
“One should not believe in superstitions,
but it is best to be heedful of them. “

Sefer Hasidm (Book of the Pious), the 13th century

Front cover:
Hamsa, 2012
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 410 × 310

Title page:
Angels Speak Hebrew, 2010

acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BL, 365 × 305

The captions include the following infor-

mation: the title of the work, the year it

was made, the technique and material

used, the dimension in millimetres,

height × width, the signature and its loca-

tion (BR: bottom right, BL: bottom left,

etc.). Works owned by the Jewish Museum

are designated with the inventory number,

works without designation are loaned for

this exhibition by the artist.
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The Jewish Quarter in Prague, 1979
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BL, 432 × 356
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PODWAL’S JEWISH MAGIC

I first encountered the art of Mark

Podwal on the Op-Ed pages of the New York

Times, the largest and most respected news-

paper in the U.S. I no longer remember the

specific subject but I recall clearly being

struck by the spirit of the artwork. The

lines wriggled alive across the page as

though they had just slithered out from the

artist’s pen, had not yet had a chance to

settle into the regimented mold and disci-

plined layout that reigned within the pages

of the “grey lady.” Over the past four

decades, those lines became the foundation

of a multifarious and brilliant body of work,

distinctive art that is instantly recognizable

as the handiwork of Mark Podwal. His is

a unique corpus that spans many subjects

and different media, yet each piece bears

the indelible imprint of what novelist

Cynthia Ozick has called ‘Master of the

True Line.’

Podwal’s work beguiles from the first

encounter, but a first viewing is scarcely

sufficient to apprehend the messages

embedded within each piece. Every image

unfolds in multiple layers of meaning, sym-

bolic of learning and of wisdom that reach

far beyond the charm of the surface. What

is meant by magic in the title of the

exhibit refers more to the quality of tran-

scendence, of charisma, of enchantment of

the world; it is closer to the work of the

artist than to that of a technician. Magic is

not about mumbling formulaic incantations

to produce unnatural results; it is rather

Hand Drawing Hand, 2012
gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 352 × 280
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When Sinai Blossomed, 2012
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 333 × 304

Ner Tamid with Angels, 1982
pen and ink drawing on paper,

signed BR, 355 × 280
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the gift of additional insight, of endowing

familiar things with qualities that make us

see them in a new and different light. Each

work in the exhibit is a lesson from the

magus, a term that means wise man,

teacher, conjurer, and magician: one who

reads the stars and teaches and translates

their message to the rest of us. Physicians

too were once believed to practice magic

arts, another way the subject of this exhibit

connects with the artist. The invocation of

the root magi in the title, JEWISH MAGIC

IN THE ART OF MARK PODWAL,

touches upon the many ways that the art, its

creator, its subject, and its place intersect.

This catalogue celebrates the completion

of a set of magnificent textiles commis-

sioned for the historic Altneuschul, the

oldest continually active synagogue in

Europe. The embroidered textiles include

a Torah ark cover, three Torah mantles and

covers for the Torah reading and cantor’s

desks. The project beautifully marries the

elements that converge in Podwal’s art.

What could be more appropriate than

having a master of pouring new meaning

into old forms create the oldest Jewish tra-

ditional objects, with the help of the

newest technology, for the “Old-New

Synagogue?”

What follows is an attempt to draw out

some of the layers of meaning to be found

in the artworks on display. These brief

words are meant to be suggestive rather

than comprehensive; viewers will find many

additional meanings and resonances in each

work that will speak to them directly.

Amulet – Ghetto Streets, 1979
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 432 × 356, JMP 177.203
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The Zohar says the rainbow is none other than the angel Metatron, 2012
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 406 × 305

Four yads with Noah’s Ark, 1994
pen and ink drawing on paper, signed BR, 355 × 280
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JEWISH MYSTICISM

The soaring imagination of the kabbalists

of old could not rest content with a God

who was a concept without shape, without

form, without some means of human com-

prehension of his being. How could a God

whose very name was ineffable, who could

not even be imagined, create the material

world, with its shapes and forms, tastes and

smells, its bodies and creatures large and

small? And so they imagined Creation as

a series of emanations, sephirot, a great

linked chain that led from the heavens to

the earth, each aspect endowed with differ-

ent qualities and personalities, each con-

tributing different attributes to the world.

Medieval Jews, philosophers and

kabbalists, struggled to understand the

deeper meaning of these shapes and their

relationship to human destiny. One of the

earliest works to do so was the anonymous

Sefer Yetzirah (1980), Book of Creation. It

opens with the assertion that God created

the universe with numbers and the Hebrew

letters, the DNA of creation. The Hebrew

letters within Podwal’s universe provide

the building blocks for every possible com-

bination, a perfect metaphor for the place

where divine and human creativity meet.

Several of the images in this show

address the universe of the Jewish mystics.

Metatron and Sandalphon are names for two

of the angels closest to God, the highest

angels. Both started out as human beings

who were elevated into the heavens.

Enoch, the biblical figure who walked with

Sefer Yetzirah,
1980
pen and ink
drawing on paper,
signed BR,
357 × 279

Sefer Raziel, 1978
pen and ink
drawing on paper,
signed BR,
355 × 280
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Elijah’s Metamorphosis, 2006
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

Our Fall, 2006
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 302 × 253

Sitra Ahra, 2006
pen and ink drawing on paper,

signed BR, 305 × 254
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God and was taken by Him (Genesis 5:24),

turns, in ancient texts, into the angel

Metatron (2006). He is sometimes con-

ceived as a guardian of the radiance of God,

and in other sources, one who serves as

celestial scribe. Metatron has been imagined

as a rainbow in which all the colors of the

light spectrum appear.1 Elijah, the prophet

who ascended to the heavens in a chariot

(see the image Elijah’s Metamorphosis, 2006)

metamorphosed into the angel Sandalphon,

the angel who collects prayers and delivers

them to God.

In the narrative of the kabbalists, the

process of creation left an imaginary detri-

tus, a slag heap devoid of light and good,

symbolized by the left side, sometimes

called the “other side”, Sitra Ahra (2006).

These are personified here by a drawing of

the left hand, in which seven demons rep-

resent the seven severe sephirot.

One of the most compelling works in the

exhibit invokes the great scholar of Jewish

mysticism, Gershom Scholem, whose

elegant exposition of the work of the

kabbalists in monumental works of scholar-

ship opened a new panorama in modern

Jewish studies. Scholem explored the ques-

tions of good and evil, creation and

destruction, male and female, human and

divine, exile and redemption as they

unfolded from the paradoxical and labyrin-

thine works of the Jewish mystics. These

works were created in Jerusalem and

anchored the “Jerusalem school” of Jewish

History. From his perch there, Scholem

ignited an interest in kabbalah among

Kabbalah, 1999
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BL, 304 × 254, JMP 179.044
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Jewish Magic, 2012
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 480 × 380

Safed, 1977
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 152 × 104
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modern scholars that continues to bear

fruit to this day. With his mapping of the

highways and byways of Scholem’s work in

The Letters of Gershom Scholem (2002),

Podwal becomes the prototype of a modern

day kabbalist, one who extends the tradi-

tion into new modes, reshaping the story of

divine creativity into one that human imag-

ination can embrace.

Meditation, 1979
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280

1/ Jacob b. Jacob HaKohen, Sefer ha-Orah (Book of Illumination)

ed. Daniel Abrams (Ph.D. dissertation, New York Universi-

ty), p. 368

Letters of Gershom Scholem, 2002
etching on paper, signed BR, 185 × 175 / 300 × 320,
JMP 178.432
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Tefilin with flying letters, 1999
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280

Adam Kadmon, 2000
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil
on paper, signed BR, 305 × 255
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Torah with Sephirot on Tree of life, 2003
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 266 × 215

Planets, 1997
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil
on paper, signed BR, 305 × 230

It was said that the menorah’s seven lights symbol-

ized the six days of Creation with the light in the

center representing the Sabbath, the day of rest.

Some believed the menorah symbolized the glow of

the planets as they followed their paths through the

heavens.Others thought the seven flames represented

the seven continents of the earth.

from Mark Podwal: The Menorah Story
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The Angel of Dreams, 1998
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 358 × 306

Lilith, 2007
etching on paper,
signed BR, 228 × 175 / 380 × 330, JMP 179.114
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ANGELS AND DEMONS

Angels and demons occupy the space

between the human and the divine. They

turn the invisible realm into the visible;

they bear messages from the celestial realm

to our imagination. They float within the

dream space between the world of infinite

potential and the realized world of human

existence. Wings signify the angels, and

feathers signify the wings, for they (as

quills) create and animate the Hebrew

letters, the building blocks of creation that

run like a red thread through Podwal’s Jew-

ish-themed art. As Podwal explains in his

wonderful book Built by Angels, in the

founding legend about the Old-New Syna-

gogue its stones are brought to earth by

angels; its architecture so beautiful and

ethereal it could only have been designed

by the divine mind. Peering inside the syn-

agogue, in Yom Kippur in the Altneuschul

(2008), we see the men wrapped in their

white kittels and prayer shawls, beseeching

God on the Day of Atonement. They

resemble the angels they aspire to be on

that solemn day.

Demons populate our nightmares and

hold a respected place in myth, legend, and

tradition since ancient times. For women

in childbirth, the figure of Lilith (2007)

personified the demoness who snatched

newborn children and killed them. Until

modern times, Jewish women in Ashkenaz

encircled their childbed with an inscription

that began: “Adam, Eve, begone Lilith.”

[Adam, Hava, hutz Lilit]. The earliest

Yom Kippur in the Altneuschul, 2008
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 406 × 305
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Good and Evil, 2006
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil
on paper, signed BR, 305 × 254

Confusion of Demons by the Holy Name, 1988
collage and pen and ink drawing on paper,

signed BR, 354 × 278

Leah’s Dybbuk, 1978
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BL, 272 × 200
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printed amulet designed to protect women

in childbirth was printed in seventeenth

century Prague.2 Lilith appears first in the

Bible on a list of scary creatures, along with

owls and jackals, who populate desolated

areas. She appears in Babylonia on Jewish

magical incantation bowls, and in later

legend as the first wife of Adam, banished

from Eden because she refused to be sub-

servient to him. She is the incarnation of

eternal temptress who provokes illicit lust

in men. In kabbalah she is of the dark side,

the kelippot, which represent the destruc-

tive energies in the cosmos, the opposite of

the creative sephirot.

Podwal’s Demons (2012) illustrates

a midrash about shedim, demons as unfin-

ished beings whose creation was suspended

when God ran out of time, on Friday after-

noon just as the Sabbath arrived. Podwal

constructs the demon from scattered frag-

ments into a whole monstrous creature. It

contains a cloven hoof, symbol of the devil

and of unclean animals, and sprouts ser-

pents representing the cunning spirit of

the original sinner in Eden. A forked

tongue, mark of the deceiver, waves out of

its mouth. The split hoof and tongue echo

the fragmented nature of the demonic

spirit, the opposite of the simple man who

knows no guile. The serpent reappears in

the contest Good and Evil (2006) as it

attempts to strangle the etz hayyim, the

Tree of Life. The Tree is the pillar around

which the Torah scroll is wound. The

serpent thinks he is strong and clever – but

his call to momentary pleasure will never

Demons, 2012
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280
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The Azazel-Goat, 2003
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 279

Rooster, 1983
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 281

Tefilin with Sefarim, 1999
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 152 × 104
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overpower the magic of the Hebrew letters

and divine wisdom coiled within.

Tefillin stand at an enigmatic juncture

within Jewish ritual. These little black

boxes of Jewish culture contain the verses

of the Shma, the Jewish credo “Hear

O Israel”. They are worn, like the fringes

of tzizit, as a perpetual reminder of God,

a call to morality in all one’s ways and days.

Both contain bands or strings, and knots,

classical aids to memory. The wearing of

a box containing parchment and letters,

however, also granted the tefillin (like the

mezuzah on the doorpost) the magical

quality of an amulet. The power in the

letters would keep the wearer or occupant

safe from harm. Amulets have an honorable

place in Jewish tradition, and none became

more popular, especially among Sephardic

Jews, than the hamsa. The hand that wards

off the evil eye was, and in many places

still is, ubiquitous in Middle Eastern

culture. Hands were once widely used as

memory devices, to educate, calculate, and

communicate. Here the Hamsa (2012, see

the front cover), guarding over the precious

city of Jerusalem, is overlaid with the

implements that emphasize the role of the

human hand (the Torah pointer is called

the yad, hand) in the act of creation with

the divine letters, fitting emblem for the

realms of magic presented in this exhibit.

2/ Waldemar Deluga and Iwona Zych, Jewish Printed Amulets.

Print Quarterly 20, no. 4 (2003): 369-373.

Rooster Hamsa, 2001
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254
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Kabbalistic Key, 2001
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 253 × 305, JMP 177.556



21

Amulets and Angel Feathers, 2006
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

Letters, 1982
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 354 × 278

Abraham Abulafia (1240–1291), leading figure in

the history of “Meditative Kabbalah”, the founder of

the school of “Prophetic/Ecstatic Kabbalah”, wrote

meditation manuals using meditation on Hebrew

letters and words to achieve ecstatic states.
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Hebrew Zodiac, 2011
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 515 × 410
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TIME AND HOLIDAYS

The heavens and their bodies have

excited human curiosity since time imme-

morial. Hebrew Zodiac (2011) illustrates the

concentric layers of meaning within

Podwal’s images. The ancient Greeks con-

ceived of the universe as a perfect set of

nested spheres whose revolutions created

the music of time; they are represented

here in concentric circles. (But look again

closely: Podwal has encircled the earth

with a Leviathan, the mythical fish whose

flesh will provide a banquet for the righ-

teous in the World to Come.) At the center

of their universe was the earth, and accord-

ing to Jewish tradition, the Temple Mount

in Jerusalem was the tabor ha-aretz, the

navel of the earth. At this axis mundi,

heaven and earth touch.

The revolutions of the celestial spheres

took a year to complete, divided into

twelve months. In one of the great and

enduring feats of human imagination, an

unnamed person gazed at the stars and

assigned to their clusters shapes resem-

bling familiar figures. The twelve constella-

tions entered Jewish culture in adapted

form as the mazzalot. These adaptations are

a fine example of how Jews remade pagan

culture into something of their own. Aquar-

ius, depicted in non-Jewish art as the water

god carrying a vessel, is depicted in Jewish

images (and here) simply as a vessel with

water. This motif is repeated in the stand

alone Hebrew Month of Shevat (1995), in

which a water jug waters a palm tree in

Hebrew Month of Shevat, 1995
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 278
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Hebrew Month of Heshvan, 1995
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280

Hebrew Month of Tammuz, 1995
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BL, 355 × 280
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Jerusalem. The image celebrates Tu

B’Shevat, the New Year for Trees in the

Jewish calendar from the Mishnah, and

calls to mind as well the joyous celebration

in the Temple of the ritual pouring of

drawn water (Simhat Bet Hasho’eva) on

sukkot, another ritual designed to draw the

rains in their proper time.

Ancient Babylonian legend has Pisces as

two fish intertwined by their tales; Jewish

art neglects that detail. Sagittarius, repre-

sented by a centaur wielding a bow and

arrow, is in many Jewish depictions (as

here) just the bow and arrow. Other signs

are represented individually in the exhibit.

The month of Heshvan, the month of the

Great Flood of Noah, is here symbolized by

its sign, Scorpio. In the Bible the scorpion

is a dangerous creature with a sharp sting.

The rabbis likened the ancient Greeks to

scorpions. In Podwal’s Hebrew Month of

Heshvan (1995), the scorpion dons the

helmet of the Greeks and attempts to

strangle the menorah, symbol of the

Temple they defiled and the holiday of

lights that emerged when they were

defeated.

The Hebrew Month of Tammuz (1995), is

represented by the crab, the sign of

Cancer, an extremely dry month. In the

Jewish calendar Tammuz contains a fast

day but no festive holiday. It is the month

in which Israelites worshipped a golden

calf and Moses, holding the Tablets with

the Ten Commandments he had received

after forty days and nights, smashed them

to the ground. The crab is made up here of

Hebrew Month of Iyar, 1995
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280, JMP 179.048
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Heavenly and Earthly Jerusalem, 2004
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 253, JMP 179.046

Shofar Moon (Rosh Hashanah), 1980
pen and ink drawing on paper,

signed BR, 355 × 280

Hebrew Zodiac, 1994
etching on paper, signed BR,
250 × 225 / 355 × 330, JMP 179.052
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fragments of the shattered Tablets, the

letters of the commandments still

inscribed on the shards. The color blue

recalls the name of Moses (drawn from the

water) and his insistent pleading that God

have mercy on his people and forgive their

transgressions. The 17th day of Tammuz

commemorates the breaching of the walls

of Jerusalem and inaugurates an interval of

mourning that culminates in the fast of the

9th of Av, when the Temple was destroyed.

In the period of redemption the days of

mourning will become days of joy.

Variations on the zodiac wheel and inter-

pretations of its meaning have become

deeply embedded in Jewish culture. From

the ancient synagogue floors of Sephoris,

Tiberias, and others in the Holy Land, to

illuminated medieval mahzorim, and deco-

rated ketubbot (marriage contracts) during

the Renaissance period, the now “Jewish”

zodiac was included to symbolize good

fortune and the cyclical passage of time.

Jerusalem Lulavs (2004) takes us out of

the synagogue and into the world of prayer

bordering on magic. Throughout the days

of Sukkot Jews wave the lulav, leaves of

a palm tree. The holiday is linked to prayer

for rain (e.g., Jerusalem Talmud, Ta’anit

1:1) that is said on the final day of the fall

holiday season, Shemini Atzeret. Podwal’s

majestic green lulavim surround the

bleached white city against a cloudless sky,

recalling Honi the Circle Maker, the rabbi

famous for producing the miracle of rain

while standing within the circle he

inscribed. Podwal notes, “When the lulav is

Jerusalem Lulavs, 2004
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254
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Hoshanah Rabbah, 2002
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

Simhat Torah flag, 2002
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 253
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waved as instructed its rustling sounds like

rain, suggesting that the waving ritual was

an imitative magic ceremony, to induce

rain.” The prayer refers to the rustle of

wind (mashiv ha-ruah) and the descent of

rain (morid ha-geshem), the Hebrew words

(ruah and geshem) hinting that we pray for

nourishment of spirit and body. Flowers,

trees, and life itself depend on rain, a kiss

of God where heaven and earth meet. In

Deuteronomy (32:2) Moses likened the

words of Torah to falling rain, for it sus-

tains the spirit as rain sustains the world.

On the last day of the Sukkot holiday,

Hoshanah Rabbah (2002), it is believed that

the skies opened at midnight, and wishes

made to heaven would come true. The

image here depicts an „open sky“ from

which the fruits of blessings flower forth,

similar to the fruits hanging above in the

sukkah and symbolizing the sweetness of

divine abundance.

Despite all the symbols and myths associ-

ated with the astrological signs, the sages

declared, “En mazzal l’Yisrael,” the astrolog-

ical fates do not rule Israel’s destiny.

Nowhere is this demonstrated better than

in the fate of Haman, the villain of the

Purim holiday. According to the Book of

Esther, Haman was a sorcerer who cast lots

(the meaning of the word purim) to find

the time most unfavorable to the Jewish

people. When the lots fell on the month of

Adar he was elated, certain that his plot to

destroy the entire Jewish people would

succeed. The sages explain that he rejoiced

because on the 7th of this Hebrew month,

Hanging Haman,
2004
acrylic, gouache and
colored pencil on
paper,
signed BR,
305 × 254

Purim, 2006
etching on paper,
signed BR,
203 × 225 /
288 × 330,
JMP 179.050
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Pomegranates, 2012
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 405 × 304

Israel’s Fruits and Flowers, 2010
etching on paper, signed BR,
275 × 214 / 460 × 380, JMP 179.584
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Moses, giver of the Torah, died. But his

plot failed spectacularly, as Hanging Haman

(2004) illustrates (Moses was also born on

that day, a fact he didn’t know). The

holiday celebrating his downfall, Purim,

underscores the message that reversal of

a bad fate is possible. Haman hangs,

adorned by a large hamantasch (the delicious

pastry in the shape of a tri-corner hat eaten

on Purim), against the backdrop of an open

megillah (Scroll of Esther). The etching

titled Purim (2006) reveals the joy of the

holiday, especially for children. It is a day

of merriment, of sharing treats, and of

banging on the grogger when Haman’s

name is read in the megillah.

Israel’s Fruits and Flowers (2010) cele-

brates the Jewish holiday of Shavu’ot, the

holiday that rejoices in the first fruits of

the new season and the giving of Torah on

Mount Sinai. The humble mountain was

bedecked with flowers in honor of the

momentous event, while the pomegranate

with its many seeds symbolizes fertility as

well as the Torah and its mitzvoth. The

seeds are said to number 613, same as the

commandments, and on Rosh Hashanah

many Jews eat the pomegranate so that

they should become as filled with good

deeds as seeds in the pomegranate.

The Jewish Town Hall Hebrew Clock (2008)

extends the message that Jews have

created a timescape that is universally

familiar yet uniquely Jewish. Angels of cre-

ation flutter around the building, mundane

and earthbound in its stone physicality at

the same time as its spire reaches up into

Jewish Town Hall Hebrew Clock, 2008
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 406 × 305
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It is said that at the beginning of every Sabbath, two

angels visit each home. To see if it has been made ready for

this holy day. And to offer a taste of heaven.

from Mark Podwal: A Sweet Year

Shabbat, 2002
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

Shabbat Fish, 2003
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

The Fox, 1983
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BL, 306 × 280
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the heavens. The enchantment of time

pervades many works in the exhibit,

nowhere more than with the sly fox (The

Fox, 1983) trying to steal away with

a challah, the braided loaf of bread eaten

by Jews every Shabbat to recall the manna,

the heavenly portions that sustained Israel-

ites during their sojourn in the desert. In

the classic fables the fox tricks gullible

animals into parting with their precious

food. Don’t let him get away with it!

The havdalah ceremony at the close of

the Sabbath marks the liminal moment,

when time hovers between sacred and

profane, as Jews conclude the beauty and

contemplation of the Sabbath and prepare

to enter the mundane world of the every-

day. The havdalah engages all the five

senses, including light for the sense of

sight, fragrant spices for the smell, and

wine for taste. Podwal’s Havdalah (2008)

implements include a surprise: the spice

box is the Prague Jewish Town Hall and

the kiddush cup resembles the one said to

have belonged to the Maharal. Like other

liminal times, havdalah time was ideal for

magical beliefs: Sprinkling wine from the

havdalah ceremony on the table brings

a good week. A young woman who stares at

the flame of the braided havdalah candle

reflected in her fingernails could see her

future husband.

Havdalah, 2008
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 406 × 407
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Matzah Moon, 2006
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 304 × 253, JMP 179.055

Shir ha-shirim, 1998
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,

signed BR, 305 × 254, JMP 179.045



35

Hanukkiah with Eight Olives, 2004
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

Tu B’Shevat, 2003
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil

on paper, signed BR, 305 × 254
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Star of Prague – Poster for 100th Anniversary
of the Jewish Museum in Prague, 2006
silkscreen on paper, signed BR, 594 × 420,
JMP 178.940
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PRAGUE:

JERUSALEM OF EUROPE

In the early modern period, Prague con-

tained the single largest Jewish community

in all of Europe. Prague was not just

a Jewish capital for its population, but for

its Jewish cultural achievements and strik-

ing personalities. From the towering think-

ers Maharal (Rabbi Judah Loew) and his

student David Gans in the sixteenth

century, to the bereft mother Bella

Perlhefter in the seventeenth, to the dark

imagination of Franz Kafka in the twenti-

eth, Prague’s Jewish inhabitants have

enriched culture, religion, science, and art

in ways too various to enumerate.

Unpack Podwal’s Star of Prague (2006),

and much of this history unfolds. Podwal

chose the six pointed “Shield of David”

because Prague was the first Jewish com-

munity to use it as its emblem. The six

points contain the synagogues of Prague,

along with the flag of the Jewish commu-

nity and the tombstone of David Gans.

Gans (which means goose in German,

hence the animal on his tombstone) was

one of the first Jews to write both a Jewish

and general history of the world. His

Tzemach David, 1592, was translated both

into Latin and into Yiddish and became

a favorite of Jewish readers. Gans studied

under Moses Isserles of Krakow and

Maharal in Prague, and from both his

teachers he received encouragement to

pursue the study of mathematics and

astronomy. In Prague he was acquainted

Prague Spires, 1997
pen and ink drawing on paper,
355 ×280

Rabbis’ Street in
Prague, 1999
etching on paper,
signed BR,
200 × 240 /
365 × 380,
JMP 177.560
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with the astronomers Johannes Kepler and

Tycho Brahe; he was one of the few Jews

who studied the heavens in the royal astro-

nomical observatory in Prague. His works

on astronomy and geography were not pub-

lished until almost two centuries after his

death—he was a man ahead of his times.

The yellow Jewish hat in the center

recalls the dark side of Jewish life, not only

in Prague but everywhere in Europe that

Jews were forced to wear an identification

mark like that of Cain. It was either

a badge sewn onto their clothing or

a brightly colored hat like the one shown

here. Later, in a unique twist on the cruel

practice, Jews throughout Bohemia, includ-

ing Prague, were forced to wear an ugly,

stiff yellow-green collar to identify them.

The top of the star is colored blue for the

heavens and the bottom, green for the

cemetery ground. The Hebrew letters peh

and nun spell the beginning of some epi-

taphs, “Here lies.” The red shape of

a banner recalls the Jewish community of

Prague flag from 1716 during the reign of

Charles VI. (The original is held by the

Jewish Museum in the Maisel Synagogue,

while a replica is on display in the

Altneuschul.)

Noteworthy inside the Star is the signa-

ture of Shlomo Molcho (at the bottom of

the lion on the left). Molcho was remem-

bered and revered in Prague as a martyr for

Judaism. Born into a family of Portuguese

marranos, Jews who had been forced into

an outwardly Christian life, Molcho

yearned to reclaim his Jewish identity.

Maisel Synagogue, 2001
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254
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He was spurred to action at the risk of his

life in 1525, when an exotic wayfarer, trav-

elling under the invented and messianically

charged name David Reubeni, came to the

king of Portugal claiming to be a represen-

tative of the Lost Tribes of Israel. Molcho

followed Reubeni out of Portugal, and

embraced his Jewish identity, studying

and writing kabbalistic works. Molcho was

burned at the stake in Mantua in 1532,

a martyrdom that Joseph Karo in far away

Safed yearned to emulate.

Another pair of resonant images in the

star are the open books. These should be

regarded alongside the etching titled Sefer

(1980). The images signal the love of books

that have made them into the Jewish peo-

ple’s “portable homeland.” Throughout

their many wanderings, Jews were most

at home in their sacred books. In Hebrew,

the title page of a book is called sha’ar –

“gate”, the portal through which one enters

the holy text. The twisted columns in the

drawing resemble those found on the title

pages of books printed in the six-

teenth-century. The books also draw our

attention to the critical role of Prague

in the history of Hebrew book printing.

Prague was the first city in Northern

Europe to print Hebrew books (by 1512).

Its printers, members of the Kohen family

in the sixteenth century and the Bak

family in the seventeenth, fostered a dis-

tinctive and bold Ashkenazic square type-

face. They introduced many ornaments

into Hebrew printed books, such as angels,

birds, rampant lions and the priestly

Sefer, 1980, aquatint on paper,
signed BR, 225 × 275 / 330 × 379, JMP 179.051

Simhat Torah
Flags, 2001
acrylic, gouache
and colored pencil
on paper,
signed BR,
254 × 305,
JMP 179.043
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Rabbi’s Street, 2001
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 254 × 305
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hand-sign that find echoes in Podwal’s art.

The magnificent Prague Haggadah (1526)

set a standard for decorating printed works

with over sixty woodcuts that have become

iconic illustrations of the Passover story.

The printers in Prague brought some of

Maharal’s works to the public for the first

time; his commentary (Gur Aryeh, Prague

1578) to Rashi’s great commentary on the

Bible sparked a number of important

similar works. Many collections of tkhines

were published in Prague. These Yiddish

collections of women’s prayers reflected

the more personal devotions of Ashkenazic

Jewish women.

The stones in the storied cemetery,

themselves often elaborate works of art,

whisper to us about the lives buried under

layers of earth and time, still casting their

spell after all these centuries. These stones

are the stars of the film House of Life: The

Old Jewish Cemetery in Prague (2009), by

Allan Miller and Podwal and of several pic-

tures in the exhibit. The layer upon layer

of stones recall the crowded conditions

imposed upon the living Jews of the Prague

Jewish Quarter. While the number of

people grew, the area granted them to live

did not, and so Jewish quarters in

pre-modern Europe often contained build-

ings several stories high long before other

Europeans began to expand their living

quarters by building vertically. Each of the

stone markers compresses an entire life

story into a few brief lines, just enough to

signal the status of a person within the

community, their profession, and their

Prague Ghetto Cemetery, 1999
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BL, 300 × 254
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Midnight, 1979
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BL, 432 × 356

Altneushul with Angelic Alphabet, 1999
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 253
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main achievements. Pairs of hands signal

descent from the priests of the Temple in

Jerusalem, and lavers telegraph: a Levite.

The mystery of Prague is captured in the

haunting drawing titled Midnight (1979)

(from Elie Wiesel’s The Golem. Story of the

Legend). The main characters in this

drawing, which resembles a sixteenth

century etching, are the structures that

embody the city itself. Look closely at this

night. It is teeming with life, with motion

and spirits. A lone figure (the golem)

passes near Prague’s Charles Bridge. The

moon that casts its light over the dark

streets is magically, a Jewish moon, the

Jewish Town Hall’s Hebrew clock having

flown from its earthly mooring and super-

imposed itself over the moon. This alludes

not only to the lunar element in the Jewish

calendar, and to the rituals that bless the

moon, but to the many midrashim that

liken the fate of the Jewish people to the

moon. Sometimes it seems to be weaken-

ing or even disappearing but it always

returns to its full glory.

Podwal’s illustration of the acronym

Maharal (2009) encapsulates the magic of

this most emblematic of Prague Jewish per-

sonalities. The letters themselves are not

static, each contains a world of shapes

intersecting with one another, flowing into

each other and embellishing the letters to

give them life and depth. Within the first

letter, mem, stands an open book, a recur-

rent image in Podwal’s oeuvre and

reminder of the old Jewish scholars’ joke:

“Anyone can create a golem, but only the

Maharal, 2009, Maharal 400th Yahrzeit poster,
offset print, 594 × 420
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The Attic, 2008
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 405 × 305

Prayers to Rabbi Loew, 1997
pen and ink drawing on paper,

signed BR, 355 × 280,
JMP 177.259

Amulet – Ghetto Streets, 1979
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 432 × 356, JMP 177.203
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Maharal could write his Tiferet Israel (pro-

found meditation on the meaning of the

Torah); only he could create a student like

the Tosfot yomtov (Yom Tov Lipmann

Heller, the scholar whose indispensible

commentary to the Mishnah is studied

until this day).” The rampant lion standing

within the Hebrew letter he, symbolizes

the Torah ornaments, but also the family

name of Maharal, Loewe, which means

lion. The famous Old-New Synagogue

emerges from within the legs of resh, while

another important Prague symbol, the

banner, floats from the masthead of the

lamed.

The Jewish geography of Prague forms

the shape of Rabbi’s Street (2001), which

features tefillin and the Altneuschul. The

Altneuschul stood on Rabinska Street

before the “ghetto clearance” (1896–1914),

which destroyed most of the old Jewish

ghetto but left six synagogues intact along

with the Jewish Town Hall and Old Jewish

Cemetery.3 The street was renamed

Maiselova for the wealthy Jewish financier,

Mordechai Maisel, friend of the Maharal,

who was the Emperor’s banker. The tefillin

becomes the road leading into the

Altneuschul, hence the artwork’s title

Rabbi’s Street.

Prague has become in Podwal’s art a Jeru-

salem of the imagination, a city that con-

tains all cities, a city of parchment and of

stone, of Jewish life and death, of memory

and of renewal. In this exhibit Podwal has

addressed themes that reach into the heart

of Judaism, of Jewish history, and of the

Midnight in the Altneuschul, 2008
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 406 × 305
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One afternoon, many years later, the

rabbi’s favorite granddaughter gave her

grandfather a beautiful dark red rose she

had picked. Hidden in the flower’s fra-

grance was the Angel of Death, which flew

out and took the rabbi away.

from Mark Podwal: Golem – A Giant

Made of Mud

Prague’s Altneushul, 2008
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 404 × 304

Maharal’s Rose, 1994
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 278, JMP 178.438
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magical city of Prague. The collection you

see here is literally inspiring: it breathes life

into ancient forms, potency into dusty arti-

facts, color and shape into the invisible and

amorphous.

At a point in history when faith in politi-

cal institutions has been shattered, scholar-

ship grows ever more arcane, when people

have lost faith in faith itself, Podwal’s art

says: “Let us begin with Aleph-Bet,” and

from the primordial building blocks of cre-

ation, we can forge a new idiom, one that

speaks directly to the imagination and

engages the soul. It begins to answer the

question of how Jews can create connection

in a mechanical age, transcendence in the

face of rationalism, and joy in an age of

despair. Uncompromising in his remem-

brance of history’s dark side, Podwal’s art

nevertheless seeks beauty, affirmation, and

fresh meaning in the treasure houses of

ancient lore, a necessary art for the new

century.

Elisheva Carlebach

Salo W. Baron Professor of Jewish History,

Culture and Society

Columbia University

Altneushul in Jerusalem, 1997
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280, JMP 177.199

Prague Star, 2006
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on

paper, signed BR, 407 × 410

3/ Cathleen M. Giustino, Tearing Down Prague’s Jewish Town:

Ghetto-Clearance and the legacy of Middle-Class Ethnic Politics

around 1900. Boulder, East European Monograps (Columbia

University Press), 2003.
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Now it happened that the emperor’s evil

advisors convinced him that the Jews in his

kingdom possessed the formula for making

gold and that the secret was recorded in one

of their holy books. The emperor ordered that

the books be seized and a thorough search of

them be made. When no formula was found,

he decreed that the books be burned. At that

time in Prague there lived a great rabbi who,

it was said, could perform miracles. The

rabbi went to the palace to plead with the

emperor to save the holy books. On the way he

was greeted by a crowd that pelted him with

stones. But before the stones could reach their

target, they turned into roses. Suddenly the

royal carriage appeared, and the people

shouted at the rabbi to get out of the way.

Covered with flowers, he remained standing

right in the path of the carriage. Instead of

running him down, the horses stopped on their

own. The emperor was so astonished that he

permitted the rabbi to speak. Within hours the

holy books were returned to the synagogue.

from Mark Podwall: Golem – A Giant

Made of Mud

Maharal changed the stones into flowers, 1994
gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280, JMP 178.435
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Alchemist’s Kitchen, 2012
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 405 × 304

Golem with the Castle on his Head, 1994
gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 278, JMP 178.431
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Holy Arc, 1998
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,

signed BL, 357 × 306

The Four Holy Cities, 1991
pen and ink drawing on paper,
signed BR, 355 × 280
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In every generation…, 1998
etching on paper, signed BR,
253 × 201 / 420 × 330,
JMP 179.053

Destruction of the Temple, 1999
acrylic, gouache and colored pencil on paper,
signed BR, 305 × 254

When the Messiah
comes bread will
grow from the
earth, 1992
pen and ink
drawing on paper,
signed BL,
354 × 274
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“Mark Podwal is one of these infrequent

masters of the line. I want to name him

(as the hasidim would, in Hebrew) Baal Kav

Emet, Master of the True Line, or of the

line that opens into truth. Like the

kabbalists, he joins physics into metaphys-

ics, essence to presence, ideas into real

objects. Like the hasidic masters, he owns

a needle of incandescent wit. The Master

of the True Line is also master of hidden

meanings, of symbol and metaphor.”

Cynthia Ozick

from Ink and Inkling:

Mark Podwal, Master of the True Line

“Through a lifetime of drawings and

artwork, thinking and considering things

Jewish, Mark Podwal’s love of the Torah

and the Jewish people rings loud and clear.

The struggle with the sufferings, contradic-

tions and conundrums of heaven and earth

cannot help but color his clever and per-

ceptive images. His subjects include

angels, demons, lamed-vavniks, golems,

dybbuks and the messiah, all of which betray

a fascination with the edges of reality,

striving to visualize that which is not quite

there. Once he is done with them, we have

peeked around the corner of our conscious-

ness and come back a bit wiser.”

Richard McBee

painter and writer

on Jewish Art

Mark Podwal in his studio, 2007
Photo: Darryl Pitt
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2001 Forum Gallery, Los Angeles,
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1999 Forum Gallery, New York
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GROUP EXHIBITIONS (Selected)

2011 Forum Gallery, New York. Peace on

Earth: Art Against War

Forum Gallery, New York. Vantage Point

2011

Yale University, New Haven,

Connecticut. Modern Artists Illustrate

Jewish Texts

2010 Skirball Museum, Los Angeles.

Monsters and Miracles traveled to Eric

Carle Museum of Picture Book Art,
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catalogue)

Duke University, Durham, North

Carolina. Illustrating the Hebrew Bible

Jewish Museum in Prague, Prague. “And
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A Stitch in Jewish Time: Provocative Textiles

(exhibition catalogue)
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Zodiac Platter, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1995
ceramic with decal decoration, d. 315 mm, h. 34 mm
JMP 178.445

Podwal Seder Platter, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2003
porcelain with decal decoration, 380 × 380,
JMP 178.444
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Hebrew Union College, New York.

Waldsee-1944 (exhibition catalogue)

New York Public Library, New York. I Am

the Rose: Passover Imagined in the Collections

of The New York Public Library

Museum of American Illustration, New

York. Celebrating the Fine Art of Children’s

Book Illustration
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Small Worlds

Zimmerli Art Museum, Rutgers, New
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Children’s Book Illustration

Feigen Contemporary, New York. Visual

Artists Salute Harvey Lichtenstein

1998 Princeton University Library,

Princeton, New Jersey. Recent Acquisitions

1997 Forum Gallery, New York. A Jewish

Holiday Celebration

Museum of American Illustration, New
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Mark Podwal drawing the hamsa on the
wall of the Yeshiva University Museum,
New York 2011, photo: Zachary Levine
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Mount Holyoke College Art Museum,

1990.

Observations. Berkeley: Judah L. Magnes

Museum, 1977.

ARCHIVAL MATERIAL

Princeton University Library, Princeton,

New Jersey.

PERIODICALS

Drawings have appeared in The New York

Times since 1972 and in publications

worldwide.

AWARDS AND HONORS

2011 Foundation for Jewish Culture

Achievement Award

2010 New York University School of

Medicine Alumnus Award Medicine in

the Humanities

2009 Smithsonian Notable Book for

Children

2005 National Parents Publications Award

1999 Silver Medal – Society of Illustrators

Aesop Prize – American Folklore Society
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1998 National Jewish Book Award – Jewish

Book Council Sidney Taylor Award Honor

Book – Association of Jewish Libraries

1989 The Society of Newspaper Design

Award of Excellence

SPECIAL PROJECTS (selected)

2011 Designs torah curtain, three torah

mantles, covers for torah reading desk

and cantor’s desk for the Altneuschul in

Prague fabricated by Penn and Fletcher,

New York.

Metropolitan Opera publishes NABUCCO

limited edition poster.

Metropolitan Opera publishes boxed set

of Hanukkah cards.

Metropolitan Museum of Art publishes

boxed set of Hanukkah cards.

2010 Designs for The Echo Foundation,

Charlotte, North Carolina, The Sandra

and Leon Levine Medal for Life.

Postcards (five) for The Jewish Museum

in Prague.

Jewish Calendar, A Sweet Year, published

by Calendar Ink.

2009 Metropolitan Opera publishes boxed

set of notecards Mozart Fantasies.

Calendar for The Jewish Museum in

Prague.

Executive Producer and writer of PBS

documentary film House of Life: The Old

Jewish Cemetery in Prague, narrated by

Claire Bloom.

Designs poster for Prague Jewish

Community Maharal Conference.

New embroidered Torah mantle for Old-New
Synagogue, 110 × 64 cm, 2012

New cushion with embroidered pomegranates motif ,
38 × 44 cm, 2012
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2008 Metropolitan Museum of Art

publishes notecard Study for cover of

Jerusalem Sky.

2007 Chronicle Books publishes boxed set

of notecards To Life!

Jewish Museum, New York, publishes

boxed set of Hanukkah cards.

2006 Silkscreen print for The Jewish

Museum in Prague Centennial.

Metropolitan Museum of Art produces

porcelain plate, Jewish Life Cycle.

2005 Metropolitan Museum of Art

produces two jewelry pieces based on

drawing Ghetto Amulet.

Designs sixteen glass panels, kiln cast by

Fusion Glass, London, for United Jewish

Appeal Federation headquarters, New

York.

Poster for National Museum of American

Jewish History to celebrate 350
th

Anniversary of the American Jewish

Community.

Designs torah mantle for Skirball

Museum exhibition From Haven to Home.

2004 Metropolitan Museum of Art

produces ceramic Podwal Passover Plate.

2003 Metropolitan Museum of Art

produces ceramic Zodiac Platter.

Metropolitan Museum of Art publishes

boxed set of notecards Zodiac Circle.

2002 Yale University Tercentennial

Celebration includes three works on its

web site.

2001 Seventeen paintings for The Jewish

Museum in Prague Calendar.

Designs eight windows, kiln cast by

Fusion Glass, London, for entrance of

Solomon Schechter Upper School of

Westchester, New York.

Designs torah curtain, seven torah

mantles and images for torah ark for

Congregation Agudas Achim, Dell Jewish

Community Campus, Austin, Texas.

2000 Jewish Book Month Poster for Jewish

Book Council, New York.

1998 Brooklyn Academy of Music spring

season BAMbill cover artist.

Metropolitan Museum of Art publishes

boxed set of notecards Seven-Branched

Menorah.

1996. Cover painting for Itzhak Perlman’s

compact disc recording Live In the

Fiddler’s House.

Designs five torah mantles for Temple

Emanu-El, New York fabricated by Penn

and Fletcher, New York.

1995 Designs tapestry, in collaboration with

Gloria Ross, woven in France by Pinton

Tapisserie d’Aubusson for Temple

Emanu-El, New York.

Designs logo for the international

conference The Future of Hope held in

Tokyo and Hiroshima, Japan.

Skirball Museum, Los Angeles, California

commissions two large works on paper,

Zodiac Circle and Life Circle.

1994 Illustrator and creative consultant for

the television video A Passover Seder

Presented by Elie Wiesel. Warnervision.

1985 Designs for United States Mint the

Congressional Gold Medal presented by

President Ronald Reagan to Elie Wiesel.

1981 Designs stage backdrop for Simon and

Garfunkel concert in Israel.
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THE NEW IN THE OLD

In March 2012, new textiles were dedi-

cated at the Altneuschul (Old-New Syna-

gogue) for the first time in many decades –

to honour God’s name and to adorn his

sanctuary, following the custom of our

ancestors. The textiles were commissioned

a year ago by the Chief Rabbi of Prague

Ephraim Sidon and have been designed by

Mark Podwal.

New parokhot for Old-New Synagogue, , 190 × 145 cm, 2012

Cover for the shulhan, 142 × 174, 2012
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The Holy Ark and amud with new textile covers in Old-New Synagogue

Along the sides of the new parokhet

(curtain) are 12 yads (Torah pointers) that

point up towards the heavens – as the

tabernacle is the gate of heaven through

which the wisdom of the Torah comes to

us and through which our prayers go out to

the Lord. Twelve is also the number of the

tribes of Israel and is symbolic of their

energy, which is directed towards the

heavens. Under the Torah crown –

a symbol of royal majesty – is the motif of

two double-tailed lions rampant holding

a Torah scroll that adorns the city of Jeru-

salem, for “Jerusalem crowns the Torah and

the Torah is the core of Jerusalem.” Rising

about its walls is the Altneuschul gable, for

legend has it that it was built with stones

that angels brought from the demolished

Second Temple – which are to be returned

to Jerusalem in the future! In the middle

of the curtain is the traditional Hebrew

dedication, under which are the opening

words of Psalm 130: Mi-maamakim

keraticha… (“From the depths I call out to

you…”). The bottom hem of the curtain is

adorned with five pomegranates, which

symbolize the Five Books of Moses.

The new Torah mantles for the

Altneuschul bear two Hebrew letters that

stand for the words Kadosh le-Adonai (“Ded-

icated to the Lord”). The letter lamed

serves as a pole for the memorial banner of

the Prague Jewish Community, which for

centuries has been kept in the

Altneuschul.
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