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REVIEWS

Rafael GREENBERG

Archaeological Intervention 
on Historical Necropolises. 

Jewish Cemeteries
 

[Laia Colomer ed.]

Museo D’Historia de Barcelona 
ISBN:  9788498504323

445 pages, 2013 

This well-produced volume comprises a complete, tri-lingual 
(Catalan, Spanish and English) record of the seminar held on 15 and 
16 January 2009 in the Barcelona Museum of History. It includes 
twelve full-length papers and five transcribed round-tables and 
debates with 31 discussants, ending with a brief joint declaration 
signed by the specialists invited to the seminar.

The immediate catalyst to the conference was the controversy 
surrounding a proposed landscaping and development project 
impinging on the ancient Jewish burial ground of Montejuïc, a largely 
neglected hill dominating the southwest quarter of Barcelona. It 
comprises, however, a much broader discussion of the ethics, politics 
and legal issues surrounding the excavation of medieval Jewish 
cemeteries in Spain, with case studies from Sagunt, Tàrrega, Lucena 
and Seville. The ramifications of the debate clearly extend beyond 
these particular cases, since cemeteries often serve to crystallize 
issues of heritage, empowerment, identity and ethnic rights. This 
makes the volume a significant contribution to an ongoing debate 
on the treatment of historical human remains (Stutz 2013).

While several papers focus on the nature of the archaeological 
interventions themselves and on planning and development issues, 
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the main interest for a broader readership relates to the politics 
and ethics of excavating historical cemeteries, particularly in places 
where demographic continuity has been interrupted, as in the case 
of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain. This is the focus of the 
leading papers in the collection, as well as that of the debates 
recorded in it. 

Laia Colomer’s excellent introduction spells out the main themes: 
the role of knowledge and the circumstances of its production; the 
standing of secular law and legal institutions vis-à-vis religious 
practice and political exigencies; the question of the ownership of 
heritage—whose heritage is at stake: that of the local community, 
the religious community, the nation, or indeed of the world?; and 
finally, the responsibilities that accompany heritage custodianship.

Reviewing the state of affairs in Israel, where tempers 
have often flared over archaeological interventions in ancient 
cemeteries, Renee Sivan introduces a thread that runs through 
many of the presentations in the volume, particularly those offered 
by archaeologists: politics and ideology (often construed by 
specialists as expressions of ignorance) are a threat to scientific 
practice. This contrasts rather markedly with the approach taken 
by Neil Silberman. In a typically wide-ranging and thoughtful essay 
that builds on decades of experience at the interface between 
archaeology and community, Silberman takes politics and values 
as given, and seeks a way out of the zero-sum game that typifies 
the confrontation between ‘science’ and ‘tradition’. He places 
civil society at the center of the discussion: the obligations and 
rights of all who would be partners in civil society require us to 
set up procedures of consultation that will balance the pursuit of 
knowledge, the preservation of the past, and development for the 
future: “Gone are the days when scientists had unchallenged power 
to treat human remains as mere laboratory specimens… [or] when 
national administrations could assume themselves total control over 
a nation’s antiquities”. Calling for a fundamental restructuring in the 
treatment of human remains, Silberman seems to be suggesting 
that everyone must take a step back and recognize the multiplicity 
of coexisting value systems in modern society.

Max Polonovski reviews the complexities of defining the true 
heirs to Jewish cultural continuity in Europe, ultimately taking 
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a catholic position which partly echoes that of Silberman, citing 
French minister of Culture Catherine Trautman who said, “Just as 
the cathedrals of France belong also to the Jews of France, the 
Jewish heritage is not only the heritage of the Jews but the heritage 
of all”.

Archaeologists, planners and legal experts provide the 
contributions to the middle part of the volume: Matias Calvo and 
Vincent Lerma on Sagunt, Anna Colet and Oriol Saula on Tarrega, 
Daniel Botella on Lucena, Isabel Santana on Seville, Oriol Clos and 
Ferran Puig on Montjuïc and Gemma Hernandez on the Catalan 
legislative framework for dealing with cultural heritage. Though 
brief, the archaeological reports convey the importance of the sites 
themselves for the reconstruction of a Jewish existence obliterated 
by expulsion and religious suppression. At the same time, the 
limitations of salvage work conducted under severe constraints are 
painfully evident. This raises a possibility that is hardly mentioned 
in this volume: is preservation without excavation ever an option? 

The transcribed discussions are well worth reading. They 
range far and wide, touching on issues of cultural continuity and 
representation, the authority of law and science, the value of 
consultation, the creation of ad-hoc coalitions for establishing ethical 
practice, the imposition of limits on archaeology, empowerment 
through research (knowledge pursued and deployed), and the 
definition of ‘dignity’. 

For the most part, the locus of significant discussion in this 
volume is within professional discourse; the public is present 
only as an external entity. This is most clearly reflected in the 
immediate product of the seminar, the Barcelona Declaration on 
Ancient Jewish Cemeteries. The declaration focuses on what may be 
termed ‘professional best practice’, privileging the values embodied 
in scientific archaeology and physical anthropology. In contrast to 
the statements made by some of its signatories, it makes virtually 
no reference to any process of consultation with the public at 
large concerning the excavation of cemeteries and effectively begs 
the question of ‘respect’. After all, much of the debate about the 
excavation of cemeteries revolves around differing conceptions and 
perception of that loaded term. 



154 - Rafael GREENBERG - Review: Archaeological intervention...

None of this detracts from the value of this volume, which 
constitutes a major contribution to a global discussion on presence 
and absence, memory and forgetting. Whether expressly stated or 
merely implied, the debate is very much about the agency and the 
rights of the dead, as construed by their self-appointed advocates.
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