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The Ghetto
oil
52 x 48 in.

BAK: ARCHITECT OF METAPHOR

I saw myself as a small boy in the icy and wind-
swept city, trying to understand the anguished
faces of the grown-ups around me.

At one point | saw myself painting, and then cut-
ting out in fabric, the yellow star that had to be
sewn onto my parents” clothes and mine, by
order of the Nazi conqueror ... | was not then
aware of the nature of the events that were taking
place . ..

The ghetto became an underground city, con-
fined to a small, claustrophobic space by a hos-
tile and indifferent neighborhood. Homes were
torn up by the roots. Heaps of rubble stretched
forth in an infinite wave. Memorials for those
souls who had left their homes forever. Imagin-
ary, pathetic, virtually impossible projects for
their commemoration. Landscapes of Jewish his-
tory, filled with pain and destruction.

Samuel Bak, 1979

It is rare to come upon an artist whose words resonate
as tellingly as his images, who paints with words as
eloquently as he does with his brush. (Writing in a
language several times removed from his native
Polish, Bak reminds us of his countryman, Joseph
Conrad.) Rarer still to find today an autobiographical
body of work that does not entreat us to consider the
idiosyncracies of its author, to review with him the
psychological fantasies of the self in the form of sur-
real universes or esoteric terrains of the absurd. Not
that Bak has disdained the private vision of the sur-
realists from whom he has gained nourishment. When
he turned to representational painting in 1964 it was
De Chirico, Dali, and Magritte whose mode suited his.
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Ancient Smoke, o/l
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Targets, oil (detail)

One needs only to read the book of Exodus to under-
stand how Bak's inclination to paint in thematic cycles
is wholly consonant with the structural form of the
Bible. Filled with cadences of repetition, its narrative
engine runs on the fuel of the theme and variations.
The Ten Plagues, for example, can readily be seen in
form as an analogy to Bak’s series of metamorphoses
on the theme of the Tablets. For the story of the
plagues is an artful elaboration to emphasize a single
idea, the stubbornness of Pharoah. Each catastrophe
convinces him to let the people go, and as the plague
ends, he “hardens his heart” once again, thus inviting
each subsequent plague. The account of the giving of
the Law of Moses, too, is not a simply enacted matter,
but a repeated drama. First, the voice of God to Moses,
telling of the laws. Next, the re-telling as “Moses came
and told the people all the words of the Lord”. Then
“Moses wrote all the words of the Lord”. Then the
summons to ascend the mount to receive the “tables
of stone”. A sojourn of forty days and forty nights. The
descent follows, with the discovery of the golden calf
and his people dancing. Moses breaks the tablets in
anger. After the reconciliation Moses is commanded
to “Hew thee two tablets of stone like unto the first”
This time with blank tablets in hand, he once again
ascends mount Sinai, once again receives the law,
stays forty more days and forty more nights, and re-
enacts the descent to give the law again to his people.

Bak’'s fantastic variations on the tablets carry more
than a few steps further the Biblical device of
repetition. The paintings and drawings embody the
explorations and illuminations of an exquisite mind;
the inventions of a poet-philosopher; the revelations of
a visionary devoted not to speculations of the future,
but to profound reflections on the tragic past.

An earlier painting titled Ancient Smoke, in which
smoke from chimneys petrifies in clouds in the sky, is
the antecedent for the present Smoke. In the newer,
emissions from the chimney of the crematorium
petrify into a quarry of headstones, a cumulus grave-
vard surmounted by the thunderhead of the Tablets,
graven with “lo”, or “Thou shalt not”. The Tablets are
blank in the Summit, but a pointing cloud calls our
attention to a bullet hole where there should have
been a text. By comparing this painting to the drawing
Study for the Summit Theme, it is possible to see the
workings of the artist’s mind. Although complete and
effective, realized as a solid, monolithic interpretation
of the idea of the Tablets as an integral part of the

mountain, the drawing is clearly a step towards the
final idea. In it the space is relatively shallow, with a
single dark foreground ridge whose movement echoes
that of the main peak. The sky is cloudless; the two
“yod’s”’, engraved in one Tablet as the abbreviation for
God, repeat in miniature the paired shapes of the rocks
below and the Tablets themselves, which stand here in
the same plane. In the painting, the added background
ranges deepen the space, as does the cloud-filled sky.
The angled tablets and the more aggressive terrain, the
more horizontal foreground ridge that opposes the
thrust of the central mountain and Tablets, placed off-
center in the square format, combine to produce a
work in which the parts push and pull against each
other, creating a vital tension which enhances the
drama of the subject. One may ask, also, who has
painted rocks like these since Giovanni Bellini?

Three works show the Tablets floating in air: “Lo”
Against Blue Space, From One to Ten, and Traces of
Recent History. It is difficult not to recall Magritte’s
The Sense of Realities, with its great boulder floating
inexplicably over a calm landscape and under a
crescent moon. The comparison affords us an
opportunity to examine the differences between Bak
and his predecessor. They can be seen as artists of
mystery, Magritte’s being a closed mystery while Bak’s
is open. Magritte gives few clues to the meaning of his
visual enigmas beyond a title, which often enough is
not intended to reveal, but to confound even further,
Bak, on the other hand, in addition to his revelatory
titles, fills his work with the most legible symbols: they
are meant to be read and recognized, for his aim is to
tap, ultimately, all our springs of knowledge, emotion,
and sensation, The floating Tablets signify, probably
among other things, the spiritual origins of the law;
while the breaking up of the stones refers to the
iblical event as well as the metaphorical
sintegration of morality in our era. The meanings are
surely multi-leveled, some simple and some complex,
but meanings nevertheless.

The sixth commandment, Thou shalt not murder (as
translated in the Jewish Bible), is the subject of Traces
of Recent History, Monument in Yellow and Variation
on the lzcor* Theme. In them the yellow star and
bullet holes are combined with the ruined Tablets with

*lzcor (or Yizkor) — Hebrew: "He shall remember.” The
opening word or the prayer in commemoration of the dead
recited in Ashkenazi communities on the last days of the
Three Festivals and on the Day of Atonement.

p.10

p.1
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Under a Yellow Star

pastel
19 x 24 in.

s

In Memory of Ponari

charcoal
18 x 24 in.
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Around the Ghetto
pastel
22 x 17%ain.
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Variation on the lzcor Theme
mixed media
19 x 23%: in.

Monument in Yellow
oil
28% x 23% in.
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Important Words At the Bottom
mixed media oil
20 x 20 in. 23 x 23 in.
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Cornerstone
pastel
19 x 19.in.

Cultures
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Study for the

City of Jews
serigraph
23% x 19 in.
edition: 150

“City of Jews"
mixed media ,
18% % 23 in.

The Color of Passion
pastel
19 x 19 in.

Reparation
oil
16 x 16 in.
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SAMUEL BAK
biography & exhibitions

1933

Born August 12th in Vilna, Poland
1940-1944

Under German occupation: ghetto, work-
camp, refuge in a monastery.

1942

First exhibition of drawings in the ghetto of
Vilna.

1945-1948

D.P. camps in Germany; studies painting in
Munich.

1948

Emigrates to Israel

1952

Studies at the Bezalel Art School, Jerusalem
1953-1956

Army service.

1956

Awarded grant by America-Israel Cultural
Foundation to study in Paris.

1956-1959

Lives in Paris and studies at the Beaux Arts
Academy

1959-1966

Lives in Rome.

Galleria Schneider — 1959, 1961, 1965, 1966.
Galleria Liguria — 1963

Participates in several international art
exhibition in ltaly and abroad.

1961

Invited to exhibit at the Carnegie Interna-
tional, Pittsburgh.

1963

Travels to Israel.

Bezalel National Museum, Jerusalem.

Tel Aviv Museum.

1965

L’Angle Aigu, Brussels;

Alwin Gallery, London.

1966

Re-settles in Israel.

Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv.

1967

Roma Gallery, Chicago.

Participates in the exhibition:

“Image and Imagination”, Tel Aviv Museum,
1968

Modern Art Gallery, Jaffa.

1969

Pucker/Safrai Gallery, Boston;
Brockton Art Center, Fuller Memoaorial.
1970

Bronfman Cultural Center, Montreal.
1971

Hadassah "K' Gallery, Tel Aviv.
1972

Pucker/Safrai Gallery, Boston.

1973

Hadassah “K" Gallery, Tel Aviv.
1974-1976

Lives in New York.

1974

Aberbach Fine Art, New York.

1975

Participates in the exhibition:

“Jewish Experience in the Art of the 20th
Century”, Jewish Museum, New York.
Aberbach Fine Art, New York.
Pucker/Safrai Gallery, Boston.

1976

Retrospective exhibition:

Rose Museum, Brandeis University, Boston,
Berger Gallery: Pittsburgh.

1977

Heidelberg Museum

Kunstverein Esslingen.

Ketterer Gallery, Munich
Retrospective exhibition:
Germanisches Nationalmuseum, Nuremberg.
1978

Retrospective exhibition:
Kunstmuseum, Dusseldorf.
Retrospective exhibition:

Rheinisches Landesmuseum, Bonn.
Amstutz Gallery, Zurich.
Vonderbank Gallery, Frankfurt.
Hadassah “K’ Gallery, Tel Aviv.
Debel Gallery, Jerusalem.

Goldman Gallery, Haifa.

First retrospective exhibition in Israel:
University of Haifa.

Aberbach Fine Art, New York.

1979

Pucker/Safrai Gallery, Boston.
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