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The work of a contemporary painter is arduous. Viewers are inundated with constant visual 
stimuli and distractions. The tumultuous world we live in is ripe with fodder. How does the 
artist compete? Lineage plays a role in what makes a painter (as with all artists) but so does 
one’s own impetus. Then there is the network, the camaraderie — the knowledge of paint and 
of course the history of painting. Place and space play a major role too. Place is where we are 
or end up. Space is what we do with the place we find ourselves.

As a painter, Archie Rand understands these basic structures. He is at once ambitious and 
humble; honest and pertinent. A man nearing his seventh decade, he has remained on pace 
with the pulse of the New York Art Scene so many young, ambitious, twenty-somethings hope 
to enter. He regularly shows with those same twenty-somethings in pop-up spaces and artist-
run initiatives, yet boasts a nearly one hundred-page CV. His energy is admirable, dedication 
unsurmountable and love of the visual (and textual, musical, etc...) supersedes most.
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This monumental work walks us through the six-hundred-thirteen commandments, or mitzvots, 
in the Old Testament. These good deeds transcribed for the faithful student of the Torah 
provide a lengthy code of conduct by which to live. Repetitive at times and perhaps (some) 
out-of-date, they bring us into dialogue with modern-day religion, specifically Judaism, and 
more broadly, the complexities of religion and the secular state. The intricacy within The 613 
echoes a layered complexity interwoven throughout faiths, cultures and communities. We 
are confronted with moral and ethical reasoning — citizens, artists and painters alike. Rand’s 
uncountable interests and experiences all build to form a code of visual language reflected 
within this knowledge. Some decipherable, some more vexing. Regardless, the viewer is entirely 
engaged, secular or not, in defining what The 613 means for them, through the lens of this 
artist. As viewers we choose how to fit the layers into our own lives. As a painter, Rand chooses 
this less-than-simple subject matter.  

History within art and life play a major role in these images. As we approach the walls of 
painted surfaces we are consumed. Our eyes wander, sometimes rest, or scatter. Settling on 

‘To Have No Other Gods’ and other Mitzvot

No. 30: Not to make or cast an image.
No. 1: To have no other Gods.



No. 30, we take in a nude Munchian figure sitting on steps at a pillar with an approaching 
male figure. Upon further investigation the text from Leviticus 19:4 states, “Not to make or 
cast an image.” Is Rand referring to Munch’s Madonna (1892-1895) or Female Nude (Anna) 
(1920)? If the former, this delicate reference to Catholic iconography speaks directly to the 
text. Regardless, Rand asks a more pointed question, “Is the artist allowed to create an image?”  
Rand’s play with art history is threaded and almost tethered throughout — as most painters are 
to the heavy history that precedes them.  

As we continue through the walls of gridded twenty by sixteen inch squares we come to No. 
420. A farmer is using a sickle for harvest. We cannot look at this image without thinking of 
Van Gogh’s Peasant Character Studies (1881-1885). One might make immediate connections as 

they read the text from Leviticus 19:9, “Not to reap that corner but to leave fruit and grain for 
the poor.” Again, we are confronted with an art historical reference, direct and layered in a way 
that subverts status quo thinking and develops a visually poetic translation of the ancient text.

Rand’s visual vocabulary throughout the series extends to places other than art history 
from the 1800’s. References to comic strips, comic books and graphic novels can be seen 
throughout: Larson’s, Far side (1980-1995); Gould’s, Dick Tracy (debuted in 1931); Lee and 
Kirby’s, Black Panther (1966); and even Spiegelman’s, Garbage Pail Kids (debuted in 1985). The 
latter brings layers of whimsy and sarcasm evident throughout The 613.  Rand also visually 
converses with Philip Guston, Robert Crumb and Art Spiegelman on a regular basis throughout 
the series. Artistic lineage plays a major role in this work, especially because for Rand, the 
lineage comes often with direct personal relationships with his counterparts.

The 613 meanders, ebbing and flowing with color, action and sophistication. The dedication in 
painting such a large subject also reflects the mitzva of scribing the Torah.  As we look at No. 
82, “Each male must write a Torah scroll,” from Deuteronomy 31:19, do we imagine a young 
Rand on the floor of his Brooklyn studio starting out on the journey of completing The 613?  
The questions Rand presents in the countless layers of meaning woven through the developed 
visual language of this series are not easily answered, nor are they set in stone. He invites us all 
the moment to become unveiled in a way that is precious and sacred. This opportunity, which 
is neither opportunistic nor self-serving, is a personal space for rigor in understanding. Unique 
discoveries will offer insight providing a depth of knowledge that will move us from place to 
place and ensure we build the strongest and most sustainable spaces.            ◢

No. 420: Not to reap that corner but to    
 leave fruit and grain for the poor.





The Torah or first five books of the Tanakh, (i.e. the Hebrew Bible in Jewish tradition or the 
Old Testament in the Christian tradition), relates various stories of God commanding humans, 
the animals, and even the sun, moon, and earth, to follow certain rules. Genesis 1 tells how 
the creator God gave commandments to various creatures, beginning with all animals and the 
first humans, Adam and Eve. This first commandment, “be fruitful and multiply,” signifies God’s 
creative force that was intended to be carried on by all of those with a “nefesh chayah” or a 
living soul (which includes the animals). 

Yet when Judaism refers to “the commandments,” this tends to indicate a particular body 
of laws given by God to Moses, laws named by the Hebrew term mitzva in the singular and 
mitzvot in the plural (entolay in the later Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible, the Septuagint).  
In Jewish tradition, these commandments — sometimes referred to collectively as “the Law” 
— were handed down by God to Moses around 1250 BCE, after Moses had accepted a charge 
to lead the people “Israel” out of Egypt to eventual freedom in a promised land of Israel. The 
people who emigrated consisted of the descendants of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, whose name 
was changed by God to “Israel,” (“He who wrestles with God and prevails” Genesis 32), along 
with a “mixed multitude” that apparently included an enslaved class of people. Together all 
these became the people Israel who entered into a special covenant or arrangement with God. 

Through a series of divine and human interventions, Moses brought the people to Mount Sinai, 
also named Mount Horeb. On this mountain, God appeared in various degrees to Moses, his 
brother Aaron, the elders of the newly constituted people of Israel, and the people of Israel. 
To Moses, God gave ten mitzvot carved on stone tablets, which Moses smashed in a rage 
directed at the Israelites, who were already losing faith. Then God gave a slightly different set 
of ten mitzvot, plus many more laws, ordinances, and statutes, throughout the journey of the 
people Israel on their way to the promised land. Thus, the mitzvot are an indicator of a special, 
intimate, relationship of mutual responsibility between God and the people Israel. According 
to the Bible, God told the Israelites, “I brought you out of Egypt on eagle’s wings,” adding that 
if they agreed to follow all the mitzvot that God would give them, then they would be to God 
a treasured people, a holy nation and a priestly kingdom (Exodus 19:3-8). Jewish tradition 
maintains that, at least in spirit, all Jews of all time were standing at Sinai and all pledged to 
keep the covenant. 

As calculated by the rabbis, especially the first century CE Rabbi Akiva, the traditional counting 
of the commandments is 613, divided into 365 proscriptions or negative commandments 
(“Thou shalt not”) and 248 prescriptions or positive commandments (“Thou shalt”). A close 
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reading of Exodus reveals that the mitzvot were, in a literal reading, intended only for the men 
of Israel. Thus, some Jewish interpreters consider only two mitzvot to be binding on women, 
the laws of niddah or purification after menstruation and the laws to light the candles for 
Shabbat, the Friday evening ritual that ushers in the presence of God’s feminine presence on 
Earth called the Shekhinah. By all accounts in Judaism, the two most important mitzvot of all 
the 613 are the prohibition on idolatry, which includes not just worshipping other gods, but 
also limiting God to physical or mental depictions, and the commandment to keep Shabbat, the 
Sabbath day, (Friday evening to Saturday evening) as a delight, a day of rest and renewal. 

According to the Book of Deuteronomy in the Torah, observing or “keeping” the mitzvot brings 
blessings of fertility — children, lots of animals, safety in the land, lots of plants, safety from 
enemies, and long life and health on earth. Conversely, breaking the mitzvot brings the loss 
of all of this, in the form of drought, exile, barrenness, sickness, war, and even infanticide 
and cannibalism due to extreme starvation (Deut 28). It is important to note that the Hebrew 
Bible portrays this obedience and reward or disobedience and punishment as a collective 

responsibility and a collective fate. Only God knows how many broken commandments trigger 
the punishments, and true repentance (which necessarily entails a change of actions) can repair 
the relationship. The Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur, is thus the most sacred Jewish holiday, 
as it atones for sins against God resulting from breaking the mitzvot (although by tradition we 
are responsible for setting right our sins against other people). The prophets, such as Jeremiah, 
Isaiah, and Amos, blamed national catastrophes on the people breaking the mitzvot on a 
massive scale. Not mere observance, but observance with a full heart and mind, is required to 
avoid such catastrophe. In the modern era, a few Jewish theologians blamed events such as the 
Shoah or Holocaust on Israel’s failure to keep the covenant, but this position has been largely 
and vigorously rejected by the majority of Jewish theologians. 

With such serious consequences to either observing or breaking the “Law” or the mitzvot, 
great attention has been paid throughout the history of Judaism to how to interpret the 
commandments. A significant portion of the laws have to do with animal sacrifice and the 
officiating of the priestly cultus, which therefore could not be strictly practiced after the 
destruction of the (Second) Temple by the Romans in 70 CE. Today, various branches of 
Judaism are distinguished not so much by theology, or their interpretation of Torah, but 
rather by their practice of the mitzvot, called the halakhah. Ultra-Orthodox and Orthodox 
Judaism, which constitutes about 12% of worldwide Judaism, attempts to be literally observant 

Not mere observance, but observance 
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Archie Rand forms a relentless narrative on many levels of cultural awareness, drawing on 
modern and contemporary art forms including, variously, pop art, children’s book illustration, 
film noir posters, and pulp fiction graphics. The 613 is a serial painting composed of 614 
individual, sequential images (613 key panel paintings plus one introductory painting) inspired 
by the 613 Jewish commandments (mitzvot in Hebrew) extracted from the Old Testament. 
Taking five years to complete, The 613 is Rand’s largest non-mural work ever — and is 
arguably the world’s largest freestanding painting on canvas.

Only the third time on view for the public, The 613 was originally displayed on a warehouse 
wall in New York City for a one-day event in 2008 attracting over one thousand viewers. In 
2017, The 613 exhibited at the Contemporary Jewish Museum in San Francisco, CA. Duke Hall 
Gallery of Fine Art is thrilled to host this important artwork as the inaugural exhibition of our 
2018-19 exhibition schedule and on view for the first time at a major institution on the US East 
Coast.

A serious and monumental work of contemporary art that grapples with and provokes 
contemplation on tradition, The 613 provides a simultaneous case for reverence and 
irreverence. It also affords an accessible vernacular iconography in its confrontation with, and 
homage to, belief systems and their corollary theoretical constructs. Unique and revolutionary, 
both magisterial and discomfiting, The 613 is a painting that is perfectly positioned to 
challenge the existing perimeters of discourse in its conscious relationship to Modernism and 
Post-modernism.                   ◢
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of the mitzvot, although they differ on how this is best achieved. A large body of rabbinical 
interpretation has been created to interpret those practices, not all of which easily translate to 
a modern context. On the other hand, Conservative and Reform Judaism, which together make 
up about 80% of Jews today, interpret the practice of the mitzvot quite differently. Conservative 
Judaism postulates that the mitzvot were handed down for a particular historical situation of 
Israel, such that collective will (guided by God) can update and modernize observance. Reform 
Judaism, the largest branch of Judaism in the United States, goes even further, taking the laws 
as moral tales and/or historical understandings that can be updated and modernized according 
to an individual’s will. Mystical Judaism or Kabbalah adds yet another layer: the 613 laws 
correspond to 613 parts of the original souls of Adam and Eve, and each of us — another 
division of soul from the original one great soul — has 613 “limbs” or missions to accomplish 
throughout our cycle of reincarnations until we can fully merge with the one supreme G-d, 
or Infinity. Hence, each mitzva teaches us, challenges us, and molds our souls to eventual 
perfection, if we understand and fulfill it in the way that our soul needs.                ◢ 
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Archie Rand resides in Brooklyn, New York. Prior to assuming his current role of Presidential 
Professor of Art at Brooklyn College, CUNY, Rand was the chair of the Department of Visual 
Arts at Columbia University. He also served as the Director of the Hoffberger School of Painting 
and as Assistant Director of the Mount Royal Graduate Programs, both at the Maryland 
Institute College of Art. From 1992–1994 he was appointed Co-Chair of the National Studio 
Arts Program of the College Art Association and from 1998–2003 served as Chair of the 
College Art Association National Committee for the Distinguished Teaching of Art Award.

Rand’s work as a painter and muralist is displayed around the world, including in the 
collections of the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, the Art Institute of Chicago, the 
Victoria and Albert Museum in London, the Bibliothèque Nationale de France in Paris, and 
the Tel Aviv Museum of Art. His graphic works and books are in over 400 public collections 
including the Metropolitan Museum of Art, The Museum of Modern Art, The Whitney Museum 
of American Art, The Art Institute of Chicago, The Brooklyn Museum, The Baltimore Museum 
of Art, the Smithsonian Institution, and The New York Public Library, and are owned by many 
universities, among which are Harvard, Yale, Columbia, Brown, and Johns Hopkins.           ◢
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