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Israel Revealed to the Eye is a community-based project
that provides documentation, storage, and access to
photos of Israel, the country, its people, and its history.
This comprehensive project involving the visual
recording and preservation of photos from private
albums is carried out by volunteers, who both collect
and provide documents within their communities.
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The Photo Album – a Preserve of Memory and Nostalgia
The album is an archive, a place where memories are stored and
preserved through photos, papers, and various other documents. Yet
the album is also a showcase, a place where scraps of memories are
arranged and exhibited as a significant assemblage. The album provides
fruitful ground for study and interpretation, whether it has been made
for personal use or generated by the community in order to collect,
document, and display its heritage. It can be seen as perhaps the most
common material manifestation in the twentieth-century home of the
culture and perceptions of the individual, the family, and the
community.

Left: Passiah Perlstein in her living room, Tel Aviv, 1931; from the Perlstein family album, Israel Revealed to the
Eye, Tel Aviv-Jaffa, digital image processing
Center: Family photograph at the wedding of Hania, daughter of Leopold and Ya’akov Glininski, 1942; from the
Glininski-Gonen family album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Ra’anana, digital image processing

Right: Michaela (Bonin) and Arie Salomon beside their wedding cake, in front of a portrait of Herzl at the
‘Pituach’ Hotel in Ra’anana, 1960; from the Michaela Salomon family album, Israel Revealed to the Eye,
Ra’anana, digital image processing
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This article describes the photo album’s documentation and the study of
its characteristics resulting from the Israel Revealed to the Eye initiative,
a comprehensive project involving the primary documentation of family
albums as an unofficial visual historical record.
Much has been written, researched, and gathered about the work of
professional or semi-professional photographers who have recorded the
modern era; however, individual and local family photo albums have
rarely been studied as socio-historical documents that reflect a range of
subjects from the lives of individuals and society. The project defines the
album as a group of images and visual content collected by a person,
family, or organization – in any form of packaging – which can be
interpreted as a meaningful assemblage. Albums often provide visual
records of aspects that are absent from history books and their official
photos. Making and recording in albums is a phenomenon that emerged
between and as a result of two technological revolutions. For the first
time, the industrial revolution in the mid-nineteenth century provided
the individual and the community with a permanent means of visual
expression; the digital revolution in the late twentieth century enabled
the albums to be scanned, documented as a single entity, and saved in
digital databases, thus permitting the photos to be used for many
purposes and giving researchers and other interested parties access to
them.

3

The study of albums as a historical record reveals ideas and concepts as
well as prevailing attitudes that existed in society. Examination of the
images places them in the broader context of time and place.
Iconographic analysis of photographic details and of albums as an
assemblage can reveal the infinite details from which historical reality is
composed. In analyzing the family album as a whole, its two main
subjects are obviously the portrait and the group photo. The portrait is a
manifestation of intimate, personal expression. The group photo is more
telling, as it provides an opportunity to ‘pose’ a collection of individuals
in a single image, which may reflect either reality or an ideal.
On browsing through the family albums, one encounters a previously
unknown, personal view of historical events.
The author Dubravka Ugrešić gives a good description of the family
album in her book, The Museum of Unconditional Surrender: “Between
these genres, the family album and the autobiography, there is definitely
a link: The photo album is a material album and the autobiography is a
verbal album.”1 The person who recovered and preserved – who was
generally not the photographer – generated a visual collection that tells
us a great deal about its compiler: Portraits, photos, postcards, and
notes are combined to form a unique iconographic assemblage. ‘Israel’s
curators’ are all those who create a representative collection of visual
images reflecting the perceptions, culture, and aspirations of the
individual and the community throughout Israel and in Israeli society in
the twentieth century.

1

D. Ugrešić, The Museum of Unconditional Surrender, New York 1999
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The individual photograph stands as an autonomous entity and raises
issues such as what both the photographer and the subject are trying to
express, what cultural and artistic models they have in mind, and with
what visual aids, backgrounds, portraits, objects, and poses they achieve
this. The photo collection is determined by the album compiler’s choice;
it remains to interpret the criteria used in deciding which photos
warranted preservation in the collection. The next stage is the album’s
organization; this ranges from a simple selection of those photos worth
saving, in a random jumble in a bag or box, to the carefully arranged
albums that are cataloged and annotated in different ways. Sometimes
this is only informative, yet very often the way in which they are
arranged or embellished adds a personal or artistic touch.
Photos of this kind have generally been regarded as visual
representations with no academic value for researchers or museums.
Their amateur quality, the shaking hand of the cameraman, and the
focus on individuals or details were considered of marginal interest.
Furthermore, it is difficult to identify the photographer or document the
event, place, and time when it was taken since the actual photo is often
the only surviving evidence of an event perceived as personal and
insignificant, with no written record.
The study of private photographs is still considered ‘marginal’ in
mainstream historical research, despite the fact that they undoubtedly
make up the main bulk of photographic material. Such study requires
the construction of a research method and new criteria and the
formulation of standards compatible with this kind of mass
documentation, permitting the wheat to be sorted from the chaff and
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creating a scholarly and informative body of work. In this respect we are
still in the early stages, oscillating between the preserve of longing,
sentiment, and nostalgia and that of memory, documentation, and
perpetuation.
Initial Steps – Jerusalem and Tel Aviv, Cities Revealed to the Eye
The project was initiated by the Yad Ben-Zvi Institute in the early 2000s.
The Yad Ben-Zvi archives contained collections of different kinds; some
of these were related to the Ben-Zvi couple and the President’s
Residence, while others had been donated by various institutions or
individuals. Most of the archive material was transferred to the National
Archives. However, the Jerusalem Archive Institute decided to focus on
the photo archives, its main objective being to provide services for the
publishing department. Whereas the historical research itself was
expanded to include areas that had previously been viewed as marginal,
conventional official photos representing the mainstream were still
being used. Even when the research was on different sectors of Israeli
society, the written text was accompanied by visual material depicting
the world of the Second Aliyah pioneer, with Labor Movement members
posing for the camera in front of a haystack along with the tools of their
trade.2 The recognition that the visual image has meaning as a text in its
own right and the need to refresh reference frames led to the search
and detection of visual sources that had previously lain buried in private
homes. The albums’ owners were reassured by the fact that the photos
could be scanned without the need to take them away and photo
collections began to pour in from outlying communities and Jerusalem
2

See below, the famous photo of Avraham Suskin, Umm Djuni, Degania, 1912.
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families. Most of the Jerusalem family collections in the visual scanning
and recording project begun in 2002 were the result of a collaboration
between the Yad Ben-Zvi visual archives and the Director of Jerusalem’s
Lev Ha’ir (Heart of the City) Community Center. 3 The start of the
documentation project coincided with the 120th anniversary of the
founding of the Ohel Moshe neighborhood. The thousands of photos
collected portray the fortunes of the families between the late
nineteenth and the mid-twentieth centuries, as they made their way to
Jerusalem and moved between the city’s neighborhoods: From the Old
City to the Lev Ha’ir neighborhood (Nachlaot) and from there to the
leafy neighborhoods of the British Mandate era. A spectacular and
surprisingly powerful example of the project is Photograph in Stone,
which has practical social, tourist, and economic implications, proving
that as well as its nostalgic aspect, the preservation of heritage can also
influence and change the face of society. 4

3

4

Collected and documented by Dvora Avi-Dan, Lev Ha’ir Community Center and designed by
Ofer Kotler.
N. Shalev-Khalifa and D. Avi-Dan, “Photograph in Stone - Historical Signage Project in Jerusalem’s
Ohel Moshe Neighborhood.” Ariel (169), 2005 [Hebrew].
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Photograph in Stone in the streets of Jerusalem; Curator: Dvora Avi-Dan, design: Ofer Kotler; Lev Ha’ir
Community Center, the Jerusalem Development Authority (Eden)

Tel Aviv’s centenary year provided the opportunity to enlarge and
further establish the project. Sponsored by the Tel Aviv-Jaffa
municipality, a pilot project was conducted to create a unique local
visual database from private photo albums. The Israel Revealed to the
Eye project was the initiative of the visual documentation department at
the Yad Ben-Zvi Institute and was carried out in collaboration with Tel
Aviv municipality and ten community centers around the city. 5 Courses
were held for local volunteers, who began uncovering, recording, and
scanning materials from family albums within their communities. In
2011, the Israel Revealed to the Eye project was expanded as part of the
Prime Minister’s Office National Heritage Program and pilot projects
were conducted for a year in four development towns in Israel: Kiryat

5

For details of the Tel Aviv project, see: N. Shalev-Khalifa, “Local Memory - Family Albums
in Tel Aviv as Visual Historiographical Memory”, Mutar (19–20) [Hebrew], Tel Aviv
University, 2012. The Tel Aviv project was started by the Tel Aviv Centenary Committee
in 2010 and enlarged as part of the Prime Minister’s Office Heritage Department’s
National Heritage Sites project. Content management and initiator: Yad Ben-Zvi.
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Shemona, Rosh Ha’ayin, Sderot, and Yeruham. In September 2012, a
website was launched which now acts as a unique online center for the
documentation of family photo albums: www.israelalbum.org.il; the
project is currently being expanded to include additional communities.

On left: Israel Revealed to the Eye Home Page
center: A tour of the country: Search results from the Israel Revealed website
On right:

Exhibition in the community: Kiryat Shemona residents, Nehemia Mall, 2012

The city of Tel Aviv was founded from scratch as a modern, new city that
began as a suburb of the Old City of Jaffa and gradually developed into
the economic and cultural center of Jewish life in the country, with a
heterogeneous population. Tel Aviv, which also became the case study
for the project, was captured for posterity in the countless albums
generated by its residents from its founding in 1909 right up to the end
of the twentieth century. The city’s first residents, enthusiastic new
immigrants, tourists, and visitors all recorded the life of the city, leaving
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their own versions of messages and social and cultural attitudes in the
albums.
In 2009, approximately 600 albums and thousands of photos were
documented by the project. In 2010, an extensive exhibition was held at
Beit Ha’ir (the Old Town Hall in Bialik Street), revealing the local history
as reflected in residents’ albums.6

On left: Yitzhak Wahl Shpiegel, Tel Aviv, 1931; from the Yitzhak and Tsipora Wahl Shpiegel album, Israel
Revealed to the Eye, Tel Aviv-Jaffa
Top center: Judith Zagorodski, later Gildenhorn, with her friend Mila Leitiss, strolling along Rothschild Boulevard
in Tel Aviv, 1929; written on the back of the photograph: "Strolling round Tel Aviv!"; from the ZagorodskiGildenhorn-Regev family album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Tel Aviv-Jaffa
Bottom center: Joshua Hermoni and his fellow construction workers in Ben Yehuda Street, Tel Aviv, 1934; from
the Hermoni family album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Tel Aviv-Jaffa, digital image processing

On right: Passover Seder at the Perlstein family home, Tel Aviv, 1931; from the Perlstein family album, Israel
Revealed to the Eye, Tel Aviv-Jaffa, digital image processing

6

The exhibition was curated by the author; design: The Design Mill. A special edition of
the journal Et-Mol describes the City Revealed to the Eye initiative: N. Shalev-Khalifa and
R. Gafni (editors), Et-Mol, 204 (May 2009).
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Different aspects of life emerge from the photos: The family and
individuals, community and society, religion and ideology, architecture
and art, professions and crafts, fashion, lifestyle –in fact all those
elements that tell us about the era and the location. A single photo often
clarifies what cannot be said in a thousand words: An evocative period
kitchen scene that has never before merited visual documentation; all
the construction stages of a new home; household utensils and babies’
toys; festive foods and dress; the artisan’s workshop; a classroom scene
in which every detail is recorded – whether it was posed, captured as a
random background, or had special significance for the album’s
compiler. At the exhibition in Beit Ha’ir, it became apparent that the
photos had already been sorted into subject matter and background
scenes when they were first arranged in the albums. The city of Tel Aviv
appeared as a sequence of familiar sites repeated in almost every album,
portraying a fixed setting that was a representative visual echo of the
urban landscape and a backdrop for the life of its residents: The iron
railings along the sea front, the kurkar stones in London Square, the
Yarkon estuary and, in later years, Tikva Park.

New Pioneers – Israeli Identity in Albums from the Early Days of the
State
In the second stage of the initiative, as the community documentation
process became more established, its scope was expanded to include
not only the history of the city and events in it but also coverage of the
full multicultural spectrum of Israeli society. The Kiryat Shemona
Revealed to the Eye project documented the town’s early years as
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portrayed in family photo albums, as well as community and family life
in the residents’ countries of origin. The earliest records date mainly
from the 1950s, the period of rationing and shortages in the ma’abarah
(Hebrew for ‘transit camp’), yet the collection also contains older photos
– some dating from the nineteenth century – and it continues to
accumulate and preserve materials telling the story of Kiryat Shemona
and its residents today.
Each town has its own home page. The home page content was written
by local residents working and volunteering in the project and this is
their account of Kiryat Shemona, written in their own words:
Kiryat Shemona was founded in July 1949 on the remains of the
Arab village, Al-Khalisa. The first new immigrants came from the
Yemen and were joined in 1951 by thousands of immigrants who
came from Iraq and Iran in the ‘Ezra and Nehemiah’ operation.
Work on building the first permanent homes began in 1953 and in
1955 Kiryat Shemona became a local council. Today Kiryat
Shemona is a well-established town in Israel… The Halsa
ma’abarah was the largest in the country and held over 3,000
people. The new immigrants lived in tents and shacks and faced
tough conditions, food rationing, unemployment, and lack of
sources of livelihood. Yet none of this broke the spirit of the new
settlers, who saw Israel as the fulfillment of their dream to live in
the Holy Land… Together with the development of industries and
the founding of businesses. However, Kiryat Shemona suffered
from tension due to its proximity to the border with Lebanon and
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for many years the town was targeted by missiles that claimed
many victims and damaged property. 7

On left: Rabbi Yitzhak Shoshan with his friend Machluf Dahan, civil defense volunteers, Kiryat Shemona, 1960;
from Miriam Shoshan’s album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Kiryat Shemona, digital image processing

On right: Three generations of the Bonen family: The grandmother, Massudi, the mother, Rachel, and the
grandchildren; Dalet neighborhood in Kiryat Shemona, 1964; from the Itzik Bonen family album, Israel Revealed
to the Eye, Kiryat Shemona, digital image processing

Different sources can be used to tell the story of Kiryat Shemona.
External research archives contain material written about the town and
its residents by others. They usually present the establishment view or
fixed stigmas, as Eli Avraham observes in his article, “Images of
Development Towns in the National Press.” The issues are the same and
the coverage is predictable: “The images and descriptions adopt the
perceived consciousness that has already been adopted regarding such
towns.”8 Kiryat Shemona has no active, well-organized municipal
archive. An initiative to collect historical materials in a museum located
in the Al-Khalisa mosque was begun in the 1990s, yet the history of the
7
8

Kiryat Shemona’s Home Page: www.israelalbum.org.il
Eli Avraham, The Period of the Development Towns, p. 382 (in Hebrew).
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town and its residents – told in their own words and from their point of
view – remains unrecorded. Gathering and examining the albums is the
first stage in building a collection that can be used to examine the
historical, social, and cultural attitudes of the residents of Kiryat
Shemona towards the reality in which they live.
In the press, Kiryat Shemona is depicted mainly as a peripheral border
town suffering from anxiety and distress on the one hand, and fulfilling a
national mission on the other. Might one expect to find war albums and
photos of bomb shelters? What part do the residents of Kiryat Shemona
play in Israeli society in their own eyes, rather than in the eyes of Israeli
society that for years viewed them as a community living on the border
with social, economic, and security disadvantages?
Albert and Rachel Bonen’s album9 portrays members of the family in the
early twentieth century, carefully dressed in tailored suits in their home
town of Tangier in Morocco. The family reached the Halasa transit camp
in 1956, and the girls of the family are photographed at the time in light,
casual summer clothes, sweating in the hot sun whose light bleaches the
background with its view of the shacks and first neighborhoods. Photos
taken in front of the temporary huts identified with the first pioneers are
typical of albums from Israel in the early twentieth century. One of the
familiar visual images in the annals of Israeli settlement is the photo of
pioneers with a hut at Kibbutz Degania (Umm Djuni), taken by Avraham
Suskin in 1912. This photo became an iconic image of Jewish settlement,
epitomizing the country’s Jewish renewal. The photo is a visual example
of the pioneers, their appearance, the tools and ideals they held to be
9

Albert and Rachel Bonen’s album, No. 2800-0013
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appropriate and heroic, and of course the wooden hut as they pose on
and in front of it. The poet and playwright Alterman included this visual
epitome of the familiar pioneer in his play, ’Kinneret, Kinneret’.10 Shacks
and tents were linked with the pioneers of the Second and Third Aliyahs
and were part of their ideological heritage.

On right: The artist Holman Hunt with his portfolio, Jerusalem, nineteenth century; from the first family
photo album in the country, belonging to Elizabeth Ann Finn, wife of the British consul. The Yad Ben-Zvi
collection, Jerusalem
On left: Umm Djuni –Kibbutz Degania, 1912, photographed by: Avraham Suskin, The Lavon Institute
Archives

For those living in the transit camps, the huts were not an ideal home
but were forced upon them by circumstances, symbolizing hard times.
The differences in attitudes between the ideologically-inspired pioneers
of the Second Aliyah – who were consciously recording their endeavors
at the time – and those who arrived during the period of mass
immigration in the early years of the State are evident in the words of
10

For further details about the photo and the play, see: Feingold, Ben Ami, From Anemones to the
Inn of Ghosts: Alterman the Playwright, Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2009, pp.30–31.
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Rachel Yanait Ben-Zvi in 1955, in an interview for the newspaper Davar.
Rachel Yanait viewed living in a hut as a supreme ideal 11 and was critical
of the immigrants’ complaints about living conditions in the transit
camps:
Indeed, many of us remember how we loved the tent and the hut
– a flimsy, leaking hut that was open to the elements on every
side, with a rickety bed and a hard mattress – and were not
disheartened by it; the light filtered through its wooden planks and
singing rang out from it, we were so proud of this way of life;
today, however, there is no joy in the hearts of the immigrants and
we have not yet learned to instill in many of them a love for their
homeland, working on the land, and its plants. 12

Other photos depict the pioneering image, in the tradition of the worker
with his rake and hoe, by showing those employed in urban professions
and artisans. The albums are subsequently filled with photos of workers,
men and women posing proudly in front of the camera like pioneers in
their field: The Jewish barber

11

12

From spring 1953 onwards, the Presidential Residence was housed in wooden huts brought to
Rehavia at the initiative of Rachel Yanait, who argued that while ordinary people were living in
transit camps, it would be unseemly for the President to reside in a spacious dwelling. The
Presidential Hut was a symbol of the simple life.
Elhanani, A.H. “A Profusion of Light! A Conversation with the President’s Wife”, Davar, January 23,
1955, p. 2.
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On left: Albert Bonen in Barber shop in Kiryat Shemona 1960's, Bonen family album, Israel Revealed to the
Eye, Kiryat Shemona
On right: Massud Biton, Miriam Elkarif’s father, working for the JNF in the Naftali Hills, 1965, Shlomo and
Miriam Elkarif’s album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Kiryat Shemona

clasping the tools of his trade like sacred attributes, trainee plasterers,
seamstresses, production line workers and of course, the Gibor factory 13
employees, their photos filled with hope and pride belying their future
worries. Even when the factory is under threat of closure, the photo
albums present an image that is different from those of newspaper
photographs. Although they originated in hardship and want, these
images would in later years become an honorary certificate denoting
membership in Israeli society, like the photos in front of the transitcamp huts – one hand engaged in work and the other holding a weapon.

13

Founded in 1969, the factory was shut down in 2011.
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On left: Shemona Naim Rehamim at Kibbutz Amir packing house, 1955,
Naim and Tikva Rehamim’s album , Israel Revealed to the Eye, Kiryat Shemona
center: Phoebe Aish at the Gibor factory, Aish family album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Kiryat
On right: Naim Rehamim and his friend on a floor-tiling course at Kibbutz Malkia, 1965,
Naim and Tikva Rehamim’s album, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Kiryat Shemona

Other notable chapters – revealing the image of the ideal Israeli in the
eyes of the album compilers – express the perceived values of Israeli life:
The image of the native sabra born in Israel, visiting its national sites and
hiking its trails; Youth Movement membership followed by service in the
army, that ultimate melting pot of Israeli society. In a photo from the
Rosh Ha’ayin albums taken at a Working Youth work camp at Kibbutz
Kiryat Anavim in 1960

14

three friends pose for the camera, their staged

stance and body gestures citing numerous familiar visual images. The
well-known Return of the Spies from the Land of Promise is easily
identifiable. It had been readily adopted by the Zionist Movement and
achieved further significance when it inspired the design of ornaments,

14

Yosef Ben Benyamin’s album, Rosh Ha’ayin Revealed to the Eye.
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symbols, and posters during the early years of the State.15 As well as
local views, the albums also show national sites where it was virtually
‘obligatory’ for Israelis to be photographed, including: the Roaring Lion
Memorial at Tel Hai, Masada, and – in earlier photos – the Labor and
Defense Memorial in Hulda Forest and other sites commemorating the
sacrifices and bloodshed in the struggle for independence. Being
photographed in front of a national and historic monument is
comparable to the commemoration and solidarity expressed by the
pilgrim’s sacred path.

On left: Rosh Ha’ayin state-religious school trip to Tel Hai, from the family album of Naomi and Tzion

Jubani, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Rosh Ha’ayin
Center: Working Youth work camp at Kibbutz Kiryat Anavim in 1960,
Yosef Ben-Benyamin, Israel Revealed to the Eye, Rosh Ha’ayin
On right: Bnei Akiva students at a summer camp in Ussfiya, 1969; from Zecharia Yefet’s album, Israel

Revealed to the Eye, Rosh Ha’ayin
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N. Kenaan-Kedar, Modern Creations from an Ancient Land: Metal Craft and Design in the
First Two Decades of Israel’s Independence, Eretz Israel Museum, Tel Aviv, Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi,
Jerusalem, 2006.

19

On left: Harvesting grapes in Rishon LeZion, late nineteenth century, Yad Ben-Zvi archives
center: Return of the Spies from the Land of Promise, Gustave Doré
On right: The Return of the Spies from the Land of Promise, napkin holder, Israel, 1950s, from:
N. Kenaan-Kedar, Modern Creations from an Ancient Land: Metal Craft and Design in the First Two Decades
of Israel’s Independence, Eretz Israel Museum, Tel Aviv, Yad Izhak Ben-Zvi, Jerusalem, 2006.

Summary: On first examination, it transpires that generations of Israeli
society have determined fixed criteria for visual expressions: The cycle of
life – family and tradition, including their place in society; work and
pioneering; the Youth Movements; hikes around the country; and
military service. Interpretation of the album is increasingly difficult from
the moment it is captured in photos, placing it in the historical
dimension. Past difficulties and grievances experienced at the time
remain buried between the pages of documents, whereas the visual
archive displays a preferred reality.

Israelalbum@ybz.org.il
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