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From GENERATION to GENERATION
NEw PAINTINGs by samuel bak

e are charged by the Passover Haggadah to tell 
our children the story of  the Exodus. It is a 

principal founding narrative of  the Jewish people: 
“we were slaves in Egypt, and led by Moses and aided by 
divine guidance, we made the journey to the Promised Land.”   
we are urged to rehearse this episode annually and to pass it 
on “midor ledor” (from generation to generation)1 so that it will 
never be forgotten. but there is another story of  the Jewish 
people (which indeed finds a small place in some Haggadot, 
though often with mistaken camp references), what we might 
call a principal “unfounding” narrative, based on history 
rather than legend: “we were victims in Europe, where they 
shot us at mass graves or murdered us in gas chambers, and no 
Moses or divine guidance appeared to lead us out of  captivity.” 
The tale of  “passing over” (with its multiple allusions 

to crossing the Red sea and escaping the Angel of  Death) 
is part of  a celebratory ritual with traditional communal 
forms of  expression. but the fate of  European Jewry in the 
era of  the Third Reich is a tale about “falling under” rather 
than “passing over,” a far more painful challenge for anyone 
wishing to transmit its mournful episodes from generation to 
generation. The story of  “falling under” has not yet found its 
proper Haggadah. How to relive this experience and tell it to 
your children remains an elusive goal.
 Indeed, citations from Hebrew scripture only intensify 
the task of  appreciating the visual and spiritual dilemmas 
portrayed in samuel bak’s most recent series of  works. On 
one hand, we read: “How great are His signs. And how mighty 
are His wonders!  His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom. 
And his dominion is from generation to generation!” (Daniel 

1 Most common in Haggadot is the expression “b’chol dor vador,” “In every generation,” but both refer to the reenactment of  the exodus from Egypt.
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4:31). but on the other we find: “The Lord will have war with 
Amalek from generation to generation.” (Exodus 17:16). Is it 
any wonder that bak’s paintings in this sequence are filled with 
similar contradictions? Consider his Study for Grandfather’s Gift 
(bK1827), in which a “yeshiva bokher” [male student] seems 
desperately trying to understand the legacy being bequeathed 
to him. what messages does it contain? The young believer 
holds in his hands a complex assemblage of  echoes from his 
ancient heritage: the fatal tree from Genesis; the rope with 
which Abraham bound his son Isaac; the burning bush from 
which God’s voice appointed Moses to lead his people out 
of  slavery into a land flowing with milk and honey, and 
provided him with a name for the Divine with the following 
declaration: “This is my name forever, the name you shall 
call me from generation to generation” (Exodus 3: 15); the 

clouds of  smoke from which God spoke to Moses on Mount 
sinai; and the no less prominent flames and smoke which 
consumed the descendants of  these people of  Israel during 
the Holocaust. How is he to unite these sacred and profane 
images into a coherent vision of  his burdensome past and his 
promised future? And how are we to identify with him in his 
difficult journey?
 There is a further silent dimension to the impact of  
this painting, which is explicitly a symbolic depiction of  a 
grandfather handing down the essence of  his holy wisdom. 
Viewers aware that both of  bak’s grandfathers were murdered 
by the Germans (his grandmothers as well) might be tempted 
to detect a note of  irony in the work’s title: does their fate cast 
a shadow over the value of  the “gift” that the ancient sage is 
offering to his grandson? Instead of  feeling simple gratitude 
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for such a bequest, the youthful heir is left with an uprooted 
spiritual ancestry, obliged to find a new safe fruitful soil to 
nurture its bloodied roots. This is the beginning of  a long 
journey which will unfold slowly through the “variations on 
a theme” that comprise the works of  the From Generation to 
Generation series.
 Study for Introduction (bK1831) makes explicit some of  the 
covert nuances contained in Study for Grandfather’s Gift. Here 
the instructor and pupil are intimately connected, but the 
dramatic change in setting provides a more mournful context 
for the now familiar burning bush. In the background is no 
land flowing with milk and honey but a ruined community 
whose broken wall, here and in many other works in the series, 
plays a dual role—as a reminder of  the destroyed ghettos and 
their inhabitants, whose fate is signaled by the column of  

smoke rising to the sky, and of  the Kotel or wall in Jerusalem, 
remnant of  a temple that once housed the sacred presence of  
God. All of  this is part of  the birthright which the boy must 
absorb from his elder. Chief  among his chores is to find a way 
of  uniting the wisdom of  Jewish lore contained in the volumes 
supporting the burning bush, and God’s eloquent assurances 
to Moses on Mount Horeb, with the story of  Jewish doom 
enshrined in the prospect behind them.
 Lest we think that the challenge to insight rests only in the 
mind of  the young, Study for In a Book (bK1833) presents the 
dilemma from the point of  view of  the wiser elder. Once the 
covers of  the closed learned volumes from Study for Introduction 
are opened, they display tattered pages exposing a quandary 
that the rabbinic sage is forced to acknowledge. we can only 
guess at what he may be thinking, but bak has masterfully 
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rendered the recognition of  an ancient scholar, hand resting 
on troubled brow and a worrisome expression on his face, 
that divine revelation does not always confirm the experience 
of  the Jewish people in history and time. This is not an easy 
discovery to pass on to his descendants.
 by now we should realize that the paintings in From 
Generation to Generation do not represent scenarios of  Jewish 
experience isolated from each other but moments from the 
chronicle of  the children of  Israel that speak to each other 
in a kind of  visual drama whose overlapping scenes and acts 
propel us towards an elusive dénouement. The intense effort 
required to resolve the ambiguities in this drama is vividly 
presented in the aptly named Study for Insight (bK1834), whose 
massive tomes distract the investigators from a view of  the 
natural vista behind them. Erudition for its own sake may 

deprive some actors of  a sense of  the physical environment 
that surrounds them. The eye of  the pupil—one wonders 
whether bak’s fondness for punning is at work here—with 
his dangling payot (sidecurls) is trapped rather than freed by 
the cerebral search, but much more subtle and suggestive are 
the planks that will soon obstruct his view. They come from 
history rather than scripture, and they represent the “vov” and 
the “gimel” of  the Vilna Ghetto, whose historical reality for 
the artist mars his own spiritual vision too.
 Study for a Self Search (bK1838) turns the quest for 
understanding inward. As so often in bak’s paintings, any 
“insight” to be gained through study applies to the represented 
figures as well as to the audience regarding them: responding 
to bak’s art is an act of  collaboration. we search for terms 
to describe the expression on the face of  the elderly Jew: 
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earnest, troubled, compassionate – we are invited to submit 
our own choices. One thing is certain – identity is not an 
isolated phenomenon, but requires the presence of  an other to 
be properly understood, a concept central to the philosophy 
of  Emmanuel Lévinas. The question, “who am I?” cannot be 
separated from the inquiry, “who are you?”   The elderly Jew, 
whose physical presence is cut off like a bust from Roman 
sculpture, one hand amputated at the wrist, is not merely 
a visitor from a Dali surrealistic landscape. His self  can be 
made whole only through some kind of  communion with his 
fellow Jews. He seeks his own identity as they arrive to be 
identified, just as one generation of  Jews must acknowledge 
the existence of  past and future ones in order to achieve 
understanding of  what it means to be a Jew. will the smaller 
figures grow in stature as they establish spiritual union with 

the superior wisdom and experience of  their elders? Much is 
literally left hanging in this work, suspended between earth 
and sky, and though the import of  the boxes may be obscure, 
they are firmly held by human hands. both the chest and the 
hand of  the chief  figure are precariously balanced on a closed 
book, which might easily be mistaken for an outcropping of  
rock. The search for self  may begin with the time-honored 
laws and traditions enshrined in that volume’s pages, but it 
ends with an embrace of  human feeling rather than theoretical 
content, with a sharing of  the suffering and endurance these 
pious Jews bring to each other. This may not be the final stage 
of  their arduous journey toward Jewish identity, but they seem 
to be moving along a fertile path.
 The other option is vividly portrayed in Study for Ongoing 
Project (bK1842). what we see is clearly not only an “ongoing” 
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project but also an endless and finally perhaps an impossible 
one. The presiding spirit of  the scene is a stone effigy of  an 
Orthodox ancestor, his mournful expression anything but 
sympathetic toward the spectacle before him. who could ever 
read all those manuscripts cascading across the landscape like 
an unruly scholarly flood? Instead of  uniting teacher and pupil 
in a bond of  human intimacy, they create an unbridgeable 
barrier that will keep them permanently estranged by their 
private inquiries into the mysteries of  divine intention. Are we 
seeing a vision of  failed instruction, a parody of  how usable 
values should be transmitted from generation to generation? 
Treading water in Talmudic commentary, the pair are in 
danger of  being swept away by its currents of  disputation and 
intricate analysis of  ancient texts. where will they find room 
for the modern narrative of  Jewish experience? Does this 
explain the sad attitude on the face of  that headstone, mute 
witness to an incessant but too narrowly restricted search?

 The related paintings we have been examining follow 
various routes. To one group belong works like In All Possible 
Directions (bK1852) Face (bK1853) and Load (bK1857), in 
which blindfolds and masks and other obstacles or forms 
of  concealment hinder the effort to discover and share 
usable truths. In the first, symbolic hands point toward the 
landscape of  earth and the skyscape of  heaven, but there 
is no evidence of  any divine power to guide the stumbling 
steps of  these meandering Jews back toward the spiritual 
path from which they seem to have strayed. In the second, 
a human encounter between master and disciple is impeded 
by the intervention of  a paper or cardboard visage whose 
lifeless eyes contrast with the pained expression of  the 
figure holding it. Finally in Load the huge stone blocks of  
a crumbling temple threaten the two human figures, one of  
whom is already half  swallowed by the collapse while the 
other tries in vain to forestall the catastrophe. His prayer 
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shawl and the straps of  his phylacteries only entangle him 
further in a fruitless endeavor.
 Thus one theme in this series depicts several forms of  
struggle that seem doomed to failure. Other examples of  
thematically related canvases are less anguished, though far 
from simply hopeful: the three called From Generation to Generation 
A - D are representative. They are dominated by human 
presence, and the figures often touch each other, projecting an 
intimacy that is rare in most of  the other paintings. In version 
A (bK1867) we are looking at four portraits of  piety, but the 
mood of  the figures is so melancholy that we are forced to 
wonder at the source of  such gloom. Chassidic Jews are usually 
known for their joyful dancing and singing, but the trained 
eyes of  members of  bak’s audience should have no trouble 

interpreting the meaning of  the planks framing these rabbinic 
sages: a “vov” to the left, a “gimel” to the right are sufficient 
clues to their sorrow. Like the fence that symbolically blocks 
the uninterrupted flow of  ancient Jewish traditions from past 
to present, some great catastrophe like the destruction of  the 
Vilna Ghetto has disrupted this timeless continuity. Their 
efforts to console each other cannot reverse the shrinkage in 
their stature and hence in their status. The stones strewn at 
their feet that customarily are placed on the graves of  loved 
ones by visitors to Jewish cemeteries may be reminders that 
something has died in their spiritual universe, and nothing yet  
has appeared to inspire its rebirth.
 Further clues to the extent of  this loss appear in From 
Generation to Generation D (bK1854). when the walls came 
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tumbling down, whether of  the temple in Jerusalem or of  
ghettos like Vilna and warsaw, the result in the first instance 
was exile, in the second mass murder. The space containing 
our pious Jews has grown more precarious, their physical 
support far less stable, and their number has shrunk from 
four to three, and the midget-sized member of  the trio, no 
longer facing us, seems an unpromising heir to a  once noble 
and ennobling religious legacy. They cling to each other with 
a determination to preserve whatever vitality remains in their 
dynastic strength, but it will take more than vigor to restore 

the loss marked by the disappearance of  their majestic ancestor.
 but the most complex issue raised but never resolved, 
the one most difficult to discuss, is the role of  the divine in 
the fate of  Jewish piety during its most trying periods of  
existence, especially the Holocaust. The dilemma is portrayed 
with dramatic clarity in Study for Connected (bK1829) as a 
devoted Jew struggles to understand why he is being stripped 
of  his signature apparel—the loss of  his shtreimel (fur hat) 
signifies this—at the moment of  his most intense intimacy 
with God. His phylacteries, designed to testify to spiritual 
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union in prayer, have become a snare, while the text he searches 
for explanation offers no consolation. This apparent study 
for connection is really about disconnection: how does one 
rescue oneself  from the entangling contradictions between 
Jewish history and scriptural promise?  The subject’s physical 
discomfort and his troubled faith are vividly depicted on his 
face. something has gone awry in the smooth transition of  
custom and belief  from generation to generation.
 One of  the most urgent challenges of  works like this one 
is to remind us how carefully we must read the expression 
on the faces of  these Chassidic teachers. we see this summed 
up most clearly, perhaps, in Witness (bK1849). The title itself  
can be taken as a noun or an imperative verb, and here it is 
certainly intended as both. Our learned sage has achieved his 
identity as a witness to the fate of  the commandments Moses 
brought down from Mount sinai—especially the sixth, “Do 
not murder”—as one of  its tablets is consumed by the rising 
smoke and flames of  the Holocaust. what are we to see in 

his gaze—anger, defiance, bewilderment? He is a messenger 
from God, and a messenger of  history. This is a new role 
for the tzadik, the righteous one, who usually confines himself  
to channeling to his fellow Jews a divine flow. bear witness 
to this, he decrees to his audience, and tell your children of  
the irresolvable tension between divine concern and Jewish 
doom. The escape from captivity in Egypt and the journey 
to the Promised Land may be celebrated annually as a 
legendary triumph; but there is no escape from the captivity 
of  Holocaust memory, only the entreaty to go on witnessing 
its unbearable truth.

— LAwRENCE L. LANGER

Lawrence L. Langer was born in New York City and educated at City College of New 
York and Harvard University. He is Alumnae Chair Professor of English emeritus 
at Simmons College in Boston. Among his many publications are The Holocaust 
and the Literary Imagination and Holocaust Testimonies: The Ruins 
of  Memory, as well as nine volumes of commentary in collaboration with the artist 
Samuel Bak.
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bIOGRAPHy
samuel bak

amuel bak was born in 1933 in Vilna, Poland, at 
a crucial moment in modern history. From 1940 
to 1944, Vilna was under soviet and then German 
occupation. 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. bak’s 
artistic talent was first recognized during an exhibition of  
his work in the Ghetto of  Vilna when he was nine years old. 
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 
Pittsburg, 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. bak’s work weaves together personal 

history and Jewish history to articulate an iconography of  
his Holocaust experience. Across seven decades of  artistic 
production samuel 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, bak 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. 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 degreees from 
the University of  New Hampshire in Durham, seton Hill 
University in Greenburg, Pennsylvania, and Massachusetts 
College of  Art in boston. 
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