

[image: ]



JEWISH ENCOUNTERS

 

Jonathan Rosen, General Editor

Jewish Encounters is a collaboration between Schocken and Nextbook, a project devoted to the promotion of Jewish literature, culture, and ideas.


JEWISH ENCOUNTERS

 

PUBLISHED
THE LIFE OF DAVID · Robert Pinsky
MAIMONIDES · Sherwin B. Nuland
BARNEY ROSS · Douglas Century
BETRAYING SPINOZA · Rebecca Goldstein
EMMA LAZARUS · Esther Schor
THE WICKED SON · David Mamet
MARC CHAGALL · Jonathan Wilson

FORTHCOMING
MOSES · Stephen J. Dubner
BIROBIJAN · Masha Gessen
JUDAH MACCABEE · Jeffrey Goldberg
YEHUDA HA’LEVI · Hillel Halkin
THE DAIRY RESTAURANT · Ben Katchor
DISRAELI · Adam Kirsch
THE JEWISH BODY · Melvin Konner
THE SONG OF SONGS · Elena Lappin
THE AMERICAN SONGBOOK · David Lehman
ABRAHAM CAHAN · Seth Lipsky
THE LUBAVITCHER REBBE · Jonathan Mahler
GLÜCKEL OF HAMELN · Daphne Merkin
THE ALTALENA · Michael B. Oren
THE HEBREW ALPHABET · Ilan Stavans
MARSHALL MEYER · Noga Tarnopolsky
MESSIANISM · Leon Wieseltier
JEWS AND POWER · Ruth R. Wisse



[image: ]



Copyright © 2007 by Jonathan Wilson

All rights reserved. Published in the United States by Schocken Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

Schocken Books and colophon are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

With thanks to the Marc and Ida Chagall Archives.

Due to limitations of space, permission to reprint previously published material can be found following the chronology.

   Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Wilson, Jonathan, [date]
   Marc Chagall / Jonathan Wilson.
         p. cm. — (Jewish encounters)
   Includes bibliographical references.
   eISBN: 978-0-307-53819-2
   1. Chagall, Marc, 1887–1985. 2. Jewish artists—
Russia (Federation)—Biography. I. Title.
            N6999.C46W55 2007
               709.2—dc22
                  [B]                2006021080

www.schocken.com

Lovers by Marc Chagall, 1929, oil on canvas. Collection of the Tel Aviv Museum of Art. Copyright © Tel Aviv Museum of Art.

v3.1



For Sharon

AS IT IS EACH DAY




CONTENTS


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication



Introduction

1. Vitebsk

2. St. Petersburg

3. Paris

4. Bella

5. Return to Vitebsk

6. Yiddish Theater

7. Berlin

8. Return to Paris

9. Palestine

10 Vilna

11. Villentroy, Gordes, Marseilles

12. New York

13. Virginia

14. Orgeval

15. A Problem of Conscience

16. Vava

17. Blessings

Coda

Acknowledgments

Bibliographic Note

Chronology


About the Author




INTRODUCTION


She loved Chagall

and wasn’t ashamed of that.

—T. CARMI, “In Memory of Leah Goldberg”



In 1968, when I was in my first year at university, I had a cheap poster of a Chagall painting, Double Portrait with Wineglass, on the wall of my dormitory room. The airborne figures, a young man and woman floating above a Russian town, the woman with a sexy slit in her low-cut white dress (possibly a bridal gown), the young man in a bright red jacket with his head tipsily displaced to one side of his body and grinning like Harpo Marx, embodied for me precisely the kind of secular, whimsical, neoromantic sensibility that, at eighteen, I found so compelling. The poster, in my imagination, went right along with E. E. Cummings’s poem that began “somewhere i have never traveled, gladly beyond / any experience, your eyes have their silence” and Elvira Madigan, Swedish director Bo Widerberg’s movie about a doomed tightrope walker. I did not, at this stage of my life, have much or any use for the “Fiddler on the Roof” Chagall: his Praying Jew, for example, a more or less straightforward earthbound representation of the Rabbi of Vitebsk wearing his phylacteries (a painting which I later discovered Chagall long prized as his “masterpiece”), appealed to a conservative sentimentality that I associated, rightly or wrongly, with my parents’ generation and the crowds packing in to see Topol or Zero Mostel as Tevye. If I were a rich man I would have bought one of Chagall’s dreamy garlanded canvases, inspired by his trips into the French countryside, rather than, say, The Violinist, which featured an actual fiddler on the roof and which I considered a lachrymose work formed by a nostalgia-tormented shtetl-locked mind. But, of course, I knew nothing of the social context of any Chagall painting, and almost nothing of his personal history. As with so many writers and artists whom I came across in my formative reading and looking years—Kafka, Bellow, Soutine—the salient thing I knew was simply that they were Jewish.

It did not take long for me to learn that sophisticated art aficionados weren’t supposed to love or even like Chagall. His lovers and his rabbis, his massive bouquets and his violins were equally dubious, equally cloying, not kitsch, but living somewhere dangerously close to that ballpark.

In the last few years a fresh interest in Chagall’s work, partly attributable to the resurfacing of paintings long hidden in the vaults of Soviet museums, has spawned a number of blockbuster shows. The “new” work, which includes a series of outstanding murals created for the Moscow State Yiddish Chamber Theater in 1920, has led inevitably to a reassessment of the “old” work.

Chagall’s oeuvre, when seen in its entirety, seems altogether more historical, more political, harder and edgier than conventional wisdom would have us believe. There is, too, strikingly and unavoidably, a long Jewish story to be told through Chagall’s work. His career spanned two world wars, the Russian Revolution, and the birth of the state of Israel, and his work directly addresses these transforming events through the prism of a Jewish consciousness. Chagall’s perceptible ambivalence about his role and status as a Jewish artist only deepens the content of the story: drawn to sacred subject matter, he remains defiantly secular in outlook; determined to “narrate” both the miraculous and tragic events of Jewish history, including the Nazi Holocaust, he frequently, almost obsessively, chooses Christ as his central symbol of martyrdom and sacrifice, in full knowledge that, even when wrested from their Christian context, images of Jesus are tough for a Jewish audience to swallow. Born into an Orthodox Jewish family in the Belorussian town of Vitebsk, Chagall (without converting) found his resting place almost a century later in a Catholic cemetery in Saint-Paul-de-Vence in the south of France. Aptly, his stained-glass windows adorn both churches and synagogues. His story, then, as told through his paintings, drawings, lithographs, book illustrations, stage sets, ceramics, tapestries, sculptures, windows, and the acts of his life, repeats both the twists and turns and the pulls and tugs of so much Jewish life in the twentieth century: the serpentine vagaries of history, a nostalgic attachment to the spiritually charged but circumscribed pre-Nazi Eastern European Jewish past, and the magnetic attraction of assimilation into an uninhibited secular present.


1

Vitebsk

Marc Chagall was born Moishe (Movcha) Shagal in the run-down Pestkovatik neighborhood of the Belorussian town of Vitebsk (population 65,000) on July 6 (not July 7 as he claimed—he preferred the number 7) in 1887. He was born dead and brought to life by someone who speedily dipped him in a pail filled with cool water. Not far away, a fire raced through the town, destroying 125 shops, 268 wooden houses, and 16 other buildings. Fire and water: a sturdy elemental beginning for a painter.

If baby Shagal’s startled eyes had been able to take in his surroundings, or if his body had been able to levitate with the ease of the figures in his adult paintings, he would have seen close to his birthplace the walls of both the town’s prison and its lunatic asylum. Already in place too, as if waiting for him, were the neighborhood rooftops on Pokrowskaya Street, the animals in the street, the onion-domed churches, Torah-clutching rabbis, women with baskets, men burdened with the yoke not of the Torah but of milk-filled buckets, and perhaps even someone playing a fiddle and leading a wedding procession.
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Marc Chagall in Paris, ca. 1925.

(Courtesy Roger-Viollet)

The characters, creatures, and buildings to be found on the outskirts of Vitebsk, where most of its Jewish population lived, and that were to become Chagall’s obsessive lifelong subject, were not, however, the whole story of the town. For Chagall frequently chose to collapse broad Vitebsk where it sat on the confluence of the Vitba and Dvina rivers into a narrow frame and reconstruct it in his memory as a landlocked shtetl, a small Jewish village more like Lyosno, some thirty miles away, where his maternal grandparents lived.

The Vitebsk that Chagall’s paintings gave the world has been accepted as a representation of a lost Jewish world that can be happily regarded with nostalgia. And indeed it is. But a visitor in 1887 alighting in Vitebsk from a train en route from Odessa or Kiev to St. Petersburg, or from Riga on the way to Moscow, would have searched long and hard for a fiddler on the roof. Instead, he or she would have seen the impressive Uspensky Cathedral, or the new railway bridge, and, if in search of music, might have headed for one of the city’s other imposing buildings that functioned as temporary homes for the visiting theater companies or famous musicians who gave concerts there.

Sometimes these local Vitebsk landmarks appear in Chagall’s art (as in Double Portrait with Wineglass, 1917–18), but they are not its important symbolic sites. Throughout his painting career Chagall insistently brought the world of big history to the little streets of his old neighborhood as he knew it in early childhood: the Holocaust takes place on the streets where Chagall grew up, and Jesus, frequently wearing a tallith (prayer shawl) around his waist, is repeatedly crucified there. If he is not bringing history to Vitebsk, then Chagall is carrying Vitebsk with him, as in a suitcase of the mind, wherever he goes. He has only to unpack his imagination, peer out of his window in Paris, and there are Pestkovatik’s tiny houses, shops, and stiebls (small, one-room synagogues) lining up sideways under the Eiffel Tower.

Much of what we know of Chagall’s early life is to be discovered in his memoir My Life, written when he was only thirty-five during a tumultuous year that he spent in Moscow from 1921 to 1922. Like Chagall’s paintings, however (and the text is accompanied by a number of his etchings and drypoints), his writing tends toward the ahistorical, and proceeds via anecdote and association. There are no dates to set parameters for the reader; instead there are charged descriptions of individuals, rhetorical flourishes, lyric passages, sentimentalized recollections, and a considerable amount of self-aggrandizement. The latter is quite understandable for an artist with a singular and established reputation who had, at his time of writing, been packed off by the local Soviet Narkompross (People’s Commissariat of Enlightenment) to teach drawing to two colonies of war orphans in Malakhovka, on the outskirts of Moscow. But I am getting ahead of the story.

“My father’s clothes shone with herring brine,” Chagall writes in My Life; “he lifted heavy barrels and my heart used to twist like a Turkish bagel as I watched him lift those weights and stir the herrings with his frozen hands.” Poor laborers in the herring business worldwide, even those without a heartfelt attachment to the circumscribed rubrics of Hasidic Jewish life, have rarely shown great enthusiasm for the life of high art. Sachar Shagal was no exception. This father of eight had other aspirations for his eldest son along the familiar “paying job” lines. However, when the crunch came and Chagall needed money to enroll in a St. Petersburg art school, Sachar reached deep into his pockets, produced the necessary rubles, and mischievously rolled them under the kitchen table for his son to scramble after. In his memoir Chagall recalls this moment of combined joy and humiliation with a wave of the hand: “I forgive him, it was his way of giving.”

As if to confirm this exculpation, Chagall’s 1914 portrait My Father is decidedly empathetic. This watercolor on paper, which presently hangs in St. Petersburg’s Russian Museum, presents a stoop-shouldered figure with trouble in his eyes. He sits in his kitchen, a glass of tea and lumps of sugar on the table before him, a cat and an old babushka to his left. The herring brine shine is not visible on his royal blue jacket or matching cap. In his outfit he resembles van Gogh’s postman. In the top right-hand corner we can clearly see the bolt on the door. Behind his left shoulder, through a window, sheets are hung out to dry. Chagall’s father was fifty-one and his son twenty-seven when this painting was accomplished. Chagall had already been to Paris, achieved some fame if not fortune, and returned. The father is in a reduced place, and the sense of a life sacrificed to hard labor is palpable. He is similarly downcast in the 1911 pen-and-ink sketch My Father, My Mother and Myself, where, by contrast, Chagall’s mother wears a superb hat and a cheerful smile.

As an accompaniment to his memoir (or perhaps it is really the other way round) numerous paintings and drawings completed by Chagall in his early twenties also tell the story of his childhood in Vitebsk, including Sabbath (1910), Our Dining Room (1911), Village with Water Carriers (1911–12), and The Village Store (1911). But perhaps none of them unlock the past with such a ripple effect as The Dead Man (1908). Chagall executed this important painting when he was a twenty-one-year-old student in Leon Bakst’s class at the Zvantseva Academy in St. Petersburg.

The specific inspiration for The Dead Man is a memory of childhood that Chagall records in My Life. “Suddenly … well before dawn … a woman, alone, running through deserted streets.” The woman’s husband is dying and she implores the neighbors, who include young Chagall, to save him. “The light from the yellow candles, the color of that face, barely dead … The dead man … is already laid out on the floor, his face illumined by six candles.”

From a biographical rather than a pictorial point of view, what intrigues in this painting are its departures from Chagall’s inspirational memory. In The Dead Man “deserted streets” are no longer deserted. Instead we see, in addition to the screaming woman, not only the body laid out but also a preoccupied street sweeper (grim reaper?) plying his predawn trade. Most significantly, Chagall has moved the action that in life he witnessed indoors to the outdoors, and the corpse, displaced into the street but still surrounded by six burning candles, now strikes a decidedly un-Jewish pose.

If artists have one big job, it is to move what is inside to the outside, to reveal secrets, and in so doing to allow us to discover who we are. At the beginning of his career, Chagall crossed a number of necessary boundaries with The Dead Man, which is at once an attempted farewell to Vitebsk and a lamentation; a recording and transgression of the Jewish world he knew so well. Moreover, the striking disproportions in the painting, in which figures are larger than houses, points as much to the disproportionate weight of childhood on Chagall’s imagination (a mismatch that, as for most of us, was to be lifelong) as it does to the influence of the neoprimitivist style in vogue at the time.

Like so many great artists, Chagall retained a persistent obsession with the place that he needed to leave behind in order to create his art, and there is little difference in this regard between Chagall’s relation to Vitebsk and that of James Joyce to Dublin or Philip Roth to Newark.

In The Dead Man we also find the inevitable fiddler on the roof, and a word about that emblematic Chagallian figure is appropriate here. The first rooftop violinist in Chagall’s oeuvre is not the least bit contrived. He’s simply a guy in a hat (no beard) on a roof playing what one assumes is mournful music. Or perhaps, like the street sweeper, he is indifferent to the dead man and the grieving woman below him. A large boot indicating a cobbler’s shop hangs from the eaves of his roof (Chagall has written that his Uncle Neuch “played the violin like a cobbler”), but the fiddler’s location is not magically realistic. It was not at all uncommon for shtetl and town residents alike to take to their rooftops, sometimes out of fear and sometimes for fun. Chagall’s grandfather, for example, liked to climb up on high to chew a few carrots and watch the world go by.

But without doubt the fiddler is an important figure for Chagall: that local musician in Vitebsk’s poorest neighborhood was probably Chagall’s first apprehension of a performing artist; a creative individual who has both distance from the emotions that he excites and a commitment to technique. The fiddler is also a gypsy wanderer, a musical peddler whose art eases his passage between disparate worlds. There is a great seduction in vagabond heels.

If the fiddler was a part of Chagall’s sentimental education, so too was his local synagogue. On Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, Chagall’s father wrote an instructional “Weep” in his wife’s prayer book next to certain passages. Feiga-Ita, like the other wives in the assembly, followed orders: “When coming to the sign ‘Weep,’ ” Chagall writes, his mother “would begin … to shed divine tears. Their [the women’s] faces would redden and little moist diamonds would trickle down, drop by drop, sliding over the pages.” This anecdote tells us something about Chagall’s early introduction to the mechanics of sentimentality, but it might also be read as a useful allegory of Chagall’s relationship with his audience when he is not at the top of his game: an appeal for a ritualized lachrymose response to work that carries the memory of suffering or joy without necessarily representing it fully.

But perhaps it is better here to focus on Feiga-Ita herself. For when it came to her son’s career, this loving and lovable daughter of a kosher butcher in nearby Lyosno, who ran a small grocery store by day and her Old Lady Who Lived in a Shoe household in her off-hours, was not always so dutiful. In the face of her husband’s early opposition, she encouraged Chagall to indulge his talent even while she remained baffled by it. And when, probably at around the age of thirteen, Chagall implored her, “Mama … I want to be a painter,” she brought him, against her own better instincts (she thought clerking might be a good profession), to the local art school run by Yehuda Pen. It was there at “Artist Penne’s School of Painting and Design” that Chagall took his first significant steps toward mastery.

Yehuda Pen had sectioned off one room in his central Vitebsk apartment and opened his art school in November 1897. Like Chagall he had grown up in a large and struggling Jewish family. His gift for drawing had become apparent in cheder (Hebrew school) as he decorated Purim rattles and the title pages of books. As he grew older he became known in his local town of Novo-Alexandrov for his sketches of local inhabitants, including mounted Cossacks. Pen’s mother (his father had died when he was four) disapproved of his calling; unlike Feiga-Ita Shagal, she was indifferent to her son’s talent, so she left him to make his own way in the world. The obvious stopgap direction for Pen when he needed money was house or sign painting—the latter a job that would also be Chagall’s for a while. Indeed, the trajectory of Pen’s early career matches that of Chagall in numerous ways, but precedes it by some twenty-five years.

Until the 1917 Revolution Jews did not have the “right of residence” in St. Petersburg but were confined to their Pale of Settlement. This presented a significant problem if you wanted to achieve any kind of higher education. As Chagall was to do later with dire consequences, Pen lived illegally in St. Petersburg (he bribed his “yardkeeper”) and managed to enroll in the Academy of Arts. A stellar student, Pen graduated in 1885 with the prestigious Silver Medal. He was then lucky enough to find a patron in Baron N. N. Korf, who invited him to work on his estate outside Kreizburg, not far from Vitebsk. Pen stayed five years, and shortly after a brief unsuccessful return to St. Petersburg he was lured to Vitebsk by members of the town’s local Jewish intelligentsia, who both encouraged him and lent him the financial support necessary to open his art school. The young man who was to become his most famous student showed up nine years later.

Like Chagall, Pen emerged from a Hasidic milieu, and a great deal of his work records its figures and structures. While he sometimes worked from photographs, Pen preferred to use models and to draw or paint from life. For the most part his oil paintings are technically sound and essentially conservative naturalistic genre portraits: Portrait of a Jew in a Black Cap (ca. 1900), An Old Woman with a Book (Chumash) (ca. 1900), and Letter from America (The Artist’s Mother) (1903) hold no surprises. Nonetheless, his influence on Chagall, even as a force to be challenged rather than emulated, should not be underestimated.

“Yes, he has some ability,” were Pen’s first words to Chagall’s mother, after he had glanced through Chagall’s “portfolio,” which consisted of works copied from the magazine Niwa. Chagall’s unspoken response, as he remembers it, was combative. “I feel instinctively that this artist’s method is not mine. I don’t know what mine is. I haven’t time to think about it.” Chagall’s “method,” as it eventually emerged, revealed a quite different absorption and internalization of the Hasidic world familiar to both pupil and teacher. Pen, schooled in a rigorous late-nineteenth-century academy, approached his subject matter no differently from any number of painters addressing their outside worlds. The inner life of the Jews that Pen chose to represent, albeit a brave choice of subject (at the St. Petersburg Academy Jewish students were generally treated with suspicion and hostility, and they tended to keep to themselves), affected his method hardly at all. A Hasid pictured bathing a horse in Bathing Horse (1910) is, more or less, what it says it is.

Chagall, who shared with his teacher poor, unsophisticated, and ill-educated beginnings (Chagall was never really altogether comfortable in any language other than Yiddish), took something quite different from his upbringing, and that is the joyous, populist spirit of Hasidism. From the earliest, Chagall began to translate into painting both a philosophy of life and a way of speaking. Paradoxically, his work is frequently a literalization of metaphors, or turns of phrase—for example, linguistic tropes commonly used in his community to make the mundane and earthbound appear meaningful and airy. The word luftmensch, which denotes in Yiddish an individual overly involved in intellectual pursuits, literally means “man of the air,” a prompt for Chagall to set him flying. Chagall paints, in other words, or in the same words but with a different meaning, in Yiddish. Moreover, Yiddish folktales, even those produced from outside the Hasidic movement, had long been a repository of flying animals and miraculous events.

The Hasidic movement dates back to the middle of the eighteenth century and gathered around its founder Rabbi Israel Ben Eliezer, more commonly known as the Ba’al Shem Tov (Master of the Good Name) and frequently referred to by his acronym “the Besht.” The Hasidim (literally, “the pious”) grew in strength in the first half of the nineteenth century, and for the next fifty years retained a powerful influence in certain areas of Jewish settlement in Eastern Europe, including Vitebsk, which was dominated by the Lubavitch, or Habad, sect. Pietistic, populist, and essentially anti-intellectual, Hasidism had early on drawn the ire of its more scholarly adversaries the Mitnageddim (opponents), whose founding rabbi, Solomon, the Gaon of Vilna, had issued a ban on the movement. Its appeal lay in its emphasis on simple faith, inward passion, and fervent prayer.

The Besht’s teachings were oral in form, transmitted through tales written down by his disciples. Stories about the Besht, and other rabbinical wonder-workers in God’s service, found a huge audience. Ironically, the stories frequently revealed a suspicion of book learning. Hasidic tales are soundly ahistorical, mystically inclined, and replete with miraculous objects (amulets, candlesticks) and occurrences. As late as the 1950s tales are told in the Hasidic community of levitating rabbis.

Chagall’s family and friends were undoubtedly familiar with the pious folk stories of the Hasidic world. Additionally, instructed to search for sparks of restorative heavenly meaning and joy in the darkest places on earth, Hasidim, while Orthodox in observance, illuminated their lives through acts of charity and enhanced their prayer with trance-inducing dance. It is not hard to see where the mystical center of Hasidic life enters Chagall’s dreamlike paintings, nor is it difficult to understand why, throughout his career, Chagall remained skeptical about intellectually fashionable artistic movements and theories. Frequently, Chagall’s work seems closer to Hasidism than to Cubism.

In all likelihood Chagall studied with Yehuda Pen for a period lasting between four and seven years. While Chagall always felt the need both to diminish the impact that his teachers had upon him and to misrepresent the amount of time that he spent under their supervision (his memoir claims that he was with Pen for only a month and a half), he was also capable of acting generously toward them and tended to remember them as “father figures.” When, in August 1918, Chagall was appointed commissar for art in the postrevolutionary government of Vitebsk and five months later established the Vitebsk Academy, Pen was among his first teaching appointments. In 1937, when the eighty-three-year-old Pen was brutally murdered in his home, in all probability by Stalin’s NKVD, Chagall commemorated him in three stanzas of his long poem “My Distant Home,” the last of which reads: “Your Jewish painting in the mud / A pig’s tail daubed it over— / My teacher, I’m sorry / I left you long ago.”

Hommage aside, it was, it seems, the atmosphere of Pen’s studio, rather than the master’s actual lessons, which penetrated Chagall. Young Chagall was intoxicated not only by “the smell of paints and paintings” and the appealing clutter familiar to anyone who has visited an art school, but also by the other whispered promise of that institution, arrestingly sexual and seductive. “No beautiful lady in our city reached her twentieth spring without being invited by Pen to pose for him—however she liked. If possible down to the breasts—so much the better.”

And perhaps this should be the moment to dispel the myth that the Second Commandment’s prohibition on the creation of graven images stymied Jewish representative and figurative art until Chagall and his contemporaries broke free in prewar Paris. In fact, as the art historian Monica Bohm-Duchen has outlined with great clarity, by the mid-nineteenth century many Jewish artists, rather than engaging in the production of ritual objects, had, like the Impressionist Camille Pissarro, embraced progressive art movements. In the mid-1870s the Russian sculptor Mark (Mordecai) Antokolsky, who had been the first Jewish student at the Imperial Academy of Arts in St. Petersburg, produced a series of realistic works drawn from Jewish life and history. Among these works was a controversial statue of a youthful Jesus sporting payyes (the sidelocks worn by Orthodox Jews), Ecce Homo (1876). Jesus the Jew was also to play a remarkable part in Chagall’s oeuvre, but the significance of Antokolsky’s works, and those of some of his Jewish contemporaries, such as Jozef Israels in Holland, lies in its essential indifference to the Second Commandment, and the fact that the artists themselves did not view their disregard for the ban on graven images as in any way inconsistent with either their Jewishness or the art that they produced.

Harold Rosenberg once speculated that the Second Commandment can be explained not as a response to the dangerous connection between figurative art and idol worship but by the fact that the Jews, slave laborers in the construction of temples, were literally crushed by art while they were in Egypt. Sculpture, he says, “must have induced tribal nightmares.” His further speculation, altogether less fanciful, is that the authors of the Hebrew Bible had erased the need for art objects by filling their stories with people and things that “glisten with meaning and become memorable.” Thus, Joseph’s coat, the burning bush, and Aaron’s rod become objects of the imagination that transcend the need for an intervening representational art. “If there were a Jewish Museum with those items in it, would anyone miss madonnas?” Rosenberg asks. But the point he makes is that the Hebrew Bible functions precisely as a Jewish museum, its readers are the museum’s visitors, and “when the mind of the people is loaded with magical objects and events, which unfortunately cannot be assembled physically, what is there for artists to do
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