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The collections held by The Jewish Museum at New York City have grown from originally 26 

artifacts in 1904 to currently nearly 30,000, making the museum home to “one of the largest and 

most important [collections] of its kind in the world” (thejewishmuseum.org). These sheer 

numbers bespeak not only the significance ascribed to material objects, but also the latters’ utter 

profusion and diversity. While the museum is located at New York City—more specifically on the 

city’s “museum mile” side by side with the Guggenheim, the Frick, the Met, and the Museum of 

the City of New York—and forms an integral and distinctive part of the city’s museal landscape, it 

aspires to much more than reflecting the city’s Jewish heritage. In fact, the artifacts and artwork 

collected, preserved, and exhibited by the museum are meant to reflect “the global Jewish 

experience over more than 4,000 years” (thejewishmuseum.org/about#jewish-museum-history). A 

large portion of the items the museum holds originates from outside the United States. These 

items’ presence in the New York museum means their absence from their places of origin.  

 

This paper explores the implications of the museum objects’ absence and presence, respectively: 

not only do the museum and its collections play a significant role within the larger framework of 

New York City’s rich urban Jewish heritage; by gathering and displaying objects located at the 

intersection of history and art, of both documentary and aesthetic value, stemming from a wide 

range of epochs and countries of origin, The Jewish Museum formulates a museum narrative in 

the heart of New York City—that urban center that roughly a century ago had the largest Jewish 

population in the world—that simultaneously captures the specific local urban Jewish heritage 

and a transnational Jewish heritage that draws on the influences from countless urban centers 

abroad. 

 

 

 


