ARTS & LETTERS

Marc Chagall and the People’s Art
School 1n Vitebsk Reunion

Old conflicts in the air and on display at the Jewish Museum

BY SHIFRA SHARLIN

DECEMBER 03, 2018

There’s a reunion in progress on the second floor of the Jewish Museum in New
York. The current exhibit, Chagall, Lissitzky, Malevich: The Russian Avant-
Garde in Vitebsk, 1918-1922, brings together three artists who were leading
creative forces at the art school founded after the Russian Revolution by Marc
Chagall in his native city, Vitebsk. Old conflicts are in the air and on display.

The Jewish Museum, like the People’s Art School, is housed in a repurposed
mansion, with the difference that in New York the Warburg family voluntarily
bequeathed their mansion to the museum whereas the Bolsheviks forcibly
appropriated the Vishniac mansion for Chagall’s use. The Jewish Museum’s
small, irregularly shaped rooms, its wood paneling and grand fireplace,
duplicate the close quarters of the original school and its perilous intimacy. For
the visitor to this reunion, as for the original students and teachers at the school,
there can be no avoiding the stark shifts and differences in artistic style nor the
uneasy feeling that, behind them, lurk differences equally stark and probably
troubling.

How could Marc Chagall’s colorful, emotionally expressive paintings coexist
with Kazimir Malevich’s suprematism, an artistic movement whose most

famous painting is a painting of a black square? The gallery text informs the



visitor that El Lissitzky’s illustrations for the Passover song “Had Gadya”
showed “a turning point in Lissitzky’s work, demonstrating his shift from
champion of Jewish cultural tradition to avant-garde artist.” This is not a benign
shift. The Bolsheviks are at the door and a 20th-century nightmare looms.

The troubling trend was not limited to Lissitzky. Other Jewish artists at the
People’s Art School did the same. The gallery text again: “Abandoned by his
disciples, who preferred to learn from Malevich, Chagall left the school in June
1920

A film clip of Lenin outside the first gallery sets the stage for the drama about
Russia’s revolutionary politics and Vitebsk’s art. Vitebsk, “far from the cultural
centers of Moscow and Petrograd,” had become the “laboratory of the new
world.” In this new world, being leftist, not Jewish, was the formula for success.
Chagall and his “individualistic art” lost out to Malevich who “embraced the
idea of work made collectively.”

Yet the politics of right and left do not fully describe Vitebsk’s political
alignments. Vitebsk was the center of Jewish life in the Pale of Settlement. Life
there, like life among the Russian Empire’s other ethnic, national, religious and
linguistic groups, was also being shaped by the struggle for civic rights and self-
definition. In this drama, Vitebsk was not an incongruous choice for a Bolshevik
art school. It was already a “hot spot” for cultural debate long before Chagall
established the People’s Art School.

Not only Chagall, Lissitzky, and Malevich star in this drama. Yehuda Pen, Chaim
Zhitlovsky, and S. An-Sky also have roles to play. All three shaped Vitebsk’s
cultural debate. All three had ties to Vitebsk. In this drama, Chagall is not the
solitary champion of Jewish tradition, Lissitzky is not his disciple and Malevich
is not an outsider. Each of the three artists had unexpected affinities.

All three artists were provincials. Each artist had to find his way out. Each had
to figure out what to bring along. Each left behind hurt feelings. Although the
three artists ended up in different places, both stylistically and geographically,
their routes were similar. Both Chagall and Lissitzky studied at Pen’s art school,
which opened in 1897, the first in the Pale of Settlement and where Yiddish was
the language of instruction and no classes met on the Sabbath. Both participated



in the ethnographic expedition, organized by An-Sky, to record and collect
remarkable examples of Jewish folk art in the Pale. Neither attended any of
Chaim Zhitlovsky’s packed lectures in New York City, yet they would have
understood his cosmopolitan aspirations. Both got as far away from Vitebsk as
soon as they could. Lissitzky was 19 when he arrived in Darmstadt to study. At
23, Chagall moved to Paris.

Chagall’s early work, before he went to Paris, shows the distinct influence of Pen
and An-Sky in his choice of subject matter. Pen encouraged his students to paint
scenes from everyday Vitebsk life. Efros praised him for his eclecticism, for the
way that he combined Jewish “tradition” and modernism.

Chagall’s paintings in Paris left much of that behind. These are the paintings
that have proved to be the key to unlocking the door through which Jewish
Vitebsk entered the wider world: A Chagall mural decorates the dome of the
Paris Opera.

The modernism that Chagall learned in Paris spoke a language of the self,
stripped of its messy particulars. Chagall’s Vitebsk was the setting of Chagall’s
personal symbolic world, turning the everyday scenes of his unremarkable
hometown into a magical dreamscape. Chagall’s crowd of recurring characters
(the Wandering Jew, the floating lovers) liberated their souls from the mud of
their origins, free to act out their own brand of universal and eternal themes.

In Chagall’s paintings, the documentary specificity of Pen’s paintings, and of his
own early paintings, is absent. Viewers could learn little from them about the
actual Vitebsk. They could be misled into thinking that it was a shtetl and not a
small city (population 100,000) full of artisans and light industry. Chagall’s
paintings neither preserve the details of which Yiddish newspapers Jewish
artisans read, as Pen did, nor do they make use of the folk art elements, as his
own and Lissitzky’s earlier work do. And yet, hundreds of thousands of Jews
cannot be wrong. Chagall captured something that has come to be identified
with the Jewish spirit.
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Chagall himself has come to represent Jews and to command an automatic
sympathy, as this exhibit demonstrates. In claiming that “Malevich’s followers ...
unjustly forced ... Chagall, to leave Vitebsk” and in calling the students at the
People’s Art School his “disciples” who “abandoned” Chagall for Malevich, the
museum text adopts Chagall’s language and point of view, but only part of it.
Chagall did say, about Lissitzky, “My most zealous disciple swore friendship and
devotion to me. To hear him, I was his Messiah. But the moment he went over to
my opponent’s camp, he heaped insults and ridicule on me.” He did call
Malevich “a dishonorable intriguer who did not know the kind of art Vitebsk
needed.” But these quotations, which come to us via Abram Efros, Chagall’s
contemporary and ardent promoter, omit Efros’ concluding comment.
“Incidentally, he [Chagall] got over it [his anger against Malevich] quickly.”

Efros knew all about Chagall’s tantrums. Not only Malevich and Lissitzky
provoked them. In looking back on the installation of Chagall’s legendary
murals at the Moscow State Jewish Theatre, Efros recalled how Chagall
objected to props, to stagehands touching his sets, and to actors going on stage:

He cried real, hot, childish tears when rows of chairs were placed in the hall
with his frescoes. He exclaimed, “These heathen Jews will obstruct my art,
they will rub their thick backs and greasy hair on it.” To no avail did
Granovsky and I, as friends, curse him as an idiot; he continued wailing and

whining.

Efros did not think Chagall was an idiot, and nobody thinks Chagall actually
believed his co-religionists were “heathen.” On display at the Jewish museum
are early drawings for those very frescoes threatened by Jewish hair grease. The
wall text explains that these are examples of the way in which Chagall made
“mischievous and ironic use of its [suprematism’s] formal vocabulary.” There’s
no knowing Chagall’s motives, but the embrace of this avant-garde formal
vocabulary is everywhere in the Moscow State Jewish Theatre murals; it
contributes to their startling dynamism.

These frescoes, painted shortly after he left Vitebsk, show that Chagall, like his
so-called disciples, was influenced, even stimulated, by Malevich. And why not?



Chagall was also influenced by the artistic styles he saw in Paris. Like Lissitzky
and his Vitebsk students, he experimented with different styles.

Chagall never articulated the reasons why he no longer integrated folk art
motifs into his painting, but Lissitkzy did. In his 1923 essay, “Memoirs of the
Mohilev Synagogue,” Lissitzky explained his disenchantment with a story about
finding a pattern book in the library of the Mohilev synagogue and realizing
that this supposedly Jewish folk art had been copied from a pattern book and
was identical to the decorations in a Christian church. Jewish folk art was not
uniquely Jewish. If he wanted to express a Jewish spirit, his own spirit, then
adhering to those “traditional” models, that is, being a “champion of the Jewish
tradition” was no more Jewish than his interchanges between painting and
architecture or PROUN, as Lissitzky dubbed his Vitebsk, avant-garde, works.

Other Jewish artists from Vitebsk shared Chagall and Lissitzky’s outlook. Maria
Gorokhova, the wife of the artist Lev Yudin, recalled:

Every student has his own vision of the world, his own experiences and
perceptions. This must not be destroyed, but the culture of past and current
art should be laid down to create a foundation for it.

Can a Jewish artist have “his own vision of the world”? Chagall and Lissitzky
both answered yes. Malevich agreed. Maria Gorokhova described Malevich’s
method this way: “Working with a student in different systems, Malevich strove
to reveal his potential creative abilities, to give him the culture and freedom to
feel and see the world through his own eyes.”

Malevich’s success in Vitebsk had to do as much with being a provincial as being
a leftist. A Polish-Ukrainian Catholic, Malevich grew up in Ukraine and wound
up in Kursk, a medium-sized city like Vitebsk. Malevich, like Chagall, was also
not fluent or quite literate in any language. Malevich had spoken Polish at home,
Ukrainian outside of it and, upon moving to Moscow, he never mastered
Russian.

A provincial outsider, he was mistaken for a Jew. In letters dated May 1916, a
certain Ivan Aleksandrovich Aksenov wrote about Malevich to a friend. “Send



me his idiotic booklet Suprematism. ... He can scribble something or other about
the exhibitions (without fee, for now), we’ll correct his grammar and it will be
excellent.” In another letter the same month, Aksenov speculated about the
background of this semiliterate, idiotic and desperate hack: “What stripe is he?
Isn’t he a Jew? Let me know, please.”

Malevich took a path out of the provinces that resembled Chagall and
Lissitzky’s. Like them, he also flirted with folk art. For a while, he imitated the
style of peasant woodblocks, called lubok. Before he showed his famous “Black
Square,” as a painting, it was a needlepoint design on a pillow at an exhibit of
kustar crafts, the Russian arts and crafts modeled on folk designs.

There is a frequently reproduced photograph, not on display at the Jewish
Museum exhibit, of Malevich teaching in Vitebsk. The photo is a rare unposed
one, in which only three of the 12 students, the ones sitting at a small, almost
hidden table, are looking at the camera. One student kneels on the floor,
drawing, surrounded by six other students studying the drawing in progress.
None of the 12 students are looking at Malevich who is writing on the
blackboard. Is this a photo of how, as another wall text has it, “the charismatic
Malevich inspired his enthusiastic young students to work together and to be
highly productive”? The students look enthusiastic and productive enough. But
Malevich does not seem to be a particular focus of their attention.

Malevich’s so-called “charisma” lay in not having charisma. His neighbor in
Vitebsk, the philosopher M.M. Bakhtin, said about Malevich: “His students,
both male and female, idolized him completely and absolutely.” Malevich treated
artistic style as a formal resource to serve a student’s own vision of the world.
Malevich:

believed it was unnecessary and fruitless to force those with an affinity for
Impressionism to do Suprematist works instead. Nothing would come of it.
An artist should be doing what he feels, what he has inside of him. It is
difficult to remake a person.

Discovering who that person was inside required time, thought, and the
conviction that each student justified this attention. Instruction began with



observation and conversation. “At first, he let everyone work as he pleased, in
order to understand his psychological or physical attributes and what he was
capable of.” A Vitebsk student remembered how Malevich “granted freedom to
his students and never imposed anything on them.” The success of his teaching
lay in his awareness that each student did have his or her own vision of the
world.

In his second letter to a Moscow friend, Malevich compared Vitebsk with
Moscow:

Everything says that you find yourself far from the axis around which the
world turns, and that everything visible here keenly sharpens its megaphone

ears and aligns its body to the voice of the center, faintly heard.

The letter continues with a metaphoric flight about the tragedy of streams that
rush into rivers and lose themselves in the “cauldron of the city.”

Like Pen, Zhitlovsky, An-Sky, Chagall, and Lissitzky, Malevich knew what it was
to find himself far from the world’s axis, and to be almost completely out of
earshot of the center. (In Russian, the word for provinces is glush; its etymology
lies in the inability to hear.) A wall text quotes Chagall: “Give us people! Artists!
Revolutionary painters! From the capitals to the provinces! What will tempt you
to come?”

While there is no reason to doubt Chagall’s desire for the people of Vitebsk to
have an art college, the painter himself had not been tempted to go to Vitebsk:
He had been stuck there. What was to have been a brief visit to marry Bella was
prolonged first by the outbreak of WWI and then by the Russian Revolution.
Establishing a school was a fallback after his attempts to find a position in the
capital failed. In June of 1920, he finally succeeded.

Malevich knew how provincials would contort and distort themselves to be
heard and seen by the center. There is a photograph in the Jewish Museum that
testifies to his success. It shows Malevich, holding a plate with a suprematist
design, boarding a train for Moscow to show off what they had created in



Vitebsk. The provinces were bringing their voice to the center. So remembered
one of the Jewish students in that candid, classroom photograph:
UNOVIS existed in three cities “in Vitebsk (its center, insofar as its inspirer
Malevich was located precisely in our city) and two others on the periphery,
that is, in Moscow and some other city (I can’t remember which one it was
now). We were not embarrassed that we numbered Moscow among the
peripheral cities. But then, nothing at all embarrassed us. Youth is fearless

and naive.

At the entrance of the exhibit, there is a quotation from Sofia Dymshits-Tolstaya
that serves as an epigraph. Recalling her astonishment at seeing “Malevich’s
decorations ... and Chagall’s flying people” on Vitebsk’s walls, she continues, “It
seemed to me that I had arrived in an enchanted city,” and adds, wistfully, “but
anything was possible and wonderful at that time.”
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Marc Chagall's exhibition

15 Mar — 10 Aug 2025 at the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen in Dusseldorf, Germany

7 APRIL 2025

Marc Chagall, exhibition view. Courtesy of Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen

Marc Chagall (1887-1985) is one of the most fascinating artists of modernism. The exhibition at the K20 of the Kunstsammlung
Nordrhein-Westfalen, organized in cooperation with the Albertina in Vienna, is a monographic exhibition on the work of the
Russian-French painter. Chagall grew up in the small town of Vitebsk (in present-day Belarus) as the eldest child of an Orthodox
Jewish family and reflected on his origins throughout his life. His paintings tell of everyday life and customs, but also of

exclusion and pogroms. They deal with the trauma of persecution, but also with the dream of a better life.

His fantastic and poetic imagery is characterized by bright, intense colors and motifs that remain enigmatic to this day. On the
fortieth anniversary of the painter’s death, the exhibition brings together some 120 works from all phases of his career. One
focus is on the early works created between 1910 and 1923. As a young artist in Paris, Chagall experimented with Fauvism and
Cubism, combining the new stylistic tendencies with Jewish motifs and Russian folklore. This was unique in his time and made
him the “wunderkind of modernism.” The exhibition reveals not only the painterly influences on Chagall’s early work. The lesser

known dark and socially critical side of the artist, which has not lost its relevance to this day, can also be discovered.

Visit the major Chagall exhibition together with the actor Aaron Altaras (b. 1995): The award-winning actor, known for his
socially critical and multifaceted roles, has recorded the audio guide for the exhibition. Most recently, Altaras thrilled audiences
in the lead role of the ARD television series Die Zweiflers, for which he received the German Television Award for Best Actor in
2024. The free thirty-minute audio guide provides a compact overview of Marc Chagall’s most important works from all phases

of his career.

The exhibition is a cooperation between the Albertina, Vienna, and the Kunstsammlung Nordrhein-Westfalen, Diisseldorf
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Chagall's Windows: A

Source of Light in Dark
Times

“What took you so

long?”

It was an
unexpected, yet
most welcome,
response to a
request made of

Marc Chagall.

The world-

renowned artist

interrupted, mid-
sentence, an appeal for him to create a piece of artwork for Hadassah. “I've been

waiting my entire life to be asked to serve the Jewish people,” he continued.

This was the late 1950s. Hadassah Hospital Ein Kerem was still being built. And
people were still recovering from the aftermath of World War |l and from the War of

Independence in Israel.

Miriam Freund, national president of Hadassah at the time, had traveled to France

with other Hadassah women to make the ask, armed with little hope Chagall would



accept. To their surprise and elation, he not only agreed, but offered to produce an

entire series of artworks, if he had free rein on style and subject.

The end result: 12 magnificent stained-glass windows that dazzle the eye in what is

now the Abbell Synagogue at Hadassah Ein Kerem.

These windows were Chagall’s window of opportunity to give back to his people — a
source of hope and light, illuminating the road taking the Jewish people from difficult
times to a brighter future. The windows adhere to his usual color palette of vivid
blues, reds, greens and yellows and subject of abstract biblical motifs, with each

window portraying one of the twelve tribes of Israel from Genesis.

On April 14, 6 Nisan, Chagall’s Hebrew yahrzeit, we celebrate the artist for his
contribution to Hadassah — a gift of hope that will remain for future generations to

see.

27:55

Read More



Q(/searé}?/i)“ Artnet PRO About

Sections =
(/about)

Gallery Network(https://news.artnet.com/art-world/marketplace/gallery-network)

Spotlight: An Exhibition of Marc Chagall Offers Insight Into the Beloved Artist’'s Later Career

The comprehensive show is slated to go on view at Galerie Utermann in Dortmund, Germany.

Marc Chagall, La fuite: coq et bouc au dessus du village (1962). Courtesy of Galerie Utermann, Dortmund.




Artnet Gallery Network (https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-gallery-network-737) May 11,2024
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Share

Every month, hundreds of galleries add newly available works by thousands of artists to the Artnet Gallery Network—and every week,
we shine a spotlight on one artist or exhibition you should know. Check out what we have in store, and inquire for more with one
simple click.

What You Need to Know: Following extensive preparations, Galerie Utermann (https://www.artnet.com/galleries/galerie-utermann/)
based in Dortmund, Gemany, is slated to present a comprehensive solo exhibition of work by Marc Chagall
(https://galerieutermann.de/en/artists/marc-chagall-2/). On view at the gallery from May 27-July 12, 2024, the show is comprised of
22 works—ranging from preparatory pieces for major paintings to self-portraits and, of course, pieces centered on his iconic ‘lovers’
motif. With the works going on view dating from the latter half of the artist’s life, the show promises to immerse viewers in Chagall’s
singular creative vision evidenced in the heights of his mature period.

The best of Artnet News in your inbox.
Sign up for our daily newsletter.

Marc Chagall, Le Grand Visage (1955-59). Courtesy of Galerie Utermann, Dortmund.

About the Artist: Russian-French artist Marc Chagall (https:/www.artnet.com/artists/marc-chagall/) (1887-1985) is widely
recognized and revered for his dreamy, surreal compositions that employed a visual lexicon of signs and symbols personal to the
artist. A pioneering figure within the Parisian avant-garde in the 1910s and 1920s, alongside artists such as Robert Delaunay and
Fernand Léger, he maintained a prodigious output, working across painting, drawing, illustration, glass, ceramic, as well as creating
stage sets. Some of his most beloved works contain an element of romanticism, which frequently feature the artist and his wife and
other “eternal lovers” set within imaginative landscapes. His life was marked by upheaval, specifically tied to the World Wars, which
influenced his practice and approach to art making.
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Marc Chagall, Mariage au grand bouquet (ca. 1979). Courtesy of Galerie Utermann, Dortmund.

Why We Like It: The solo exhibition of select Chagall works at Galerie Utermann this month offers an unparalleled opportunity to see
a diverse range of the artist’s work all together. Drawn from the second half of the artist’s life, it offers insight into the artistic lines of
inquiry that rose to the fore in his practice. Chief among these, in the shadow of the second World War I, Chagall explored his own
Jewish-Russian ancestry and Judaic visual culture, as well as reflected on the devastating death of his first wife Bella Rosenfeld.
These potent sources of inspiration are apparent in the works, resulting in pictorial, narrative compositions full of color and
imagination. For example, Mariage au grand bouquet (ca. 1979) features a bride and groom (Chagall and Bella), dwarfed by a
monumental bouquet of flowers, symbolic of love, beauty, and renewal. In La fruite: coq et boue au dessus du village (1962), the work
memorializes the destruction of his hometown by Nazi invasion, with the goats head engaging with traditions of Jewish sacrifice, and
simultaneously operating as a symbol within Chagall’s oeuvre of the ruthless treatment of Jewish people in Russia and Europe.
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Marc Chagall, Feme au corsage rouge avec grand bouquet (ca. 1984). Courtesy of Galerie Utermann,

Dortmund.

“Marc Chagall (https:/galerieutermann.de/en/home-en/)” is on view at Galerie Utermann, Dortmund, Germany, May 27-July 12, 2024.

a Artnet Gallery Network

(https://news.artnet.com/about/artnet-gallery-network-737)

The best of Artnet News in your inbox.
Sign up for our daily newsletter.
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Marc Chagall, scenes of Jewish life

From his roots in his native Vitebsk, described with love and nostalgia in the series My Life, to the
encounter with his beloved wife Bella Rosenfeld, whose books he later illustrated; from the
representation of the horror of the pogroms to the recreation on canvas of biblical events.
Marc Chagall's work continues to fascinate the general public, representing an original tale of the



Jewish world, its tradition, and its vitality. These fundamental themes of the artist’s life and creative
work are the focus of a new exhibition that brings over 100 works by Chagall from the collection of
the Israel Museum in Jerusalem to the MUDEC in Milan.

Open to the public from March 16, “Marc Chagall. A Tale of Two Worlds”, curated by Ronit Sorek of
the Israel Museum, will be dedicated in particular to Chagall's graphic works and his activity as a
book illustrator. In presenting the project, Sorek remarked that scenes and experiences of early
youth formed the basis of Chagall's symbolic world, and this is perhaps the secret of the lasting
success of his art.

The exhibition project will place these works in the cultural context from which they sprang: the
language, religious customs and social conventions of the Yiddish Jewish community, as well as the
colors and shapes that the artist assimilated as a child and expressed at their best. It will also
explore the relationship in Chagall's works between art and literature and between language and
content.

In display, also the books by Bella Rosenfeld, Burning Lights and First Encounter and From My
Notebooks, dedicated to her memories of life in a traditional Jewish community that were published
after her premature death. Chagall's original drawings for the books will be displayed in the
exhibition.

The exhibition is open until 31 July. More info here.

(Interior of a Synagogue in Safed, 1931 Oil on canvas, 73 x 92 cm Purchase was made possible by
Renee and Lester Crown, Edith Haas, Hon. Averell Harriman, Loula Lasker,E dward D. Mitchel, David
Rockefeller, Charles Ullman, Jannie Wertheim B91.0500 Coll. IM])
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After finishing final exams and celebrating the end of the

semester, | decided to spend some of my winter break
exploring new sites in Jerusalem. Although | learned a
fair amount about Israeli politics over the past few years,
| had never actually been inside the Knesset (parliament)
building. A close friend recently started working there,
and | was excited to learn from her on a guided tour.



The tour began with relatively basic questions, pitched to
a public group with vastly different levels of background
knowledge:

When did the State of Israel declare its independence?
May 14, 1948.

On what day of the week did the declaration occur?
Friday afternoon, before Shabbat began.

How many members of Knesset are there total? 120.

The tour moved beyond these simple facts, though, as
we walked into Chagall Hall.

Marc Chagall was one of the most famous Jewish artists
of all time, whose work is displayed not only in Israel, but
all over the world. A large ceremonial hall in the Knesset
features several of his mosaics and tapestries. | am not
someone who often has an emotional response to visual
art, but the pieces were evocative. More than the colors
or the images depicted, | was moved by seeing such a
huge space in such an important building dedicated to
the work of a Jewish artist. Beyond the partisan politics
or the cynicism | often feel regarding the government,
Chagall Hall inspired a genuine feeling of hope.

Three tapestries form the focal point of the room,
depicting the Jewish past, present, and future. The past
tapestry focuses on the Exodus from Egypt alongside
other stories from the Tanach, and it includes key leaders
such as Moses and King David. The present is presented
in more vibrant colors and includes representations of
the Jewish holidays that mark our year. The future is
vibrant as well, but the style is blurrier and far less
defined than the other two. It is bordered by heroes and
heroines of the past, and at the center animals that are



typically enemies coexist in peace, symbolizing the ideal
future we should all be working to create.

The artwork is beautiful, and the message is clear: as we
remain rooted in our past and are blessed to be alive
and thriving today, we are responsible for building a
brighter and more peaceful future. This is the message
that shifts me from simply appreciating the artwork to
seeing the bigger picture. These pieces are on display in
the parliament building, the legislative arm of the Israeli
government. The laws passed in this building can either
bring us closer to the ideal future Chagall depicts, or
they can delay and distort this vision.

The people who sit in those 120 Knesset seats make a
difference. They determine whether laws are passed that
protect children, promote women’s rights, combat
racism, advance economic opportunity, ensure religious
equality, and enable coexistence. | attended the Knesset
tour the day after the ruling coalition decided to call for
early elections, which will occur in April 2019. Now, more
than ever, it is important to fight for a government that
represents our values and builds toward a future of hope
and peace.

Learn about Reform Zionism, including the Reform

Jewish community's efforts to build a pluralistic,
Jewish democracy in Israel.

® Ten Minutes of Torah



NEWS

Exhibit Proves Chagall was a Zionist

During Marc Chagall’s time as a painter he rose to become known as a master colorist, depicting biblical scenes in
watercolor all over the world.

By PATRICE WORTHY
April 24,2019, 11:43 am

Marc Chagall and The Sacred, an exhibition at Still Point Art Gallery in Alpharetta.

1234567

During Marc Chagall’s time as a painter he rose to become known as a master colorist, depicting biblical scenes in
watercolor all over the world. Vivian Jacobson, a close friend of Chagall, gave a talk April 14 during the opening
reception of “Marc Chagall and The Sacred,” an exhibition at Still Point Art Gallery in Alpharetta.

She explained there is superficial attitude that Chagall was not a Zionist when, in fact, he supported a homeland for
the Jewish people.

Jacobson met Chagall in 1974 when he was dedicating one of his pieces in Chicago on behalf of the Hadassah Medical
Organization. As their bond deepened, she learned more about the painter, eventually becoming a leading authority
on his work as a founding member of American Friends of Chagall’s Biblical Message Museum in Nice, France.

“People don’t say I like Chagall; they say I love Chagall,” Jacobson said before diving into her presentation.

In the exhibition “Chagall and The Sacred” more than 50 lithographs portraying stories from the Torah adorn the
gallery space. The exhibit begins with a piece titled “Creation,” and the works tell of the rise, fall and eventual
advance of humanity.

There is the story of Adam and Eve giving in to temptation in the Garden of Eden, then a graphic depiction of the first
murder titled “Cain and Abel.” From there moments depicting the continuity of the Messianic bloodline tell the story
of the Jewish people from “Tamar, Daughter -in-law of Judah,” “Moses I,” “Moses II” and “Naomi and Her Daughters-
in-Law,” a painting that puts Naomi in the middle of Ruth, the first Jewish convert, and Orpah. The three are
enclosed in a hug that radiates the warmth and love of a story about family, loyalty and hope.



In memoriam
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Vivian Jacobson stands in front of a photo of Marc Chagall after her Alpharetta presentation.

Then there is “Ruth at The Feet of Boaz,” followed by the story of David told through four paintings: “David Saved by
Michal,” “David and Absalom,” “David and Bathsheba,” and “David with a Harp.” David is painted in multiple colors
with red as the dominant hue to convey his passion and complex character. David is not perfect, but his passion and
determination made him one of the greatest leaders in the Torah.

Chagall used color to give depth to his pieces and, like the Torah, they are layered in meaning. His first layer is
sketched with a pencil, giving a simple structure to the piece; then it becomes more nuanced with color.

“Abraham is painted in many different colors because he is the father of many nations; if he was painted one color, he
would just be the father of one nation,” Jacobson said quoting a child.

The watercolors are translucent, allowing viewers to see each layer with clarity, a characteristic of the Torah and its
text.

Chagall was born on July 7, 1887, and grew up in an Orthodox home where he wasn’t allowed to paint because of the
commandment: Thou shall not make any graven images. So as a young boy he found inspiration in an unexpected
place, Jacobson said.

“He would go to church behind his house and see beauty and color he couldn’t in his own home synagogue,” Jacobson
said.

His mother finagled him into an art school that traditionally banned Jews. After that, Chagall spent the rest of his life
painting, Jacobson said.



Marc Chagall’'s Jewish Identity Was Crucial to His Best Work

Jonathan McAloon

Jun 28, 2018 7:57PM ~ O

Marc Chagall, Birthday (L'anniversaire), 1915. © Marc Chagall, Vegap, Bilbao 2018. Photo © The Museum of Modern Art, New York / Scala, Florence. Courtesy of the
Guggenheim Bilbao.

kitsch, dreamy atmospherics: all those anthropomorphic lovers,
improbable skies, and airborne musicians. If you know your
schlock, too, you'll also be familiar with how Richard Curtis made
Chagall into a bargaining chip between his two leads in the 1999
romantic comedy Notting Hill. “Happiness isn’t happiness,” says
Julia Roberts to Hugh Grant, “without a violin-playing goat.” He’s
a charming but unglamorous Brit; she’s a Hollywood star: They're
united by their appreciation of a print of Chagall's La Mariée,



which features just such a musical animal. Towards the end of
the movie, she will give him the 1950 original, whether he wants
to pursue a life with her or not.

But though Chagall’s work is undoubtedly about the play of
imagination, desire, and love, the motifs that make his visual
language so distinctive have their origins in something much
more earthbound and richly complex. Followed right back to the
source, these motifs also tell a version of the 20th century’s
darkest story, and document a way of life that was destroyed. “If |
were not a Jew...l wouldn’t have been an artist,” Chagall wrote in
a 1922 issue of the Yiddish literary magazine Shtrom. “| would be
a different artist all together.”

The son of an Orthodox Jewish laborer and shopkeeper, Chagall
was born in an unforgiving part of Russia then called the Pale of
Settlement—a land now distributed between countries including
Ukraine, Poland, and Lithuania. Catherine the Great had sent
most of her empire’s Jews here in the 1790s. Vitebsk, Chagall’s
beloved home city, is now part of present-day Belarus. Being
Jewish meant his parents had to bribe officials in order for him to
go to a nearby school, and later, once again, to study art in St.

Man in Red and Portrait of an Old Jew.



Marc Chagall, ca. 1910-11. © Archives Marc et Ida Chagall.

Marc Chagall
Jew in Black and White, 1914
“Collectionism and Modernity. Two Case Studies: The Im Oberst...

Advertisement

In 1908, Chagall returned to Vitebsk, dejected and unsuccessful.
He painted The Dead Man that year, which introduced motifs and
elements of style that would persist throughout his career: a
violin player; a strange use of perspective, with uniquely sized
figures; wooden huts; a melancholy humor that can easily tip into



bathos. The basic composition was taken from a childhood
memory of a woman screaming in the street for people to help
her dying husband. In Chagall’s rendition, a street sweeper
carries on working around her. The murky palette makes it

recognize as a Chagall; his extreme vibrancy would come later.

Gauguin’s generation had looked all over for supposedly
unsullied subject matter, but Chagall found his subjects all
around him. He would paint Hasidim taking snuff while they
studied; animals that would wander into his garden; his
granddad, a butcher; farmers taking their cattle to market. Some
compositions required a bit more imagination—like a vision of his
own birth, during which he’d had to be revived in a trough of cold

water.

An exhibition of some of this early work, painted in Paris and
Vitebsk between 1911 and 1919, is currently on view at
the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao in “The Breakthrough Years,”

exploring how Chagall filtered his personal subject matter
through the prism of avant-garde movements. He experimented

Henri Le Fauconnier. The results? A hallucinogenic mix of man
with beast, even more perspectival distortions, and airborne
people that sensually uplift the viewer.



Marc Chagall
White Crucifixion, 1938
Art Institute of Chicago

In contrast to Westerners seeking “exotic” subjects, Chagall
could paint from his own life, with genuine warmth. The 1913
painting Jew at Prayer demonstrates a tremendous softness of



tone. Bent over a religious text, the figure seems to physically
envelope the writ of God, his neck becoming elastic so as to
better reach the metaphysics of his thought. Just as Chagall’s
lovers are literally drawn out by their love—elongated by longing,
like the woman whose profile wraps around the bull in Dedicated
to my Fiancée (1911), or the heads of Chagall and his wife Bella
in his famous The Birthday (1915), in which each head twists to
meet the other—so this religious man is drawn to God.

His scenes of shtetls show parallel existences: one of everyday
reality, and one of the artist projecting himself outside of and
beyond it. As well as making art out of his Jewish roots, Chagall
made art for his Jewish roots. In a culture that was wary of
graven images, it was a form of fanciful documentary. (It is lucky
he did it when he could—what he was depicting would disappear
in his lifetime. In 1944, when Vitebsk was liberated from the
Nazis, the population of 170,000 had been almost completely
wiped out.)

Chagall spent his time at home wanting to be gone, and his time
abroad longing for home. He finally got his wish to move to Paris
in 1910, where, after a couple of years of struggling, he was
accepted by the likes of writer, critic, and tastemaker Guillaume

In May 1914, preparing for a show in Berlin, Chagall locked up
his Paris studio. After Berlin, he hoped to travel to Russia to see
his sister married and be reunited with his own fiancée. But just
as the tide was turning for him, he was stranded by the end of
World War |. A week after he got home, Austro-Hungarian
archduke Franz Ferdinand was killed, triggering the conflict,
keeping Chagall in Russia for nine years. He would see Jews
living hundred of miles outside of Vitebsk expelled from their
lands; an antisemitic ruling by the army claimed they were spies,
citing the similarity of Yiddish to German. Chagall would invite
these displaced Russians into his home and paint them; he
depicted one airborne in Over Vitebsk (1914).



Marc Chagall, The Flying Carriage (La caléche volante), 1913.© Marc Chagall, Vegap, Bilbao 2018. Courtesy of the Guggenheim Bilbao.

In his book Marc Chagall, writer Jonathan Wilson suggests that
the recurring flying figures themselves are a pun on Chagall’s
Jewish identity, and come from the literalization of a Yiddish
word: “The word luftmensch, which denotes in Yiddish an
individual overly involved in intellectual pursuits, literally means
‘man of the air,”” writes Wilson. Chagall, ever the dreamer,

wishing he was in a cosmopolitan center when at home, then

longing to return after he had broken free—perhaps he himself
was the luftmensch he depicted. But like his animals and
violinists, this symbol was unmoored from any sort of strict logic.
It seems Chagall employed his motifs when and where they felt
right.




With the rise of fascism in Europe, Chagall’'s motifs—if they didn’t
take on a coherent, symbolic logic—at least acquired a new tone
of voice. In 1933’s deeply melancholy Solitude, we see a man,
covered in a tallit and deep in troubled thought, turning his back
on a violin-playing heifer. His town, meanwhile, burns in the
background. Or consider White Crucifixion, painted following the
Kristallnacht in 1938, the night in which Nazi politician Joseph
Goebbels sanctioned a pogrom. The canvas shows European
Jews subject to violence, their homes and synagogues burnt,
while Christ—his Jewishness emphasized by his wearing a
prayer shawl instead of a plain loincloth, and with a crown of
thrones conspicuously absent—dies in the center. Chagall
overpainted insignia he originally included to mark the dark
history being made around him: Nazi armbands and placards
around the necks of Jews. In trying to keep it timeless, he has
made it too unspecific, even too subtle.

At 53, Chagall alighted in New York, having fled Europe in 1941.
He painted more Christ figures, explicitly identifying with Christ’s
suffering himself. In 1947, he also rather ponderously compared
the suffering of all European Jews with that of Christ. Hannah
Arendt would later discuss the enormity of the Holocaust in terms
of “the banality of evil,” the idea that such senseless horror could
be carried out like an administrative task. The tragedy seemed to
have rung from Chagall—that most autonomously imaginative of
painters—a colorlessness of thought; a triteness. He would
continue to produce lovely work, some of it startlingly original, full
of all the brilliant old symbolism and color. But the Vitebsk he
knew, now no longer in existence, wouldn’t be as vivid for him.

Still, it's energizing to look back to some of the painter’s earliest
work, when his engagement with Jewish identity helped produce
some of the most enduring and ubiquitous images in modern art.
Indeed, despite its radicalness, Chagall’s work is perhaps the
most immediately accessible of any modernist. My own first vivid
schoolroom experience of visual art was of a Chagall, though |
can’t recall which work it was. It could have been any of them,
really: goats, violins, flying figures. The point was, Chagall’'s was
already then a very distinctive and familiar visual language. Why
is this? Maybe because it is because in these paintings he was
constantly returning to the images—the goats, the violins, the
homes—of his own childhood.
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