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extensive bibliography by Jewish Studies scholar Karen Wilson, and broad-
ened our collaborative base to include other partners. With grants from the
Haas, Righteous Persons, and NEH Foundations and from the Friends of Tel
Aviv University, we expanded the original concept to make it a national proj-
ect. Although we remained committed to starting with California as originally
planned, our ultimate goal is to show how this new information about Jews in
the West might alter our broader understanding of Jews in America—a shift
that would be best understood if our project had a national scope.

But how could we possibly “cover” such a broad field? We realized that,
like many of Labyrinth’s previous installations, this project would be an open-
ended database narrative that would create a productive dialogue between
what is already known about Jewish cultural history and new information con-
tributed by the general public. We assembled an Advisory Board of historians,
Jewish studies scholars, archivists, documentary filmmakers, and museum cu-
rators who have assisted us in identifying key issues and contributed passages
from their own works that have helped shape the “scaffolding” of published
history we are building. Thus, our expanding project and its dialogic history
can be based on a system of social networking that relies on contributions not
only from the general public but also from scholars, filmmakers and other cul-
tural institutions.

Having named our project, Jewish Homegrown History: Immigration,
Identity, Intermarriage, we are committed to showing how the concept of the
Jewish homeland has continued to grow, as Jewish immigrants have come to
America from different parts of the world in different eras and have migrated
to and settled within different locations across the United States, where they
have interacted with other communities. We decided to explore this expand-
ing concept of the Jewish homeland through three inter-related sub-themes:
Immigration & Migration, the negotiation of loyalties both to the old country
and to the new locations of settlement within the USA; Identity & Cultural
Contributions, the negotiation of conflicts that arise from identifying both as
an American and as a Jew and from assessing what distinctive contributions
the Jewish community has made to American culture; and Intermarriage &
Other Alliances, the negotiation of complex relations, both alliances and es-
trangements, with other ethnic groups in America, particularly those encoun-
tered within the local site of settlement.

During the early period of production, several people from within the
Jewish community questioned our inclusion of “intermarriage” as one of the
principal three subthemes. We explained that we were using this term not only
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literally but also in the broader sense of addressing the alliances and opposi-
tions between Jews and other groups, and were showing how this issue was
interwoven with the other two subthemes of identity and immigration. Still,
several religious people warned us it was too controversial, while other secular
Jews (especially from the Bay Area) claimed that intermarriage was now so
widely accepted that it did not need to be emphasized. What was clear from
these discussions was the emotional heat this issue still generates, which is one
of the reasons we decided to include it. We were also convinced by the follow-
ing statement by Jonathan Sarna (one of our Advisory Board members) in his
book on American Judaism:

Freedom, the same quality that made America so alluring for per-
secuted faiths, also brought with it the freedom to make religious
choice: to modernize Judaism, to assimilate, to intermarry, to con-
vert. American Jews, as a result, have never been able to assume that
their future as Jews is guaranteed. Each generation has had to wrestle
anew with the question of whether its own children and grandchil-
dren would remain Jewish, whether Judaism as a living faith would
end and carry on as ancestral memory alone. The history of American
Judaism, as I have come to understand it, is in many ways a response
to this haunting fear. . .. But the story of American Judaism recounted
in this book is not just a stereotypical tale of “linear descent,” of peo-
ple who start off Orthodox and end up intermarrying. Itis, instead, a
much more dynamic story of people struggling to be Americans and
Jews, a story of people who lose their faith and a story of people who
regain their faith, a story of assimilation, to be sure, butalso a story of

revitalization (xiii-xiv).

The ongoing nature of this story and its emphasis on non-linear spatial ex-
ploration make it particularly well suited to an open-ended database narra-
tive (Labyrinth’s signature genre), which is being presented both as an on-line
multimedia archive that will continue to grow as people contribute their own
family histories, and as an interactive museum installation that will expand in
scope as it travels across the nation.

The on-line archive will be publicly launched in 2010; and the traveling
installation is scheduled to open in three California venues in 2010-2011: the
Skirball Cultural Center in Los Angeles (September 2010-January 2011), the
New Americans Museum in San Diego (January-April 2011), and the Judah
L. Magnes Museum in Berkeley (May-September 2011). The installation
will then travel eastward to Philadelphia, where it will open at the National
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ideologues challenge the existence of material evidence for the Holocaust and
even question whether it actually happened. Thus, we can understand the drive
to create a comprehensive archive that promises to preserve total knowledge
of what happened, as is the goal of the Shoah Foundation Institute for Visual
History and Education, for example, where it is not only a matter of producing
and collecting thousands of extensive interviews with survivors but also con-
ducting them in multiple languages. We find the opposite tendency in Alain
Resnais’s powerful thirty-minute documentary on the Holocaust, Night and
Fog (Nuit et brouillard, 1955), which, despite its display of ghastly footage of the
death camps, insists in a poetic voice-over that we can never fully know what
it was like to have been there: “No description, no picture can restore their
true dimension: endless, uninterrupted fear. . . . Of this brick dormitory, of
these threatened sleepers, we can only show you the shell, the shadow.” Given
that collecting material evidence is crucial in both cases and for the same goal
of preventing the repetition of genocide, then, we may ask, what is at stake in
the choice between striving for total knowledge versus calling attention to the
gaps?

By emphasizing the illusion of total knowledge, one creates a sense of
mastery—particularly when that comprehensiveness is based on a new com-
bination of different fields of knowledge. Think of the combination of clas-
sical and medieval knowledge that helped generate the Renaissance, with its
ambitious totalizing projects, such as Sir Walter Raleigh’s five-volume History
of the World (1614), which did not even get past 130 BCE, or Roger Bacons’s
encyclopedic Major Opus (Operis Majoris, 1268), which was to include every-
thing known. Or consider the combination of sensory knowledge and formal
abstraction in Friedrich Schiller’s concept of the “play drive,” which yields a
unique sense of wholeness and mastery that may explain some of the pleasures
of contemporary game culture and why so many multimedia works cultivate
the illusion of wholeness:

It is precisely play and play alone, which of all man’s states and condi-
tions is the one which makes him whole and unfolds both sides of his
nature at once. . . . Man only plays when he is in the fullest sense of
the word a human being, and he is only fully a human being when he
plays (15th Letter, 425).

When database narrative is combined with digital culture, it potentially prom-
ises a similar utopian mastery. For example, when Labyrinth was designing The
Danube Exodus: The Rippling Currents of the River, an earlier installation on
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This unique dialogue also generates for each user a personalized data-
base narrative on the fly—not only by gathering historical modules from the
public record that are relevant to an individual’s own family stories but also by
empowering the user to choose which modules to watch or preserve. It makes
historiography accessible to the general public, enabling them to become active
participants in the dynamic interplay between past and present, and between
personal memories and collective history.

This unique dialogic process is made possible by our “homegrown his-
tory” application, which we are making available to others as free open-source
software. Thus, our project has two goals: to present a visually compelling and
historically rigorous cultural history of Jews in America, and to provide an
innovative national model that can be applied to other subjects. Although this
“homegrown history” software was originally designed to show the distinctive
nature of the Jewish experience, we have developed it so that it can easily be
adapted to other ethnic groups. We believe this duality helps to demonstrate
how Jews are deeply connected to the rest of the world.

When we began this project, we saw this dialogue as analogous to the
struggle described by post-colonialist theorist Homi Bhaba—between an of-
ficial “pedagogic” history imposed on a nation to create unity and order versus
a “performative” history emerging from disempowered people on the margins
to reaffirm their own complexity and difference.’ But instead of emphasizing
this binary relationship between top-down and bottom-up forms of history, we
realized (after discussions with many historians on our Advisory Board) that it
was more productive to challenge the fixed boundaries between personal and
“official” history. We used three strategies to blur these boundaries: featuring
excerpts from scholarly histories and documentaries that use personal testi-
monies as primary evidence,* allowing contributions of other users to function
as published history, and asking scholarly interviewees to describe their own
family histories. We remain committed to an open-ended performative history
that leverages the gaps in our knowledge as a driving force of inquiry.

What does this mean in concrete terms for users of the on-line archive?
If users choose the Collecting Mode, they fill out a brief questionnaire that
enables them to contribute information about themselves and their families.’
The first set of questions asks them to trace their family immigration trajecto-
ries from the earliest known point of origin, to the location where they are now
living. An open text-box enables them to explain the reasons why each person
left each particular site, and why they chose the next location. Depending on
their knowledge of family history, they can fill out this information for as many
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individuals as they want and for as many locations as they need. Alternatively,
they can return to and revise their stories after they have gathered more in-
formation. After inputting this information, their family trajectories appear
on the map as color-coded lines connecting the various cities where they have
lived (see Figure 1). This interactive map enables users to see how their own
storytelling becomes part of the public record. They also see how their trajec-
tories intersect with those entered by other users.

Figure 1: The family trajectories of contributors appear on the map as color-coded lines connecting
the various cities where they have lived. This interactive map enables users to see the impact of their
own storytelling on the public record.”

JEWISH HOMEGROWN HISTORY

IMMIGRATION. IDENTEIY AND INTERMARRIAC

The second set of questions concern the current location of oneself and
one’s family. After naming the city and state where they now reside and t.he year
when they first settled there, they are asked to describe their ﬁfst neighbor-
hood in this city and how it has changed. The third set of questions concern
identity. Where did you go to school? What kind. of work.do you do? How
would you describe you or your family’s relationship to Judaism? Are you cur-

rently a member of a synagogue? Do you speak Yiddish or Hebrew? Is there

: ey . is your own attitude towards in i
intermarriage in your family? Whatisy termarrlage

between Jews and non- Jews? You are then asked: what story best Captures you

i i as Jews living in your city.
or your family’s experience ] y
































































