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THE ART OF
CHASSIDUS

By Nosson Avrohom

He loved drawing when he was a child
growing up in Russia. Until his teens,
he didn’t even know he was Jewish, but
once he did, he took an interest in his
roots. He discovered, to his surprise,
that all the greatest artists were Jewish.
He came to Chabad, became a Chassid
and today he promotes his work in the
artist quarter of Tzfas. He is a model of
a Chassidic artist and is a source of

inspiration to others.

It is peaceful and serene in the
alleyways of the Old City of Tzfas.
Even a resident of Tzfas who has
lived there for years will still
experience a wonderful sense of
inspiration and mystery. In this
section of the city live the artists
who offer their wares in a
cobblestoned alleyway. The narrow
alleyways have an atmosphere of a
bygone era and the winding streets
reveal surprises to whoever visits
them.

After half a year of living in
Tzfas I decided to tour the oldest
section of the city. I headed
towards the Artist’s Colony. A
melody piqued my senses and as |
turned a corner | saw a musician
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playing a clarinet. A pair of children
ran over from a nearby courtyard
and stood there waving their hands
rhythmically as if in a rehearsed
performance. For the musical
performance alone it was worth the
walk, I thought. Then I met a Jew
in Chassidic garb who was learning
the daily portion of Rambam next
to the display of his paintings
available for sale.

The Chassid’s name is
Menachem Mendel Kaspinov. |
engaged him in conversation and
within a few minutes realized that
he wasn’t just another artist but a
Chassid whose inspiration is drawn
from his deep study of Chassidus.

“Twenty years ago, when the

gates of Russia opened, I read

somewhere that Tzfas is where
kabbalists and artists live so we
chose to come here.”

R’ Kaspinov was born to a
Jewish family in Moscow at a time
when the word Jewish was a
dangerous one in the Soviet Union.

“In my childhood, I heard my
grandmother talking with my aunt
and my mother a few times in a
language that I did not know. It
was only when I grew older that I
realized it was Yiddish. Until I was
14 1 did not know that I was
Jewish. There was one thing that
they were particular about at home
and that was to eat matza on



Pesach. The matza was bought
through the official community
offices and we ate it along with
bread. Nobody explained to me the
significance of matza. I thought it
was an ancient Russian tradition to
cat a flour and water cracker that
did not rise.

“At a certain point I began to
realize that I belonged to the Jewish
people. I tried with all my might to
understand what this meant, in
what way | was different than
others because I was Jewish; what
were the customs or traditions of
Jews, but I did not know where to
get this information. My parents
could not help me. In one of the

highest classes at school I found a
book categorized as “Jewish” called
Sholom Aleichem.

“This book was old and moldy
and it discusses some religious
ideas. I found out about Sukkos
and other holidays in Tishrei, but
what were they about? I wanted to
know, to understand and gain more
information, but I had no idea how
to go about it. I thought perhaps
Judaism was a kind of religion or
nation that no longer existed. [ was
very curious. Every time the word
“Jew” or “Judaism” was mentioned
in the newspaper, | would read the
item again and again.

“] learned more about my

heritage once the communist
hegemony collapsed. Newspapers
became more informative and I
learned that in other countries there
was flourishing Jewish life. There
were news items about the power of
Jews in the United States and how
there was Judaism in Russia, too,
and even in Moscow.

“At a certain point, my parents
realized there was nothing to fear
and they told me that [ was Jewish
and everything they had heard from
their parents about Eretz Yisroel
and Torah and mitzvos. They even
apologized for hiding my
Jewishness from me and said they
did it because they were worried
and wanted to protect me. They
told me about the persecution they
experienced in their childhood and
since they didn’t want this to be my
lot, they chose to hide my Jewish
identity from me.

“At this time, I developed my
artistic talent. Since kindergarten |
had demonstrated an impressive
ability to draw. My father was a
pilot for the Soviet airline and
planes and flying were frequent
topics of conversation in our home,
so most of my drawings were about
this. At the recommendation of my
preschool teacher, my parents sent
me to art courses where I excelled.
I was sent to an art school where |
also studied theater, and
throughout, I always sought
excellence.

“When I finished school I went
to a special institute for the
theatrical arts where I successfully
completed a course in theatrical
scenery production. It’s interesting
that with all my success in art, my
desire to find out about my Judaism
only grew. Art was my entire world.
I would take part in student
exhibitions and each time, I noticed
that Jewish artists achieved the
greatest success and were the most
talented. A light flashed in my
mind.

“Each time I met a Jew I
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PRAYERS FOR A CHILD IN 770

For seven years the Kaspinovs did not have children and they were
very concerned.

“In 5757, my wife decided we had to travel to the Rebbe, to be in
770 and ask for a bracha. Before we bought tickets we each wrote to
the Rebbe separately, through the Igros Kodesh. Our initial idea was
to go for Chanuka, especially since there was an organized group of
women from Tzfas who were going. My wife opened to a letter about

the miracle of Chanuka.

in that farbrengen.’

of our prayers.

“The answer I opened to, though, was about a Yud Shvat
farbrengen and the Rebbe wrote ‘surely you will see fit to participate

“In light of these answers, we decided that she would go for
Chanuka with the group, and I would go for Yud Shvat. My wife
returned to Eretz Yisroel and I left the same day.

“One year later, on 28 Teves, 5758, my wife gave birth to our son.

“We figured out at the bris, which took place on 6 Shvat, that my
wife had been in 770 on the date of his birth the year before, and I
had been there on the date of his bris. We saw this as the acceptance

“We had decided to name him Levi Yitzchok. We thought it was a
nice name and we considered it a z’chus to name him for the Rebbe’s
father. At the bris we found out that that day was the yahrtzait of
Rebbetzin Chana, the Rebbe’s mother.”

I would take part in student exhibitions
and each time, I noticed that Jewish
artists achieved the greatest success and
were the most talented. A light flashed

in my mind.

connected with him and we became
friends; it was amazing. Out of
hundreds of people I could pick out
the Jew in the crowd and connect
with him. I realized that the fact
that the Jewish artists were always
leaders in the field must be a result
of the depth of Judaism and not
simply a coincidence. I checked out
other artistic fields and saw that
Jews led the way there too.

“I developed a serious
connection with Judaism in 5747
when Lubavitcher Chassidim,
headed by Rabbi Michoel
Lokatchky, established a number of
Jewish centers for youth under the
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auspices of Chabad.

“That year, I completed my
studies at university and worked as
an interior designer at a museum
that operated under one of the
country’s big banks. Opposite the
museum was a movie theater that
had an unused basement which they
gave to R’ Lokatchky and his
people. They built a Jewish library
and turned the place into a Jewish
center. I visited there to expand my
Jewish knowledge. I spent hours
upon hours sitting and avidly
reading books on history and
Jewish thought.

“It was there that I met my wife.

She was the librarian and was
already deeply involved in Jewish
life. After learning at the Chabad
shul Marina Roscha for two years,
she helped me better understand
the roots of the Jewish people and
strengthened my desire to deepen
roots of my own. After half a year
we decided to marry. She made
three conditions: Shabbos
observance, for me to undergo a
bris, and kashrus. We got married
on 27 Elul, 5750/1990.

“It was hard for me to keep the
conditions at first, until I
understood more about them.”

Four months after their
marriage the young couple decided
to make aliya. They were interested
in the holy city of Tzfas. R’
Kaspinov attended the shiurim of R’
Dovid Notik at Ascent regularly,
and acquired a hiskashrus to the
Rebbe.

“Many of my paintings are of
the alleyways of Tzfas. I was very
taken by this city, by its hills and
the breathtaking scenery. I began to
express my wonder in my art. |
spent many months painting the
scenery and alleyways in oils.”

Before we got to talking about
the paintings that he has for sale,
including many that are obviously
Chassidic in nature (one of
traveling to the Rebbe caught my
eye) | asked him to describe his
style.

“A style expresses the inner
meaning that the painter wants to
reveal and express. The artist will
call that scene to mind in a strong
way, but they also have an
additional aspect to bring out. On
the one hand it’s not a copy of a
picture; on the other hand, it’s not
solely a product of creativity. It
combines reality with imagination.”

R’ Kaspinov gets his inspiration
for his paintings from Chassidus,
particularly from the maamarim
and sichos of the Mitteler Rebbe
and the Rebbe Rayatz.

“In the past, before I was



The Old City of Tzfas in a drawing by Menachem Mendel Kaspinov

religious, I thought that art is
spirituality. It provided me with
great inner satisfaction and I did
not seek anything beyond it. |
thought this was the real deal.
Today, I know that painting is only
a tool, one of the many instruments
of expression that Hashem created.
Judaism is real perfection. Torah
and mitzvos are what express the
truth and what I do is use the
abilities I was given to serve this
goal.”

In each of R* Kaspinov’s
paintings, certainly in those for
sale, there is a lot of thought
invested.

“In every Lubavitcher home
there are pictures of the Rebbeim
and one day it occurred to me that
we also need pictures of Chassidim,
role models, so we can look at them
and seek to emulate them. For a
long time I thought about which
Chassid I should draw — R* Mendel
Futerfas? R’ Berke Chein?
Someone else?

“If I chose one of them, why
him? I came up with the idea of
painting a Chassid who combines

There is no

Chassidus

without

Chassidim and no Chassidim without

Chassidus.

without being

You can’t be Chassidim
attached

to the

wellsprings of Chassidus. A long beard
and certain kind of hat are not enough.

all of them. I took pictures of
Chassidim and studied them deeply
for a long time.

“After many days, a certain
picture became clear in my mind
and I began drawing it. | decided to
draw a Chassid holding a book, in
line with what the Rebbe Rayatz
said: ‘There is no Chassidus
without Chassidim and no
Chassidim without Chassidus.” You
can’t be Chassidim without being
attached to the wellsprings of
Chassidus. A long beard and certain
kind of hat are not enough.

“That painting was an instant
success among the tourists in
Tzfas. When I ask customers why

they chose this painting and not
other ones of scenery and sights in
Tzfas, they say that this painting
reminds them of their grandfather
who kept Torah and mitzvos.
“There is another painting that I
drew recently in which Chassidim
are making their way to Lubavitch.
There are many paintings that are
similar but when I drew this one, 1
had a certain goal in mind. |
wanted to touch upon something
essential in Toras HaChassidus —
hisbonenus (meditation). And so,
within the painting, above and
below the picture, I included the
Mitteler Rebbe’s own writing from
Shaarei T’shuva where it talks
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BE CAREFUL WITH ILLUSTRATIONS

“Don’t underestimate the power of art. You could have nice
children’s books with good Jewish content but the illustrations can be
dangerous. Parents and mechanchim don’t always consider how
influential illustrations can be. In Russia of 100 years ago, a well-
known children’s author chose the world’s greatest paintings to
illustrate his books. When asked why he chose such expensive
paintings, he explained, ‘When the children grow up they will
remember the artwork as much as they remember what [ wrote.’

“Pay attention to what you bring into your homes!”

about the importance of Rebbe don’t waste their time; they
hisbonenus. Instead of a sky and meditate.”

earth, | put in these quotes. At the makeshift gallery where
Chassidim on their way to the he sells his works, I found R’
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Kaspinov engrossed in his painting,
with brush and paints in hand. He
was removed from the chattering of
the many tourists walking by and
completely immersed in his work. |
was amazed by his absolute
concentration, and questioned him
about it.

“Art is a deep expression of the
soul. I can’t not paint. It’s a form of
expression of my thoughts and
feelings. A painter doesn’t pay
attention to what’s going on around
him as he paints. Even if he is
drawing background or the scenery
around him, he puts his soul into it.
I draw the same tree but put my
soul into it.”

In recent years, R Kaspinov has
done a lot of research on the topic
of art in Chassidus. He lectures in
several places about the
connections between the two.

“By the Chabad Rebbeim we
find a broad range of comments on
art in general and painting in
particular. These topics are
discussed frequently, especially by
the Mitteler Rebbe, the Rebbe
Rashab and the Rebbe Rayatz.
Painting is generally given as an
example of the importance and
impact of hisbonenus as a good way
of strengthening one’s connection
with Hashem.

“The Mitteler Rebbe says that a
Jew needs to disengage from this
world and bond with Torah and
mitzvos and find pleasure in them,
just like an artist who sees the
painting of another celebrated artist
and takes pleasure in it.

“We know the story that the
Rebbe Rayatz tells about his father,
the Rebbe Rashab, who visited an
art exhibit and saw three special
paintings, one of them of a
battlefield. They saw another artist
who was trying to copy this picture
with his paintbrush but suddenly
fainted. He was so deeply
unconscious that it was difficult to
rouse him, because he had been
immersed in the scene and had
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Left: A Chassid learning. Right: Chassidim traveling to the Rebbe.

experienced it intensely.”

The letter of the Rebbe Rayatz
in which he relates this story was
selected by the Rebbe to be
included in the publication
following the passing of the Rebbe
Rayatz, Hemshech 5711, from
which R’ Kaspinov gathered its
importance to the Rebbe.

R’ Kaspinov readily connects the
world of art to the Rebbe’s
prophecy that the time for Geula
has arrived:

“In the future, Torah study will
be visual. We won’t only learn
about G-dliness; we will see it.

“Today, it is possible to see how
this is beginning to happen.
Everything is becoming visual.
Those in marketing know that in
order to be successful, you have to
market your product in a visually
appealing way. Everything that is
done today, is done in a way to
attract your attention. The visual
world was never as powerful as it is
today.

“The same is true in k’dusha,
especially in art and design. There
are many artists who are drawing
Chassidic themes. In every sub-
category of art there are artists
whose work revolves around Jewish

experience.”

R’ Kaspinov shares these
thoughts with tourists who choose
to stop near his paintings and get
into a conversation with him.
During the interview, some of them
had their picture taken with him.

“A few weeks ago, a middle-
aged man asked whether he could
study art with me. He said that he
comes every week to Tzfas. I was
happy to oblige and we studied art
together several times.

“On 19 Kislev, after a few
lessons in which I explained the
principles of art, I felt
uncomfortable because here we
were, two Jews, sitting on a day like
this without saying a word of
Chassidus. I didn’t know how to
get off the topic of art and on to
the significance of Yud-Tes Kislev.
Then Hashem gave me my opening.
At the end of our lesson, the man
said he wanted to ask me some
questions about kabbala that had
been bothering him for a while.

“] saw that p’nimius ha’Torah
was something that spoke to him.
He shot questions at me and I tried
to answer them. After a long time
he said, ‘For twenty years now |
have been asking questions, and

every answer | got only confused
me more. This is the first time that
I’m getting answers that satisfy me.’

“The next day he came back and
asked for a lesson on Chassidus. At
the end of the shiur he decided to
learn art some other time - for now
he wanted all our lessons to be
about Chassidus. Perhaps all my
work in art and my being in the Old
City was only to light up his
neshama, like in the story of R’
Yosef the Wagon Driver.”

At this point, R* Kaspinov folded
up his paintings and headed for the
Canaan neighborhood of Tzfas. He
gives a shiur over the Internet
under the auspices of Lapid, an
organization which works with
Russian-speaking Jews all over the
world.

“There is a tremendous interest
among immigrants from the CIS in
Torah and mitzvos. Regulars have
told me that they tried previously to
understand various concepts and
were unsuccessful and these
shiurim have helped them. Many of
them have become more committed
to an observant way of life; may
this be my reward.”
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RECOGNIZING A
TRUE LEADER

By Rabbi Yosef Karasik

District Rav Bat Chefer — Emek Chefer

What makes people admire a great man

and consider him a “man of G-d?” Why
did the Rebbe Rashab spend a fortune
to buy a fancy walking stick for his son?
* A fascinating look at the parsha from
the perspective of Chazal, Kabbala and

Chabad Chassidus.

In honor of Yud Shvat, the Yom
Hilula of the Rebbe Rayatz, the
column this week will examine the
Torah view of a leader.

All nations have respected
leaders, but Jewish leaders are
special. Not only are they tzaddikim
who are devoted to their flock, but
they have a deep soul connection
with the people of their generation.

Let us begin with the esteem the
Egyptians had for Moshe Rabbeinu.
The Torah says regarding the story
of the Ten Plagues (11:3), “The man
Moshe was very great in the land of
Egypt, in the eyes of the servants of
Pharaoh and in the eyes of the
nation.”

The commentators ask: why does
this verse have that double phrase, in
the first part saying “and the man
Moshe was very great in the land of
Egypt,” which ostensibly refers to
everybody in Egypt, and then
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repeating, “in the eyes of the
servants of Pharaoh and in the eyes
of the nation,” when they are already
included in the previous phrase “the
land of Egypt?”

WHY ARE GREAT
PEOPLE ADMIRED?

The Meshech Chochma states
that there are two reasons to admire
a great person and to consider him a
man of G-d: 1) because of the
miracles that he does and 2) because
of his tremendous wisdom, his
upright behavior and his elevated
middos.

Although admiration can be
widespread, from the simplest
people to the wisest of men, there is
a difference in who is the first to
recognize a great man’s qualities:

When the admiration is a result
of miracles, then the first to get

excited are the ordinary people who
readily believe stories, (both factual
and fictitious). Intellectuals are
usually skeptical, and don’t believe
so readily. It’s only after they
thoroughly check things out that
they acknowledge the person’s
greatness.

However, when the admiration is
for the individual’s tremendous
wisdom and outstanding middos,
then the wise men are the first to
recognize it and only afterwards
does the man’s reputation become
known to the masses. Thus, the first
group is characterized by emotion
and excitement while the second
class is characterized by the intellect.

Moshe Rabbeinu combined both
advantages: 1) He performed
miracles and wonders which earned
him the admiration of the masses,
but it was only after the further
miracles of the Ten Plagues that the



Painting by Yossi Rosenstein

Sometimes, the people farthest from the
person recognize his qualities before
those who are closer to him. While the
Egyptians recognized Moshe’s greatness,
there were Jews who found it hard to
believe in Moshe and to listen to him.

wise men of Egypt admitted that he
was a man of G-d. 2) His great
wisdom, his outstanding middos, his
humility, compassion and kindness
to others with mesirus nefesh,
caused the wise men and magicians
to recognize his greatness and only
then did this spread to the masses,
who also came to revere Moshe’s
wisdom and middos.

Now we can understand the
double wording in the verse. “The

man Moshe was very great in the
land of Egypt” refers to the esteem
of the ordinary people which
resulted from the miracles of the
Plagues, while the magicians and
wise men still did not appreciate
Moshe. When he did more miracles,
then even “the servants of Pharaoh,”
the wise men and magicians,
admired him. Once these people
intellectually appreciated his wisdom
and began to admire him for it, the

rest of the nation also eventually
took note. This is why the verse
ends with words, “the man Moshe
was great ... in the eyes of the
nation”; the masses were the last to
recognize Moshe’s wisdom.

Naturally, it wasn’t only the
Egyptian nation and its wise men
who esteemed Moshe but also the
Jewish people. Let us look at a
unique phenomenon:

Sometimes, the people farthest
from the person recognize his
greatness before those who are
closer to him. The Ramban says that
while the Egyptians recognized
Moshe’s greatness, there were Jews
who found it hard to believe in
Moshe and to listen to him (6:9
“and they didn’t listen to Moshe
etc.”).

This was partially a result of their
anger at Moshe because of the
worsening of their situation that
ensued from his speaking to
Pharaoh, as it says in the parsha that
they complained to Moshe.
However, in the end, after all the
miracles and when the slavery was
over, all the Jewish people believed
in Moshe.

According to the Ramban, this is
what the verse means when it says,
“and the man Moshe was very great
in the land of Egypt, in the eyes of
the servants of Pharaoh and in the
eyes of the nation.” There are three
stages in the public recognition of
Moshe: 1) “in the land of Egypt” —
the Egyptian people 2) “the servants
of Pharaoh” — his magicians and
wise men 3) “in the eyes of the
nation” — the Jewish people.

GENTLE LEADERSHIP

As previously stated, the Jewish
people had a hard time believing in
Moshe because of their suffering. To
encourage them to put their trust in
him, Hashem gave Moshe a special
command: “and Hashem spoke to
Moshe and Aharon and commanded
them to the Jewish people.”
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“The truth is, every Jew has the

potential to control nature...

The

question is to what degree a person

brings this ability —

which exists in his

potential — to fruition.”

According to the simple meaning of
the verse, what was the command?
It doesn’t say. Rashi explains — “He
commanded them to lead them
gently and to tolerate them.” By
leading them patiently, the love that
they have for Moshe would surface.

At first, Yisroel “did not listen to
Moshe,” because of “shortness of
spirit.” This “shortness of spirit” was
on the part of both the Jewish
people, because of their lack of
patience due to the suffering, and
Moshe, who spoke to them sternly
and rebuked them for their poor
spiritual state.

Hashem commanded Moshe to
“lead them gently,” to speak of their
good qualities and to encourage
them with promises that Hashem
would help them. “Tell the Jewish
people that I am G-d ... and I will
take you out from beneath the
burdens of Egypt and I will rescue
you from your labor and I will
redeem you.” This aroused and
revealed their admiration and emuna
in their leader (from here we learn
that in order to be mekarev Jews to
Hashem, we need to encourage
them and not threaten them).

SILVER STICK

As related in Likkutei Sichos vol.
4, p. 1326, the Rebbe Rashab and
his wife Shterna Sara were once
traveling from their home in
Lubavitch to another country and
the Rebbe bought his son (later to be
the Rebbe Rayatz) a beautiful
walking stick with a silver handle.
The gift was very expensive and
since they were struggling
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financially, the Rebbetzin asked why
he had spent so much on the gift.

The Rebbe Rashab answered, “I
met an Admur and his son and when
I saw the difference between his son
and our son, I was inspired to buy
him a gift.” When the essential love
was aroused for his son, there was
no room for calculations and he
bought the gift with great love.

A stick symbolizes rule. Moshe
led the people with his stick, with
which he performed signs and
wonders. There are two kinds of
sticks, a stick that is used to strike
people in a government of tyranny
and a stick of gentleness in a
government of love and chesed.

When buying a silver handled
stick, the Rebbe Rashab was giving
his son the ability to lead the people
with chesed and compassion and not
with judgment and anger, since the
uniqueness of authentic Jewish
leaders is in their patience for their
people.

THE CHASSIDIC
APPROACH

The teachings of the Baal Shem
Tov and his disciples explain what a
leader is and the connection between
him and his people:

The choice of a particular
individual as the leader of his
generation is no coincidence; it is
directed from heaven. There is a
deep, inner connection between a
leader and his people. They are
connected on a soul level. The
neshama of the leader is the aspect
of “head” and the neshamos of the
people are like the body, so the

spiritual connection between them is
because they are one spiritual entity.

The Alter Rebbe explains in
Tanya (chapter 42):

“Moshe Rabbeinu is one of the
seven shepherds who cause vitality
and G-dliness to flow to the
community of the souls of Israel, for
which reason they are called
shepherds.” Just as Moshe provided
vitality for the members of his
generation, so too “in every single
generation, sparks of Moshe
Rabbeinu come down and are vested
in the bodies and souls of the wise
men of the generation, the eyes of
the congregation,” as the Midrash
cited in Tanya (chapter 1) says,
“Hashem saw the tzaddikim that
they were few and he planted them
in every generation.” The Tanya
explains (chapter 2) that they are
“heads of thousands of Israel whose
souls are the head and brain... and
the nourishing and life of the nefesh,
ruach and neshama of the ordinary
people is from the nefesh, ruach and
neshama of the tzaddikim and wise
men, the leaders of B'nei Yisroel of
their generation.”

The “Moshe” of every generation
is compared to a power station that
produces electricity and sends it
along wires to every home. In order
for the electric current to work and
the house to be lit up, you need to
turn on the switch. It’s similar for
spirituality — Hashem created the
spiritual-neshama force and placed it
within every Jew. In order for this
force to illuminate and have an effect
on the body, you have to locate the
right “switch” which gets those
spiritual forces to work. The Rebbe
is the one who reveals the “switch”
in every Jew.

The influence of a leader on his
people is not like the assistance one
person provides for another, that of
a strong man for a weaker one, but
like the help you give yourself. The
people are a spark of leader’s
neshama and he helps to perfect
them through the inner soul-bond

[Continued on pg. 51]





