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This type of document is easily recognized just by its appearance. With its short 

paragraphs, block capital heading and no logo, it is identified at first sight as being 

one of the many minutes drafted throughout the transactions of Jewish organizations 

regarding the recovery of looted cultural property in the aftermath of World War II. As 

all minutes it is very easily contextualized: Its date is printed at the heading of the 

document, "December 19, 1949"; also the place it depicts is stated rather accurately, 

"At the office of Dr. Salo W. Baron, Fayerweather Hall, Columbia University, New 

York." The capital letters on top mark clearly the entity which created the document - 

"JEWISH CULTURAL RECONSTRUCTION, INC." (hereafter referred to as JCR); 

and the signature at the bottom of the last page indicates the actual person who wrote 

the minutes - Max Grünewald. 

 These minutes were created at a rather mature stage of the transactions to 

restore Jewish cultural property seized by the Nazis during the war and discovered by 

the Allied Armies after the German defeat. As attested in the minutes of this JCR 

meeting, the organization was already well established and was debating questions it 

could not have imagined just three years before. At the end of 1949, not only was the 

JCR recognized by the US authorities as a trustee of the entire Jewish people in 

questions of cultural property restitution, it was actually already debating questions of 

cultural property redistribution. Library collections of institutions which were 
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annihilated during the war were already being divided among surviving Jewish 

communities and organizations world wide. "It was decided to send to Hebrew 

University", the minutes read, "[s]ome 2,500 books selected by Dr. Shunami  out of 1

the 11,000 Breslau books" . Hannah Arendt, JCR's executive secretary at the time, 2

reported from Europe, as mentioned in the seventh paragraph, about the future 

destination of salvaged archives.  The Alliance Israélite Universelle, the Paris based 3

international Jewish organization, appointed representatives to JCR's board after 

joining the cooperation that month, thus broadening even more JCR's foundations 

among European Jewish organizations.  Planning the organization's future, the budget 4

for 1950 was adopted at that meeting, as seen in these minutes.  

 We find from this period dozens of documents relating to JCR’s activities − 

minutes, correspondence, reports and press releases − which reflect a similar 

situation; few, however, shed light on the actual essence and conduct of these 

transactions like these minutes. Given the fact that the efforts to recover Jewish 

cultural property were at their core an intra-organizational endeavor (i.e., organization 

to organization, organization to government), minutes played a crucial role in 

 Shlomo Shunami was a librarian at the National Library of Israel and a field worker in Europe of the 1

Hebrew University’s committee Ha-va’ad Le-hatsalat Otzrot Ha-golah (Treasures of the Diaspora), 
which was a founding member of the JCR corporation. Cf. 
Elisabeth Gallas, Das Leichenhaus der Bücher: Kulturrestitution und jüdisches Geschichtsdenken nach 
1945 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 340. 

 "The Breslau Books" were books formerly belonging to the Jewish Community of Breslau and the 2

Jewish Theological Seminary of Breslau, which prior to the war was one of the largest and most 
important collection of Judaic books, manuscripts and incunabula in Europe. Cf 
Dov Schidorsky, Burning Scrolls and Flying Letters (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 2008), 155.

 See also Arendt's full report, cf. 3

"Jewish Cultural Reconstruction Field Report No. 12, Hannah Arendt December 1949," in Hannah 
Arendt, Gershom Scholem, Der Briefwechsel, eds. Marie Luise Knott with collaboration of David 
Heredia (Berlin: Jüdischer Verlag, 2010), 485-494.

 Dana Herman, "Hashavat Avedah: A History of Jewish Cultural Reconstruction, Inc." (unpublished 4

Ph.D. Thesis, Department of History, McGill University, Montreal, 2008) 130-131, 151.
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communicating the divergent interests, actions and intentions of the various 

organizations involved in JCR world wide.  If one can divide the different documents 5

into "genres", there is no doubt that 'minutes' were one of the most primary types. 

They were read by many, and were therefore not as personal as letters. However, 

minutes were meant to be read only by the people closely associated with the entity 

that produced them, and therefore were much less public than 'press releases' which 

were used at times when JCR addressed the general public. Much less declarative 

than a 'legal memorandum', 'minutes' didn't always bear an official logo. But at the 

same time, 'minutes' were much less informative than a 'secret report' and were more 

prescribed by protocol and procedures. Between the boundaries encompassed by 

private-public and declarative-informative, one finds the space in which 'minutes' 

existed in the transactions regarding Jewish cultural property. 

 In the case of JCR, as the fourth paragraph of this document shows, the 

minutes were sent to participants after each meeting ("as circulated") and were then 

read out aloud and approved at the beginning of the meeting that followed. The fact 

that each time the minutes were read and approved, were "dispensed with", shows that 

minutes were more than just a memory-aid. This ritual-like formality was needed 

because hearing and approving the content of the minutes bonded the participants of 

the JCR meeting not only as individuals but also as representatives of different 

organizations. The minutes were not transcribed word-by-word in real time (as one 

would imagine that an ideal court reporter does), but represented rather an edited 

shortened version of the discussions and decisions made at the meeting. The task of 

 For example, according to these minutes, in this JCR meeting sat representatives of the Commission 5

on European Jewish Cultural Reconstruction, the World Jewish Congress, Agudas Israel World 
Organization, the American Federation of the Jews from Central Europe, and the Hebrew University.
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writing and editing the minutes was usually that of the executive secretary. However, 

in Arendt's absence due to her mission in Europe, these minutes were written by 

Grünewald.  

 Also JCR's former executive secretary Joshua Starr is mentioned in these 

minutes, however not in reference to his work but rather in circumstances much more 

tragic. As seen in the fifth paragraph, immediately after approving the previous 

meeting's minutes, Baron, chairman of the meeting, suggested including in an 

appendix to these minutes "words of appreciation in the memory of the late Dr. 

Joshua Starr". Starr, a scholar of Byzantine Jewish history and associate editor of Salo 

Baron's Jewish Social Studies journal, committed suicide on December 6th − less than 

two weeks before that meeting − at the young age of 42.  Baron's suggestion to pay 6

tribute to Starr was approved, and indeed these minutes were circulated with an 

appendix commemorating Starr. The decision to add the commemorative appendix 

makes one wonder: why was this symbolic act needed? If these words were said at the 

meeting, why weren't they mentioned simply as a paragraph? Is an official document, 

intended to briefly communicate important information, the appropriate place for such 

a reference? Who is the intended reader of this appendix?  

 This reference to Starr is what marks this document as unique among other 

minutes: It bears evidence, perhaps, of the deep historical awareness prominent 

throughout these transactions. Adding words post hoc, "to insert into the minutes", 

could be understood as doing what is appropriate not only from the standpoint of the 

historical agent planning the future, but also from the imaginative historian writing 

 Abraham G. Duker, "Joshua Starr," in The Joshua Starr Memorial Volume: Studies in History and 6

Philology , ed. idem (New York: Conference on Jewish Relations, 1953), 1-7.
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the past. The reference to Starr may well have been done with the idea of a future 

researcher browsing through the archives hoping to write this important chapter in 

Jewish history. After all, the president of JCR was the notable historian Salo Baron. 

Starr, as well as Cecil Roth, Gershom Scholem and Hannah Arendt, all members of 

the cooperation, were deeply rooted in historical thought and praxis. It is no surprise 

therefore that Arendt, already as early as 1950, voiced the need to write a history of 

the organization; an assignment Baron was committed to seeing through.  Throughout 7

these transactions one can find traces of an understanding of the importance these 

transactions had in the grand scheme of Jewish history as well as Jewish 

historiography. This document attests how this historical self-understanding infiltrated 

even a so-called procedural act of writing minutes.  

 Juxtaposing the two main lessons taught by this specific document one 

stumbles upon an aporia. The nature and use of the 'minutes genre' in these 

transactions, set side by side with a historical-self-aware conduct posed a historical 

problem. Reading the minutes one often felt that they were manipulated, that they did 

not represent what actually went on in the meeting. This feeling can be found in 

Gershom Scholem's harsh (and to some extent sardonic) words to Hannah Arendt 

from April 9th 1950, writing: "The minutes from the board meetings [i.e. JCR's board 

of directors] are not quite insightful, it is impossible to draw from them the real 

situation. I would be in your debt if you could give me a picture of the real 

 About the early efforts to write a history of JCR, cf.: 7

Herman, Hashavat Avedah, 23-25; Evelyn Adunka, Der Raub der Bücher: Plünderung in der NS-Zeit 
und Restitution nach 1945 (Wien: Czernin, 2002), 278. 
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discussions, in case that they take place at all."  Scholem felt that the minutes 8

disguised the truth rather than conveyed it to such an extent that he even doubted if 

the minutes represented anything at all. Notice that Scholem used the (German) 

plural, "Protokolle," "Sitzungen," suggesting that he saw it as not only a poorly 

drafted protocol of a meeting, but rather a general problem with the minutes of JCR, a 

problem with the genre.  

 But what was a historical problem presents a historiographical challenge. The 

habit to regard our archival material as carrier of the "real," "unaltered" truth is a habit 

that dies hard. A century and a half after Ranke we still tend to trust the minutes as 

representing what "actually happened" in the meeting. Using a hermeneutics of 

suspicion is not something we historians are used to doing while reading the allegedly 

neutral genre of minutes. We regard these as a trustworthy "primary source" and not 

as dubious "secondary literature". However, this distinction collapses when the 

subject of our investigation was busy narrating the present events as well as enacting 

them. What Kai Sina and Carlos Spoerhase called in the context of literary criticism 

an "archival awareness" (Nachlassbewusstsein), is perhaps even more acute a problem 

for the historian researching a historical agent who is a historian himself.    9

 This document sheds light, therefore, not only on the nature of these 

transactions; it also serves as an important lesson for the work of the historian 

investigating them.

 "Gershom Scholem to Hannah Arendt on 9th April 1950", reproduced in Arendt  Scholem 8

Briefwechsel, Letter 68, 260-261. My translation, emphasis added. 
 I wish to thank Elisabeth Gallas for referring me to this part of the Arendt-Scholem correspondence.

 Kai Sina and Carlos Spoerhase, "Nachlassbewusstsein. Zur literaturwissenschaftlichen Erforschung 9

seiner Entstehung und Entwicklung," Zeitschrift für Germanistik 23:3 (2013), 607-623.

!  6


