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Seventh Junior Scholars 
Conference in Jew ish History
Diaspora and Debris: Material Culture  
in Ger man-Jew ish History

Conference at the Ger man Historical Institute Washington, April 
26–27, 2023. Conveners: Anna-Carolin Augustin (GHI Washing-
ton), Mark Roseman (Indiana University, Bloomington), and 
Miriam Rürup (Mo ses Mendelssohn Zentrum für europäisch- 
jüdische Studien, Potsdam). Additional sup port pro vided by 
the Wissenschaftliche Arbeitsgemeinschaft des Leo Baeck In-
stituts. Participants: Merle Bieber (Institut für Jüdische Ges-
chichte Österreichs, St. Pölten), Moishi Chechik (He brew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem), Kimberly Cheng (GHI Washington), Sören 
Groß (Deutsches Optisches Museum, Jena), Ron Hellfritzsch 
(Deutsches Optisches Museum, Jena), Sol Izquierdo de la Viña 
(Technical University Berlin), Shir Kochavi (University of Leeds), 
Tammy Kohn (Latin Amer i can Rabbinical Seminary, Buenos Ai-
res), Simone Lässig (GHI Washington), Zvi Orgad (Bar-Ilan Uni-
versity, Is ra el), Anna Rosemann (Eu ro pa-Universität Viadrina, 
Frankfurt (Oder)), Judith Siepmann (Leibniz-Institut für jüdische 
Geschichte und Kultur – Si mon Dubnow, Leipzig), Roni Tzoreff 
(Ben-Gurion University of the Negev), Hannah-Lea Wasserfuhr 
(Hochschule für Jüdische Studien Heidelberg), Richard F. Wet-
zell (GHI Washington).

“Diaspora and Debris: Material Culture in Ger man-Jew ish 
History” as sem bled a trans at lan tic group of ju nior schol ars 
to ex plore new re search in Jew ish his tory with a fo cus on the 
in ter sec tion be tween ma te rial cul ture and Jew ish his to ry, es-
pe cially in the con text of Jew ish mi gra tion/tran sit, ex ile, glob-
al di as po ras and Holocaust stud ies. Over two days the par-
tic i pants presented their in di vid ual re search pro jects and 
themes, which opened dis cus sions on sources, meth od ol o gy, 
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and the o ry, en abling as sess ment of cur rent and fu ture trends 
in the writ ing of the mod ern his tory of Jews in Europe, the 
United States of America, and be yond. The anal y sis of ma te-
rial ob jects as tes ti mo nies to Jew ish his tory connected sev eral 
fields of re search, e.g. stud ies on Jew ish con sumer cul tures, 
Ger man-Jew ish di as po ras, prov e nance re search, and to the 
cru cial ques tion of the fate of Eu ro pean Jew ish ma te rial cul-
ture af ter the Holocaust.

After a warm wel come and in tro duc tion by the di rec tor of the 
GHI and the three con ven ers, the first panel on “Objects of 
Migration and Exile” be gan. Chaired by Richard F. Wetzell, 
the theme of the panel pro duced sev eral ex am ples of how 
dif fer ent per spec tives and con texts of ob ject-bi og ra phies 
can tell us life-stories of their Jew ish own ers and their self-
iden ti ty, tra di tion, and not least their ex pe ri ences of mi gra-
tion and ex ile. The first speak er, Kimberly Cheng, presented 
“All Things Considered: Shanghai’s WWII Ger man-Speaking 
Jew ish Refugees and Objects of Material Culture.” Cheng 
used ev ery day ob jects to dis cuss how Jew ish ref u gees ex pe-
ri enced life in the mul ti eth nic me trop o lis of Shanghai dur-
ing World War II. The ex pe ri ence of be ing in tran sit changed 
the un der stand ing, mean ing, use and value of the items 
Jew ish ref u gees car ried with them. What has been less 
researched thus far is how ref u gees interacted with lo cals, 
for in stance to sell their shoes, clothes, hand bags, and other 
goods. By fo cus ing on ma te rial cul ture in ex ile, Cheng shed 
light on Jew ish ref u gees’ con tacts with lo cals and the types 
of lo cal knowl edge that ref u gees ac quired on the ground. 
Before leav ing Shanghai, many ref u gees left goods and pri-
vate ob jects with neigh bors, land lords, or fam ily mem bers, 
and even to day some of these ob jects still cir cu late on the 
city’s mar kets. Merle Bieber’s pa per “A Steirerhut in Edin-
burgh: Tracht in the Field of Tension of Persecution, Iden-
tity and Memory for Austrian Jew ish Emigrants and their 
Descendants” of fered ad di tional in sights. Using var i ous 
bio graphic ex am ples, she char ac ter ized the Steirerhut (a 
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felt hat, usu ally gray-green in color with a dark green hat-
band) as a cos tume fash ion of the Austrian mid dle class, a 
sym bol of Jew ish in te gra tion and ac cul tur a tion, and a to ken  
of the search for ac cep tance. Public fig ures like Theodor 
Herzl, Felix Salten, or Sigmund Freud wore the Steirerhut 
as a sign of iden ti ty. After the ban of tra di tional cos tumes 
for Jews in 1938 the Steirerhut turned into a sign of iden-
tity and mem ory for Austrian Jew ish em i grants and their 
de scen dants. In “The Dispersal of the Silesian Pinkus Collec-
tion” Judith Siepmann explained dis courses of “Heimat” and 
Silesia. Discussing two col lec tions of the Pinkus fam ily – one 
of Silesian Ju da ica and the other a Silesian arts and crafts 
col lec tion – she analyzed the sei zure of a large por tion of 
their con tents by the National Socialists and sub se quent 
pur chases by var i ous Silesian mu se ums. Some ob jects were 
taken into ex ile by the ex pelled heirs; oth ers were destroyed, 
dis persed, lost, or sold out of hard ship and de spair. After 
1945, the where abouts of most of the ob jects were un known 
and the mem ory of the col lec tions and sur vi vor Hans Pinkus’ 
search for his fam i ly’s pos ses sions be came what kept the 
col lec tions “alive” in some form. Siepmann found that ob-
jects of the col lec tion were later sold at Sotheby´s, some are 
shown in the Jew ish Museum in New York, and others re main 
entries in Lost Art reg is tries.

The sec ond pan el, “Ju da ica and Jew ish History,” was chaired 
by Anna-Carolin Augustin. The panel in cluded pa pers deal-
ing with re search on To rah arks, Shiviti ob jects, and the 
de vel op ment of the tallit, which gave in sights into re cent 
stud ies on re li gious Jew ish ob jects and Jew ish his to ry. Zvi 
Orgad discussed “Concise Shrines: To rah Arks of Franco-
nia” as non ver bal sources. Orgad ar gued that the study 
of To rah arks helps clar ify the char ac ter is tics and life of 
small Franconian Jew ish com mu ni ties, which do not ex ist 
any more and left few writ ten sources. Some To rah arks, 
for ex am ple, fea ture the mix ture of lo cal Franconian and 
Jew ish or na ments in their de sign. Some arks were used at 
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home and show the re la tion be tween the pri vate and pub-
lic. Interestingly, Franconian arks were influ enced in their 
de sign and col ors by Jew ish vi sual cul ture in Poland and 
Lithuania, thus re veal ing long-dis tance Eu ro pe an-Jew ish 
net works and cul tures of travel in early mod ern times. Roni 
Tzoreff ’s talk ex am ined “Shiviti Objects, Temple Conscious-
ness and Modern Ash ke nazi Identity.” A Shiviti (or Menorah) 
gen er ally ap pears as an il lus tra tion in a prayer book, or as 
a plaque placed in the syn a gogue. It can be found in var i-
ous Jew ish com mu ni ties, while its func tion and ap pear ance 
vary some what from one geo graphic lo ca tion to an oth er.  
Tzoreff ar gued that the Shiviti turned the de pic tion of wor-
ship in the tem ple into a vi sual and com monly avail  able 
op tion for con tem pla tion. Shiviti can, according to Tzoreff, 
rep re sent the diasporic, sym bol ic, re li gious, and gen dered 
forms of af fin ity with Ju da ism´s holy places. These ob jects 
were and are also influ enced and in spired by po lit i cal ideas, 
such as Zi on ism. In “The Birth of the Tallit,” Moishi Chechik 
presented the his tory of the tallit as a Jew ish ob ject with a 
long tra di tion. The tallit de vel oped from an ar ti cle of cloth-
ing into a prayer shawl. From the twelfth cen tury on wards, 
Jew ish sources dis cuss the use of the tallit in the syn a gogue. 
At this point the tallit was no lon ger treated as an ev ery day 
ob ject, but rather as a rit ual gar ment spe cif i cally designed 
for the per for mance of a mitz vah. Chechik marked the 
change of the tallit´s use as an in ter nal rev o lu tion in the shift 
from an cient times to the Middle Ages and from the Med i-
ter ra nean ba sin to Europe. The tallit changed its form but 
never its uses. In re cent de cades the tallit has also turned 
into a pop u lar im age of mod ern Ju da ism.

A visit to the Da vid and Fela Shapell Family Collections, 
Conservation and Research Center of the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Bowie, Maryland, was also 
a fea ture of the con fer ence’s first day. The cu ra tors and 
con ser va tors showed the highly spe cial ized lab o ra to ries 
and cli ma te-con trolled en vi ron ments where a wide va ri ety 
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of ar ti facts are treated and pre served. The field trip to the 
Shapell Center il lus trated how, through ac qui si tions, ed u-
ca tion, and schol ar ship, fu ture gen er a tions will con tinue to 
honor the mem ory of Holocaust vic tims and learn from their 
his tory to build a bet ter fu ture. The fol low ing day Alexan-
dra Drakakis and Colleen Rademaker (Rubenstein Institute) 
guided a tour through the col lec tion of the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum and opened a dis cus sion 
about presenting the Holocaust and ex hi bi tion formats.

The third pan el, “Nazi Looting, Restitution, and Provenance 
Research,” chaired by Mark Roseman, dealt with ma te rial 
ob jects as tes ti mo nies of Jew ish lives and per se cu tion dur ing 
World War II, plac ing the role of cul tural re spon si bil ity for 
res ti tu tion and the im por tance of prov e nance re search at the 
cen ter of dis cus sion. Sören Groß and Ron Hellfritzsch started 
the panel with “Escaping from the Nazi Regime: The Perse-
cution and Emigration of Two Jew ish Businessmen.” The two 
prov e nance re search ers reconstructed how Julius Carlebach 
and Otto Bettmann es caped Germany, us ing sales re cords 
and cor re spon dence with the Optisches Museum in Jena 
dur ing the 1930s. This re search is a prod uct of the prov e-
nance re search pro ject at the Deutsches Optisches Museum 
in Jena and shows how ob jects in mu se ums and col lec tions 
can be im por tant tes ti mo nies of the per se cu tion and em i-
gra tion of Jew ish peo ple. The field of prov e nance re search 
is an im por tant key to re con struct the past and keep the cul-
ture of re mem brance alive. Tammy Kohn presented “Ger man 
Ju da ica: Material Culture of Ger man Jews in Argentina.” 
Kohn showed how the books and ob jects im mi grants brought 
led to the mi gra tion of ideas and ma te rial tra di tions from 
their place of or i gin to their new homes and com mu ni ties. 
Synagogues and ar chives in Argentina are now a res er-
voir for Jew ish rit ual ob jects mixed with Holocaust-re lated 
items. The study of the con ti nu ity and dis rup tion of Jew ish 
Ger man ma te rial tra di tions in Argentina is expected to raise 
new ques tions for fur ther de bate about the mean ing of these 
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ob jects as pri mary his tor i cal sources of Jew ish and gen eral 
his to ry. Shir Kochavi’s talk “Rethinking the Narratives of the 
Jew ish Past: Exhibiting Provenance Research” discussed 
three ex hi bi tions – “Recollecting: Looted Art and Restitu-
tion” (2008–2009), “Memory Objects: Ju da ica Collections, 
Global Migrations” (2018) and “Afterlives: Recovering the 
Lost Stories of Looted Art” (2021) – as ex am ples of dif fer ent 
ap proaches mu se ums are adopting to ex am ine the trans lo-
ca tion of Jew ish ob jects with re spect to World War II and the 
Holocaust. While “Recollection” used con tem po rary ar tis tic 
meth ods to dis play ar chi val ma te ri als, mu se ums used orig-
i nal ob jects in “Memory Objects” and “Afterlives.” All three 
clearly connected the Jew ish own ers of the cul tural ob jects 
with the trag edy of the Holocaust, but also of fered crit i cal 
stances on res ti tu tion, cur rent mi gra tion/ref u gee con tro ver-
sies, and the afterlives of ob jects with com pli cated prov e-
nance and mi gra tion his to ries.

The fourth pan el, “Blind Spots: Hidden (Parts of) Object Biog-
raphies,” was chaired by Miriam Rürup. Three ju nior schol ars 
presented their re search to un cover hid den ob jects, based on 
pri vate photo col lec tions, press pho to graphs, and mag a zines. 
Sol Izquierdo de la Viña discussed “Two Albums Divided by the 
At lan tic: Objects’ Biographies from the Legacy of an Exiled 
Jew ish Woman Artist,” fo cus ing on the pho to graphs of and 
be long ing to the Jew ish-Austrian art ist and col lec tor Lene 
Schneider-Kainer. The artist’s first al bum, in clud ing scenes 
of fam ily por traits, ex cur sions, and vis its to Eu ro pean cit ies, 
re cov ers the mem ory of Jew ish life dur ing the Weimar Repub-
lic. The sec ond al bum, dat ing from 1929 to 1951, de picts 
Schneider-Kainer’s life as she left Europe and im mi grated to 
the United States. The tra jec to ries of the two al bums – the 
first was likely looted in Germany, and only reemerged there 
in the 1980s, while Schneider-Kainer kept the sec ond al bum 
and later do nated it to the Leo Baeck Archives in New York 
– re veal pro cesses of trans fer entangled in the looting and 
mi gra tion of twen ti eth-cen tury his to ry. Anna Rosemann 
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presented the topic “Modern Press Photography – A Forgot-
ten Heritage of Ger man Jew ish Material Culture.” Roseman 
ex am ined pho to graphic tes ti mo nies as a for got ten her i tage 
of Ger man Jew ish ma te rial cul ture, with peo ple of Jew ish or i-
gin be com ing in creas ingly ac tive in the emerg ing field of press 
pho tog ra phy from the end of the nineteenth cen tury on ward. 
Using three case stud ies, Roseman ex plored the ma jor role of 
Jew ish own ers of press photo agencies in the de vel op ment of 
press pho tog ra phy in Germany. “Tracing Jew ish Visibility on 
Ger man Main Street” by Hannah-Leah Wasserfuhr closed the 
last panel of the con fer ence. Tracing entries in var i ous mag-
a zines and ad ver tise ments, the pa per sought to re con struct 
the man u fac tur ers and the mar ket net works for pro duc ing 
and sell ing Ju da ica in Germany be tween 1871 and the 1930s. 
She showed dif fer ent meth ods to trace Jew ish vis i bil ity and 
the his tory of ma te rial ob jects be fore they were transformed 
by use into Ger man Ju da ica. Reconnecting the ob jects to 
their man u fac tur ers’ back grounds might help to sit u ate them 
into the gen eral con sumer cul ture. The pa per ex em pli fied 
how us ing eco nomic and cul tural his tory meth ods of fers new 
ex pla na tions which com ple ment in sights from the art his tory 
ap proach.

Overall, it be came clear in the con fer ence con tri bu tions and 
dis cus sions that by tak ing into ac count the over arch ing is-
sues of Jew ish his tory and re lat ing them to ma te rial Jew ish 
cul ture, new per spec tives can be pro vid ed, be it with regard 
to mi gra tion and ex ile stud ies, mu seum and mem ory stud-
ies, works on con sumer cul ture and gen der stud ies, or in the 
grow ing field of prov e nance re search, to name just a few.

Sören Groß  
(Deutsches Optisches Museum, Jena)


