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Portraits of Wandering

An Artistic Journey from Sholem Aleichem to Bob Dylan

Fabio Fantuzzi

The renowned Yiddish-language writer Sholem Ale-
ichem confronts the theme of the Yiddish world’s dis-
solution from Eastern Europe and its rebirth in Amer-
ican soil in his final novel, Mottl. The Adventure of the
Cantor’s Son." The book recounts the experience of
migration through the eyes and voice of a child, Mottl,
offering the reader an imaginative and estranged per-
spective. A budding artist, cunning, unscrupulous, and
exquisitely ironic, the cantor’s son is yet another figure
of the wandering Jew, a child of and condemned to
the diaspora. He is a final and, at the same time, new
interpreter for a tradition obliged to be constantly reborn
and renewed, compelled to find new forms and new
languages for a culture that must preserve itself through
continuous and forced evolution.

The book mirrors the journey undertaken by its author,
who, like his characters, emigrated to the United States
with his family to escape the pogroms of early twenti-
eth-century Russia. The biographical references do not
end there, however: as confirmed by the writer’s family,?
to create the character of Mottl, Sholem Aleichem was
inspired by his youngest son, Numa. Mottl shares the
same passion for painting and chess as did a young
Raeben—also the son of a cantor, though one of a
different kind.® The two also share a markedly trans-
national education, which led Raeben to speak seven
languages fluently. Afflicted by tuberculosis, Sholem
Aleichem could not finish the novel, leaving a blank
page for his son to complete the story of a character
so much like himself.

In the first section, From Home to America, Sholem
Aleichem reveals much about Raeben’s own childhood.
In the second section, entitled In America, Aleichem
seems to partly foreshadow what would be his son’s
own artistic experience. Even the ending, or, rather,
the absence of an ending, given that the book remains
unfinished, offers a valuable hint: Raeben’s major works

are also unfinished and in perpetual evolution, present-
ing themselves first and foremost as itinerant, open, and
non-teleological works.

Even the portraits and human figures in Raeben’s urban
landscapes tell a story of wandering and offer insights
into New York’s artistic circles, often connected to the
Yiddish culture of Eastern Europe. As Raeben himself
recounts in a 1931 interview, the first crucial influence
on his painting was his father’s: “When | was a kid, |
drew only caricatures. Perhaps because of the influence
of my father. [...] My father liked my caricatures and
showed them off to friends [...] and tried to convince
them that | inherited his sense of humor.” The artist’s
first subjects were soldiers and caricatures of people he
encountered during his travels across Europe as a child.
Only one of these drawings has survived and is now
part of the artist’s family’s personal collection [Fig. 1].
The French title suggests that the sketch was made
in Geneva during his early childhood. Despite its rudi-
mentary nature, the drawing attests to Raeben’s early
artistic talents and holds significant historical value,
enriching our understanding of his father’s influence.
None of the caricatures that young Numa drew, ref-
erenced in Sholem Aleichem writings, has ever been
recovered. Those that have survived from later periods,
however, also often tell stories of the diaspora. Nota-
ble among these is the caricature of the opera singer
Seymour Osborne [Fig. 2], a collaborator and close
friend of the painter, playfully titled The Tragic Baritone.
An artist and esteemed teacher who also emigrated from
present-day Ukraine, Osborne, like Raeben, played a sig-
nificant role in the Broadway and Yiddish theater scenes.
He served as a mentor to pupils such as George Rose,
William Daniels, Fred Gwynne, and John Cullum, some of
whom also studied with Raeben.® A curious composition
of various caricatures of intellectuals within the two artists’
circles [Fig. 3]—from Osborne’s personal collection dat-
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Fig. 1. Norman Raeben, untitled [childhood drawing with soldiers], 1910s, Josh Raeben’s collection.

Fig. 2. Norman Raeben, The Tragic Baritone [caricature of Seymour Osborne], 1939, private collection.

Fig. 3. Norman Raeben, Caricatures of Seymour and Anne Osborne, Norman Raeben, Paul Musikonsky and Michail
Chekhov, 1940s, private collection.

ing back to the 1940s—also deserves mention: besides
Raeben, Seymour, and Anne Osborne, the scene includes
portraits of Paul Musikonsky and Michail Chekhov.
Intellectuals and artists connected to Yiddish cultural
circles, as well as Raeben’s own relatives, are the pre-
dominant subjects of his oil portraits from the 1920s.
The portrait of his father Sholem Aleichem, produced in
1926 for the tenth anniversary of the writer’s death, and
that of his mother Olga made slightly later (both currently
preserved at the Beth Shalom Aleichem Museum in Tel
Aviv), encapsulate the essential aspects of Raeben’s
early work [Figs. 4, 5]. In them, the influence of his
studies at the Arts Students League between 1918 and
1924 is very evident. The distinctly realist approach and
use of color align with the Ashcan School of Painting’s
postics, particularly his mentors Robert Henri, George
Luks, and John Sloan.

In contrast to the purity of color typical of American
Impressionist artists and the exuberant colors of Fau-
vism, Neo-Impressionism, and Post-Impressionism that
developed in France simultaneously, The Eight adopted

Fig. 4. Norman Raeben, Portrait of Sholem Aleichem, 1926,
Beth Sholem Aleichem.

a darker palette, explicitly inspired by the great Euro-
pean Realist painters—especially Rembrandt, Diego
Veldzquez, and Frans Hals. Although The Eight highlight
contemporary themes, ethnic minorities, and subjects
drawn from the urban proletariat more so than their
contemporaries, their portraits also exhibit a certain
academic formalism, which is particularly evident in
their elaborate use of contrast, the way they play with
light, and the poses of their subjects. These artistic
choices are partly reflected in Raeben’s early works: for
example, Raeben also adopts an earthier palette and
indulges in darker colors, applied by broad, generous,
densely-layered brushstrokes in order to capture the
humanity of his parents, both portrayed from the torso
up. Particularly representative of this style is the por-
trait of Dr. Sherwin Kaufman, the artist’s nephew and
brother of writer Bel Kaufman (author of the famous
novel Up the Down Staircase, who studied painting
with Raeben and was also portrayed by the artist). The
painting, completed in 1925 [Fig. 6], is emblematic of
the philosophies of the period.

Fig. 5. Norman Raeben, Portrait of Olga Rabinowitz,
late 1920s, Beth Sholem Aleichem.
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A prime example is how Raeben captures the light
and color contrast in the subject’s white sleeves,
pointing to an even more evident connection with the
Flemish tradition. These same characteristics also
define his other oil portraits, which feature numerous
prominent figures in the artistic circles of the time.
These often include intellectuals associated with New
York’s Yiddish theater who studied or collaborated
with Raeben. For example, Raeben painted numer-
ous members of the Adler family, including Pearl ‘Pol-
ly’, Diana, Mary, and, perhaps most famous, Stella.
His collaboration with Stella was particularly fruitful
and long-lasting: Stella studied painting with Raeben
for several decades and drew upon his theories on
the relationship between perception and imagina-
tion in her long and prestigious career as an acting
teacher. Over the years, she regularly recommended
her students take lessons with Raeben, who, in turn,
portrayed her in at least three paintings, one of which

Fig. 6. Norman Raeben, Portrait of Sherwin Kaufman, 1925,
Kenneth Kaufman'’s collection.

Fig. 7. Norman Raeben, Portrait of Stella Adler,
late 1930s-1940s, Stella Adler Studio of Acting.

is now housed at the Stella Adler Acting School in
New York [Fig. 7].

Although many of the portraits have been lost, fortu-
nately, an rudimentary early catalog commissioned
by Raeben’s son, which includes numerous Polaroids
taken in the early 1980s, documents their existence.
From this archive, we gain information about portraits
of Broadway artists such as Alexandra Danilova and
Dorothy Bird, as well as additional figures connected to
Yiddish theater: Luba Harrington and Miriam Kressyn,
and many other esteemed intellectuals and artists.
This last group also includes the Russian-American
painter and illustrator, Isador Steinberg—a close friend
and collaborator of Raeben’s, with whom he spent a
painting period in Paris in the early 1930s—his wife
Polly, also Raeben’s student, and their son David Mi-
chael, who later pursued a career as a songwriter
in the Greenwich Village folk scene under the name
“Jimmy Randall.”

In the early 1930s, partly due to the influence of the
Parisian avant-garde movements that Raeben encoun-
tered first in 1925 and 1926 and later in 1932 and 1933,
one can observe a gradual departure from realism. This
evolution culminates in the artist's mature production,
characterized by a quest for a synthesis between the
itinerant and figurative approach of the Eight and the
semi-abstract artistic languages of the School of Paris.®
This marked a pivotal moment in his career, driven by a
declared desire to create a clear break from his early work
and his identity as an artist, leading to a separation from
American Realism’s artistic circles and a more complex
and nuanced relationship with Jewish culture. It was
during this period that the painter decided to change his
name and began signing his works as Norman Raeben.
An article from 1931 published in The Sentinel reveals
that this decision was motivated by the desire to free
himself from the constant comparison to his father and
to give his persona a more international artistic identity.
Excerpts from two interviews provide deeper insight
into the painter’s character and the nature of his artis-
tic evolution. In a 1931 interview, for instance, when
critic David Mann asked him why he seemed to lack
of interest in subjects overtly connected to Jewish art,
Raeben lost his composure:
| confess my ignorance. Is an old Jew with his peissan
and yarmelke, brushed on a canvas by a Frenchman,
Jewish or French art? You tell me. | have never found
out. Must a Jewish artist use kosher colors? If while
walking in Jaffa, in Palestine, | see an Arab bazaar
which with its multicolored contrasts makes my hand
itch to put it on canvas, must | race to Tel Aviv and
paint the Herzliah Gymnasium instead? [...] Just as
there is no Jewish style in world literature, so there is
no Jewish art in painting.”
Even more ironic and succinct is the comment with
which he responded to the same question in an inter-
view published by the newspaper Six-Thirteen in 1976:
“To call an artist a Jewish artist is ridiculous, unless he
paints from right to left instead of from left to right.”®
However, as evidenced by his decision to adopt a stage
name based on his surname, Raeben did not intend
to deny his Jewishness.® Rather, his statements reveal
a clear desire not to be solely confined or defined by
his Jewish identity, especially as the son of one of the
greatest Yiddish writers.
From a technical standpoint, this evolution primarily
manifests itself through the adoption of pastels and

sandpaper as Raeben’s new preferred media. This dras-
tic change highlights a desire to distance himself from
traditional painting methods and their associated artistic
traditions, and to create a new language characterized
by a swift and profoundly musical stroke. This is also
evident in his portraits and the demonstrative works
he produced during his lessons. Watching the artist at
work, particularly in the two documentaries dedicated
to Realism and Post-Impressionism,'® one can notice
that Raeben generally begins by creating an abstract
‘underpainting’. This pictorial context serves to repro-
duce the pure, unmediated perception of the subject
at hand. Raeben refers to this ‘underpainting’ in his
lessons alternately as ‘air’ or ‘atmosphere:’ without it,
the painting loses the density, depth, and connection
to reality that allows the subject to truly come to life.
Raeben views the creative process as an interpretive
act that enables the artist to discover the painting
within the painting, finding a more convincing balance
between the need for form and sensory perception.
There emerges within this process a desire to refine
and bring forward reflections on the construction of
and relationships within the painting, a dialog which
was inaugurated by Cézanne and later taken up by
several of his artistic heirs. In particular, some of Ma-
tisse’s considerations on the subject come to mind:

| am surprised to see, little by little, an image appear

on the sheet, more or less precisely resembling the

person with whom | am in contact. This image appears

to me as if each stroke of charcoal has removed from

a mirror the fog that until that moment had prevented

me from seeing it."

This evocative image particularly fits the charcoal head
studies made by Raeben for demonstration purposes
during his lessons, with some examples provided in the
last section of the catalog.'? Take, for instance, this head
study [Fig. 8], which is of particular interest because
of its inclusion of the themes addressed in the lesson
alongside the portrait. In works like this, Raeben em-
phasizes for educational purposes the outcomes of the
aforementioned constructive methodology: by layering
numerous charcoal and pastel strokes, he creates the
impression that the subject emerges from the painting
itself, infusing it with a deep sense of vitality and an un-
common degree of expressiveness. Due to the nature of
the medium, this effect is more subdued and balanced
in pastel portraits, a technique Raeben employed more
extensively from the mid-1930s onward. He refined its
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use through a combination of dry and wet pastel, which
he sometimes blended with his bare hand.

For example, in the 1955 Portrait of Anne Osborne
[Fig. 9], one can observe how Raeben achieves greater
depth and density in his brushstroke, resulting in nota-
bly unified outcomes. Other typical characteristics of
his pastel work can also be discerned: in portraiture,
there are strong Cézannian influences in the use of
outlines and color. His swift, musical stroke and the
exuberant, at times almost seemingly arbitrary, use of
color reflect the need to capture the spontaneous and
ephemeral impression of the subject. Building further
upon Cézanne, Raeben imparts greater solidity and
dynamism to his figures by employing darker colors,
rejected by Impressionists. In particular, these colors
are used for creating multiple outlines that compel the
eye to continuously move from one detail to anoth-
er. To borrow from philosopher Merleau-Ponty about
Cézanne, Raeben thus aims “to give the impression
of an emerging order, of an object that is appearing,
coalescing under our eyes.”'®

Fig. 8. Norman Raeben, Plane, Impasto, Psyche [study of
the head], early 1970s, private collection.

Equally interesting are the results of this experiment
employed in pastel cityscapes, which show a direct
link to Ashcan School aesthetics. Consistent with his
early mentors, Raeben adopted an itinerant painter’s
approach, or, rather, one of a “mobile observer,” to
use a felicitous term coined by Rebecca Zurier.' This
mobile attitude is related to two different traditions—the
esthetic traveler and the chronicler—finding a fusion in
the movement of early twentiweth-century American
Realism. Like those painted by The Eight, Raeben’s
cityscapes present themselves as spontaneous hap-
penings. Their creator is an observer at the same time
intimately connected to the reality he represents yet
never entirely a part of it.

However, in these pastels, there is little trace of the other
stylistic peculiarities of Ashcan paintings. The depiction
of the working class’s daily life is entirely absent. The
subjects traditionally depicted within the Ashcan school
also often adhere to representational conventions prev-
alent in the media of the time, such as the cartoonish
rendering that George Luks and George Bellows borrow

Fig. 9. Norman Raeben, Portrait of Anne Osborne, 1955,
private collection.

from comics and humorous magazines, employing the
entire graphic vocabulary—grotesque exaggerations,
crude distortions, and quick sketch-like strokes—to
convey both the allure and the repulsion of New York’s
multicultural streets. In other cases, the stereotyping
of lower classes reflects a politically inclusive ideal with
Whitmanian echoes. This is evident, for instance, in
Robert Henri’s bustling New York, full of workers and
immigrants. This second category also includes Wil-
liam Glackens’s indulgence in clichés and conventional
strokes and traits to give voice to European immigrants,
especially the Jewish communities of the Lower East
Side. These themes and their formal conventions are
entirely absent in Raeben’s paintings, which seem im-
pervious also to the appeal of nationalistic exaltation.®
From a technical perspective, Raeben draws more
from his Parisian experiences in search of a way to
integrate the concrete and abstract, imagination and
perception, within the semi-abstract world of his can-
vases. Thus, his New York, instead of resembling the
industrious city of The Eight, seems rather to echo the
impressions of the Big Apple that Henry James con-
veyed in The American Scene: “It breathed its simple
‘New York! New York!” at every impulse of inquiry; so
that | can only echo contentedly, with analysis for once
quite agreeably baffled, ‘Remarkable, unspeakable
New York!’.”1®

This endeavor also extends to his portrayal of hu-
man figures, perhaps the most characteristic aspect
of his mature works and the most revealing of his
experience as an immigrant and itinerant artist, which
can be seen in the large section devoted to his city-
scapes and landscapes in this catalog. Drawing from
the reflections of Braque and Picasso on the subject,
Raeben developed the conviction that the presence
of a strong subject tends, in most cases, to create
imbalance within the canvas’ internal relationships.
This is even more apparent when dealing with human
subjects, which he considered the most difficult to
integrate within the context of a painting. However,
like the two masters before him, Raeben never opted
for their complete abolition. In his pastels, the answer
to this dilemma lies instead in rendering subjects as
vibrant and evanescent voices. Raeben sketches them
rapidly as buzzing, vague, and ephemeral shapes that
populate an ineffable, chaotic urban landscape. In this
way, his human figures blend in with the background
in an even more convincing manner. At the same time,

they are never completely part of it, as their transience
and incompleteness create constant movement within
the internal relationships of the painting. What is even
more astounding is that, through a minimalistically-ex-
ecuted stroke, Raeben reduces the subjects almost
to mere vibrations of sound, achieving the paradox-
ical result of capturing their deepest essence—their
sound, their voice. A keen observer cannot miss how
strongly Raeben’s cultural roots and life experience
emerge here. As in most works by Jewish avant-garde
post-impressionist artists, there is no trace of elements
directly linked to Jewish iconography in these pas-
tels.'” The trace, however, is found in these aniconic,
rapidly sketched human forms, perpetually intent on
affirming their existence and constantly on the verge
of disappearing. The essence of these characters
thus brings us back to the themes from which this
investigation began: fragile and precarious, yet deeply
tenacious, these voices are intrinsically linked to the
paradigm of wandering.

Several distinguished artists have embraced and ad-
vanced these artistic paradigms, interpreting them
in their own disciplines in various ways. This catalog
provides a noteworthy example through the direct
testimony contained in the essay by Roz Jacobs,
co-creator of the Memory Project (alongside Laurie
Weisman). However, it is impossible not to mention
the influence of Raeben on one of his most famous
students, Bob Dylan, who attended Raeben’s studio
for several months in the spring of 1974. As a descen-
dant of Jews who fled Eastern Europe like many of
Raeben’s students, Dylanwas drawn to the teacher’s
studio not only by a fascination for the world of painting
but also by the desire to deepen his understanding of
his cultural heritage. As Dylan himself explained to jour-
nalist Jonathan Cott, Raeben “taught me how to see.
He put my mind and my hand and my eye together in
a way that allowed me to do consciously what | uncon-
sciously felt.”'® In the years immediately following the
lessons, Dylan composed three of his most critically
acclaimed albums, Blood on the Tracks, Desire, and
Street Legal, and made his directorial debut with the
film Renaldo and Clara. In a 1991 interview, referring
to this trilogy, Dylan explained: “that was my painting
period [...] that’s like taking a brush, you know, and
painting those songs onto a canvas. They're all paint-
ed, that’s what they are.”'® The elements of Raeben’s
theories translated by Dylan into music and his film
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are numerous and complex and have recently been
the subject of various studies.
Among the aspects that most capture Dylan’s attention
are the theories on the representation of time and sub-
jects in art, which he explicitly transposed through an
experimental use of masks and personal pronouns.®
Dylan discussed his artistic intentions in various in-
terviews. The first album of the trilogy opens with the
manifesto song Tangled Up in Blue, about which the
artist explained: “I wanted to defy time, so that the
story took place in the present and past at the same
time. When you look at a painting, you can see any
part of it or see all of it together.”?" Dylan pursues this
artistic ideal by fragmenting and juxtaposing different
plots through a markedly expressionist use of personal
pronouns. Shifting from the first to the third person
and vice versa, sometimes within the same verse, the
lyrics make it impossible to establish solid relationships
between characters and their stories. The diegetic lin-
earity and temporal sequence of events are replaced
by a metonymic juxtaposition of image chains derived
from the pictorial text:
| was just trying to make it like a painting where you
can see the different parts but then you also see the
whole of it. [It has to do with] the way the characters
change from the first person to the third person, and
you're never quite sure if the third person is talking or
the first person is talking. But as you look at the whole
thing, it really doesn’t matter.?

Like the figures in Raeben’s pastels, the protagonists of
these albums’ narrative songs are reduced to ineffable
presences that appear as voices of a continually evolv-
ing piece: they are details of a larger whole, compelled
to contribute to the unending dialogue of a perpetually
evolving work.

Raeben, in turn, painted a portrait of Dylan, now pre-
served at the Bob Dylan Center in Tulsa. Entitled The
Poet with No Hands [Fig. 10], the oil painting also tells
an intriguing story: according to various students, it is
a demonstrative work that Raeben created a few days
before the singer-songwriter’s arrival, which, by a curi-
ous coincidence, closely resembles Dylan.
Throughout his long career, Raeben had hundreds of stu-
dents, some lesser-known and others very famous, many
of whom pursued careers in different fields, such as the

Fig. 10. Norman Raeben, The Poet with No Hands [portrait of
Bob Dylan], 1974, Bob Dylan Center, American Song Archives.

previously mentioned actresses Stella, Mary, and Polly
Adler, the photographer Bill Cunningham, the director
Bill Fertik, the theater director and lyricist Jacques Levy,
or world-renowned musicians like Bob Haggart, Steve
Postels, and Bob Dylan, to name just a few. All these
artists, as well as Raeben’s lesser-known students, have
a story to tell that deserves to be investigated and re-
counted. Many of them also own paintings and portraits
created by Raeben that could not be included here. The
many pieces of the puzzle formed by these portraits and
artistic connections thus create a broader story, a story
of wandering that continues to offer valuable insights
into New York’s artistic circles and their evolution.?® In
other words, a story that completes the second part of
Mottl’s novel that Sholem Aleichem could not write. With
his paintings and teachings, his son has, in his own way,
completed the tale for him.
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