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EDITOR’S NOTE

This special issue of Jewish Art is dedicated to Bezalel Narkiss, on his seventieth birthday, to celebrate the man and his achievements.
As a man of vision, Professor Narkiss has striven to fulfill a dream, and in his pragmatic way has achieved far beyond it. In faci, the
dream began by his late father, Mordechai Narkiss, the creator and director of the Bezalel National Museum in ferusalem, which became
the cornerstone of the Israel Museum. Both father and son sought to establish Jewish Art as an academic discipline, a wish which came
true only after Bezalel Narkiss came back lo Jerusalem in 1963, from his studies in London, and became one of the founders of the Depart-
ment of Art History at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. His interest in Jewish Art was prompted by the request of the board of the Beza-
lel Museum to study his father’s papers after his death in 1957.

Narkiss soon realized how little was known of Jewish Art in the lay and scholarly world. He realized that a comprehensive documen-
tation and thorough investigation of the visual arts of the Jews should be the basis of any scientific study of Jewish Art. A former student
of Mathematics and Jewish History at the Hebrew University, Bezalel Narkiss decided to follow the type of project of systematically col-
lecting Jewish documents, which was undertaken by the early nineteenth-century GermancJewish historians, known as Wissenschaft des
Judentums, “Science of Judaism” or Hokhmat Israel in Hebrew. Narkiss’s aim was to accumulate information in the field of visual art,
an important part of the culture of the Jews, which was ignored or considered non-existent at the time. The result is the Jerusalem Index
of Jewish Art, which has become the most comprehensive research and educational tool of Jewish visual heritage in existence. Modeled on
the Princeton “Index” of Christian Art, it was improved to incorporate the descriptions of objects and their photographs together. It was
also compulterized from the start, and first published in 1976 as a computer output. Narkiss enlarged its vesearch capacity by adding to
the iconographical subjects a compulterized “Reference” library of texts and gestures, thus becoming an “Index” rather than an “Archive.”

By then, Narkiss’s definition of Jewish Art was formulated: it includes any object used by Jews to adorn their ritual, and any icono-
graphic subject which enhances their understanding, their belief and ways of education. In modern fine art it includes any work con-
sciously created to express Jewishness by a Jewish artist. Common Jewish style could not have developed by a people so widely spread, from
India, Georgia or Yemen in the East, to England, France or Germany in the West, from Tunisia and Moroceo in the South, to Russia
and Finland in the North. In each of these countries, Jewish Art adopted the style and sometimes the iconography of the region mingled
with the religion of the country. According lo Narkiss’s teaching, Jewish Art cannot be studied parochially, but as an integral part of the
Art of the World, influenced by and influencing the culture where it was created. His many students, some of whom are now his col-
leagues, follow this concept.

By the early seventies, Narkiss was teaching regular courses in Jewish Art and, as an exciting teacher; he soon gathered a group of
serious students, who enthusiastically documented Jewish Art and added material lo the growing and widening data of the Index. Thus
a unique, changing “army” of graduate students was formed, which, through their research, are adding to the corpus of knowledge. These
researchers are sent lo the four corners of the world to document objects; especially to countries where the Jewish monuments and ritual
objects are endangered, like the former Soviet Union, North Africa or India, and even Western Europe and the Americas.

Understanding that the research done by his students as well as by scholars the world over needed a venue for publication, Narkiss
created the Journal of Jewish Art (now Jewish Art) in 1973, the latest of which is this volume 23 /24. The creation of this annual was
made possible by the support of an understanding collector and a special man: Maurice Spertus. The meeling belween the two became a
turning point for Bezalel Narkiss. The reticent academician understood that in order to fulfill his dreams he had to become an aggressive
[fund-raiser; like his father before him.

Coached by people like Abe Harman, the successful president of the Hebrew University, Narkiss created the circle of friends of Jewish
Art, which is, even now, the ground support of the Center for Jewish Art. It was President Harman who encouraged and guided him to
Jound, in 1979, the Center for Jewish Art, which governs the Index, the researchers, Jewish Art and other publications, educational pro-
grams, biennial symposia, and the triennial seminars, of which the last was “The Real and Ideal Jerusalem in Jewish, Christian and
Islamic Art.” The Seminar topic corresponds to Narkiss's idea that Jewish Art is not detached from World Art, and though it may have
its iconographical specialties, in style it is part of the region in which the Jews lived and created. It is therefore befitting that the con-
tributing scholars dedicate this volume with its broad concept to the man whose ideas it veflects, and who brought these ideas into exis-
tence.

I am most grateful to my colleague Bianca Kiihnel who organized the successful International Seminar and edited this significant
volume. I am also thankful to the scoves of Professor Narkiss's friends who contributed generously, and made this publication possible.

Aliza Cohen-Mushlin






