The History of the Origins of the Jewish Museum Berlin
The Jewish Museum Berlin was opened in 2001. The path from the idea to found a
Jewish museum in West Berlin to creating an exhibition concept was a long and
winding one with many controversies along the way. The controversies also reflect the
change in the perception of Jewish history against the backdrop of the Holocaust. The
concept, founding, and opening of the Jewish Museum Berlin were largely due to the
political initiative and commitment of individuals. Many sponsors and donors
contributed to establishing the collection.

I Background
The origins of the Jewish Museum Berlin date back to the 1970s in West Berlin. At that
time, there was no museum in Germany devoted solely to German-Jewish history, but just a
few exhibitions on the history of Jewish culture had been shown throughout the 1960s. An
independent museum governed by the Jewish community – like the museum in the
Oranienburger Straße that was forced to close in 1938 – was not planned. The desire was
rather to integrate Jewish history into general city history, but still keep it separate. The
concrete administrative and conceptional implementation of these ideas was fertile ground
for conflict, particularly against the backdrop of the profound historical upheaval since
1989.
The Jewish Museum in the Berlin Museum
The idea of a new Jewish museum in Berlin evolved in 1971 in connection with the
exhibition "Achievement and Destiny," organized by the Berlin Museum to mark the 300th
anniversary of the founding of the Jewish Community of Berlin. The Berlin Museum was
founded as a city history museum in West Berlin in 1962, following the erection of the
Berlin Wall. Since 1969, it had been located in the old Supreme Court building on
Lindenstraße.
The board of the Jewish Community, the management of the Berlin Museum, and the Berlin
Senate planned a "Jewish Museum" connected to the Berlin Museum that should be devoted
to the history and culture of Berlin’s Jews. The idea was to rebuild the baroque palace of
the Court Jew Veitel Heine Ephraim – that had been dismantled in 1936 and whose façade
was in storage in the western part of the city – opposite the Berlin Museum in the
Lindenstraße. Apart from the Jewish Museum, it was also to house the History of Theater
Department, the coin collection, and the depots. The "Society for the Jewish Museum in
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Berlin" was founded in 1976 to support this project and was chaired by the journalist
Hanns-Peter Herz and the chairman of the Jewish Community of Berlin, Heinz Galinski.
Many Jews who were born in Berlin and had emigrated during the Nazi period joined the
society and contributed significantly to the building of the collection. In 1978, the Berlin
Museum presented for the first time the new acquisitions for the future Jewish Museum. In
1979, the cultural anthropologist Dr. Vera Bendt was appointed to head the Jewish
Department and establish the Jewish Museum. She expanded the collection substantially in
the years that followed and organized several exhibitions, among them "Synagogues in
Berlin" in 1983.
In 1981, the Berlin Senate struck the
reconstruction of Ephraim Palace
from its plans and gave the façade
pieces to the East Berlin
municipality. To make it clear that
the Senate had not dropped plans
for a Jewish Museum or a Jewish
Department, it provided funds to
acquire the Judaica collection of the
cantor from Munster, Zvi Sofer. In
1984, an exhibition room on the
ground floor of the Berlin Museum
was made available to the Jewish
Opening of the "Jewish Department" at the Berlin Museum, MartinDepartment and in 1986, three
Gropius-Bau, 26.11.1986
rooms on the second floor of the
© Klaus Lehnartz
Martin-Gropius-Bau. Up until 1998,
the permanent exhibition of the "Jewish Department" was shown in two rooms while a
further room displayed changing exhibitions on German-Jewish themes.
The plan to expand the Berlin Museum to incorporate a building for the Jewish Museum was
still in place. The content concept, however, had changed a great deal between the 1970s
up to the announcement of the competition in 1988, and the political framework
underwent further radical change after 1989.
From an Idea to the Laying of the Foundation Stone
In the 1980s, the project of a building for the Jewish Museum became ever more closely
linked to the desire for an extension building for the local historical collections and
exhibitions of the Berlin Museum. Uniting the two museum ideas with their different
collections, target groups, and content and at the same time giving the Jewish Museum
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some autonomy was the foundation of the so-called "integrative approach" developed by
Rolf Bothe, director of the Berlin Museum since 1981, and Vera Bendt, chief curator of the
Jewish Museum. It proposed an independent status for the Jewish Museum within the
Berlin Museum and became the basis for the architectural competition and further
conceptual planning.
In November 1988, at the same time as the opening of the Jewish Museum in Frankfurt on
the Main and the announcement of the reconstruction of the "New Synagogue" in the
eastern part of the city, the West Berlin Senate announced a competition for the "Extension
of the Berlin Museum with a Jewish Museum
Department."
By April 1989, 165 entries had been
received. The jury, presided by Josef Paul
Kleihues, awarded first prize to Daniel
Libeskind’s design "Between the Lines" in
June 1989.

Architectural model of the design for the Jewish Museum
Berlin by Daniel Libeskind, on permanent loan from the
Berlin Senate Department for Urban Development
© Jewish Museum Berlin, photo: Jens Ziehe

Just a few months later, the Berlin Wall fell
and the Berlin state’s architectural and
cultural policy priorities shifted. The
realization of the design was questioned for
a time. After intense debate, the Senate
decided in fall 1991 to go ahead with the
building as planned. In November 1992, on
the occasion of the commemoration of the
Pogrom Night, the foundation stone was
laid.

This decision had far-reaching consequences. Not least, Daniel Libeskind’s design with its
references to Judaism and the Holocaust laid open the points of conflict inherent in the
"integrative concept" that had so far been smoothed over with compromises.

Page 3 of 10

II Controversies and Contradictions
The concepts agreed upon contained many vague phrases and compromise formulae
concerning both the question of the organizational independence of the Jewish Museum in
the Berlin Museum and of the concrete implementation of the "integrative concept."
Through Daniel Libeskind’s architecture, they had found another new interpretation.
Throughout the 1990s, the conflict between the various parties continued to escalate.
Several factors played a role: 1) the reception of the architectural design, 2) the issue of
implementing the design and the use of rooms in the Libeskind building, and 3) the
merging of the Berlin Museum with the Märkisches Museum to form a City Museum
Foundation.
Daniel Libeskind’s Design: Extension to the Berlin Museum or a Jewish Museum?
The Berlin Senate intended to implement Daniel Libeskind’s design and at the same time
retain the "integrative concept."
Most of the architectural designs submitted to
the 1988/89 competition divided the utilizable
area, devoting – as had been specified – about
a third to the future Jewish Museum. Daniel
Libeskind’s concept, on the other hand, works
with symbolically inscribing the trauma caused
by the Nazis into Berlin city history. Inspired
by Walter Benjamin’s essay "One-way Street," a
book of remembrance of the federal archive for
the victims of the Holocaust, the invisible web
of relationships between Jews and Germans,
and the unfinished last act of Arnold
Schoenberg’s opera "Moses und Aron," he
created the "Voids" – cavities that lend the museum a unique atmosphere. In the
misunderstood reception of the Holocaust as "Jewish history," Libeskind’s design came to be
seen as a symbol for a "Jewish" museum.

Interior view of the Jewish Museum Berlin, second
level with window slits, 1999
© Silke Helmerdig

Numerous publications in the early 1990s already called the design by the shortened form of
"Jewish Museum." In the context of the debate on the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of
Europe, the building was perceived more as a Holocaust memorial.
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Questions of Authority
In the early 1990s, in the wake of reunification, the Berlin Senate merged the city-history
museums: The Berlin City Museum Foundation was formed in June 1995 from the WestBerlin Berlin Museum, the East-Berlin Märkisches Museum and other institutions from both
parts of the city. Senate spokesperson responsible for museums, Reiner Güntzer, was named
director general of the City Museum Foundation.
By uniting the local historical collections in the Berlin City Museum Foundation in 1995,
the weight of the Jewish Museum shifted in relation to other areas of the collection. The
Jewish Museum was now one of five "departments" with two out of 23 "sections" of this
museum association. The original "integrative concept" idea of Jewish and Berlin history, a
minority and majority perspective, coexisting on an equal basis became precarious. The
exhibition and storage rooms of the extension should contain the holdings not only of the
Berlin Museum, but also the far more substantial collections of the Märkisches Museum.
Shortly before the museum merger, the Israeli art historian and curator Amnon Barzel was
appointed head of the "Jewish Museum Department" in the summer of 1994. In 1995, he
explained his interpretation of the "integrative concept." He argued that the Jewish
Museum should tell the story of the majority society from the perspective of the Jewish
minority, and not vice versa, as previously planned.
In doing so, he asserted the claim to
take the building seriously as a
Jewish Museum – an interpretation
already familiar to the public – and
as a consequence to reconsider its
use, the concept of the exhibition,
and the administrative status of the
museum. However, a public
discussion of Barzel’s criticism of the
"integrative concept" was not what
the cultural administration intended.
Amnon Barzel opens a photo exhibition in the shell of today's

Jewish Muse um Berlin, 30 April 1995
Reiner Güntzer and the Berlin
© ullstein
cultural administration held firm in
their conviction to house the Jewish collection only in the basement of the new building,
while reserving the rooms on the upper floors for the fashion and theatre departments and
the city history exhibition. The latter should also contain a "Jews in the society" section,
about which a conceptual agreement could not be reached.
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Amnon Barzel, however, meanwhile also supported by the Jewish Community of Berlin, was
pressing for not only the cultural, but also the financial and administrative autonomy of
the Jewish Museum.
The conflict culminated in Amnon Barzel’s resignation in summer 1997. This attracted
international attention as well as being harshly criticized by the Jewish Community.
Incompatible Collection Concepts
In November 1992, the Märkisches Museum presented a selection of its exhibits on Jewish
history in the Jewish Museum’s rooms at the Martin-Gropius-Bau. These were seen to
supplement the holdings of the "Jewish Department" at the Berlin Museum.

Founded in 1874 as the "Märkisches Provinzial
Museum," the collection included not only purchases
and donations of Jewish citizens from the period
before 1933, but also acquisitions made during the
Nazi era and under force. Amongst them, for example,
was so-called "Jewish silver." The remains of this
collection and the circumstances of its acquisition
were presented in the exhibition "The other half" in
1992: When Nazi pillaging in 1939 forced Jews to hand
over their silverware to the municipal pawnshops, the
then director of the Märkisches Museum, Walter
Stengel, was able to acquire objects for the material
price which fell far short of their actual value.

Poster of the exhibition "The other half" in
the Martin-Gropius-Bau, November 1992,
Jewish Museum Berlin Foundation
© Jewish Museum Berlin, photo: Jens Ziehe

The planned merger of the collections of the Berlin
Museum and the Märkisches Museum now put the
"Jewish Department" in the precarious position of
being assigned to a museum that had been involved in
Nazi art looting and whose holdings embraced
dispossessed Jewish cultural artifacts.

By contrast, the "Jewish Department" had often received loans and donations with the
explicit reference that the Berlin Museum had only been founded after the Second World
War. These ethics and the legitimacy of collecting practices were called into question
through the merger with the Märkisches Museum.
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III Political Decisions
The conflict over the Jewish Museum had reached its peak with Amnon Barzel’s resignation.
W. Michael Blumenthal’s appointment as museum director finally brought signs of
resolution. Blumenthal established the museum’s independence and developed an exhibition
concept with a team of experts.
Conflict Resolution
In the fall of 1997, the Berlin Senate asked the former US Treasury Secretary W. Michael
Blumenthal for advice in resolving the conflict over the Jewish Museum and eventually to
take up the office of director. Blumenthal was born in Berlin and had emigrated in 1939
with his parents to Shanghai.
Blumenthal rejected the plan to use the Libeskind
building as both a Jewish and a city history
museum. He pushed through the administrative
autonomy of the Jewish Museum, which under the
aegis of the Senate was given the status of a
dependent foundation under public law on 1
January 1999 and was then handed over to the
German government in January 2001.
Under the leadership of Tom Freudenheim, who had
been director of various Jewish institutions in the
US, and Jeshajahu (Shaike) Weinberg (in blessed
memory), former director of the Holocaust Memorial
Museum in Washington, an exhibition on GermanW. Michael Blumenthal, director of the Jewish
Jewish history was developed. The conflict over the Museum Berlin since 1997
© Jewish Museum Berlin, photo: Sönke Tollkühn
Jewish Museum took place against the backdrop of
political upheaval that led both to its intensification
and its resolution. The reunification of the two German states and the transfer of the
government from Bonn to the historically contaminated terrain of the former Reich capital
Berlin brought the German crimes of the Nazi era overlaid by the Cold War and the question
of an appropriate form of remembrance to the agenda. At the same time, there was
discussion about the "Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe" and the "Topography of
Terror." The Jewish Museum now seemed to be the complementary counterpart to these
memorials.
The appointment of a commissioner for culture and media by the new German government
in 1998 and the support of the first incumbent, Michael Naumann, made the handover of
the Jewish Museum to the state possible in January 2001. The Jewish Museum is no longer
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concerned solely with the Jewish history of Berlin but with the entire history of Jews in
Germany and the German Jews.
Exhibition Concept and Museum Opening
After the takeover by the German government, the Jewish Museum Berlin became the sole
user of the building complex in Lindenstraße, consisting then of the baroque old building
and the new building by Daniel Libeskind. The exhibition space in both buildings was to
show the permanent exhibition on German-Jewish history and future temporary
exhibitions.
W. Michael Blumenthal chose the anthropologist and museum manager from New Zealand,
Kenneth C. Gorbey, and his collaborator, Nigel Cox, for the realization of the exhibition.
Both were involved in the development of the national museum Te Papa in Wellington, New
Zealand, and were now coordinating a team of employees to open the permanent exhibition
and service functions on schedule.
The permanent exhibition at the Jewish Museum is chronological, focusing on themes
within the epochs. It tells of Jewish culture in Germany and the difficult relationship
between Jews and non-Jews. From the first presence of Jews in Roman times through the
first boom in the Middle Ages, it follows the path of emancipation in the 19th century to
the mass emigration and the mass murder under the Nazis. The period after the Second
World War and contemporary Jewish life in Germany conclude the exhibition.
The exhibition concept countered the
voices that had declared the
Libeskind Building a Holocaust
memorial during the debate
surrounding the erection of the
Memorial to the Murdered Jews of
Europe. Contrary to the frequently
raised demand to leave the striking
rooms empty, W. Michael Blumenthal
and his staff saw the Jewish Museum
not only as a place of remembrance,
but rather placed the main focus on
the lively teaching of Jewish history.
Shabbat table and display cases in the exhibition segment
"Tradition and Change" just before the opening of the Jewish
Museum Berlin
© Jewish Museum Berlin, photo: Marion Roßner
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Ninth September 2001 saw the opening of the Jewish Museum Berlin with a gala concert
conducted by Daniel Barenboim. During the subsequent gala dinner, the then German
President Johannes Rau and W. Michael Blumenthal addressed 850 prominent guests from
politics, business, and culture from home and abroad.
The opening to the public scheduled for 11 September 2001 was postponed for two days due
to the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York.

IV The Museum Since it Opened
The Jewish Museum Berlin has since established itself as a special institution on the German
museum landscape. It is a lively center for German-Jewish history and culture and sees
itself as a forum for research, discussion, and exchange of ideas, in short a museum for
everyone – young and old, German and non-German, Jewish and non-Jewish.
As a foundation under public law, the Jewish Museum Berlin receives annual funding from
the Federal Republic of Germany; the remaining funds are raised through donations and
museum takings. Since 2002, the Prize for Understanding and Tolerance has been presented
during the anniversary dinner with friends and supporters of the museum. The fundraising
proceeds benefit the museum’s education work for children and young people.
Since it opened, the Jewish Museum Berlin
has welcomed more than 700,000 visitors a
year, that is about 2,000 every day.
The museum orients itself on its visitors’
interests, researched in a department with
this as its sole purpose. A warm welcome by a
young, friendly team of so-called "hosts"
awaits visitors to the exhibition.
The permanent historical exhibition leads you
on a journey of discovery through two
millennia of German Jewish history. The
exhibition covers an area of over 3,000 m², is
Museum guide takes visitors around the permanent
collection of the Museum, view of the axes
regularly updated, and contains numerous
© Jewish Museum Berlin, photo: Jens Ziehe
interactive elements and media stations.
Historico-cultural temporary exhibitions, contemporary art installations, and showcase
presentations on a wide range of topics enrich the permanent exhibition. The multimedia
Rafael Roth Learning Center invites visitors to discover German-Jewish history and culture
at 20 computer terminals.
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Planned Jewish Museum Berlin Academy - Design:
Daniel Libeskind
© Architect Daniel Libeskind, Zurich, rendering:
bromsky

exhibition.

A special focus of the museum lies in the field
of education: The extensive education program,
the possibilities for research in library and
archives, and the varied program of events are
aimed at children, young people, and adults.
Talks, concerts and readings are held in
addition to guided tours and workshops. Each
year features both a diverse Cultural Summer
Program and a Hanukkah Market. Moreover,
2007 saw the launching of the education
initiative "on.tour - The JMB Tours Schools",
bringing the museum to schools in every state
in the form of a tour bus with a mobile

In 2012, a new building by Daniel Libeskind is scheduled to open: The Jewish Museum
Berlin Academy. This will house the education and research programs to include a focus on
migration and intercultural diversity.
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