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TALMUDIC LAW AS CONCEPTUAL ART: RECENT WORK BY BEN SCHACHTER 
The intricate yet logical systems that have been developed to assist Jews to live a religious life 
within contemporary society are based in rabbinic tradition.  Surprisingly, they resemble the 
strategies employed by conceptual artists to limit and guide their work.  I apply the rules of 
Jewish living to art as if they were conceptual art guidelines.  These rules determine the formal 
and symbolic elements of my work and in so doing; I highlight both the continuous presence of 
Jewish traditions within everyday culture and create a contemporary expression of Jewish 
identity in the visual arts.  Two major themes presented in this paper are the rules of Kashrut 
and eruvim. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Good Afternoon.  It’s a pleasure to be here and to share my work with you.   As I show you 
pictures, I’d like to contextualize them. Using a perspective that is part trickster, part 
intellectual, I strive to create work that has a balance of humor and seriousness.  Of late, I have 
been applying Jewish halachah to art materials, creating my own Art halachah, if you will.  
There are many passages in the Torah that refer to the proper use of materials for the creation 
of objects: the temple, the arc and vestments.  These descriptions usually relate to fairly 
traditional art materials such as wood, fabric, etc.  When I read these texts, I read with an eye 
towards contemporary art practice and non-traditional materials.  But before getting to that, 
I’d like to talk about the connection between Talmudic Law and conceptual art that is driving 
this work.   
 
In 1968, Richard Serra composed a list of verbs.  It begins, “to roll, to crease, to fold, to store, 
to bend, to shorten…” and continues with dozens of other verbs.  The list, entitled Verb List 
Compilation: Actions to Relate to Oneself1, serves as the conceptual framework for work that 
he creates.  It is easily said of his early pieces, that each artwork illustrates one of these verbs.  
Some include sheets of metal leaning against each other like playing cards.  Many suggest that 
only gravity is making the object stand.  
 
I have my own list of verbs.  It contains, “to carry, to burn, to extinguish, to finish, to write, to 
erase…”  The complete list has thirty-nine verbs.  Perhaps you already recognize that this is 
the list of melachot, specific actions prohibited on Shabbat2.  Generally speaking the actions 
here are concerned with the transformation of materials or the environment.  Some translate 
melachah as creative work.  In March, I attended a lecture in Pittsburgh given by Rabbi Yisroel 
Miller at the Jewish Community Center3.  He translated melachot as craft.  Though perhaps a 
better match than creative work, craft is accompanied by other contemporary associations; it is 
often paired with ideas of gender or identity.  Rabbi Miller was careful to describe that 
melachah is different from avodah.  Avodah means work, not specifically of a creative kind.  Of 

                                                
1 Richard Serra, “Verb List Compilation: Actions to Relate to Oneself,” UBUweb, 
http://www.ubu.com/concept/serra_verb.html (accessed on April 5, 2009). 
2 Orthodox Union, “The Thirty-Nine Categories of Shabbat Work,” Shabbat at OU.org, 
http://www.ou.org/cahgim/shabbat/thirtynine.htm (accessed on April 5, 2009) 
3 Miller, Yisroel, “History, development and significance of eruvim,” (Paper presented at the American 
Jewish Museum, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, March 22, 2009). 



course translating melachah as craft immediately resonated with my process.  By this 
translation, the juxtaposition of Serra’s list with melachot clearly illustrates the conceptual 
approach I take when recontextualizing Jewish law.  I however am not using melachot as literal 
generators of processes, much like Serra used his verbs to guide his process, but rather as an 
example to illustrate the way in which I am, perhaps, translating Jewish thought into 
contemporary art practice. Ironically, if he were approached with this same dichotomy, Serra 
might see his list of verbs as examples of avodah rather than melachah.  This paper will 
present two themes that have been particularly fruitful in this inquiry: the rules of Kashrut and 
the construction of an eruv.   
 
I want to take a moment to talk about one of the challenges to writing this paper.  In order to 
clearly communicate my process and work, I needed to organize my ideas in a linear fashion, 
one work leading to another.  This is not how my work develops.  Different ideas percolate and 
mature simultaneously.  The art historian, in this regard, might have an advantage over the 
artist because he or she can at least begin with a chronology of events, dated work, etc. to 
establish what happened.  From there, other interpretation and enrichment can occur.  But the 
work that I am about to show you is still quite alive for me.  The list of melachot as conceptual 
art was not the birth of this work but rather a realization I made only about a month ago, two 
years into the project.  Therefore what I will show you is not be in chronological order.  It is 
organized to trace the development of ideas that hop scotched over each other as I read, 
painted and exhibited this work.   
 
KOSHER PAINTINGS 
Two key themes have emerged in my work.  The rules of Kashrut, as many of you know, dictate 
what can be eaten and how food should be treated.  Many restrictions center on what animals 
can be eaten and how to slaughter them properly as well as the separation of dairy from meat.  
For example rabbit is not kosher and can not be eaten.  So I wondered, “being that artist 
materials historically originated from things in the kitchen, such as eggs, oils, wax, etc., might 
have the availability and prohibition against certain things limited what materials Jewish artists 
could use?”  Rabbit skin glue, a traditional sizing for canvasses, might not have been available 
to the Jewish artist.  Similarly, cochineal red, a pigment made from beetles would have also 
been missing.  Of course, the rules of Kashrut only apply to things that are eaten so in actual 
practice this theoretical question may not have limited artistic practice, but at the same time, 
artists often worked with what was inexpensive and available.  If rabbit skin glue was not easily 
obtained or made, a substitution would have been found.  
 
In this group of paintings, I applied the rules of Kashrut to my materials by considering them 
to be kosher and treif.  To insure that my milk-paint was kosher, I made my own while other 
materials, like the ones mentioned, would never be kosher.  Paint lends itself perfectly to this 
question.  Similarly, I made a red paint from cochineal beetles.   
 
Kosher 2008 (1), is a minimalist blue panel.  It measures 12 by 18 inches.  It’s made with 
homemade kosher milk paint and acrylic.  I also hechshered it to show that indeed the painting 
is kosher.  Another painting, also entitled Kosher 2008, appropriates the color-coding often 
used in Kosher kitchens to separate milk from meat: red for meat and blue for milk.  Not only 
are the materials Kosher, I used different brushes for each panel to insure separation.   
 
The hechshers follow suit and illustrate that one side is dairy and the other side is meat by 
including the letter “D” for dairy next to the hechsher on the dairy side of the image.  In 
comparison, Treif 2008 is a non-kosher painting.  Compositionally the same as diptych, 
Kosher 2008, I consider the “milk” side of the painting treif because I do not know the 
provenance of the milk paint I purchased while at the same time the red paint is made with 
Cochineal red, a pigment derived from beetles. And what self-respecting conceptual artist 



does not have his own ‘white painting.’ In my case I needed two; Kosher Milchig a small 
hechshered panel made with milk paint and Treif, an identical panel without a hechsher.  
Overall, the “Kosher Series” follows or rejects the rules of Kashrut.  The hechsher, or lack there 
of, as well as the materials list provides the information for the viewer much like the hechsher 
and ingredient list help shoppers determine what food to buy at the market. 
 
Placing a hechsher within the context of contemporary art may seem strange, but so is my 
experience seeing hechshered foods in places where no one knows or is concerned with the 
symbols.  For example, when I walk through the cafeteria at Saint Vincent College, where I 
work, I laugh quietly to myself because a majority of the packaged food on the shelf at this 
Benedictine college is hechshered.  So the hechsher acts not only as a certification, but also 
more commonly as a symbol of the presence and practice of Judaism across the country.  
Described another way, for Jews it guides our daily choices.  For non-Jews who know what it 
means, it serves as a reminder of cultural and religious differences. 
 
I am intentionally using the word Kosher in a colloquial way as well.  To say something is 
kosher suggests that it is appropriate or done right.  To call a painting “kosher” also means 
that it is justifiably Art, with a capital A.  Thus this painting Treif 2008, in Cochineal red, is not 
kosher, or in other words is not properly Art.  And by giving it a stamp of approval, in the form 
of a hechsher, I am certifying that the painting is an artwork.  Those images without the 
hechsher, are, perhaps, not as completely art as the others.  I leave it to the viewer to figure 
out exactly how a painting might not be an artwork.   
 
For the “Kosher Series,” I used the Orthodox Union Hechsher because it is perhaps the most 
well-known.  But there are hundreds of others including this local symbol for the Kosher 
Supervisors of Wisconsin.  It contains the shape of Wisconsin.  And more regionally, Hechshers 
of the State of Minnesota 2008, is a road sign-like image bearing the silhouette of that state 
with the hechshers of companies that are based there.  Minnesota also has a company that 
uses the shape of the state in its design.  This image is a digital print on a metal surface.  Not 
surprisingly, New York many mashgichim.   
 
Hechshers of the State of New York 2008 has them collaged all over.  One symbol includes an 
image of an apple, alluding to the “Big Apple.”  These images show how certain individual 
hechshers connect to the state or region from which they originate.  Thus they are 
simultaneously universal with respect to their religious significance and local in their taste.   
 
What occurred to me while this series grew was how the rules of Kashrut, a codified system, 
were being applied regionally throughout the country.  What does kosher comfort-food look 
and taste like?  If you can’t have a Philly cheese steak, what other kosher foods come out of 
Philadelphia?  Southwest, Cajun, Burger and Fries.  Even now I am struck by a growing interest 
in the contrasts these images bring to mind between tradition and regionalism as a 
comparison of the states in this poster might suggest.  But of course the impulse to bring all 
the hechshers together in onto large map generated, a  
 
Place Mat of the Hechshers of the United States 2008 (2).  The map includes the forty eight 
continental states with hechshers scattered across the country.  Surrounding the map is a 
series of fictional advertising reminiscent of the ads seen on diner place mats.  This work is an 
unlimited series on thin paper and is in fact a paper place mat.   
 
The “Kosher Paintings” and the “Hechshers of the United States” contextualize the rules of 
Kashrut at two different levels.  For the paintings, my main point of view was at the personal 
level.  How do individuals keep a kosher household?  How can these practices be applied to 
contemporary art?  For the Hechsher images, my thoughts moved to the communal aspect of 



Jewish practice.  These symbols are out in the public sphere and are either sought out or 
ignored, either intentionally or through ignorance.  An eruv, however, purposely brings the 
domestic and public spheres into contact.  This is one reason why it plays a significant role in 
my work.   
 
ERUVIM 
An eruv is a symbolic Jewish enclosure that extends private space into the public sphere.  It 
allows Orthodox Jews to carry outside of the home, a form of work and one of the melachot, on 
Shabbat.  In application, people carry children and push strollers to synagogue.  Today they are 
constructed with parts of buildings, chain link fence, and other urban stuff.  Often string or 
wire is used to connect things in the environment to each other in order to complete the 
enclosure. 
 
The Talmud provides precise directions regarding the placement and construction of an eruv.  
These directions run hundreds of pages on how to create this boundary4.  As a boundary, I see 
an eruv as a line, or drawing, in space.  The Tractate Eruvin, the section of the Talmud that 
provides instructions on how to make an eruv, reads to me like another kind of conceptual art 
practice. Sol Lewitt created a series of wall drawings in which he provided directions to 
galleries and museums that, when followed would create the work5.  Like Serra, Lewitt wanted 
to minimize transformation and limit the intervention of his own ‘hand.’ To do this he gave 
instructions on how to create his work to others.  Though the directions provided in the 
tractate are significantly more complicated than Lewitt’s instructions, I am drawn to the idea 
that both the wall drawings and the eruvim are precise and applicable to any space, more or 
less successfully.  
 
An eruv, in order to work, must be visible to those who use it.  It is by seeing it that a person is 
reminded of the Sabbath and the limits of his or her movements.  As such, the corporeality of 
the “wall” created with wire may not feel as real as a Sandback in situ does, but it effectively 
limits movement.  I take the maps of these spaces and turn them into paintings.  Currently I 
have collected over seventy maps.   
 
For example, Cambridge / Somerville Eruv 2007, uses the silhouette of that neighborhood.  
The space within the eruv is painted white while the border is stitched in blue thread to 
emulate the wire that is used as parts of the boundary.  This image, along with the others in 
the series is luminous due to the white on white shapes.  They simultaneously refer to 
geometric abstraction and mapping.  Like the eruv from which they derive, the spaces are 
physical and symbolic at the same time.  Cambridge Somerville Eruv is now hanging in the 
Harvard Hillel as part of their collection. 
 
I began with maps of eruvim to which I have been because of my familiarity with those places.  
But often I have been unaware that an eruv existed until I discovered the map.  For example, I 
spent a summer in Venice.  While there I was introduced to the historical Ghetto, but was 
unaware of the eruv.   
 
Venice Eruv 2007 is very complex.  The twists and turns of the city streets, often only as wide 
as a linebacker’s shoulders, weave under buildings and over bridges throughout the city.  
Canals further interlace the city providing alternative routes.  A pedestrian within the city, 
caught unaware of its complexity, finds himself in a woven three dimensional maze.  The eruv 
also has to negotiate this spatial puzzle.  The environment dictates its shape: the canals, 
                                                
4 Tractate Eruvin, Vol. 1, Talmud Bavli, Fourth Ed., 2005. 
5 Mass MoCA, “Sol LeWitt: A Wall Drawing Retrospective,” Mass MoCA, 
http://www.massmoca.org/lewitt/about.php 



buildings and baring walls.  It is much larger than the historical ghetto yet does not 
incorporate the entire main island of the city.  Sharon Eruv 2007 has its own geographic 
challenge.  It is punctured by a reservoir, represented here by the hole towards the right of the 
entire shape.   
 
Manhattan Eruv 2007 (3) is clearly defined by the grid of the city.  The actual eruv has recently 
been expanded to include a larger portion of the East Side extending south, so I have some 
more work to do.  Although each image portrays the geographic challenges to the creation of 
an eruv, taken collectively, the “Eruv Series” illustrates how one religious practice is applied all 
over the world.   

 
Sixteen Eruvim I’ve Walked Through 2007 stitches together sixteen different places I’ve been 
that happen to have eruvim.  While this piece is partially autobiographical, or at least based on 
my experiences, it suggests to me a way to symbolically unite Jewish communities.  
 
New Judea 2007, a working title, incorporates all the eruv maps I have found thus far.  Piecing 
them together as much as possible, this enormous puzzle, or quilt, is a kind of conceptual 
response to the Diaspora.  Each eruv, represented by a stitched and painted shape, is nestled 
as close to its neighbor as possible without overlapping too much.  And although a majority of 
the maps I’ve found are in the United States, the effect is that of a place whose various 
traditions and expressions of Judaism are quilted together.  Lets take a brief tour.  Starting on 
the lower right, the yellow map is Park Slope.  Two neighborhoods up and lying on its side is 
Riverdale, NY.  Just above that, in black, is University Park, Pennsylvania that is not far from 
Venice, Italy just up and to the left.  Jumping up to the large green map – Squirrel Hill, 
Pittsburgh is now contiguous with London, England, which itself is now neighbors with a 
community in Israel.   
 
This work in progress attempts to foster a connection with Jews across the world.  Not just 
domestic, or even regional, the eruv maps have lead me to consider Judaism on a much larger 
scale.  Perhaps as a way to envision peoplehood, puzzle, for me, plays with the local/global 
duality of Jewish practice.     
 
Contracting quickly from the global stage, Instant Eruv 2007, edition of 200, is a personal, do-
it-yourself portable space.  Its imaginary infomercial might state that it, “provides the 
convenience of the eruv in just one bag! Don’t leave home on Shabbat, without it!” But more 
specifically, Instant Eruv does illustrate the DIY nature of Judaism itself.  As these works show, 
what began as a curiosity about Jewish relationship to materials, became something more.  
Road signs and placemats, city maps and dime store items become sites for Jewish expression 
and communication.  
 
FENCES EXHIBITION, AMERICAN JEWISH MUSEUM, PITTSBURGH 
This past month I completed my residency at the American Jewish Museum located in 
Pittsburgh.  The Museum is within the Squirrel Hill eruv.  The corresponding painting is seen 
here.   
 
While working with Melissa Hiller at the museum, I developed three main interpretations of the 
eruv as community boundary.  First, I invited viewers to draw on a map entitled, Where in the 
Eruv did you walk today? 2009  This changing drawing reflected the habits of members of the 
community and specifically asked about walking.  I then took the information and translated it 
to a tape drawing on the floor.   
 
Walking through the Eruv 2009 (4) was an ever changing interpretation of the map across the 
room.  Moreover, viewers were invited to stand on the floor drawing as if within that space.  



Viewers had the opportunity to also fill out brief questionnaires.  They were asked to complete 
the following sentences: A home is…, a neighborhood is…, a community is…  Words from their 
responses were then integrated into an embroidered Community Eruv 2009 that I stitched 
around the entire gallery.   
 
When the project was completed the space was defined again and again by eruvim, spaces 
within spaces.  Of course a minority of people who use the JCC adhere to the tradition of an 
eruv, so many visitors learned about what it means.  It was my hope that the eruv would 
represent and call the mind the ways we define community and create limits on our movements 
through convenience and habit.  As I said at the beginning, this work is very much alive and 
continues to grow.  I welcome your thoughts as well as suggestions of other sources to read 
with an eye towards Jewish attitudes regarding materials.   
 
 


