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The cabbala, which in Hebrew means simply “tradition,” is the current of Jewish thought con-
cerned with the theme of creation. An esoteric system, it is formed by naturalistic symbols
through which religious Jews seek recondite meanings in the torah, or “law.” The Divinity,
according to a cabbalistic conception, is represented as the Ein Sof or absolute essence, an
all-penetrating light. The process of creation involves the expansion and contraction of a point
of light, and the ultimate separation of light from dark.

“There are many parallels and affinities, clearly manifest, which can be traced between Judaism,
Jewish metaphysics, and modern artistic production.” This is the basic thesis of the young New
York artist and scholar Daniel Rothbart, contained in his book Jewish Metaphysics As
Generative Principle in American Art (Naples: Ulisse & Calipso - Edizioni mediterranee).

This is certainly not a new thesis, but this is the first time it has been addressed in a
systematic study. Rothbart’s text is preceded by an articulate introduction by Enrico Pedrini, one
of the most distinguished collectors of American art in Italy, which isolates the causes that have
determined a progressive differentiation of American and European culture. In the United
States, the flexibility of the social structure and a linear conception of history have favored
artistic production which is “out of context.” In Europe, the artist is victim of a continuous
rapport with preexisting aesthetic models and a cyclical conception of history.

Based on these suppositions, Rothbart maintains that the second commandment of the
Decalogue, which forbids the making of idolatrous images, has profoundly influenced the
development of contemporary American art as an abstract language. He then systematically
addresses the parallels between work by abstract expressionists, most of whom were Jews
(Barnett Newman, Morris Louis, Mark Rothko, Ad Reinhardt, Al Held and pop artist George
Segal) and cabbalistic symbolism.

Barnett Newman’s vertical lines (zips),for example, are linked to the primordial act of separation
described in the Genesis. Furthermore, the hidden symmetry which determined the placement of
every zip, is directly linked to cabbalistic numerology. The human figures of George Segal,
made with plaster-impregnated gauze, are discussed in their relation to the legend of the golem.

Rothbart’s analysis arrives at the earthworks of Dennis Oppenheim and the Greenhouse by
Israeli artist Avital Geva, presented at the 1993 Venice Biennial. Light as a vital element which
permeates all things (the Ein Sof of the cabbala) is the common denominator between the
Rothko’s paintings and the luxuriant plants of Geva.
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