Avrum Burg:

Good evening family members, friends, and all those who have come to honor Adi. I was privileged to know Adi for one short moment, from that connection of the love and concern between a father and a daughter. I don’t know of many children who, when their father says, come, meet a friend of mine, will respond by saying sure, let’s meet.

Our meetings were brief and intense, and covered a wide range of topics. As is usual in meetings like this, I scribbled down some notes about what we had discussed. I transcribed these notes to my computer and found them recently. And I discovered that in one brief instant, one small moment, when I perhaps thought to persuade her and change her opinions, so much of my own outlook on life changed in the aftermath of my meetings with Adi.

And I would like to present what I have to say as thoughts that grew from the short conversation and dialogue between an older man and a young woman seeking her way in life, from the moment that this older man saw the light and learned something new. We spoke a lot about the tension that exists between Judaism and art. Rabbi Steinsaltz spoke at length about the pinnacles she almost reached in her persistent search for this connection.

I would like to speak about the ordinary, everyday issues we discussed. Every creation embodies a certain tension, a great struggle, a struggle which is primarily one between the artist and the material he uses to create. The raw material has its own natural shape and the artist wants to give it a different shape. This is their struggle. As part of this process, concurrently, the artist also struggles with himself. And he asks himself, what shape to I want to impart to this raw material? What spirit do I want my creation to be infused with? And in many contexts, the raw material, before the artist puts his hand to shaping it, is like sand, and the shape that the artist breathes into the raw material, which transforms it into a creation, is the gift of sanctity. From the very beginnings, until today, from the first creation, God’s first creation, the dust from the earth, “And God formed the man of dust from the ground”, from which we are still created today, we attempt to shape our environment. God creates man and wants him not to be different, but in His likeness. There has always been this built-in tension, at least between our religious lives, between the artist and his or her art and the believer and his or her belief. Art cannot exist without the unfettered freedom to imagine, to design, to draw; ungoverned associations which in the end join together, one link at a time, to form a complete chain. 

If art represents limitless, infinite freedom, then Judaism, in contrast to art, is a world defined by its borders, the fences it erects, what it labels as forbidden. The limitations are such that men and women within its confines are not free, other than those whose sole focus is Torah study. And Adi’s greatest quandary was, how do I combine this apparently unlimited freedom with the built-in restraint? How will I connect the artist within me to the Jew within me? And how will I nourish them both within this vessel that is me without the vessel blowing up and bursting apart?

I learned from Adi that nature is the revelation of God. And art is the discovery of man. The artist is the link between the divine and the human in our lives.

As artists ascend, higher and higher in their craft, approaching that moment when they reach a climax in their art, they can attain the status of a prophet. The artist can uncover God’s hidden desires and translate them into a vessel and form which man can understand, because art continually refashions new from old and is always present alongside God. I also learned from Adi the concept of ongoing creation, creation which never ends, creation that renews itself constantly and can never be recreated and renewed without man present as God’s messenger on earth, creating and working in art. 

Sanctity, as I learned from Adi, has no boundaries. And therefore, paradoxically, sanctity is perhaps not bound by the forbidden. Adi asked me, how is it possible that “You shall not make yourself a graven image nor any likeness?” But the artifacts in our synagogues are full of mosaic pictures depicting the sun, her servants, and people, great and ordinary. And she told me: “Perhaps the inhabitants of sanctity and the inhabitants of the aesthetic world meet….” she said, and I had never thought of that before. She questioned and insisted and averred and determined, here, look: the Passover Haggadah has become allegorical. How can we combine the story of the creation of a nation, what tools can we use to make something abstract into something real and capable of being understood and felt by each generation? So we created the Bird’s Head Haggadah, so as not to create the image of a man’s face. A few more years, a few more generations, and a few more variations on the aesthetic commentary brought us to the meeting point between God and those He redeemed, and the face of the bird was replaced by man’s image. And we are permitted, despite the prohibition of “You shall not make yourself a graven image nor any likeness”, to adorn this meeting point between the divine and the believer, between the ethics and the aesthetics. We have the right to adorn them, because at this convergence, sanctity, like aesthetics, has no limits or prohibitions.

I was privileged to meet Adi, in that brief interlude of twilight, between the act of always creating and the state of infinite joy. When we would briefly meet on the street, I could see in her smile, her expression, her words, an aesthetic genius and someone who, at a certain point, was not content with small accomplishments like creating jewelry, for example, which lacks the insight necessary to envision an encompassing panorama of the world. I saw in her a sad person, who in her sadness searched for optimism, and refused to surrender and hide behind melancholia.

I thought about her, thoughts that were best expressed by men wiser than I. “Return, return, O Shulammite; Return, return, that we may look upon thee. What will ye see in the Shulammite? As it were a dance of two companies. How beautiful are thy steps in sandals, O prince’s daughter! The rounding of thy thighs are like the links of a chain,” (and in perhaps the only mention in the Bible), “the work of the hands of a skilled workman.” The Talmud, in explaining the expression, “the work of the hands of a skilled workman,” immediately connects the artist’s work as one with the Creator of the universe, the Creator of us all. And it says: “The work of the hands of a skilled workman, this is God’s artistry.”

And in another place, with a similar association, speaking of a sad day, a day of rage and fury, when the prophet Isaiah says, “On that day the Lord will remove the splendor of the shoe-bells, the head scarves, the moon-shaped ornaments, the necklaces, the bracelets, the veils, the bonnets, the leg bands, the hair-ties, the brooches, the earrings.” The commentaries explain: “The brooches, that is the adornment women put over their hearts.” And Targum Yonatan states: “It is the sanctity of God.” For Adi, and for the jewels women hang above their hearts, all translated by us into sanctity and the memory of sanctity, let us say: May her memory be blessed! 

