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Figure 5. Yarmulkes made from fabric displaying Polynesian tapa cloth pattern—
from the author’s wedding.

my desire to have our wedding yarmulkes loosely evoke both the exotic and
romantic allure of Hawaii and a diffuse sense of non-Jewish indigeneity.

The smorgasbord of yarmulke styles now available suggests the transfor-
mation of Jewishness into an ethnic identity that matches, like one’s wallpaper
or iPod, wider societal tastes, trends, and lifestyle options. No longer does the
yarmulke appear solely to push against assimilation. Rather, contemporary yar-
mulkes represent the contrary relationship between Judaism and modern society,
a suggestion nowhere more in evidence than on the pop culture yarmulke.

Yarmulkes today appear cute, playful, witty, and sometimes transgressive.
They display almost every icon, insignia, slogan, and pop culture character
imaginable. No longer is the market dominated by a few unassuming retailers
in Brooklyn. Jews today can point their web browsers to Kippah King, Kool
Kipah, Design Kippot, Best Kippah, Kippa Connection, Kippah Corner,
Kippot World, Mazel Tops, Ego Kippot, and Lids for Yids, among others. A
quick perusal of online yarmulke retailers reveals an almost limitless variety of
painted, printed, embossed, and crocheted patterns. Today, yarmulkes express
Jewishness through the quintessential traits of modernity: self-expression, con-
sumerism, and popular culture. Contemporary designs include:

*  Sports team logos and mascots [Fig. 6] from mainly Ameri-
can baseball, basketball, football, and ice hockey, but also the
occasional British soccer team such Manchester United. There
is probably no professional team, in any sport, that lacks repre-
sentation in the pews.
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e  Comic book and television superheroes: Batman, Superman,
Spiderman, Green Lantern, and so forth.
e Movie characters: Yoda and Obi-Wan Kenobi (Star Wars), Buzz
Lightyear and Woody (7oy Story), Little Mermaid, Beauty and the
Beast, Cinderella, James Bond’s 007, and so forth.
* Beloved figures from Disney and various children’s television
programs: Mickey Mouse, Big Bird, Cookie Monster, Bart
Simpson, Blue’s Clues, Pikachu, the Wiggles, Snoopy, Charlie
Brown, SpongeBob SquarePants [Fig. 7], Avatar, Tinkerbell,
Bob the Builder, Telletubbies, and others.
* Rock and roll iconography: The Beatles crossing Abbey Road,
Phish’s logo, the symbols from Led Zeppelin IV, the Rolling
Stones tongue, the iconic image from Pink Floyd’s album Dark
Side of the Moon, AC/DC, The Who, Metallica, Black Sabbath,
and the dancing bears from the Grateful Dead.
Yarmulkes display the national emblems of military branches, consumer prefer-
ences for Hershey kisses and Apple computers, Harry Potter on his broomstick,
the Cat in the Hat, Winnie the Pooh, Hello Kitty, Teenage Mutant Ninja
Turtles, Shrek, Clifford the Big Red Dog, Curious George, Garfield, Thomas the
Tank Engine, Bart Simpson, poker hands, Scooby Doo, Super Mario, bagpipes,
drum sets, electric guitars, bowling pins, golf clubs, paw prints, national flags,
dolphins, Godzilla, NASCAR, chess pieces, smiley faces, Yin and Yang, hearts,
sailboats, fishing rods, construction machines, Harley Davidson motorcycles,
tie-dyed patterns, karate kicks, shamrocks, flowers, fish, and even the occasional

Figure 6. Sports yarmulkes.
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Jewish motif such as stars of David, menorahs, and matzah patterns. Seemingly
no aspect of secular culture is barred at the sanctuary doors. Contemporary yar-
mulkes all but dissolve the boundary between sacred and profane.

The L.E.D. Kippah (http://ledkippah.com) flashes a personalized mes-
sage on a programmable display. A search for “yarmulke” on eBay today yields
1,242 results. Krazy Keepas (www.krazykeepas.com) makes yarmulkes from
corduroy, men’s suit fabrics, fleece, argyle, flannel, and sports mesh. They
also offer plastic “krok kippas” to match popular Croc footwear. Kids Kippot
(www.kidskippot.com) sells patterns of dreidels and Hebrew letters as well as
camoulflage, airplanes, butterflies, soccer balls, flames, safari animals, dogs,
hippos, sea life, and dragonflies. At UncommonYarmulke.com, you can down-
load the book Yarmulke-gami: E-Z Paper Fold Jewish Art Hats.

You can even buy “kosher kippor” certified sweatshop-free by the
Progressive Jewish Alliance (www.pjalliance.com). Three sources supply kosher
kippor. Justice Clothing (www.justiceclothing.com), a unionized apparel
cooperative in the United States and Canada; Maya Works, dedicated
“to the economic development of women and girls” in Guatemala (www.
mayaworks.com); and Global Goods Partners, a nonprofit “alleviating poverty
and promoting social justice by strengthening women-led development
initiatives for marginalized communities in Asia, Africa, and the Americas”
(www.globalgoodspartners.org). In the United Kingdom, the Jewish Social
Action Forum offers “fair trade kippor” woven from “cotton yarn which has
been ethically sourced and made by cooperatives in India,” specifically, the
Godavari Delta Women Lace Artisans Co-operative in Tamil Nadu (www.
faritradekippot.org). You can also find colorful, fair trade yarmulkes, woven
by Mayan women, at A.M Stein Art Imports in Utah (www.amsteinart.com)
and Mayan Hands (www.mayanhands.org).

African Home (www.africanhome.co.za), based in Cape Town, offers
under the category of “township art” tin yarmulkes made from discarded
soft drink cans. A similar sense of liberal environmentalism recently fueled
the rise of yarmulkes made from recycled cardboard, also called “eco-suede,”
which Zara Mart (www.a-zara.com) calls “The eco-friendly vegan alternative
to suede-leather kippor.” And kosher kippot are not the only form of political
Jewish headgear. American Jews often cast symbolic votes for presidential elec-
tions on their yarmulkes. In the 2008 season, Jewish voters could pray in the
“Obama-kah” or the “McCippah.”

One day in 2003, a high school student named Dan Torres in upstate
New York asked his friends to wear yarmulkes in school as a humorous response
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to the Santa hats allowed by the teachers
who for Christmas waived the normal
ban on caps. A few years later, this “joke”
expanded into an annual Yarmulke Day
that celebrates difference and tolerance.®
In this context, the yarmulke shifted from
a local symbol of youthful quasi-rebellion
to a global emblem of pluralism. Yarmulke
Day even has its own line of T-shirts and
messenger bags, which celebrate Judaism
through one of the most ubiquitous con-
temporary American slogans, “I ¥ Yarmul-
ke Day” (http://yarmulkeday.spreadshirt.
com/). It is hard for me to imagine the
classic rabbis of old ¥’ing anything! This,
as much as any other dimension of con-
temporary American Jewry, attests to the
full incorporation of Jews and yarmulkes
into modern society.

Several years ago, I purchased for my

daughter a yarmulke displaying Dora the
Explorer [Fig. 8], the popular Latina girl,  Figure 9. Dragon Ball Z yarmulke.
and her decidedly non-kosher pet monkey,
Boots. For my son, I selected a picture of Goku from the anime series Dragon
Ball Z [Fig. 9]. These yarmulkes comment wonderfully on the prominence of
globalization, ethnic fluidity, and multiculturalism in contemporary Jewish
culture. They also, at least in regard to my daughter, evidence the impact of
feminism on religious practices for many, if not most, American Jews. Above
all else, these two yarmulkes show that the vestimentary boundary between the
Jewish and non-Jewish worlds, a boundary so important to the classic rabbis
and even certain edicts in the Torah, remains porous for many acculturated
Jews. We don yarmulkes to signal our affiliations with Judaism—but also our
affiliation with the rest of society.

OUTFITTING THE NEW JEW COOL

About a decade ago, groups of young American Jews—known variously as
Hipster Jews, Generation-], Heebsters, Cool Jewz, and New Jews—embarked
on a far-reaching program to reinvent Jewish identity and to challenge the
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hegemony of mainstream Jewish institutions. New Jews yearn to push Jew-
ishness to the cutting-edge of contemporary culture by making Jewishness
relevant to the wider society. In this effort, New Jews wear their Jewishness on
their sleeves.®?

The New Jew Cool, to borrow one journalist’s moniker, is drawn to
“entertaining, playful, ironic [and] generationally distinctive” expressions of Jew-
ishness.*> New Jews aspire to un-assimilate.“® But they anchor their Jewishness
not to religious practices, but to an ethnic identity that stresses what the theorist
James Clifford calls “cultural hybridity” and “inventive impurity.”4” Specifically,
we will see, New Jews ironically dress their Jewishness in T-shirts that display the
same racy, swaggering tones that characterize contemporary pop culture—much
as | argued in the previous section with regard to recent yarmulkes.

For example, one can purchase a T-shirt that shows a gun-toting chasid
who taunts, after a famous wisecrack uttered by Clint Eastwood’s character
Dirty Harry in the 1983 film Sudden Impact, “Go Ahead, Make My Shab-
bos.” You can readily find shirts, thongs, panties, and other undergarments
that declare Jewcy, Jewlicious, Jewtastic, and “Jews Kick Ass.” The latter shirt,
voicing a classic expression of American bravado, features six heterodox Jewish
figures: Henry Winkler, better known as “The Fonz” on the television sit-com
Happy Days; Albert Einstein; Sammy Davis, Jr.; William Shatner, famous as
Captain Kirk on Star Trek; Bob Dylan; and Jesus Christ. This shirt vividly
illustrates the irreverent, sardonic fashion of the New Jew Cool.

A central venue of the New Jew Cool is Heeb magazine, “brewed in
Brooklyn in 2001 as a take-no-prisoners zine for the plugged-in and preached-
out.” The title, which Heeb also prints on T-shirts, attempts to refashion an
ethnic slur into an emblem of pride. The term thus resembles the provocative
and pervasive use of “nigga” by younger African Americans today and the
wider hip-hop community. Heeb and many other T-shirt vendors also offer
shirts stating “Jesus Saves, Moses Invests.” This phrase transforms the old
canard of Jewish wealth, dating to the New Testament and Judas Iscariots
betrayal of Jesus for thirty pieces of silver (Matthew 26), into a comical expres-
sion of ethnic bluster. Indeed, many garments in the New Jew Cool play with
the very stereotypes that earlier generations of Jews found degrading and
unsettling. Instead of hiding stereotypical traits of Jewishness to “pass,” the
New Jew Cool emblazons those clichés on their garments in order 70z to pass.

The “Jesus Saves, Moses Invests” shirt also defines Judaism not from
within, as Jews traditionally defined their identity, but in terms of Christianity.
We are, the shirt says, what they are not. That said, many contemporary Jew-
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ish T-shirts respond brusquely to Christianity in ways that surely would have
made earlier generations shudder. YidGear printed “I didnt kill your God;
get off my back” (http://yidgear.com). In the 1990s, American evangelicals
often displayed WW]D on their garments and jewelry, an acronym for “What
Would Jesus Do?” To this, Rotem Gear responds with “What Would Mai-
monides Do?” (www.rotemgear.com). Heeb printed a shirt with the likeness of
Barbara Streisand and “WWBD” or “What Would Barbara Do?”

Many shirts merge Jewishness with a generic American identity. PopJu-
daica.com, also called ChosenCouture.com, sells a “Yo Semite” shirt that
symbolically maps Jewishness onto the classic American landscape. This shirt
thus adds a new voice, in a sense, to the long-standing dialogue between
Jewish distinctiveness and generic citizenship. Another PopJudaica garment
proclaims “No Limit Texas Dreidel.” LuckyJew.com offers a similar comedic
repertoire, such as “I Prefer Kosher,” “Jews for bacon,” and “Jews for cheeses”
(a play on messianic “Jews for Jesus”). The “chosen shirts” at Everything’s
Jewish include “You had me at shalom” (www.cafepress.com/oygevalt). This
garment is a variant of “You had me at hello,” a famous line uttered by Renée
Zellweger to Tom Cruise in the 1996 film Jerry Maguire. Everything’s Jewish
also promotes a “Schmutz Happens” shirt that puns with the crude witti-
cism “shit happens.” Judaism thus appears as a variant of the wider cultural
cadence, not a language all of its own.

Cool Jewish T Shirts sell a “Just aP
Jew It” slogan [Fig. 10] with a ram’s horn \

[shofar] that resembles the Nike swoosh \\ \

logo (www.cooljewishtshirts.com). This . s

amusing shirt dresses Jews in the very

same footwe;ar worn by the rest of society JUST JEWIT.
while allowing Jews to stand apart. The

shirt simultaneously assimilates and un-
assimilates. It offers a humorous comment
on the same historical tension that has
shaped Jewish dress over centuries.

Designs by the oxymoronic clothin
g R & Figure 10. “Just Jew It” T-shirt

design. Courtesy of Oron Berkow-
itz, Israeli-T, www.israeli-t.com.

company KosherHam (www.kosherham.
com) include “Winnie the Jooh” (with a
yarmulke atop the famous bear) and, beside
a jar of gefilte fish, a Dr. Seuss-like rhyme, “One fish, two fish, red fish, Jew fish”
[Figs. 11-12]. Jshirt.com offers a “Shofar Hero” motif that visually recalls the
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Nintendo Wii game Guitar Hero. Shalom
Shirts (www.shalomshirts.com) sells “Do the
Jew,” which resembles the logo for the soft
drink Mountain Dew, and a dancing Hasid
listening to an MP3 player accompanied by
the phrase “r Pod.” The latter, pronounced
chai pod, refers to the talismanic Hebrew
word for “life.” Shalom Shirts also paro-
dies rock-and-roll bands. Instead of Guns N’
Roses, they offer “Guns N’ Moses,” complete

Figure 11. “Winnie the Jooh”
T-shirt design. Courtesy of Jeremy
Bloom, www.kosherham.com.

with a skull sporting a beard, long earlocks or
payess, and a black hat.

Many vestimentary proclamations of

new Jewish identity playfully blur ethnic

% One fISh boundaries. These garments celebrate Juda-

ism both as ethnically distinct as well as

% multicultural. Judaism thus again appears
Zf%b two flsh as a variant of American culture, not as

a distinctive tradition defined on its own

terms. Several T-shirt designs, for example,

A red fish allude to hip-hop and African Americans.
Of course, Jews and blacks in America have

sE—— long shaped their respective identities in
jew f|sh contrast to each other. Indeed, in the racial
— hierarchy of America, Jews partly achieved
their status as legitimate “white” people,

rather than besmirched ungodly Jews,
by darkening their faces with burnt cork

Figure 12. “One Fish, Two Fish,
Red Fish, Jew Fish” T-shirt design.
Courtesy of Jeremy Bloom, www.

losherharm. com in the popular amusement of blackface.

This “racial cross-dressing” allowed Jews to
mock the only group that dwelled beneath themselves in the urban social hier-
archy.®® By turning black in theater and film, Jews “passed” in everyday life.
Ironically, this racist burlesque also gave rise to Jewish empathy with the plight
of blacks during the civil rights era unmatched by other ethnic groups. Thus
Jews marched in solidarity with African Americans in the 1960s; the Irish and
Italians, for example, did not. I see contemporary Jewish T-shirts that draw on
hip-hop as the latest voice in the ongoing dialogue between Jews and blacks
over their kinship, differences, and roles in American society.
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For example, YidGear offers a shirt
with the catchphrase “Strictly Ghetto.”
This design depicts not the rapper King
Sun, who released a Strictly Ghetto album
in 1994, but the silhouette of Chasidic
Jews with long fringes. The slippery semi-
otics of this T-shirt allows Jews, as in

blackface, to borrow the cultural capital
normally associated with African Amer-

icans. Yet the design also reclaims the JEW JITSU
ghetto for Judaism—a word first used Figure 13. “Jew Jitsu” T-shirt design.
in reference to the Jewish quarter of six- Courtesy of Jeremy Bloom, www.
teenth-century Venice. This shirt, then, kosherham.com.

portrays Jewishness in a fluid relationship
with another ethnic identity.

Similarly, the “Too Cool For Shul”
design by Jtshirt.com depicts a young
man dressed in hip-hop garb, including
Star of David “bling.” (Shul is Yiddish for
synagogue.) They also offer a shirt with
the phrase “True Jew!” tattooed, prison-

style, on a man’s knuckles. Cool Jewish G S

Shirts sells “Jewboyz” and “Jewgirlz” (www. Figure 14. “Gin and Jews” T-shire
cooljewishtshirts.com). At KosherHam,

design. Courtesy of Jeremy Bloom,
one can purchase “Jew-Tang,” which plays ww.kosherham.com.

with the rap group Wu-Tang Clan, “Jew
Jitsu” [Fig 13], and “Gin and Jews” [Fig. 14]. The latter, which includes the
silhouette of two Chasids holding a bottle, mimics Snoop Doggy Dogg’s 1995
hit, “Gin and Juice.” Shalom Shirts offers “Ninjew” and “Fu Man Jew” (www.
shalomshirts.com). YidGear puns with ethnic distinctions through its “The
Notorious Y.I.D.” shirt. This design features a photo of the late Lubavitcher
rebbe, Rabbi Menachem Schneerson, to spoof The Notorious B.I.G., the stage
name of Christopher George Latore Wallace, a rapper murdered in a drive-by
shooting in Los Angeles in 1997. And Rotem Gear, with a witty nod to the
famous African American coiffure that also characterized many young Jewish
men, offers “Gotta love that Jewfro hairdo” [Fig. 15].

Many shirts express Jewishness through ribald messages. Most Jews will
undoubtedly recognize the OU as the imprimatur of the Orthodox Union



Aboriginal Yarmulkes, Ambivalent Attire, and Ironies of Contemporary Jewish Identity 199

that certifies foods as strictly kosher (www.
oukosher.org). This emblem stands for the

COTTa LOVE scrupulous adherence to religious tradition.
THAT However, the icon briefly appeared on a
JRUFRO . : . .
HaIRDO YidGear T-shirt accompanied by the rib-

ald phrase “Eat me—I'm kosher.” YidGear
promotes itself as “the shirts your rabbi
warned you about.” Alas, those very same
rabbis strenuously objected to the prov-
ocation and especially the unauthorized
reproduction of their copyrighted logo.
Figure 15. “Gotta Love that Jewfro  YidGear pulled the design. YidGear also
hairdo” T-shirt design. Courtesy of ,ffers drawing of zefillin with the naughty
Jean Roth, www.rotemgear.com. phrase “Get Laid.” This design presumes

knowledge of the very Orthodoxy it offends, for only someone familiar with
traditional Judaism would know that one “lays,” or wraps, zefillin.

Tough Jew Clothes (www.cafepress.com/toughjew) and LuckyJew.com
offer a similar sexualized repertoire on mens boxers, including “Temple
Mount,” “Spin My Dreidel,” “Blow Me” (accompanied by a drawing of a
ram’s horn or shofar), and “Let’s Get *1 [chai].” ShalomShirts sells an image
of a man in a yarmulke holding a large pistol, taunting “Jew Talkin’ to Me?”
KosherShirts.com proclaimed “I have a Kosher Salami,” “I hit a home run at
Rachel’s Bat Mitzvah,” “Once you go Jew, nothing else will do,” “I put the
syn in synagogue,” and, next to the face of Ron Jeremy, the Jewish porn star,
“Ultimate Role Model.”

Many expressions of the New Jew Cool offer rejoinders to the passive ste-
reotype of Jewish women, specifically, the Jewish American mother and Jewish
American princess clichés. For example, Rotem Gear sells a “Jewtilicious” shirt
that encourages women to express their “Jewish bootiliciousness!” Likewise,
a brand of clothing called Jew.Lo, which took its cue from J.Lo, or Jennefer
Lopez, the fabulously successful Latina entertainer, promoted:

. . . the new Jewish female, bold, strong, invincible, and available.

Jew.lo sees that Jew and cool are not incompatible . . . that the Jew-

ish female has been underrepresented in the world of pop culture, or

worse, hidden, and seeks to change that.
These garments mobilized humor to critique the absence or neglect of Jew-
ish women in hip-hop, multiculturalism, and normative Judaism. Similarly,
Rabbi’s Daughters, another line of clothing and accessories, offers slogans such
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as “Goy Toy” [non-Jewish plaything], “Shiksa” [non-Jewish woman], and, on
their panties, “Tush” and “Kish Mir In Tuchas,” the Yiddish equivalent of
“Kiss My Ass.” Jewish Fashion Conspiracy (“putting the racy back into con-
spiracy”) sold “Sexxxy men’s briefs and hot ladies’ low rise panties . . . sweat-
shop free and positively smokin!” One panty punned with the dreidel game
played at Chanukah and printed “a great miracle happened here!” atop the
crotch. These garments acknowledge Jewish tradition while communicating
the classic American values of unrestrained individualism and hypersexuality.
They dress Jews apart, as a distinct people, even as they allow Jews to “pass” as
just another ethnic group posing in the latest fashions on the great American,
multicultural catwalk.

CONCLUSION

[ argued in this chapter that Jewish clothing throughout history often served as
a commentary on the great warp and waft of Jewish identity, namely, the desire
for ethnic particularism and the yearning for acculturation. This was true for
clothing endorsed by the rabbis, imposed by an anti-Jewish church and state,
and simply donned by the Jewish folk as a matter of local preference and
availability. I also showed that the most recent voices in this ongoing dialogue
include pop-culture yarmulkes and T-shirts promoted by the New Jew Cool.

Surely the most ribald use of the yarmulke today is the yarmulkebra—a
brassiere fabricated from a pair of actual yarmulkes. This garment, such as it
is, derives from a lyric by MC Paul Barman, a witty Jewish hip-hop rapper, “I
couldn’t stay calm because/she revealed a bra made of two yarmulkes™ (www.
yarmulkebra.com). The yarmulkebra comes in several sizes, including Baz-
mitzvah and Boobooshka. A parallel item was the bramulke, a yarmulke fash-
ioned from a bra.*” More tame is the Mazel Tov Curly Teddy, complete with
yarmulke and prayer shawl, available from the popular Build-A-Bear chain of
shops (www.buildabear.com).

I sometimes wonder what the rabbis of the talmudic era would have
said about the yarmulkebra, Dora the Explorer, Yarmulke Day, the iKippa
app for your iPhone (for when you need a yarmulke and don’t have one; alas,
no longer available), and the unorthodox canine ceremony practiced by some
American Jews, complete with a pet-yarmulke, the “bark mitzvah.” Surely the
rabbis would be appalled. Or maybe not. For however much yarmulkes and
T-shirts today display the quintessential signs of modern identity, they also
allow Jews to resist, even as they embrace, acculturation, a process, I have
shown, that is as traditional to Jewish life as any ritual precept. Indeed, pop
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