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Samuel Bak was born on August 12, 1933 in Vilna, Poland at a crucial moment 
in modern history. From 1940 to 1944, Vilna was under first Soviet, then 
German occupation. While both 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 and his mother fled to the Landsberg Displaced Persons Camp. Here, he 
was enrolled in painting lessons at the Blocherer School, Munich. Bak’s studies 
continued as he immigrated to Israel, and he later received a grant to pursue his 
studies in Paris.

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. In 1963, two one-man exhibitions were held at the 
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv Museums. It was subsequent to these exhibitions, during 
the years 1963-1964, 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.

Since 1959, Samuel Bak has had solo exhibitions at private galleries in New York, 
Boston, London, Paris, Berlin, Munich, Tel Aviv, Jerusalem, Zurich, Rome and other 
cities around the world. Numerous large retrospective exhibitions have been held 
in major museums, universities, and public institutions around the Globe.

Publications on Samuel Bak’s work include twelve books, most notably a 400 page 
Monograph entitled Between Worlds, and his touching memoir, Painted in Words. 
He has also been the subject of two documentary films.

FORWARD

Samuel Bak and the Art of Remembrance brings together more than 30 paintings and 
works on paper dating from the late 1980s to the present by the renowned artist 
and Holocaust survivor that explore ideas of history, memory, and trauma. Over a 
long and prolific career, Samuel Bak has interrogated the past, cultivating a pictorial 
language that retrieves historical memory to preserve Jewish life and culture in the 
wake of unfathomable atrocity.

It is an enormous honor to exhibit Samuel Bak’s work at Montserrat Galleries. 
While Bak’s art is specific to his Holocaust experience and an unspeakably dark 
period in human history, the artist’s broader themes of remembrance, resistance, 
and the retention of Jewish identity unquestionably resonate with broader 
moral and ethical issues that continue to bear upon our world. The exhibition 
invites the Montserrat community and the public to reflect upon these ideas and 
discover gratification and profound meaning in the artist’s deeply layered themes, 
imagery, and symbolism. The show also aligns with the pedagogical mission of the 
galleries by creating educational and professional development opportunities for 
Montserrat students who have collaborated with gallery staff in the curation and 
installation of this exhibition. 

Samuel Bak and the Art of Remembrance is made possible through the foresight 
of Montserrat College of Art President Kurt T. Steinberg and a partnership with 
Pucker Gallery, Boston. I am thankful for the exhibition support of Barbara & 
Jim Schaye, Mercedes Sherrod Evans & David L. Evans, and the Robert I. Lappin 
Charitable Foundation as well as the ongoing support of the Massachusetts 
Cultural Council.

Lynne Cooney
Director of Exhibitions and Galleries

23 ESSEX STREET, BEVERLY, MA
MONTSERRAT.EDU/GALLERIES

Cover image: 
Persistence of Memory, 1989
Mixed media on paper
25.5 x 19.75 in.
Courtesy Pucker Gallery, Boston



The work of Samuel Bak is an act of rebellion against 
historical amnesia, forcing a challenging but necessary 
reckoning with a fraught past and tumultuous present. For 
many, this conversation is more easily accessed in Bak’s still 
life works, where household items pose in a chaotic version 
of the classical genre; cracked teacups and goblets, broken 
teapots and bottles, and subverted pears (Bak’s proxies for 
the Fruit of Knowledge) paint a surrealistic picture of civility 
interrupted. And punctuating the somber and disordered 

nature of Bak’s work are witty plays on words, vibrant 
colors, and symbols of optimism such as tenacious green 
leaves and eternal candles. Bak stubbornly provides hope 
for a possible tikkun olam (“repair of the world”), achieved 
through the healing act of creating art and the demanding 
but imperative questions raised within his artistic universe.

Jeanne V. Koles is an independent museum consultant 
with a special passion for writing, design, and project 
management. 

Samuel Bak and the Art of Remembrance is presented in 
cooperation with Pucker Gallery, Boston.

In the eighty years since the Holocaust irrevocably 
altered the life of millions of European Jews, survivor and 
artist Samuel Bak has honed a visual vocabulary that 
explores the enduring trauma, delivers the murdered 
from oblivion, poses questions about humanity’s 

capacity for absolute evil and fearless righteousness, and 
offers memory as a means of resilience. Bak’s paintings are 
a witness to his horrific experience and loss, and reframe 
Jewish identity after its near extermination, but they also 
universally comment on human nature and consciously 
provoke dialogue about past cruelties and current social, 
political, and cultural realities. 

Up until the early 1960s, Bak’s artwork was defined by a 
dark abstract style that only subconsciously wrestled with 
these notions. In the subsequent decades, he has defined 
a pictorial language wherein recognizable objects fracture 
and disintegrate, only to be transiently and curiously 
pieced together. Ubiquitous but ravaged things become 
metaphorical devices populating a barren landscape of 
ruins and conflagration. Often the materials of artmaking 
appear—riven canvases and torn papers—signifying the 
presence of the artist and highlighting the role of the visual 
in recording and examining the questions of humanity. 
A depth of symbols and references—personal, religious, 
historic, linguistic, and cultural—rewards the close 
and inquisitive viewer, who ultimately brings their own 
perspective to bear in creating meaning in each work. 

Bak’s Jewish upbringing in Vilna Poland in the 1930s was 
more cultural than religious, and the experience of the 

Holocaust only deepened his fundamental questions 
about the existence of the divine. Damaged and faded 
rainbows—made of nailed-together wood or drawn 
hastily on paper—appear as a commentary on the broken 
covenant and the challenge to faith after the Shoah. 
Symbols of Jewish life populate many of the works, such as 
the Tablets of the Law, which are hollowed out or effaced 
and crash into the ground in stony heaps. The yellow 
Magen David (the “Star of David”), an emblem of identity 
corrupted by the Nazis and turned into a badge of fear, 
appears in many guises. Blue-and-white striped tallit, or 
prayer shawls, become still life tablecloths or float through 
the sky like cirrus clouds. Lit memorial candles morph into 
petrified crematoria chimneys, raising the question of how 
to commemorate the heinous murder of 6 million Jews. 

The survivor experience of itinerance is explored in many 
works by Bak, in which uprooted and tangled trees float 
precariously over inhospitable landscapes, transform into 
melting candles, or engulf and carry detached homes. 
The truncated limbs are a metaphor for severed families 
but also reference the forest of Ponari on the outskirts 
of Vilna where, between 1941 and 1944, one-hundred 
thousand people were murdered (among them Bak’s four 
grandparents) and unceremoniously left in mass graves. 
Bak and his mother had been forced into the Vilna Ghetto 
in 1941, while his father was sent to a labor camp (the three 
were later temporarily reunited when they took refuge in a 
Benedictine convent, though eventually his father perished 
at the hands of the Nazis). 

Vilna is represented in Bak’s work in shattered facades 
and sunken streets or built on a crumbling foundation of 
books. Books are a universally recognized source of both 
knowledge and escape, and specifically for Bak they refer 
to his time hiding behind stacks of them in the convent 
and his years in the Vilna Ghetto frequenting the Strashun 
Library. As he wrote in his memoir Painted in Words (2001), 
the library “gave me access to a universe from which I 

knew my family had come. My urban Jewish middle-class 
environment and my secular parents made the shtetl life 
into something alien and exotic. It was in [the Strashun 
Library] that I rediscovered the landscapes of my own 
origin. (p. 133)” 

Those familiar with Jewish and Holocaust history will find 
countless references in Bak’s work but that knowledge is 
not required for understanding the underlying themes 
he addresses. In one painting in this exhibition, entitled 
The Last Movement (B), four half-submerged wood and 
stone musicians perform Olivier Messiaen’s chamber 
music piece, Quartet for the End of Time, written and first 
performed in 1941 when Messiaen was a prisoner in Stalag 
VII-A. The painting is an elegy for the dead, and though it 
alludes to a specific moment in history it also illuminates 
the indomitable human spirit to find and share beauty in 
the face of desperation. 

The iconic Warsaw Ghetto boy appears repeatedly, his 
innocent hands raised in surrender and pierced with 
stigmata wounds and his vacant eyes and downcast 
expression communicating his anguish. He embodies the 
barbaric and meaningless murder of 1.5 million Jewish 
children, but also stands for Bak’s former self and for the 
memory of his friend by the same name who was among 
those killed. As Bak wrote in his memoir: 

Whenever at present I look at these paintings I 
see Samek. And when he has eyes, which in many 
of my paintings he does not, Samek looks back at 
me. We mirror each other. What would he say, had 
he had the power of speech? Would he send me a 
message? Or is his presence an eternal reminder 
that very little, yes very little, separated me from 
the destiny that was his. It gives me comfort to 
think that in some way I can live today for the two 
of us and that his future wasn’t totally obliterated, 
since by living in me he is still being remembered 
and he helps me to remember all of Them. (p.306)

MEMORY 
AS RESILIENCE 

Persistence, 2001
Oil on canvas, 30 x 24 in.

Courtesy Pucker Gallery, Boston

The Last Movement (B), 2000
Oil on canvas, 18 x 24 in.
Courtesy Pucker Gallery, Boston

By Jeanne V. Koles


