Report on The Annual Conference of the Association of European Jewish Museums

Held at the Jewish Historical Museum Amsterdam November 22-26 2008.

The Association of European Jewish Museums has held annual conferences since 2002. The first day of the conference is spent touring local sites of Jewish interest. Due to personal commitments I was unable to arrive in Amsterdam until Monday morning  November 24 2008.
 The first session of the day was a discussion of how the state of  Israel has been treated by Jewish museums and art galleries. The general theme was that at first Jewish Museums accepted uncritically the actions of the leadership of the state since 1948. However since the 1970’s there has been a much greater willingness of Jewish Museums and galleries to feature art by artists who are more critical of trends in Israeli politics and society, sometimes straining relations between the exhibitors and the Israeli embassy of the country. There have been attempts to organize joint exhibitions of work by Israeli and Palestinian artists, however Palestinian artists will not engage with art with artists from the land of Israel.
The second session was a workshop session about collecting Judaica from declining synagogues and communities that were on the verge of closing. The main issue that The Museum in Amsterdam faced was the reluctance of dying communities to see their religious artefacts placed in a museum, rather than staying in active use. There is inherent tension between Jewish museums (that wish to preserve beautiful artefacts) and Jewish communities (who are less interested in the finer points of conservation and are more interested in seeing the articles being used in the manner that they were intended to be used).
After lunch we had a guided tour of the magnificent Spanish and Portuguese synagogue and the impressive Judaic library in the synagogue precincts. Afterwards I acted as minutes secretary in a long and complicated AGM of the Association of European Jewish Museums. The main issues that were discussed was how to strengthen the professional ethos of the Association by tightening the rules on attendance at conferences and raising fees that will go some way towards the Association being able to pay a part-time administrator. A programme of trans-national training was mooted and a working party was set up to implement this idea.
On Tuesday November 25 the morning session began with a workshop on education at  the Jewish Museum in Amsterdam. They have a purpose built children’s house that is tailor made to provide  a taste of “Judaism in action”, with interactives, DVD footage, quizzes and gaming activities. The participants also tried out some worksheets in the main body of the Museum that is dedicated to the History of Jews in Amsterdam. There followed extensive feedback from all of the workshop sessions and  a discussion about future priorities for Association members. The post lunch session began with a keynote lecture on fundraising. This was rather disappointing as it concentrated on canvassing individual big donors. It was very American in its orientation. There followed an introduction to a European portal that would contain digitised images of Jewish heritage. 
There followed a programme on Jewish art that was looted by the Nazis. Some of it was recovered, but much of it has appeared in  the art and museum world, without being adequately checked for provenance. Jewish museums in Europe are making strenuous efforts to research the provenance of their collections and in 2007 a resolution on looted art was passed at the  AGM of the Association. The evening programme consisted of two lectures. The first one was a lecture on how the Jewish Historical Museum in Amsterdam has dealt with the problem of provenance. In particular the development of a cataloguing system for this purpose. There then followed a lecture on the distribution of heirless Jewish Cultural property in the immediate post-war period.
On Wednesday November 26 there were a number of presentations from museums throughout Europe stating what they are doing in terms of researching the provenance of their collections.  A proposal was put to the meeting that we should support the funding applications of the four pioneer museums in this field; The Jewish Museums of  Amsterdam, Vienna, Berlin  and Munich.  The conference ended at lunch time. 
