Eloise Davidson
Collaborative Photographic Practice (M5X01635)

Research report and Evaluation

Proposal

For our Collaborative Photographic Practice module, we are asked to work in small groups
to create a site-specific exhibition. Every member of the year group was asked to make a
video proposal responding to a location, we were then asked to vote on our preferred
locations and were placed into groups based on this. | chose the video proposing an
exhibition on Prince of Wales Road commemorating the death of those who died when their
houses collapsed in the 1950’s. | chose this project as | was intrigued by the history of the
road, as it was known as ‘Jew’s Row’ at the time of the collapse and at least one of the
families killed were Jewish. | was also interested in how such event could be swept under
the carpet with such little effort.

As a starting point, we visited the West Glamorgan Archives and soon realised there was
very little information surrounding the disaster. We soon discovered that more houses than
we initially discovered had collapsed, and that eventually the entire road was torn down and
rebuilt, leaving no trace of the tragic event. We also began researching the Jewish history of
the road, learning that a synagogue was situated across the road from the collapsed house
which was established by then recently arrived poor immigrants living in the area. We also
learnt about the wider history of Jewish communities in Wales, learning that the Swansea
Jewish community was the earliest Jewish community to develop in Wales in modern times
but more recently the population has dwindled, to the point the synagogue was sold and
now the congregation meet in small rented halls. | was particularly captivated by this aspect
of the story, and how the rebuilding of the road likely caused displacement of the Jewish
families living in the road.

As a group, we have decided we would like to create work together, each choosing an
aspect of the story to concentrate on individually. We have also decided that we would like
to raise money to buy a commemorative plaque. Currently | am unsure of exactly what work
I would like to create for this exhibition; however, | would like it to concentrate on the
Jewish history of the road. As part of this, | intend to contact Swansea Jewish Congregation
to collect first-hand knowledge and stories.



Photos collected from the West
Glamorgan archives documenting
the collapsed houses before the
demolition of the road in 1970

Fventy golden Sos reigns
for 35 pence -




”w
4
3
3
:







iy

=

.
A\ ﬂfwm.-.-—-fﬂt PLEN
) b cxl




1 W e

f
L




Photos collected from lan Smith, a
former resident of Prince of Wales
Road
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—Czj CR-UK Swansea Jewish Community

Jewish Communities & Records

West Glamorgan, Wales

JCR-UK is a genealogical and historical website covering all Jewish communities and
congregations throughout the British Isles and Gibraltar, both past and present.
NOTE: We are not the official website for this community.

City of Swansea

Swansea (in Welsh: Abertawe - "mouth of the Tawe") is the second largest city in Wales, with a population of about 240,000. It lies on the northern coast of the
Bristol Channel, at the mouth of the river Tawe.

Until 1974, Swansea was a county borough in the old county of Glamorganshire. From 1974 to 1996, it formed a district in the county of West Glamorgan. In
1996, Swansea became a unitary authority (in the ceremonial, or preserved, county of West Glamorgan).

Swansea Jewish Community

The Swansea Jewish community was the earliest Jewish community to develop in Wales inmodern times, thare being records of Jews settling in Swansea from the
1730s. (see The Rise of Provincial Jewry, C. Roth.) The first (wooden) synagogue was built in the 1740s and the Swansea Hebrew Congregation develped over
subsequent decades. In 1768, the Jewish community received the grant of a plot of land for use as a cemetery. In 1906, an additional congregation was
established, primarily by new Yiddish-speaking immigrants, initially as supplementary to main synagogue, but developed as a separate synagogue, until both
congregations merged in 1955. In recent years numbers have dwindled and the synagogue building was sold in 2009 and the congregation subsequently rented a
small hall for services.

J c -U K the former

Jewish Communities & Records Swa n sea Bet h H a me d ra s h

Swansea, South Wales

Congregation Data

Name: Swansea Beth Hemedrash (also known as the "Greeners' Shul")
Address: Prince of Wales Street, Greenhill, Swansea SA1
Date Founded: Established in 1906, primarily by then recently arrived poor immigrants, who were primarily Yiddish-speaking,

who were generally more orthodox than the established congregation. It was initially as supplementary to main
synagogue, but developed as a separate congregation.

Current Status: Closed about 1954, incorporated into Swansea Hebrew Congregation.

Ritual: Ashkenazi Orthodox

Notes & Sources (< returns to text above)

s (i) The last separate listing of the congregation in the Jewish Year Book was in the 1953 edition. ¢

Jewish Communities & Records

_L‘zjc _UK Swansea Jewish Community

West Glamorgan, Wales

Page created: 13 December 2018
Latest modification: 23 December 2019

Townhill & Oystermouth Cemeteries

One of the first corporate actions of the early Swansea Jewish Community and the Swansea Hebrew Congregation was the leasing of a plot of land to be used as a
burial ground. A Hall Day Minute dated 5th October, 1768 in the Swansea City Archives records the agreement of the Burgesses of the then Borough to the lease,
and the lease itself is dated 28th November, 1768. It was for 99 years on a plot of land 30 yards by 15 yards which was part of the Town Hill and exists there today.
This is usually referred to as the old cemetery, Townhill.

The Townhill cemetery is organised in five sections as shown here. Section 1 is the original and oldest part of the cemetery. Sections 2-5 were added over the years
as the Congregation grew and the adjacent land was acquired. Rows within each plot are numbered from the rear wall and graves within each row are numbered
from left to right.

Townhill Cemetery continued in use until the mid-1970s when a new cemetery, known as Oystermouth, was acquired, and consecrated on 7 December 1975. Since
then, only a small number of burials have taken place at Townhill (largely reserved plots) with the large bulk being carried out Oystermouth. Burials at Oystermouth
are arranged in three sections with rows ordered from the front and graves ordered from left to right. Paths divide the sections and run between grave numbers 9-
10 and 18-19 as shown here.

The information provided in this database covers 250 years of Jewish burials in the Townhill and Oystermouth Cemeteries. It has been assembled largely from
details given on the tombstones themselves plus additional information taken from the Congregation's burial registers. Information for any individual may be
displayed by first selecting the appropriate surname letter from the list below and then selecting the required name from its corresponding drop-down list.
Navigation to the next or previous burial plot in the Section/Row is achieved by clicking the appropriate link on the individual burial page.



Description

These two photographs portray members of the Swansea Beth Hamedrash who had immigrated into Wales in the 1890s. Initially founded as a
supplement to the anglicised Swansea Hebrew Congregation, the Yiddish-speaking Beth Hamedrash soon developed its own practices and even
built its own synagogue on the Prince of Wales Road in Greenhill. The two congregations continued to collaborate and as the members of the Beth
Hamedrash became more affluent, an increasing amount of them joined the Swansea Hebrew Congregation. In the 1950s, the Beth Hamedrash
was incorporated into the Swansea Hebrew Congregation and the Prince of Wales Road synagogue closed. The decaying building was sold in
1961.

The Swansea Jewish Community is the oldest modern Jewish community in Wales with records going back to the 1740s. The first formal mention
of acongregation dates in 1768 when a small Jewish cemetery was established on Town Hill. After worshipping at several temporary locations, a
purpose-built synagogue was erected for the Swansea Hebrew Congregation in 1818. It was replaced by a bigger synagogue on Goat Street in
1859. In 1906, a group of recently arrived Yiddish-speaking immigrants set up a more orthodox congregation as supplementary to the main
synagogue. This community, the Swansea Beth Hemedrash, developed independently while maintaining close ties to the Swansea Hebrew
Congregation. In 1941, the Goat Street synagogue was destroyed in a German air raid and the congregation continued to worship in temporary
premises at Cornhill House on Christian Street. A new synagogue was finally built in 1955 on Ffynone Street. Around the same time, the Swansea
Beth Hemedrash was incorporated into the Swansea Hebrew Congregation. The Ffynone Street synagogue was sold in 2009 but the congregation
continues to rent a hall in the building for worship.
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The forgotten stories of the Jews leaving Wales after a
century

A century ago, thousands of Jews lived in small but thriving communities dotted around Wales yet few are left
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SWANSEA’S ALIENS.
.| At the Swansea Police Court on hurs«|,
| day. Rachei Chefetz (otherwise Belkin),
2| tailoress. was summoned for failing to fur-
nish the usual particulars to the aliens’|.

'

| oficar; and Joseph Belkin (49), travelling|,
draper, was sumiuoned for failing to nouty

har presence in s house at Prince of
D- | \Walee-road.-—Detective Clifford ~ proved the
case, and Mr. David Seline (defending) ad-|,
- | mitted techmical offences, and said they |,
| vera committed ‘n ignarance.—Delendants

were fined 20s. each. “







Evaluation

For our Collaborative Photographic Practice module, we were asked to work in small groups to
create a site-specific exhibition. Every member of the year group was asked to make a video
proposal responding to a location, we were then asked to vote on our preferred locations and were
placed into groups based on this. | chose the video proposing an exhibition on Prince of Wales Road
commemorating those who died when their houses collapsed in the 1950’s.

As a starting point, we began researching the Disaster together and soon realised there was very
little information surrounding the event online. While researching online we discovered that more
houses than we initially discovered had collapsed in the days after the initial collapse. We also learnt
that the road was once known as “Jews Row” as it was home to a large population of poor Jewish
immigrants and a synagogue, and that one of the victims of the disaster was Jewish. We then visited
the archives on several occasions, and again found it incredibly difficult to find information. To find
information, we often had to search terms that seemed irrelevant to the disaster or scroll through
hundreds of documents before we found what we were looking for.

After speaking to a member of staff at the archive, he suggested we spoke to lan Smith, a archivist at
the Waterfront Museum who had grown up on the street after the disaster. lan informed us that

the remains of the houses stood until 1970, when the entire road was torn down and rebuilt, leaving
no trace of the tragic event. lan was able to confirm parts of the story we had gaps in and provided
us with personal images of his childhood on the street. After speaking to lan, we decided to return to
the archives and begin searching with a new approach, searching for documents of the demolition
rather than the disaster itself. Searching this way was more successful, and we finally found photos
documenting what was left of the houses after the initial clear up of the disaster.

| also began researching the Jewish history of the road and Swansea, | was particularly interested in
what had happened to the Jewish community after the demolition of the road as Swansea no longer
has a large Jewish congregation. While researching, | learnt that the synagogue on the road closed in
1954, just 4 years after the disaster. With the help of the staff at the archives, | discovered that the
synagogue situated on the road was opened in 1906 by poor immigrants living in the area who were
unhappy with the way the main synagogue was being run. We also learnt about the wider history of
Jewish communities in Wales, learning that the Swansea Jewish community was the earliest Jewish
community to develop in Wales in modern times but more recently the population has dwindled, to
the point the synagogue was sold and now the congregation meet in small rented halls. | was
particularly captivated by this aspect of the story, and how the rebuilding of the road likely caused
displacement of the Jewish families living in the road.

| then decided to research further into the life of Samuel Belkin, one of the victims of the disaster,
who was a Russian war veteran and member of the Jewish Congregation. Belkin moved to the road
in the early 1900’s with his wife, Sarah and according to the 1911, had no children and spoke no
English. | was interested to discover what had happened to Samuels wife after his death and while
searching in the archive, | found documents showing that both were buried in the cemetery at
Townhill, and that Sarah died in 1953. While researching, | also discovered that another Belkin
family lived on the road who were also Russian immigrants. | decided it was likely that the two
families were in fact related. While researching both these households, | discovered in 1918, Belkin
was charged for failing to notify the police of his nieces’ presence as was required of immigrants,
(known as Aliens) during the first world war. | became particularly interested in this story and
decided | would like to create work inspired by this story; exploring what it must have been like for



the members of this family when they had no means of understanding what was happening around
them.

| decided | wanted my work to induce feelings of disorientation and confusion, mirroring the feeling
of being in an unfamiliar place with no means of understanding what is going on, just as the Belkin’s
may have felt themselves. | decided | would use the middle room of the ground floor of the house as
an installation space, completely blacking out the room and playing sound that aimed to induce
discomfort. Before the viewer entered the room there would be no explanation as to what was in
the room, except for a title on the door, “Alien”, by doing this | aimed to play with the viewers
perception of sound and space. Initially my intention was for the room to be completely empty and
devoid of furniture, however we quickly realised it wouldn’t be possible as the house still needed to
function as a domestic setting outside of the exhibitions opening hours. However, | quickly realised
that this might add to the work, as when viewers entered the room they would be confronted with
the outlines of modern furniture. The context of the work would only be revealed once the viewer
left the space, either explained by me or another one of the group or via the information within our
leaflet.

| initially intended for the audio | played in the space to be ghost frequencies; audio that is inaudible
to the human ear but induces feelings of discomfort. However, these frequencies required specific
speakers which we did not have access to. | then decided | would play audio of people speaking in
Russian or Yiddish, nodding to the Belkins story, however | couldn’t find any audio online which was
suitable. | then found audio with strange unintelligible which intended to make the listener
uncomfortable, much like they use in horror films. | wanted to play this audio through speakers
placed throughout the room, making it difficult for the viewer to work out where the sound was
coming from but again, due to lack of resources, | could not do this.

As a group we decided we wanted to transform the entire downstairs of the house to feel
abandoned and almost like a time capsule, using the space itself as an installation. However, we had
also decided we wanted to use the exhibition as a platform to tell the story and needed to do this in
a sensitive way. Initially we struggled to agree on ways to make the space feel informative while still
having an artistic perspective and not becoming a museum piece. | suggested we filmed a video in
which we discussed our findings, that viewers would view before they viewed each of our individual
work. We decided to make the video more artistic, we would project it onto the photos we had
collected which would be laid out in a collage format on the wall of the living room. We then decided
that the visuals for the film should be a clip of the site of the collapse at 6am, the time the houses
collapsed which then fades to white to light up the photos behind it. For the audio, we decided each
of us would write a paragraph detailing what we’d learnt and then two of us would read them out.
We decided we wanted the audio to feel relaxed, as though we were having a conversation. After
installing the exhibition, we realised this made the audio feel unprofessional and let the visuals of
the piece down.

As a group we delegated roles for the putting on of the exhibition, for example | was in charge of
buying all the materials needed to install the work e.g black card to black out windows, double sided
tape etc. | was also in charge of printing the leaflets and photos for the group work. Overall I'm really
impressed with the exhibition and think we met our goal of raising awareness of the event and
paying tribute to those lost really well, during the exhibition we had several family members of those
lost and former residents of the street visit and thank us for work. | think we also did a really good
job of navigating a domestic setting as an exhibition space.



However, | feel my work somewhat lets the exhibition down and doesn’t fit well with the other
work. | feel that while conceptually my work is strong and works very well with my subject, | feel that
it does not work well in the space and that | didn’t consider the audience of the work enough and

that the work to some degree feels insensitive.



