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The Power of Ritual Objects
92 Years of Judaica at Bezalel

When one lights that very special menorah or breathes deeply
near a hand-crafted besomiah at havdalah, one releases the
“power of the ritual object and [confronts] the questions it
raises.” Such Judaica is the “intersection of belief and art,” a
veritable cornucopia of meanings and esthetic delights. Such is
the experience at 92 Years of Judaica at Bezalel, Continuity and
Change, currently at the Yeshiva University Museum as
expressed by the curator, Muli Ben Sasson.

This splendid selection of over one hundred objects of Judaica,
ranges from a choice selection of objects from the Old Bezalel
school that emphasizes a nationalistic art that “sought to awaken
the slumbering spirit of the ancient Prophets of Israel” to
contemporary Judaic artworks that are a fusion of the New
Bezalel, inspired by Bauhaus internationalist design and a
renewed interest in Jewish ritual objects. The question is, exactly
how does this supposed power of the ritual object manifest itself
and what meanings are brought forth from such simple ritual
items?

Design. That was the great innovation that the New Bezalel, via
the modernist Bauhaus aesthetic, contributed to the late-
twentieth century appreciation of Judaica. The modernist concept
of ‘design’ stipulates that the very shape and functionality of
something, in conjunction with a heightened awareness of the
materials used, can be a powerful tool to create new meaning
from a functional object.

One example of this is the Torah Crown created by Arie Ofir in







1996. It is composed of a multitude of silver spikes seeming to
dance on a silver base atop the Torah. Above that is a triad of
inverted silver, copper and brass pyramids that float over this
forest of wavy spikes. These three shinny but empty vessels are
enigmatic, suggestively open to the heavens that might capture
the Divine flow. Perhaps they are vessels to capture the words of
Torah, Ketuvim and Nevim. This work transforms a Torah crown
into a receptor of heavenly transmissions.

Crown of the Law “Jerusalem-city of gold copper and light (1996) Silver,
copper, brass by Arie Ofir, Yeshiva University Museum

Further on in the exhibition, this artist focuses on a much more
mundane mitzvah with his design of a hand washing cup.
Considering the banality of the use of the object it is amazing
what Ofir does with it. He has designed a vessel, silver on the
outside and copper inside, with the handles inside the container.
Now, by grasping through the circular hole in the center of this
tubular flask, you suddenly realize you are surrounded by that
the substance that can purify you; we simply need to activate it
and pour it out on our hands to begin the ritual process. His
creative design forces us to rethink the simplest of mitzvahs,






