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ARCHIE RAND’S The Seventeen: Iron Flock

Archie Rand’s The Seventeen: Iron Flock is a multi-canvas mural depicting the contributions of seventeen assertive biblical
women in Jewish religion and history. Encouraging conversation about their diverse and decisive roles, Rand sees Iron Flock
as “a grouping of Jewish heroes who are women, appearing in an underreported story that should have a painted monument
sampling the collective”

Produced for the sixth Jerusalem Biennale, themed “Iron Flock” (Tzon Barzel in Hebrew), in the Spring of 2024, Rand draws
on this phrase from the Mishnah that declares the inalienable assets that women bring to a marriage. A more contemporary
interpretation views women themselves as assets to the Jewish people, and it is this praise that inspired Rand’s paintings.

Mining Midrash and Apocrypha, Rand fleshed out stories about lesser-known biblical figures to be viewed in concert with
the readily recognizable. He presents the women in intriguing new ways amid a kaleidoscope of imagery derived from
myriad sources. These include comics and pulp magazines, children’s book illustrations, and classic American and Italian
films, among other unlikely visual precedents.

Instead of providing text to clarify the visual as in his previous body of work, he leaves it to the viewer to parse out the works’
meanings. Rand intends for viewers to be pulled into the loosely painted canvases on their own terms. The only textual
allusion is a tiny label nearly hidden within each canvas, which nods to the subject matter and provides the title of each
painting. Coated over with clear matte gel, those labels are placed a little off-center to, as Rand puts it, “add extra electricity
to the works.”

Rand began by drawing the compositions and then activating them with color. Subtly suggesting Rembrandt’s lighting effects
with a yellow glaze, intermingled with a vivid palette inspired by the early 20th-century Fauve artists, Rand harnessed these
stylistic contradictions in an act of improvisational freedom. Such freedom of expression is inherent in Judaism’s spirit of
tradition and change, and connects the style and subject of Iron Flock to Rand’s larger program of Jewish art.

Iron Flock continues Rand’s 40-year artistic enterprise of exploring the Bible and Jewish texts in serialized paintings that
are conceptually informed by twentieth-century culture. His prodigious productivity in interpreting biblical subjects in the
context of the secularized 21st-century art world has established him as a figure admired for relentlessly and consistently
creating interest in postmodern art with Jewish subject matter.

Rand has had over 100 solo exhibitions and been included in more than 200 group exhibitions. His work can be found in
the permanent collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Art Institute of Chicago, Bibliothéque Nationale de France,
and Victoria and Albert Museum in London, among many others.

Samantha Baskind, Curator, Distinguished Professor of Art History, Cleveland State University.
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Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22" Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Abraham’s servant Eliezer is sent to find a suitable wife for Hannah, wife of Elkanah, was desperately unhappy because
his son Isaac. Eliezer whisks Rebecca away in a jalopy, so she had no children. She prayed to the Lord with such fervor
eager to deliver her as a future matriarch that he knocks that the high priest Eli mistakenly thought she was drunk.
down a wooden fence. The circus-type atmosphere with Cast as if in an Italian film, Hannah now despairs for her rep-
a big top in the background foreshadows Rebbeca’s later utation as well as a child, and pleads her case. Eli blesses Han-
role as a trickster in securing the birthright for her favorite nah with fertility with the understanding that she will give
son Jacob over the firstborn Esau. her son to the service of God. A woman of agency, Hannah

has set into action her son Samuel’s key role in Jewish history.



Eve Talks to Animals, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Eve famously spoke to the serpent, and has since been villainized
for initiating the fall of man. Yet Midrash indicates that she also
talked with more creatures. Set in a charming, nineteenth-centu-
ry parlor, Eve pauses from the mundane task of ironing to com-
municate with animals other than a snake. A riff on those found
in children’s books, these talking animals redeem Eve’s taint at

succumbing to the serpent’s cunning deception.

Abraham Sets Sarah’s Tent, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Set on a desert island, a contemplative Sarah and a pensive yet
rugged Abraham await those on the multi-masted ship to join them.
Midrash describes Sarah’s tent as a place of learning, where she
would teach the holy words of God. Abraham honored his wife’s
calling by setting up her tent first, so that she could immediately
continue to teach about God’s holiness and love.

Leah Dresses Zilpah, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Jacobss first wife Leah is no longer able to bear children and thus
offers her handmaid Zilpah as a concubine. Set in a quaint cottage
rather than an imagined biblical backdrop, Leah prepares Zilpah
for her “marriage” to Jacob. Leah wears dark glasses for her weak
eyesight and to conceal her sorrow. She knew of her husband’s true
love for her beautiful sister Rachel and had hoped her husband
would refuse the union with Zilpah.




Bilhah Nurses Dying Jacob, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Rachel’'s handmaid Bilhah bore Jacob two sons: Dan and Naphtali.
According to Midrash, after Rachel’s death in childbirth, Bilhah took
Rachel’s place in Jacob’s tent and served him until his death. Jacob’s
ladder provides the impetus to place the scene in a rural cabin. That
ladder serves a dual purpose: A means to climb into the cabin’s loft
and to assist Jacob’s ascent to heaven.

Dinah Abducted, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

The Torah says little about what happened to Dinah, Jacob and
Leah’s daughter, after her rape and abduction. An ominous,
oversized head and raised arm looming in the background of the
canvas, styled as a page in a pulp magazine, presages retribution
for this act of violence. The painting connected to the present
moment when it was hung at the start of this exhibition during its
debut at the Jerusalem Biennale, which opened a few months after
the October 7" attack and kidnappings in Israel.

Tamar and Judah, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

The book of Genesis recounts that the widow Tamar had been
promised by her father-in-law Judah to another of his sons. Judah
procrastinated and she took matters into her own hands. Tamar
poses as a prostitute and entices Judah, who paid for her services
with a cord, seal, and staff. Tamar gets pregnant and proves Judah to
be the father by presenting these objects that he had given her, thus
securing a husband. Tamar, with her oversized head, has outwitted
Judah, a Wizard of Oz scarecrow without a brain.




Asenath Flees, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

A high-born Egyptian woman, Asenath bore Joseph two
sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. In an apocryphal telling,
the name Asenath is a transposition of nasat, from the
Hebrew root “to flee” The implication of her name is

that she “fled” from idolatry when she converted to the
Israelite religion to marry Joseph. Asenath stands between
two horses, a visual metaphor for her “flight” from an
Egyptian way of life, indicated by the two pyramids
outside the stable’s window.

Miriam Rejoices, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

In a well-known biblical passage, Miriam, sister of
Moses and Aaron, sings praises to God after the
miraculous splitting of the Red Sea. Miriam dominates
the composition near the top right side, larger than

life amid a cornucopia of pleasures. The verdant green
hue contradicts the arid wilderness that the Israelites
encountered after leaving Egypt, instead functioning as a
visual tribute to her efforts to redeem her people.

Rahab Invites Two Spies, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Rahab, a prostitute living in Jericho who later converted
to Judaism, hid the two spies that Joshua sent to scout
out the land promised to the Israelites by God. She
thereby heroically saved their lives at the risk of her own.
The Canaanite Rahab stands her ground in the face of
questioning by authorities, whose car and attire suggest
Nazi Germany. Consequently, Rahab is simultaneously
presented as one of the righteous among the nations and
a biblical heroine.




Deborah Judges Outdoors, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Deborah, the only female judge in the Bible, “sat under
the palm tree . . . and the children of Israel came up to
her for judgment.” Deborah would render her wisdom
outdoors because women could not be alone with men
indoors. That palm tree takes the form of an umbrella in
a contemporary milieu, where her wisdom transcends
centuries and generations.

Yael and Sisera, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

After a battle at Mount Tabor, Sisera, a general of the Canaanite

army intent on oppressing the Israelites, sought refuge in the tent of
Heber, who he believed was an ally. As recounted in Judges, Heber’s
wife Yael invited Sisera into her tent, here imagined as a Victorian
bedroom. While Sisera slept, Yael fearlessly hammered a tent pin
into his head. Yael lured Sisera by mothering her adversary, spooning
him milk until his fateful slumber, before she took up the oversized
hammer on her bed to commit murder to save her people.

Job’s Wife Sells Her Hair, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Job’s unnamed wife is barely mentioned in the Bible. An
apocryphal text, however, ascribes her the name Uzit, and
characterizes her as a woman of action. A different apocrypha
recounts that Satan persecuted Uzit much as he did Job. Satan
disguised himself as a bread seller and told Uzit that he would
give her bread in exchange for her hair. Head bowed and star-
ing at the tantalizingly food before her, Uzit bravely submits to
nourish her starving husband.




Tob Refuses Ruth, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

A commentary on Ruth describes Tob as a kinsman to her
eventual husband Boaz. Tob is obligated to marry the childless
widow, but he refuses the union as that would involve dividing
his inheritance between Ruth and their future child. That re-
fusal is set in front of a fanciful ketubah that presages the later
crucial marriage for the Jewish people, when Ruth and Boaz
subsequently become progenitors of the line of King David.

Elijah Validates Esther, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

Depicted as a pinup girl, Esther towers on the left side of the canvas,
preparing for her fateful meeting with King Ahasuerus, with Elijah on
the right, pictured as a strapping man. A commentary on The Book

of Esther describes an anachronistic interaction between these two
biblical figures. The prophet straightens up the terrified queen’s neck
and makes her back erect to give her courage before she successfully
pleads for the safety of her people.

Judith and Holofernes, 2022
Acrylic on canvas, 28" x 22"

The eponymous heroine of her own apocryphal book,

the wealthy widow Judith coolly decapitates General
Holofernes with his own sword in a singlehanded plan to
save her besieged city. She thereby squashes the Assyrian
siege of her people, and cements herself in biblical lore

as an early, daring feminist. Her dominance has been
inflated to a staggering scale as she looms over her dimin-
utive foe.
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