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1 The memory of the Holocaust has been a key factor in American Jewish identity since 
at least the 1970s. The 2020 Pew survey of American Jews found that more than three-
quarters of those surveyed defined Holocaust remembrance as central to their Jewish 
identity. For comparison, this is a higher percentage than any other determinant of 
Jewish identity, including synagogue attendance and relation to the State of Israel.1 A 
similar, related trend can be observed in the public sphere more broadly. Cultural 
landmarks such as the Holocaust mini-series (1978), Art Spiegelman’s serialization 
of Maus (1980-1991), and Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1993) made the Holocaust 
a widely discussed part of American culture.2

The establishment of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum (USHMM) was 
part of this trend. The museum opened in Washington D.C. in 1993, but its origins 
were in President Jimmy Carter’s “President’s Commission on the Holocaust” in 
1978. According to its website, the USHMM’s mandate is “to advance and disseminate 
knowledge about this unprecedented tragedy; to preserve the memory of those who 
suffered; and to encourage its visitors to reflect upon the moral and spiritual questions 
raised by the events of the Holocaust as well as their own responsibilities as citizens of a 
democracy.”3 The museum is strategically located just outside the National Mall and is 
designed to appear from the outside as a government building. The classical Washington 
architecture of limestone and brick, as well as its location, cement its status as an official 
site of commemoration.4   

The importance of the Holocaust for Jewish and general memory has led to scholarly 
discussion of the USHMM in religious terms. Such a choice is not obvious. The 
USHMM, like many other Holocaust memorial museums, is not owned or run by a 
religious community and does not serve traditional purposes such as providing a space 
for daily prayers. Yet visitors treat the museum space and its objects with a sense of 
reverence reserved for ritual spaces and relics. Because of this tension between the 
secular and religious in the work of Holocaust memorial museums, Avril Alba called 
them “secular sacred spaces” and argued that they offer a “built theodicy,” a narrative 
in space using objects and multimedia that attempts to make sense of the event.5 Oren 
Baruch Stier focused on what he poignantly called “icons,” metonymic objects that “act 
as cultural reminders, vehicles (literally) for the construction of memory and the public 
sense of the past.”6 The boxcar, the sign from Auschwitz (indeed, the word Auschwitz), 
the mounds of shoes, suitcases, and human hair — all convey the past in the present and 
stand for the whole while not replacing it at any moment.  

2

3



MAVCOR Journal (mavcor.yale.edu)

While decisions regarding the exhibition, architecture, and the ever-lingering question 
of representation have preoccupied scholarship on Holocaust memorial museums, 
significantly less attention has been given to the role of objects that do not make their 
way to the exhibition, and likely never will.7 In this article, I turn to Armin Loeb’s tallit 
katan, an object donated to the USHMM more than two decades ago, to show the value 
of analyzing what I call inaccessible objects. That the object could have been exhibited 
but is not included in the exhibition exposes an inherent tension concerning the place 
of religion in the USHMM, and the museum’s overall agenda. Based on this case study, 
I return in the conclusion to the broader dilemma of presenting and conserving ritual 
objects, and what it tells us about the mandate of the USHMM and museums in general. 

Conflicting Epistemologies
The USHMM’s online 
catalog describes 
object 2000.502.199 with the 
following words: “Tallit katan is 
part of [a] collection of books, 
note books [sic], trading cards, 
documents and tallit katan used 
by or issued to Armin Loeb prior 
to his journey on board the MS St. 
Louis and immediately following 
the voyage after his arrival in 
Belgium.”8

To a casual observer, Loeb’s tallit 
katan seems like a relatively 
simple rectangular piece of cloth 
made of cotton of modest quality 
with a yellowish hue. It is about 50 
inches tall and 14.25 inches wide, 
with a large hole in the middle 
so that it can be placed on the 
shoulders. What distinguishes this 
piece of cloth is four holes in its 
corners, through which strands of 
wool are tied. 

It is those strands that give the 
object its ritual meaning. Like the 
better-known prayer shawl (tallit), 
the origins of the tallit katan can 
be traced back to biblical verses 
instructing the Israelites:  
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Fig. 1 Tallit katan catalog image, Armin Loeb Collection, 
USHMM.
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to make for themselves fringes [tzizit] on the corners of their garments throughout 
the ages; let them attach a cord of blue to the fringe at each corner. That shall be 
your fringe; look at it and recall all the commandments of the LORD and observe 
them, so that you do not follow your heart and eyes in your lustful urge. Thus you 
shall be reminded to observe all My commandments and to be holy to your God 
(Num. 15:38-40).  

Covering one’s body in a tallit became common around the third and fourth century of 
the common era, but as clothing changed—square, four-cornered clothing has long been 
out of fashion—so has tradition. Wearing a rectangular piece of clothing under one’s 
clothes turned into a religious practice that allows the fulfillment of the commandment. 
Today, the tradition of wearing a tallit katan is observed primarily among Orthodox 
Jewish men.  

This type of object poses a challenge to the curators at the USHMM. Unlike better 
known objects, such as Torah scrolls, remnants of synagogues, and kippahs, the tallit 
katan does not have the same iconic value, and its meaning and purpose are unknown to 
the majority of visitors. To elaborate on its significance might shift the focus of attention 
from the persecution of the Jews to the intricacies of a specific Jewish practice. The 
question therefore arises whether and how to present such an object. 

The dilemmas faced by the USHMM are part of a broader problem in museology 
confronted by ethnographic collections where curators grapple with how to avoid 
misrepresenting source communities and their ways of knowing. Since their emergence 
during the Enlightenment and the nineteenth century, modern museums were 
conceived as temples of secular, rational knowledge. This is evident not only in the 
architecture of nineteenth and early twentieth century museums, which often mimics 
Greco-Roman temples; it is also clear from the ways in which museums took religious 
and sacred objects and reinterpreted them as objects of art, curiosity, and ethnography.9

In the first museum era—a period experiencing the rising importance of universal 
museums (roughly 1840–1920)—the relation between museums as secular institutions 
and religious ideas was often antagonistic. As sites of research, teaching, and exhibiting, 
museums did not take the values and knowledge of source communities as a concern 
when presenting and conserving objects. In “the second museum era,” beginning in 
the 1970s but taking shape in earnest only in the twenty-first century, there have been 
conscious efforts to improve the relationship with source communities from which 
objects emerged and to consider their worldview, which at times stands in tension with 
long-held curatorial and conservational practices in museums.10

In the USHMM, the presentation of religion was debated during the founding of the 
museum, with many uneasy questions arising along the way: whether human remains 
(and what counts as such) should be presented, and how? Should rabbinical authorities 
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be consulted about the proper way to display religious objects? If so, who should be 
asked given the broad spectrum of Jewish denominations and positions?11 The makers 
of the museum tried to negotiate between universalizing tendencies in the exhibition 
and the Jewish identity of the victims. Religious aspects of Jewish identity, Oren Baruch 
Stier has shown, were therefore sometimes encoded without being made explicit. The 
reason for this is twofold: First, most visitors to the USHMM are not Jewish, and so 
the desire was to offer a broad message that could appeal to them. Second, as a federal 
institution, the USHMM cannot officially promote a religion, as stipulated by the first 
amendment, so the curators had to find ways of showing respect for the Jewish tradition 
while not actively emphasizing it.12

The second museum age transforms museal praxis not only in matters of exhibiting 
objects, but also in terms of the preservation and repatriation of objects. It is now 
best practice, and in the case of NAGPRA (1990) a legal requirement, to research 
provenance, consult source communities about presentation and conservation, and 
repatriate objects.13 Taking seriously the worldview of source communities could bring 
the museal episteme (i.e., this is an object of historical value that needs to be preserved 
in storage or a glass case) into conflict with the source community’s episteme (i.e., 
what the museum calls an object as kin or having agency).14 The museal episteme, 
broadly speaking, would like to see the object preserved for eternity; from the source 
communities’ episteme, however, there are instances where it is preferrable or even 
required for the object to be buried or left to natural decay.

While the epistemological tension plays an important role in discussion of Indigenous 
museums and ethnographic collections, it has received less attention in the context of 
conservation and curation in Holocaust and Jewish museums.15 Armin Loeb’s tallit 
katan offers a case study for how such questions might be handled. Emma Schmitt, the 
textile conservator at the USHMM, explained to me that if she was required to offer a 
treatment plan for the conservation of Loeb’s tallit katan, she would try to do so in a 
way that would preserve the integrity of the object, but without necessarily consulting 
rabbinic authorities. Her first and foremost responsibility is to the conservation of the 
object, not to the tradition. This is a sentiment I heard from several conservators in 
Jewish museums and elsewhere. Working with objects of trauma can be an emotionally 
difficult experience for the conservators. In the conservation lab, however, even if one 
feels emotionally moved by an object, certain distinctions are elided. Once an object has 
been accessioned to the museum’s collections, it receives a standard of care, whether it 
belonged to a victim or a perpetrator, whether it is sacred or profane.16

Jewish tradition looks at the ontological status of ritual objects differently. At least in 
one Talmudic story, the fringes of the tallit katan are described as having agency. 
When the wearer of the object visits a prostitute, the fringes slap him, thereby 
reminding him of his religious obligations.17 The object, based on this narrative, is 
animate and the claims it makes upon its wearer should be taken seriously. This does 
not mean, however, that the tallit katan is a sacred object. There are three levels of 
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sacredness in the Talmud.18 The first is that of sacred scrolls, most prominently the 
Torah scroll or the parchments containing biblical verses in phylacteries and mezuzahs. 
This first category is not identified explicitly in the Talmud but can be reasoned from 
the distinction made between “articles of holiness” and “articles of the commandment.” 
The former comprises objects associated by physical touch and proximity to sacred 
objects, including the case for the Torah scroll or the phylacteries and mezuzahs. Such 
items, like the texts they host, cannot be simply thrown away but need to be ritually 
buried. “Articles of the commandment” have a different status. This category includes 
objects that are important for the fulfillment of the commandments but are not in and of 
themselves sacred. The tallit katan—specifically the knotted cords or fringes—falls under 
the latter category, which means they can be discarded, ideally in a respectful manner, 
but do not require special burial regulations.

The museal-conservator perspective and the Jewish tradition differ in reasoning but 
agree in principle that the tallit katan does not have a unique ontological status. In this 
sense, having Armin Loeb’s tallit katan in the USHMM’s excellent storage facilities is 
a way of treating the object with care while still following the religious guidelines. Yet 
it is important to note that this is a coincidence rather than a deliberate curatorial or 
conservational decision. 

Biography
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Fig. 2 From left to right: Ruth, Bella, Leopold, and Armin Loeb, Ruth Loeb Foester Collection, USHMM.
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I intentionally bracketed the biography of the owner of the tallit katan, Armin Loeb, in 
order to first highlight the general dilemma faced by museum professionals, and the 
USHMM team, when it comes to ritual objects.19 From the perspective of the USHMM 
and its mandate, it is the journey of Armin Loeb and his tallit katan that make the object 
worthy of conservation. The tallit katan is important for the museum not because it is a 
ritual object, but because it embodies a biographical story that the museum is interested 
in preserving.

The oldest child of Leopold and Bella Loeb, and brother to Ruth, Armin was born 
in 1930 in Germany. In the aftermath of the 1938 November pogrom known as 
Kristallnacht, Leopold, a horse trader and president of the local synagogue, was arrested 
and held in Dachau concentration camp. He was released six weeks later and was able to 
emigrate from Germany to Cuba, and from there to the United States. Bella remained in 
Germany with the children until they, along with other members of the extended family, 
managed to board a ship leaving Germany.20

The journey, however, did not go as planned. Their ship, the MS St. Louis, set sail to 
Cuba on May 13, 1939, but upon arrival almost all of its 937 passengers were denied 
entry. Attempts to secure landing in the United States failed, and the ship had to turn 
back to Europe.21 The Loeb family was among the 214 Jews allowed to disembark in 
Antwerp on June 17. They stayed in Brussels for ten months. Armin’s notebooks from 
the time show attempts to continue his education in math and developing language 
competency in French.22
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Fig. 3 A page from Armin’s notebooks, Armin 
Loeb’s Collection, USHMM, author’s photo.
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In April 1940, Bella and the children were finally able to emigrate to the United States. 
A month later, in May 1940, Germany invaded Belgium, and the possibility of escape 
became harder. Bella, Armin, and Ruth were fortunate. If their departure had been 
delayed even slightly, they might not have survived. Isidore and Karolina Löb, Armin 
and Ruth’s paternal grandparents, were not so lucky. Also among the passengers on 
the MS St. Louis, they were unable to find a way out of Europe and were murdered at 
Auschwitz. 

Objects relating to the MS St. Louis are of special interest for the USHMM’s mission 
as they convey the American attitude toward the refugees as well as the victims’ 
perspectives.23 In fact, one of the first research projects and temporary exhibitions 
undertaken by the USHMM was the identification of the fate of all passengers aboard 
the MS St. Louis.24 Loeb’s tallit katan reflects the survival of Armin and his immediate 
family, a cipher of itinerant existence during those fateful years, from Germany across 
the Atlantic to Belgium and then the United States. 

Armin Loeb passed away in 1976. The tallit katan, along with other objects, was 
donated by his son Michael Loeb to the museum in 2000.25 According to the 
information provided to the museum, the tallit katan was “used by or issued to Armin 
Loeb prior to his journey on board the MS St. Louis and immediately following the 
voyage.”26 Although we do not know all the information about the object, as is evident 
by the ambiguity of the description, the tallit katan is valuable in our understanding 
of the Loeb family. That Armin had a tallit katan suggests an above-average level of 
religious observance. The tactile and scientific knowledge of the conservator further 
helps bridge the gap between the physical object and the biography of its owner.27 One 
strand of wool is more deteriorated than the others, which suggests it was touched 
more often, perhaps tenderly or nervously moved between his and/or another person’s 
fingers throughout the years. It supports the idea that the tallit katan was in fact used 
and not simply kept in a drawer. There are two seams on Loeb’s tallit katan, and they 
are stitched differently, which led conservators Emma Schmitt and Julia Brennan to 
surmise that two sets of hands fixed the object.28 Someone took great care, at different 
times, to fix the object. These stitches, along with the fact that the tallit katan was 
preserved for over sixty years prior to the donation to the museum, makes clear that it 
was a meaningful object for Armin Loeb. 

Beyond Exhibiting
Since it was accessioned about twenty-five years ago, Armin Loeb’s tallit katan has 
not been displayed. It remains an inaccessible object for three reasons: its location in 
storage rather than in the exhibition, its fragility, and its religious character. First, in 
not being displayed, the tallit katan is rendered inaccessible to the public, though it 
is hardly unique in this. Most objects accessioned by the USHMM are not part of the 
permanent exhibition, which is only the tip of the iceberg that visitors experience when 
they visit the USHMM, as in many other museums.29 Loeb’s tallit katan is a reminder of 
the importance of analyzing these objects to understand the narrative employed by the 

23

20

22

21

http://hdl.handle.net/10079/73afb8ba-fe0c-475a-b2b7-29f261ad6f5c


MAVCOR Journal (mavcor.yale.edu)

USHMM beyond the exhibition. Second, and potentially one of the reasons why it is kept 
in storage, is the inaccessibility of the tallit katan due to its fragility. As a textile object 
more than 85 years old, it cannot be exhibited for a long period without permanent 
damage to its material integrity. The tradeoff is between exhibiting and preserving. 
Finally, Loeb’s tallit katan also shows how the religious character of objects prefigures 
curatorial and conservation decisions. The elaboration required to make the tallit katan 
comprehensible to a large and diverse, mostly non-Jewish audience might distract 
from the main narrative, while also risking presenting religion in a supposedly secular 
institution. Loeb’s tallit katan, while remaining in storage, embodies the conflicting 
epistemes at play between the museal-secular understanding of the USHMM and the 
emic view of the object.  

What is the value of inaccessible objects such as Loeb’s tallit katan? From an analytical 
standpoint that privileges exhibitions, to ask about the power of an object in the storage 
room to shape the narrative of the museum is nonsensical, like the sound made by the 
proverbial tree that falls when no one hears it. De-centering exhibitions, by contrast, 
shows the ways in which inaccessible objects highlight the various functions of the 
museum, of which exhibiting is but one. 

In its religious meaning, a tallit katan is an object invoking memory of the 
commandments. In the USHMM, Loeb’s tallit katan still functions as an object of 
memory, albeit not of the same kind. The protected existence of the tallit katan in the 
storage room is a testimony to the USHMM’s commitment to preserve the memory of 
the Holocaust. Devoid of its role as a religious object, Loeb’s tallit katan nonetheless 
fulfills the commandment to remember, but in a way that might seem paradoxical. 
Precisely by virtue of its inaccessibility, it is preserved for future generations and 
continues to serve as a material trace of the voyage of the MS St. Louis, and of Armin 
Loeb’s life. 
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