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THE INDEX OF JEWISH ART

The purpose of the Index of Jewish Art is mainly educational. It was created in order to deepen and spread
the knowledge of Jewish expression in the visual arts. The importance of collecting and disseminating art 1s
enhanced by the fact that today the visual has become more prominent and is as important as the verbal.
The first step must be a systematic cataloguing and registering of visual arts related to Jews.

The aim of the editors is to make the Index a single, comprehensive tool for research and education,
which will encompass all the objects and subjects related to Jewish material culture. It will include all
artifacts which were made by or for Jews or which refer to Jews, as well as those which were used by Jews
with a Jewish intention or function. It will also list all the subjects which are related to Jewish life, thought and
experience, in order further to determine the vague term ‘Jewish art’, and perhaps help clarify Jewish identity.

The Index of Jewish Art, which was started in Jerusalem by Professor Bezalel Narkiss at the Depart-
ment of Art History of the Hebrew University, set out to be complementary to the Index of Christian Art
at Princeton University. In attempting to build a comprehensive index of Jewish art it was realized that
such an index could only be compiled in stages. It was therefore decided to start the Index by listing the
subjects in Hebrew illuminated manuscripts, which have the largest number of subjects compared with
other jewish art media. This section of the Index will list systematically all the subjects in Hebrew
manuscripts from the 9th century — the date of the earliest extant evidence — up to the present, as such
specimens are still being produced. The system of cataloguing and indexing the illustration was developed
together with Dr. Gabrielle Sed-Rajna of the Institut de Recherche et d’Histoire des Textes, Paris, in
collaboration with other scholars and students of art history, who are working on the Index. The system of
the Index requires the use of two types of cards. One card is related to the objects, namely the manuscripts,
while the other is related to the subject and its iconography.

Since 1971, when a pilot project was started with the aid of the Memorial Foundation for Jewish
Culture, other institutions have joined the venture. The Isracl Academy of Sciences and Humanities and the
Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique in France collaborated in publishing the first volume (1976)
of the Index, including manuscripts from Israel and France. Under the auspices of the International Union
of Academies, the active collaboration of the National Academies of Italy and Denmark has been enlisted.

In the meantime, a system of computerizing the Index was developed and the second volume of the
Index was published with the help of a computer. Although the Index will only be comprehensive once
all Hebrew illuminated manuscripts in public and private collections throughout the world will have been
analysed, it seems advisable to publish the Index progressively in order to facilitate the distribution and use
of the material, and to draw conclusions from any errors made in the process.

It is on the basis of this experience that the second stage of the Index was started: cataloguing
synagogues and other communal buildings, Jewish ceremonial art, Ethnography, archeological objects, and
Fine and Folk arts. At this stage, museums and private collectors joined in order to develop a single,
comprehensive system of card indexing, which will encompass all functions, materials and modes of Jewish
expression. During 1979 several meetings of museum curators, university teachers, scholars, collectors and
students were held, in order to establish an operative index card, one which will suit the different categories
and disciplines.

In a meeting held at the Eighth World Congress of Jewish studies, with participants from many Jewish
museums and universities from Europe, America and Israel, a final index card has been decided upon. It was
created by a group of people devoted to the idea, headed by Professor Narkiss, director of the Center for Jewish
Art at the Hebrew University. Other members were Mrs. Chaya Benjamin, the acting curator of Judaica, with
Mrs. Irit Salmon and Miss Batsheva Goldman of the Bezalel section of the Israel Museum; Mrs. Aviva
Miiller-Lancet and Dr. Shifra Epstein, respectively former and current curators of the Department of
Ethnography; Dr. Yael Israeli of the Bronfman section of Antiquity of the Israel Museum; Dr. Gabrielle
Sed-Rajna and Miss Naomi Feuchtwanger of the Index of Illuminated Manuscripts and Miss Ruth Jacoby of
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the Archives of Ancient Jewish Art. An important addition to the group was Dr. Ligia Ravé, of the Jewish
Museum in New York, who practically single-handedly managed to develop a system similar to the one pre-
pared in Jerusalem, in collaboration with Dr. Vivian Mann, Curator of Judaica at the New York Jewish
Museum. Important contributors to the final forming of the card were Dr. Edward van Voolen of the
Jewish Historical Museum in Amsterdam; Mrs. Alice Greenwald, curator and Mr. Shalom Sabar, assistant
curator of the Hebrew Union College Skirball Museum in Los Angeles. As a result of the meeting the size of
the card was changed, as well as some of its rubrics and components, leaving it basically unaltered.

In order to complete the Index, three aims must be achieved:

1. A Subject Card, which will enable our project to be integrated with the Iconographical Index of
Illuminated Manuscripts and its Reference Cards;

2. The development of a complete lexicon of terms in Jewish art, which will include the names of the
objects and their parts, e.g. the Torah finial will be called rimon and will be divided into four sections:
leg, body, head and coronet;

3. A common system to computerize the Object and Subject indices.

Manual for Indexing Jewish Art

The Cards

A. Two types of cards are used in the Index, an Object and a Subject card. The latter is at the moment
used only to describe illuminated manuscripts and printed books, where many subjects appear in one
object. This manual refers to Object cards only. For Subject cards, see the manual of the Index of Hebrew
Illuminated Manuscripts.

B. All cards measure 146 X 205 mm, 5%’ X 8", and are divided into rubrics of different dimensions,
according to the amount of the information required.

C. The data on the cards will be entered in English, either as free text using agreed technical terms, or
according to fixed rules in abbreviated forms or numbers, depending on the rubric in which they appear. No
underlining or italicising foreign words will be used on the card.

D. Computer programming will be done at the Center for Jewish Art in Jerusalem, and further instructions
will be sent to all museums and collectors, as more data is gathered.

E. Each Object card has two faces: front and back. a) The front of the card bears the identification, the
description and a photograph of the object. b) The back of the card contains the history and bibliography
of the object, as well as essential details related to the collection where it is kept.

F. Museums and private collectors may choose to keep some of the information on the back of the cards
confidential; such information will not be published. The copyright of the description and photograph is
held by the Center for Jewish Art in trust for the collections.

G. Rubrics should be filled out when there is accurate information. In case of uncertainty, a question
mark [?] should be added to the data. The rubric may be kept blank if no knowledge is available or
applicable at that moment.

H. Fach rubric carries a number which applies to the computerizing of the Index. The rubrics on the front
of the card are:

Top register: 1.category Third register:  11.artist; maker
2.object, function 12. hallmark {signature
3. origin 13. copyright
4. date 14.kind of negative
5.medium

Fourth register: 15.measurements
16. material and technique
Second register: 7.name/title 17.description and inscriptions
8.subject 18. photograph
9.photographed by
10. card number

6. collection and number



