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at  t h e  C o r e  o F  S a m u e l  B a K ’ S  W o r K  i S  a  

continued questioning. in this series of 41 mixed media works, 

we are presented with images that examine a history of violence 

and injustice, inviting us to reflect on its consequences in a world 

that continues to perpetuate crimes of genocide. Samuel Bak 

focuses his attention on the theme of justice, investigating ques-

tions such as: what does justice look like after the holocaust? 

What role do legal systems play, locally and transnationally, in 

creating moral individuals and societies? how can the rule of law 

establish dignity and respect for all people?

 Western theorists of justice have searched to define what is 

good, virtuous, and fair in a just society by questioning the essence 

of human nature, mostly as it manifests in moments of crisis and 

instability. Perhaps we can attribute the social turmoil of our time 

to a moment on a continuum of a society’s search for justice. to 

come closer to its meaning, one must strip down that which sur-

rounds the exterior and disguises what is beneath the surface: the 

core. through the act of drawing, sketching, and experimenting 

with mixed media, Samuel Bak engages in a reciprocal process as 

he examines justice. each piece thus becomes a distillation of the 

theme explored and offers a lesson, for the artist and viewer, in 

critical attention and patient investigation of the subject matter.

    as we survey these works, we are met with Bak’s symbolic lan-

guage characteristic of his paintings. objects and people set across 

desolate and ruined landscapes, filled with fragments of striped 

prisoner’s uniforms, smoke curling up from chimneys, tablets of 

the law, talith (prayer shawl), uprooted trees, and rootless trunks. 

all fractured, broken, and abused in one way or another. as in the 

oil paintings of the Just is series, Bak reintroduces lady Justice, the 

figure personifying moral force in Western judicial systems and the 

lex talionis, the biblical legal principle also known as the law of 

retaliation, more commonly known as the expression “an eye for 

an eye”. these mixed media works, however, embody a different 

quality: subdued, lighter than their oil counterparts, intimate and 

raw. this is Bak’s way of stripping down to the essential questions.

 in Stability (page 2), for example, we observe an almost mirror 

image of the painting Study for even handed (page 4). While the 

composition is strikingly similar, tone and detail present a sharp 

contrast. Stability leans towards the abstract with hues that seem 

to fade into the backdrop. here, lady Justice is wearing a blue robe, 

her eyes are blindfolded and she turns her back to the viewer as 

she faces an opening created by two columns, perhaps remains of 

‘ ‘JuStiCe muSt alWayS queStion itSelF, JuSt aS SoCiety Can exiSt only By 
meanS oF the WorK it doeS on itSelF and on itS inStitutionS.’’  

– michel Foucault 1

Just
 Is II

samuel Bak

1  didier eribon, michel Foucault, translated by Betsy Wing (Cambridge: harvard university Press, 1991), 269.
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Study For even handed
oil on canvas
30 x 15"
BK1962
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a temple whose tablets of the law are engraved on its pediment. 

in Study for even handed, the tablets of the law are nowhere to be 

found, and lady Justice faces the viewer, gazing with one eye as the 

other is blindfolded. the hebrew letter “tsadik”, standing for tzedek 

meaning “justice,” remains present in both works. What are we to 

extract about justice, and Bak’s investigation of it , in viewing these 

works simultaneously? the pursuit of tzedek remains constant, 

while its relationship to the written word and the reality it must 

reflect, might be changing. in a world torn by the chasm that is the 

holocaust, lady Justice searches to reframe its meaning. turning 

her gaze towards the tablets of the law, as she does in Stability, may 

provide a different perspective and deeper and understanding of 

the workings of modern society. the role of religion has evolved in 

setting a balance between liberty and equality. We are unsure about 

the future relationship between religion and government in creat-

ing a platform for a civic and moral society to exist. 

 Samuel Bak presents these questions, and others, repeat-

edly. With each image and symbol, we are encouraged to deci-

pher his visual language and confront the realities in which we 

live. in Bak’s drawing titled early Stage (page 27), lady Justice is 

illustrated in yellow tones of pastel on paper. She is blindfolded, 

but instead of appearing impartial and objective in her pursuit of 

justice, she seems blind as both scale platters lay on the ground, 

disconnected from the beam that joins them. might this image 

serve as a reference to an early stage of loss of justice after a 

world annihilated by the holocaust? By what principles might 

a society operate to rebuild? most societies agree, like aristotle, 

that justice is about giving people what they deserve. Figuring out 

why, what and how this principle should operate is perhaps the 

problem. early Stage, with its minimalistic composition, focuses 

these questions but does not answer them.

 in closely observing form, composition, and line in early Stage 

as well as in other pieces in the series, namely Study for Good luck 

(back cover), Study of the Proof is in the air (page 27), Continuing 

nap (page 13), about “By law” (page 6), and Study of Settlement 

(page 18), Bak’s iterative process reveals his distinctive style and 

preoccupation with using drawing as a tool to analyze, represent 

and generate questions. many renaissance painters used to draw 

to lay out the composition of their paintings. drawing preceded 

painting and was integral in the planning of the work itself. this 

serves Bak well in the process leading up to his paintings, but 

the works in this group contain a different intention and product . 

While Bak’s use of paint echoes work of the old masters like 

titian, michelangelo, and durer, his drawings and mixed media 

works illustrate a more diversified set of influences, including 

those of Picasso, magritte, Cezanne, and Braque.

 For example, in Study for Good luck we observe lady Justice as 

a semi-abstract figure with her surroundings containing a geometric 

play of shape, plane, and line constructed in a collage-like manner 

reminiscent of works by Picasso and Braque. the combination 

of tempera, watercolor, and acrylic further emphasize depth and 

movement as color and shape mingle on this two-dimensional sur-

face. What of the content? displayed before us are the constructs 

of a dice, coming together or falling apart, we are unsure, as a face-

less lady Justice holds a three-platter scale in one hand. dice, for 

Bak, represent the element of chance. “Justice is always a prisoner 

of chance,” Bak shared with me. he also investigates the relation-

ship between the two in Factors of Chance (page 28), in the monu-

ment Passage (page 9), With the Contribution of Change (page 

10), and in the lucky Corner (page 26), where crayon, gouache, 

watercolor, oil, and tempera form dice that assume the facade of 

buildings, houses, or train cars set across a barren landscape and 

smoke-filled sky. all the while, lady Justice remains, inhabiting 

each work as a blindfolded figure in search of a lost balance. What 

has happened to order and law, to the rational and the moral, in a 

world filled with catastrophe? the consequences of genocide and 
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aBout “By laW”
Crayon and pastel on paper
19 x 24.5"
BK2026 
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hate point to flaws in local and international systems of justice, but 

lasting solutions have yet to emerge. in our continual search we 

must ask , what part does law play in laying out fair solutions. What 

are the processes societies must employ to create moral and virtu-

ous communities?

 Bak further explores this question in Blindfolds (page 11). three 

figures are illustrated wearing blindfolds. the bust at the top 

has the blindfold cover her nose, leaving her eyes exposed. the 

second figure in the middle of the page, wears a blindfold which 

covers one eye, and the figure on the bottom has both of her eyes 

covered. lady Justice has appeared wearing a blindfold since the 

end of the fifteenth century, a device which came to symbolize 

objectivity in judging the scene before her and empowering and 

strengthening the moral task at hand.2 through the representa-

tion of these images, we are invited to analyze the role of bias in 

creating a system of justice. When does removing the blindfold 

lead to fairness and allow for liberty and care of others? once 

again, Bak does not answer these questions rather, he poses a 

strong argument for both sides. 

 as such, a deeper investigation of lex talionis is portrayed 

in several works in the series. Shared Confidence (page 24), a  

different view (page 17), and resting Figure (page 17), depict two 

eyes, carved in stone and facing one another. hanging from make-

shift structures or couched within scale platters, these eyes, while 

appearing open, do not see the world around them. rather, they 

seem to have turned away amid gloom and destruction, doubt 

and despair. in the process of enacting the principle of “an eye for 

an eye” they have lost sight for what is just .

 We are moved to Bak’s canvases, of which there are six in this 

series. of particular interest is Facing (cover image), as it evokes a 

moment of transition. lady Justice is mounted on top of a pile of 

loosely standing branches. her body is fractured with its bust situ-

ated at the summit of this flimsy structure. She holds the scales 

of justice in one of her detached hands, the sword in the other. 

a blindfold covers one eye, leaving the other to gaze upon some-

thing the viewer is unable to see. an eye made of stone is set 

within one of the scale platters on the lower right of the canvas. 

viewed up close, the composition and tone evoke traits of an 

underpainting as its parts and pieces are on the verge of turning 

into the painting itself. unrefined and raw, this work invites us to 

imagine we are standing at a threshold of this transition: where 

an underpainting becomes a painting or painting is stripped of 

its layers to become an underdrawing. Where this moment might 

take us, we do not know. Walking this path, we hope to become 

better informed about the impact of art as a tool for analysis, and 

about a representation of the moment in which we live.

 We might view art, like law, as a language and a way of making 

sense of the world. art is a representation of culture through image, 

while law is a representation through language. Both carry within 

them meaning embedded in a society and a history from which 

they emerge. Both take time to influence as they impart their con-

tent upon the individual and the collective psyche. Samuel Bak 

knows this, and invites us to join him on this journey in deepening 

our understanding of justice through image. in the search for what 

is fair, virtuous and good, we are left with the same questions pur-

sued in different ways. With each question, we hope our knowledge 

will deepen and bring us closer to an understanding of what Just is.

– ayala tamir

ayala tamir is an educator and curator focusing on the intersections between 
trauma, social justice, and the arts within cultural, educational, and civic insti-
tutions. She holds masters degrees in history and theory of architecture from 
harvard Graduate School of design and in art therapy from lesley university. 
ayala resides in the Boston area with her husband and two children. 

2  Judith resnik and dennis Curtis, representing Justice: invention, Controversy, and rights in City-States and  
democratic Courtrooms (new haven, london: yale university Press, 2011), 67.
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heavy load
acrylic on canvas
24 x 20"
BK2000
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in the monument PaSSaGe
Crayon and tempera on paper
11 x 8.5"
BK2003 Study For the PaSt PreSent

tempera and charcoal on paper
13 x 10.5" 
BK1994
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With the ContriBution oF ChanGe
Gouache on paper
11 x 8.5”
BK2010

aFter the BeFore
egg tempera on paper
8 x 11.75"
BK2005
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BlindFoldS
Crayon and tempera on paper
11 x 8.5"
BK1991

Study For oPen-eyed
Crayon and tempera on paper
11 x 8.5"
BK1989
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deliCate iSSue
Watercolor on paper
14.5 x 10"
BK2015

WeiGhty arGument
Watercolor on paper
14.5 x 10"
BK2014
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ContinuinG naP
Charcoal, crayon, and pastel on paper
29.75 x 22"
BK2024
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in SearCh oF a Portrait a
acrylic on canvas
24 x 20"
BK1999
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in SearCh oF a Portrait B
acrylic and oil on canvas
24 x 20"
BK1997
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the one and only
Watercolor on paper
12.75 x 10"
BK2018

very involved
Watercolor and egg tempera on paper
8 x 11.75"
BK2022
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a diFFerent vieW
Crayon and tempera on paper
8.5 x 11"
BK2020

reStinG FiGure
mixed media on paper
8.5 x 11"
BK2021
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Study For Settlement
Pencil and crayon on paper
25.75 x 20" paper; 20 x 14.25" image 
BK2027
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Study For heritaGe
Watercolor on paper 
7.5 x 9.5"
BK1993

Study For oBServation
Crayon and gouache on paper
8.5 x 11"
BK1987
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PoStPoned 
Crayon and gouache on paper
10 x 12.75"
BK2011

on Both SideS
Watercolor on paper
8.5 x 11"
BK2002



21

on the one Side
Charcoal and oil on paper
29.75 x 22"
BK2023
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ayin reFleCted 
acrylic and oil on canvas
20 x 24"
BK1998
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oPen ConFliCt
mixed media on paper
9.25 x 9.5"
BK2016

in vain 
Gouache on paper
9.25 x 9.5"
BK2009
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Shared ConFidenCe
egg tempera on paper
11 x 8.5"
BK2008

BalanCinG aCt
Crayon and gouache on paper
11 x 8.5"
BK2007
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PreCedentS
acrylic on canvas
28 x 22"
BK1996
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in the luCKy Corner
Crayon and oil on paper
11 x 8.5"
BK2013

Study For “tSedeK”
Watercolor, gouache, and crayon on paper
14.25 x 10.25"
BK1988



27

early StaGe
Pastel on paper
9.5 x 12.25"
BK2006

Study oF the ProoF iS in the air
red chalk on paper
9.5 x 12.5"
BK1992
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reminder
Gouache on paper
8.75 x 5.75"
BK2004

FaCtorS oF ChanCe
Watercolor and gouache on paper
14.5 x 11" 
BK2012



29

unrelented
Charcoal and oil on paper
19 x 19"
BK2025
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aFloat
Gouache on paper
8.5 x 5.5"
BK2001

Stormy 
Gouache and watercolor on paper
7.25 x 11"
BK2019
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samuel Bak 
Biography

S a m u e l  B a K  Wa S  B o r n  i n  1 9 3 3  i n 

vilna, Poland, at a crucial moment in modern 

history. From 1940 to 1944, vilna was under 

Soviet and 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. 

Bak’s work weaves together personal history and Jewish history 

to articulate an iconography of his holo-

caust experience. across seven decades 

of artistic production Samuel Bak has 

explored and reworked a set of meta-

phors, 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 cen-

tury 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. Bak has been the subject of numerous articles, 

scholarly works, and 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, Seton hill university in Greenburg, 

Pennsylvania, and massachusetts College of art in Boston. 
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Study For Good luCK
tempera, watercolor, and acrylic on paper
9.5 x 9.25"
BK1990

  

P u C k e r  G a l l e ry
240 Newbury street, 3rd floor
Boston, ma 02116
617.267.9473
www.puckergallery.com 

G a l l e ry  H o u r s
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 stops are Hynes Convention Center or 
Copley station on the Green line.

Pucker Gallery is a member of the Boston art dealers association and the  
New england appraisers association.

dat e s
3 June through 9 July 2017

o P e N I N G  r eC e P t I o N  
3 June 2017 , 3:00 pm to 6:00 pm

the public is invited to attend.

the artist will be present.
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