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Windows ,
on Creation

Temple Beth El in Northbrook
showcases stained glass
by artist Chana Zelig

WOW!
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A touch of glass:

offers windows on

[ wanted to

tell a story
that actually

is a vehicle to
transcendence,
which is what
light is.

Windows are
light art; they
are the art
playing in
light.
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By AARON B. COHEN
Executive Editor

GORGEOQUS IS A WORD Chana Zelig
isn’t afraid to use, and for good
reason. Her latest creation—ten
stained-glass windows set astride
the ark in the sanctuary of Temple
Beth EI in Northbrook —trans-
forms light into a serenely gor-
geous revelation about fundamen-
tal ideas of Jewish ethical
monotheism. Spirited, gregarious,
and as articulate with words as she
is with light and color, Zelig met
me in the sanctuary for a conversa-
tion about her work and the well-
spring of inspiration she has only
begun to tap in her relatively
young career as a visual artist.

Before talking I spent time look-
ing, moving around the unlit sanc-
tuary hoping to find an ideal view-
ing angle to absorb the work as a
whole. Finished in beige paint and
fabric with touches of warm wood
and white marble, the room dis-
played a simple elegance even on
a drab Friday morning. Yet my
first feeling on seeing Zelig’s win-
dows was frustration. The win-
dows are small, each measuring
approximately 20 inches by 4.5
feet; are separated from each other
by significant expanses of wall;
and are recessed from both the
inner and outer surfaces of the
building so that they must be
viewed head-on to grasp their
luminescence.

Why, I wondered, had the archi-
tect of this new building provided
such a small and segmented can-
vas for works of such radiance?

The frustration, arising from a
visceral desire to be bathed in the
gold-specked blues and yellows
and crimsons shimmering from the
windows, soon yielded to a feeling
of elevation. As the meaning of the
images—Hebrew letters surround-
ed by auras of color rising
upward—began to dawn, I saw
that Zelig had captured something
fundamental about the human con-
dition in relation to the divine.

Zelig knows her midrash (clas-
sical interpretation); she chose a
motif for her work that takes
clever advantage of the complicat-
ed space to make a statement
about the revelation of the Ten
Commandments. What is hidden,

her windows tell us, comes star-
tlingly to light only when we are
properly positioned to see it.

Raised in a fervently observant
environment, Zelig has studied the
Jewish wisdom tradition in the
original Hebrew and Aramaic. No
longer Orthodox, gorgeous is a
word she uses to describe the
essence of Judaism, what she calls
her creative “vocabulary.”

The Beth El windows, Zelig’s
first foray into the medium of
glass and her most important
commission to date, establish the
Chicago artist as a force for
bringing profound ideas about
faith and spirituality into public
space. The synagogue—a group
of people she now describes as
“family” —has also hired her to
produce a setting for the donor-
recognition wall, which Zelig will
create in textile.

Whoever the client and whatev-
er her medium—Zelig has painted
on fabric and paper (see the cover
of the April 2006 issue of JUF
News) as well as glass—she says
her primary focus is to create an
energy and an atmosphere, to pro-
duce art that can be both “a means
to personal transcendence and a
tribute to its cultural context.

“I want to be multicultural in my
artwork; it really is all about
humanity and universality,” Zelig
says, “but the vocabulary to talk
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Artist Chana Zelig
creation

about it is going to be Jewish,
because that’s what I think about. I
like the idea of floating letters, and
that words have an animate quali-
ty of their own. That’s what poetry
is, letters that are floating...”

JUF NEWS: The imagery—
black Hebrew letters zooming
around in brilliant color—is
unlike anything one associates
with traditional stained glass.
What inspired the concept?

Chana Zelig: There’s a midrash
about Moses, that when he drops
the tablets the letters fly up. Thus
the letters have an animate quality
to them. In the Talmud there’s an
image of the letters of the Ten
Commandments as black fire on
white fire, and in the Zohar (the
fundamental work of Kabbalah,
Jewish mysticism) there’s a story
that all Israel saw the letters,
which were randomly flying
around with sparks, and then the
letters assembled themselves onto
the tablets.

So you see in the windows that
the letters are crowded at the bot-
tom, and they start to get lighter
and lighter as they ascend. And the
color gets less dense; there’s less
intensity and saturation. At the
very top they spell Anochi (I),
which is the first word of the Ten
Commandments.

Temple Beth-El in Northbrook, with Chana Zelig's stained-
glass windows.

Did you need to walk a fine line
between being too abstract and
too literal?

It’s boring to be literal; also,
ecclesiastic art shouldn’t be so lit-
eral that it doesn’t give you a
chance to contemplate or to use
your imagination. I wanted to
inspire contemplation, but I didn’t
want to be so abstract that [the
image] could be anything. I need-
ed it rooted in Judaism. I also
don’t believe ecclesiastic art
should tell a simple story, because
that’s a waste... [ wanted to tell a
story that actually is a vehicle to
transcendence, which is what light
is. Windows are light art; they are
the art playing in light.

Continued on page 62
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Unparalleled sophistication in
custom cabinetry await you through
the doors of Glencoe Kitchen &
Design, located in Glencoe, IL. For
discriminating homeowners who
demand only the finest, our design
firm meets the needs of intricate LS
design and customization. When
remodeling a kitchen, bathroom,
study or greatroom our work

is an instant heirloom,

Distributor of Kountry Kraft, Cuisines laurier,
Cuisines Andre Julien

L Jounty ki

& DESIGN 661 Vernon Ave. Glencoe, 1L 60022
P: 847.242.9999 F: 847.242,9909
glencoekitchens@sbeglobal.net
www.glencoekitchenanddesign.com
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Many who have left Orthodoxy
seem to have thrown out the
baby with the bathwater. You
decided to nurture the haby,
which seems unusual.

In Judaism there’s so much
that’s wise and meaningful and
beautiful, and there’s so much in
me that’s searching for beauty,
meaning and wisdom. That’s my
vocabulary, and I’'m not going to
find it elsewhere, because any-
thing else I do is going to be self-
conscious. Judaism is what I’ve
got; it’s the way I'm wired. If 1
tried to become, say, a Buddhist,
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I wouldn’t be very successful,
because it would be completely
self-conscious, a completely
egotistical endeavor. I would
constantly be looking back on
myself and saying, ‘look how
cool’ or ‘look how interesting
this is’ or whatever. It would be
unnatural.

Judaism is the medium in
which I was grown, and at a cer-
tain point you accept who you
are and who you’re going to be.
I have to be who I am; I’m real-
ly lucky that the stuff of Judaism
is beautiful, is artistic. I think
about this a lot.

What do you mean, Judaism is
artistic?

I mean that it’s a tradition
with a creative impulse. I think
the third commandment (for-
bidding graven images) isn’t
about a distrust of visual art.
Actually, it’s meant to keep the
tradition creative. Idolatry is
when a thing or an idea that is
supposed to lift you to higher
thoughts gets stuck as an end in
itself. An empty symbol. To
avoid that the tradition insists
on being ‘performance art,’

which unfolds over time.

Of course, performing rituals
can be idolatry too, when they
become rigid. Then they’re
empty gestures. Or people can
idolize their own, inner lives or
abstractions. That’s a perversion
of Jewish ideas I find beautiful:
that a meaningful life happens in
space and in time and in com-
mon, that we have a relationship
with one another that’s more
important than our relationship
with ourselves, that there’s
divinity in every person, that
actions matter most, and what
you’re feeling inside doesn’t
mean anything to anyone else
unless you find a way to com-
municate it.

Oh...and bringing ethical
monotheism to the world was a
pretty good idea too!

Lots of what’s here is gor-
geous and it inspires the things I
make, which validate and honor
people’s lives. I think that’s what
makes my work ‘Jewish.’

You made these windows,
which were technically com-
plex to produce, using a fabri-
cator in Germany. That was no
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% HUNGARIAN KOSHER SUPERMARKET%
WHERE KASHRUT & QUALITY ARE #1
4020 W. Oakton St. (Just west of Crawford)

(847) 674-8008

Hours: Sun. 8-6, Mon. thru Thurs. 8-9, Fri. 8-3, Closed Sat.

| COMPLETE KOSHER SHOPPING CONVENIENCE UNDER ONE ROOF! |

Our complete stare is under

Convenient parking for her supervision of the

100+ cars. 20,000 sq.
ft. shopping area with

wide aisles. Chicago Rabbinical Council

+ PRODUCE  FROZEN FOODS

Call your nearest Brookdale property to schedule a lunch and tour!

Retirement living is about more than
providing a place to live, it's about
providing a way of life! Brookdale
provides Chicago area seniors with the
opportunity to celebrate life through
many diverse social, educational and
fitness programs, events and outings
as well as providing convenient
services that give residents more time
to connect with community, family

and friends.

The Seasons at Glenview Place
4501 Concord Lane

Hawthorn Lakes

10 E. Hawthorn Parkway
Vernon Hills, IL 60061 Northbrook, IL 60062

847-367-2516 847-803-7100

Independent & Assisted Living * One affordable monthly fee ® Spacious apartments * Transportation
Full-service dining * Housekeeping services * Fabulous events daily ® 24 hour concierge
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Because of your JUF gift...
Last year 11,000 youngsters throughout the former Soviet

Union participate in Jewish summer and winter camps. Exceptional Senior Living
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www.brookdaleliving.com o

Thank you for living generously.
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For Your Dream Kit

Ingredients..

chen

KiITCHENS DESIGNED FROM A COOK’S PERSPECTIVE
ELEGANT & LUXURIOUS BATHS
CREATIVE PROFESSIONAL DESIGNERS

FULL SERVICE - ONE-STOP SHOPPING

random decision or one you
took lightly. And I understand
there were both pragmatic and
existential reasons.

I wanted to wuse Derix
Glasstudios because they are
one of the best in the world, and
also because Derix is very colle-
gial. It’s a family-owned busi-
ness and they treat everyone like
family. Derix is known for great
public art projects, and the most
astonishing techniques. Nothing
like these windows exists in the
world; they’re unique in the way
they were made.

Once I decided to work with
Derix, I began to realize what it
would mean to go to Germany. I
grew up thinking about Kristal-
Inacht (the destruction of
German and Austrian syna-
gogues on the night of Nov. 9-
10, 1938), the breaking of glass
in synagogues. Given that histo-
ry, I thought that putting a win-
dow into a synagogue is a kind
of holy act. Breaking and putting
together again is a powerful
image, especially in Reform
Judaism (Beth El is a Reform
synagogue), with its emphasis

on tikkun olam (repairing the
world).

I wanted to be in Germany for
a chag (Jewish holiday), and I
went to the synagogue in
Frankfurt, which I discovered
was the only one to survive
Kristallnacht in Germany. So I
thought, I'm going to be watch-
ing people dancing with a Torah
in a synagogue that has the only
windows that survived, and I'm
going to create synagogue glass
in Germany... that feels like a
huge mitzvah. It was one of the
top Jewish experiences of my
life.

How did it feel when the win-
dows first came out of the kiln?

I burst into tears. They just
glowed. It felt like a revelation.
It was nothing, and then it was
something.

How has this experience trans-
formed you as an artist?
Growing up I was always very
creative, but I never saw myself
as an “artist.” In my circle people

Continued on page 64

Straight & Turning
Stairlifts
* Attaches To Stairs,
Not Wall
. ® No Construction Required

1 ® Straight Stalrlift Prices
' Start At $2595 Installed
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Home Elevators
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Home Lifts

Serving All Chicagoland
Call TODAY for a FREE Estimate
City South Suburbs Southwest
773-578-7500 708-373-3500 630-715-3500
North/Northwest Collar Counties
847-356-3500 815-277-7500
www.stairflyer.com

$500 | S300 |

Mail-In Rebate On Mail-In Rebate On I
3+ Flonr Elevators 2-Floor Elevators
Home Lifts | Integrity Home Lifts |
800-768-1741 800-768-1741

$200 | $100

Mail-In Rebate On Curved Mail-In Rebate On I
Lifts & Dumbwaiters I Straight Stairlifts

Integrity Home Lifts Integrity Home Lifts |
800-768-1741 | 800-768-1741

MAILIN REBATE OFFER: Mail these original rebate coupans along with a
copy of the installation order given to you on the day of installation, Rebate
application must be received within 30 days of installation. Mail coupon

and copy to: Integrity Home Lifts, Rebate Offer Department, 95 Stable Way,
Lindenhurst, IL 60046. Limit one rebate on one lift per address. Not valid with
other offers. New business only. Program may be cancelled without notice.

]
INCREDIBLE BAR & BAT
MITZVAH PACKAGES!

® Unique ability to cater to all age groups — kids, parents
and grandparents

WCEF travels to any location in the CITY & SUBURBS!

Interactive Sports and Themed Packages designed to invigorate
guests while recognizing the importance of this special day
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The party was a great success! | loved the fact that this party was so easy
on me. Thanks for a job well done! ”»

— Sheri M.
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Web Design & lllustrator
Capture your Memories - Parties,

Blake Cohen
Web Design

Blake Cohen
(847) 560-3626

Beohena e coni Catalog your Business Needs:

Web Site Design and Promotions
Create a Web Site

Web site packages from: $295 Web: www.blakecohendesign.com

Bar/Bat Mitzvah, Birthdays, and Montage’s

Pay your
pledge online.

www.juf.org/pledge

A DEEPER
UNDERSTANDING
OF THE BRAIN
BEGINS HERE.

THE HEBREW UNIVERSITY OF JERUSALEM.

How can the mind bypass a damaged spinal cord to help paralysis victims regain movement?

How can brain surgeons “turn back the clock” on Parkinson’s? At Hebrew University’s

Interdisciplinary Center for Neural Computation, one of the world’s foremost centers for

brain research, experts have developed a robotic arm controlled directly by thought, and

discovered that deep brain stimulation can alleviate Parkinson’s symptoms. Whether

by creating microchips modeled on nerve cells, or mapping unexplored regions of the

brain, Hebrew University scientists are boldly advancing human knowledge.

AMERICAN FRIENDS OF
THE HEBREW UNIVERSITY

AF|H

Your support makes this vital work possible.
Call American Friends of The Hebrew University
or visit our website to learn how you can help.
A better future begins with you.

American Friends of The Hebrew University
Nurturing Israel’s Greatest Asset

500 N. Michigan Avenue Suite 1530 Chicago, IL 60611
312-329-0332 midwest@afhu.org www.afhu.org
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thought, if you’re creative, that’s
“nice,” but not the one character-
istic that defines your whole
being. So when people would
compliment me and ask, “Why
don’t you do something with
your art?” I knew they were
thinking in practical terms, not in
terms of who I was at my core. I
also had this stereotype of the
“artiste” as a broody, schmertz-
ridden, self-obsessed person who
had to express some inner anxi-
ety that no one else could under-
stand. I didn’t want any part of
that! So when I started making

Jewish art objects, I knew they
were nice and that people liked
them, but I still didn’t see myself
as an artist. I was simply some-
one who made things.

This project—having the tem-
ple put their confidence in me,
having to rise to their expecta-
tions—was humbling and trans-
forming... I now see myself not
as one who makes Judaica but as
an artist who’s Jewish. It’s okay
to be an artist, and to have that
drive, that vision, define who I
am. | understand that rather than
alienating me from others, it
actually connects me. m

For more information visit
www.chanazelig.com.

Rabbi Shmuley Boteach hosts an adults-only
discussion about passion, intimacy
and relationships from a Jewish perspective.

Saturday, March 17
8:00pm
Temple Beth-El
Northbrook
For tickets call (847) 205-9982

Rabbi Boteach has been
described as “arguably the
most famous rabbi in America.”
He is the TV host of TLC's
Shalom in the Home and is a
best-selling author of many
books on love, marriage and
family relationships.

% Temple Beth-El

A proud tradition of worship, education, and community.

W EN'ON F%DA]SM (847) 205-9982 ® www.templebeth-el.org
maman mamy nan 3610 Dundee Road ® Northbrook
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