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lForeword 

or a university art museum, an ideal exhibition is one rhar inspires an imerdisciplinary academic discourse while ir 

engages visirors from the surrounding community. In the paimings and drawings of Samuel Bak, we have found 

just rhar. A prolific imernarional artist who now resides in 'vVesron, Massachusetts, Bak has devoted his anisric 

career w illuminating the ways in which our world has been altered by the evems of rhe Holocausr. Through his 

own visual "language" of color, symbols, and metaphors, Bak speaks w all of us who are imercsred in hisrory, 

religion, philosophy, politics, music, and arr. Vve are honored w share a selection of Bak's works with those who 

visit The Art Gallery, as well as those viewing rhis catalogue. 

Exhibitions result from collaborations- among museums, artists, gallery represemarives, and scholars. 

Throughout rhe planning and presemarion of rhe exhibition and rhe production of the catalogue, I have worked 

with a number of people who made significant contributions 

w rhis projecr. Jeffry M . Diefendorf. professor of hisrory and 

founder of the H Endowed Fund for Holocaust Edu-

cation, served as cocuraror of the exhibition and provided 

invaluable assistance in securing the additional funding to 

produce this catalogue. His essay for the publication sets rhe 

hisrorical stage for Bak's work. Mara R. \Vitzling, professor of 

art hisrory, has wrinen an essay rhar siruares Bak's work within 

the comext of nvemieth-cemury an and creative expression. 

Both scholars, along with Leslie Schwanz, a Ph.D. candidate in 

hisrory, have written extended labels for the exhibition . 

I am extremely grateful ro Bernard and Suzanne Pucker, 

direcrors of rhe Pucker Gallery, Bosron, for thei r generosity in 

lending rhe works and providing logistical and staff support 

for this exhibition. Represeming Bak's work for the past thirty

five years, rhe Pucker Gallery is among rhe most supportive 

and encouraging galleries I have encoumered. I thank in par

ticular Da,·id \ Vinkler, rhe Pucker Gallery's an direcror, for his 

help with the selection of the works, rhe information needed 

for rhe catalogue, and the logistics of transportation . 
Shabbar, 1977, charcoal, J2 Y, x 29 Y, 

Everyone who sees this exh ibition will join me in thanking rhe artist, amuel Bak. His paimings and drawings 

open a door to the Holocaust rhar encourages us ro see irs impact and understand irs long-term implications. For 

his support and encouragemem throughout the planning stages, I am most grateful. 

This project- the exhibition, the catalogue, and a series of public programs- has benefited from rhe sup

port of numerous organizations. Organized with assistance from the Pucker Gallery. Bosron, the project is made 

possible by grants from rhe FEDCO Charitable Foundation, rhe U TH Cemer for rh e Humanities, and rhe 

Greater Seacoast United Jewish Appeal, with additional support from rhe U H Endowed Fund for H olocaust 

Education, the Friends of The An Gallery, rhe Dean's Office of the UNH College of Liberal Am, and rhe 

S. M eh·in and Mary Jo Rines Art Exhibition Fund . 

Vicki C Wright, Director 
The Art Gallery 

University of New Hampshire 
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~ROM ~ERLIN TO viLNA 
The Assault on Europe)s jews 

!though Hider's ami -Semitic rhetoric was already present in his early speeches and in Mein Ka1111!f, the 

war on Europe's Jews rook place in incremental stages. Hider came to power in January 1933, and very 

quickly German Jews found themselves hounded and persecuted. \Vhile only some Jews were actually 

arrested and sent to concentration camps in rhe very earlr rears of rhe Nazi regime, rhe luremberg 

Laws of September 1935 formalized a process of forcing Jews out of jobs, 

depriving them of ciYil rights, and confiscating their property. These 

laws defined Jews in terms of "race"- whether one had Jewish parents or 

grandparents- not in terms of religious beliefs or practices. Thus secular 

or nonpracticing Jews and even Jews who had recently converted to Chris

tianity were still considered Jews and subject to all the restrictions of the 

uremberg Laws. 

Between 1935 and 1939, the harshness of persecution fluctuated, but 

clearly a goal was to pressure Jews to emigrate, leaving most of their prop

erty behind. In 1933 there were about 52.0,ooo Jews in Germany. By 1939, 

more than half had left. Leaving was not easy. Many countries refused to 

rake Jews unless they had local sponsors and could bring assets with them. 

H ence some Jews who wanted to flee could not. Others chose to stay, cling

ing to the remains of their former lives while hoping that the worst was 

over, or perhaps fearing to leave a German culture they knew for an uncer

tain fate elsewhere. 

This persecution of Jews was not a secret, either inside Germany or 

outside, though the news was often discounted or ignored. Jews in other 

European countries, including those bordering on an increasingly bellicose 

Germany, were uneasy, bur they had no idea of what was to come, and few 

made any preparations for the poss ibility of a Nazi arrack . This was to 

Gal -Ed, '977· charcoal and pasrel, +' 'f. x 29 '!, have tragic consequences for the Jews of Eastern Europe, where most of 

Europe's Jews lived. 

Having concluded a pact with Stalin to divide up the spoils, on September 1, 1939, Hider attacked 

Poland. T he modern state of Poland had been cobbled together in 1919 our of lands previously parr of 

the German, Austr ian, and Russian empires. Poland was ethnically and religiously heterogeneous. \ Vhile 

the majority of irs people were Polish-speaking and Catholic, more than 3 million Jews lived in Poland, 

nearly ro percent of rhe population. Manr lived in rhe larger cities, like vVarsaw and Lodz, spoke Polish, 

Yiddish, and German, and were secular or reformed Jews. Others lived in small rural villages, spoke 

Yiddish, and were Orthodox. The Germans thus found themselves in control of a large and unwanted 

Jewish population. They encouraged some Jews to flee into the oviet-controlled part of Poland or into 

the USSR, but, for the most part, the lazis chose to "concentrate" the Jews in urban ghettoes in the 

central part of conquered Poland now known as the General Government. 



Scholars have shown that, when the Germans invaded Poland, they were still undecided upon just 

what to do with the Jews. Some considered expelling them by shipping them to Madagascar or to des

tinations in the "East." Others advocated exploiting them for their labor and skills. If Jews died from 

their labors or from the deteriorating conditions in the ghettoes, this "attrition" would be a step toward 

ridding Europe of its Jews. (The death rate in Lodz for Jewish children aged eight to fourteen had 

been between 1 and 2 per 1,ooo in 1938; in the Lodz ghetto between January and June 1942 it was 23 per 

I,ooo.) There is still debate about the exact date when the Nazis decided to begin murdering the Jews 

( the "Final Solution") rather than expelling them or working them to death. Some of the conceptual 

and practical groundwork was laid in the program to murder Germans with chronic mental or physical 

ailments because such people would supposedly weaken the German race. The decision for Judeocide 

may ha\·e been made in the spring of 1941 , during preparations for the attack on the USSR. Certainly 

the infamous Einsatzkonmzando units, which followed the main fighting forces, rounded up and shot tens 

of thousands of Je:vs. The decision for systematic murder of all Jews may only have been made during 

the euphoric period of late summer or early fall , when it looked as if the Germans would completely 

and quickly overwhelm the Soviet forces. In either case, it is clear that sometime in the fall of 1941 the 

Germans began active planning for the construction of camps or camp facilities especially designed for 

mass murder- the "death camps" of Chelmno, Treblinka, Sobibor, Belzek, and Auschwitz. By the late 

spring of 1942, these facilities were in use to kill Eastern European Jews rounded up in the countryside 

or deported from the urban ghettoes. These camps were also the destination of vVestern European 

Jews, including those Jews who had remained in Germany. While most of the Jews murdered by the 

Nazis had already been killed by the end of 1943, mass murder continued into 1944, long after the war 

had turned against Germany. Scholars differ on the exact number of dead, but probably between 5.1 and 

5.8 million Jews had been killed. Of these, some 3 million were killed in the death camps. 

These are the circumstances in which Vilna, Samuel Bak's birthplace, was engulfed by what is now 

commonly referred to as the Holocaust. In addition to creating a new Polish state, the end of vVorld 

War I saw the creation of sovereign Baltic states, including Lithuania, which had been part of Imperial 

Russia. Lithuania proclaimed its independence from Russia in February 1918, with Vilna, now named 

Vilnius, as its capital. In 1920, however, Vilnius was seized by Poland, which renamed it Vilna and 

sought to impose its culture and language on the city. \Vhen vVorld \Var II began, the Soviet Red Army 

took Vilna and all of Lithuania; then it created a Lithuanian Soviet Republic in August 1940, with 

Vilna as its capital. That was not to last. Germany attacked the USSR in June 1941 and occupied Vilna 

on the 24'h. They ruled the city until July 13, 1944, when the Soviets returned once again. 

It was in Vilna that Sanlllel Bak was born and lived his early years, and it was there, in a city that in 

just twenty years had experienced Lithuanian, Polish, Russian, and German rule, that Bak, his middle

class family, and Vilna's Jews experienced the azi onslaught. Whereas Germany's Jews had experienced 

growing persecution during the six years prior to the war, Nazi persecution of Vilna's Jews came sud

denly. Already in late 1939 and 1940, Jews from. German-occupied Poland fled to Lithuanian cities. A 

few were rescued by the heroic efforts of the Japanese consul Chiune Sugihara and Dutch consul Jan 

Zwartendijk, both in Kaunus, who provided visas for several rhousand Lithuanian and Polish Jews to 

flee across the Soviet Union, but most Jews had no way out. 

vVhen the azis seized the cities of Lithuania, they moved quickly to create ghettoes for the Jews, 

although, at rhe same time, many Jews were rounded up and killed both by the azis and by local anti

Semites. The forest at Ponary just outside Vilna became the killing field for many of the city's Jews. For 

those that lived, ghetto life was a shock. The Germans created a large ghetto for Jews who could work 

for the German economy and a small ghetto for so-called unproductive Jews who would soon be killed. 

As in orher ghettoes, the Germans quickly created a Jewish Council and Jewish police to maintain order 
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and assist in the exploitation of the ghetto inhabitants. Jews faced crowded living conditions and the 

disruption of normal school, social, family, and work routines. They had also to endure hunger, disease, 

and random acts of brutality. Relatives and friends disappeared in roundups and deportations. The 

Jewish population adopted several strategies for survival. On the one hand, they established improvised 

schools, clinics, cultural institutions, and a health care system. (In Vilna there was an art exhibition 

which featured a painting by the nine-year-old Bak.) Most important, in ghettoes from Warsaw to 

Lodz to Vilna, the Jews sought to make themselves essential by 

working hard to contribute to the Nazi -run economy. There 

was also a resistance movement centered around Zionist youth 

groups. Ultimately the Nazis determined to liquidate the 

ghettoes and their workers, in spite of the value of the labor 

performed. The Vilna ghetto was liquidated in September 1943. 

Before that time, Bak's father, who had run a prosperous dental 

clinic before the war, had been moved to a slave labor camp. 

Samuel Bak and his mother were moved to the labor camp 

when the ghetto was closed. After an Aktion when the Germans 

rounded up and killed most of the children in the labor camp, 

Bak's father engineered the escape of Bak and his mother. 

They were hidden in a Benedictine convent. Bak's father was 

shot by the Germans. All of Bak's grandparents had likewise 

been murdered. 

Estimates vary, but Lithuania's prewar Jewish population 

had been around I)),OOO. Of these, from 13),ooo to 142,ooo 

perished. In 1931, Vilna had a population of around 195,ooo, 

of which around ss,ooo were Jews, a percentage typical of the 

larger Polish and Lithuanian cities. Some Jewish families were 

well-off and middle class, but many were working class and 

poor. ( During the years of the Depression, 25- 30 percent of 

the urban Jews were receiving assistance in some form. ) Perhaps 

85 percent of Lithuania's Jews perished in the Holocaust; the 

figure for Vilna was closer to 95 percent. Exact figures are hard 

to come by, since so many people were on the move. Polish Jews fled to Lithuania's cities in eptember 

1939, but some later fled to the USSR or managed to leave Europe altogether. \Vhen the l azis attacked 

in June 1941, some Jews fled to the East, but many rural Jews were crowded into the cities. 

Samuel Bak and his mother were among the some 2,500 Jewish survivors liberated when the Soviet 

Red Army captured Vilna on July 13, 1944. The city was in ruins , and the community that the Baks had 

known was gone. As the war came to an end, Bak's mother made plans to leave for the \Vest. As former 

Polish citizens, in mid-1945 they managed to travel to Lodz, in Poland, then on to Berlin, Munich, and 

finally to a large camp for displaced persons in Landsberg, Bavaria. There they stayed until1948, when 

they were able to travel to Israel. They had survived the Holocaust and left Europe behind, but the ex

perience of those terrible years in Vilna remained in Samuel Bak's memory, material to be explored and 

transformed into the visual language of his art. 

Remembering the Holocaust has been an extraordinarily difficult project- for nations , for his

torians, and for survivors. Although the azi crimes against Jews were documented in derail at the 

uremberg Trials of 1945- 46, they were not the main focus of those proceedings against a small 

number of azi leaders. After the war, Western European countries found it awkward to confront 



the collaboration of their citizens with the azis and complicity in the murder of West European 

Jews. \Vest Germany acknowledged the crimes of the lazi regime and paid restiturion to Israel and to 

survivor organizations, but for a long time West Germans concentrated not on the past but on rebuild 

ing. In Eastern Europe, now under the yoke of communism, there was very little public discussion of 

the murder of the Jews. One spoke instead of the suffering of nationalities ( Russians, Poles) and of 

communists at the hands of the azis, and \Vorld War II was portrayed as an epic struggle between 

fascism or advanced capitalism and conununism. vVirh very few exceptions, the Jews were gone from 

Germany, Poland, and the Baltic Soviet republics. And whether they returned to their home countries 

or emigrated to the United Stares or Israel, Jewish survivors generally kept silent about the horrors 

they had experienced. 

The Holocaust began to emerge in public consciousness and discourse, at least in the \Vest and in 

Israel, in the 196os . Nineteen sixty-one saw the publication of the first great study of the Holocaust by 

Raul Hilberg, a political scientist at the University of Vermont, and in chat same year Adolf Eichmann 

was captured and put on trial in Jerusalem. In 1963, the German public closely followed the trial of 

some Auschwitz camp personnel in Frankfurt. There has been a growing flood of scholarship, memoirs, 

films, and literary works on the Holocaust ever since. In Israel, the Yad Vashem Holocaust Remem

brance Authority, which opened in 1957, grew into a major memorial and research center. The United 

Stares Holocaust Memorial Museum, chartered by Congress in 1980 and opened in 1993, has become an 

equally important center for remembrance and research . 

Institutions such as the United Scates Holocaust Memorial Museum and Yad Vashem have become 

repositories of large numbers of written and oral testimonies of survivors, and ocher collections of 

testimonies are to be found in libraries and archives around the world. As the rime when the Holo

caust occurred becomes more distant and as survivors age, scholars, survivors, and survivors' families 

see the urgency of recording the stories about what happened. Scholars have noted that interpreting 

oral and written testimonies can be fraught with problems. Even where they have wanted to tell their 

stories, survivors have struggled so with the traumas they experienced that they have sometimes blurred 

the line between personal and collective memory and incorporated tropes, images, and metaphors that 

originated outside their personal experiences. In the effort ro make sense of what happened, both for 

themselves and others, survivors have sometimes also tried to impose contemporary language or ratio

nality on experiences that defied language or any kind of rationality at the time. Nonetheless, survivors' 

representations of their memories force chose who did not experience the Holocaust to find new ways 

of questioning and exploring what happened. 

Although Samuel Bak published Painted in TVords: A Memoir in 2001, for decades he has been known 

for expressing his memories in visual images, in a rich vocabulary of symbols drawn from his personal 

experience bur also from sources both learned and mundane. A painting showing piled up books sug

gests both the azis' wanton destruction of Jewish culture through their book burnings and Bak's 

own experience of being hidden and therefore sheltered beneath a pile of confiscated books in the 

Benedictine convent, where he and his mother took refuge during the last months of the war. Durer's 

Melancholy meditates eternally on the human condition in a world now broken and uprooted. A worn

down man, assuming the pose of Michelangelo's Adam, reaches out a hand to the God who is not 

there. Ghostly angels and musicians haunt a bleak landscape. Broken crockery, trampled and abandoned 

children's toys, ... Bak's paimings speak to us of loss, but also of a fragile survival, pieced rogether, 

imperfect, and yet transcendem in refusing total despair. 
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]MAGES OF A 'BROKEN WoRLD 
The Visual Language of Samuel Bak 

hat is the landscape of memory? \Vhat happens when we can no longer return to the unsullied land

scape of our childhood' 

The irrevocable loss of a primal Garden of Eden is a central and enduring theme in the art of 

San1uel Bak. H e writes: "I am plunged into my distant childhood, reopening the gates of my private 

paradise and recording irs loss." ( Langer 2001 , p. 82) To an extent we are all cut off from the Edenic 

world of our earliest childhood memories and there is never a possibility of returning to that innocent, 

paradisiacal state. Yet somewhere, in the deep heart's core, \ VB Yeats's Innisfree is always calling- we 

can feel the peace that comes dropping slow into midnight's glimmer- we hear the low sounds of the 

lake lapping by the shore. That pristine, primeval landscape is alwap 

there, although always just beyond reach . It provides the backdrop to 

all our dreams and the famasies of our waking reverie. 

Bur sometimes there can be a rupture so severe rhar rhe un

blemished inner landscape is also polluted, desecrated, despoiled; 

the sire of debacle, upheaval, and cataclysm, with "remnams of ruin 

scattered across its terrain." ( Langer 2002, p. 1) Such is the setting in 

which Samuel Bak's mature paintings and drawings rake place. 

It is vi rtually impossible to talk about the work of Samuel Bak 

without imroducing, early in the discussion, the central and defining 

fact about his biography: he is a survivor of the Shoah. the H olo

caust of the mid-twentieth century. Bak was born in 1933 in what was 

then Vilna, to a middle-class Jewish family, and by 1939 his li fe had 

been turned upside down by the German invasion of Poland and the 

ensuing occupation of Vilna. During the years of German occupa

tion, he hid, took refuge in a convent, was interned in a work camp, 

and along with his mother, survived life in the ghetto, one of very 

few to have done so. H e spent the next three years, between 1945 

and 1948 living in a camp for displaced persons and, in 19-J.8, he 

emigrated to Israel. 

Self-Portrait, '9+6, warercolor, w x q, courtesy of rhe artist A tandem salient strand in his biography concerns his early 

relationship with the visual arts. Bak was a child prodigy. H e recalls 

seeing a postcard with a reproduction of a Michelangelo sculpture while sleeping on the floor of a 

crowded ghetto apartment, and his own work was exhibited in the Vilna ghetto when he was only nine. 

H e took art lessons while living in the Displaced Persons camp, and continued his studies, first in 

Munich, and then following his em igration to Israel. Two years before his arrival in that coumry, 

a self-portrait of the thirteen-year-old artist was reproduced in the local press. 

These two central clemems are interrelated, because from a verr early poim, Bak used the visual 

arts to reflect and comment on his immediate surroundings and life experiences. His precocity as an 

artist is significant in itself, because evidence of early talent, often in the face of adversity, is consistem 
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with one familiar model of the 111)Th of 

the artist, an element that is cited in the 

biographies of numerous important art

ists throughout history. 

But another question raised by the 

intertwining of Bak's personal and artistic 

development concerns the relationship of 

an artist's life to his or her work. It would 

be a n1israke to analyze an artist's work 

solely in terms of his or her biography, as 

if the work were a raw and unmediared 

response to particular occurrences. On 

the other hand, how can the events of an 

artist's life fail to inform the works that 

he or she produces? Vvith some artists 

that interrelationship may be llmited or 

slight. Bur in one way or another, Samuel 

Bak has made the subject of his work the 

exploration of his visceral responses to his 

early experience of the catastrophic loss 

of paradise and of the damaged world 

that has resulted from the cataclysm of 
Reflections 64, 1964, oil on canvas, 40 x 48. courresy of rhe arrisr 

the Holocaust. As his audience, our task is to learn to read these images, to enable Bak's landscapes to 

communicate the horror and devastation through artistic means. 

Stylistic Development 
Although Samuel Bak was driven to make art at an early age, it took him many years before he found his 

mature style. Most artists experience a similar quest, in which they spend the early part of their careers 

seeking both their true content and an appropriate form with which to express it. This journey can 

seem particularly arduous if for some reason, either style or content are at odds with prevailing main

streaJTl arnsttc currents. 

Informed by a loosely defined awareness of modernist aesthetics, Bak's earliest works have an 

affinity with the beginnings of twentieth-century expressionism. They are characterized by broad planes 

of color and bold strokes of paint that denote and communicate emotional intensity. Haunting eyes 

stare out from a pool of dark color to meet our gaze in his Se!f-Portrait ( 1946) ( p. 7 ); a woman and two 

children huddle near a doorway (In the Street, 1946); the elongated pair of Mother and Son ( '947) ( p. 17) are 

halted against an olive-green background by a hand holding a lantern and a menacing black rifle that 

protrudes from the right border. At this time, too, Bak was grappling with the lessons of Cezanne, typi

cal of most twentieth-century artists, seen in the tilted plane and broken space of his Still Life (1946). 

During the years he lived in Israel and in Paris, by his own definition, Bak painted in a "semi

abstract" style. That is, his paintings were dark and brooding, inhabited by shadowy suggestive figures. 

Then, in 1964, what he refers to as "the tyranny of the nonobjective" was broken. He attended the Venice 

Biennale where American pop art, with irs realistic use of images, was in his words, "consecrated." 

Pop art did not exert a direct stylistic influence on Bak. He was, however, drawn to it for its 

emphasis on concrete, literal, realistic imagerr, although unlike Bak's paintings, works associated with 

pop art usually eschew deep probity. onerheless. Bak found the art world's acceptance of pop art 
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an encouragement to use a more literal sryle and to create images that evoked the acwal. \ Vith Rejlectio11s 

64 ( 1964) (p. 8) Bak marks the end of his old approach and the beginning of the "visual language" (his 

words) that he still uses in his works today. 

Bak and the Surreal 
The visual language that Bak evolved in the mid-r96os shares several characteristics with the approach 

taken by some artists who have been associated with the surrealist movement. Like Salvador Dali, Rene 

Magritte, Yves Tanguy, Kay Sage, and their predecessor Giorgio de Chirico, Bak creates a "dreamscape" 

in which a plausible setting, most frequently a landscape, is inhabited with elements that are delineated 

realistically, but for one reason or other are totally improbable. In fact, in Bak's work (as in that of the 

aforementioned artists), the very literalness of the depiction dramatically emphasizes the image's overall 

disjunction . 

Another similarity between Bak and the surrealists is in his use of a personal iconography. Like 

Magritte's pipes or Dali's dripping clocks, there are a number of images and motifs that Bak uses over 

and over, and that are imbued with a certain psychic resonance. Pears, keys, )'ahrtzeit candles, the Star of 

David, games of chess- these are elements that repeat in Bak's work and, in so doing, become part of 

Inner Turmoil, 2002, oil on canvas, 24 x 24 

9 



his expressive comem. The images may ha,·e more generally accepted implications , bur through their 

repetition they becom.e parr of a personal lexicon. 

\ Vhich is nor to say that Bak is a surrealist, per se. Surrealism as an artistic mm·ement is delimited 

to a particular rime period- the mid-192os through early I94os- and cast of characters- the circle 

around Andre Breton. There is also a very big difference in intent between rhe art of the surrealists and 

that of Samuel Bak, as rhe former sought to "pull back rhe cur

rain" of daily consciousness to find the marvelous. Rather than 

exploring the ind ividual subconscious, Bak attempts to depict 

something more global, with a much more somber meaning, be

low rhe surface of daily reality. Frida Kahlo said rhar she wasn't 

a surrealist, bur that she "painted [her] own reality." Bak also 

paints a reality rhar is hidden to rhe naked eye, the reality of an 

irreparably broken world. 

Bak.' s Series 

Like many artists since rhe mid-nineteenth cemury, Samuel Bak 

works in series. That is, many of his works belong to groups 

rhar are characterized by repeated symbols or clustered around 

a central theme. \ Vhereas some artists will work on series 

seguenrially (as Monet focused first on hay stacks and then on 

Rouen Cathedral), Bak works on many of his series simultane

ously, developing their themes over the rears. 

Pears 

Pears came into Bak's iconographical vocabulary soon after his 

discovery of his visual language. Bak sap that he began to paint 

pears around 1965 "because of something vulnerable, sensual in 

their form." (Tayler 2002, p. II8) He recalls that as a child he 

associated the pear as "paradise's forbidden fruit" and rhar he 

was also aware of the art historical amecedent: Daumier's satiri 

cal use of rhe pear. In these early works he uses the transformed 

and animated pear in order to explore the process of allegory, 

specifically in Eight Allegories OII a Contemporary Theme ( I967 ), in which each canvas features a transformed 

pear centrally displayed in a landscape or still-life setting. Transmuted pears cominue to appear in later 

works such as Inner T~trmoil ( 2oo2) (p. 9) or Close Up ( 2003) ( p. II ). In the former, the bottom half of a 

large pear- a boar-like shape girded with copper- is beached on rhe shore, filled with churning water 

and smaller pear forms. The upper half of rhe pear, as if a lid , is suspended by cables that extend 

outside rhe picture surface. In the latter, a giant pear is cur open to reveal a seared male figure whose 

torso is sgueezed between and partially subsumed by each side of its fleshy middle. The pear itself is 

sgueezed between rows of rumbling and crumbling houses , while the figure, eyes closed in a semirrance, 

curs a pear that he is holding. 

Landscapes of Jewish E xperience 

\ Vorks clustered around the theme, Landscapes of jewish Experimce, comprise another longstanding series 

in Bak's omvre. He was working around rhis theme even before he applied irs tide in rhe early 199os: in 

Small Landscape (1973) , a large broken stone hand holding a key, on a plimh in a barren landscape; in his 
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drawings and paintings of che Ghetto ( 1976) , conceived as a large form in che shape of che Srar of David; 

and in Yizkor ( 1971 ), in which a large melting candle leans against a ruined house, silhouened against a 

darkening sky. 

The very ride of this series makes profound connections and raises imporrant issues. First, land

scapes have a parricular meaning and place in an hisrory. Though dating back ro the sixceemh century, 

as a genre they became parricularly prevalent and significam during the nineteenth century, when the 

landscape was conceived as someching sublime, pristine, evocative of beauty and peace. Then, there is 

the issue of what would constitute a specifically Jewish landscape, especially in the context of the lack 

of a highly evolved Jewish visual tradition. However it might have been conceived beforehand, after 

the Holocaust, that landscape has been irrevocably changed, regardless of whether the actual landscape 

makes the atrocity visible, as in the pile up of srones at Chelmo, or whether the horror has been 

obscured. Bak has made those cataclysmic changes the major subject of his work. 

The Star of David is one 

element in Bak's pose-Holocaust 

landscape. During the Holo

caust the Scar was rhe badge of 

shame, the mark of Jewishness , 

of difference. In Bak's works, 

the Star has been transformed 

into a shape rhac is not perfectly 

constructed of two overlapping 

equilateral triangles; instead 

ic is a yellow discoloration 

against a large crumbling wall, 

a conglomeration of vaguely 

suggestive overlapping straps. In 

some works rhe Star becomes 

strucwral, as in the star-shaped 

chasm in parched ground in 

Ponari ( 1977 ) , the killing fields 

outside Vilna where Bak's father 

and grandparents were mur

dered. In Alone ( 1992) ( p. i), an 

ark in the shape of a star stands, 

filled with wrecked buildings, 

surrounded by a churning sea, 

much as the Jewish people are 

alone, abandoned, adrift. 
Close Up, 2oo3. oll on canvas, 63 ';; x 5' Y, 

Bak's meditation on the theme of paradise lost in the post-Holocaust landscape is particularly 

effectively presented in Pardes I11 ( 1994) ( p. 13). The viewer is provided a bird's eye view into a four

doored strucwre that projects back into a high-horizoned vista, marked by curving pathways, one of 

which vanishes into the horizon. The floor plan of the building is in the shape of the srone Tablets, 

the Ten Commandments , one of Bak's frequently repeating symbols. A Hebrew letter is placed over 

each of the porrals, significant because Hebrew letters help define Bak's Jewish landscape. Specifically, 

these leners- P R D S--spell the Hebrew vvord for Paradise, pardes, Eden, in the rabbinic tradition 

"a heavenly garden of perfection ... the path of rabbinic wisdom," now rupwred. ( Fishbane 1995, p. 8) 
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Additionally, the le((ers each stand for a differem war of imerprering the holy text, the Torah

humani9''s war back inw paradise: Peshat, the literal; Reme:, the allegorical; Derash, the legal and 

rheological; and Sod, the mystical which transcends all the others. These doors are depicted as increas

ingly blocked, and the imernallandscapcs arc also increasingly more complex- a tree of life at the 

rear of the one represeming Peshat on the right, and fire and a smokestack ( perhaps rhe ovens of the 

Holocaust) on the lefr. Although the smoke reaches heavenward, ir obscures a rickety ladder, another 

repeating symbol relating w Jacob's 

dream, resting against the building. Now 

transcendence and return w paradise is 

questionable, ar rhe ,·ery least. 

Return to Vilna 
This series, paimed over a shoner period 

of rime rhan the others, was inspired by 

Bak's return w Vilna, rhe wwn of his 

birth, fifty-seven years after his depanure 

under duress. These works panicu-

larly explore rhe pained and conflicted 

la ndscapes of memory, since they are 

inspired br his physical presence in 

places from which he was forcibly and 

brurally disconnected. Bak describes 

mourning ar rhe graves of his father and 

grandparems; some pieces in the series 

are memenwes w rhe dead members of 
Absence, '997· o il on linen. 2 0 Ys x 20 

his family, in which their names are formed with Hebrew le((ers. TVhere It Ends ( 2002) ( p. 10) presents a 

stream of ordinary, daily kitchenware- cups, saucers, and spoons- cascading wward rhe viewer in a 

corridor through leaning and damaged buildings. Skies TVere the Limit ( 2002) ( p. 3) is particularly disturb

ing. Dismembered teddy bears, transmogrified inw swne, lie sca((ered amongst scrubby weeds in a 

garden enclosed by a crumbling brick wall which cuts off the viewer's access w rhe background. A view 

of rhe sky is provided on a paiming in rhe middle ground rhar seems w be fraring ar rhe edges. The 

bears, broken and blindfolded, appear in other works from rhe series and clearly evoke the damage done 

w innocence by the Holocausr. 

Bak and Appropriation 
Artistic appropriation, in which artists have incorporated quotations from other works of an or from 

media images, has been an imponam srraregy in an of rhe past cemury, at least since Marcel Duchamp 

transformed the Mona Lisa wirh a mustache and some crrpric letters. The Ghetto Boy series is based on 

Bak's reinrerprerarion of a famous, iconic photograph of a young bor in rhe Warsaw ghe((o, wear-

ing shon pants and a cap, raising his hands in a gesture of surrender. Bak has said he always idenrified 

wirh the boy, and also rhar he saw rhe phowgraph as rhe "most poignam image of Jewish Crucifixion." 

(Tarler 2002, p. 297) H is paimings are "reliquaries" ro mark the disappearance of his childhood friend, 

Samek, and rhe multitude of children like him who were martyred during the Holocausr. The theme is 

panicularly poignanr in Absmce ( 1997) ( p. 12 ) , where rhe boy has a featureless face and his body is suggest

ed by a cur-our silhoue((e. Reference w rhe camps is made through a striped cloth draped on rhe cross

like wooden structure behind rhe figure and a pile of old discarded shoes rumbling in the foreground. 
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Searching, 1999, oil on can\'as, +ox J2 
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Like other artists, Bak has quoted iconic images to engage in dialogue with the art historical tradi

tion . H e has "borrowed" ( in his own word) the brooding angel in Durer's master engraving, Melencolia 1, 

on numerous occas ions because of his attraction to both the figure and the artist. He says that he likes 

to think that his "painterly paraphrases" are solely based on admiration of this powerful, contemplative 

figure. But he also says that his focus on Durer's art came from the impulse for "revenge," his desire to 

"loot something that the Germans treasured as being thoroughly German," and he confesses to the joy 

he feels that the Durer Haus held an exhibition tided Bak lind Diirer and acquired some of his paintings. 

(Tarler 2oo2, pp. 271- 2) 

Bak's use of artistic appropriation is particularly effective in his Genesis series, where he borrows 

from Michelangelo's images of the Creation and the Expulsion on the Sistine Chapel ceiling. Michel

angelo's work was an important early influence during Bak's ghetto years, and later, he lived very close 

to the Sistine Chapel in Rome. Bak has described how his mother's telling of the stories in Genesis

Bereys!Jiss (Hebrew for "In the Beginning")--sustained him through his difficult childhood, and how 

he saw the "giants" of these early tales who were in "constant contact with God and his angels" as his 

distant forebears. ( Langer 2001, pp. 83- 4) But in his works, Bak presents a darkened view of Genesis , 

"a post-Holocaust journey." 

\Vhereas Michelangelo's images embodr the Renaissance view of an ordered universe characterized 

by a close relation between human and divine, Bak's reinterpretation through the lens of the H olo

caust shows a universe where communication, understanding, and redemption have been seriously rent. 

Whereas Michelangelo depicts the moment of creation as a spark passed between the proximate hands 

of Adam and the deity, Bak spins out a contrasting view of missed contact. In Searching ( 1999) ( p. 14), 

the deity's hand points to a stone head directly over Adam's hand which, in turn, points to a mechanical 

hand pointing off in the other direction . In Creation ( 1999), the swirl of the deity is represented as an 

absence, marked with some bits of drapery, and the fingers that touch belong to fragments. In Adam and 

Eve ( zooo ), Adam is a downcast figure, the deity again an absence, a silhouette on a crumbling wall; their 

pointing hands miss each other while Adam and Eve gaze in opposing directions. In Banishment ( 1999) 

( p. 6), a suitcase intrudes into an enclosed garden in disarray as a fragmented crouching first couple is 

banished by a fragmented angel who looks away holding a rifle. In the distance, fires from the crema

toria burn. Rather than leaving Eden to face mortality, in the post-Holocaust world the first couple 

"leaves to face their potential annihilation." ( Langer 2001, p. 18) 

Repair of the World 
One of Bak's works, In Need if a Tikbn (1999), shows an earth-bound angel pointing to a tear in a piece 

fabric that he holds in the center of the canvas, along with another, partially hidden angel, while smoke 

billows from crematoria below. Tikbn is a Hebrew word that literally connotes "world repair." Accord

ing to the sixteenth-century kabalistic writer, Isaac Louria, at the creation, Divine Light was poured 

into glass vessels that catastrophically shattered; the task of humankind is to help fix the rupture in the 

universe. ( www.myjewishlearning.com/ daily_ life) Samuel Bak's paintings show a broken world, sorely in 

need of repair. Post-Holocaust, this embodied world has been damaged, shattered, fragmented, perhaps 

to an even greater extent than was conceivable in earlier times. Bak faces the ruin and devastation head

on in his works; as such they can provide some small way of helping to pick up the shards of light and 

restore them to their Divine form. 

IS 

Mara R. Witzling, Ph.D 
Professor of Arr Hisrory 
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SAMUEL 'BAK:A 'BRIEF'BIOGRAPHY 

he artist Samuel Bak was born in Vilna, Poland, in 19 33. As 

Vilna came under first Soviet, then German occupation in the 

early 1940s, Bak and his family moved into the Vilna ghetto, and 

later to a labor camp, from which he was smuggled and given 

refuge in a convent. At the end of the war, his mother and he 

were the only members of his extended family still alive. They 

emigrated to Israel in 19-1- . 

·while in Israel, Bak studied at the Bezalel Art School in 

Jerusalem and later served in the army. H e became a citizen 

of the world , living in Paris (1956- 59); Rome ( 1959- 66); Israel 

(1966- 7-1-); ew York City ( 197-1-- 77 ); Israel ( 1977- 80 ); Paris 

(198o- 8-1-) ; and Switzerland ( r984- 93} Since 1993, Bak and his 

wife Josee have lived in \ Veston, Massachusetts. He is represent

ed by the Pucker Gallery in Boston (www.puckergallery.com). 

Bak's work has been featured in more than one hundred 

solo exhibitions in museums and galleries throughout the 

United States , Israel, France, Italy, Switzerland, Lithuania, and 

Germ.any. His work is held in museum collections around the 

world . Numerous monographs , exhibition catalogues , and films 

on Bak and his work have been produced. 
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EARLY WORKS 

In the Street, 19+6, wate rcolor, 19 Y;; X 28 fs . courtesr of the artist 

Mother and Son, 1947, gouache, 20 ~ x '+ ~. courtesy of the arti st 

ReAections 64, 196+, oil on cam·as, +ox +8, courtesr of the artist 

Self-Portrai t , 19+6, watercolor. 20 X IJ. courresr of the artist 

Still Life, 19+6. watercolor, 22 x 15 Y. . courtesy of rhe artist 

\.VORKS 'OT FROM SERIES 

The Sounds of Silence, 1995, oil on canvas. 61 Y, x 77 

Quartet II, 1996, mixed media on paper. 19 ~ x 25 '!, 
uremberg Elegy II, 1994- 95, oil on linen, 55 1. x 55 1. 

The Eternal Return, 1997. oil on linen (diprych) . 61 'Is x 61 Is (each panel) 

FROI'.t THE SERIES T HE GHETTO BoY 

Absence, 1997, oil on linen . 20 '·s x 20 

Self-Portra it, 1995- 96, oil on canvas, 61 I, x 77 

Study I, 1995. oil on linen, 18 x 21 ~ 

FROI\! THE SERIES GENESIS 

Adam and Eve, 20oo, crayon and oil on paper. 25 I, x 19 ';4 

Banishment, 1999. oil on canvas, 32 x 26 

Creation, 1999. oil on canvas, +Ox 50 

In Good Hands, 2000, crayon and o il on paper. 19 'J. x 25 I, 
oa h's Dream, 1999. oil on canvas. +Ox 32 

Rembrandt's Angel, 2ooo, cra1•on and oil on paper, 25 '!, x 19 ', 

Searching, 1999. oil on canvas, +Ox )2 

FRO!'-.! THE SERIES L-\0:DSCAPES OF JE\\'ISH ExPERIENCE 

Alone, 1992. oil on linen, 61 i , x 77 

Gal-Ed, 1977. charcoal and pastel. +I '!, x 29 '!, 
Homes, 1992, oil on linen . 21 / 4 x 25 % 
Hope, 1977, charcoal. 36 ~ x 29 i, 
Jacob's Mount, 200J, oil on canvas, 2+ x 36 

Pardes III, 199+ oil on linen. +5 Y4 x +5 ' 4 

Ponari, 1977, charcoal. 33 /2 x 28 ~~ 

Shabbat, 1977. charcoal. Jl I, x 29 I, 
Study for Pardes V, 199+ mixed media on paper, 19 ~4 x 25 '1s 

Yizkor, 1977, charcoal, 26 1. x 27 

Yizkor Theme, 1992. oil on linen, 21 '!, x 25 '1,; 

G-\_HIBITIO 

FRO:\! THE SERlE RETCR .. TO VIL 'A 

At the Gate, 2002, oil on cam·as. 2+ x 1' 

Commemorarion, 2001. oil on cam·as. 18 x 2+ 

In eed of a Tikkun, 1999. oil on cam·as, 22 x 26 

On Yona's Place, 2002. charcoal and oil. 25 ' 4 x 20 

Reconstruction , zooz . oil on canvas, 20 x 16 

Roots, zooz, oil on canvas, 30 x 24 

Sefarim Bet, 2002. oil on canvas. 36 x 24 

Skies W ere the Limir, 2002. oil on canvas. 36 x 36 

Synagogue, 2001, pencil, 21 x 19 

CHECKLIST 

Temple of Learning, 2002, charcoal and pastel, 30 x 22 1
4 

Where It Ends, 2002, oil on canvas, 2+ x 18 

Young Vilne, 2002. oil on canvas, 2+ x 18 

FROI\1 THE SERIES PEARS 

Ancient Monun1ents, 2003, crayon. 13 '1.~ x 8 ~4 
Between Then and ow, 2002, oil on canvas, 2+ x 18 

C lose Up, 200J, oil on canvas. 63 ~ x 51 /, 

Enactment, 2002, oi l on canvas (tr iptych) . 38 x 20 (each panel ) 

Inner Turmoi l, zooz, oil on canvas, 24 x 24-

Note : Dimensions are gi1·en in inches. height preceding width. 

nless otherwise no red, all works are lent courtesy of the 

Pucker Gallery, Boston. 
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