
Show Stopper: When I asked Joan Brownstein to show me the
most interesting object in her booth at TAAS she unhesitatingly
took me to a display of needleworks by Charlie Levin. Charlie
was a Jewish immigrant, and could draw upon a long tradition
of silk embroidery in Jewish culture. But what made Joan so
excited about these works was the enthusiasm with which he
embraced his new culture while simultaneously maintaining
his ethnic identity. It’s hard to imagine a more patriotic work
than the first one shown, which he did in 1941. Joan believed
that the piece expressed his ardent hope that America would
soon join the war and save the European Jews. The upper right
example, dated 1949, embodies the most emphatic hope that
America and Israel would ally themselves, much as Charlie
himself combined his two ethnic identities: under the American
eagle, it intertwines maps and the flags of America and Israel,
and includes photographs and engravings of historical figures

and places from each country. Charlie often included images on
paper in his embroideries. The bottom left example, dated 1946,
shows how personal his politics were: a photograph of his family
appears under the American and Israeli flags and the legend
“Long Live the State and Land of Israel.”
Joan pointed out to me that immigrant folk art was typically
rooted in the symbolism of the now distant mother country, but
Charlie’s work is distinctively American in style; it is a celebration
of the new place and time in which he lived. We can
show only four examples of his work here, but Joan’s display
included other smaller, more personal works. They sold as a
single collection to a board member of the American Folk Art
Museum. Joan Brownstein, 24 Parker Street, Newbury, MA
01951, (978) 465-1089, joan@americanfolkpaintings.com,
www.americanfolkpaintings.com.


