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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Australian Jewish Historical Society was founded in 1938 to encourage
the study of the history of Australian Jewry. It does this by promoting the
compilation of authentic records relating to Jewish people in Australia, New
Zealand and the Pacific Islands. It also collects publications and original
records and fosters interchange of information by lectures, a journal and other
publications and exhibitions. In addition it uses its influence to secure the
preservation of places of Jewish communal interest, such as old synagogue
buildings and cemeteries.
The Archives of the Australian Jewish Historical Society contain a unique
collection of documents and include material on almost every aspect of
Jewish life, from the early foundations of the community until the post-World
War 2 period. Items of importance include genealogical material, personal
papers, corporate records of AJHS and other organisations, and bound
newspapers. The Archives also contain an important collection of realia
including commemorative medals. Visual material includes illuminated
addresses, plans of buildings, framed certificates and significant photographic
holdings.
Significance assessment in the context of archives is the process of
researching and understanding the meanings and values of a collection. The
assessment process considers not just the physical collection, but
incorporates all the factors which contribute to its significance including its
history, provenance, associations, rarity and social or spiritual values, and
comparison with similar collections. The results of the analysis are
synthesised in a statement of significance, which is a readable summary of
the values, meaning and importance of the collection. This significance
assessment has been prepared in accordance with the Collections Council of
Australia’s Significance 2.0: a guide to assessing the significance of
collections (2009).
This assessment finds the Australian Jewish Historical Society archives to be
of national significance and makes a number of recommendations for their
future management.

Dr Anne-Maree Whitaker, P O Box 63, Edgecliff NSW 2027, August 2017

2

1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 Background
This Report results from a meeting held in July 2017 to commission an
assessment of the significance of the Australian Jewish Historical Society
(NSW) Archives under a Community Heritage Grant.1 The meeting between
the consultant and representatives of the Australian Jewish Historical Society
(AJHS) discussed significance assessment and agreed on the scope of the
project and its implementation. AJHS representatives present were Peter
Philippsohn OAM (President), Philip Moses (Honorary Secretary), Denise
Lvoff (Committee Member) and Peter Keeda (Volunteer).
The Archives of the Australian Jewish Historical Society contain a unique
collection of documents and include material on almost every aspect of
Jewish life, with a focus on the early foundations of the community until the
post-World War 2 period. They contain files on individual Jewish community
leaders, synagogues and communities, and specific organisations, as well as
individual Jews who have contributed to the broader Australian fabric as well
as to the Jewish community.2
The Archives also contain an important collection of realia including
commemorative medals. Visual material includes illuminated addresses, plans
of buildings, framed certificates and significant photographic holdings.
This Report assesses the significance of the Australian Jewish Historical
Society Archives in accordance with standard documents and guidelines,
including:
•

The Burra Charter: The Australia ICOMOS Charter for Places of
Cultural Significance, Australia ICOMOS, Melbourne, 2000.

•

Significance 2.0: a guide to assessing the significance of collections,
Collections Council of Australia, Adelaide, 2009.

•

Assessing Heritage Significance, Heritage Council of NSW, Sydney,
2001.3

1.2 Consultant
The consultant, Dr Anne-Maree Whitaker, is an independent professional
historian who undertakes research on a wide range of 18th-20th century
Australian topics. She has worked as a professional engaged in history and
heritage management for nearly two decades and has won two National Trust
Heritage Awards.
1

National Library of Australia, Community Heritage Grant 2016/113.
Pers. comm., Professor Emerita Suzanne Rutland, 6 August 2017.
3
See Appendices 1-2 for summaries of the assessment criteria in these documents.
2
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1.3 Methodology
The consultant conducted a number of visits to the Archives in August 2017.
Honorary Secretary Philip Moses provided a tour of the premises and
supplied copies of relevant articles and reports. A consultative meeting was
held with Helen Bersten OAM, who was the Honorary Archivist from 1979 to
2011 and has an intimate knowledge of the collection. Other consultations
were conducted by email with a number of users, including Professor Emerita
Suzanne Rutland OAM of the Department of Hebrew, Biblical and Jewish
Studies at the University of Sydney, and informal discussions were held with
Archive users and volunteers, and with staff of the Sydney Jewish Museum.
As the Archives contain over 20,000 items in a variety of formats not all items
could be inspected and a sampling strategy was adopted. Items identified by
Professor Emerita Rutland and Mrs Bersten were inspected, and in addition a
random sample of items was inspected from each storage area. Comparison
was made with similar collections held by other Jewish organisations around
Australia.

1.4 Acknowledgements
The individuals who have contributed their time and expertise to assist the
author of this report include:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Helen Bersten OAM, AJHS Honorary Archivist 1979-2011
Shannon Biederman, Curator Collections, Sydney Jewish Museum
Peter Keeda, Volunteer, AJHS
Joe Kensell, Honorary Archivist, AJHS
Denise Lvoff, Committee Member AJHS
Philip Moses, Honorary Secretary AJHS
Peter Philippsohn OAM, President AJHS
Mark Rapaport, St Hugh’s College, University of Oxford
Professor Emerita Suzanne Rutland OAM, Department of Hebrew,
Biblical and Jewish Studies, University of Sydney
Noela Symonds, Volunteer, AJHS
Annie Thompson, honours graduate, Department of Hebrew, Biblical
and Jewish Studies, University of Sydney
Yotam Weiner, Education Manager, Sydney Jewish Museum

Photographs
The photographs in this report were taken by Anne-Maree Whitaker.
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2 AUSTRALIAN JEWISH HISTORICAL SOCIETY
The Australian Jewish Historical Society was founded in 1938 following an initial
meeting convened in August by Rabbi Leib Falk, Sydney Glass, Hirsch Munz
and Percy Marks. The latter was proposed as chairman as he had ‘constituted
himself and had acted as an unofficial historian of Australian Jewry and
collected much valuable data’. Marks was confirmed as inaugural President at
the first business meeting held on 7 November 1938.4

[Silver medals presented to students of the Sydney Jewish Sabbath School in 1868]

The Objects of the Society are:
1. To encourage the study of the history of Australian Jewry.
2. To promote the compilation of authentic records relating to the Jews in
Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands.
3. To acquire, either by purchase, donation or otherwise, and preserve for
the use of the Society and the community, books, manuscripts,
newspapers, historical records, audiotapes, videotapes and other printed
electronic or audiovisual material which the Society may consider to have
a bearing on Jewish history in Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific
Islands.
4. To use its influence to secure the preservation of places of Jewish
communal interest, such as old synagogue buildings, cemeteries, etc.
5. To foster interchange of information among members of the Society by
lectures, readings, discussions, and exhibitions of historical interest or
value.
6. To print, publish and circulate such journals, periodicals, books, and
other literary publications and undertakings as may seem conducive to
any of the objects of the Society.

Yehuda Feher with Marianne Dacey, ‘Percy Marks – a Jewish Renaissance man’, Journal of the
Australian Jewish Historical Society [JAJHS], vol 16, pt 2 (2002), p 219.
4

Dr Anne-Maree Whitaker, P O Box 63, Edgecliff NSW 2027, August 2017

5

The emphasis of the Objects on scholarship, collection and publication were
reflected in the Society’s early years when the publication of a journal took
priority over meetings with speakers, which were only held four times a year.
The first issue of the Journal appeared in September 1939 and the second in
early 1940. By the time of the first annual general meeting in June 1940 the
membership had grown to 120, and a third issue of the Journal was in
preparation. The founding President, Percy Marks, died only days after the
second annual general meeting and the committee elected Colonel Arthur
Hyman to replace him.5

[Material relating to AJHS foundation president Percy Marks. AB 182]

In 1944 the Society embarked on publication of the second volume of the
Journal, having completed ten issues of volume 1. At the annual general
meeting Ernest Samuel Marks was elected President. He was the brother of
Percy Marks and a former Lord Mayor of Sydney. Marks reported to the 60
persons present that the ‘society’s first five years had been fruitful’. It had
progressed continuously since its foundation and membership now stood at just
under 200. An additional publication was a facsimile edition of the 1845 York
Street synagogue report to mark the centenary of its founding.6
Just after World War 2, in 1946, Sir Isaac Isaacs accepted the Society’s
invitation to be its patron. Sir Isaac had been appointed the first Australian-born
Governor-General in 1931 and served until 1936. The following year Sir Michael
Myers, recently retired Chief Justice of New Zealand, was appointed as an
additional patron. The end of the War also saw the return to the committee’s
ranks of David Benjamin, the inaugural Secretary, whose military service had
taken him interstate and overseas for most of the war.7

Morris Zion Forbes, ‘Australian Jewish Historical Society: a Golden Jubilee survey’, JAJHS, vol 10,
pt 5 (1989), pp 352-354.
6
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, pp 355-356.
7
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, pp 356-357.
5
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Late in 1947 the Society suffered the loss of two of its stalwarts with the deaths
of Ernest Marks and Arthur Hyman, followed early the following year by that of
its patron Sir Isaac Isaacs. The ninth annual report stated that the Society was
‘immeasurably weakened’ by their passing. Changes in leadership in the early
years were considered to have slowed down the Society’s progress, despite the
hard work of remaining office-bearers during the difficult war years. In 1948
Rabbi Israel Porush of the Great Synagogue was elected President and
remained in office for 26 years. He wrote 21 articles for the AJHS Journal along
with numerous other contributions to historical scholarship.8

[Scroll in silver case presented to George Judah Cohen in 1918]

In 1949 the Victorian Branch of the Australian Jewish Historical Society
was formed and began research and publications on Victorian Jewish
history which continues to the present. In effect the two ‘branches’ are
autonomous organisations with their own committees and activities,
although the publication of the Journal is now undertaken alternately by
NSW and Victoria. A further branch was founded in 1984 in the Australian
Capital Territory, with an interest extending from Goulburn to the Monaro
district.9
For its first 20 years the Society operated without an official address,
depending on the Secretary’s private office to house records and material
gathered. While the Society continued to meet in the Maccabean Hall in
Darlinghurst, from 1959 it had an office in the Great Synagogue at 166
Castlereagh Street, Sydney. In 1962 the meetings were also transferred to the
Great Synagogue following completion of building extensions.10

Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 358; Suzanne D Rutland, ‘Porush, Israel (1907–1991)’,
Australian Dictionary of Biography, published online 2014.
9
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, pp 361, 374.
10
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, pp 362-363.
8
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After the retirement of Rabbi Porush as President in 1974, his replacement
was Sydney solicitor Morris Zion Forbes who served as President from 1975
until 1985. Forbes was also a prolific writer for the Journal and was on its
editorial board for ten years before taking on the presidency. The Society’s
sixth President was Rabbi Raymond Apple from the Great Synagogue who
served from 1985 to 1989, the Society’s golden jubilee year.11

[Gold key to the Newtown Synagogue NSW]

Over nearly three decades since then the Society has continued to prosper,
although no formal history has been written to bring the account up to the
present time. In 1995 the Society’s offices and Archives moved to
Mandelbaum House, a residential college of the University of Sydney located
at 385 Abercrombie Street, Darlington. Following advice that the space in
Mandelbaum House was required for increased residential capacity, the
Society moved in 2012 into their current premises at the Sydney Jewish
Museum, 140-148 Darlinghurst Road, Darlinghurst.12

[Vertical file material relating to the Sephardic Jewish community. VF 292]

11
12

Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, pp 380-383.
Pers. comm., Helen Bersten, 10 August 2017.
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2.1 History of the Australian Jewish Historical Society
Archives
The Australian Jewish Historical Society’s Archives began in an informal
manner. For approximately the first 20 years of the Society’s existence its
internal records were stored in the legal office of the Secretary, Sydney Glass,
at 2 Castlereagh Street, Sydney. The Committee meetings were also held in
this location. Such library and archive holdings as were accumulated were
stored in ‘a couple of steel lockers in a small corner of the Maccabean Hall
premises’.13 The Maccabean Hall is discussed further in section 2.4.
The Archives were moved to the Great Synagogue, 166 Castlereagh Street
Sydney, in around 1959. At the same time the first mention is made of an
Honorary Archivist, Dr George Bergman, who continued in that role for around
20 years. Bergman was originally a solicitor in Munich, but fled at the rise to
power of Hitler in 1933. After service in the British Army in World War 2 he
arrived in Australia in 1947. Failure to recognise his degrees forced him to
work as a post office technician, and he turned to historical research to satisfy
his intellectual needs.14

‘I have found that the AJHS Archives have been extremely
important for my research from my early beginnings in 1968
until my current research. I always encourage my students to
ensure that they check what is in the AJHS Archives when they
begin a research project. They are an indispensable resource
which is not replicated elsewhere.’
Professor Emerita Suzanne D Rutland OAM,
Department of Hebrew, Biblical and Jewish Studies, University of Sydney

Dr Bergman continued to sort and catalogue the Archives for 20 years, with
some assistance from volunteers. He also wrote nearly 40 articles for the
Journal on a wide range of topics. The Archives remained in the Great
Synagogue premises, although it was noted: ‘it was a case, as it were, of the
Ark resting from time to time as the archives, with Bergman in charge, moved
from pillar to post, whether behind the stage in the Auditorium, up many flights
of stairs in a corner in the Synagogue Succah, or in some other nook and
cranny.’15

Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 352.
Martha Rutledge, ‘Bergman, George Francis (Jack) (1900–1979), Australian Dictionary of
Biography, Volume 13, (MUP), 1993.
15
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 364.
13
14
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The inaccessibility of the Archives was regarded as problematical and in 1978
the Society’s President, Morris Forbes, came to an agreement with the
Synagogue’s President to establish the Archives on the top floor of the
Synagogue until further building renovations could provide better premises.
Around the same time Dr Bergman died suddenly and was replaced as
Honorary Archivist by Mrs Helen Bersten, a trained librarian.16
The Synagogue renovations were completed in 1981 and at the official
opening of its new Education Centre the Governor-General, Sir Zelman
Cowen, ‘noted with pleasure that [the] Society had been given suitable
accommodation in the new complex’. It was intended that the Society would
have a close association with the new A.M. Rosenblum Museum in the
Education Centre.17

[Card indexes (now computerised) and the safe holding valuable items]

During her term as Honorary Archivist from 1979 to 2011 Helen Bersten
improved storage using acid-free materials and professional archive boxes, as
well as indexing various parts of the collection to create the finding aids which
are now being computerised. In addition the Archives were moved in 1995
from the Great Synagogue to Mandelbaum House in Darlington. Following the
retirement of Mrs Bersten as Honorary Archivist in 2011, the role was briefly
held by Dr Sophie Gelski until 2012 when Joe Kensell took over. In the same
year the Archives moved again, this time to the Maccabean Hall in
Darlinghurst (see section 2.4).18
The AJHS Archives are open from 10.30 am to 4 pm on Tuesdays and
Thursdays, except on Jewish holidays. They receive around one public
enquiry per fortnight, with most relating to genealogy. In addition the Archives
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 369.
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 373.
18
Russell Stern, ‘President’s Report 2012’, JAJHS, vol 21, pt 2 (2013), p 275.
16
17
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are used by staff of the Sydney Jewish Museum from time to time to source
material for displays and publications. Students from the Department of
Hebrew, Biblical and Jewish Studies at the University of Sydney also use the
Archives for research for honours and post-graduate degrees.19

‘I used the AJHS Archives during my honours year to conduct
research relating to the response of the Australian Jewish
community to the refugee crisis during the years 1938-1939. I
utilised approximately 100 documents from the collection and
analysis of these sources formed the bulk of my thesis. I found
it to be an extremely useful resource, as previously only 3 of
these documents had been analysed by other scholars. These
sources provided insight into the Australian Jewish community
at this time and had broader significance for understanding the
experiences of Jewish refugees.’
Annie Thompson, honours graduate
Department of Hebrew, Biblical and Jewish Studies, University of Sydney

2.1.1 Jewish Communal Archive Project
In 2017 the Society is embarking on a survey of archives held by Jewish
organisations and institutions throughout New South Wales. The Communal
Archive Project (CAP) will be conducted by AJHS which has received funding
to retain an archivist to co-ordinate a team of volunteers to survey communal
archives. The objective of CAP is to establish what records are held by the
Jewish community, their relevance, volume, condition, and the space where
they are stored. Once this assessment is complete, AJHS will lead a
communal-wide project to set and implement archiving policies.20
2.1.2 Archive of Australian Judaica at the University of Sydney
In 1983 the Society learned of the establishment of the Archive of Australian
Judaica at the University of Sydney. The Society had not been consulted and
the President wrote to the press: ‘we owe it to the needs and prestige of our
community to see that Jewish archives and communal records are housed
within a Jewish centre where they will be entirely under Jewish control,
adequately funded and managed.’21
The Archive of Australian Judaica is currently housed in Fisher Library at the
University. It is available for use Monday to Friday in the Rare Books and
19

Pers. comm, Philip Moses, 3 August 2017.
Peter Philippsohn OAM, Incoming President’s Address to AJHS annual general meeting 2016, JWire, 1 December 2016, http://www.jwire.com.au/australian-jewish-historical-society-gets-facelift/
21
Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 375.
20
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Special Collections area but requests must be submitted in advance. The
strength of this collection is in modern material such as tapes of Jewish
community radio programmes, photographs and personal papers relating to
the period after World War 2. It also contains documents on organisations
such as the Claims Conferences and the Zionist movement.22
In the last year, the AJHS has begun to work closely with the Archive of
Australian Judaica. The plan is to cross-reference the two collections and
minimise duplication. At present the Society regards the Archive of Australian
Judaica as a ‘repository of the priceless records of many of our communal
organisations including the Executive Council of Australian Jews and NSW
Board of Deputies plus many sets of private papers and copies of publications
from years gone by.’23 Because the relationship between the AJHS archives
and the Archive of Australian Judaica is still evolving the latter has not been
included as a comparable collection in section 3.

‘The AJHS Archives were absolutely crucial to my research,
and I wouldn’t have had even close to a quarter of the source
material I utilised without them. The AJHS was my first point of
call and led me to the other archives by giving me a firm basis
of dates, issues, personalities, etc. In short, my research
wouldn’t have been possible, or would have been significantly
hindered without the AJHS Archives.’
Mark Rapaport, St Hugh’s College, University of Oxford

[Illuminated address presented to Moritz Gotthelf in 1910 showing his residence Elizabeth
Bay House (left) and the Great Synagogue (right)]

22

Archive of Australian Judaica, https://judaica.library.sydney.edu.au/about.html
Peter Philippsohn OAM, Incoming President’s Address to AJHS annual general meeting 2016, JWire, 1 December 2016, http://www.jwire.com.au/australian-jewish-historical-society-gets-facelift/
23
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[Parents’ register for Sydney Hebrew School c 1860s. The numbers in the right hand column
relate to the pupils’ register which is also held. VF 40]

[Letter book for Bridge Street Synagogue 1840-1844 and York Street Synagogue 1844-1845.
Example letter from Norfolk Island dated 26 December 1840. VF 888]

[Annual Report for York Street Synagogue, 1856. AB 158]
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2.2 Description of the Archives
The Australian Jewish Historical Society Archives have been collected over a
period of nearly 80 years and relate to all aspects of Jewish community life
throughout Australia and since the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788. Items of
importance include genealogical material, personal papers, corporate records
of AJHS and other organisations, and bound newspapers.
2.2.1 The AJHS Corporate Records include the formation letter of 1938 as
well as minutes, correspondence, newsletters and membership records. They
are housed in a number of archive boxes.
2.2.2 The Vertical Files were originally housed in 15 filing cabinets and are
now in approximately 2,200 envelopes. Contents include leaflets, invitation
cards, press clippings and other ephemera. The majority of the files relate to
individuals and organisations. There is also material on congregations,
schools and cemeteries.

[Archive boxes in the compactus (left and right) and open shelving (rear).]

2.2.3 The Archive Boxes are regarded as the ‘heart of the archival
collection’. They include personal and institutional papers such as records of
the Jewish Cemetery Trust 1955-1980s, Moriah College 1950s-1980s, NSW
Jewish Board of Deputies 1945-1970s, Sir Moses Montefiore Home 18941980s, State Zionist Council 1948-1990s, Sydney Jewish Sabbath School
1863-1956, and Sydney Jewish War Memorial (Maccabean Hall) 1923-1960s.
There are approximately 300 archive boxes stored in an eight-bay compactus
unit and open metal shelving. Synagogue records are itemised separately
under 2.2.4.
Dr Anne-Maree Whitaker, P O Box 63, Edgecliff NSW 2027, August 2017
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2.2.4 The Synagogue Records are housed in the Archive Boxes collection
(2.2.3). This category includes records of York Street Synagogue (Sydney)
1840s-1870, Hobart Synagogue 1840s-1990s, the Great Synagogue
(Sydney) 1898-1990s, Broken Hill Synagogue 1910-1950s, Western
Suburbs Synagogue (Newtown, Sydney) 1918-2006, Central Synagogue
(Bondi Junction, Sydney) 1920s-1980s, and Temple Emanuel (Woollahra,
Sydney) 1940s-1960s. Collection highlights include a letterbook from Bridge
Street Synagogue in the 1840s, including letters from convicts on Norfolk
Island, financial records of York Street Synagogue, and architectural plans
of proposed extensions to Macquarie Street Synagogue (Sydney) prepared
in 1871 by eminent architect George Allen Mansfield.
2.2.5 The Photographic Collection includes over 2600 items. Subjects
include portraits of individuals, groups, buildings and cemetery monuments.
The photographs are not filed separately but are generally housed in the
vertical file and archive box collections. Another significant holding is the
George Denes collection of negatives of community events and religious
occasions dating from the 1960s to 1990s. Many of the photographic holdings
are unique, and featured heavily in the 1988 publication Edge of the
Diaspora.24

[Book from the library collection featuring images from the photographic collection.]

2.2.6 The Bound Newspapers include hard-copy runs of many newspapers
which are not available on the National Library’s bibliographic database
Trove: Australasian Hebrew 1895-1896, Australian Israelite 1871-1875,
Australian Jewish Chronicle 1922-1930, Australian Jewish Herald 1921-1968,
Australian Jewish News 1974+, Jewish Times 1953+, New Citizen 1946-1954,
and Sydney Jewish News 1944 and 1955-1973.

24

Pers. comm., Professor Emerita Suzanne Rutland, 6 August 2017.
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In addition one other publication is listed on Trove, but for a shorter time
period than the AJHS holding: the Voice of Jacob 1841-1847 (Trove 1842).
Other holdings which are already included in Trove are the Jewish Herald
1888-1919 and Hebrew Standard 1895-1955.

[Bound newspapers stored on open shelving]

[Australian Israelite newspaper from 1874]
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2.2.7 Serials include Jewish community periodicals (112 titles), synagogue
publications including bulletins and newsletters (43 titles) and general interest
Jewish magazines not linked to particular organisations (31 titles). Foremost
among these is the Journal of AJHS which has been published since 1939
and contains scholarly articles on all aspects of the history of the Jewish
people in Australia. To date 147 issues have been published comprising over
10,000 pages of scholarship.
2.2.8 The Safe Collection is stored in a small safe in the reading room area
and includes realia such as medals. These include the CBE awarded to
Ernest Samuel Marks in 1938 and sets of war medals awarded to members of
the Benjamin family. Other medals include an award to Moses Moses for
scholarship in 1864, and Lady Rothschild medals presented in 1868 to
Joseph Nelson and Rachel Isaacs, pupils of the Sydney Jewish Sabbath
School. Two of the large format items are also held in the safe; the silver
scroll containing an address presented to George Judah Cohen in 1918
(valued at $8000 in 2016), and the grant of arms to David James Benjamin.
Another significant item in this group is a prototype Sir John Monash medal
designed by Paul Raphael Montford (sculptor of the Melbourne Shrine of
Remembrance statuary) which was intended to be awarded to engineering
students at the University of Melbourne. The award was never instituted and
this medal is therefore unique.

[Prototype of Sir John Monash Medal designed by Paul Raphael Montford]
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2.2.9 The Microfilms collection contains important resources for genealogical
and biographical research, many from overseas repositories but also including
registers from the Great Synagogue (Sydney) and its predecessors 18261980s. Other holdings include registers from Hambro Synagogue (London)
1770-1905, registers from the New Synagogue (London) 1774-1896, registers
from the Great Synagogue (London) 1791-1885, registers from Hobart
Hebrew Congregation 1840s-1880s plus membership list 1844 and minutes
1842-1922, and a births deaths and marriages index for the Jewish Chronicle
newspaper (London) 1841-1890.
2.2.10 Large Format Collection includes a variety of materials requiring
storage in the plan cabinet, including large and/or framed photographs,
illuminated addresses 1874-1953 and material prepared for displays.
Significant holdings include a framed Lionel Lindsay etching of the Bridge
Street Synagogue, illuminated addresses to Percy Lionel Benjamin and Moritz
Gotthelf, and a framed certificate for the 1875 Hebrew Ladies’ Bazaar. Plans
of the proposed extensions to York Street and Macquarie Street Synagogues
in Sydney from the 1870s are stored in this area (see 2.2.4).

[Illuminated addresses stored in the plan cabinet]

2.2.11 Reference Library Collection comprises around 800 books
specialising in Australian Jewish history. There is an emphasis on biography,
autobiography and memoirs.

Dr Anne-Maree Whitaker, P O Box 63, Edgecliff NSW 2027, August 2017
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2.3 Provenance of the Archives
The AJHS Archives derive from a variety of sources apart from the Society’s
own records. Some of the records of 19th century congregations were
transferred to the Archives from the Great Synagogue while the Society was
housed there. Dr George Bergman also donated all his research material for
Australian Genesis: Jewish Convicts and Settlers 1788-1860 (1974). Other
material is derived from donations of family papers, photographs and
memorabilia.
Many of the holdings have strong provenance to organisations and
individuals, such as the George Denes photographic negative collection and
records of Jewish community organisations and schools. The Sir John
Monash medal is accompanied by a letter dated 1939 explaining its origin,
and is still in the manufacturer’s case. The storage of the photographs within
archive box holdings means they are closely associated with other material
assisting in providing context to the images.

[Framed Lionel Lindsay etching of the Old Synagogue, Bridge Street (1913) 10/1025]

The illuminated addresses and the grant of arms to David Benjamin have
obvious provenance from their original recipients. The source of other
holdings can be identified through articles in the Society’s journal, such as the
complete bound set of Unity: a magazine of Jewish affairs (1949-1951) which
was presented by Nate Zusman in 1983.25 Major donations are also
referenced in the Society’s annual reports.

25

Forbes, ‘AJHS: Golden Jubilee survey’, p 377.
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2.4 Storage of the Archives
The AJHS Archives are located within a complex of buildings at 140-148
Darlinghurst Road, Darlinghurst NSW. The Maccabean Hall is a three-storey
brick building opened in 1923 as a war memorial for Jewish returned
servicemen from World War 1. It was used as a community hall for many
years, and was converted into the Sydney Jewish Museum which opened in
1992.26 The adjoining five-storey concrete building opened in 1966 as a
Jewish Community Centre to house organisations such as the Jewish
Communal Appeal, Jewish Board of Deputies, and the Zionist Council of
NSW. The buildings were most recently refurbished in 2008 and the interiors
completely integrated.27 The premises are air-conditioned and protected by
smoke alarms and closed circuit television.

[Maccabean Hall (foreground) and Jewish Community Centre (rear),
corner Darlinghurst Road and Burton Street, Darlinghurst NSW]

The Australian Jewish Historical Society Archives are co-located with the
Sydney Jewish Museum. The entrance to the Archives is on the lower ground
floor and contains a reception desk, compactus shelving and reading area,
along with the microfilm storage cabinet and reader-printer. An adjoining
lockable storeroom contains the vertical file collection. Down a half-flight of
stairs is further storage including a lockable storeroom containing duplicate
copies of the journal, an area of open metal shelving units containing serials
and some boxes of uncatalogued material from B’nai Brith, and a plan cabinet
containing large format items such as plans, framed photographs and
certificates.

26

NSW State Heritage Inventory,
http://www.environment.nsw.gov.au/heritageapp/ViewHeritageItemDetails.aspx?ID=2420642.
27
Steven Cooke, Avril Alba and Donna-Lee Frieze, ‘Community museums and the creation of a “sense
of place”: Holocaust Museums in Australia’, reCollections, vol 9, no 1 (April 2014).
http://recollections.nma.gov.au/issues/volume_9_number_1/papers/community_museums#pageindex3
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The current publicly-accessible finding aids to holdings take the form of pdf
lists which can be accessed from the AJHS website.28 The website is
undergoing redesign and it is anticipated that it will be a growing resource for
online access to the AJHS Archives and a cornerstone of the Society’s
outreach to the wider community. When the new website is completed
searchable electronic databases will be accessible from the internet. There
are already computerised indexes available within the premises which were
created in the Microsoft Office applications Excel and Access.

[Vertical files in envelopes]

In addition digitisation of the Journal has been completed but not yet made
available via on-line databases or search engines. This includes all 147
issues of the journal to date, amounting to over 10,000 pages. Pdf indexes to
the journal are accessible on the website.29

28
29

AJHS (NSW) Archive List, http://www.ajhs.com.au/ArchivesList.html
AJHS Journal, http://www.ajhs.com.au/journal.html
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3 COMPARABLE COLLECTIONS
To assist in evaluating the Australian Jewish Historical Society Archives it was
compared with a number of similar documentary collections held by other
Jewish organisations around Australia. All of these are of far more limited
scope and much smaller size than the AJHS Archives.

3.1 Australian Jewish Historical Society (Victoria) Archives
The Australian Jewish Historical Society (Victoria) was founded in 1949. Its
Archives consist of manuscripts, press clippings, photographs and microfilm
including papers of individuals such as Jacob Danglow, Walter Lippmann and
Hermann Schildberger, and records of Jewish organisations. Major holdings
include records of the Executive Council of Australian Jewry, Victorian Jewish
Board of Deputies and Mount Scopus College.
The Australian Jewish Historical Society (Victoria) Archives is held on longterm loan by the State Library of Victoria, identified by the accession number
MS 9352A. Permission is required from the Society to access the material.
Lists of the holdings are online at http://www.ajhs.info/Vic_Archives/.

3.2 Percy J Marks Collection of Judaica
The Percy J Marks Collection of Judaica consists of over 500 books, 850
pamphlets and ten manuscripts including many rare printed items from
Europe, Israel and the United States. The collection was begun by Marks’s
grandfather Samuel Benjamin in the 1830s. Percy Joseph Marks added to
Samuel Benjamin's collection, purchasing sacred texts, commentaries,
Hebrew and Yiddish language materials and pamphlets relating to the plight
of Jewish people all over the world. Following Percy’s death in 1941 his
brother Ernest Samuel Marks continued to add to the collection, which he
bequeathed to the State Library of NSW after his own death in 1948.
The Percy J. Marks Collection of Judaica is held by the State Library of New
South Wales. A summary of holdings is at
http://www2.sl.nsw.gov.au/archive/discover_collections/society_art/jewish/reli
gious/marksjudaica/index.html.

3.3 Jewish Museum of Australia Collection
The Jewish Museum of Australia located in Melbourne has a collection of over
20,000 items that have been donated and acquired since the late 1970s.
These include visual art, photography, textiles, personal and ceremonial
objects, documents and books encompassing historical and contemporary
Judaica. The collection covers the social and cultural history of Australia’s
Jewish communities as well as the broader history and practices of Jewish
people from across the world. The holdings are arranged thematically so it is
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difficult to quantify the number of documents and manuscripts. A significance
assessment of the entire museum collection was completed in early 2011.
The Jewish Museum of Australia is located at 26 Alma Rd, St Kilda Vic 3182.
Its web page is at https://www.jewishmuseum.com.au/ collection/

3.4 JewishCare (WA) Archives
The JewishCare (WA) Archives have holdings back to the Perth Hebrew
Philanthropic Society established in 1898. Further holdings include records of
the WA Branch of the Australian Jewish Welfare Society, founded in 1937.
The two organisations merged in 1974, and the name was changed to
JewishCare in 2000. The full collection is contained in nine document boxes
and comprises mainly internal records of the founding organisations such as
minute books, correspondence, accounts and membership lists. The records
also include some case files and personal information on Holocaust survivors.
A significance assessment of the archives was completed in early 2014.30
The Archives are located within the JewishCare WA offices at 61 Woodrow
Avenue, Yokine WA 6059. There is a brief description of the Archives on the
organisation’s website at http://www.jewishcarewa.com.au/about-us/history/.

3.5 Jewish Holocaust Centre Ursula Flicker Archives
The Jewish Holocaust Centre in Melbourne houses an extensive collection of
materials relating to the Holocaust, most of which was donated by local
Holocaust survivors. The collection includes original documents, photographs,
textiles, craftwork, precious objects and memorabilia. The Collection includes
the Ursula Flicker Archival Collection of thousands of original documents from
the Holocaust period, collected by Holocaust survivor, Ursula Flicker, and
other volunteers over a 20-year period from 1984.
The Jewish Holocaust Centre and Ursula Flicker Archives are located at 1315 Selwyn Street, Elsternwick Vic 3185. Its web page is at
http://www.jhc.org.au/museum/collections/collection.html
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Kristy Bizzaca, ‘Significance Assessment of JewishCare WA (Inc) Archives’, 2014.
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4 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE COLLECTION
4.1 What is significance31
In the heritage and cultural context, ‘significance’ is a way of explaining why
places or collections are important for people and communities. Significance
may further be classified as the historic, artistic, scientific and social or
spiritual values that places and collections have for past, present and future
generations. These are the four criteria or key values that help to define and
assess how and why a place or collection is significant.

4.2 What is significance assessment32
Significance assessment in the context of archives is the process of
researching and understanding the meanings and values of a collection. The
assessment process considers not just the physical objects in the collection,
but incorporates all the factors which contribute to its significance including its
history, provenance, associations, rarity and social or spiritual values, and
comparison with similar collections. The assessment goes beyond a
conventional catalogue description to explain why and how the collection is
important and what it means to the community which uses and values it. The
results of the analysis are synthesised in a statement of significance, which is
a readable summary of the values, meaning and importance of the collection.
The assessment process helps collection managers to make reasoned
judgements about the importance of items and collections and their meaning
for communities. This in turn assists them to manage collections to conserve
their significance, and make their meanings accessible to users and the
community in many different circumstances. Significance assessment can be
used to inform an organisation’s existing policies and assessment criteria,
depending on the circumstances. For example, it can be built into collection
management policies to aid consideration of new acquisitions, or new
technologies for preservation or expanding access to holdings.

31
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This section is based on Significance 2.0, p 10.
This section is based on Significance 2.0, p 10.
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4.3 Criteria for assessing significance
At a national level the significance of places of cultural heritage significance in
Australia is defined by the Burra Charter of the Australian chapter of the
International Council of Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS).33 The Burra Charter
was endorsed by both the Australian Heritage Council and the New South
Wales Heritage Council in 2004. The Burra Charter laid down four criteria to
assess significance: aesthetic, historic, scientific and social.
The principles of the Burra Charter have been adapted to cover moveable
cultural heritage such as archival collections. The most recent adaptation is
Significance 2.0: a guide to assessing the significance of collections which
adds to the four Burra Charter measures of significance. Significance 2.0
specified four criteria to assess the degree of significance: provenance, rarity
or representativeness, condition or completeness, and interpretive capacity. A
longer explanation of these criteria is contained in Appendix 1.
At the state level the NSW Heritage Act specifies criteria for the assessment
of cultural heritage in New South Wales. The list of these criteria is contained
in Appendix 2. For the sake of national comparison this report is based on the
criteria in Significance 2.0.
4.3.1 Historic
The AJHS Archives as a whole contribute to a many-faceted understanding of
the Jewish community in Australia from the early colonial period through
waves of twentieth-century immigration to the present. The nineteenth century
school records are of exceptional significance due to their identification of
family groups who are not recorded in pre-civil registration Christian church
records. The records of Sydney and Hobart synagogues are also of
exceptional significance.
4.3.2 Artistic or Aesthetic
The AJHS Archives include a number of items of artistic or aesthetic
significance. The Sir John Monash medal is considered to be of exceptional
national significance as a unique example of the work of a nationally
renowned sculptor, commemorating one of Australia’s foremost military
leaders. The illuminated addresses including the Cohen scroll are considered
of high national significance. The Lionel Lindsay etching of Bridge Street
Synagogue, as one of a limited print run, is also considered to be of high
national significance.
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4.3.3 Scientific or Research
The AJHS Archives have enormous untapped research potential as
evidenced by the comments of scholars quoted in this report, who found it
indispensable for their research (pp 9-12). Material on individuals and
organisations provides invaluable perspectives on topics such as education,
immigration and refugees, and community activities. There many holdings of
high significance and the bound newspaper collection is considered to have
exceptional significance. The research potential of the Archives is generally
considered to be exceptional on a national level.
4.3.4 Social or Spiritual
The AJHS Archives have exceptional social and spiritual significance on a
national level. Holdings of particular importance include the records of Bridge
Street and York Street Synagogues and Hobart Synagogue from the
nineteenth century; and information on the Jewish War Memorial established
in 1923. The vertical file collection holds material of high significance on many
religious and community leaders as well as members of the legal profession
and politicians.
4.3.5 Provenance
The AJHS Archives have well-documented provenance for most of their
holdings. In many cases there is documentation accompanying donated items
or reference in the Society’s annual reports to significant acquisitions.
4.3.6 Rarity or Representativeness
The AJHS Archives hold a large number of rare, indeed unique, items. The
bound newspapers in particular include many titles which have not been
made available on Trove and are considered to have exceptional national
significance. The serials collection includes a wide cross-section of
representative community periodicals and synagogue publications and is
considered to have high significance.
4.3.7 Condition or Completeness
The AJHS Archives collection is generally in satisfactory condition and is
appropriately stored. Increasing use of e-preservation techniques such as
digitisation of photographs, newspapers and other records would improve
accessibility. A preservation needs assessment would assist in prioritising
work in this area.
4.3.8 Interpretive Capacity
The AJHS Archives has the potential to become an exceptional resource of
interpretive capacity. This could be further enhanced by improving internet
accessibility and by promoting the Archives to potential users.
Dr Anne-Maree Whitaker, P O Box 63, Edgecliff NSW 2027, August 2017
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5 CONCLUSION
5.1 Statement of significance
The AJHS Archives document the history and community life of the Australian
Jewish community from the earliest colonial period to the present. Original
material dates back to the 1840s and has been collected over a period of
nearly 80 years. Holdings of twentieth century material include papers and
publications of community organisations, schools and synagogues;
genealogies; personal papers and photographs.
The Archives have appropriate premises which provide an adequate reading
area and suitable storage. It receives a steady flow of enquiries from
researchers but could increase awareness of its collections by extending the
availability of the collection on the internet, which would improve accessibility
to researchers and result in increased interest and usage.
Holdings of the Archives include primary and secondary material relating to
the all aspects of Jewish community life across Australia and in all time
periods. Material is held in a wide variety of formats including books, pictorial
material, community archives, newspapers, organisational archives, personal
papers, maps and plans, periodicals and journals, ephemera, realia and other
artefacts.
Areas of exceptional significance in the collection include the Sir John
Monash medal, the bound newspapers, the synagogue records, and the
nineteenth century school records. Areas of high significance include the
illuminated addresses, information on the Sydney Jewish War Memorial
(Maccabean Hall), and the serials collection.
As a unique collection of material on the Australian Jewish community the
AJHS Archives collection is assessed to be of national significance.
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5.2 Recommendations
•

Make computerised indexes available via the AJHS website following
its redesign to increase public and scholarly access to holdings;

•

Investigate converting to a commercial strength Archives Management
System;

•

Commission a conservation needs assessment to recommend
improvements to current archives management and digitisation of
photographic and newspaper collections;

•

Investigate improving storage for photographic items;

•

Consider more detailed cataloguing of photographic collections to
improve accessibility;

•

Investigate making digitised journal articles available on-line to nonmembers via royalty-paying services such as Informit (RMIT
Publishing);

•

Develop a policy for future archiving including the need for offsite
backup of digitised material;

•

Publicise the collection and its services to appropriate target groups
such as historical societies, schools and University staff and students.
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APPENDIX 1
Assessment Criteria under Significance 2.034
Criterion 1 – Historic
Is it associated with a particular person, group, event, place or activity and
how is this important? What does it say about an historic theme, process, or
pattern of life? How does it contribute to understanding a period, place,
activity, industry, person or event?
Criterion 2 – Artistic or aesthetic
Is it well designed, crafted or made? Is it a good example of a style, design,
artistic movement or an artist’s work? Is it original or innovative in its design?
Is it beautiful, pleasing, or well-proportioned? Does it show a high degree of
creative or technical accomplishment? Does it depict a subject, person, place,
activity or event of interest or importance? This criterion is most relevant to
works of art, craft, design and decorative arts, but may also apply to items of
technology, or mineral specimens or folk art. Items do not have to be art
works to have artistic value. Some pictures may have little artistic significance
but have historic value instead.
Criterion 3 – Scientific or research
Do researchers have an active interest in studying the item or collection
today, or will they want to in the future? How is it of interest or value for
science or research today or in the future? Is it of research potential and in
what way? What things in particular constitute its scientific or research interest
and research value? This criterion only applies to items or collections of
current scientific value, or with research potential such as archives, natural
history or archaeological collections. Items such as historic scientific
instruments are generally of historic significance.
Criterion 4 – Social or spiritual
Is it of particular value to a community or group today? Why is it important to
them? How is this demonstrated? How is the item kept in the public eye, or its
meaning kept alive for a group? For example, by use in an annual parade or
ceremonies, or by maintaining traditional practices surrounding the item. Has
the community been consulted about its importance for them? Is it of spiritual
significance for a particular group? Is this spiritual significance found in the
present? Does it embody beliefs, ideas, customs, traditions, practices or
stories that are important for a particular group? Social or spiritual significance
is always specific to a particular, identified group of people. This type of
significance only applies to items and collections where there is a
demonstrated contemporary attachment between the item or collection and a
group or community. Items or collections of social history interest are of
historic significance. Religious items that are no longer used are more likely to
34
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be of historic or artistic significance. If the item or collection has spiritual or
social significance, this should be demonstrated through consultation with the
community or group.
Criterion 5 – Provenance
Is it well documented or recorded for its class or type? Who created, made,
owned or used the item or collection? Is its place of origin well documented?
Is there a chain of ownership? Is the provenance reliable? How does the
provenance shape the significance of the item or collection? Provenance is
part of the research in the assessment process as well as a comparative
criterion.
Criterion 6 – Rarity or Representativeness
Does it have unusual qualities that distinguish it from other items in the class
or category? Is it unusual or a particularly fine example of its type? Is it
singular, unique or endangered? Is it a good example of its type or class? Is it
typical or characteristic? Is it particularly well documented for its class or
group? In some cases items may be both rare and representative, such as
examples of nineteenth-century working dress. An item that is merely
representative is unlikely to be significant. It has to be significant under one of
the primary criteria.
Criterion 7 – Condition or Completeness
Is it in good condition for its type? Is it intact or complete? Does it show
repairs, alterations or evidence of the way it was used? Is it still working? Is it
in original, unrestored condition? In general, an item in original condition is
more significant than one that has been restored.
Criterion 8 – Interpretive Capacity
How is it relevant to the organisation’s mission, purpose, collection policy and
programs? Does it have a special place in the collection in relation to other
items or a collection theme? Does it help to interpret aspects of its place or
context?
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APPENDIX 2
Assessment Criteria under NSW Heritage Act35
In New South Wales heritage assessment is one of the functions of the
Heritage Council of NSW, which was established under the NSW Heritage
Act, 1977 and includes members of the community, the government and the
conservation professions. The Council administers the State Heritage
Register, which is a list of heritage items of particular importance to the
people of NSW. This includes items of particular importance to specific groups
in the community, such as Aboriginal communities, religious groups or people
with a common ethnic background. The Heritage Council has developed
criteria to assess items to be included on the Register and it advises the
community on how to apply them.
Criterion A – Historic
An item is important in the course, or pattern, of NSW’s cultural or natural
history;
Criterion B – Historical Association
An item has strong or special association with the life or works of a person, or
group of persons, of importance in NSW’s cultural or natural history;
Criterion C –Aesthetic or Technical
An item is important in demonstrating aesthetic characteristics and/or a high
degree of creative or technical achievement in NSW;
Criterion D – Social
An item has strong or special association with a particular community or
cultural group in NSW for social, cultural or spiritual reasons;
Criterion E – Research Potential
An item has potential to yield information that will contribute to an
understanding of NSW’s cultural or natural history;
Criterion F – Rarity
An item possesses uncommon, rare or endangered aspects of NSW’s cultural
or natural history;
Criterion G – Representativeness
An item is important in demonstrating the principal characteristics of a class of
NSW’s cultural or natural places; or cultural or natural environments.
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