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Rainbow Flight
oil on canvas . 36 x 48" . Bk1719

2



33

Dear Beholder, critic, collector, Discoverer of my art, let 
me provide you with some clarifications. you, Beholder, i 
particularly like — because the beauty lies in your eyes.

to my knowledge, few artists among my acquaintances 
are as lucky as i have been in the number of books, 
videos, periodicals, and catalogues that deal with my art. 
a substantial part of what i created has been analyzed, 
interpreted, and placed in the archives of space and time. 
knowledgeable experts did all this. moreover, their texts 
are of the highest linguistic and intellectual caliber. some 
of them have produced beautiful poetry. How could i 
measure myself with all that?

yet, when the occasion came to introduce the show in 
this catalogue, i jumped at the chance. there were some 
footnotes to convey, and i wanted to get them in. the 
exhibition consists of a good number of newer works, and 
works that have been “simmering” in my studio for years. 
(others, of the same series, still go on simmering) most 
artists agree that paintings are never finished. Because, as 
long as they are exposed to the possibility of modifications 
and to the desire of improvements, the simmering will 
continue. However, at a certain moment, and for their 
own good, their maker must abandon them. to reach such 
a point i usually call a professional photographer who, by 
digitally freezing them, makes them untouchable to my 
brush. that is how i end up having material for a new 
show.

i am often asked to speak about my creative process, my 
personal technique, and about what goes on in my head 
when i paint. and to add, if possible, some stories behind 

the paintings, or “special events” worth mentioning, or 
memories that might reveal and deepen the meaning of 
what my images propose. every public wants to have this 
from the horse’s mouth, and i fear that there might be 
disappointment.

in one of my conversations on art with the so-much-missed 
Brother thomas, a conversation we had in the very last 
year of his life, we spoke of the magical animal that all 
artists know, (and other gifted individuals as well) — the 
so-called “creative process.” and we agreed that like most 
of our colleagues we have no language for speaking of 
what really defines the core of our work. Here, mystery 
reposes, intact. Furthermore, there were no words that 
could describe the mechanisms that make, or break art. 
(Brother thomas used to smash up his ceramics that he 
considered imperfect — while i scratch out, or paint over 
all the unsatisfying parts of a canvas. alas, canvas doesn’t 
fracture.) in all sincerity, we are inadequate to speak of 
those intimate things. around them, yes! and of that he 
spoke so beautifully…

at this point, let us leave theory, and move to more 
tangible things. Please follow me to my studio and i shall 
tell you what i daily do there, seven days out of seven. every 
morning i peel off yesterday’s layer of the paper-palette, 
which is always messy. in life you cannot discard the past; 
in an artist’s studio you can. then i prepare new colors, 
put out a few canvases (in process) on which i am going 
to work, and focus my eyes on them. and then i begin to 
practice the art of asking questions, which, as many know, 
is my idiosyncrasy — as well as the good title of a canadian 

film on my art (Painter of Questions, by christa singer for 
Bravo canada in 2003). if you have detected here a whim 
of self-irony, you are right. Humor is an important factor 
in my art. i believe that there never was, nor can there be, 
great art without irony. irony and humor, first cousins, 
help our vision to acquire perspective.

as i implied before, the complex world in which we live 
deserves much questioning, and i try to do it by means of 
the images that uninterruptedly flow from my imagination. 
my imagination is not surreal, as the paintings demonstrate 
— it is routed in reality. and this reality produces paintings 
of the kind you see in this catalogue. at a certain point 
i begin examining the congruity of the images that go 
on simmering in my studio, their compositions, light, 
and color – why should i bore you with all that? that is 
the craftsman’s lot. let’s proceed. the maturation of a 
painting is a slow, and an exhausting business. i begin a 
canvas, and little by little it begins to tell me what to paint, 
and i wonder from where comes the chutzpah to tell me 
how to do it? What is right and what is wrong? mystery!  
rarely are paintings pleased with their existing state. How 
could i make them completely happy? isn’t perfection a 
hopeless illusion? 

indeed, the central subject of the present exhibition is the 
combination of the four letters H. o. P. and e. and since 
every human being is able to hope, to anticipate events, 
to foresee, or at least believe in foreseeing, since everyone 
knows how to wish, how to expect, or even how to deceive 
himself or herself, and for sure, can’t live without HoPe, 
and without Hope against Hope — i feel totally exonerated 

On my 

H.o.P.e. 
Paintings



4

from the duty of having to “explain” this latest chapter 
of my art. in their painted forms the H. o. P. e. letters 
appear in various stages of visibility, half hidden, broken, 
unbelievably large or miniscule. and the beholder is asked 
to make a corresponding effort, for the issue of visibility is 
related to the problem we all share in searching for Hope 
when it is so difficult to find.

Hope — how did i get there? common wisdom has it that 
a picture is worth a thousand words. i wondered: aren’t 
there words worth thousands of pictures? 

the concept of Hope, that to so many could mean so 
many different things, wasn’t it a perfect choice for a 
series of paintings? Words are constructed from separate 
letters. letters stem from the hieroglyphic representations 
of the world around us, animals, human body parts, 
plants, landscapes. the use of letters, of single words, of 
entire sentences in art is not the domain only of comics 
and cartoons. We have them in medieval art, in the art 
of the Post-impressionists, the cubists, the Dadaists, the 
conceptualists. in my own paintings letters and words 
popped up years ago. in Hebrew: sHema israel. later, 
in the latin alphabet, the letters: still liFe. When 
paintings with the letters of HoPe began showing up 
in my art, i was delighted. What could be more natural? 
and let me end with a small story that for me is intimately 
related to the subject of HoPe.

in the spring of 1977 a well-made documentary about my 
life and art, produced for German television, aroused so 
much interest in my work that it turned me into a fifteen-
minutes-celebrity (Herbst der Welt by rolf kallenbach 
in 1976). suddenly i was offered exhibitions, invited 
to talk shows, and showered with interviews. that is 
when i received an invitation for dinner at the home of 
the philosopher ernst Bloch, the then famous father of 
utopianism (a dialectical dialogue between christians and 
marxists in search of a belief that human society can attain 
perfection).

Bloch, then 92, had apparently been deeply impressed by 
the above-mentioned documentary. Bloch? i remembered 
he was one of the intellectuals who fled nazi Germany 
for america, as did Hannah arendt, theodore adorno, 

Bertold Brecht, and kurt Weill. of Bloch i was aware 
that one must not confuse him with the composer who 
carried an identical name, but i knew little of his thought. 
Having looked up one of his writings, i saw it began with 
these questions: “Who are we? Where do we come from? 
Where are we going? What are we waiting for? What awaits 
us?” i recognized the first three questions, quoted from 
Gauguin’s famous masterpiece, and was shaken by the 
implications of Bloch’s two added questions. Gauguin had 
created that famous work of his in a state of utter despair, 
yet he finished it and went on to others. the call to create 
art — and indeed to respond creatively to its power — allows 
us to find hope even in shattering despair. 

in 1977 the time was ripe for travel to Germany. When i left 
for israel in1948, crossing the mediterranean on a rickety 
immigrant ship, i planned never to return to Hitler’s land. 
But in 1977, leaving my comfortable studio in manhattan, 
crossing the ocean on an international flight to munich, i 
reflected on how surprising life could be. a few days later, 
in tubingen, close to the main buildings of one of europe’s 
most ancient universities, in a petit-bourgeois cozy dining 
room, sitting at a generously equipped candle-lit table, 
in the company of the famous old man, his wife, and his 
professorial assistant, i let my partially frozen German melt 
in me, and engaged in a lively conversation in the course 
of which i discovered that he was totally blind. Blind? How 
had he known what my paintings looked like? How could 
they affect him? He explained that he had attended the 
Herbst der Welt documentary film with his wife, listening 
closely as she described my paintings in vivid detail. 
Words had substituted for images that incorporated words 
that had themselves first appeared as images — a moving 
convergence to be much pondered. Before i left, Bloch’s 
assistant brought out a copy of the master’s opus magnum, 
three volumes: Das Prinzip Hoffnung (The Principle of Hope). 
With a trembling hand the old man inscribed them to 
me. to me the inscription is illegible. in his imagination it 
surely was perfect. 

Bloch died in august of the same year. today his HoPe, 
and my hope, proudly assert themselves on one of my 
study’s cluttered bookshelves.

 . samuel Bak, Weston, massachusetts, march 2014 . 

New Place for Old Friends 
oil on canvas . 14 x 10.75" . Bk1712
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Small Monument for a Forgotten Flood 
oil on canvas . 30 x 40" . Bk1721
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Open Door 
oil on canvas . 20 x 24" . Bk1715

New Passport 
oil on canvas . 16 x 12" . Bk1711
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Interspersed  
oil on canvas . 20 x 24" . Bk1706

Basically 
oil on canvas . 16 x 12" . Bk1694



8

O for Over H for Here and Now

Quadriptych . oil on canvas . 16 x 12" each panel . Bk1700
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P for Position E for Emerging
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Under the Arches 
oil on canvas . 24 x 20" . Bk1739

Driven 
oil on canvas . 16 x 20" . Bk1698
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Wired 
oil on canvas . 24 x 20" . Bk1740

Study for Rainbow Makers 
oil on canvas . 12 x 16" . Bk1732

Trio at Rest
oil on canvas . 12 x 16" . Bk1738
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The Last of the Monterosi 
oil on canvas . 19.5 x 16.5" . Bk1737

In the Room of the Round
oil on canvas . 9 x 12" . Bk1704
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Availabilities 
oil on canvas . 30 x 30" . Bk1693
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Rosso di Monterosi 
oil on canvas . 20 x 24" . Bk1720

Still Life with Pink 
oil on canvas . 14 x 11" . Bk1723
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Study for the Pending
oil on canvas . 16 x 12" . Bk1736

In the Open 
oil on canvas . 20 x 24" . Bk1703
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Rainbow Connection 
oil on canvas . 24 x 20" . Bk1718

Still Life with Fresh Paint 
oil on canvas . 16 x 12" . Bk1722



17

Still Life with Symbol 
oil on canvas . 24 x 36" . Bk1728
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With the Color of the Sky 
oil on canvas . 30 x 30" . Bk1742
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Inverted 
oil on canvas . 12 x 12" . Bk1707

Still Life with Small Bottle 
oil on canvas . 12 x 12" . Bk1727

Study for a Man in a Landscape
oil on canvas . 12 x 12" . Bk1730

Study for Explorer 
oil on canvas . 12 x 12" . Bk1731
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Artwork 
oil on canvas . 24 x 30" . Bk1691
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Stillest Life 
oil on canvas . 24 x 30" . Bk1729



22

A Painter's Window 
oil on canvas . 40 x 30" . Bk1688



23

Landscapes with Replica 
oil on canvas . 48 x 36" . Bk1708

Study for Shared Vision 
oil on canvas . 12 x 12" . Bk1733
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Permanent 
oil on canvas . 20 x 24" . Bk1716

Still Life with Red Arrow 
oil on canvas . 16 x 12" . Bk1725



2525

For Another Escape 
oil on canvas . 20 x 20" . Bk1699

Study for Message in the Wall 
oil on canvas . 16 x 12" . Bk1735
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In Golden Hues 
oil on canvas . 12 x 16" . Bk1702

With a Clear Background 
oil on canvas . 12 x 9" . Bk1741
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Infinite Verticality 
oil on canvas . 40 x 30" . Bk1705
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Man with Hammer 
oil on canvas . 12 x 9" . Bk1710

Study for the Juggler 
oil on canvas . 12 x 9" . Bk1734
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On Borrowed Identity I 
oil on canvas . 24 x 20" . Bk1713



30

Connected 
oil on canvas . 24 x 20" . Bk1697

Artworks 
oil on canvas . 12 x 16" . Bk1692
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Camouflage 
oil on canvas . 10.75 x 14" . Bk1696

Bypassing 
oil on canvas . 24 x 17.5" . Bk1695
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On Borrowed Identity II 
oil on canvas . 28 x 22" . Bk1714
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After the End 
oil on canvas . 9 x 12" . Bk1689

Pipeline 
oil on canvas . 9 x 12" . Bk1717
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H for Habitat O for Opportunities

Quadriptych . oil on canvas . 12 x 12" each panel . Bk1701
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P for Perplexity E for Escape 
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After the Oncome of Peace 
oil on canvas . 24 x 36" . Bk1690
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Under the Arch 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1761

He and She 
oil and crayon on paper . 9.5 x 19.5" . Bk1748

At Rest 
oil and crayon on paper . 7.5 x 12.5" . Bk1744

Helping Hands 
oil and crayon on paper . 8.5 x 11" . Bk1749
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Holding I 
oil and crayon on paper . 11.5 x 9.5" . Bk1750

Holding II 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1751

Holding III 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1752
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Balance 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1745

Bird's View 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1746

Pear with a Capital P 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1756



40

Proof 
oil and crayon on paper . 8.5 x 11" . Bk1757

In Stone 
oil and crayon on paper . 8.25 x 12.75" . Bk1753
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Study for a Conversation 
oil and crayon on paper . 12 x 11" . Bk1759

Still There 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1758

Hak Nit 
oil and crayon on paper . 10 x 10" . Bk1747
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samuel Bak was born in 1933 in Vilna, Poland, at a crucial moment 
in modern history. From 1940 to 1944, Vilna was under soviet, then 
German occupation. Bak's artistic talent was first recognized during an 
exhibition of his work in the Ghetto of Vilna when he was nine years old. 
While he and his mother survived, his father and four grandparents all 
perished at the hands of the nazis. at the end of World War ii, he fled 
with his mother to the landsberg Displaced Persons camp, where he 
enrolled in painting lessons at the Blocherer school in munich. in 1948 
they immigrated to the newly established state of israel. He studied at the 

Bezalel art school in Jerusalem and completed his mandatory service in the israeli army. in 
1956 he went to Paris to continue his education at the École des Beaux arts. He received a 
grant from the america-israel cultural Foundation to pursue his artistic studies. in 1959, 
he moved to rome where his first exhibition of abstract paintings met with considerable 
success. in 1961, he was invited to exhibit at the "carnegie international" in Pittsburgh, 
followed by solo exhibitions at the Jerusalem and tel aviv museums in 1963. 

it was subsequent to these exhibitions that a major change in his art occurred. there was a 
distinct shift from abstract forms to a metaphysical figurative means of expression. ultimately, 
this transformation crystallized into his present pictorial language. the art of samuel Bak 

weaves together personal history and Jewish history to articulate an iconography of his 
Holocaust experience. across seven decades of artistic production mr. Bak has explored and 
reworked a set of metaphors, a visual grammar, and vocabulary that ultimately privileges 
questions. His art depicts a world destroyed, and yet provisionally pieced back together and 
preserves memory of the twentieth century ruination of Jewish life and culture by way of an 
artistic passion and precision that stubbornly announces the creativity of the human spirit. 

since 1959, the artist has had numerous exhibitions in major museums, galleries, and 
universities throughout europe, israel, and the united states including retrospectives at 
yad Vashem museum in Jerusalem, and the south african Jewish museum in cape town. 
He has lived and worked in tel aviv, Paris, rome, new york, and lausanne. in 1993, he 
settled in massachusetts and became an american citizen. mr. Bak has been the subject of 
numerous articles, scholarly works, and fifteen books; most notably a 400-page monograph 
entitled Between Worlds. in 2001 he published his touching memoir, Painted in Words, which 
has been translated into several languages. He has also been the subject of two documentary 
films and was the recipient of the 2002 German Herkomer cultural Prize. samuel Bak has 
received honorary doctorate degrees from the university of new Hampshire in Durham and 
seton Hill university in Greensburg, Pennsylvania.

samuel Bak 
. Biography .

Making Sense II 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1755

Making Sense I 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1754

Again Making Sense 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1743

Together Making Sense 
oil and crayon on paper . 11 x 8.5" . Bk1760
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Still Life with Red Jug 
oil on canvas . 24 x 36" . Bk1726

creDits: Design: tess mattern . editor: Destiny m. Barletta . Photography: John Davenport . © 2014, Pucker Gallery . Printed in china by toppan leefung Printing co.



Dates
11 october through 16 november 2014 .

oPeninG recePtion
11 october 2014, 3:00 to 6:00 pm.

The public is invited to attend. 
The artist will be present.

cHanGe serVice reQuesteD
Please visit www.puckergallery.com to view current and past  
exhibition catalogues, experience audio tours, and subscribe  
to the Artwork of the Week e-mail list.

Gallery Hours 
monday through saturday 10:00 am to 5:30 pm 
sunday 10:30 am to 5:00 pm

We offer one free hour of validated parking at the 200  
newbury street Garage. the garage driving entrance is located 
on exeter street between newbury and Boylston streets.  
the nearest mBta stop is copley station on the Green line. 

Pucker Gallery is a member of the Boston art Dealers  
association and the new england appraisers association.

240 newbury street, 3rd floor 
Boston, ma 02116 
Phone: 617.267.9473 
Fax: 617.424.9759 
e-mail: contactus@puckergallery.com
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Still Life with Questions 
oil on canvas . 15 x 30" . Bk1724

coVer: Looking Forward 
oil on canvas . 35 x 57.5" . Bk1709


