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Media information, 3 July 2007

The Jewish Museum Vienna presents for the first time parts of the archive of the Jewish Community of Vienna in cooperation with the Holocaust Victims’ Information and Support Center  and the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People, Jerusalem: “Ordnung muss sein – the Archive of the Jewish Community of Vienna”

In the year 2000, employees of the Jewish Community of Vienna (IKG) made a startling discovery. In a vacant apartment in one of the community’s tenement buildings in Vienna’s 15th district they came upon dozens of wooden cabinets containing index cards, a pile of large books reaching from the floor to the ceiling and 800 cardboard boxes filled with files and documents from IKG holdings. On closer inspection, some 500,000 pages were identified as dating from the National Socialist era in Austria. They were mixed with younger material but also with older material from the 19th and early 20th century. A long forgotten part of the IKG archival holdings had been found again.

In cooperation with the Holocaust Victims’ Information and Support Center and with the support of the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People  in Jerusalem, the Jewish Museum Vienna will be staging an exhibition on the IKG archive for the first time in summer 2007.

The archive was officially founded in 1816, but the oldest documents date back to the 17th century. The archive was professionally organized and classified during the 19th century. The IKG holdings, which are unique in terms of scope and completeness, span 300 years from the beginning of the Viennese Jewish community to the post-Holocaust period, documenting the community’s organization, its religious, education, scientific, cultural and charity facilities and providing information about its officials and members. Unlike other disbanded Jewish communities in Germany and Austria, the IKG continued to exist during the Nazi era until the end of October 1942 when it was finally replaced by a “Judenrat” (Jewish council). From May 1938 it took care of tens of thousands of Jews and organized their emigration, and from February 1941 it was forced to participate in the deportation of the remaining Jewish population. The reports, letters, emigration and financial documents, deportation lists, card indexes, books, photographs, maps and charts from that era detail the final years before and during the Holocaust of what used to be the largest German-speaking Jewish community in Europe. After 1945 and once more since the rediscovery of the archival holdings, the card indexes and files kept during the Nazi era have provided the basis for investigating the fate of Jews who had been expelled or killed and have also helped survivors and the descendants of victims to assert claims for compensation and restitution of property.
In the 1950s it came to a caesura when most of the archive was lent to the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People in Jerusalem. By microfilming the documents in Jerusalem, by preserving, organizing, categorizing and microfilming the documentation that remains in Vienna, and by uniting the holdings and making them accessible in a planned Vienna Wiesenthal Institute for Holocaust Studies (VWI), the IKG is attempting 50 years later to reconstruct its institutional memory and restore to Austria a piece of its history.

The exhibition not only shows important aspects of the history of the Jewish Community (IKG) of Vienna on the basis of historical documents but also examines the notion of the archive as a place of remembrance and the problem of organizing and classifying historical information.

“Ordnung muss sein – The Archive of the Jewish Community of Vienna” can be seen from 4 July  to 21 October 2007 at the Jewish Museum Vienna (Vienna 1, Dorotheergasse 11). Curators are Felicitas Heimann-Jelinek, Ingo Zechner and Lothar Hölbling. A richly illustrated catalogue costing €19.90 is being published by the Museum to coincide with the exhibition, which is being organized in cooperation with the Jewish Community of Vienna with the support of the Austrian National Fund and the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People in Jerusalem. The Museum is open from 10 am to 6 pm from Sunday to Friday. An accompanying programme is in preparation, details of which can be found at www.jmw.at. Admission is €6.50 / €4.00 reduced. School classes are offered free admission, guided tours and education programmes. Further details can be obtained on +43-1-535 04 31-311 or 312 or by writing to kids.school@jmw.at.

Background information to the exhibition project (extract from the catalogue article by Felicitas Heimann-Jelinek, senior curator of the Jewish Museum Vienna)

“Ordnung muss sein – The Archive of the Jewish Community of Vienna” confronts visitors with essential questions concerning the political, historical and cultural memory of our society. In cooperation with the Holocaust Victims’ Information and Support Center and with the support of the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People, the Jewish Museum Vienna is showing a selection of important items from the IKG archive. This archive is a unique historical document in the German-speaking world, as it is the only known completely preserved archive of the Jewish community from its beginnings until after the Second World War.

An unusual aspect of the project is the presentation of the archive in the form of an exhibition. At first glance, these two terms appear to be mutually exclusive: an exhibition normally feeds the visitor’s senses, while an archive provides information for the user’s intellect. The two consumer groups are quite different, each with its own requirements in terms of experience and knowledge, which it satisfies respectively in a museum or an archive. And yet there is a close relationship in terms of content, structure and intent between a museum and an archive: both collect remnants of history, organizing and storing them in accordance with defined criteria and preserving them, for whatever reason, for the future. Nor is it any longer the case that museums concentrate on three-dimensional artefacts while archives devote themselves to two-dimensional documents.
Good order is required because a disorganized memory does not fulfil its purpose. The IKG archive makes this clear in a chilling way: unlike other communities, the IKG Vienna continued to exist during the Nazi era and was forced to organize emigration and deportation on the basis of its own files and records. The Central Office for Jewish Emigration set up in 1938 was a model attempt by Adolf Eichmann to organize the Nazi “Jewish policy”. It was hoped that the self-administration by the IKG Vienna would be a prototype for all “Judenräte” (Jewish councils). Initially, the Nazis were able to use this self-administering facility above all to make public its anti-Semitic regulations and to ensure that they were obeyed. The emigration of the Jews in exchange for currency, which Eichmann initially hoped for, appeared to the Jewish Community, for all its consternation and for all the harassment, to be the only realistic way of escaping from the situation. To this extent, cooperation with the SD (security service) in administrative matters seemed to be a sensible option. The fact that in 1938/39 two thirds of the Jews of Vienna were able to leave the country looked to confirm this strategy. At the same time the IKG’s welfare commitments also increased dramatically and this welfare also had to be managed. The IKG organized the first deportations so as not to put official emigration at risk as long as it was still possible. Thereafter it was forced to manage further deportations and ultimately its own demise.
After 1945, the IKG Vienna turned to the documents it had itself produced between 1938 and 1945 to find out what had happened to those whom it had not been able to rescue through emigration and who had fallen victim to the Nazi extermination policy, and also to help émigrés with claims against the Republic of Austria.

It was thought to be unlikely that a Jewish community would re-establish itself in Vienna after the war and the bulk of the IKG archive was therefore given on permanent loan to the Central Archives for the History of the Jewish People in Jerusalem. But the authorities appear to have overlooked some 500,000 sheets dating from the years 1938 to 1945, which came to light in the year 2000. After these documents had been identified, the entire archive took on a new significance and became a renewed focus of attention. Fifty years after it was given away, it is clear today that the IKG archive is not only the institutional memory of the Jewish community but also an essential component of the Austrian collective memory.

The connection with the Jewish Museum Vienna is also evident. The Museum was founded in 1990 to commemorate the flourishing Jewish community in Vienna. Its role is not only to manage the legacy of this community but also to commemorate it through its exhibitions and research. Remembrance is one of the key words in any society and culture. Where there is no remembrance, there can be no historical awareness. The Museum preserves, curates, researches and presents what is left of the material culture of Austrian Jewry after 1945, while the promoters and sources of this culture can be found in the archive. While the Jewish Museum Vienna has impressive ritual objects donated by community members, the lives and fortunes of these members can be traced in the archive. The task of the Museum and the archive is to foster a collective memory from the surviving material objects, institutional information and individual recollections.

The joint exhibition project by the Holocaust Victims’ Information and Support Center and the Jewish Museum Vienna presents the most powerful material from the archives to the public, for the first time showing the documentary evidence of the history of Vienna’s Jews in one place. But it also raises a number of questions. It asks about the significance of an archive memory as a repository of ordered information collected by both institutions. No collection is a haphazard pile of objects. Collections are ordered. But who decides on the system? Do museums and archives acquire objects and information on the basis of an imagined inheritance right? Objects and archive material are not put into collections on account of their intrinsic value but in fulfilment of the purpose of the museum or archive. Who decides on this purpose? Who determines what will be collected? On the basis of what criteria? The collection of objects and archive material both signify the collection of knowledge. What knowledge and for what reason? How is the knowledge ordered? Who decides on the structure? Does the organization of the knowledge distort our view of other possible types of organization? And who may use or exploit this knowledge?

The exhibition cannot give an answer to all these questions. It can only raise them. Perhaps it will incite visitors not only to consider consuming information and using it when they need to but also to question the underlying selection and ordering principles – not just in a political context, but also in a historical and cultural one, and for that matter in the museum itself.
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