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It is precisely here that "invisible nature" becomes in a spe- 
cial way visible, incomparably more visible than through all 
the other things that have been made. 

Pope John Paul 11, Dives in Misevicordia, $2 

Drawing on a customary interpretation of the demands of the bihli- 
cal prohibition against "graven images," there is among Orthodox 
Jews, and particularly the haredi variant of Orthodoxy, a long tradi- 
tion of not making use of human images. In a residue of this atti- 
tude, one can still find haredi Orthodox Jews who shy away from 
having their photo taken. Nevertheless, likenesses of rabbis and holy 
men have over the years increasingly made their way into the realm 
of the permissible, especially in the realm of popular culture, where 
the visual plays a large and increasingly important role.' Such 
images appear ever more often in a variety of contemporary posters, 
paintings, and other visual collectibles accepted and even endorsed 
by the Orthodox (including the haredi) Jewish population. They are 
to be seen everywhere, from the walls of private homes or syna- 
gogues and yeshiva study halls, to the decorations in the sukkah, on 
bumper stickers, and even on cards and stickers to be packed in a 
wallet or affixed to a car's dashboard. Young Orthodox children 
have taken to collecting and trading "rebbe cards" and stickers that 
they glue into a seemingly endless array of albums. Kiosks, Jewish 
bookstores, and even photo shops in Orthodox neighborhoods often 
1. For a history of this, see Richard I. Cohen, Jewish Icons (Berkeley and Los 

Angeles: University of California Press, 1998), especially the chapter entitled 
"The Rabbi as Icon," 115-53. 
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ach. (right) Baba Saii. (b 
the Rebbe of Gur (art by Vladimir Mnevj 

his is not only true for the traditionalist Orthodox, for whom 
hach (fig. S), the late long-time head of the Ponovez 

shiva in Israel's Bnai Brak (his image appears in fig. 1 as one of the 
otographs for sale), is a hero, but also for hasidim as well as Jews 
Sephardic origins. For others, it is the late Rabbi Shlomo Zalman 

Nadvorna Hasidim (left) and the other of the Lalov Hasidim, ar uerbach, the revered adjudicator of Jerusalem's Sha'arei Chesed 
(whose image appears in fig. 2). For many a graduate of the Isaac 
Elchanan Seminary of Yeshiva University, a picture of the late Rabbi 
Joseph Dov Soloveitchik, perhaps the most illustrious of its teachers, 
stands prominently on view among his possessions. Undeniably, the 
possession of such images iconically expresses the desire to hold 
one's teacher near, a desire that grows after the death of the teacher, 
a fact certainly true in the case of Rabbi Soloveitchik (about which 

cincts of Sephardic Jewry, and particularly those who 
dle Eastern or North African origins, images of rabbis 

rain this belief. Throughout their Ijrecincts, accordingly, his image and holy men are quite common. Pictures today of the late Rabbi 
Yisrael Abuhatzeira of Morocco, the Baba Sali ("our praying father" 

it is considered the sine qua non of a Lubavitcher home, as reveale in Arabic), or the Sephardic kabbalists Rabbi Mordecai Sharabi and 
by the miniature tableau of knickknacks and inspirational orna Yitzhak Kedourie are widespread and immensely popular. In addi- 

tion, images of Rabbi Ovadia Yosef, spiritual head of the Shas move- 
Indeed, while there is no way to know for certain, his image seems ment and a former Rishon Le-Zion, are an almost obligatory prop in 
to have become even more valued and omnipresent since his death in every: Sephardic public place. For others, the late Rabbi Meir 
1994. Yehuda Getz, the self-styled rabbi of the Western Wall who took to 

In a parallel fashion, many non-Hasidic yeshiva graduates have dressing all in white as a symbol of the priests who once ministered 
taken to keeping and displaying a picture of the head of their school. at  the Temple Mount, has become the face of faith in the rebuilding 
3. Ibid., 117. of the Holy Temple in Jerusalem and the end of history. For many 



Jews, particularly Hasidim, as already noted, but increasingly on on graven images notwithstanding, Scripture and Jewish 
Orthodox Jews as well, and especially those from the Middle ces may actually approve having such likenesses. Thus, while in 
and North Africa, who have a long tradition of belief in holy past pictures were viewed as tantamount to idol worship: a com- 
liket~esses of these rabbis are treated as instrumentalities of the contemporary justification for such images, whether photos or 
mediation with heaven that the persons whom they depict are likenesses, is offered by citing Isa. 30:20-21: "And though the 
sumed to ~ r o v i d e . ~  That is, looking at their teachers (or imag give you the bread of adversity, and the water of affliction, yet 
them) will, this interpretation argues, remind them of what it is thy teacher not be removed into a corner any more, but thine 
the "Supreme Teacher" demands of them-perhaps even sti hall see thy teacher and thine ears shall hear a word behind 
that miraculous connection between believer, rabbilinterme , saying, This is the way, walk ye in it" (The Holy Scriptures, 
and God. s. M. Friedlander, 1966). While these verses ostensibly speak 

Finally, the creation of certain stock images of histor phorically of the promise of God's-the teacher in the verse- 
esteemed rabbis, whose true appearance remains a mystery, mate grace to Israel, a variety of commentators have interpreted 
image of rabbis of the present has transformed some of these m as referring to a way that humankind can appeal to God via the 
sentations into what appear to be prefigurations of the con ediation of those who teach his ways? Among the haredi 
rary Orthodox rabbi. In this imagination, the fifteenth-centur ox who may still have some misgivings about the use of 
Don Isaac Abarbanel can be made to look like a contem images (in principle if not in fact), this justification for the 
Sephardic rabbi and vice versa, or the Lithuanian Vilna Gaon acy of images is often overlaid on the images themselves. This 
made to look like one of today's haredim.' In effect, this pr ifest in the image shown in figure 6, used as a decoration for 
visually articulates a common aspect of Orthodox ideology: ome, which portrays five of the immortal scholars of the last 
temporary claim to continuity between the past and pre o hundred years of Ashkenazi Jewish life. To the public who pur- 
assertion that the Orthodox live now as traditional Jews lived i ses this print (found for sale in New York's Satmar Hasidic 
past, and that in every aspect the Orthodox are true today to lave of Williamsburg but available in many Orthodox districts), 
was true yesterday. All this of course falls under the headin ese five rabbinic images (of an imagined scene, for these rabbis 
"visual idealization." ved in different places and at different times and never sat for a joint 

portrait) are familiar, close to iconographic. Written across the bot- 
tom, in Hebrew, are the words "and thine eyes shall see thy teacher." 

Getting Around the  Prohibition o n  Graven Images In some cases, where the image of the rabbis is not immediately 
familiar, they may be identified by articles of clothing or by their jux- 

Visual idealization, of course, is a conceptualization that has he1 
taposition with an object or series of objects whose propinquity 

the Orthodox get past the time-honored Jewish prohibition agal helps explain who these men are and what makes them rabbis. That graven images. While this is not the place to trace the process of a 
6. See, for example, Maimonides, Mishneh Torah hilkhot auodat kokhavim 3:9, the reasons for the growing and undeniable popularity of such p 

who writes, "Making an icon or any picture are one and the same idol wor- tures of rabbis, one must note that like so much else that has change 
within the domains of Orthodoxy, which claims a particular fidelity 7 .  See, for example, Rashi on h'um. 23:23 or Me~udat David on Isa. 30:20. The to tradition, the practice of making and displaying such images has logic here parallels the attitudes that have evolved regarding visiting graves. 
been rationalized (albeit ex post facto) by a suggestion that, the pro- While the tradition began by prohibiting prayer to the dead or ancestors as a 
4. See Yoram Bilu and Eyal Ben-Ari, "The Making of Modern Saints: Mannfac- form of idol worship, the practice of praying at the graves of tsaddikim or holy 

tured Charisma and the Abu-Hatseiras of Israel," American Ethnologist 19, men or at the graves of martyrs or ancestors has becomes accepted and even 
no. 4 (1992): 29-44. endorsed as a way of using the help of these as intermediaries to God. See S. C. 

5. "Lithuanian" here refers to the yeshiva rabbis who are non-Hasidic but haredi Heilman, When a]ew Dies (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
in orientation. 



is certainly the case in figure 7, m which five rabbis stand, before the 1 F 
synagogue ark, around open volumes of the Talmud lying on the lec- 
tern and, with telephones in their hands, presumably offering 
instruction and guidance to those on the other end of the line who 
seek to be connected to an understanding of the Talmud. The comhi- 
nation of synagogue, ark, sacred books, pulpit, telephone, and rab- 
his tells us in an instant what, in the contemporary Orthodox view, 
the rabbi can be expected to do. 

Accordingly, pictures of rabbis have been used for inspirational 
purposes or as a vehicle for religious help. This is not altogether dif- 
ferent from the ways amulets have 6een used.8 Others, who may not 
use the likenesses for purely religious purposes, have turned such 
pictures into decorations or even glosses on texts. That can be seen 
in the use of the poster of the rabbis in figure 6 to offer a new under- 
standing of the words from Isaiah, which, as the image makes clear, 
can refer to rabbis who act on behalf of the "Supreme Teacher," 
God. In some cases, they also made them markers of identity, so that 
8. That this is not peculiar to Jews but even more developed among Christians- 

both in the past and today-is demonstrated by Cohen,Jewish Icons, 114ff. 

'iqure 7 ~abba' Talmud study circle by telephone (public domain) - 

the pictures take on symbolic and iconic elements. Such images are, 
as I shall try to show, also subject to manipulation. For example, 
when displaying a picture of a particular rabbi becomes not just a 
representation of him but serves as a means of expressing an attach- 
ment to a particular set of beliefs or a kind of approach to Judaism 
that have become associated with that rabbi, the image becomes a 
kind of synecdoche for broader issues of religious outlook, a kind of 
icon in which a part, the image, is metonymically used to stand for 
the whole.9 In other words, a shorthand way of demonstrating alle- 
giance to or identification with a particular way of life, a commu- 
nity, or a series of beliefs is to simply publicly display or at the very 
least possess and value a picture of a rabbi whose association with 
these is well known. In the simplest version of this, such a likeness 
can he reduced to a simple sign. In the case of a storefront, the pic- 
ture tells passers-by precisely and efficiently whom the sellers expect 
to serve in this store. 
9. See Emiko Obnuki-Tierney, "Monkey as Metaphor? Transformations of a 

Polytropic Symbol in Japanese Culture," Man, n.s., 25 (1990): 89-107. See 
also Edmund Leach, Culture and Communication (New York: Cambridge Uni- 

j verslty Press, 1976), esp. 14 



Figure 8: Rabbis (above left) Auerbach. 
Getz (art by Vladimir Mnev; http://rab 

Some Basic 

(right) Schneerson. (below left] Sharabi 
bis-art.2Om.com/portrait%20gallery! . h ~  

Elements of Style 

. (right) 
!mi 

First some words about how the image must appear. There is a uni- 
formity of style in many of these pictures. Most common is a like- 
ness that stresses the face, perhaps on the assumption that the face is 
the mirror of the soul. And, of course, the face is perhaps the most 
salient element for distinguishing one person from another 
(although, as figure 8 makes clear, this may require a special ability 
to get past the common facial features of the rabbis in question). In 
these "head shots," the rabbi is almost always wreathed in a beard, 
earlocks, and head covering, or else wearing or holding something 
that suggests a Jewish association, in many cases an Orthodox kind 
of connection. To be sure, each community among the Orthodox 
Jews has its own elements that must be inserted into the image of the 
face shot. Thus the yeshivish or Lithuanian group presents an image 
that often includes the particular square yarmulke or hat associated 
with their rabbis, or some other indexical element of piety, such as a 

Figure 9: Haggadah illustrated by Yaakov Asher Kop (Talmud Torah, Jerusalem, ! 983) 

book.1° A picture of a traditional Sephardic rabbi may include a tur- 
ban or robe. A picture of a Hasidic rabbi will stress the earlocks or 
shtraymel (fur hat) and occasionally the white kittel (cassock or che- 
mise worn on the High Holy Days, Passover, and upon burial). In 
the case of Lubavitcher Hasidim, the standard black fedora favored 
by the late Seventh Rebbe Menachem M. Schneerson is essential, 
and among haredim in general the face is always topped by a black 
hat (fig. 8). In some images, a sharp contrast is even drawn between 
the rabbi and those who do not measure up to him, as for example 
in figure 9, an illustration from a haredi edition of the Passover Hag- 
gadah for children, showing the four sons. The wise son is clearly 
the rabbi who holds the book and wears the square yarmulke. 

These images are not only descriptive; they are also prescriptive. 
As such they serve not only as models of the rabbi, but also as mod- 
els for what a rabbi (and those who wish to emulate him) should 
look like. To be sure, the purveyors and consumers of these images 
have shaped the character of the visualizations, leading to a great 
deal of stereotyping and similarity. Thus it is no longer clear whether 
the images reflect or project what people believe the face of faith 
should be. 

Where there are props, they are commonly those associated with 
10. See Cohen, Jewish Icons, 120. 



Figure I0 Storefront, Boro Park, Brooklyn (photo by author) 
Jewish practice. These include Torah scrolls, palm branches (lulav), 
menorahs, prayer shawls (tallit), a variety of holy books, a study 
table, and hats of various sorts. The impression is that the rabbi is 
associated with these objects. By virtue of their repeated use many of 
these objects have become conventions of the genre (fig. 10). That is, 
they have become iconic, almost indexical, serving as a kind of 
"standardized symbol."ll Perhaps the most common of these iconic 
juxtapositions is the Torah and the Rabbi, with the latter commonly 
holding the former, as if the two constitute a single sacred entity. The 
image suggests in an economical and instantaneous way that as we 
venerate the one, so we venerate the other. The vocabulary of holi- 
ness is simple, well known, and not subject to very much variation. 
It must be immediately transparent. 

Variarions on this theme can of course be played out. Figure 7, in 
which the rabbis stand around the Talmud holding phones to their 
ears suggesting the link to those "studying Torah" with them over 
the wire, implies that the rabbis are the link connecting the great - - 
Talmud tradition to the world on the other end of the line. In this 
11. Leach, Culture and Communication, 15. 

Fiaure I I: : Surrounded bv (above. photo by author); 
2 

the Admor of Blale (below, photo by Yaakov KaszemacherJ 
case the idea that "thine eyes shall see thy teacher and thine ears 
shall hear a word" is of course given a new twist, yet still to some 
extent echoing the sentiments seen in the image of the five immortals 
in figure 6. 

Depicting Charisma 

Yet another motif in these pictures is to group the rabbi with others. 
In some pictures, the rabbi is shown at the head of a table or 
engaged in some ritual activity, surrounded by followers or disciples, 
indicating his position as a teacher, leader, and source of inspiration 
(fig. 11). The expressions of the disciples in the picture, moreover, 
help the viewer perceive the rabbi; they offer a guide for how he 
must be acclaimed and approached. In other words, the picture is 
once again an illustration of how to respond to the rabbi. The spiri- 
tual and numinous quality of the rabbi is of course reinforced by see- 
ing him venerated in the image itself. These sorts of images in a sense 
assist in what Yoram Bilu and Eyal Ben-Ari have called "manufac- 
tured charisma."12 

In the group picture, the "holy assembly" may also consist of 
other rabbis, with whom an association is symbolically made by vir- 
12. Bilu and Ben-Ari, "Making of Modern Saints." 
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courtesy M Zeitoun~j 
tue of the picture. In some cases the assembly is a representation of 
an actual encounter: a handshake, an exchanged conversation, a 
walk in tandem. In figure 12, with Rabbi Menachem Mendel 
Schneerson of Lubavitch shaking the hand of Rabbi Yitzhak Kedou- 
rie, the not so implicit message is that a relationship exists or existed 
between the people in the picture. And when the people in question 
symbolically represent two communities or approaches to Judaism, 
in this case Sephardic and Hasidic, the image of the meeting between 
them can also be used to represent a meeting, an association, 
between these two communities. Indeed, the existence of such 
images, particularly if they are real (rather than manipulated) photo- 
graphs-that is, hard evidence that the meeting actually occurred- 
can serve as the basis of an alliance or even a reinterpretation of 
legitimacy. Thus a warm handshake between the kabbalist Rabbi 
Kedourie and the Hasidic messianist Rabbi Schneerson hints at the 
respect that each point of view has for the other, a reverence that the 
followers of each rabbi then may legitimately express for the prac- 
tices and outlooks of the other. Moreover, for those invested in the 
mythical and mystical, this meeting of the two great lights is viewed 
as an occasion of cosmic significance. 

To be sure, the image in and of itself is not sufficient, but it can 
serve as an opening for a syncretistic association between Ashkenazi 
Hasidism and Sephardic Kabbalism, which to some degree seem to 
be competing for the hearts and minds of the faithful.13 Moreover, 
such an image can be used to justify the veneration of these two very 
different figures by the followers of each, without those followers 
having to bear the responsibility of abandoning their heightened 
devotion to their community or rabbi. In the context of the competi- 
tion for followers, which is particularly powerful where the Ortho- 
dox of various persuasions share adjacent territories or common 
enclaves (as is so often the case in the contemporary world), or 
where mobility is so high that followers of one rabbi can easily find 
themselves in the precincts of another, such pictures ease competitive 
tensions among the faithful. This is particularly true of the some- 
times growing, sometimes waning tensions between Ashkenazi and 
Sephardic Jews. The images of a meeting and friendship between 
their symbolic leaders may be a kind of visible record of d6tente or 
accord between the groups-not unlike the famous pictures of 
Soviet leaders and American presidents shaking hands, or of Jimmy 
Carter, Anwar el-Sadat, and Menachem Begin at Camp David. 

Sometimes the association among the rabbis is not actual but 
rather suggested by means of some framing device. Thus a common 
practice is to create a kind of pantheon of heroes on a single page or 
in a series, suggesting a relationship of equivalence or similarity, a 
shared charisma. The message here is that all in the set are compara- 
ble in some way. For example, "rebbe cards" or stickers, which have 
become popular among children in the haredi world-much as base- 
ball or superhero cards are among their non-Orthodox peers-sug- 
gest such associations and equivalences. Thus, for example, in the 
typical series of stickers seen in figure 13, we see that Rabbi Eliahu, 
the Gaon of Vilna, and Rabbi Yisrael Abuhatzeira are by virtue of 
this grouping in one set, along with the various rabbis of Zvhil, 
Spinka, Pittsburgh, Vihznitz, Biale, Erloi, Chernobyl and Mach- 
novka, made members of the pantheon of holy rabbis. Obviously the 
images have been adapted so that there is a kind of visual similarity, 
including giving the Moroccan Abuhatzeira and the eighteenth-cen- 
tury Vilna Gaon a visage and features that are similar to the other, 
13. To be sure, Hasidism and Kabbalism are connected; but during their develop- 

ment of a cadre of followers over the twentieth century, they have carved out 
competing or at least politically and socially distinct constituencies. 






























