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Robert Kirschbaum’s Art: Abstract, Intellectual, Spiritual

Matthew Baigell

This essay could not have been written without Robert Kirschbaum’s cooperation. 

It is the result of some twenty years of conversations and correspondence.

1 I have written about each of these artists. “Carol Hamoy’s Art: Religious 
and Secular Passions,” Woman’s Art Journal 33 (fall/winter 2012): 
35–41; “Archie Rand: American Artist with a Judaic Turn,” Images 3 
(2009): 57–79; “The Narratives of Ruth Weisberg,” Nierika: Revista de 
Estudios de Arte 4 (2013): 98–138; and “Richard McBee’s Akedah Series: 
Reimagining and Reconfiguring Jewish Art,” AJ 5 (2009): 107–120.  

Among contemporary Jewish American artists who 
explore Judaic themes, subject matter varies widely. The 
range includes Carol Hamoy’s investigations of feminism, 
the exploration of narrative cycles by Archie Rand and 
Ruth Weisberg, the persistence of Richard McBee, who 
still searches for meaning in his 100-plus paintings of 
the Akedah, and David Wander’s representations of the 
Five Scrolls.1 There are certainly other artists currently 
creating important and path-breaking work who will 
be mentioned when the histories of late twentieth- and 
early twenty-first-century Jewish-themed art in America 
are written. One of those sure to be included is Robert 
Kirschbaum (b. 1949), who for the last thirty years has 
focused his attention on the Temple and the Temple 
Mount, joining together his interest in biblical history, 
kabbalah, Jewish mysticism, and liturgy as well as his 
personal relationship to Israel (a topic that has yet to be 
explored in depth in Jewish American art).

Kirschbaum’s art warrants special attention because of 
his sustained and determined search for forms symbolic 
of worldly perfection in an imperfect world based on the 
shape and meaning of the Temple Mount in Jerusalem. 
He calls it an ongoing spiritual reconstruction in that it 
reflects both his own profound meditations on art and his 
identification as a Jew and as a Jew in the Diaspora.

Born in New York City, Kirschbaum received under-
graduate degrees from the University of Rochester and the 
Boston Museum School; his Master of Fine Arts degree 
is from Yale University. He taught at the Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design from 1974 to 1976, Southern 
Illinois University at Edwardsville from 1976 to 1978, 
and is currently Professor of Fine Arts at Trinity College 
in Hartford, Connecticut. He has also travelled in Israel 
(1985, 1995, and 1997) and India (1988 and 1996–1997).

In our many exchanges of emails and in conversations 
dating back over twenty years, two points stand out. First, 
he has told me that he has always had a sentimental 
attachment to Yiddish culture and, as a young adult, 
sensed a profound loss because of his inability to speak 
Yiddish. He developed a desire to discover the Judaism 
he had not learned as a child when, as a young adult, he 
searched for spiritual sustenance in the barren synagogue 
services he encountered during the 1960s and 1970s. He, 
like others, began a journey of self-discovery, encouraged 
by the liberation and renewal movements of the time – 
civil rights, gay/lesbian, feminist, Jewish renewal. Second, 
with each move geographically more distant from New 
York and feeling more and more isolated in increasingly 
homogeneous Christian environments, his Jewish 
identity became progressively more important to him. 

See also “Contemporary Jewish American Art: A Short Review,” Art 
Criticism 24, no. 2 (2009): 7–26; “We Are Living in a Golden Age of 
Jewish American Art and We Really Don’t Know It,” in Jewish Cultural 
Aspirations: the Jewish Role in American Life, eds. Bruce Zuckerman, 
Ruth Weisberg, and Lisa Ansell (West Lafayette, 2013), 1–32; “Biblical 
Narratives in Contemporary Jewish American Art,” Shofar 31 (Spring 
2013): 1–24; “As Subject and Object: Contemporary Book Artists 
Explore Sacred Hebrew Texts,” in As Subject and Object: Contemporary 
Book Artists Explore Sacred Hebrew Texts (New York, 2013), 3–28.
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In a letter dated 20 May 1992, he wrote, “I felt different, 
more Jewish, and chose to assert my Jewish personality 
and explore my Jewish origins through art.” 

But in his desire to imagine an ideal world, obviously 
virtual rather than actual, it is also plausible to think 
of that desire as a way to retain one’s sense of optimism 
in late-twentieth-century America, living through 
the unpopular, stalemated war in Vietnam as well as 
the decline of cities and the vulgarization of culture. 
The promise that America held for many had begun to 
dissipate if not disappear completely. One way to describe 
this state of affairs is to compare the nineteenth-century 
philosopher, Ralph Waldo Emerson, who, in the flush of 
American optimism, indicated that endless horizons lead 
to further horizons, with the earth artist Robert Smithson, 
who found instead that the horizon was closing in around 
him. For Emerson, “The eye is the first circle; the horizon 
which it forms is the second, and throughout nature this 
primary figure is repeated without end […]. Every action 
admits to being outdone.” Smithson, to the contrary, in 
discussing his Sites/Nonsites of the late 1960s, stated that 
“no matter how far out you go, you are always thrown 
back on your point of origin […]. You suddenly find the 
horizon is closing in all around you […]. In other words, 
there is no escape from limits.”2 

That Kirschbaum countered Smithson’s ever-constricting  
universe through his idealization of the Temple and the 
Temple Mount indicates quite plainly that he found his 
notion of a perfect universe through Jewish thought and 
in a Jewish place, and that Judaism provided a way, an 
antidote, to compensate for the failures he found in the 
American present. This did not mean that he turned pious 
or religious, but that aspects of the religion meaningful to 
him provided him with an Emersonian sense of a positive 
futurity, something to look forward to.

When still at Yale, he had discussions about religion 
with one of his teachers, the key hard-edge artist, Al Held 
(1928–2005). Held, who did not want to be identified 

as Jewish, had recently found his father’s journals, all of 
which had been written in Yiddish. But, unlike Held, 
Kirschbaum, taking a different tack, began to feel “at once 
rooted in the depth of Jewish history, but definitely cast 
adrift in the sea of modernity. My art [he felt] was a way 
to fish these waters.” By 1978, when at Southern Illinois 
University, he made his first “Jewish” art works and never 
looked back. As he has said, “the deeper you go, the 
deeper you want to go.”

In a letter written on 25 October 1992, Kirschbaum said  
that he first encountered kabbalah as an undergraduate 
when reading simultaneously about South Asian art and 
culture in order to avoid studying Christian iconography.3 
In time, he was excited to discover that certain mystical 
aspects of kabbalah resembled facets of Hinduism in that 
he found parallels between aniconic geometric imagery 
used in Tantric worship and diagrams of the ten kabbalistic 
sefirot, or the ten emanations of God. But it was his trips 
to India that finally pointed him in a direction from 
which he has not wavered. He was especially impressed by 
simple roadside temples and altars that suggested to him 
primary religious experiences, and he was quite moved 
by the ways in which the Indian sites took on a sacred 
character by the simplicity of the temples’ architectonic 
forms. The spiritual emanations given off by these simple 
structures were reinforced by his readings in such books as 
the Vatusutra Upanishad and the Mayamata that addressed 
matters concerned with Hindu religion, philosophy, and 
especially the symbolism and composition of architectural 
forms insofar, as he noted, that one could express 
profound, complex ideas through geometry.4 

His interest in these forms was also prompted, he 
has said, by his preference for abstract rather than 
representational forms or narrative themes. His life-long 
attraction, as he has said, to “abstraction and to esoteric 
and even hidden knowledge,” was also greatly enhanced 
by his study of two modern Jewish artists he considers as 
role models, the Russian El Lissitzky (1890–1941), who 

2 For Emerson, see Ralph Waldo Emerson: Essays and Lectures, ed. Joel 
Porte (New York, 1983), 403. Smithson is cited in Lucy R. Lippard, 
“Breaking Circles: The Politics of Prehistory,” in Robert Smithson: 
Sculpture, ed. Robert Hobbs (Ithaca, NY, 1981), 32.

3 He is not the only artist who has told me that even as they studied 

medieval and Renaissance art, they identified increasingly as Jews 
because of their negative reactions to Christian iconography. 

4 Vastusutra Upanishad: The Essence of Form in Sacred Art (Delhi, 1982); 
Mayamata: An Indian Treatise on Housing, Architecture, and Iconography 
(New Delhi, 1985).
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developed an entirely non-representational style, and 
the American Louis Lozowick (1892–1973), who favored 
portraying architectural forms. The latter was instrumental 
in introducing El Lissitsky’s art to America in the 1920s.

Kirschbaum chose not to imitate closely the Indian 
structures he had observed, but rather to connect them 
intellectually and spiritually to his Jewish heritage. Their 
forms suggested to him the importance of doorways and 
portals as metaphors for one’s passage to a more spiritual 
state of being, and, as he said, they “evoked in me the origins 
of the Jewish Temple’s architecture in a simple tent (the 
Tabernacle), and of the biblical altar of burnt offerings.” 
Acting upon that insight after returning from his first trip 
to India, he began to invent designs based on the Temple 
which then became his principle symbol for conveying 
Jewish content and a sense of perfection in the world.

The Temple Mount, Har ha-Bayit, is arguably the most 
holy site for Jews today, more sacred than Mt Sinai where 
Moses received the Tablets of the Law. It also figures more 
often in Jewish history and legend. Solomon’s Temple was 
built upon it around 947 BCE and destroyed in 586 BCE. 
The second temple was erected in 516 BCE and destroyed 
in 70 CE. In legends, the Temple Mount is considered 
to be the location of the Foundation Stone used in the 
creation of the world, the place where Adam brought the 
first sacrifice, where Cain and Abel offered gifts to God, 
where Noah built an altar after leaving the ark, where the 
Binding of Isaac took place, and where God told Abraham 
that a Temple would be erected and then destroyed.5 To 
cite an appropriate midrash:

The land of Israel sits at the center of the world; 
Jerusalem is in the center of the land of Israel; the 
sanctuary is in the center of Jerusalem; the Temple 
building is in the center of the sanctuary; the ark 
is in the center of the Temple building; and the 
foundation stone, out of which the world was 
founded, is before the Temple building.6

Two related series mark the beginning of Kirschbaums’ 
mature works: The Portal Series and Jerusalem Gates 
Studies (fig. 1). In his letter of 20 May 1992, Kirschbaum 
explained how the Temple affected him. He reasoned that 

the Temple is the most potent symbol of Judaism and that 
it stands in the mind’s eye both as a shelter for the spirit 
and as a model of Heaven in the days of the coming of 
the Messiah – in other words, an object for broad-based 
contemplation as well as meditation on the completion 
of Creation. Further, according to Kirschbaum, “[it] 
stands as a symbol for artistic creation (in creating we are 
symbolically re-building the Temple).”7 In other words, 
he allied his artistic concerns with his religious interests, 
making them one and the same. 

The paintings in the Portal Series, begun in 1977, 
represent his initial attempts to visualize these complex 
thoughts (fig. 1). Individual works invoke the names 
of places in Israel rather than the Temple Mount itself, 
although one of the paintings is in fact entitled Moriyyah, 
a name for the Temple Mount. Their forms ultimately 
derive from his readings of Ezekiel’s description of 
God’s presence in the Temple in Ezekiel 43. Obviously 
mindful that we live in an imperfect world, Kirschbaum 
was likewise aware of Gershom Scholem’s suggestions 
that the destruction of the Temple contributed to the 
delay in the arrival of the Messiah and that, according 
to The Zohar, the principle kabbalistic text written at the 
end of the thirteenth century, Israel “now stood at the 
period of transition which proceeded the beginning of 
redemption.”8

Certainly, these passages could trigger different 
kinds of responses. In any event, Kirschbaum was less 
concerned with the appearance of the Temple and the 
activities therein as recorded in Ezekiel 43 than with 
imagining what it might be like to be in the presence of 
the Lord and to be borne along with the spirit that carried 
Ezekiel into the inner court (verses 4–5), a powerful 
set of images of holiness that might certainly prompt 
meditation if one were so inclined. For Kirschbaum, the 
Temple also projected a symbolic physical presence in 

5 Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews, trans. Henrietta Szold, 7 vols. 
(Philadelphia, 1909-1938), 1:285.

6 Midrash Kedoshim, Chapter 7, Section 10, in John T. Townsend, Midrash 
Tan.huma II: Exodus and Leviticus (Hoboken, NJ, 1997), 310. Ezek. 38:12 
refers to the Israelites as “living at the center of the earth.”

7 Temple (New Delhi, 1997), not paged.
8 Gershom Scholem, Kabbalah (New York, 1978), 164, 232.
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addition to a metaphysical one. First, historian Bernard 
Goldman pointed out several years ago that the portal was 
a primary symbol in ancient Judaic art as the mundane 
counterpart of the heavenly residence of God, his regal 
palace on earth.9 And second, Kirschbaum, through his 
readings of kabbalah, connected the Temple with the 
Torah, finding the latter to be both like a human body and 
an entire building, thus intimating that the Temple is a 
physical embodiment of the Torah as well as an evocation 
of Adam Kadmon or primordial man.10 

Kirschbaum was also taken by the ideas of Rabbi 
Isaac Luria, the major sixteenth-century Kabbalist. 
According to Rabbi Luria, God withdrew into himself 
to provide space for the creation of the world. In Rabbi 
Luria’s cosmology as interpreted by Kirschbaum in Kidron 
Valley (fig. 1), complex grids symbolizing the “primordial 
world of points” expand in the process of creation as 
“circle and line.” Circles relate to the perfection of the 
Ein sof (God, the Creator, the One who is known only to 
Itself) and lines refer to the first human who represents 
the ideal of perfect structure. The juxtapositions and 
superimpositions of circles, lines, and points on a grid 
pattern covered with diaphanous layers of paint suggest 
the ineffable simultaneous appearance and disappearance 
of forms within one’s imagination. But underlying the 
finished image of a painting (or print) of the façade of the 
Temple is Kirschbaum’s desire to suggest God’s perfection 
as it intersects with the ideal of human perfection which 
lies beyond our grasp. 

To complicate matters in a good way, the light and 
bright colors characteristic of each of the paintings in 
the Portal Series symbolize the initial light of Creation 
as set forth by the Ein sof. There are three passages that 

9 Bernard Goldman, The Sacred Portal: A Primary Symbol in Ancient Judaic 
Art (Detroit, 1966), 31.

10 In his article, “Jerusalem Gates Studies I-IV,” Avant Garde 3 (Winter 
1990): 45–53, Kirschbaum cites Scholem, Kabbalah, 171. See also 
Gershom Scholem On the Kabbalah and Its Symbolism, trans. Ralph 
Manheim (New York, 1965), 44–45; Zohar: The Book of Splendor: 
Basic Readings from the Kabbalah, ed. Gershom Scholem (New York, 
1977), 89; and, although published after the Portal Series was created, 
see Daniel Chanan Matt, The Essential Kabbalah: The Heart of Jewish 
Mysticism (San Francisco, 1995), 136.

Fig. 1.   Kidron Valley #3, 1990, oil on wood. 80 × 30 in. All 

illustrations in this article, unless otherwise noted, are of works by 

Robert Kirschbaum and are courtesy of the artist
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help explain Kirschbaum’s intentions. The first, from The 
Zohar, considers the importance of light:

The primal center is the innermost light, of a trans- 
lucence, subtlety, and purity beyond comprehension. 
That inner point extended becomes a ‘palace’ which 
acts as an enclosure for the center, and is also of a  
radiance translucent beyond the power to know it.11 

So we humans are not capable of fathoming that trans-
lucent radiance, but we can nevertheless meditate upon it 
as something indefinable that lies beyond our grasp. And 
two further passages, suggested by Bernard Goldman, call 
upon the viewer to think of the portal as an ideal symbol 
of transformation, metamorphosis, revelation, rebirth, 
and regeneration. On the other side of the portal lies 
the hope of “perfect understanding, transfiguration, and 
eternity.” Passing beneath the lintel becomes “an act of 
consecration.” The portal, however, is an opening both 
for entering and for leaving. Divine figures symbolically 
pass in reverse direction into human space from the other 
side of the portal. “It is between the door-leaves that the 
epiphany is to be beheld. When the doors of the palace-
shrine are thrown wide at the appropriate moment, the 
theophany is made manifest.”12 

When reading these passages, it is not a question 
of suspending disbelief. Rather, it is a matter of con-
templating the imaginative possibilities of portal and 
Temple. In whatever ways Kirschbaum considered portal 
and Temple, he thought of them as sacred, ideal spaces, 
as shelters for the spirit, as symbols of Creation, and as 
spiritually charged spaces through which one wants 
to pass in order to access higher realms of being and of 
spiritual enlightenment. In short, Kirschbaum wanted to 
access the essentially never-to-be-reached mystical stream 
by meditating upon these readings. As he has said: At the 
core of these paintings is the “notion of the ineffable, an 
attempt to glimpse the unattainable.” 

But Kirschbaum is also an artist and as such moves 
from idea to idea based on visual clues that he often 
elaborated upon in succeeding works. For example, in 
Kidron Valley (fig. 1) we can see intimations of three-
dimensional architectural forms in the Temple gates, 
column bases, and squares that suggest cross-sections or 
ground plans of column bases. These hints led to a series 
of sculptural works, such as Temple and Altar (1991–95) 
(fig. 2). Here, the temple is a pyramid-topped temple form 

11 Zohar: The Book of Splendor, ed. Scholem, 28.
12 Goldman, The Sacred Portal, 21, 73.

Fig. 2.   Temple, Even and Kubiyyah, from Devarim Sculpture, 2010, machined aluminum. Each 6 × 6 × 6 in. 
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and the altar is a hollow-centered, stepped, concentric 
square. However, these lacked the mystery Kirschbaum 
sought; he realized that each sculpture described the 
appearance of a structure without necessarily insinuating 
further meaning. This development was to come later.

The subsequent series, entitled Squaring the Mount 
(1997–2005), is, by comparison, loaded with meaning. 
Kirschbaum turned literally to the Mount itself, its 
underlying irregular shape, and the possibility of altering 
it into an ideal configuration so that it would be congruent 
with the measurements of the Temple platform, the 
Temple itself, and the Altar (Ezekiel 41:1–15; 43:17), in 
order to suggest an image of perfectibility and stability  
(fig. 3). The series, composed of four etchings, each etching 
containing three individual drawings, are to be viewed 
from right to left. The plan of the Mount is a reasonably 
accurate indication of how it exists today. Kirschbaum 
then indicated the plan for each of the historical temples 
on the site, transforming the quadrilateral plans of each 
temple and the irregular quadrilateral of the Mount to 
a perfect square equal in area to each quadrilateral. By 
the time Solomon’s Temple was built, the Mount had 
become square. Thus, on the left, the squares are set in 

circles, which for Kirschbaum indicate the integration 
of the material within the spiritual, the earth within the 
cosmos. Theoretically, each of these sets can be redrawn 
an infinite number of times, creating a ritual activity that, 
in the artist’s words, provides a context for “meditations 
on the meaning of the Temple, its earthly destruction, 
and its heavenly re-creation.”13

Kirschbaum’s line etchings, which look like an 
architect’s notes, are also layered with unfulfilled emotional 
and messianic connotations. In the brochure for the 
exhibition of these works held at Trinity College’s Hillel 
House, the college where Kirschbaum teaches, he 
appended the following passage from Ezekiel 43:7: “[…] 
this is the place of My throne and the place for the soles 
of My feet, where I will dwell in the midst of the people of 
Israel forever.” He also included the following:

I […] absorbed the fundamental idea that we Jews 
are a people whose experiences have been shaped 
by exile; that our return to our most sacred space 

13 Robert Kirschbaum, “Squaring the Mount,” from the brochure 
accompanying an exhibition of the etchings at Trinity College’s Hillel 
House, not dated.

Fig. 3.   Squaring the Mount #3, 1999, intaglio. 36 × 72 in. 
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awaits the miracle of redemption. Aware of our 
dispersion, I have found a need to internalize this 
ideal, to contain my sense of the sacred center, and 
to carry a sacred space within the precincts of my 
imagination […]. My art has been a means for me 
to reconcile the existence of tangible architectural 
elements in the home and in the synagogue 
with the broader significance of the Temple, its 
destruction and mythic re-construction.

When the line etchings were exhibited in Jerusalem, 
Kirschbaum appended to the catalogue the thought that 
the exhibition’s presence in that city was akin to an 
artistic aliyah,14 the fulfillment of a life-long quest, “one 
which I hope will invest my work with new meaning. 
In bringing my work ‘home’, I feel that I am completing 
the circle, fusing symbol and object, spirit and substance, 
in a personal act of repair and restoration.” In fact, this 
is not an untypical affirmative reference to Israel by a 
contemporary Jewish American artist whose art in this 
instance provided him with the means to make a symbolic 
aliyah.15 

The Temple Mount is obviously not just a piece of 
property to Kirschbaum. So, at a time of his own personal 
and professional losses around the year 2000 (clearing out 
his childhood home after the deaths of his parents, the 
ruin of his own home and studio by fire, and the loss of 
friends in the attack on the Twin Towers at the World 
Trade Center), he found a healing process in the creation 
of a series of images associated with the Mount that he 
called Akedah. In these works, which purposely avoid 
narrative focus for open-ended meditative possibilities, 
there are intimations of biblical events and legends 

associated with the Mount that overlap each other 
through poetic connections (fig. 4).16 One of the most 
significant for this series was the legend that Isaac was 
reported to have been sacrificed and burned, his ashes 
forming part of the foundation of the Temple. In another 
legend the ashes from the ram sacrificed in place of Isaac 
were included in the foundations for the inner altar of 
the Temple.17 In other words, Kirschbaum appropriately 
included intimations of death and rebirth in this series, 
not unlike events that had recently transpired in his own 
life.

Not unexpectedly, Kirschbaum used ash – or carbon 
from charcoal and graphite – as the dominant pigment 
in the Akedah images. The work here illustrated, Akedah 
#54, includes square grids, each composed of nine smaller 
squares arranged in the traditional manner of illustrations 
of the ten sefirot in kabbalistic literature (see fig. 5).18 
These suggest the presence of Divinity. Additionally, the 
scratchy lines have been likened to a ram’s head or an 
angel beating its wings, both creatures associated with the 
Binding of Isaac.19 In other works in this series a few faint 
strokes of priestly color – purple, blue, ochre, red – can be 
seen, along with glimpses of ground plans of the Temple 
Mount, an approximation of the Temple entrance, chariot 
wheels, and painted-over Hebrew letters. These, according 
to the Sefer Ye.zirah, a book Kirschbaum has studied, serve 
as the underlying building blocks for the universe just 
as they serve symbolically as the hidden building blocks 
for the works in the Akedah series. In some works there 
also appears an array of small circles standing in for the 
constellation Draco which, as stated in the Sefer Ye.zirah, 
is “the overseer and director of all the other stars.”20 In 
short, as with Squaring the Mount, the associative elements 

14 Lit. “ascent”; in the Zionist narrative: “going up” to the Land of Israel.
15 “Statement,” in Robert Kirschbaum Prints [catalogue, The Artists House] 

(Jerusalem, 1997), not paged.
16 Richard McBee, “Divine Encounter and the Sacred Doorway,” in Robert 

Kirschbaum: Small Paintings from The Akedah Series [catalogue, Three 
Rivers Community College Art Gallery] (Norwich, CT, 2011), not paged.

17 Shalom Spiegel, The Last Trial: On the Legends and Lore of the Covenant 
to Abraham to Offer Isaac as a Sacrifice, the Akedah, trans. Judah Goldin 
(Woodstock, VT, 1993), 4, 35, 37; Robert Graves and Raphael Patai, 
Hebrew Myths: The Book of Genesis (Garden City, NY, 1963), 178.

18 Beginning at the top and reading down from right to left, the attributes 

of the Infinite (Ein sof) are: Keter-Crown, H. okhmah-Wisdom, H. esed-
Kindness, Gevurah-Severity, Tif’eret-Beauty, Nezah-Eternity, Hod-
Splendor, Yesod-Foundation, Malkhuth-Kingship.

19 Menachem Wexler, “The Amulet, The Temple, The Disfigured Book, 
and the Butterflies: The Art of Yona Verwer, Robert Kirschbaum, David 
Friedman, and Joel Silverstein,” The Jewish Press, posted on the web 27 
May 2009 www.jewishpress.com/sections/the-amulet-the-temple-the-
disfigured-book-and-the-butterflies-the-art-of-yona-verwer-robert-
kirschbaum-david-friedman-and-joel-silverstein/2009/05/27/), not paged.

20 Sefer Yet.zirah: The Book of Creation, ed. Aryeh Kaplan, rev. ed. (York 
Beach, ME, 1997), 234.
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Kirschbaum included in the Akedah series attest to the 
artist’s vision of the Temple on the Temple Mount as an 
ideal of wholeness and perfectibility in compensation for 
both his personal and, probably, public catastrophes.

This is an ideal, however, that can be imagined but 
in truth never realized. Negotiating the split between 
reality and desire seems to have been the motivating force 
behind Kirschbaum’s next project, the Devarim series 
from which forty-two drawings were selected to form 
the suite of prints entitled The 42-Letter Name, begun 
and completed in 2009 (figs. 6 and 7); this suite sums up  
much of Kirschbaum’s current thoughts about the Mount. 

Here, too, the associations are poetic rather than straight-
line logical – and there are several. The imaginary Temple 
as suggested by Ezekiel was central to his thinking. 
Within a square wall as indicated in the text (50:5), 
the Temple complex (42:15–20) and the Temple itself 
(41:13) would also be square in shape. Kirschbaum was 
probably reminded of Stanley Tigerman’s observations 
that reconstructions of the Temple, based on Ezekiel’s 
descriptions, were usually organized around a nine-square, 
geometrically simple grid, in order to remove it “from  
the particularities of a site. This act of displacement 
allow[ed] for exploration without regard for [a] realistic 

Fig. 5.   Drawing of the sefirot. Based 

on The Bahir (Illumination): An 

Ancient Kabbalistic Text Attributed to 

Nehunia ben haKana, Master of the 

First Century Esoteric School, trans. 

Aryeh Kaplan (New York, 1979), 155

Fig. 4.   Akedah #54, 2008–2009, mixed media on paper. 9 × 8 in. 
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Fig. 6.   42-Letter Name Matrix, 2010, digital 

drawing. 

Fig. 7.   From the 42-Letter Name with a 

complete cube, 2010, letterpress relief print. 

8 × 5 in. 
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setting.”21 Otherwise, a symbolic representation of the 
Temple would appear as if it were in our physical world, 
in our space.

Kirschbaum chose to represent Ezekiel’s Temple 
vision. We see in figure 7 a three-dimensional cube, each 
face divided by a nine-square grid, and another cube from 
which individual units have been removed. The cube 
symbolizes the ideal, completed form – the Temple – and 
the incomplete cube stands for the fragmented world we 
live in. By subtracting one or more squares from the cube, 
Kirschbaum could show “fragments” of the cosmos which, 
when re-assembled, would become the whole or complete 
cosmos, symbolic of the Temple as it will be rebuilt in 
messianic times, an image of perfection and of tikkun 
olam, or repair of the world.

To prevent the imaginary Temple from appearing as 
it if were in a realistic setting that duplicates our human 
space, Kirschbaum decided to use axonometric projections 
for the 42-Letter Name, a device often used by architects. 
In this kind of projection, receding lines remain parallel 
and do not meet at a vanishing point. As has been pointed 
out, axonometry represents “an unrepresentable infinity 
[…], axonometry makes one reflect on (and no longer see) 
infinity.”22 So all spatial representation is thus eliminated, 
denying the viewer the ability to fathom near or far, here 
or there. Further, Kirshbaum knew that one of the artists 
whom he greatly admires, El Lissitsky, wanted to invert 
space in order to abolish any sense of physical location 
and even gravity. 

With the addition of a forty-third print showing a 
complete cube, Kirschbaum created the forty-two works 
with white lines on black backgrounds that can be read 
both two- and three-dimensionally. Some prints, each a 
fragment of Creation, or of the whole, take on aspects 
of portals, of cubic leather boxes of phylacteries, and of 
hollowed out plazas. In these works, the improvisational-
seeming gestures of Squaring the Mount (fig. 3) are given 

precise order and more rigorous definition. But their 
various permutations suggest that Creation is not yet 
whole and complete. The “removed” squares reveal  
an incomplete cosmos (the shattered vessels). Each of 
the removed units would have to be reinstated in order 
to complete tikkun olam. Until then, for Kirschbaum, 
all of life is an ongoing process of seeking God as well 
as imagining a completed and whole cosmos (the full 
cube).

Now, why the title Devarim? Devarim ,  which 
translates as words and things, is the Hebrew designation 
for Deuteronomy, a book composed primarily of three 
discourses by Moses, the first one actually called 
devarim. A scroll found on the Temple Mount during the 
renovations sponsored by King Josiah in the late seventh 
century BCE has been associated with the deuteronomic 
text and therefore with Moses as its author.23 The word 
devarim is also associated with the Shekhinah, one of the 
kabbalistic sefirot most closely associated with humans.24 
In addition, Rabbi Kenneth Brander, dean of Yeshiva 
University’s Center for the Jewish Future, has noted 
that, according to the Talmud, Deuteronomy is a Second 
Torah because Moses presumably wrote it. Rabbi Brander 
then suggests that because of this connection, Jews, like 
Moses, must play an active role in their relationship 
with God. One way this can be accomplished is to 
write a Torah of one’s own, combining the sacred and 
the mundane, in order to repair the world and complete 
Creation.25 This is precisely what Kirschbaum did in 
his own way by suggesting in visual terms an idea about 
perfection, or, in language often heard today, about 
tikkun olam. 

Other associations Kirschbaum made with the Temple 
Mount include the notion that the Foundation Stone 
includes the forty-two letters that served as the basis for 
the prayer, the Ana be-kho’ah, reputed to have been written 
by Rabbi Ne.hunyah ben ha-Kanah in the second century 

21 Stanley Tigerman, The Architecture of Exile (New York, 1988), 96.
22 Yve-Alain Bois, “El Lissitsky: Radical Reversibility,” Art in America 76 

(April 1988): 172–74.
23 Benjamin Mazar, The Mountain of the Lord (Garden City, NY, 1975), 

12; see also Deut. 31:24; and discussion in 2 Kings 22:8 in The Jewish 

Study Bible, eds. Adele Berlin and Marc Zvi Brettler (New York, 2004), 
770–71. 

24 Zohar: The Book of Enlightenment, trans. Matt (New York, 1988), 224.
25 Kenneth Brander, “Scribing Our Covenant: A Vision for Orthodoxy,” 

Sukkot to Go (New York, 2010), 18–19. 
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CE.26 The importance of the prayer is as follows: First, 
God created the world from forty-two letters, “the initial 
letters of the forty-two words constituting the prayer.” 
Second, the forty-two letters are one of the lost secret 

names of God which cannot be transmitted except to a 
discreet, humble, middle-aged, mild-mannered person. 
Such a person, it is said in the Talmud, will inherit both 
worlds – this one and the world to come. Third, God also 
created the Foundation Stone on which He engraved the 
forty-two letters. Fourth, in one myth, the Holy of Holies 
of the Temple was built on the stone. Furthermore, altars 
erected or gifts brought to the site have been associated 
with Adam, Cain, and Abel, Noah, and Abraham. Fifth, 
there is also the suggestion in the Zohar that the Name 
“consists of the first forty-two letters of the Torah.27 But 
this can be understood only through a process of encoding 
that, lost to succeeding generations, was known only to 
the ancient “academy.”28 Indeed, the Temple Mount can 
be considered holy ground.

In the same way, the sculptures in the series dating 
from 2010 (fig. 2) can now be seen as preliminary schemes 

26 The prayer can be found in The Complete Art Scroll Siddur, eds. Nosson 
Scherman and Meir Zlotowitx (New York, 2005), 314.

27 For further information, see The Zohar: Pritzker Edition, trans. Matt, 
8 vols. (Stanford, 2004–2014), vol. 5, section 2:175b; BT Kiddushin, 
71a; Raphael Patai, Man and Temple in Ancient Jewish Myth and Ritual 
(London, 1947), 57–58; Textual Sources for the Study of Judaism, ed. and 

trans. Philip S. Alexander (Manchester, 1984), 120–25; Moshe Idel, 
Kabbalah: New Perspectives (New Haven, 1988), 89; The Wisdom of the 
Zohar: An Anthology of Texts, ed. Isaiah Tishby, trans. David Goldstein, 
3 vols. (London, 1989), 2:361; Townsend, Midrash Tanhuma II, 310.

28 By “academy,” Kirschbaum means the Tannaim, teachers and sages who 
flourished from about 10 to 210 CE.

Fig. 9.   Ashlar Series #2, 2010, acrylic on wood. 30 × 30 in.   

Fig. 8. Temple and Altar, 1991–1995, flame-coated steel. 20 × 16 × 16 in. and 

4 × 10 × 10 in. With base, 20 × 16 × 42 in.
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for the more completely realized three-dimensional, 
symbolic presentations of the ideal Temple (fig. 8). But 
the Temple Mount does not exist only in an ideal state 
of mind. It is real and has material presence. The Wall 
(the Kotel) can be touched. Kirschbaum, who had shied 
away from representing the Kotel itself, finally found a 
way to portray its physical presence commensurate with 

his abstract style and spiritual concerns (fig. 9). It took 
him about twenty-five years to do so. In 2010, he began 
a series entitled the Ashlar Series named for the cut stone 
blocks that rise up to the Temple Mount itself from the 
plaza floor. The cool-colored red, blue, and brown flat 
planes of color belie their germination in Kirschbaum’s 
initial, emotional encounters with the Kotel in 1985.
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