
The Visual Culture of Chabad

This book presents the first full-length study of a vast and complex visual
tradition produced, revered, preserved, banned, and destroyed by the
Hasidic movement of Chabad. This rich repository of visual artifacts
provides the archaeological data for an analysis of how the movement
consolidated its influence during a period of political and economic trans-
formation and survived its immigration to America in the wake of the
Holocaust. Chabad is one of the most self-documented and media-
preserved modern Jewish movements, and its rich material culture – includ-
ing the hand-held portrait, the “rebbishe” space, the printer’s mark, and
the public menorah – affords scholars a wider range of interpretive strate-
gies for understanding the movement and the role of the visual experience
in religion.

Maya Balakirsky Katz is Associate Professor of art history at Touro Col-
lege and on the faculty at Touro’s Graduate School of Jewish Studies. She
specializes in the intersection of religious identity and the media, particu-
larly surrounding public protest, such as the Dreyfus affair and the Soviet
Jewry movement.
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Chart of Chabad Dynastic Leadership

Chabad
Leaders Known As Dates Genealogy Portrait

Shneur
Zalman of
Liadi

Alter Rebbe (lit. “the old
Rebbe,” Yid.); also
known as “Baal
HaTanya” (title of his
magnum opus)

1745–
1812

Founder of
Chabad

Dov Baer of
Lyubavichi

Mitteler Rebbe (lit.
“Middle Rebbe,” Yid.)

1773–
1827

Son of Shneur
Zalman

No known
portrait

Menachem
Mendel
Schneersohn

Zemah Zedek (title of his
legal responsa)

1789–
1866

Grandson of
Shneur Zalman
and son-in-law
of Dov Baer

Shmuel
Schneersohn

Rebbe MaHaRaSH
(acronym for “our teacher
the Rav Shmuel,” Heb.)

1834–
1882

Son of
Menachem
Mendel

No known
portrait

Shalom Dov
Ber
Schneersohn

Rebbe RaSHaB (acronym
for “Rabbi Shalom Ber,”
Heb.)

1860–
1920

Son of Shmuel
Schneersohn

Yosef
Yitzchak
Schneersohn

Rebbe RaYYaZ
(acronym for Rabbi
Yosef Yitzchak, Heb.);
also known as Der
Frierdiker Rebbe (lit.
“the previous Rebbe,”
Yid.)

1880–
1950

Son of Shalom
Dov Ber

Menachem
Mendel
Schneerson

The Rebbe 1902–
1994

Son-in-law of
Yosef Yitzchak
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Author’s Note

I deviated from standard guidelines for the romanization of Yiddish and
Hebrew for proper names and key terms that are popularly used by Chabad in
the United States. In citations, I retain the original spellings so the reader will
invariably encounter more than one system of transliteration in this volume.
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