The first covers intrinsically sacred
objects (tashmishey kedusha); the second concerns less sacred religious ac-
couterments (tashmishey mitzvah). All are used to honor commandments
or perform duties (mitzvot, plural of mitzvah) set out in the Torah, which
contains the first five books of the Old Testament, Judaism’s most sacred
text. Tashmishey kedusha include Torahs that are hand-inscribed on parch-
ment scrolls, other similarly made texts, and printed works containing
entire biblical books or excerpts—any containing the name of God. Also
falling into this category are things that come into physical contact with
Torahs, such as wrappings or covers. Tashmishey mitzvah are the several
kinds of objects used in other ritual observances such as cups for blessings
over wine, spice containers for marking the Sabbath’s conclusion, or nine-
branch menorahs for observing Chanukah.!”

These distinctions both reflect and have a bearing on the objects’ phys-
ical appearances. Consequently, they can also influence which objects are
collected and displayed by museums. For example, despite their absolute
centrality in explaining Judaism, Torahs are less likely to be displayed—
or displayed less frequently—due to their sacral nature and the religious
stipulations governing their handling in preparation for and during dis-
play in secular settings. Accordingly, depending on the minhag (tradition)
of a community, people might be asked to stand when a Torah is moved
for an exhibit installation; and if it were displayed so that one could see
the sacred text within it, viewers might be asked to wear head coverings
out of respect. A museum might also avoid displaying Torahs in groups
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for want of visual variety from one to the next because their construc-
tion is governed by strict rules concerning materials and facture, the only
variations coming in their sizes and letterforms used in their inscription.
Thus, people unfamiliar with Torahs would be hard pressed to distinguish
among different ones based on physical appearance. For all these reasons,
Jewish exhibitors might prefer other religious objects to inspire Jews and/
or inform non-Jews about Judaism.'®

The objects categorized as tashmishey mitzvah are not subject to the
same kinds of strictures regarding their facture and use. To the contrary,
not only is wide latitude given for creating rashmishey mitzvah, but Jews are
also encouraged to embellish these ritual objects based on the Torah verse
“This is my God and I will glorify Him” (Exodus 15:2). Evidence shows
that, indeed, throughout history Jews adorned them to the extent permit-
ted by economic means, sociopolitical circumstances, and traditions. The
results are often beautiful and worthy of display, although—Dbecause the
objects were created for specific ritual purposes—not dramatically differ-
ent one from another in form or size. Jewish communities often commis-
sioned non-Jewish artisans to create their ritual objects or, if there were
Jewish artisans available, the latter usually adopted the decorative mate-
rials and styles of surrounding cultures. The resulting objects are readily
displayed as ethnographic specimens, historical artifacts, art, or all of the
above. Given the nature and circumstances of their creation, however,
aesthetic interpretation is typically in the context of decorative-art tradi-
tions of the eras and places Jews dwelled. These modest objects did not
lend themselves to display as “high art” on a par with the paintings and
sculptures created by non-Jews in Europe during the same periods. Not
until the mid- to late-nineteenth century, thanks to the Enlightenment
and emancipation, was there an efflorescence of creativity among Jews in
painting, sculpture, and other media, some but not all addressing Jewish
themes. Over time, their work furnished a larger context for scholars to
conceive of a “Jewish art” comprised of a continuum of Jewish visual cul-
ture extending from ritual artifacts to modern paintings."”

The notion of “Jewish art” was advanced despite a history of thorny
questions about the impact of the Second Commandment prohibition,
specifically the use of figurative representations in Jewish ritual objects
and art: “You shall not make for yourself a sculpted image, or any like-
ness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the
waters under the earth” (Exodus 20:4). The issue arose both in non-Jewish
speculations about Judaism’s scarce visual-art contributions to Western
civilization—in comparison to those of Christendom—and in Jewish
apologia on the same topic. Adherence to the Second Commandment
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was frequently cited by all parties as explaining the scarcity of figura-
tive representations, the paucity of works—other than ritual objects—in
Judaism’s material culture, and the visual clumsiness of those that were
created. Only in recent decades have scholars shown that fidelity to the
Second Commandment was not as strict as had been assumed and, to the
contrary, rabbinic interpretations and community consensus welcomed
visual expressions of Jewish beliefs. To the extent that Jewish output was
limited, other factors such as oppression, exclusion from craft guilds, pov-
erty, and periodic expulsions or pogroms were more likely to blame. Proof
of those constraints, one might argue, is the flowering of Jewish visual arts
and their reception in the wake of emancipation, what Richard I. Cohen
called a “visual revolution in Jewish life.” Yet, as individuals gained the
freedom and means to express themselves artistically, as well as entrée to
larger cultural worlds, they increasingly turned away from subjects pre-
sumably meaningful for the Jewish community such as depictions of bib-
lical stories or religious scenes in homes and synagogues.?’

This trend complicated matters when Jews gravitated from exhibiting
ritual objects only, to featuring other works. With the creation by Jews of
artworks that, visually, had nothing to do with Judaism came the “vexed
question” of what qualified as Jewish art. While it was easy enough to dis-
cern the characteristics of Jewishness in ritual objects, related folk arts and
crafts, or images depicting Jewish themes, it was not so obvious in works
created by Jewish artists when they explored matters not visibly Jewish.
Scholars’ attempts to address that phenomenon have been tortured at best
and at worst confusing. Should an artist’s output be called Jewish based
solely on her or his genealogy? What about works by non-Jewish artists
on Jewish topics? For the purposes of a Jewish museum, would it be ac-
ceptable to display works without visible Jewish content by non-Jewish
artists if they are nonetheless meaningful for Jewish curators or collec-
tors? Though seemingly theoretical, these very questions arose as Jewish
participation in museum culture shifted from an emphasis on displaying
ritual objects to one on exploring avant-garde art. This book offers no
new answers to that “vexed question.” Rather, it instantiates the many
ways Jews thought, or—perhaps more accurately—made assumptions,
about the kinds of things appropriate for display in a Jewish museum.
As the institution evolved and grew, and its historical and cultural con-
texts changed, that sense of appropriateness played out in unpredictable
ways. Each step in this evolution was well-reasoned in the moment. After
the museum’s plunge into the avant-garde, however, fellow Jews began to
question the judgment of the museum’s leaders, sparking fierce debates
that continue to this day. While they sometimes devolved into either/or
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disputes, pitting a fealty to Judaica or Jewish themes against a vision that
appealed to underlying Jewish values or cultural aspirations, more often
the clashes were over questions of balance. Was the museum “too Jewish”
when it focused on Judaica and Jewish subjects? Or was it “not Jewish
enough” when pursuing new art that spoke to Jewish art-world denizens?
Though this story is centered on one emblematic museum, its telling
reflects fundamental changes and formative debates in Jewish life from
the mid-nineteenth to late-twentieth centuries. At stake is what a Jewish
museum ought to exhibit and for whom. Like the “basic questions” that
open this prologue, these concerns are suffused with nearly a century of
struggles over religion and secularism, parochialism and universalism, and
ethnicity and assimilation.?!
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