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Tuli Kupferberg

The late Tuli Kupferberg, founding member of the
New York 1960’s underground group The Fugs, was
born into a Yiddish-speaking Jewish family in New
York. On The Fugs’ first album, Kupferberg wrote
“Nothing,” an ironic, cynical and humorous ballad of
beatnik life in the East Village. “Nothing” was set to
the melody of an old Yiddish song called “Potatoes.”
One verse of Kupferberg’s version went: “Village
Voice nothing/ New Yorker nothing/ Sing Out and
Folkways, nothing/Harry Smith and Allen Ginsberg/
nothing, nothing, nothing...” Other songs Kupferberg
wrote on that album, including “Defeated,” “The Ten
Commandments,” “Carpe Diem,” “CIA Man,” all
find some root in Hebrew prayers and melodies. Kup-

ferberg has been described as a “hip rabbi.”
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Hot Topic

“Hot Topic” is the 2nd song on the group Le Tigre’s
self titled debut album from 1999. The song is a trib-
ute to the feminist- aligned visual artists, musicians,
writers, activists, and others who inspired the band.
Among those mentioned are Yoko Ono, Cibo Matto,
Aretha Franklin, Vaginal Cream Davis, Yayoi Kusa-
ma, Angela Davis, Sleater-Kinney, The Slits, James
Baldwin, and David Wojnarowicz. Kathleen Han-
nah, the lead singer of the group insisted that the list
of people was far from complete; it was “a snapshot
of this moment and who we’re talking about today.”
Hot Topic is also the name of an American retail chain
that specializes in punk/ rock counterculture clothing
and accessories. There are almost 700 stores nation
wide and 30% of their revenue comes from the sale of
band T-Shirts. Le Tigre is also the name of an Ameri-
can clothing company designed to rival the French
polo company Lacoste. The word Le Tigre translates

from French to English as “tiger.”
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Maher Shalal Hash Baz

Japanese naivist musician Tori Kudo’s band Maher
Shalal Hash Baz’s name comes from the Hebrew Bi-
ble- The Book of Isaiah- and means “Hurrying to the
spoil, he has made haste to the plunder.” Tori Kudo is
a Jehovah’s Witness. On most of Maher Shalal Hash
Baz’s albums they spell their name in English, but on
their 83-track box set “Return to Rock Mass”, they
spell their name in Hebrew. Like a lot of Japanese
groups, they sing songs in both Japanese and Eng-
lish. A couple of their albums have French names like
“L’autre Cap”, “C’est La Derniére Chanson”, and

“Blues Du Jour.”
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Comme Des Garcons

The name of Japanese clothing brand Comme des
Garcons is French for “Like Some Boys.” The phrase
is the title of a French soldiers’ song, as well as a lyric
in a Francoise Hardy song which goes “comme les
garcons et les filles de mon age.” While there is specu-
lation that the name has to do with the brand’s an-
drogynous styling, or serves as a cheeky co-optation
of the language of Paris, one of fashion’s traditional
centers. Rei Kawakubo insists that she chose the name
simply for its French lilt. Kawakubo designed the
typeface of the logo herself, as well as the signature
star below the C in the word “Garcons.” The logo
hasn’t changed in over 30 years. According to her
husband, Kawakubo is fascinated by the Amish and

the orthodox Jews.
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Wallace Berman

The west coast beat artist Wallace Berman grew up

in Los Angeles’ Jewish neighborhood Fairfax in the
1930’s, which was filled with decorative shapes of
Hebrew letters on storefront windows and in Yiddish-
language newspapers. In the mid 1950°s Berman be-
gan painting Hebrew letters on rocks, walls, sheet mu-
sic, parchment and photographs. The letters were not
ordered to spell anything- Berman was exploring the
form of Jewish mysticism know as kabbalah, intui-
tively abstracting the ancient language of Hebrew into
unexplored territories of poetry. It has been suggested
that Berman’s interest in the Hebrew alphabet was
part of an effort to reclaim his ethnic identity. The
letter Berman used the most was the Aleph, which
became the title of a silent film he worked on between
1956 and 1966, a visual collage of concerts, the west

coast beat scene, artworks, and Hebrew letters.
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Ed Ruscha

Ed Ruscha’s first painting to use text, “SU,” was done
in 1958. It featured 2 painted stripes and a piece of
striped fabric adhered to the canvas. Below the stripes
were the letters SU. The next year, he did two paint-
ings that used text: “Edward Ruscha” and “Dublin.”
Ruscha’s text paintings at first consisted of single
words until in 1972 he began painting phrases. It’s
been suggested that while the words may appear ran-
dom, there are themes that reflect the interests of the
artist- His catholic childhood (“sin”), appreciation of
sensual pleasures (“ fuck”), longstanding fascination
with cars (“automatic”) and self proclaimed romance
with liquids (“cream”). Ruscha says “They’re almost
not words- they are objects that become words... If
you isolate a word for just a moment and repeat it ten,

fifteen times you can easily drive away the meaning.”
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Blind

In 1989 professional skateboarder Mark Gonzales
founded the skateboard company Blind as a sub-
sidiary of Steve Rocco’s company World Industries.
World Industries is credited for spearheading the
movement in the 1990’s of small skateboard brands
owned and operated by pro skateboarders. Some of
the brands founded at this time include: Girl, Alien
Workshop, Liberty, Toy Machine, Anti-Hero, Shut,
Foundation, Flip, Real, Creature, Stereo, Zoo York,
New Deal, Birdhouse, Hook-Ups, Zero, Acme, Choco-
late, Real, Supreme, Woodstock, Underworld Ele-
ment, and Think. When asked why he wanted to call
the company “Blind”, Gonzalez explained that it was
the opposite of “Vision,” Gonzales’ previous sponsor.
Eventually Gonzales left Blind skateboards, and went
on to start another skateboard company, Krooked.
Today, Gonzales makes the majority of the graphics
for Krooked himself, as well as designing the shape of

the decks. Blind and Vision are both still operating.
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Chagall

Art critic Robert Hughes has called Marc Chagall
“the quintessential Jewish artist of the twentieth
century.” Born in 1887 in Russia, Chagall had his
primary education at a local religious school, where
he studied Hebrew and the Bible. After realizing he
wanted to be a painter, he studied at St. Petersburg
before moving to France in 1910, where he directly
engaged in the modernist painting movements of the
time. Chagall’s approach bore a striking contrast to
his peers: his attitude towards art was the “emerging
from the internal being outward, from the seen object
to the psychic outpouring” a direct opposition to cub-
ist method. While fellow artist Man Ray (whose name
by birth was Emmanuel Radnitzky) publicly hid and
denied his Jewish roots in order to avoid discrimina-
tionm, Chagall chose to celebrate his Jewish back-
ground by integrating it directly into his art. His work
was filled with Jewish motifs with scenes from the
bible, Hebrew lettering and romantic images of daily
life in the Jewish Ghetto. For Chagall, sincerity and

honesty was a matter of artistic principle.
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