
630 ZIVA AMISHAI-MAISELS 

One might indeed question why their works are includ- 

ed in the exhibition altogether. 

One might just as well try to develop a theory that 

since several dissident artists, regardless of religious 
affiliation, are children of privilege — children of doc- 

tors, lawyers, architects, stage designers — the move- 

ment has a middle-class substrate which might help 

define the nature of the artists’ work as well as any 

other. 
A parenthetical note: perhaps because of fears of 

anti-Semitism, few artists — Grisha Bruskin is an excep- 

tion — explored Jewish themes while living in Russia, 
but figures such as Lamm and Yankilevski have, since 

immigrating to the West, become much more open 
about their Jewishness both in their work and in their 

conversations. 
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The catchy, questioning name of this exhibition — 
accented in the catalogue and on the museum’s walls 

by using different colors for the words “too” and “Jew- 
ish” — operates on several levels. In the preface to the 

catalogue, curator Norman Kleeblatt explains that the 

idea for the show developed after he had concluded 

that Archie Rand’s biblical imagery was “too Jewish” to 
exhibit at the Jewish Museum. This led him to analyze 

this embarassing paradox and his own discomfort as an 
assimilated Jew before these works.! Kleeblatt’s point of 

departure is unique: Susan Goodman never had this 
problem in her “Jewish Themes/Contemporary Amer- 

ican Artists” shows at this museum (1982, 1986), and 

would thus not have produced Kleeblatt’s paradoxical 

' Too Jewish? Challenging Traditional Identities, ed. Norman L. Klee- 
blatt (New York and New Brunswick, 1996), pp. ix-x 

When viewed from the distance of an interval of 

many months between the closing of the exhibition 

and the writing of this essay, a few points emerge as 

being more significant than others. First, the artists 
wanted to and did contribute to the progress of Russ- 

ian art despite their marginalization through anti- 

Semitism. They wanted to be Russian and in many 
instances Jewish, also. Their level of performance, how- 

ever one determines quality, was high. They participat- 
ed in all of the major movements, as did nonJewish 
Russian artists. They could be provincial or cosmopoli- 
tan, pro-government or dissident, artistically radical or 

conservative, and involved with or oblivious to Jewish 

themes. The exhibition and the catalogue whet one’s 

appetite to explore further each of these pairings. 

What more can one ask? 

Maithew Baigell 

“solution” to exhibiting Rand’s work. Instead of opting 

for a religious Jewish cultural context into which 
Rand’s paintings would have fitted, Kleeblatt displayed 
it as part of secular Jewish culture. The reasoning 
behind this decision, and what the show is really about, 

consciously or not, will be suggested below. 
Kleeblatt states that he conceived the exhibition as 

part of the Postmodernist discourse on identity, follow- 

ing a spate of recent exhibitions on the art of other 

minorities. In the catalogue, he discusses the connec- 

tion between the works in the show and the art of 

women, gays, African, Native, Latino and other “hy- 

phenated Americans.” However, this very comparison 

will reveal that the “Too Jewish” show is different, and 

that Kleeblatt actually has other agendas. Minority 

exhibitions make serious, proud statements on identity 

addressed both to the minority group and to outsiders. 

Their precursors and parallels are Jewish Museum 

shows such as Avram Kampf’s ‘Jewish Experience in 

the Art of the Twentieth Century” (1975-76), Susan 

Goodman’s contemporary Jewish art shows mentioned 

above (1982, 1986), Kleeblatt’s own “The Dreyfus 

Affair” (1987-88) and “Painting a Place in America” 

2 Norman L. Kleeblatt, “Passing’ into Multicultu 

pp. 3-4 
alism,” ibid., 

(1991), and the French-, Italian- and Russian-Jewish 

exhibitions (1985, 1989-90, 1995-96). These were cel- 

ebrations of modern Jewish identity and demonstrated 
awish to link American Jews to other Jewish communi- 
ties. 

“Too Jewish?”, on the other hand, primarily 

expressed and was addressed to assimilated Jews, a 

group of the type other minorities would label “Uncle 
Toms.” Only they would worry about being t0o Jewish. 
Instead of proudly stating Jewish identity, Kleeblatt 

questions its meaning and values. Even his title is a put- 

down.? It is hard to imagine a “foo Black?” show at an 

African American Museum, a “foo Native?” show at a 

Museum of the American Indian, or one labeled “too 

Female?” anywhere. In fact, looking the fear of being 
“too Jewish” squarely in the face is one of the show’s 
major contributions to discussions on both Jewish art 

and American Jewry. In addressing the issue of z 
lation that all other curators of Jewish art have pre- 

ferred to ignore or play down, Kleeblatt responded to 
one of the 
& 

simi- 

ntral issues of American Judaism. Howev- 
in not stating this agenda clearly in his catalogue, he 

conceals this contribution. 

With this assimilated Jewish audience in mind, Klee- 

blatt’s strategy was to make being Jewish “user-friendly” 
by keeping the tone light and emphasizing self-critical 

Jewish humor and irony. He showed assimilated Jews 
that others cope with the discomfort they feel in this 

situation through a sense of humor, reminding them 

that laughing at one’s pain is a traditional Jewish way to 

survive it. Under this jovial guise, he often introduced 

serious, unpalatable messages. 

This strategy became clear at the very start, in the 

first room where three images were juxtaposed. Facing 
the entrance was Jean-Paul Gaultier’s espousal of “ex- 
otic” hassidic clothing as haute-couture (1993), a view of 

the Jewish world by a Frenchman who did not care that 

modern American Jews thought hassidim were “too Jew- 
ish,” but stated, on the contrary, that rejected minori- 

ties should be visible.* On the opposite wall, Deborah 

Kass’s Triple Silver Yentl (My Elvis) (1992) featured Bar- 

Linda Nochlin (“The Couturier and the Hasid” ibid., p. xx) 
puts this more kindly, explaining that the strategy of the show 
is to destroy or send up Jewish stereotypes and evoke the vari- 
ety of modern Jewish identity. Actually, while the works do send 
up the stereotypes, they reinvigorate rather than destroy them, 
and the variety of modern Jewish identity is developed only in 
a few, specific directions. 
Ibid., pp. xviixx; Gaultier's statement appeared on a wall panel. 
Nochlin unfortunately does not explore her suggestion of a 
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bra Streisand in hassidic garb in a movie in which she 

gloried in being “too Jewish.” These large “proud” 
images were juxtaposed to small Barbie dolls in various 
costumes (1961) set in plastic bubbles to stress the syn- 

thetic quality of popular culture’s ideal of blonde, slim, 
snub-nosed WASP beauty, through the toy with which it 

is ingrained in the minds of the young. A caption 
explained that Barbie was invented by a Jew, Mattel’s 

Ruth Handler, and epitomized not what Americans 

look like but what they want to look like. Only later did 

Mattel develop dark-haired and black-skinned equi 

lents, but not a Jewish one - it is satirically supplied 
only in Rhonda Lieberman’s catalogue essay.’ As the 
David Mamet text in the next room states, Jews never 

assert that they are a beautiful race - unlike the “Black 

is beautiful” campaign — because such an as 
would be arrogant, hence “too Jewish.” This juxtaposi- 
tion of images states one of the show’s overt leitmotifs: 

until recently, American Jews have undervalued their 

roots although the culture from which they come was 

appreciated by others. 
But Kleeblatt’s choice of these works also reveals 

covert subtexts. First, in postmodern fashion, he juxta- 

posed the “high” art of painting with haute couture, and 
set them against mass culture’s ideal of beaus Barbie 

dolls. This contrast between high and low media is 

repeated throughout the show: painting and sculpture 

rtion 

appear alongside audio and television listening posts, 
Art Spiegelman comics, and campy Jewish clothing and 
artifacts by Rhonda Lieberman and Cary Leibowitz. 

Second, the works in the first room involve costumes 

and make-believe, suggesting disguise and mutability 
in the identity of modern American Jews. Third, two 
out of three of these works involve cross-dressing. Klee- 

blatt specifically chose a costume in which Gaultier 

used male hassidic attire for a woman,® and reinforced 

this message with Kass’s image of Strei nd dressed as a 
man. That this was a conscious choice is supported by 
Kleeblatt’s stress in the catalogue on the large number 
of gay and lesbian artists in his show. He told me he 

had been surprised at how many of the artists employ- 

connection between Streisand’s movie Yent! (1983), in which 
she appears svelte and fetching in male hassidic garb, and 
Gaultier’s decision ten years later that hassidic clothes can be 
beautiful. 
Rhonda Lieberman, “Jewish Barbie,” ibid., pp. 108-13. The 
term WASP, used repeatedly in the catalogue, stands for the 
white, Anglo-Saxon Protestant majority in America 
The group photograph of Gaultier’s collection in the catalogue 
(ibid., p. xviii) shows that normative choices were available. 




