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The title of this exhibition, Not in Heaven, is derived from a dramatic moment in the Oven of Akhnai (Bava Metzia 59a-b) story in the Talmud, where the acting head of the Sanhedrin, puts a decisive end to a debate that pits a position maintained by Rabbi Eliezer ben Hyrcanus and supported by miraculous occurrences, against the opinion of the majority of sages. The law does not reside in Heaven, he declares. The Torah has already been revealed; it is man who must determine truth and make meaning. 	Comment by Susan Fraiman: I think you should put in names here, both for the head of the Sanhedrin and Rabbi Eliezer.
	Comment by Susan Fraiman: maybe	Comment by Susan Fraiman: Rabban  Gamliel?

This exhibition of works by designers and artists has been assembled using the Oven of Akhnai story as a lens into the rich world of the Talmud. By making visual and material meaning of a story that involves a serpentine-shaped oven, a bitter debate in which the rule of the majority overrides the apparent truth, and the excommunication of a great sage with its tragic consequences—the artists responded in a variety of ways. Some focused on the narrative and its characters, some viewed the elements as allegories, others shot their inquiries into more far-flung and esoteric directions. Access to the sea of Talmud, forbidding and formidable as it may seem, has been opened thanks to the revolution triggered by contemporary translations from the Talmud’s original Aramaic. The artists, many unfamiliar with the Talmud, brought their open minds and creative imaginations to this sugiya (topic), directly or indirectly seeding ideas that culminated in the items created for this exhibition. 	Comment by Susan Fraiman: Absolute truth? Or the strict letter of the law?

	Comment by Susan Fraiman: I would define this, or use a synonym in addition to the word sugiya (just as you did for daf).  



Understanding the historical backdrop of the sugiya is critical in understanding why this seemingly mundane decision about an oven is so significant: the Second Temple was recently destroyed. How would the scattered Jewish people endure without the Temple sacrifices and Prophecy? This struggle for survival and connection with our ancient roots has been the subtext of much legislative and philosophical creativity throughout Jewish history, to this day. 

Some of the artists offer commentary-- formal, disruptive and speculative-- on the nature of the enterprise of Jewish continuity and on its archetypes. For some, the graphic arena of the classic Talmudic “daf” (page) is given utility as an actual place, traversed by countless generations of eyes and minds, in which to explore some of the ideas contained therein. Sometimes it is a face-off between the humanity inherent in painting with the Talmudic daf, other times it is a gateway into the story.   To derive laws and unlock the meanings hidden in Scripture, students of Talmud are armed with rules and methods of exegesis and hermeneutics. Some artists were inspired by the various mechanisms that animate these rules, whether grammatical, semantic or logical. For those whom cultural dis-placement is a formative part of their work, the notion of place and exile factor into their pieces embodying the mobility of art and of identity. 	Comment by Susan Fraiman: Or a methodology

The Oven of Akhnai story is the legal nugget around which a larger issue revolves, namely the consequences of hurtful words. The Talmud relates that the prayer of one so injured will always be heeded. The manner which one human being treats the other has power, disproportionate to our smallness, to create worlds or destroy them. It is a discussion on this topic that ultimately leads to the telling of the oven story and accompanies it to its tragic end. 

A female character, rare for the Talmud, the wife of the harshly excommunicated sage enters the drama: Knowing the retributive consequences for the one who shamed her husband, she attempts to prevent her husband’s tearful prayers from crossing through the gates of heaven. A momentary lapse in her supervision results in a tragic outcome. 

“My children have defeated me,” God is said to have declared with a smile during the arguments around the Oven of Akhnai story. Only by removing himself from aspects of the world’s functioning could the Divine allow man to find his place in the world as an arbiter and as a creator. All is not determined in Heaven.  Like the sages of the Talmud, artists and designers view the world as a place of action, dispute, formulation, acknowledging again and again the power of creation and engagement as a vital human enterprise. This exhibition is an attempt to break disciplinary barriers and open the gates of Jewish literature to the creative imagination and its material manifestations. 	Comment by Susan Fraiman: I really like this!

	Comment by S Tenen: 	Comment by S Tenen: 













