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The Story of the First Art Museum Built in Israel

TheMishkan Museum of Art in Ein Harod was founded by
drivenkibbutz members who chose to focas thecommunal

and not on their persondives.! & L aNJ St Qa TFANAI
celebratests 80" anniversary with a major exhibitigits

former and currendirectors explaints unigueness
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The Mishkan Museum of Art in Ein Harod became a powedltiralmagnet in theO 2 dzy (i NB Q &
north even prior to the foundation of the Israeli state. For the past 80 ydédnas stood there

as a fact on the groundror seven of these eight decades, it has been housed imawative

and unique building; the first building in Israel thawas planned as a museum. Oviene it has
expandedanddeveloped becominghighly professionaljpdating itself, and establishints

position. It has long come to be considered as a major instituiioa par withd KS 02 dzy i NB Q&
largest museums, and boasidarge collection of inspiring Israeli and Jewish art. Indeed, it is so
familiar, that it is easy to take its existee for granted. The majaxhibition currently on

display at the museurim celebration of its 80 anniversary offes an opportunity to &plore the

Y dza S dayh@dllection and contribution to the art worldnd toconsider a question that is

far from trivial: How did this all happen in the first pl&ce

The Mishkan Museum seems to embody numerous question marks and contradictions. It was
founded in 1938, at a time when the Arab Revolt had created a serious economic crisis in the
country; its founders had no artistiackgrouncl its envoys toEurope sought out artworks for

the collectionasthe foreboding atmosphere preceding the Holocaustsvpalpably felt; its

unique permanent building was founded in 1948, while the Israeli War of Independence was
still ongoing; and it withstood the historical split that divided Ein Harod into two different
kibbutzim in the 1956. $milar contradictions als apply to the art featured in the museum:

From the collection of Miskan Museum of Art, Ein Harod. Mark Antokolsky, Mephisto, 1883




although it was founded by members of Ein Harod, it never focused on art documenting kibbutz
life, but rather featured abstract works and modern portraitedalthough its members all

believed in the secular, socialist values of the kibbutz movement, it features a large collection
of Judaica and Jewish art concerned with the Diaspora and life in the Eastern Eusbpsthn

G, 2dz ¢ 2 tzbuBht tKalt p@dple would say2"S Qf f Sa Gl of Awveksohe ally dz& S dzY
the other problemg & @ & O dzNOrfiaznsideD df Kidolitz EinlH&dd Meuathavho
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so much money to throw around that you are founding a museum, of all thifigze who

know the historyare aware othe poverty they experiencediheyhad cometo the countryin

the aftermath ofpogroms, many of them were membergtbe second and third Aliyahs (waves

of immigration to Israel)Their thirst for this subjecww a8 y QG o6 a SR 2y omhe®Off RSYA O
them literally came from Hassidic courts or tiny Jewish towns. Still, they thought that this was
extremely important ad vital, and that without itthere was possiblyio point in the rest of the
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With No Prior Training
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March 25, 2019, includes 250 works that span a periagbafe 120 yearg Jewish art from the

late 19" and early 2& centuries and Israeli art fronits inception to the present. The exhibition

is dividedinto 12 partsthat have a chronological element, yiet overall structure is thematic

with subjectsd dzZOK | & &/ 2YYdzy A& [ A mPEsStataidrad@¥A I NIRY G | NI
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collectors. Although it might appear as a retrospective of Jewish and Israeli%rt, thA 8 K1 I y Qa
directorandchiefcurator, Yanv Shapira, insists that he dmbt attempt to remainobjective.
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says.

TheS E K A © firsi pa@ iy d2voted @ Ein Harod. Among paintings by kibbutz members, works
concerned withife onthe kibbutz, andarchitectural drawings by Shmuel Bickels, which

document the Mshkan building itself, is a wall devoted ertirto Chaim Atarthe founder of

the museum that nev bears his name. Alongside a sculpted image of é&tated by tizhak

Sirkin and a portrait painted by Moshe Makaretwo paintingsby far.a ! £ § K2dz3K KS &I .
very involved kibutz memberg to this day, the decorations he prepared for Passover are hung

every yearg and he served osommittees and was a charismatic figure, he was first and
F2NBY2ad |y lrdNdVheh bexaterad higshack, Iislthiolights abandoned the

kibbutz andcorresponded with Soutine, with van 8K & ¢

Atar had immigrated to the country from Rseia andsettled in Ein Harod in 1923. He likely

began making art only then, without any prior training. He connected to local artists such as

Mokadi and Menahcem Shenwho introduced him to European styles of-anaking. In the

mythology of Ein Harod, Atar is viewed as the charismatic artist who swept the entire kibbutz

onto its feet and singkhandedly transformedhe vision of a museum into a reality. He traveled

twice to train in Parig in 1933 and in 193¢ and purchased paintings in antique marketere.
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designated shack was ready for use.



Israeli wooden sculptures in the exhibition. In the background: Michael Guosisled, 1999

Yet although Atawas the catalyzing force, Shapira and-Baiinsist that he could not have

established such an institution on his own, certainly not in the context of the kibbutz, which

required widespread consent. Despite the prevalent view concerning ideologically based
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work only half the day and use the rest of his time to make art, and the protocols of their
meetingsred a G SNJ y2 &a¢SSLIAYy3a NBaAradlyoOoS (2 GKS ARSI
this project, and the moment that the process of collecting artworks began, it became a group

project like any other.

A short time after the inauguration of the art cornanother kibbutz member, Aharon Ziisg ¢

who would later sign the Israeli Declaration of Independence and serve as a minister-in Ben
DdzNA 2y Q& dAdede&ted)iiviselyta this goal, and spent years raising fugdsnering

support, and collecting artworks. Despite the difficult local conditions at the §meonomic

crises, internal conflicts, and later also waithe dream of the museum was gradually realized.
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the service of art, the understanding acquired through such an education, and the consistent

habit of viewing and living witartworksA & S&LISOAl f £ & AYLER NIy i F2NJ




Shmuel Hirshberd?ortrait d the YoundeEmanueRomano Gtienstein 188%1907

A Rich and Variegated World

This is just one of the ways in which the museum contributes to shattering conventional
understandings about the kibbutz movement in general, and about Ein Hiaqmatticular.The

art collected in the museurg Jewish art and Judaica alongside Israeli art that was not

G 02y & ONR LIOrPRsStin thhe Fervicé dlldny ideological caggmints to the
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and the one provoking the most excited responses, is the room dedicated to Jewish art, from
¢BverydayCommunity & F(82Pogroms, Refugees, andthe i 2 OF dzad @€ t F Ay Ay 3 a&
synagogues, Jews at prayer, holidays, tnedobservance ofabbath laws all of which capture

life in theshtetland existence in the Diaspocaare located at the heart of the Hebrew kibbutz,

which also prides itself on an impressive collection of Judaica and ritual objects.
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complex, and constitutes a rich and heterogeneous w@lime members dfs various strains

and movemats rebelled against the religious world and violently rejected it, atietrsdid

not, remainingvery conscious of Jewish tradition and cultUgeeaking of Ein Harod, the
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exhibition and this museum bring to the foreghleep historical consciousness that drove the
pioneering kibbutz members arfidunders of the museung the undersanding that without an
acquaintance withelwish tradition and our past in the diaspora, veenainedA y 02 YL S S ¢

The Antisemitism sweeping ass Europe and the Second World War also played a role in the
construction of the collection. In addition teorkingto bringJews to thecountry in order to

save them, the envoys sent to Europe by Kigbutz worked to locate and salvagewish

artworks.a ¢ KS Sy @g2ea o¢SNBX OSNE gl NB 2F gelrd o & 13
letters that people had to realize that there were lives in danger, but also that an entire culture

wason the verge of becomingxtinct, andd K G ¢ & | f a2 GOSKNIPAGEIZNI | vy i
everywhere wherdghese envoysvent, they collected something. Everyone was aware of the

existence of the museum and that artworks had to be collected for it. The sense was that they

were not as safe elsewheiin the world. They viewed the musewas a place that was

salvagingelwish culturefor the sake of the entire world. They were charged with this mission.

There were similairends ina range obthercultural A St R& @ ¢



Yaniv Shapira, Director of theidlikan Musuem of Art and curator of the exhibition

The choice to focus on art that was ndirectlyidentified with the kibbutz also stamed from

the character of the Kibbutz Hameuahenovement, which wasepresented by Ein &tod. Like

the decision to estblish a museum, the conception of the art that would be featured in it gave
expression to the importance of the individual within a collective society. Suffice it to observe
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In the room dedicated to art on the kibbut3hapira reveals how painters affiliated with the

Shomer Htzair movement, suchas Ruda &linger andDanFrankg captured outdoorspaces,

milk cans, and the working life, while members of Kibbutz Hameucltamovement, such as
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outstart, it viewed itself as a universal, national museum with great aspirations, which sought

to feature only good art and important artists. Although it was estabtisbe Ein ldrod, in
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the productof the Kibbutz Hhameuchad movement and we did that, but in many senses, who
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born on the kibbutz; most gew up with great respect for thenuseum, but it was not

necessdly the art they liked. Nobody studied this, and in a way there is something nice about
the fact that the kibbutz enabled this phenomenon to exist nevertheless. There are two aspects
tothepNRP OSaad Ay GKAOK GKS YdzaSdzy O2ftt SOGA2Y oI a
thirst for an intellectuabnd culturallife, the conception that it wasnportant for this place to

put an emphasis on the life of the spirit and on cultupecause theyvere an inseparable part

of the ability to survive under harsh conditiori$ie understanding wabat art and culture

were empowering; that a museum wasphere that providedn intimate space in a very

crowded societythat it wasalso empowering in theontext of traumasand that it wasa

powerful social institution. Theecond thinghat is still terribly important today, in the age of
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From the exhibition: the sculpture Mephisto by Mark Antokolsky, 1940s, on the wall from right térkegtin
Lazar SelfDefence, Maurycy Minkowski, Jewish Refugees Family, 1915 oil orscanva



