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Opshernish and self-portrait as pshat
Tobaron Waxman

Ediror's Nowe

I ound Tobaron Waeman's werk online the first time [ searched Google
using the rerams “wransgender™ and “Jewish.” He's @ Canadian artise living
ine New Yok who works with the eenbodimens of genider and vime; ofen his
winrk overdy employs Jewish shemes. Hisserifcing image ofa Chagall-esque
crricifocion scene with a sransgerder man hanging on the crossand a leather-
man in the wole of Boma n-censuvion-wishi-jovelin, ifuminated for me every-
thivig i was possible wo foel abour embodimene as a gay transgender Jew,

His series on the Armida R (Standing) prayer that &5 central o Jewish
ligirgy depices men closhed as Hasiding in the ace of davenineg (praying \
wihile @ figure of inderermingie gender davens naked, the ssanger in their
myidse. Even clothed and “passing™ for #he pender of choice, the srensgen-
der Jew is naked. Some pare of her-himn-hir-zir is always hidden under
Jewish obligations that persain solely to men or solely o women. The
hiddewn pare, the elephant in the middle of the synagogue, fluctiares
{(somerimes male, somrerimes female, somerimes a commbirnarion of the
s or weither of thenn), and has the sass and gravitational force of a
black frole bending the wavelengehis of lighe. Passing is never the end of
it. Stealth is wever withour consequence. Despite the best insentions and
the best surgery, genders ficker across ransgender faces like frrelighe.
Seiffer it Bask in ir.

Waxman has a vndque (and perhaps uniquely sransgerider) abilizy
ter caprire and sancnfy transgres sion, My faverive of Ris works is rivled
Reverence, and it rakes place in that most favorise of sransgender trow-
ble spows, the public ressroom. What public facilisy is made for people like
us? Tobarow clairs this closeted-in-public gay sex wwene as the Holy of
Holies: Yedid Negesh is chaswed in the background, the familiar srope

accentuiating the scene’s age-play and homoerotic themnes.
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Beloved of the soul, Compassionate Father,

draw Your servant to Yorr Wil
then Your servant will heirry Bike a hart
to bow before Your majesty
to ki Your friendship will be sweeter
tham the dripping ef the hone yconeh and any taste,
—YEDID MEFESH (BELOVED OF THE S0OULY TRADITIONAL

Oipstiernish and self-porerait as pshar are the rwo works included
below. Opshernish &5 a sransgender sefiguring of an Orhodox risieal, &
wa e o come of ape @ a sransgender man in fewish communise Self-por-
traieas pshat @sks and answers the quession, Is it possible w arviculare s

travsgendered portrait withowt representing @ body?

Opshernish

Opsherndsh was first performed ar Gallery 2 in Chicago in 2001, The
installation ard documentation foorage were curated by Daniel Belasco
for ehe Jewish Musewn of New York in Seprember 2009 as parr of the
grovip exhibicion Beinvensing Rirwal: Contemmporary Art and Design for
Jewish Like. The exhibizion traveled ro the Convemporary Jewish Museum
in San Francisco in Aprif 2010,

My installation began untitled with a two-d ay endurance-based tableaw

Isat ona high stool, diagonally apposite the entrance. My waist-length
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hair was separated into locks and connected to the ceiling with metal
clamps and airplane cable, The performance consisted of three phases,
If a visitor could come around to make eye contact with me, I would
hand them the cutting implement. Visitors cut suspended locks of my
hair with scissors, then shaved my head with clippers and fiinally with
a razor, until [ was bald. Once all the locks were severed, an attendant
replaced my scissors with electric dippers for the second phase, and for
the final phase wiped my head with a hot towel and applied shaving
cream from a large chrome bowl with a brush, and relieving me of the
clippers, finally placed in nrv hand a razor.

The epilogue, called Opshernish after the Orthodox Jewish ritual,
occurred two months later at the closing of the installation. It revisited
the second and third phases of shaving with dippers, wiping of my head
with a hot towel, application of shaving cream, and shaving my scalp
with razors. The performance was five hours in duration at the open-
ing, and three hours at the epilogue.

The opshernish is an Orthodox boy's first haircut, which takes place
on his third birthday. The community comes to the family home, and
evervone participates by cutting a piece of his hair, until what remains is
what will become his payer* He then recites a short text in Hebrew to
commence his life of learning. The community collectively confirms the
role of male child, collectively acknowledges its expectations of him, by
cutting his infant hair, the hair he has grown since birth, and shaping it
tomark his public appearance as a male citizen. My opshernish had to do
with moving out of certain infancy of self-awareness and self-conception
and releasing mvself altogether from the magnetism of kinship-based
models of identity formation. For me, this is not a linear progression.

The completed installation consisted of the stool, the chrome bowls,
the white hand towels and cutting implements in a row on the floor by
thewall, the cuttings where they landed, and an inverted forest of roughly
twenty-five locks that hung from the ceiling. Combined with the shorm
remains, this constituted a site of gendered expectation excised.

*Payot ara the unclippsd culz on the sida of a Hasid's haad.
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Owver the course of the performance, the suspended lo dks when cut
would swing slightly away from me and toward the entrance, as they
had been connected to the ceiling at a slight angle. This gave a subtle
effect of constant movement, both forward and vertical, a dynamic ten-
sian between the suspended locks of hair, the clippings that fell to the
floor, and the live body anchoring it all on the stool. Carator Daniel
Belasco of the Jewish Museum of New York has compared the image of
the dark hair and black-clad body against the white space as akin to
writing. Both Opsherndsh and self-portrait as pshat were assessed by
philosopher and caltural thearist Dr. Sue*johnny de phila” Golding as
an act of inscription.

The surfaces of the white cube installation space became a taboo cir-
cumstance, Rather than wander in, people entered gingerly, only after
making a concerted decision to come in. Once inside the space, peaple
whispered, if they spoke at all, some sitting on the floor, or reaching
thru the locks to caress and even smell them. Otherwise a crowd watched
at the threshold of the space, pressed up against the edge of the white
painted floor as if against glass, like at airport arrivals.

Each cut was a uniquely different experience of human interacti on.
Some people were utterly brutal and treated me like I was not a person.
One girl pulled the scissors from my hands without even looking at ny
face, to her bovfriend’s embarrassment. One man ordered the dippers
like a side order of fries, as he stood next to me to have his wife shoota
souvenir photo with a disposable camera.

A curator, razor in hand, demanded that I speak and tell her exactly
how the piece would end:“What if no one comes? What if nio one cormes
ta shave vou? How long can vou sit here? Will you shave it yourself?”
Another woman, the artist Kim Stringfellow, stood in front of me for
some time, and finally said: *T don't think I can do this” [ smiled at her,
silently pressing the scissors into her open hand., As the scissors closed
around her chosen lock, she clased her eyes.
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self-portrait as pshat! (2001)

Process art,” in collaboration with Rabbi Justin Jaron Lewis. Equipment
requirements: CD player, owerhead projector. Dimensions variable.
Comipleted with assistance from Mari Rice as well as Sara Varon, Ronit
Bezalel, Stacy Goldate, Camil la Ha, Antonia Randolph, Andrea, Shauna
and Gallery 2 staff who volunteered their time. Thanks also to Tony
‘Wight, Barbara de Genevieve, Rabbi Elvse Goldstein for their encour-
agement. Fhotos by Thea Millowski.

Hypothesis: It is written in 1 Samuel 25:25

IS

Listamo kein bu™ (like
one’s name, so he/she is); that is to say, one’s name both mirrors and
shapes a persont I the Zohar? it is explained that the individual is not
named by one’s parents, and that the parents are only a conduit for this
predestined information. What, then, are the implications of a bi-gen-
dered name? Given that gender is not necessarily located in the phys-
ical body, is it possible to articulate a transgendered portrait without
representing a body?

Process: The Torah study for this project was engeing under the tute-
lage of Rabbi Justin Jaren Leswis. In discussions over the telephone and
by e-mail with Rabbi Lewis, and with the help of a Tanakh concordance,
we created a text consisting of 251 werses of Torah. Included are 47 accur-
rences of Tova (7270) as a feminine adjective, 27 as a noun; 175 direct
references to Aharon (777%08) (without anarticle). The collection of
wverses is projected onto the walls and windows of the gallery. The pro-
jected text isthen traced onto the walls in pencil, and in Conté crayons
anito the windows. This will take many hovrs, and constitutes the per-
formance element of the installation. An overhead projector casts the
text both on ny body and on the wall, and the text is reiterated on the
wall by my body. Recardings of the chanted text play contimaously in
the space, alternately phasing in and out of synchronicity. I focused on
Torah as a sowrce for the text, but wanted to do it in a literate way for
the integrity of the worl, and so [ was guided by someone who uses this
material professionally on a regular basis and whao also empathi zed with
my queer identity.



haudsh {Service) | 125

Results: The effect of this edit is comparable to that of a concrete
poenn, and access to the text waries in degrees depending on the litera-
cies and empathies of the spectator. These are all separate verses of Torah
that have been reassembled in the arder that they appear in the origi-
nal text. This means that the expected flow of chant and of narrative is
interrupted at various times. There are elements of interruption and
surprise. (For example, there are ten instances in a row of “and Aharon
said.” ) Such elements of interruption and swrprise included alongside
elements of the norm might be said to characterize a transgender poet-
ics as well as transgender embodiment.

I cannot offer nyy name, though it is a queer locution, as a proof text
for transgender. | respect that the only proof text for Torah is Tarah, Self-
portrait as pshat is one step in my endeavor to create a body of worlk that
isinformed and supported by an omgoing study of Torah. With this proj-
ect, [ created a balance in my life, albeit a temporary one—staying vital
in a contemporary art context in which one rarely has interaction with
Torah-literate people. The piece began as a way to have a relevant study
of Tarah within nny art practice, as opposed to two separate activities.
This is an act of resistance against the life-split that is otherwise encour-
aged by the deminant culture. Self-portraita s pshat was asignificant step
in realizing a transgender body of work, within my art practice, as well
as 2 way to come out to my father, who named me after his parents.

Afterword: Spectators could read the poem (or not) depending on
their level of Hebrew literacy. Self-porsrait sis pshat was the first time 1
wused explicitly Jewish content without incorporating some method of
subtitling in the composition (that is, some manner of asking for per-
mission from the dominant culture to use content specific to my own
culture). Hebrew and Judaism are visual code systems typically not
encountered in a contem porary art setting, which had the effect of incor-
porating into the performance the spectators” attempts to make mean-
ing out of the project in the face of cultural unintelligibility. This was
met with some frustration by some white gentiles, who mentioned feel-
ing excluded from samething secret, and asked, “If it's not in Japanese
or Spanish, why it it in English?” I am not aware of any transperson
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visiting the show or encountering this piece. | have no community in
the nermative sense, 5o [ managed to sew together various pieces of
information and cull together tutelage without mentors—this might
read as a punwhen considered alongside other conditions of transsex-
ual embo diment.

Dharing the entire process of projection and tracing of the text onto
the walls and windows, recordings of the chanted text were played con-
tinuwously in the space, altermately phasing in and out of synchronicity.
The source for the audio was bar mitzvah training tapes for boys. The
voices are not of vocalists per se, but of American male rabbis with a
distinctly yeshivish accent. Many trans allies assisted me in tracing the
|etters, including filmmalker Stacy Goldate, who at one point joined me
in the performance dressed as an Orthodox boy {Agure 1), reflecting a
doppelganger of my body, as a parallel to the multiple audio tracks play-
ing simultaneously in the space.

The font we traced onto the walls and windows was not solid, but
rather an outline of the letters, as a gesture of humility and gratitude to
the original sofrurand primary text. But for the sound of the two asyn-
chronous voices chanting Torah verses, the space at first glance appeared
empty during the day. The installation is visible during daylight hours
only if one enters the space and closely examines its perimeter. In this
case “perimeter” alludes to pshat, not only as a reflection of the physical
exterior of the body being the first site of meaning, but also as an invi-
tation to the viewer to experience meaning from a place of internality.
The waorl is observable at night from the street, via the text inscribed on
the window; howewer, the text is seen in reverse, and spectators from the
street canmot hear the cantillation. In other words, while psharis discern-
able from outside, entering and stepping into the psharoffers an immer-
sive four- dimensional diversity of experien ces of limitless relationship.

Postscript: In November 2001, the Centre for Gender and Religions
Research (GRE) Centre at the School of Oriental and African Studies,
University of London, held its first conference in gender and religions
research on the therme “Damaged Bodies: Gendered Identity in Religious
Discourse,” at which I was the invited artist. [ presented a body of work
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Figure 1. self-portrait as pshat (200 1), Performancs installation, detail.
Gallery 2, Chicago.
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which included photo documentation of self-portraic as pshat.
Respondents to my presentation were Dir. Wira Amiras, Rabbi Sarra Lev,
and Dir. Cosimo Zene, as well as Rabbi David Brodsky.

Pshag, in entering text, is the most literal, non-interpretive read-
ing. The first level before you begin the transformation of con-
scionsness. You move up to pardes in amodel of paradise. Asyou
rise levels, you enter into different levels of conscionsness, Psharis
the beginning portion, before the transformation.

This image is evocative of the pad (figure 2. The hand out-
stretched, the body on the ladder is forming a pad . .. you never
totich the Torah with the hand, butwith a phallic extension of the
hand, the male authority/gaze into the text. The image is inside the
yad, inside the act of Torah reading, all these layers make it [the
image| already on the road past pshar.

DR MIRA AMIRAS

Figura 2. self-portrait as pshat (2001). Performance installation. View
through loblby wtring, inscrilbed, with overheaad projector in foreground.

Gallery 2, Chicago.



boctah (Seruice) | 178

Figura 3. self-portrait as pshat (2001). Performancs installation. S treet

level window, detail. Gallery 2, Chizago.

In the Zohar there is a disoussion of wltimately, what is the literal
meaning of a Torah text? What is psteai? The psfag: is ultimately the
interpretation ... If you think that Anima! Baren is about a bunch

of animals living on a farm, you are missing the whole point
-RABE| DAVID BRODSKY

Youare creating yowrself, on amidrash level, ona text. It parallels
the creation story in the biblical story—G-d creates the primor-
dial ereature Adam (from Adama, which is not embaodied, its earth ),
creating a self-portrait that is not embodied. Then it says “and
G-d created him”({“him” being both the generic and androcentric
“hina™}, followed by Genesis 2, “male and female created he them.”
Allof that is in the piece. The rabhbis talk about the explanation of
Genesis 2, that G-d creates Adam as an androgynes. And that G-d
created the original creature as male and female is embodied in

the piece.
-RABEI SARRA LEV
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Figura 4. seff-portrait as pshat {2001). Parformance installation. Stroot
lenvied view through window. Gallery 2, Chicago.
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Fiqure 5. self-portrait as pshat (2001). Performance installation, detail.

Gallery 2, Chicago.
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Cuite interestingly and revealingly, text was going through you,
and through you going on the wall, which meant a lot to me.
Basically yourre the text here, to be decoded [ in the Derridian sense|,
.. in fact renouncing wormanhood—it takes a lot. T doubt thata
rman would have persisted five hours there doing that. Perhaps that
was your final geshare as a woman ... Leertainly thank you for pre-
senting yourselt as a text, to be read.

-DR. COSIMO ZEME

Motes

1. Tha following notes are addad ae a convanienes for pereons intaragted in rzpli-
cating the teet stuchy descnbed in thiz eszay. Reuben Alosly, The Complata English-
Habrew Dictronans (Mew York: P. Shalom Publications, 1958 d=finss pshat as
“phain mzaning, ltsrally, literalnsss] with a cross-refersncs to pardes, which iz
cefired az *plain, symbolic, homiletiz and ssataric four methods of biklizal inter-
peratation)” For the Aramaic squivalent, ps hata, Marcus Jastrow, A Dictionary of
the Targumen, the Talmud Babli and Yerushalmi, and the Midrazhic Literature

(Faabody, M Hendrickeon Publishers, 2006) hae:

PS5 HATA, m, (presed) [, fram the precsding verkb-=2= bslow] 1) plain
wording; plin senza. [Examplaz]: Talmud Fatuboth 111 b, pehateh dikra
bamai ket “what dose the plain text (not homilatically charged) sfor
to't™; Talmud Erusan 23k, pehateh dibra, etz “what i= the plin ssnss inct
hamilatically forcads of the tedt; Talmud Yerushalmi Sanhednn 18a,
pshuteh ditmepz, “the phin s=nze of the t2=t”; Yerushalmi Bave Bathra
16a, be'al madsr pahateh, elc, “wanted to give meaning (of tha varsa)
andd could net find it 2) extanszion, natural course (of a nvar). [Az in]
Talmud Sitin G0k, Hullin 18k, S7a.

“Pracad! iz the verb PASHEIT, PSHAT The m=anings Jastrow lists ars: “1) to
atratch, stratoh forth; to straightan; 2) to strip, tear, lay; 3) to ba stratchsd forth,
reach out; 4) to explain, tsach; to deduca” Jastrow beginz the definition of the

B ramaie varls by nating it iz the 2ame as the cormapanding Halraw vark, which
iz PASHAT Tha meanings he lists for PASHAT are:

[Wal conjugation: 1) to strateh, straighten; 2) to strip: to undrass; 3) to
maks plain, to explain; 41 to spread, b publizhed ] [Fral conugstion: 1)
tostratch, strakghten out; 22 to stnp, take off] [N al conjugaticn: 1) to be
straightan=d out, be unfokled, becoma flat; 2 to be stippsd.] [HFY con-
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jugition: 1) to strp, flay; 2) to shed the =kin] [Hof's/ conjugation: to ks
sinipped.] [Hithpa'al or Mithpa'sl conjugations: 1o b= straightenad, become
avan; to flattzn.]

Chaim M. Waizar, Frumapesk: The Frat Dictionany of Yashiwsh (Lanharm, MD:
Jazon Arcnson Publizhers, 1996) gives the follewing definition ralating not to
Terah but o Gamara stuchy:

pahatn, 1. A manner fitting an sxplanation ints the wards of a dificult
text: REMDERIMNG. “Hiz convolutad P in the sugye makss you woncder
if h='s karning the sams dafas everyons elza’ 2. An sxplanation of the
logie: b=hind or the source of a passags, event, work, ste: METHOD,
INTERFRETATICN. ®l anes had a shidwch in an art mussum, and | mads
up P in all the paintings to try to maks an impressicn” 2. That which
exphins the raticnals for something: JUSTIFICATION, REASOM. “ thaught
they'ra friznds, what's the P they'rs fighting?” [< Hab. pah shin tet
{straight]] CFf. what's pahat]

Alzxandsr Harkavy, The Yiddish-English-Hebrew Dictionsry, 2nd. ed. (1228;
repr, Mew Haven, CT: Yals Univarsity Prass, 2008) has *PSHAT = (pl. PSHA-
TIM) maaning, sanze, signification; commsntany; intsrpratation of a text accond-
ing to the phin meanings of the words”

. “Prescess ant emphaszizes the procsss of making art {rather than any pradstar-
mined compesition or plan) and the concepts of change and transisnce ... Ina
graundbrasking essay and sshibition in 1968, Moms posited the notion of anti-
form as & basis for making art works in tarms of process and tims rather than as
statiz and anduring iconz, which he aszociated with object-typs art” Excsrpted
fram the glossary of the Guggsnhsim Collection Wab site, www.guggsnhaim-
collaction.orgfsitalglessary_process_arthiml.

. Thiz phrass from a spseific contest is ussd in a complately diffsrant contest by
Mahrmanidzs in hiz commantary on Lav, 12:29, suggesting that it may ks applisd
az a genaral principls in the intarpratation of Scrptura,

. Amore dirset gourcs for this kdea i the Talmud, Berakhet 7h, “ovinsh fzn d'shma
ganm.” How do we know that the name causes/detarminesfaffects a parson’s
lifa or actiona?

. | have not b=an alls to track this dewn in the Zohar, The teaching iz in cirzula-
tion <n the intemst in the nams of sverykody from the Talmud to the kabkal sts
to tha Maharal, but without source references. The attribution to tha Maharsl
saams maost likely.

. My birth name was created by my parentz, a combination of my father's parants
names, Toba and Arcn (Yiddish).
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