
ABIGAIL S!IRAH B'\GRAll1 

1HE HASIDIC SPIRIT AS 1HE FOONDIITION OF 

1HE = OF MARC 0il\GALL 

RHODES UNIVERSITY 

1986 

EXTENDED ESSAY: ~ A PARl'IAL FULFILIMENr OF 1HE REJ;llIIRfMENI' FOR 
1HE DEXiREE OF M. FINE = 

MY INDEBI"EI::l<ESS TO 1HE HUMAN SCIENCE RESFAROI a:xJNCIL FOR 1HE AID OF A 

IDRSARY IS GRATEFULLLY ACKNC>I[EI;GED 



Page 

l. IN'IIDIlJ=ON i - ii 

2 . a!API'ER 1: JEWISH MYSTICISM 1- 39 

3. a!API'ER 2 : FAcroRS INFLUENCING 0ll\GALL' S 
ARl'ISTIC APm::lAQI 40- 84 

4 . a!API'ER 3 : 1HE MYSTIC CllAGALL 85- 152 

5 . CONCllJSION 153- 157 

6. BIBLIClGRAHIY 



i 

INI'ROCUCl'ION 

'n1e artist Marc Olagall will need no introduction to persons interested in 

the arts, for his sua:::ess as an artist was sum that his name: has l::ecome a 

household word throughout lOClSt of the world . He was in fact one of the 

feN artists to achieve international fmre arrl recognition duri.n;J his CMT1 

lifetime. 

In c:onsideri.rg Olagall's art the obseJ:ver is .inunedi.ately strode by the 

constancy of his vision arrl his a.1nost obsessive repetition of certain 

symbols am themes. In this way OJagall has created his own fantasy 

world , one with which the observer soon beccrres aCX}Uainted arxl grt1NS to 

love and. urrlerstarrl. 'nle sett1..rq of the Olagallian dream 'NOrld is that 

ilnaginative world of his childhocx:i mileu, lOCIStiy scenes of rural Russia 

arxl the town of Vitebsk in which he was raised. . A frequently recurri.n; 

aspect in OJagall ' s work is the portrayal of Je"ish symbols am Biblical 

thenes, whid1 the observer sam perceives to be an intrinsic part of the 

O1agallian dream world . 

Olagall ' s genius has lorq been ~ ani critics arrl authors have 

engaged in lively arrl lengthy discussion c:oncern.irY;J €!IIery aspect of his 

art arrl incredible personality. Sane of the nore favarre::l topics which 

have been discussed are the variety of his themes an:! subject matter, his 

development over the years I his o:xrplete mastery of technique arrl various 

media, his astonish.i..rq use of rolour arrl fODD, arrl his phenomenal outp,It 

of work . 
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One aspect of his work which, while it has not been overlooked., has not 

been so thoroughly examined is the fact of his Jewishness, his Hasidic 

upbringi.rg arxi his mystic spirit. 'Ihis essay aims to examine tlris aspect 

an:j its premise will be that the mystical spirit of Hasidism, the Jewish 

tradition in which he was raised., in fact inspired Olagall ' s artistic 

nature as a YOLll"q man, providing cti.rection for his heart as well as 

subject Iratter for his canvasses. Ihat it in fact gave life to his CMTl 

mystic spirit. 

The first chapter is purely infonnative, ~ the disalssion by 

detailing the precepts of Jewish mysticism am settirg out in some detail 

the fOt.n'rli..rg beliefs am. philosophies of the Hasidic tradition. '!he 

secord chapter proceeds to deal with circumstances ard factors perscnal to 

the artist. '!he discussion places Olagall within the pre-revolutionary 

Russia of his youth arrl sets his family within that oontext, describing 

the joy arrl aburrlant love of his Hasidic upbringing, factors which 

nurtured his p::>etic soul. '!he final chapter deals with Cl1agall's art ani 

attempts to dc:x:::unent the influence of his Hasidic upbringirq upon his art, 

i:le.fore tUI:ning to deal with his mystical outlook ani the role Jewish 

mysticism and Hasidism in particular can be shcJ..m to have played in the 

origins arrl development thereof. 



CllAPl'ER I 

JE.WISH MYSITCISM 
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Marc: Olagall presents an entirely new world to the observer. 'Ihis is the 

inner world, the world of the psyche arrl the dimension of the souL He 

leads one to the realization that the rigid distinctions we make between 

subject ard object ard linear rationality are constructed by ourselves. 

He shO¥JS us the p:JWer of the human m:i.rrl , the beauty of the soul arrl the 

unity of the universe. 

Olagall ' s son- in-law, Franz Meyer, has described. the mission behird 

Cllagall ' s paintin::3's to be: lito prt. the soul , the mysterious centre of the 

human creature, above all elsell l arrl he descril:>es Olagall ' s art as: I'a 

total integration of reality in the great adventure of painting, the union 

of within arrl without , of soul arrl 'WOr ld. 11 2 

In his discussion of Olagall ' s distortions I Meyer states : II • •• far from 

subordinatin:j his paintin:j to the laws of exterior reality thrcugh which a 

man can lose his soul , he (Olagall) represents another reality wherein his 

soul can firrl itself" 3 

'll1e soul can be seen as that part. of eadl person 'WhidJ. is :iJruoortal . It 

CXJfl'eS from Gcd before birth an:j returns to Gcd after death. In Chagall ' s 

case his predilection with matters of the soul denonstrates his 

involvement with Jewish mysticism. In mysticism as a whole the soul is 

centrally .iJnp:Jrtant. In Hasidism, a sect of pious Jews who believe that 

life should be filled with joy arrl high p.n:pose, the soul is seen as an 

echo of Gcxi , as a small voice within one. '!he Hasid sees his task as bei.n;; 

to brin:j 

1. Meyer, F. Marc Cllagall , p . 597. 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid . p.47 
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out the soul of everyt.hi.rl:J , that is, the inner essence of everyt.hirg. 

Olagall ' s Jewishness is a cct1l'lex issue. On the one hard his personal 

outlook has been described as : " . .. firmly satetimes huroorously, 

non-sectarian,,;l an:i his art as functioni.rg : "often as oon:lencmi.national 

fantasy . .,2 

On the other harx:l, Olagall himself has described "the mystique of 

Hasidism" as one of the "principal elements" in his work. 3 In this 

re;ard, Meyer states : IICllagall was not the interpreter of a religicus 

universe - he l apse:i forward fran the lOOVement to paint irdeperrient of any 

doctrine or rovement,,4 

Dr J. Abelson describes a true Jewish mystic as: "One ¥Obo is a 

cosncpolitan, am, to him, the differeoces between the de!tards am beliefs 

arx:l observances of one creed ani those of another are entirely obliterate:i 

in his one all- absorbi.rg ani all-over-shadowing passion for union with 

reality . ,,5 

In his transcerxU.n:1 of all barriers which separate race fran race arrl 

religion fran religion, Olagall can be seen to have displayed the 

behavicur of a tIue mystic . 

1. M:Mullin, R. 'lhe World of Marc Clagall , dlapter III. 
2 . IQj,g 
3. IQj,g 
4 . Meyer, gp . cit. p. 15 
5. Abelson, J. Jewish Mysticism, p. 3 
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AI though C1agall spent his childhood in the mystical , Hasidic Judaism of 

the Vitebsk ghetto , as he grew older he refused to cxmn:it himself to any 

organised religion, did not abeseI:ve the laws of the Old Testanent am did 

not partake in general synagogue ritual observances. 

Having briefly intrcxiuced the reader to Olagall 's religious an::) artistic 

f01..1Trli..n;J principles, the discussion will turn I'lCM to oonsider the general 

topic of Jewish mysticism as a whole, whereafter it will deal with various 

inportant aspects of Jewish mystical thought , namely the Zohar, the 

Kabbalah an:! Hasidism. 

~ then to the topic of Jewish mysticism as a v.hole, it is clear that 

Judaism has nearly always possessed an esoteric s i de. As Dr. Abelson so 

clearly points out: 

"'!he Pauline antithesis of law an:l faith has falsely 
st.aJri::ed Judaism as a religion of unrelieved legalism; 
ani mysticism is the irreconcileable enemy of 
legalism. So the GOO of the Jew, it is said, is a 
lav,qi ver pure arx:l silnple and the loyal an:i 
conscientious Je,; is he who lives in the throes of an 
uninterrupted obedience to a string of laws which hedge 
him l:'ClUIrl on all sides. '!his implies that he nust be a 
s'tran:3er to the idea of l ove . 'Ihere can be no 
fellCMShip with God, no opp::>rtunity for any illImediate 
experiences by which the human SOJl cxxnes to partake of 
GOO, no i..ncomin:.:J of GOO into hurnan life. Arrl where 
there is none of these, there can be no mystical 
element. ,, 1 

1. Abelson, op cit. p. 2 
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Judaism is popularly conceived as a legalistic type of faith. based on 

firstly the mishnah (text) and gamara (a::mnentary) of the Talmud (the 

digest am. interpretation of the Torah, whidl. is the Five &xlks of Moses) ; 

arxi, secorrlly I the Old Testament. '!he mystical elenents of Judiasm have 

however slowly developed within the atx:Jve-mentione:i precepts of the faith 

and are, pert1aps, l ess well-~sed by the outsider. While the Rabbis 

a.nCl other learned Jews concentrated up:m the mea.ni.rg of words, arrl even of 

irdividual l etters , in order to ensure that Go:i's Holy law be obeyed. , a 

group of mystics, callej Hasidiln, whose search. was for the inner 

urrlerst.an::lirq of Judaism, arose. 

Jewish mysticism has based itself upon the Zd1ar whidl. is a mystical 

a::mnentary on the Bible (and is dealt with in detail ¥~) . The p.up:lSe 

of the Zahar is to fird in the Bible the secrets of the universe: the 

mysterioos tnrth al:x:ut Gcd, the soul , heaven ani creation. The main theme 

of the Zohar is that our ordinary earthly world is a nere reflection of a 

higher spiritual world in heaven. '!he lower world is seen as patterned 

after the upper world, with l::xJth worlds interacti.rg arrl affect.ing one 

another. Accordirg to the Zohar, Gcx:i in fact needs the assistance of man 

to make earth a better place, a place nore like heaven. '!he Jewish mystic 

has int.rcrluced into Judaism a new spirituality. nris is described by Dr 

Abelson as follows : 

" . . . althalgh the mystic could not knc:M GOO, he 
nevertheless felt that it was given to him to t.ranscerxi 
the crushing weight of earthly affairs , to be raised 
above the grosser hi.rrlrances of sense arrl to be:::are an 
organ reflectirq the Divine life. II I 

1. Sperling, H. The Zohar, p . xxi 
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The mystic Hasid does not look for Go:i only in the synag<:x3Ue. He looks 

for God while he is wal..k.iI'q or stan:ling, he sees Him even in grief arrl 

joy, in sorrow ani pleasure - not.hi.m is devoid of Gcx:l ard everyth.i.rg is a 

part of Him. Rav Kook explains as follows : 

"The life which sl\ll'lU:)ers in minerals, which is slightly 
awakened in plants, am which alIeady strongly p.1lsates 
in animals, is one an:1 the 5alTei a tree of life reaches 
fran these la;..rly creatures, over rnanki.rrl, divided into 
ever so nany peoples arrl parties, to the argels on 
high, one livi.rg, pulsatirg, organic unity .. .. 
Everyth.i.rg is in God, thc.ugh Gcx:i is lOClre than 
everyth.i.rg. Everyth.i.rg, since it is ultinately rooted 
in the divine , is ultimately gocxi, ani evil is not real 
b.rt: a veiled or a lesser gcxxl. 'nlere is no place empty 
of Him. "l 

It is clear, therefore, that Judaism is not only to be viewe:l as a 

religion of Rabbinical ortbcrloxy devoted to obedience to the law, 

synaga;ue ritual an:i public am private religious worship . '1hl.s is 

explained by Dr. Abelson in his intrcx:luction to '''!he Zohar" as follows: 

"The arid field of Rabbinism was always kept well wat.ered ard 
fresh by the living streams of Kabbalistic lore . .. rerrlerirq the 
JeM capable of a vivid sense of the nearness of God arrl fillirq 
him with a constant longi.rg for canmunion with Him,,2 

1. Weiner, H. 9 1/2 Mystics, p. 299 
2 . Sperli..rq, OP .cit. p. xiv 
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It is diffiOJlt to artiOJ.1.ate the exmtent of a mystical experience. 

Usually there is a feeli.rg ccmmmicated by the geniune mystic that he 

knows somethirq alx:Jut the mystery of our existence that we don ' t knew. 

SUch "knowledge!! is clearly worlds apart from "scientific knc1.oTledge ." 

In his djsmssion of Jewish mysticism Dr. Abelson invokes the example of 

the prophet Ezekiel ' s vision of Gcrl as described. in dlapter one of the 

Biblical lxlok of Ezekiel. In the l\pOCryphal. book of Eo::lesiasticus (49:8) 

reference is made to Ezekiel seeirq the "chariot" : "Ezekiel had a vision 

of the Glory, which was revealed enthroned on the chariot of the 

cherubim. " '!his vision of the IIdlariotli an::1 the exp::!Sition of this 

dlapter is generally called "the account of the chariot" (rna I aseh 

merkavah) in rabbinic literature. 

Ezekiel described his vision in bold, vivid arrl detailed terms. 'lhi.s 

lIaccount of the chariot" has bec::are a fa..JIrlation stone of Kabbalah arrl a 

roint of departure for the mystical tradition. Dr Abelson explains the 

mystic interpretation thereof as follows: 

liThe Jewish mystic saJght no rational explanation of 
them (visions of Gcxi]. 

He sought no explanation of them because he was assured 
that they stood for S<::l!rething which did not need 
explaining. He felt instin:::tively that the Merkabah 
(chariot), typifieCl the human lofXJin::3' for the sight of 
the Divine Presence and cx::mpanionship with it. To 
attain this errl was to him, the arne of all spiritual 
life. ,,1 

1. Abelson, op.cit. p. 3 . 
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arrl later, he continues: 

lilt was interpreted as a sort of Divine self-openi.rg, 
self-corrlescension to man . '!he door is flun;r wide open 
so that man at the direct invitation of Gerlt can cx:xre 
to the secret for whim he lorgs arrl seeks. '!his idea 
is a supreme factor in the mystic life of all 
religions. The soul is urged on to seek union with 
Gerl, only because it feels that Gcd. has first gone out, 
on his cwn initiative ard uninvited, to seek union with 
it. '!he human movement from within is b.lt a response 
to a larger Divine rnovem=nt from without. '!he call has 
come; the answer nust come" 

'!he discussion turns l"KM away fran the topic of Jewish mysticism in the 

lOClre general sense to deal with several specific aspects thereof. '!he 

first of these rrore S{:ECific aspects to be considered is that of the Zohar 

(sefer ha- Zohar) or lIIllumination" which is the najor text of the 

Kabbalah, the Jewish mystical tradition. It is an immense work arrarged 

in the form of a comrrent.aJ:y on the Torah, the Five Bc::xJks of Moses. It is 

a lOClSaic of Bible, midrash (a collection of midrashim, the midrashic 

literature), medieval homily, fiction am fantasy. Its central theme is 

the interplay of human arrl divine realities. Its larguage is a peculiar 

brarrl of Aranaic that breaks the rules of graIIIITk3I arrl invents WClrds. 

'!he origins of the Zohar are themselves shrou:ied in mystery. What is 

known is that a thirteen century Spanish Jewish mystic, Moses de Leon, of 

Grenada in Spain, began circ:ulatirq booklets to his frierrls am. fell~ 

Kabbalists. These contained teachi.n::Js am. tales never seen or heard of 

before . Orthcdox Kabbalists believe that Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai or even 

his disciples were the actual authors of the work. Rabbi Simeon bar Yohai 

was a faIOClUS teacher of the secorrl century who lived in the lan::i of Israel 

1. Abelson , op cit. p. 34 
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arrl who, accordi.nq to tradition, spent twelve years secluded in a cave 

alorg with his sons where they had mystical speculations on Gcx:l, the Torah 

arrl the universe, with the Zd'1ar purporte:l to be a rec:ord of these 

cliso:lurses . After his death, legerd has it, the book was hidden away am 

secretly han;led down fram master to disciple, until it eventually fell 

into the harx:Is of Moses de Leon who took it upon himself to spread the 

ancient secrets by copying" portions of the original manuscripts arrl 

distributi.rg them. '!he majority of :rocxlern scholars, hOYJeVer, ao:::ept that 

de Leon hilnself was the author arrl that it is a pseudepigraphic 

prcrluction, in that, Moses de Leon used the figure of Rabbi Simeon bar 

Yohai as the vehicle for the transmission of his own ideas in the belief 

that people would ltPre readily believe in writ.in:]s by a miracle-working 

Rabbi than his own. 1 

Dr. Abelson in the introduction to the book "The Zoharll (a translation 

into English) states: 

11 much has been written ... to show that these 
devotees of the mystic side of Jewish life arrl religion 
were • . • men of intellect, scholarship am soun::i sense 
who airoeci at bri.rging ba.ck. to Jewish organise:i communal 
life a breath of that mystic sentiment arrl emotion 
which are the aromatic life-essence of religion, arrl 
which are in:lisr;ensable to Judaism if it is to continue 
to play its predest.i..ned. pl~ of bringing ma.nki.n:i "un:ler 
the wings of the Shekinah"" 

'!he Zohar has enabled the J(?W to feel a vivid sense of the nean1eSS of Gcx:l 

an:l filled him with a constant lomir¥;J for cx:mnuni.on with Him. In the 

Zohar the reader fi..ros himself wamering through an enchanted forest, a 

mysticism of the imagination where noth.i.rg is dry or doctrinaire. 3 

1. Matt, D. C. Zohar, p. 3 
Jacobs, L. Jewish Mystical Testimonies, p. 80 

2. Sperling, op.cit. p. xxvi 
3. Matt, op.cit. p. 26 
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As Dr. Abelson states: 

IIIlhe Zohar ' s alle:Jorism, its symbolism, its erotic 
teJ:minolagy, prove:! excellent material for portraying 
the ceaseless ye.arninJs of the hunan heart for union 
with the Infinite; ard the reader is often startled at 
the ingenuity with which many a s~le am innocent 
Biblical word or phrase is p:>etically worked up to 
irxlicate the physical as well as the spiritual 
mysteries which surroorrl the deity ard the effort of 
man to become finally absorbed in Him by neans of 
prayer, Torah, study arrl contemplation. ,,1 

Dr. Abelson cites two examples of haw Zoharic mysticism dernan:ls an 

interpretion higher than the literal : 

"'nle ceremony of blCMing the Shofar on Rosh Ha-shanah 
gains rather than loses in brpressi veness by the 
ao:x::mpanying Zoharic prayers which ask that the "angels 
emanating fran the Shofar nay br ing the prayers of 
Israel to the divine hearirgll . . . and on this basis the 
blCMIDg of the Shofar I far from being a mere 
stereotyped. act of observance of the letter of the Law, 
r ises to 1::ecate the outward expression of one IOClre of 
the many mystical beliefs in the unseen spiri~ 
agencies uniting the human with the Divine ... " 

'!he secon::l exarrple Dr Abelson cites relates to the prayer, B' rim Sh 'meh 

Ve I athreh, recited before the read.irg" of the Law on Sabbaths Mrl 

festivals: 

'''the Zohar introduces it with these words: ''When the 
scroll is taken out in the assembly to read therein, 
the Gates of the heavens of mercy open am. the 
celestial love awakes" . 'the prayer is a tnlly noble 
one, teeming with a vivid sense of the nearness of Gcx:i, 
OJrnbined. with an ever felt arrl never-satisfied. lO~i.rq 
for cx:mnunion with Him by means of the Torah .••• " 

1. Sperling, oo .cit. p. xxii-xxiii 
2. Ibid 
3. );hlg 
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In citi.n:J the above two examples Dr. Abelson demonstrates hew Zoharic 

mysticism can enrich the Jewish liturgy by intrcduci..r'g "a touch of 

IIEcstacy" I of direct intuition of GOO ••• by making" it less of a merely 

external religious exercise an:l lOClre of a means for transcerrli..ng earthly 

ff · f .. ~- ,,1 a alIS or a "-LI1": •••• 

Arthur Green, in the Preface to "Zohar. 'll1e book of Enlightenmentll 

describes IOClre generally this aspect of the Zohar: 

' 'Mctses de Leon was able to keep the conventionalized 
religious la.n:JUage in the backgrourrl, arrl to sin;J 
loftily of lights am sparks, sun ani noon, flowirq 
streams arrl rivers, arrl, most passionately, of the 
~ love between the celestial Bridegroan ani His 
Bride . II 

'Ihis nention of the unerxii.ng love between the celestial Bridegrcx:m arrl His 

Bride is an irop:>rtant there in Clagall ' s life am his art. His devotion 

to his first wife, Bella, arrl to his subsequent wife, Vava, bear testim:my 

to this. In his art this theme is apparent fran his repeated portrayal of 

OJUPles an:! is related to the theme of sexuality both of which are dealt 

with extensively at a later stage in this dissertation. 

The Zohar I which has been described as "a t.hree-volume work that seeks to 

show the foun::1ation for the cosmic architecture of the Most Mysterious 

ft1..iers1l3 has been seen as evoking lIan entire spiritual world system - a 

world system that works to explain the emanation of the sacred energy from 

the infinite to the humblest person ... 4 

1. Sperlirg, op.cit. p. xxii 
2. l!lli!. p . xii 
3. Albertson, E . Urrlerstarrlim the Kabbalah, p. 22 
4. Thid 
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It has been seen "to give to the Jew the ronviction of an inner, unseen, 

spiritual universe - an eternal noral order." l '!he poetic element so 

present in the Zohar has the effect of lIunlcx::Jd.Iq for the Kabbalist, or 

any sensitive seeker, the deepest secrets of being ... everyt.hi.rg 

breathes, sparkles an:! flows . Images, colors, ani strearni.n:;J 5el.1OOns fill 

the space between page arrl reader. 'lhe Zdlar overwhelms the senses, 

threatening one's puny, linear \ll"rlerstardirq with hints of the beyooo 

within. ,,2 The Zohar assigns deeper neanin:J to scriptural texts, as can 

be seen fran this quotation attrib..Ite::l to Simeon bar Yohai: ''Woe unto the 

man who sees in the 'lbrah nought rut sinple narratives arrl CCXl!!ronplace 

words •••. Every word in the Torah rontains a higher neanin:J an:i a 

sublilne mysteryuJ Mystics see this higher neanin:J as the true one. As 

Edward Albertson puts it: 

lI'lbe Zohar insists that there is an inner as well as an 
ruter reality in all phenarena. These different levels 
of reality arise because the physical universe results 
from a series of emanations, or precipitations, one 
from another, having their source in the Divine 
Be.l..n:l,,4 

'!he Zohar by its very nature deals with an immense variety of pulosophical 

arrl mystical theroos arrl subjects. Clearly, even were it within the present 

author's capabilities, it is well beyoro the parameters of this 

dissertation to treat with all or any of these in detail. 'Ihe constituent 

parts of the Zohar I as presented by Dr. Ableson, are briefly listed arrl 

detailed belcw in order to provide sorre insight into the nore central 

themes of the Zohar: 

1. Sperlirq, op.cit. p. xii 
2. Matt, op.cit. p. 26-27 
3. Albertson, 00 . cit. p.24 
4. Jhlg 
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(i) '1he main portion whidl bears the general title of 
' Sefer ha- Zohar '. To this are attached 

(ii) the I1Sifra~ -Tseniuta" (The lx::x::>k of Veiled. Mystery) , 
consisting of five chapters inserte:i in the Book of 
Excxius an:i dealing with the mysteries of creation, 
the hl..IJ'taIl soul arxi the relation between spirit am 
matter. 

(iii) "sitre Torah" (Secrets of the Torah) , treating 
largely of Cabbalistic arqeolexy an:i the mysteries 
clustering rourrl the Divine Name an:i the Divine 
Unity. 

(iv) ''Ra ' ya Mehemna" ('!be Tnle She(i1erd, Pastor Fide1is), 
which , besides dealing with topics similar to the 
fOre;Joing , lays down definite precepts an::1 rules of 
corxiuct , the exegesis being usually intrc:d:uced with 
the words '''!he true shepherd saithll 

- the true 
shefhanl being Moses. 

(v) "Midrash Ha- ne 'lam" (Recorx:lite Exposition), which 
contains a great deal of Scriptural exposition by the 
nethcxi of "Gematria", i.e. the permutations arrl 
carnbinations of the letters of the Hebrew alphabet 
arrl the Hebrew numerals. It also contains sane 
allegorical exegesis of Scripture reminding one of 
the methcxis of Rrilo. 

(vi) "Tosefta" (Additions) I some stray fragrren:tazy 
supplerrents to the main exegesis of the Zahar in 
which are o:mt.ained references to the Sefi.roth. 

(vii) "Hekaloth" (halls or palaces) , wherein are picture::i 
with a dazzling literality the abcrles of paradise an:i 
hell , the dwell irq- places of the varyirq gzades of 
the an:Jelic hosts an:i their dealirgs with the souls 
of men . '!here are also in this section several 
recorrlite allusions to astrolO3Y arrl magic. 

(viii) llie Iclro Rabba (Greater 5yncx:l) an:! Idra Zuta (Terser 
Sync:xi), which are aroplifications of (ii), above . 

It is ~ssa.ry, before concluding this dj solssion of the Zohar, to briefly 

mention the Book Yetsirah. 'lhe Book Yetsirah is the oldest philo:st;nical l:xx:lk 

in the Hebrew language arrl, alorg with the Bahir, is the earliest book of the 

Kabbalah. '!he Yetsirah prepared the way for the Zohar ani, even rore so than 

in the case of the Zohar , its origins are shrooded in obsoJrity. Dr. Abelson 

describes the Yetsirah as: " ... a mystical tirila:;ophy drawn fran the 

sourrls, shapes, relative positions, ani m..merical values of the letters of 

the Hebrew alphabet . ,,2 

1. Sperling, op.cit. p. Xlll 
2. Abelson, op.cit . p . 100 
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At paragrap,. iL 2 of the Book an explanation is given of the supernatural 

importance of the farns , SO\.lI'rls an:i relative positions of these letters: 

"twenty two letters: He drew them, hewe:l them, 
combined them, weighed them, interch.arged them, curl 
through them prcduced the whole creaiion arrl everythin;J 
that is destined to corne into bei.rq" 

'!he Book Yetsirah also intrcxiuced for the first t ime the doctrine of 

emanation an:i the doctrine of the ten sefirot which will be djSOlssed 

later urrler the hea~ of the Kabbalah . For the purpose of this 

dissertation it is sufficient to mention but these few aspects of the 

Yetsllah. 2 

'Ihe second lOClre specific aspect of Jew'ish mysticism to be cx:msidered is 

the Kabbalah. 'D1e Kabbalah , l iterally IItradition", that is the tradition 

of things divine, is the sum of Jewish mysticism, the major literary text 

of which is the Zcl1ar. 

I:Ue to the fact. that mystery by its nature engerrlers suspicion arrl 

n.IrIX:)I.IT"- lOClngeri.nq I it is not surprising that the Kabbalah, which is a 

mystical tradition, has in consequence be<:x::m:! the subject of lI1lCh 

ill- infonned speculation . One frightening nmour is to the follCJ.¥irq 

effect: ' 'Many a student of the Kabbalah has met with an \ll1tinely arrl 

unpleasant death on a spiritual equivalent of a bad L. S . D. trip") 

1. Abelson, op.cit . p. 101 
2. Ibid. 
3 . Ibid. p . 13 
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While not advocati.n:J this rore hysterical awroach to the Ka1::n3.l.ah, it 

must be stressed that there are, of co.rrse, da.rqers atte.rrlant up::ln 

untutored arrl rarrlom exploration thereof. '!he darger oonsists in the fact 

that every rrovement away from the ordered surfaces of life entails risking 

an encounter with chaos. Flight fran the plain mean.in;J of words ard 

facts . a hUIXjer for a deeper experience than that offered by everyday 

reality, arrl dissatisfaction with the plain mean.in;J of laws can becx::me an 

invitation to anarchy. 'll1e personality structure of a sensitive 

individual can easily be fractured by an untutored exposure to the fire of 

intense psychic experience. 

Persons who seek to enter the heady perlume of the Kabbalist I S garden an:l 

wish to smvive should have a stable marriage (Sexual abberations have 

frequently resulted. fran unwise experience in the garden of the esoteric. 

'!his shall be cliS01Ssei later on) . SUch persons shalld be sufficiently 

disciplined by commitment to the structurim l aws of a lifEM:entred 

tradition, must obtain certain requireci knc:7.¥ledge, be obedient to rules 

arrl , ab::Jve all , be accompanied by a competent guide. 1 

Edward Albertson has explained hCM I in the cx:urse of history I t.his has 

affected Kabbalists: 

"'Ibis is why in the begi..nnirqs of its history the 
k:r'laYledge of the Kabbalah was literally hidden, passed 
fran the lips of a teacher to the ear of a disciple, 
its existence never suspected by the majority of 
law- abiding Terrpl~oers or even by many of their 
rabbis. '!he discipline of sec:.recy was strict. There 
are objects , .i.nc:antations, arrl cerem::mies too sacrerl 
arxl pcMerful for the unprepared person to handle or say 
or participate in without hann to his bcrly or his 
psyche or both. ,,2 

1. Weiner, H. 9 1/2 Mystics, p. 21 
2 . Albertson, op.cit. p . 13 
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'!he Kabbalah, which encanpasses a massive, detailed am. conherent world 

view of man's relation to the universe, literally neans "traditions", 

whereby, one urrlerstards this to mean the tradition of t:h.inJs divine. 1 

As with the Zohar, the origins of the Kabbalah are obscure. What is clear 

is that it has intrigued. both Jf!1I anj non-Jew alike for n1.lll'le.rOJS decades . 

As discussed earlier, the Kabbalah had been received by its disciples fran 

their master.; ard so perpetuated in sa::rect. Only durin:j the fall of the 

Secord Temple did it = that the masters began to write down their 

k:n<::Mledge in nanuscript fann. '!his resulted in new danger as, due to the 

fact that the teacher no larger had control over who was readi.ng it nor 

over the manner in which it was read, the untutore::i reader ran the risks 

previously djS01Ssed. 

Fortunately, the masters employed. another methc:rl. of veilin:J the Kabbalah's 

secrets: 

"'!here is a secorrl way in which the Kabbalah I 5 

krK:Mledge is hidden. Even when its text is held arrl 
read, the deepest arrl truest mean.i.n:]s are not 
apparent. In that way it may be likened to the Godhead 
that is its subject: there are many layers of neani.ng 
within it. In order to protect the innocen.t, the 
authors of the written texts hid the nost powerful 
truths beneath symbol ard myth ard anagram ard cctiplex 
fannuli. ,, 2 

'!he popularity of the Kabbalistic tradition sl<:7w'ly grer.N' an:::l by the 14th 

century the term Kabbalist had beo::lme the custanary designation for the 

teachers of this hidden knc.Mledge, ani the term Kabbalah was used to refer 

to those existin:j manuscripts of that knowledge. 

1. Scholem, G. On the Kabbalah arrl its Syml:x:!lism, p. 1 
2. Albertson, oo.cit. p. 16 
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After the expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492, the Kabbalah be<::aIE 

[XJpUlarly establishe:l in the 16th century. 1 A further rather confusing 

fact to the uninitiated is that the mystical rhlJ.osophies of the Zohar 

have, with time, became centrally ilrp:>rtant within the Kabbalistic 

tradition. 

To turn TICM to the mystical philosophies of the Kabbalah, a central 

principle contained therein is that Yhlatever exists here below on earth 

resembles what is al:x:Ive. '!he Kabbalists believe that a person I s soul is 

an echo of Gcrl. Dr. Abelson, in his Intrcduction to liThe Zohar" , 

describes this phenomenon: "In the Ki.rgdan of man I s soul there are 

processes goi.rq on which are the exact coont.erpart of those gOlnq on in 

the upper world. ,, 2 

In all branches of the Kabbalah the SClll , as a spiritual enti ty which 

plays the highest of high parts in man ' 5 relations with the unseen, is 

brought to the f ore. 3 ']he effectiveness of the Kal:i:lalah is FOrtraye:::i by 

Edward Albertson as : II. •• help (in;) the i.rrli vidual. push aside the veils 

in order to see the Gcrlhead ltPre clearly, to :re:rove the obstacles between 

h.iJnself am. the Gcrlhead, to enlist hbn in the effort to help all human 

souls perfect themselves so that mankin::l arxi the Gcx:ihead at last are 

re-united. ,, 4 

'!he authors of the Kabbalah were aware : 

" that the final reality of GOO. was beyorrl man ' s 
urrlerstandirg . . . that the power that radiates fran the 
Godhead is beyorrl man I s 

1. Albertson, op.cit . p.14 
2. Sperl.in;J, op.cit. p . xviii 
3. Ibid 
4 . Albertson, op.cit . p . 17 
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erxruring unless it is received at a great psychic distance or 
IIveiled" by psychic obstacles .... '!hey believed it was the 
goal of every hurn.:m soul to be re-united eventually with the 
Gcx:lhead .•. that the union could cx:x::ur only when the sool had 
parfect.ed itself in life or in many lives here on earth. ,,1 

In the :rre:iieval Kabbalah the soul is seen as t.hreefold: 

"'!here is (i) Nesham3h, 'Which is the highest {X1ase of 
its existence. (il) Ruah, which is the seat of gocx:l 
an:i evil, the al:x:de of the noral attributes. (iii) 
Nefesh, which is the grosser side of spirit arrl is en 
rapp:::>rt with the l:x:xly and the cause of all lOOVements 
arrl instincts of the physical life. Each of these 
three constituents of the soul has its source in sane 
one or other of the ten sefiroth. ,,2 

Love is a very inq:xJrtant aspect of Jewish mysticism arrl the sool is 

regardai as the root of love. A CClnstant flCM of enev;}Y, of love, is seen 

to flow up arrl dC\Yl1 the ladder between heaven arrl earth, between Gcd arrl 

man: 

"'!be scul, says the mystic of all ages ... seeks to 
enter cx:msciously into the presence of Gcd. Arrl this 
idea of the soul ' s unquenchable ye.arn.i.rq to be united. 
with its Divine source is reiterated urrler many fonns 
in all parts of the Zohar • .. man's intilnacy with Gcd, 
the soul ' 5 union with Him, are described in sexual 
tenninology. It is the union of the male with the 
female .... 'Ihe Zohar speaks t.hr'alghout of cosmic 
union - a cx::mi.n:J t03'ether, a fusion of all the manifold 
universes "above" an:! "below". '!he worlds al::xJve are 
"marrie:i" to the worlds below. Arrl man, who, mainly by 
reason of his soul, is a denizen of these nultiple 
worlds, becomes whilst strivi..rg after comrruni.on with 
the Divine, a sharer in these cosmic acts of 
intercourse. . .. 'Ihese pictures of conjugal relations 
... have largely prepared the way for those numerous 
arrl often obsolre allusions YJhi.ch constitute ¥.'hat has 
been calle:i the "sex mystery" of the Zohar . 113 

1. Albertson, op.cit. p. 14-15 
2 . Sperll..rg , OQ .cit . p. xviii 
3. Ibid. p . xix xx 
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In his l:xXlk "TIle Zohar. '!he book of Splendor" Gershorn G. SChelem has 

presented a small selection of passages fran the Zohar. '!he chapter "The 

destiny of the soul" describes the jotU11eY of an unblemished. sa.ll which 

has retunled to GOO. A selection the.I."e:fram reads as fallCMS: 

" . • . Arrl when such a soul departs from this ~rld, p.lre, 
bright, unblemished, the Holy One, be blessed, dally causes her 
to shine with a host of radiances .. . . A palace whim is knc:Mn 
as the Palace of I..ove sits amidst a vast rock, a IOC>St secret 
firmament. Here in this palace the treasures of the Ki..rq are 
kept am all his kisses of love. EVery SOll. loved by the Holy 
One, be blessecl, enters into that palace .• • . '!he Lord discerns 
each holy soul , arrl t.akin:] each in turn to hi.msel.f , embraces arrl 
forrlles her . . . presentirx] her with gifts ll 1 

'lhis theme of sexuality, viewed as a furdaIrental force of hunan life is in 

line with the Kabbalistic corrlernnation of the ascetic way of life ard, 

along with its consistent enphasis on the importance of [:hysical 

well- being as a prerequisite for inner develq:m:mt, the Kabbalah stresses 

respect for human sexual needs. TI1e Kabbalah teaches us not hedonism, but 

rather a refine.nv:mt arrl. exaltation of l:x:x:tily feelin;Js. '!his represents a 

further ex;mrple of the philosophy that one must nake use of higher 

intentionality to exalt what is ordinarily a JI'O.l1'rlane activity. The 

Kabbalah conceptualises that the Ein Sof has its female counterpart , the 

shekinah, arrl that only when the two are writed, whidl is depicte:l in 

explicit sexual terms, does hanrony truly govern the universe. Human 

sexuality, accordi.rq to the theme that that which cccurs in heaven is 

mirrored on earth, is likewise exalted in the Kabbalah which states that 

the Shekinah is always present when hl.Dl'an coupling takes place. '!he 

Kabbalah enjoins us to approach the sexual act with reverance l::oJn:i with 

joy am' thereby to create hanrony on earth. 2 

1. Scholem, G. Zohar, p. 91-94 
2. Hoffman, op.cit. p. 75-80 
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I!he influence of the Kabbalistic vision of sex am. sexuality is clearly 

present in both the work an:i the life of Marc 01agal1. Witness is his 

repeated portrayal of ecstatic couples in his works am his devotion to 

his three wives, especially his first wife, Bella. 'Dli.s aspect of 

Ka[t)alism, as acx:epted into Hasidisrn will be dealt with in detail at a 

later stage 'When the life arrl works of Chagall are diS01Ssed. 

rue to its inmensity , it is an alnost i.nqx>ssible task to attempt to treat 

with the sacred Kabbalah in its entirety. There is no book large enough 

to contain it. Even were this p:ssible, one cx:uld never reach finality as 

the aspirant will always have his own i.n.tividual experierces to add. In 

consequerx::e, am in the interests of utility, an attenpt will be made to 

detail in general. \:ems the central Kabbalistic themes an:! !'hlJ.ClSO!ilies. 

Only those which affect llassidism will be treated of. fuese are derived 

fran two main scurces : 'lhe Sefirot doctrine of the Zohar and Rabbi Isaac 

Luria I s doctrine of Zllnzu:m, Shevirah and Tikkun. 1 

Firstly, to deal with the Sefirot, which is the plural fonn of the Hebrew 

word Sefi.rah: this derives from the belief of the Jewish lIrjStics that 

there were ten Sefirot which were the ten ~ or qualities within Gcxi 

that He used in creatin:J the world. 'Ihese powers were visualised as 

bright stneres of light emanatirq fran the "Ein-sof" (the limitless one) 

which described the mystery of God. 

JCJSe!'l1 Dan e><plains further : 

l"Dle sefirot doctrine, one of the lTOSt :fuIdamental 
expressions of Kabbalistic mysticism, is based on the 
belief that the 

1. ran, J . '!be Teachirn of Hasidism, p. 8 
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infinite Gcrlh.ead called Ein Sof ... emanated a series of 
ten pc:x.vers, or sefirot, earn with its am specific 
characteristics arrl functions; arrl that these ten 
p::lWers, which are ccrrpletely divine but have limits 
because they exist in tiJre, can be described by means of 
mystical symbolism ... (this) became a mystical system 
with the intrcduction of the view that the sefirot were 
dynamic rather than static.... '!he Sefirot were 
intensely personalized. Goi..rq far beyorrl simple 
descriptions of the funct.ions of the various sefirot, a 
lavishly imaginative symbJlism was used to depict the 
irrlividual characteristics of each sefirah in extensive 
detail ... so that the Kabbal~ came to see each one 
as a distinct personal entity." 

Essentially the doctrine expoun:ls that not only did, am does, man need 

God, but God also needed ani needs man in order to Wlfold his plans for 

the world. God has created the world arxi I"ICM governs it by causin:} the 

ten sefirot, his p::1W€rS or qualities, to emanate fran Him. 

'!he sefirot were conceived. of as spheres of light emanating from God at 

the time of creation. 'lhese emanations, or sefirot, gave rise to four 

universes t narrely: Atsiluth, Beriah, Yetsirah arrl Asiah (Le. Emanation, 

Creation, Fonnation arrl Action). nrese four universes are appJrtioned 

anorq the ten sefirot. 'lhe ten sefirot are named. as foll~: Kether (the 

crcr.m); HokIrah (wisdom); Bmah (urrlerstarrling); Hesect (mercy); Geburah 

(force or severity); Tifereth (beauty); Nezah (victory): Hod (glory); 

Yesod (fourrlation); am, MalJruth (kin:jdan). 

It must be stressed that these names are nerely surface, arbitra1:y arrl 

conventional descripti ves arrl that the manner in whidl the sefirot are 

allocated to the worlds of Kabbalism is an ext.rerely ccmplicated. theue 

which it is not possible to enter in a limited space. Finally, even these 

sefirot, or attributes of Gerl, do not 2 describe all the aspects of Gcrl 

1. Dan, op .cit. p. 8 
2. Sperling, op.cit. p. xvii 
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because the Ein Sof is a mystery which the human min::i cannot un:;ierst.an:!, 

not even in ecstatic Ired.itation. 

I tuIn now to deal with the secom Kabbalistic there previously nentioned, 

namely Rabbi Isaac I.ilria ' 5 doctrine of zimzum, Shevirah arrl TiJOO.m. One 

of the reasons for this is in order I later I to document to sorre extent the 

evidence in Marc O'lagall ' s work arrl in his general lifestyle of the 

influence of the Kabbalistic theory of divine creation t:hraJgh emanation 

as initially observed. by Roy McC.'ullin in his work: "TIle World of Marc 

Cllagall . " 

In this reqard !tiIullin has ccmrente:I as follows: 

11 Olagall ' 5 art. , for his strorqly ethical notions 
about colour I light, pictorial matter, ani ' ''ll1e 
microbes of the Universe" are clearly related, hCMeVer 
remotely I to the esoteric tradition that prcrluced 
Illria ' 5 theory of creation t:hraJgh emanation. '!bey 
are, at least in part, the poetic residue of centuries 
of Kabbalistic m:renuity. "nley might even be regarded 
as just a slightly mcrlernized arrl secularized version 
of the ~ld conunard!rent to cause the holy sparks to 
ascerrl. 

TI1e lllrianic Kabbalah was fonnulated by the great visionary arrl mystic 

Rabbi Isaac Illria arrl reduced. to theolcgical terms by his associate Rabbi 

Haybn Vital in the 16th centw:y. It was written in Safed after the 

expulsion of the Jews from Spain in 1492 . 2 Before this expulsion, the 

focus of Jewish mysticism had been on Maaseh Merkabah (Gcxl ' 5 dlariot arrl 

throne) arrl Maaseh Bereshit (how the world was created) which were in 

contrast to the focus the lurianic Kabbalah later int.rc:d:uoed: 

1. McMullin, op.cit . chapter III 
2. Dan, op.cit. p. 9 
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" Luria's system won such wide acceptance because it 
addressed two basic questions that Jews have always 
asked . .. : Why is there an exile? arx:l what is the 
meaning or function, of the commandments in the 
Torah?"l 

IlIria ' s myth respJrrle:i to the yeanri.n:::J for an explanation of Jewish 

sufferi..rg cause::i by the harrlships arrl degradations of life as a minority 

aIOOrq the gentile nations. Unlike his predecessors, lllria made exile the 

very basis of his conceptions of Gerl, the world, man, arrl the people of 

Israel : 

"lllria I s cosmic myth begins with a question ~i.ni..rg 
to the system of sefirot . .. • When tbre arxl history 
began . God emanated from Himself somethirg that was 
less than Himself even thoogh it was a divine ~ 
(the sefirot). HCM was this possibl e, since until that 

It'OIlVmt Q;rl H.irosel.f comprised everythin3" that was •.• 
arrl thus there was no "outside" into which the Ein Sof 
could emanate entities that were not Ein Sot? To this 
question Illria gave the folla..rl..rg answer: '!he process 
of bri..rgirg into existence things that were not purely 
Em Sof be:Jan with the withdrawal of the Em Sof fran 
same part of existence, which came into existence by 
virtue of that very witlrlrawal. '!he act of 
concentration ... by means of which the Ein Sot vacated 
a portion of itself, thereby nak.i:rq possible the 
creation of time ani space, is called the Zimzum •••• 
In other words, the world came into bei.rg because Gcrl. 
accepted Fe from the space that was thus 
created." 

'!he secord phase of Illria I 5 cosmic history I kna.¥n as the "break.ing of the 

vessels ll
, describes events that took place after the Zi:mzurn arrl seeks to 

eJ<plain why God has allowed the terrible tragedy and sufferirq of the 

exile of the J€MS : 

!I'llie Ein Sof emanated divine lights, ani these lights, 
goi.rg t.l11:o.lgh a series of .. . steps , assumed the fonns 
of the ten sefirot - or, putting it differently, flowed. 

1 . Dan, gp.cit . p. 10 
2. Ibid . p . 11 
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into "vessels" that were supp::sej to give them their 
sefirotic shapes arrl in::tividuality. 'lbe process was 
never cotTQJ1eted as the vessels could not, or would not, 
hold the lights flCMi.rq into them arrl suddenly broke 
.•. the shattered pieces of the vessels with isolated 
fragrrents of divine light (terned nizonot, or "sparks") 
clingi.rq to them fell dCMIlWal."'d, while the remaining" 
lights ascerrled back to the Ein Sof ..• the Ein Sof had 
(accxmlli>;J to lJJria) originally embodied two 
potentially opposed powers . 1be process of Zilnzum ani 
creation had l:een intended to resolve the differences 
between these ~, but one . .. had refused to 
participate, thwartin;J the attempt at creation by 
precipitati..rJq the breaki.rg of the vessels. Claos 
ensued, arxi a dualistic world came into bein;; in the 
empty space vacated by the Zi1nzurn. 'lhe rebellious 
:p::MerS cx::cupied the lower part, creatirq a realm of 
evil, while the fragments of divine light that had 
managed to tear thernsel yes away during the Shevirah 
took refuge in the upper part. "!he Nizonot that did 
not escape, .•. were trapped in the lower space, ~ by 
their presence enabled the evil realm. to prevail." 

'!he manner in which this c::nsm.ic ord.er affected. the individual JeM am 

helped him =pe with his sufferings was explained by lJJria as follC1NS: 

11 'lhe myth of the captive sparks gave the exile an 
immediate concrete significance in the life of every 
irrlividual believer I because reso.rin::J ttte trapped 
sparks ••. was not only within the i.n:lividual' 5 power 
b.rt a religious task that GOO. had specifically 
en~ to every single member of the Jewish 
people. II 

Luria oonceived the perfonni..rg of the "m=n:ii..rg" of vmat had been broken, 

the tikkun, as the task assigned to man: 

"Jewish man, starting with Adam an::! incluc:li.rq every J(!M 
v.no has ever lived - was created for the express 
p..lIlX)Se of perfortninj the tiJdrun. 'll1e whole c::aJrse of 
Jewish history ... was urrlerstcx:x3. in tenns of setbacks 
ani advances in the attempt to perform the tikkun. 
Adam, for example, should have cx:rrpleted the ti.kkJ.m b.It 
instead, because of his sin, brcught al:x:lllt a 
catastrophic new shevirah in which. trore sparks were 
cast down into the realm of evil.,,3 

1. Dan, op.cit. p. 12 
2 . Albertson, op.cit. p . 12-13 
3 Ibid. p. 13 
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In:li vidual man was ooncei ved as cxmtrihItirq to the "mendi.ng1l in the 

follCMin:;J way: 

" A victory for goc:d is scored whenever a human 
bein:;J defeats his evil impulses; the satanic p::MerS win 
a victory arrl gain oontrol of mJre sparks whenever a 
human be.i..n:J sins. '!he battlefield ... of the stntggle 
. . . is the irxtividual ' s observance of Go:i 1 s 
cx:xnmarrlrnents as written in the Torah an:l elaborated in 
Jewish law arrl ethics. Every deed of every JeM takes 
place within this fraITeWOrk am decisively affects the 
overall conflict . .. since evil, l ike everyt:h.irq else, 
can only exist if it is able to obtain sustenance from 
the divine light, the corrplete separation that will 
result when all JeMS uplift all the iltilrisoned nizonot 
will brirq a1:x:xrt the total abolit ion of evil i~f, 
arrl, thus, the lorg-awaited final red.enption . " 

'!he final rrore specific aspect of Jewish mysticism to be CXlnsidered is 

that of Hasidism, known also as the Hasidic lIDVement. 'll1e Hasidic 

movezrent began in the eighteenth century ani rapidly be:Jan to assume the 

social arrl ideolcqical d1aracteristics that have corne to be its main 

contri.J:>ution to Jewish life. By the early years of the 19th century 

Hasidism could boast a sizable library whose volumes reflecte::l its diverse 

ideolcqical trerrls, arrl it came into its own as a ncverrent exercisi..rq 

significant theolcqica.l influence, rather than existing merely as a social 

ani historical force . In the era preo?dil'l3' the emergence of Hasidisrn, 

Jewish culture, which had previously been primarily :rabbinical or 

tiUlosophical, had urrlergone a great netaJrorphosis alorg ¥abbalistic lines 

arxl became a.l1oc>st totally Kabbalistic durirq the 16th century with the 

Kabbalistic philosophy of Rabbi Isaac Illria ga.i.ni.rq a position of 

pre-erninence. In this intellectual arrl spiritual cliIMte Hasidisrn came 

1. Albertson, op .cit. p . 13- 14 
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un:::ter the influence of the Kabba.lah in m:my respects, receiving its 

fund.anental ideas ani theolcqica1 teminology therefrom. While Hasidism's 

view of the world was unavoidably shaped arrl oolarred by the Kabbalah ani its 

mystical doctrines, Hasidism was not fund.anentally mystical. 'lhis is because 

Hasidi.srn was a mass movement am the mystical stance, being intensely 

irrlividualistic, OJUld not easily be maintained in a fol."Il\llly structured 

group setti..rg. Inevitably, therefore, the mystical tendencies of the 

Kabbalah became more generalized as they gained wide popular acceptance an:i 

much of the force of Kabbalistic tenns and concepts was diluted as they 

became an integral part of the Jewish spiritual vocab.llaz:y . In CXJnsequence, 

the Kabbalah that animated Hasidi.srn is best described, not as a process that 

transformed f?Iery believer into a mystic, b.rt as a rollective spiritual 

attibJde tc:1.v.rrd the world, history arrl God . l 

In many respects, Hasiclism began as a revivalist movement with its 

characteristic doctrines, unlike those of the Illrianic Kabbalah, bein:;; 

neither original nor revolutionary, many of them beirq revitalized versions 

of ideas that had long been part of Judaism. Jay in prayer an:1 in the 

perfonnance of religious precepts, love for the whole people of Israel ard 

for the I,XlOr and ignorant, arrl Clp!X)Sition to dcqnatic study of the Torah, for 

example, were all ao:epted Jewish tradition. Early Hasidic tead1ers were 

thus restorers of ne::Jlecte:::l ideas to the forefront of Jewish religious 

consciousness rather than innovators. 2 

1. Dan, op.cit. p. 1-8 
2. Ibid. p.1S 
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As stated previously in discussing the Kabbalah , the Kabbalistic ideas 

utilized by Hasidism derived fram two nain sarrces: '!he sefirot doctrine 

of the Zohar arrl Rabbi Isaac Luria's doctrine of ziJnzum, shevirah arrl 

tikkun. Most Hasidic teachers preferred the older, SCiTleWhat simpler 

conceptualization of the sefirot fCl1.lJXl in the Zohar to the IrOre 

canplicated Ilrrianic system, but they did accept lllria ' s o:::lSIlli.c history 

ani m:my of his other revolutionary ideas, although not without 

considerable m:x:lification. 

'!he sefirot doctrine, it will be recalloo , is based on the belief that the 

Ein Sof emanated a series of ten ~ or sefirot , each with its ~ 

specific characteristics arrl functions , which are <XIIplete1y divine b..rt 

have limits because they exist in tiJre. With the int:rcxluction of the view 

that the sefirot were dynamic , rather than static, this had .beccme a 

mystical system. 'lbe sefirot were intensely personalized in the 

Kal:lbalistic literature ard especially in the richly detailed Zohar. Of 

importance is the symbolism attached to the sixth arrl tenth sefirot, 

namely, Tiferet arrl Shekinah . Tiferet, the masaJ.line element in the 

divine wurld, was the central IXMer Cl!D8n:J the llsefirot of ronstructionll 

which created the world arrl guided its destiny - vm.ile Shekhinah, its 

feminine counterpart, was the divine elerrent closest to man arxi thus the 

subject of a large part of human religious errleavarr as well as the first 

possible contact of a mystic ascerding to the divine world. 

Hasidic theolo:;y COOlpletel y acx:::epted this COSlOOlcqical system of the 

sefirot whereby the world was conceived as the mystical plerana., the 

" Fullness" of divine po.orers c::xJIrPromisin:J the Gcxlhead. 1 

1. Dan, op.cit . p. 8-9 
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ihe Hasidic version of the ZiInzurn concept represents an acceptance, in 

part, of the lllrian system rut with rocxlification. In the lllrian system, 

it will t:e recalled, the zilnzmn was a process occuri.n:J within the Gcrlhead, 

that expresserl the exilic sensibility an:! reflected the great mythic 

struggle in the cosmic world. By describing how Gcd separated Himself 

from certain of His a,.m divine elements , vmi.ch re.nained in the space 

vacated by the Zimzurn, the concept explained how arrl, to sare extent why, 

it was possible for the world to t:e created. Hasidisrn offered a 

completely different explanation. In the Hasidic view, the zimzum was not 

caused by an inten1al. struggle within the Gcx:Ihead b.It by Gcx:P s love for 

what was created, an::l thus it was not a self-exilic act of the Gcdhead rut 

an expression of divine charity an:l l ove for manJd,n::l. 

~e Hasids agreed that all existing thin;js derived their existence from 

emanations of divine light from the Ein Sof, but they maintained that the 

divine light had been so intensely bright in its pristine fonn that its 

full pao;er could not be erdure:l an:l II filtering" was require::l before 

existnece of any kin::l became possible . In consequence, Gcd intentionally 

diminished His light to a lesser degree of power, cx::mmensurate with the 

limited absorbirq capacities of the created worlds arrl beirqs . PUt 

differently, He ren::1ered this light visible, or revealed it, by limiting 

it . 'lhus, while from Gcx:i ' s starrlpoint the zimzurn was a withdrawal of 

divine light, from man ' s it was a revelati on, or flowing rut (not in), of 

divine light . 

In this way, the Hasidic explanation of the zilnzum did not include the 

idea of an inherent conflict within the GOOhead an::i there was no basis for 

a cx::smic catastrophe as in the lllrian system. 'Illis elbnination of the 
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l11rianic Shevirah arrl the obliteration of the dualistic element in the early 

phases of Illria's cosmic history made it difficult to explain how the 

scattered divine sparks had come to be trapped in the warldy realm of evil. 

Scrne. Hasids simply ignored the question, while others adapted pre- Illrian 

ideas to provide an answer. 1 one such explanation is provided by Martin 

BJber in the foreword to his work "Jewish Mysticism": 

"'lbey pictured. Him at first, l:efore the Creation, 
alone, complete, supreme. '!hen fran the void He 
create::l the Universe, arrl in so doi.rq sent forth fram 
HiIrself His ~ glory or presen::e - the Shechina - He 
let it fall up:::m creation in all its fullness, but man 
with his limitations, was unable to receive the 
measureless gift in that fullness , an:! it was thus 
scatterd abroad in innun>.rable sparks ... (which) foone! 
hanes, not only in man himself, an:l in all his thoughts 
arrl qualities , but also in animals , in vegetation, an:l 
even in inanimate ~. 'lhus Gcx:l was immanent 
throughout Creation." 

Hasidism followed an existin:;J trerx:i whereby Luria I s system was 

dernythol03ized. Hasidism to a great extent rejected the lurian myth arrl 

returned to the older Kabbalistic concepts. Yet, on the other hand, 

Hasidism retained a dualistic attitude toward the world arrl the lurian 

mythology of the trapped sparks . fusing them into a conplex new system 

which rested on three pillars: the doctrine of the upliftirq of evil 

thought, the doctrine of ccmnunion with God, an:i the doctrine. of the 

Zaddik. 3 These three central themes will be dealt with later, it be.i..rg 

necessary beforehand to provide same historical perspective of Hasidism 

arrl the circumst.ances in which it arose. 

'Ihe Hasidim, a term denoting "pious Jews" originated during the 1730's arrl 

1740's in Polarrl where rrost of the large Jewish p::lp..llation were ignorant 

1. Dan, op .cit. p. 18 
2 . 8J.ber, M. Jewish Mysticism am the l..e::Jerrls of Baalshern, p. xii 
3. Dan, op.cit. p. 19 
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ard superstitious. 1his was largely due to the shoc:kin;r circumstances 

urrler which they had to survive. Dlrin:J the fateful decade of 1648 to 

1658 hurrlreds of thousarrl of Jews perished in the Cossack massacres which 

were follOHed by the RUssian am SYJedish invasions . The erd of the 

seventeenth century was marked by the frenzy of blood libels which 

resulted in the adoption of violent neasures by the authorities or the nob 

against the alleged ritual rmrrderers, which led to the destruction of 

syna9O;Ues, cemetries, Jewish property arrl sometimes Ollrni.nating in the 

expulsion of the Jews arrl the execution, sarret:iJres , of entirely innocent 

people . 

1he inner life of fblish Jewry began to decline ard the spiritual effect 

of the massacres arx:l persecutions was even greater than the I=hysical. The 

people turnecl away from reality ani lost themselves in the un1<rx::Mn regions 

of the \<JOrld beyord. the grave. 'n1e nasses irrlulged in sr:eculations about 

Hell and Paradise, amulets, magic, de.rrons arrl other mystical fancies am 

Kabbalistic exercises. 

In addition, a messianic l'OCNenent which was originated by Sabbetai zevi 

(1627 - 1676) I who was later exposed as a fraud , aroused. feverish 

messianic expectations aIOOngst the Jewish ccmnun.i.ties of Polarrl, 'I\.lrkey 

ard Italy (Zevi proclallred himself the Messiah in 1665). 1he news of his 

arrest arrl OJnversion to Islam was slCYil to reach Polarrl. Many Jews were 

abarrloning their horres arrl property in the belief that they walld soon be 

carried. on a claJd to Jerusalem. Even the death of Sal:betai zevi did not 

lessen the intensity of the ITOVernent arrl many arose to p.rq:tlesize the 

approach of the Messiah. 'lbe Kabbalist, Habn Malakh, returned to Polarrl 

from 'I\lrkey arrl began to secretly preach that Sabbe.tai Zevi was the 
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messiah and that, like Moses, \Vho had kept the Israelites in the desert 

before brin:Jirq them to the Pranised Iarrl, he would rise fram the dead ani 

redeem the Jewish people. 

Another agitator was Judah Hassid who initiated a sect called. Olassidim 

who engaged. in ascetisrn and who started propagarrla of a mass-emigration to 

Palestine in oreier to welcome there the approachi..rq messiah. 

In spite of the Rabbinic proclamation of ex-cx:mnunication against 

Sabbateans it secretly oontinued, eventually, hcMever , de;Jeneratin;J into 

the dangerous Frankish ncvement whose ne:mbers resorted to perverted. 

mystical notions arrl sexual orgies ard eventually proved to be the grave 

of the 5abbatean lOClVem:mt by their ronversian to catholicism. 

'n1e masses, ftustrated by the pe.rsea.rtions an:::l disillusioned. by the 

messianic preterrlers, faile::i to be satisfie::l with the rigid fonna.lism of 

Rabbinism. 'nJ.ey yean1ed for direction ard satisfaction of their religia.lS 

cravings ani, in an atm:Jsphere of depression an:i superstitious belief, 

with stories of wan::iering souls am devils , guidarx::e was need.ed to lead a 

bewildered generation back to hope.l 

Exhausted by the struggle to Sl.ll:Vive in p:werty-stricken circumstances , 

chastised by their leaders for not devoting nore tilre to the study of the 

sacred lxx:lks, and bleedi..rg from po:JIOlltS, the East EUropean JfiMrY were 

beset by a mocx:i of black bitterness (In Hebrew ''rrora schara"). It was 

this mass melancholia that the Baal Shern TaV, the fourrler of Hasidism, 

1. Paz, E . SUmmer School Lectures of Hasidism, p. 4-7 
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urdertook to change. He began preachinq that life shaJl.d be filled with 

joy ani high purpose, ani within a few years he ani his disciples had 

trigtJered a o.rrrent of enthusiasm whim spilled CNer an:! resulted in a 

religioos I!lJVeme.nt which has remained vital up to the present day arrl 

which has several hurrlred thousarxl adherents th=lghoot the world. The 

effect of Hasidism was, thus , to "substitute a wann-heart.ed breath of 

mysticism and glCMl..rq rananticism, for Rabbinic Scholasticism arrl avid 

spea.1lations. ,,1 'Ihe Baal SheIn Tov, whc:se mastery of the Kabbalah was 

.inc::anparable, made the Kabbalah aocessible to his scholars th=lgh stories 

arrl leg-eros. 'these scholars were nostly largely uneducated, arrl it was in 

this manner that Hasidisrn began to evolve. 

Hasidism succeeded SalX>ateanism, ani: 

II (like Sabbateanism) it was based on the ¥abba.lah 
rut differed fran its predeCPSS01:S in that it 
"Neutralize:i their messianic element" whidl. was 
replaced by eItiJhasis on the personal . ... 'Ihe 
salvation of the soul of the Fvidual ll'USt precede 
the redemption of the world. II 

Havirx;J provided sane backgrourx:l into the forces Wid) animated Hasidisrn I 

return T'I::M to the three central precepts of Hasidism previously IrEntioned, 

namely the doctrine of uplifti..rq of evil 'thcuJhts, the doctrine of 

c:::ati!l1I.U1.on with Gcxi , and the doctrine of the Zadclik. '!he first arrl the 

last of the above-Irentioned three precepts shall be treated of very 

briefly as their beari..rq on the life ani ~rk of Marc Olagall is limited. 

1 . Paz, op .cit . p . 14 
2. Rubinstein, A.. Hasidism, p. 8 
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'!he Hasidic doctrine of the uplifti.rg of evil thoughts arose in response 

to the difficulties the Hasid had with the lllrian conceptualization of how 

evil had origillated. am walld eventually be at:olishe::l. lllria's system 

held that evil would ultimately be destroyed, but in making this clailn it 

failed. to answer an inportant question implicit in the oosmic myth; 

narre.ly, if evil had originated. in the contradictory element in the Gcdhead 

that had refused. to participate in the ZiInzum, ani thus precipitat..irq the 

shevirah, then evil is derived form the Ein Sof, the source of all 

gc::x::xmess, in which case how can it be cat1plete1y evil? In order to deal 

with this question the Hasids developed a doctrine maintai..ni..rq that evil 

is really a tenporary manifestation of an aspect of the divine light, ani 

that this element will ultimately be re-united with the good elerrents am 

be transformed or returned to its original state of gocrlness. More 

simply, evil was to be redeemed rather than destroyed. 

'!he difficulty with this notion is that in order to redeem or uplift evil 

this necessitates the seekin:;J of active oonfrontation with sin, as an evil 

element cannot be uprooted unless it has first been able to get a hold on 

one ' s soul. Opening oneself to temptation is darqerous , however, as it 

means that one may actually be drawn into sin which, obviously, was not a 

philosophy which the pious, strictly observant am highly troral person 

CXX1ld safely embrace. In order to deal with the threat of caning into 

close contact with evil, in order to uplift or red.eem it, the Hasidic 

teachers employed the doctrine of the zaddik. '!his doctrine made a 

distinction between the ordi..na1:y Has id, or sinple person, am the Zaddik, 

a person of superhtnnan religious abilities. While the Hasid should not 

ergage in such a da..n::3'erous practice, it is the duty of the Zaddik to 

un::iertake the fearsome task of re:::ieeming the world by meeti.rq evil 
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head-on, so to speak, in order to overcome am uplift it. '!he Hasid, on 

the other harrl, was conjoined to adhere to the older Lurian methcxi, namely 

the cautious traditional path of avoidi..n::J eviL To conclude this 

discussion, the Hasids envisaged. a division of labour, as it were, in 

regard to the tikkun, with the ordinary Hasidim avoidi..rq evil arxi the 

Zaddik assuming the extreme responsibility of abolishirq evil by prrifyirq 

it in his superhuman soul arrl upliftin;} it to its divine origin. 1 

I turn 1"lO.V to deal with the th.i:ro central precept of Hasidism, of major 

interest to the subject of this disc::x:m:'Se namely, the doctrine of 

conununion with Gcx:i (deveJarth) which is one of the nnst. distinctive ani 

important d=trlnes of Hasidism. 

1he Hasidic urxIerstanding of the tikJam process of uplifting the tzapped 

sparks and transforming evil into good followed from the belief that every 

human soul has a special relationship or cormection with Certain specific 

sparks that are rt:xJted near its own place of origin in the divine world. 

since one's irrlividual fate arxi well-be.i.rx1 are closely bourrl. to the fate 

of the sparks with which one has this intimate connection, perform.irq the 

acts that uplift them advances one I s a;.,.n salvi fie interests as well as the 

interests of the Jewish people as a whole. In consequence, participation 

in the tikkun prcx::ess offers the irxlividual Hasid a personal benefit 

caronensurate with his own role as well as bei.n;J beneficial for the entire 

people of Israel. 

In Luria's system, as in the pre-Inrian Kabbalistic literature, the tikkun 

prcx::ess had generally been symbolized by the idea of bringing al::x:x.lt a 

1. Dan, op.cit. p. 19-22 
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union, often described in sexual terns, between Tiferet arrl Sbekhinah, the 

cosmic male arrl female principles. Hasidism retai.ne:i this idea, alorq 

with its associated imagery arrl tenninology, but OJrnbined it with the idea 

of deve}QJth, or cormn.mion. 

Hasidism made devekuth into a rni.niJnal requirement demarrled. of anyone who 

hoped to ascerd the spiritual lackler arrl viewed it as an ongoi.n:J 

experience attainable by all Hasidim, at least while prayi.n;J am 

preferably while engagoo in other activities as well. 'rhus, the Hasid 

aims at attaini.rq a state of communion with the Shekhinah oot just 

cx:::casianally but on a conti.nuin::J and regular basis. nils is evident in 

the idea that cx:mm.mion is not an isolaterl devotional exercise restricte:l 

to the synagogue but sornethirq that can be an integral. part of all aspects 

of life, hcJ..Iever tm..11"rlane. Everyday activities like ea:tin3, wa1.kirg, doi..rq 

business, or engagi.n:J in soc:ial int.ercarrse are seen as requiring only a 

tiny part of one I 5 spiritual powers arrl should therefore not be a pretext 

for interruptirq the state of camrmmion. F\.trthernv:)re, since there are 

divine sparks that can be uplifted in every SJ=here of life, SCIl'leOne who 

maintains the appropriate frame of m..i.n::l when doin:J something of a worldly 

secular nature is perfonni.n:;J a genuinely religious act. 'lhis idea becaIre 

the cx:mcept of avodah-be gashmiut or "physical worship" whidl. holds that 

the power of carmnunion can transfonn even a purely physical, material, arxl 

secular act into an act of worship in the fullest sense. 

'lhis Hasidic theory of cx::mnunian IMde extensive use of the Kabbalistic 

concepts of Katnut ( " smallness") am gadlut ("greatness lf
) INhich applied to 

the divine p:::1NeI"S, with gadlut designating the ideal state of total 

perfection ordained. for each ~er am katnut designati..nj the lesser state 
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to which JOOSt of the ~ w"ere terrporarily reduce:i because of the 

l.Jrperfection of the COSlOOS in the aftenra.th of the shevirah. In Hasidic 

usage these two terms were applied to the two degrees of CCI'liIlUll1i.on that a 

person can achieve. In the ideal state of gadlut, the soul withdraws from 

the world curl is ilrnne.rserl in the divine glory. since the inperfection of 

nan and the world makes it inpossible to maintain an \D1broken state of 

gadlut, the devotee is saretiJres obliged to descerd to katnut, a state 

which is less desirable, rut offers the possibility of active 

participation in worldly life. It was the application of this idea to the 

Zaddik, who was held to be constantly noving fran ilrq:erfect camrunion in 

katnut to perlect communion in gadlut, that helped nake it possible to see 

him as an intermediary between this world arrl the gcxIhead. 

'!he zaddik, being especially concen1ed with matters pertaining to the 

sparks with which the souls of the members of his o::mruni.ty have a special 

relationship or oonnection, becornes resp:msible for the :rrcst diffiOJ.l.t 

tikkinum. It is in this way that the zad:li.k is expected to omfront an:i 

uplift evil and sinful thoughts and desires which the ordinal:y llasid seeks 

to avoid. '!he sins he uplifts are the sins of the members of his 

'ty 1 C<>l1I1IUrU , 

It will be argued that the idea that cx:mnunion is not a strictly isolated 

and devotional exercise, but sarretl1i.n:J whereby the tikku:n process may be 

perfonned even in the murrlane activities of life, is of central .iJtportance 

to Marc Olagall ' 5 life arrl works an:i is clearly doc:urrente.d therein. To 

elabJrate thereon, this idea is linked. to the Hasidic notion that there is 

a divine spark in everything. As Dr. Efraim Paz has said: 

1. Dan, op .cit. p. 2]-29 
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liThe Baal SheIn Tcv (the Besht) took over the 
magnificent Kabbalistic cosrrology whereby man is 
responsible for the fate of GOO in the world .... '!he 
Besht democratised Go::i , maJd.rq Him a kirxl, gentle an:i 
c:c:trpanionable deity, whose dwelliIq place is not in the 
distant heaven, rut in the humblest hmnan heart arrl in 
nature . ... nus is the teadl.i.rg of universality in 
Hassidisrn. God. .• is embcdied in everythirg . .. just 
as before creation the world was in Gerl, so is GOO in 
the world l'lCM • • • • Since noth..i.n;r can l:e conceived 
without God, there is sorrethin::J of this essence also in 
the apparent evil of life . He taught nen to regard 
everythirg fran the spiritual aspect , that pain or 
pleasure serve only through the :nea:sure whereby they 
further or retard the spiritual essence of our beiIq. 
Eati.rg arrl dri.nki.rq may thus beccme a holy act , ani the 
sight of a beautiful wcm:m awakens in us reflections of 
the IOClSt ecstatic nature . .. . '!he naggid (the Besht ' s 
successor as the leader of Hassidisrn) ••• enlarged. on 
the doctrine of DeveyJo..tth through his vision of the 
annipresence of Gai, describing the essence of GOO as 
penetrating all existence an::! end:xxlying everythirg. It 
is possible to worship Him with every act. '!here is a 
spark of Divinity in all things an::! everywhere .... 
'Ihe objective of "Thou shalt adhere to Him" is only 
possible through joy, while fasti.rg arrl self-affliction 
bri.rq sorrow, arrl sorrow is the root of evils . 11 

'lh.is means that the Hasid is not expected to renoonce the world of the 

senses arxi engage in ascetism. On the contrary, he must approach these 

worldly experiences with joy ard verve. For example, Gcd has given man 

the sense of taste, therefore it is man ' s duty to eat with pleasure ani do 

it as joyously as possible . One is enjoined not to in:::lulge one ' s animal 

impulses but rather to errploy these jOYalSly as a means of enIight::zrent ard 

in order to further the prcx::ess of tikklln: one truSt engage in the alter 

world as a means of service to the Creator. As the Besht taught, the 

Biblical injunction, "hide thyself not fran thine awn flesh" was to be 

interpreted as a ccmna.rrlment to stop inflicting pain and deprivation ufX::m 

one I S own 1:x:rly. 2 

1 . Paz, op.cit. p . 18- 21 
2 . Weiner, op.cit . p. 125 
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Hasidisrn, in other words, denies the existence of a didlotctny between the 

life of the spirit arrl life in the world. Gcrl has created the world so 

that we may perform our services to the Creator in it, to perform our 

duties with devekut . In this way, we will came to experience a world 

without divisions, one where only hannony an:! unity exist, where the 

entire COSI'OClS will be seen as a symphony to GOO. Hanokh of AlexsarxircM 

(1798 - 1870) illustrates this concept in his unique interpretation of the 

verse in the Psalms: "'Ibe heavens are the heavens of the Lord, but the 

earth hath He given to the children of men.": 

"'Ihe heavens are the heavens of the Lord - you see they 
are already of a heavenly character. 
art: the earth hath He given to the children of 1["'" - so 
that they might make of it samethin:] heavenly. " 

The cx:mcept of the hallc,;ving of the everyday is the essence of Hasidism. 

nus can to some extent be urrlerstocd in that Hasidism eval ved in response 

to the glcx:m am inpoverishment of Jewry. It preached a glad arrl joyous 

faith because in Holy joy Gcx:t becanes visible in everythi.n] - Hasidism 

took as its IOOtto the verse fran Psalm 100: "Serve the lDrd with Joy. 

cane lJefore Him with exult.i.rq." It was thus that the Besht taught "that 

life should be loved arrl enjoyed. - a beautiful am happy experience to be 

tasted. ani covete::i arrl not feared . ,, 2 

'Ihe Hasidim invoke dancing an:l singirg in the belief that thereby every 

Jf!:M can arise arove his physical limitations am. experierx:::e the Gcx:lliness 

1. Rubinstein , op.cit. p. 34-35 
2. Paz , op.cit. p . 23 
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of his soul. In dancing the entire bcx:ly is seen to express religioos joy 

ani bec:.ane subservient to the ecstatic seW. arrl is thus employe::l as one 

means of adrievirg deveJrut. ibe Hasidic dance represents the purest fonn 

of manifestation and represents the verse fram Psalms: "All my OOOOS 

shall say: lDrd, who is like unto thee?" 

Professor Martin SUber describes the Hasidic dance as follC7NS: 

" out of a thousard waves of IOC1IIerrent it evokes in a 
kin::lred arrl visible form an linage of the many 
fluctuations of elation and dejection in the enraptured 
soul. ,,1 

'!he dance i s an aspect of the general ecstacy, the highest form of 

exultation, which the Hasid strives to achieve : 

"!he true Hasid is in a state of deep love, love that 
rules his thoughts an::l sentiments. His love is rrore 
powerful than his bcx:lily strength, ard is so 
encanpassing that he feels his chest cannot contain 
it. '!he passion raves arrl storms within him arrl he 
fims no peace . '!he dancing, singirq rrovements, are 
outward signs of the turbulence within, the flash in 
his eyes signifies his subIrersion in the eternal - Eden 
of love. Th.e Hasid is deepl y in love with GOO arrl he 
acts as a lover. All his senses , all his life, all his 
ideas, all his spiritual might, all the fibres of his 
soul are tied, intertwined arrl concentrated in this 
love. Religion to the Hasid, is bc:lun::lless love of Go:i, 
toore than his body can bear. To describe this state 
the Hasid has coined a term: "till the oonst.lIlption of 
the soul. II It does not mean that one dies, but that 
one reaches the climax, when ~t seems the soul will 
escape the body out of love. II 

In conclusion, the discussion of Jewish mysticism arx:l its various 

comp::>nents arx:l adherent philosophies cx:mtained in this chapter have been 

1. Buber, op.cit. p. 4 
2. Paz , gp.cit. p . 37 
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documented for the p.n:pose of relati..rq the influences these philosophies 

had on the l ife arrl work of Marc OJagall . '!he exact manners in which 

these influences were manifested shall be detailal in a l ater chapter. It 

is sufficient, at this stage of the discussion, merely to mention that 

Cllagall arose from a Hasidic a:JIl1I1II.l1lity , that his parents were Hasids arrl 

his upbr inging Hasidic . Although Cllagall in his adult years never 

explicitly becane an exponent of anyone novement or philosophy, it will 

be argued that the influences of his early years remained. with him 

throughout his life, yet that he preferre::i to retain his artistic liberty I 

avoid.i..rg involvement with the debates of the day, in order to pursue his 

goals untrammel.lal by dogma or other restrictions . 

~e historical basis for this aJ:gUInel1t has alIeady been laid by Fay 

McOJllin in the book "The World of Marc Olaqall " where the followirq is 

stated : 

li lt (the theoretical Kabbalah) existerl in a pop.1larize:i 
fonn ... arrl . . . was Srill a.rrrent when O1agall was 
grcMirq up in Vitebsk" 

L Md1Ullin , cp.cit. chapter III 
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Israel Yeshayahu, the speaker of the Knesset (Israeli Parliament) lauds 

Marc Olagall in the followirq tenTs in the fo~rd to the b::x:lk 

"Tapestries and Mosaics of Marc Chagall at the Knesset" by Ziva 

Amishai -Maisels: 

"Cllagall is then the greatest Jewish artist of our time, 
one. whose Judaism anticipated his art arrl served him as 
a source of livi.rq inspiration for his creative 
ilnagination. '!he Jewish way of life, Jewish history, 
arrl the biblical heritage, as well as secular knc1,.iledge 
and power of observation, nurtured his ~tic souL His 
entire oeuvre, in all its richness arrl variations, is 
the fruit of these influences. 

Was there anyone lOClre worthy arrl able to decorate the 
Knesset I S state Reception Hall ?1I1 

'!his richly deserved accolade conferred upon Olagall at what for him must 

have been an occasion of the TrOSt joyous honour bears within it some 

profoun:i truths. '!he further discussion in this dlapter represents an 

atterrpt to illustrate an:! d=.nnent just wtlat these factors were that 

"nurture::i his poetic soul. II 

In this discussion, much stress has already been laid up:m the Jewish 

trrjstical traditions which inforne::i the ccmm.mity into which Olagall was 

born arrl in which he spent his fonnative years. Yet the question remains, 

what Il'Dtivate::l this man who later became so hornlred. arrl revered, arrl what 

was it m hbnseJ.f an:! his personal circ:umstances that inspired him an:! led 

him on to achieve such heights arrl such excellerx::e? 

1. Amishai-Maisels, z. Tapestries arrl Mosiacs of Marc Olagall at the 
Knesset, p. 14 
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In atteIrpting to seek answers to these pe<ple>dng questions this chapter 

will be devoted, in the main, to a disa.lssion of Cllagall ' 5 background. To 

begin with the diSOlSSion will be concerned. with the p::>Sition of the 

Russian Je,rry of Olagall ' s time, in the so-calle::i "Jewish Pale of 

Settlement" , Whereafter factors rore personal to the artist, such as his 

family life, the places of his upbr~IDJ arrl his feelirgs of love will be 

dealt with. 

Olagall grew up in ambiguous surrourrli.rgs. On the one hard. he had a 

sheltered an::i protected childhocxi in a devoutly religious, stable home; 

yet, on the other harrl, he grew up in the midst of poverty I l'X'X3LOIIIS arrl 

anti-semitism. Ule reaction of the Russian Jewish ccmm.mity of Olagall ' s 

era was not to resort to despair in these ci..ra.nnstarK:: of misery arrl 

grief I not to becx:xre a pessimistic am downtrcrlden nation, but rather to 

becc:xtE a nation exalted arrl sustained by their sense of Gcx:i arrl Go::lliness. 

Olagall was rom in the village of Pestovatik in 1887 arrl spent his 

famative years in nearby Vitebsk, a factory to..m in what is knc:Jwn as 

''White Russia ll which borders in the west with Lithuania am with Polarrl. 

Beginning in 1772 a forbidding though invisible wall began to rise all 

arourx:l the Jewish communities of Russia, the Ukraine. arrl Polarrl with Je'w"S 

bei.n:J forbidden to reside anywhere outside those places in which they were 

already settled. '!his geographic restriction be:::a:me knO',.m as "The Jewish 

Pale of Settlement", with Jews who wished to travel outside the defined 

bourrlaries thereof bei.rg required to obtain special residence arrl travel 

pennits, failirg' which they were arrested. arrl pmished .1 

1. Ausubel, N. Pictorial History of the Jewish People, p . 231 
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the Pale as defined in 1804 cxmsisted of Lithuania (the provinces of 

Kovno, Vilno, Grcdno arrl Minsk); the south-western provinces (Vohlyn arrl 

f\:xlol); White Russia (Vitebsk an:! Mogilev excl\ld.in:l the villages); Little 

Russia (Cl1emi.gov arrl Poltava minus the c;ro...'l1 hamlets); New Russia 

(Kherson, Ekoterinoslav, Taurida , arrl Bessarabia minus Nikolaev arrl 

Sevastopol); the provirK::e of Kiev minus the capital; arrl, the Baltic 

provinces (for old settlers only).1 

ruri.rg the reign of Tsar Alexarxier I (1801- 1825) , who was influerx:ed by 

the wirds of liberalism then blowi.n:J in western Europe, there began a new 

and.. brilliant era for the Jews of Russia , Polarrl and Lithuania. TIlose who 

had already fallen under the spell of Moses Merxlelsohn an:! his Enligh~t 

novernent (Haskalah) floc.ke::l into the High schools arx:l universities . Many 

Jews becalre nerchants , brokers, bankers, manufacturers, doctors, teachers, 

journalists ard gOVernrtent contractors . 'Uley, arrl especially their 

children, becalre quickly Russianise::l am quite a few even converted. 

'!his Haskalah lOCNement was arrre.nt ani thriviIq duri.rq Olagall ' 5 youth arx:l 

many of his cont.enporaries were actively associated therewith. '!he 

Judaica Encyclopaedia describes the term Haskalah as: 

"The Hebrev.r tenu for the Enlightment lOCNerrent arrl ideolcqy 
which began within Jewish scx:::iety in the 1770 's. An 
adherent of Haskalah became known as rnaskil (pI. maskilim) 
. .. Haskalah continued alorq new arrl nore radical lines 
the old contention upheld by the Maim:midean party in the 
Maitronidean Controversy that secular shxlies shCXlld be 
recc:qnize::i as a le:Jiti.Irate part of the curriculum in the 
education of a Jew. For Jewish society in Central Europe, 
an:i even lOOre so in Eastern Europe, this demarxi conflicted 
with the deeply .ingrained. ideal of Torah study that left 
no place for other subjects.... 'The Haskalah ItPVerrent 
contributed toward assimilation in larq..tage, dress, ard 

1. Greenberg, L. '!he JEMS in Russia, vol. 1, p. 11 
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manners by CXJrrlemnirq Jewish feeli..njs of alienation in 
the galut (places outside Israel) am fosterirq loyalty 
tcMard the m::xiern centralized state. It regarded this 
assimilation as a precorxii tion to an:i integral element 
in emancipation, which Haskalah 1..1J:held as an objective 

Moses Merrlelsohn is generally ronsidered to be the 
originator of the Haskalah novement (the "father of the 
Haskalah"). HCMeVer, this opinion has to be corrected. 
in that a desire for secular education had already been 
envinced. arrong the preced.irg generation of GentIan Jews 
an:l sorre i.n::lividual Jeo:I in PolaId an:l Lithuania, 
dur.irq the 1740's ... ,II 

It was through the Haskalah m::wement that the door of sea..1lar culture, so 

to speak, was opened for the ghetto JeM. It was also responsible for the 

revival of the Hebrew language arrl literature, the awakening of Jewish 

nationalism arrl, in oonsequence the birth of the Zionist m:JVement (whim 

sought spiritual an:l political em:mcipation of Jews in the ancient 

homelan:l of Israel). '!he lOOVement created tensions am:mgst. the Jewish 

community as the orthc:rlox leadership saw in it a threat to the 

preservation of Judaism. 'll1ese fears were certainly not groun:lless as is 

dem::mstrated by the weakening of Judaism an::i the defections from Judaism 

which followed in its wake. '!he leaders were aware that for the ghetto 

JeM, the Jew in a state of di.a.sp:>ra (exile from the land of Israel) it was 

the orthcrlox way of life which had been m::>St effective in safeguardi..rq 

both Judaism arxi the Jewish way of life am. which. had, in tum, 

carnpensated the Je!W for the disabilities he suffered. 'lhey realised that 

through secular education the youth would beo:me equipped for a world 

that would not aa:ept them, yet at the sama time they wculd thereby be 

rerrlered unfit for life in the ghetto. '1l1e members of the m:werrent 

persevered however, re;1ardless of the cost in sufferirg arrl the loss of 

inner peace, for they were not prepared to shut out the light of the world 

1. Encyclopaedia Judaica Jerusalem, p. 1433 
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about them even if to do so was the only means of preservin;J their 

spiritual heritage. 1 DJri.rq the latter part of Alexarrler I's reign the 

liberal t.erxJencies of his earlier years of rule suffered a serious setback 

arrl, frightened. by his cr,.m liberalism, he nullified. all of his reforms, 

including those for JeMS, arrl constricted the Pale of Settlement even 

IOClre. 2 A decree was issued barri.rq Jews from livi..rq in the villages 

arrl forcin:;J them to live only in the t.aNns arx:l cities . His successor, 

Tsar Nicholas I (1825 - 1855) , continued his policy of uprootin:;J the Jews 

arrl exterxied it to areas previously unaffecte::l. Ihe result was massive 

sufferirg, p:werty, starvation an:i aimless warxlering fran town to town. 

In addition, in 1827 Nicholas I established. a c:x::mp.llsory period of 25 

years anned service for Jewish reauits . 'lhe reasons info~ this f'lf:M 

system were sbrple: to take Jewish boys aged between twelve ani eighteen 

years from their environment at an iInpressionable age, to keep them in 

places stationed far from Jewish influences for 25 years, arrl in this way 

to thoroughly Russify them. 'lhe recruits became. kn<::M1 as "cantonists" 

with officials havi.rg to deliver specified. rnnnbers from each exmmmity to 

the army.3 

Louis Greenberg describes the horrors of the cantonist system: 

"'!he conscripts destination was usually as far away from 
the Pale as p:JSSible arrl the trip was an ordeal which 
initiated the children in a lorq career of physical 
sufferi.rq arrl spiritual tonnent . '!he military guards, 
in order that they might p:x:ket the IrOney allotted for 
transportation, forced these unforbmate drildren to 
make their journey, often lasting from six ronths to a 
year, on foot . '!he famous Russian writer, Alexarrler 
Gertsen , gives a graphic portrayal of such a march which 
he encountered. in 1835. '!be cantonists were fa~l.iIg 
into line ready to resume their march •.•• lIPcx:lr 
unfortunate children! '!he 00ys of 12 or 13 managed 

1. Greenberg, op.cit. p. 188- 189 
2 . Ibid, p. 10 
3 . Ausubel, op.cit. p. 232-233 
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sanehow to starxi up but the little ones of 8 or 9 . ... 
No artist ' s brush could paint the horror. Pale, 
emaciated, frightened faces looka::l out of the 
ludicrously clumsy soldiers tmifonns, casting about 
helpless pitiful glances at the soldiers . From their 
blue lips arrl the blue veins urrler their eyes , i t was 
obvious that they were sufferi.ng from fever arrl 
eq:osure. A sharp wi.rxl was blowing I arrl these sick 
children, loveless ~ helpless were marching straight 
to their graves .... " 

It was hoped hereby to gradually wean an entire generation of male Jews 

from their religion and lead them to accept the creed of the orthcdox 

Russian church . "Cllappers" (the comrmmal official snatchers or 

kidnappers) were even all""ed to kidnap children of 6 an:! 7 years old. It 

was not until the CXJronation of Alexarrler II (1855- 1881) that the 

cantonist system was abolished. 2 

Alexarrler II expressed his philosophy in the slogan IIOne Russia I One 

creed , One Tsar" which, in relation to the Jews meant the beg"inn.i.rg of the 

dismantli.rg of the separatist policy. HOW'ever, those J€MS who did not 

accept conversion suffered. oppression ani all the pains arrl penalties of 

bein:J unwanted, unprivileged aliens to a greater degree than before. 

Alexan:ier II I s slavophile creed also led to the emancipation of the serfs 

which led. to further economic hardships for the JfiMS for they began to 

cx::mpete directly in the labour market as artisans ani merchants. Similar 

to his forbear, Alexarrler II cilal"lged his policies in the latter part. of 

his reign. 'Ihe advancement of the J€MS was seriously hanpered by the 

Polish uprising in 1863 \Yhich led to an unfavorable charge in govern:rrent 

policy towards the Jews an:i in 1871 the first goverranent- approved p::qrom 

took place in Odessa. 3 

1. Greenberg, op.cit . p . 49 
2. Ausubel, op.cit . p . 233 
3. Ibid. p. 233 - 234 
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With the accession of Alexarrler III (1881 - 1896) to the throne the Je'NS 

were again subjected to a canpaign of terror arrl new disabilities. He 

regarded the m::xlern den=ratic spirit am all intellectual enlightJnent as 

leprous diseases with which lithe vulgar!! new middle classes were infecti.nj 

scx:iety. Arrl, he was convinced, the worst of these bourgeois elenents 

were the Jews. 

Immediately after Alexan:ier lIP 5 coronation a pogrom broke rut in 

Elizavetgrad arrl from there it spread fanw'ise into Kiev arrl Olessa. In 

the Kiev district alone there were pograns in 48 towns. Frc:Im there, the 

epidemic of violence an:! blcxx:lshed lI'OVed into the districts of Volhynia, 

Pcd.olia, OleI:nigov arxi Poltava, where it raged all that year. '!here was 

also a massacre in Warsaw. 1 

Louis Greenberg discusses this horror as follows: 

"Beginning" with the regime of Alexarrler III the pcqrcm 
became an established, frequently recurring feature 
tmtil the fall of the Tsardom in 1917. 'Ihese attacks 
upon Jews, although not directly erqineered by the 
central goverrnnent, were at all t.ilres tolerated by it 

Having fortified themselves with liquor, the 
howling Russians would swoop d~ upon the Jewish 
quarter, am. there would follow an orgy of pillage arrl 
lootirg . . .. l\pparentl Y the Tsar ' s deep-seated hatred of 
the Jews arrl the intense antisemitism which penre.ated 
his regine paralyzed the will to check the urrle=ver 
anti~ewish machinations of the Sacred league (secret 
group of high officials famed in March 1881 consisting" 
of ardl-reactionaries arrl rabid anti-semites) arrl thus 
eno:JUraged the provil1ci~ authorities in their criminal 
neglect or connivance . II 

In May 1882 the so-called "May RUles" were enacted as temporary measures, 

but in fact remained in effect till the fall of the Tsardan in 1917 . In 

1. Ausubel, op.cit . p. 234 
2 . Greenberg, op.cit . p. 19- 25 
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terms of these rules, Wich were widely misinterprete:i, in sare districts 

Jewish Villagers were not allowed to JI'OVe fram one village to another , arxi 

even a cha.rge of domicile in the same village a::W.d result in the loss of 

residence rights. Renewals of leases was forbidden to Je ..... ish tenants who 

were banished by the police. D.le to this arbitrary interpretation of the 

rules 10 000 Jews were expelled. from their hares in the oold winter before 

the highest Co.Jrt of Aweal stopped the e><p.llsions. 1 

D.lr.i..rq the pericxi of Alex.arrler III I 5 rule the police of the cities outside 

the Pale o:n:lucted pericxlic searches for Jewish residents arrl forced them to 

liquidate their businesses an:i depart within 48 hours . For a bribe a Jf!!N 

scanetimes managoo. to postpone or cancel the date of exp..llsion or escape 

having his home raided at night. In 1887 a "numerus clausus" was enacted 

restrictirx] the numbers of Jews admitted to secarrlary schools ard 

I.ll'1.i.versities . 'll1e admission of Jews to these institutions became depen:ient 

lJIXln the number of non-Jewish students, creatirg extreme problems in areas 

with large concentrations of J€MS. The situation became so ludicrous, as 

Shalom Aleichem describes,2 that in some cases Jewish parents paid for am 

maintained. a Olristian student at a school in order to get their CMT1 child 

admitted. In 1891 in st. PetersbuI:g same 2 000 Jews were expelled from the 

city, many in chains like criminals, arrl in the same year in Moso::lw'massive 

expulsions ~ with 20 000 JfMS, a1.Irost two thirds of the Jewish cornrm.mity, 

eventually bei..rq expelled . One canforti..rq thalght, however, is that the 

Irussian people were not themselves responsible for the hardships arx:l 

cruelties imposed upon the J~vs durirg the reign of Alexarrler II. 'll1e guilt 

therefore must be ascribed to the enp:ror arrl a small clique of 0JUrt 

dignitaries who were in ~lete charge of Russian affairs.) Alexarrler III, 

beirg weak- mimed 

1. Greenberg. op.cit. p. 31-32 
2 . Ibid . p.37 
3. Jhlg. p . 32- 47 
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and de5};XJtic I allowed himself to become the tool of his fanner tutor 

Pobiedanoster, the aristocratic prcx::urator of the Holy Syncxi, and the 

fOnmlla he worked out for the liquidation of the Jews in Russia was 

arithmetically neat: one-third by conversion, one-third by emigration an:i 

one-third by starvation. 1 

When the imperial government opened the gates to emigration, the 

mass--excrlus began. 'lbose who did not have the passage IOClney to Anerica, 

were IOC)5t wisherl to go, COiTprcanised and. emigrated to Erglarrl, Germany, 

France and other European countries. 2 

'lbe Jewish leaders were divided on the question of 'Nhether or not to 

support emigration. The uwer bourgeoisie feared that any attempt to 

prcroote it would be regarded as an unpatriotic act, am the majority 

agreed that an ao:e.ptance of emigration would urrlennine the struggle 

inside Russia for enancipation . Only a minority advocated emigration. 

HC1Never, as the IX'9rclfI\S and suffering increase::i the majority began to 

favour emigration and. from 1884 0I1Wa1;ds nass-emigration took place. 3 

As IDuis GreenbeJ:g states: 

"Driven by fear of pogroms, confined to an ever­
narro;ving ghetto am hampere:i by grcMing ea:manic 
restrictions, they yearned for a chance to b.rild a new 
life for themselves in frierrllier cli.Ires. '!he two 
countries which figured praninenUy as centres of refuge 
were the United. states and Palestine, the first for the 
economic oppc:>rtunities offered by its vast 
l.ll"derpop..llated areas and. the serom because of its 

1. Ausubel, op.cit. p. 234 
2. Ibid. 
3. Greenberg, op.cit. p. 62-64 
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sentimental historical. appeal .... Jewish nationalists 
. .. advocated the rel:uildi..rg" of Palestine as a national 
home as the only solution to both the econanic ani 
spiritual problems of the JfiM . '!hus it came about that 
in the early 80 I s political an:! o.lltural Zionism was 
fonnula:Jd ani the Zionist IOC:JVerrent larded in 
Russia. II 

D.lring the reign of Tsar Nicholas II (1894 - 1918) the assualt upon the 

Jews was intensified with the fX"X31ClfUS becc:xni.rq wholesale massacres. As 

for the expulsions arrl humiliations, there was no en::i to the cruel decrees 

an::! in:lignities that were heaped upon the helpless Jewish population . 

Massive pcgrcalls within the Pale in the pericx:i 1903 to 1906 can be linked 

directly to orders fran the central government ani the Tsar hiInself, arrl 

evidenced both the police an::l army not only assi.st.inJ the marauders rut 

actively participatin;J in the [XXjtOiIS. 2 

Nicholas II created. an organization Jcnown as the Black Hun:ired which 

declared. as its prograrmne the extermination of the Jews arrl the previous 

p;::x;p:orns became. but a faint prelude to the violenc:e perpetrated by the 

Black Hurrlreci in the revolutionary pericxi arourrl 1905 arxi after. 3 As 

Louis Greenberg explains: 

"AloI'J3" with the physical attacks in the streets ca:me 
legal assault upon the Jr:!WS, with such errllessly adverse 
interpretations of laws affecting them that life in the 
pericxi follcwin;J 1905 became a nightmare for them. ,,4 

Expulsions of Jews fran areas outside the Pale arrl from villages inside 

the Pale assumed a mass character. For exanple in the sprin:J of 1910 

1. Greenbergl op.cit. p. 65- 66 
2. Ibid. p. 48-83 
3 . IbieL p. 54 
4. I!llij . p. 82 
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twelve hurrlred Jewish families were exile:::i from Kiev in the JOOSt brutal 

manner with neither the aged nor infants spared. 1 

'!he Ramanov reign errle:l in 1917 when the Soviet, urrler the leadership of 

Lenin an::i Trotsky, dep::sed Nicholas II arrl dissolved the coalition 

goverrunent he headed; an:i, at the order of the Eknteringburg, both he arrl 

his family were exea.rted in 1918. 

'Ihe Pale, ab::llished as a tenpJrary war measure by the tsarist government, 

was not restored arrl on Mard1 22, 1917 the new Provisional government 

conferred. complete civil equality up::m the Russian JfMS, abolishing all 

restrictions against them an::! placirg them on an equal footirq with the 

rest of the population. 2 

What IIP.lSt be stressed concernirg the above analysis of the Russian Jewry 

is that not all the discriminatory measures arrl violent acts perpetrated 

against the Jews have been detailed. Only a selection thereof have l:een 

presented, as to dcx::urnent the entire pericx:i in any detail would be an 

enonrous task clearly beyorrl the scope of this discussion. 'lhe inportance 

of this historical outline. is in its relation to the lifet.iJre of O1agall. 

'lhe reader will recall that the first p::grom took place in 1871 an::i that 

Olagall was born in 1887. It is clear that Olagall spent from 1887 to 

1906 in Vitebsk, within the Pale of Settlement, and. that some of the worst 

excesses of anti-semitism were perpetrated duri..n] this pericxi. Fran 1906 

to 1910 Clagall studied in st. Petersbul:g. Although this was ootside the 

Pale it was by no means a haven for Jews arrl it is clear that Olagall 

1. Greenberg', op.cit. p. 85 
2. Thid. vo1.2. p. 109-110 
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suffered there as shall be dco..nnente:i later on. Only upon leav.i..ng' Russia 

arxl arrivim in Paris in 1910 was Cllagall able to experience life free. 

from discrimination as both an artist arrl a Jew. 

In intrcx:lucirg this chapter it was stated that the diSOlSSion would treat 

largely of Chagall ' s backgrourd in an attempt to seek answers to certain 

questions which were , roughly: what lIPtivated the man an:::l what inspired 

his art? Before turning to deal with Chagall' s family bac:kgJ:runi an:! 

those other factors nore personal to his nake-up, it is necessary to 

dccument his unique artistic approach as evident fran his art arrl 

writin:Js. It is hoped that in this way, by first presenti.rg a synopsis of 

his artistic approach as it crystallized out in his mature arrl established 

art, the reader will benefit thereafter in read.i.n;1 of the inlividual 

factors which info:r:med. an::i gave life thereto. 

In much of Olagall's art Vitebsk, the town. in which he spent his formative 

years, is used as a settirg. The manner in which he portrays vitesk has 

been a subject of much discussion arrongst those authors and critics 

concerned with his work. It seems there is general agreement that his 

portayal represents rrore a state of tni.nd than of the physical reality. As 

Sydney Alexarxier points out: IIfor the physical act of seeing is only the 

'trart'lp:Jline fran Wi.ch Marc O1agall takes off on his acrobatic visions. He 

is a seer, not a see-er. He witnesses, he testifies. His world is all 

transfonnation, myth.lll 

'!his is well illustrated in Chagall's depiction of his stet! (Jewish 

village) in richly oriental colours whereas, in reality, the daninant 

L Alexan::ler, S. Marc Olagall, p. 17- 18 



52 

oolarr of the stet! was mud . Similarly I Olagall ' s wocrlen houses are 

rother-gCX)5ish dwellirgs of gocd fairies arrl dem:ms.l These are gocd 

examples of how <l1agall in his artistic approach generally refused to 

merely p:Jrtray reality, in an assertion that truth l ies elsewhere, beyorrl 

the world of nonnal appearances. 

In viewi.rq Olagall ' 5 work it is necessary at the outset to realise that 

O1agall did not attenpt to faithfully record historical data exll1cerning 

Vitebsk or any other place. What obsessed Olagall was the mileu of his 

childhcx:x:i, reinvented rather than recreate:l , for the real Vitebsk of the 

periOO bears little resemblance to the Vitebsk he portraye:l . The world he 

sought to create is comparable to that portrayed by the authors SholOOI 

Aleichem, Isaac Babel or I.L. Peretz an:i recalls the c::x::mron heritage of 

folk tradition ani the surreal quality of so many Yiddish idioms . 'lhis 

world combines sentilrentality, a sense of humour an:l self-drarnatization. 

Saul Bellow describes the somewhat ironic ci.rc:umstances which gave rise to 

the Easten1 European Jewish hl.UTlOUr which informe:::l Olagall' 5 view: 

liThe Jew'S of the ghetto fourrl themselves involved in an 
ilmnense joke . They were divinely designated to be great 
arrl yet they were like mice. History was sarethirg that 
happene:l to them, in as mudl as it was the cani.rq of the 
Messiah - their Messiah - that would give it meani..rq . 
EVery male child was potentially the Messiah. 1he IOClSt 
ordinary Yiddish conversation is full of the grarrlest 
historical, mythological arrl religicus allusions. 'll1e 
creation, the fall, the flcx::xl, Egypt, Alexarrler, Titus, 
Napoleon, the Rothschilds , the sages, an:i the laws may 
get into the diSOlSSion of an egg, a clothes-line, or a 
pair of pants. 'lhis manner of livi..rg on tenns of 
familiarity with all times ani all greatness contributed, 
because of the poverty ard powerlessness ~f the chosen, 
to the ghetto I s sense of the ridiculcus." 

1. Alexan:::ier , on.cit. p.1S 
2. McMullin, R. 'Ihe world of Marc Clagall , chapter 3 
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In seeJd..rq to urrlerstan:i Olagall ' 5 obsessions one. must also oonsider what 

it meant to be a J~ in Tsarist Russia, livirg" with the humiliations, the 

threats and the p:::groms. It was largely by force of circumstance that 

Chagall became the dreamer he was in order to escape the bitter reality. 

His autobicgrpahy liMy Life" is filled with records of dreams as is his 

painterly work. The author I Alfred Werrter, in his b:x:»<. "Cl1agall -

Watercolours arrl gouaches" explains this aspect as follows : 

" it seems plausible that the instability and 
wretchedness of Jewish existence in Tsarist Russia was 
IIOre likely to develop a terxlency to nostalgic 
day--dreaming than the canparative peace am security of 
the bourgeois merchant home in wruch Pissaro grew up. 

In his study of Olagall's Jewish background Isaac 
KlOOlTOk traced the Master ' s "surrealismll to his youth in 
Vitebsk: IIAn imaginative Jewish mild, who lived in a 
poor hame, in a wretched street, where the visible world 
was miserable and CXJ!our!ess, withrut joy an::) without 
beauty, did not have far to go to escape his 
unacceptable surrourdm,s. Not far away from his bed 
and his table lay the path to an infinitely rich arrl 
1:xJuntiful super- terrestrial world - a free world, with 
no bourdaries and no barriers, a world into W'hich he was 
carried away by the breath of his whole ccrranuni ty in the 
hours of great festivity. '!he Jeo .... ish child began in 
infancy to learn ~e path of escape fran the unreward.i.rq 
world of reality. " 

Alfred Werner reports that Chagall once stated., "Were I not a Jew (with 

the meaning I put in the word) I would not be an artist at all, or I would 

be someone else altogether. " In cx:amnentin:J on this statenent, Werner 

suggests that it should be arnerrled to read: "Were I not Marc dlagall, son 

of proletarian Jewish parents, rom and raised in the ghetto shuns of 

Vitebsk urrler the terror of the last Romanoff, etc. ,, 2 

1. We.nter, A. Chagall - Watercolours arrl gouaches, p.17- 18 
2 . Alexarrlcr, op.cit. p . 20 
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'lbese characteristics of conscioos distortion of reality am rnyth-mak.i.rl] 

which are so patent in Cllagall ' s paintir¥;rs are also strorgly evident in 

his autobiCX¥aphical sketch ''My Lifel!. In this work "facts" bear the saIOO 

relationship to "real facts " as they do in his paintings, with "real 

facts" being resmelted, as it were , in a crucible to make a work of art 

into a metaphor- rnadri.ne . 'lbe prose of events therein has been transnuted 

into poetic drama arxI reality has been rearranged therein quite as freely 

as in his canvasses. 1 

sydney Alexander elaborates: 

"Olagall tells us much about the stars .. . ' 'my sweet 
ones" ... but he doesn't say very much about the mud of 
unpave:i streets I the unattractive gannents of Iren arrl 
women alike, the tasteless decor of even middle-class 
am. wealthy families , the generally unaesthetic surface 
of life in the Pale of Settlement . ,,2 

In this way I the artist is seen to preserve not the reality but rather a 

merrory of what never really was . 

Ha../ did Olagall cx:xne to do this? Instead of settirq out to objectively 

paint the history of Vitebsk arrl the Jews trrrler Tsarist-rule , he 

experienced, in a very intense way I this enoIl\'OUS arrl historical upheaval 

and expressed it by his depiction of his varioos dlaracters (animals 

included) arrl their :relationship to that upheaval. In this way he 

expressed the deep irrlentification between his own experience and the 

events surrourding him with the assistance of his various folk-type 

characters . Yet, however, he does not seek to deny the objective, 

L Alexarder, op.cit. p. 22 
2. Ibid 
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external nature of Vitebsk, rather, this beca.tre irrelevant to his message, 

for only those aspects which were internalized by him arrl YJhich, when 

mingled am identified with his other experiences, corrtribute:l. to the 

creation of his painti.n:3's. Viewed in this way Olagall ' s paintings arrl 

autobiography can begin to be appreciated as that great artistic 

accompli..sl'lJrent of a mystical artist who achieved CCIllplete identification 

ard unity between external ard internal elements. 

'lhe writing of liMy Life" was begLm in Russia in 1921 when O1agall was 34 

years old am was c.ozrpleted in Berlin in 1922. It was first p..lblishe:i in 

French ten years later. While at first glance appearing to be a ramble of 

extreme naivete, ' 'My Lifell is in fact illusively arrarqed. to e>cpress his 

life in a unified. an:i spiritual l!'Ia.l'U'ler. It is rrore valuable as a psychic 

autobiography than as a straight forward narrative of the events of his 

life and times. A further aspect thereof which rrerits cxmsideration is 

the fact that Olagall was oost adept at hiding his real feeli.rqs and. 

a:mtrived. to write the work in such a way that no matter ho.v much one. 

seeks to read into it there will always remain areas \Yh.lch 'We will never 

fully o::srpreherxi,1 'This is perhaps remarkable in that it is an approach 

to authorship reminiscent of the authors of the Zohar ani finnly rooted in 

the Jewish mystical tradition. 

In liMy Life" reality is overtly dissembled just as it is in Cl1agall ' s 

paintings. For exarople, when relatin:;J his impressions as a yourg boy of a 

wedd.i.n:3 cererrony, once the ceremonial words "Bride, Bride! 'Ihi.nk what 

awaits you" have been announced, Chagall reacts as follcws: "At those 

words, my head gently detaches itself from my lxxiy arrl weeps sorrewhere 

near the kitchen where the fish are bei.rq prepared. ,, 2 

1. Alexander, op .cit . p . 21 
2. Olagall , My Life, p . 33 
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Elisa !:ebenedetti in her analysis of Olagalls ' mythIrak:ing states that: 

... .. in order that ' 'My Life ll might be fruitful as a true autobicqraphy of 

Olagall , it would be necessary to correlate it with an apparatus of notes 

that would spell out everyt.h.ing. 1I1 In other words , notes of everythi..ng to 

which Olagall alludes or had disguised within high points in the book 

would have to be documented. 'll1e style in YJh.ich he writes is also 

remarkable in that, like in his painti..rgs, he a:tnbines hennetic 

allusiveness with a.J.Jrost shaIre.less confession. '!hus, he at times hides 

under the bed, as it were , arrl at other times flin:Js off the covers ard 

shCMS himself arrl his beloved naked in an intiJrate embrace. 2 

Cllagall ' 5 works dezoonstrate his propensity for concea.J.ment , as Sydney 

Alexarrler explains: 

IIAgain arrl again, roth in My Life arxi in his paint.i..n3s , 
the :imag€l:Y is that of conc:ea1..rrent, the child hidirg in 
his mother I 5 skirts against an alien intrusion, an 
antagonistic world. !here is the cutside, arrl there is 
the Inside. Inside all is srrug an::! warm, the safety of 
the rraterr\a.l enclosure . Oltside blow the cruel wirrls of 
criticism, competition, manip.Uation. One acts out 
there, as one must, only to return as soon as p::>SSwle 
to the warm shelter of the Inside for nc::orishment ani 
re-armi..ng .I,3 

Olagall himself wrote : "You can't ilnagine ha.v happy I am ani I don ' t ~ 

why - when I am lying down flat under a bed. or on a reof in sane sort of 

hiding place. ,, 4 Hiding seems to be one of the chief cx:trpOnents of 

Olagall's joy. He wants to "creep" into his picb.rres. He wants to "hide 

his feelings in the opulent tail of a circus horse. II He loves to look out 

at the street from his hiding place at the wi..rrlow. His pictures are 

l. Alexan:ler I gg .cit. p. 21 
2 . Ibid. 
3 . Ibid. p. 32 
4. Olagall, M. gg.cit . p . 72 
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full of lurki..rg images, scratched in obscured corners of the staina:l 

glass, pee.ri..rq out of trees, lost in velvety deep blue night skies, 

swallowed in bouquets of flowers . 1 

Jean Cassou, in his book "Olagall 'l, has remarked hCM Olagall did not 

detach hi.msel.f from his corrpleted works rot remained si.n;Jularly " inside" 

them. Arrl so it was, therefore, that when questioned about his work, 

cassou reports, O1agall always replied in plastic terms . FurtheI.TlK)re, 

Chagall kept silent on his private life, his inner 'WOrld, arrl deferrled 

this by his personal chann am his character. Jean cassou explains haw 

Cl1agall cantfX'rted himself in his deali.n:3s with others : 

IIIn his dealings with others O1agall nay appear to 
resemble those equally channirg creatures of aerial 
worrier from his own world of fable ... (with his) ... 
bleatirq love ... for all people ... portrayed in so 
many of (his) ... pictures . B..rt: fran this argelic state 
of early purity to the burnin::l intensity of the flame of 
love, it is the same heart expressirg it's emotions, an 
essentially religious heart for which nothing' exists 
that is not in same way linked am related to universal 
life. 11 2 

To sum up I Olagall' 5 artistic approach is extremely ambiguous . On the one 

hard his work reflects an int imate exposition of his inner feelings an:l 

his b;ickgrourrl, while on the other hand he withholds himself fran his 

audience. His distortions are arranged to present a mystical mileu of his 

own mak.i.n;J to which his audience is given only selected entrance. An 

overwhelming deep-felt joy an:::) spirituality pervade an:l all the while one 

is left guessing. 

1. Alexand.er , op.cit. p . 33 
2 . cassou, J. Chagall, p. 284 
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In sc:JIOO respects, therefore, <l1agall a.l1.tivates a seerni..ng naivete which he 

consciously exploits in order to intrigue an:) mesmerize . Snippets of 

insight into his personality a1:x:mxi, but he ensures always through his 

secret nature that what is private to him will remain so. It is 

necessary, therefore, in seek.in3' to establish the factors which influenced 

Cl1agall ' s character to rely on source material other than that Wich he 

himself provides . 

To turn then to a diso..tssion of the nore ~nal factors which influenced 

the deve10pnent of Olagall ' 5 artistic approach it is necessary, firstly, 

to provide sane historical data. 

Cllagall was rom in Pestovatik on July 7 I 1887 arrl spent his famative 

years in Vitebsk. Probably fourrlecl before the lOth century arrl mentioned 

in Russian chronicles as early as 1027 , Jewish tradesmen came to vitebsk 

.in the 15th centw:y I possibly earlier . In 1897 I w11en Olagall was ten 

years old, Vitebsk had a Jewish population of 39 520 out of a total of 

65 371. 'lhere were several synagCXJUes , many houses of prayer, schools for 

boys ani girls, a rabbinical school , a Talmud Torah, a Jewish hospital. 

Jewish merchants carried. on extensive trade with foreign countries ard 

Jews were especially prominent in manufacturing. Vitebsk had fifteen 

Jewish machine shops, Jews worked. in linen mills, manufactured 

ey~lasses, were cabinet makers arrl the like . What is remarkable is that 

not a trace of this imagery appears in Olagall ' s painti.n;Js an::i this serves 

to prove that he almost never, with the exception of very brief realistic 

pericrls, painted ~t he saw but what he felt . 
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Whilst Chagall's depiction of cities are perhaps psychic foundations, his 

depiction of nature, stenographic as it might be, bears a closer relation­

ship to tangible fields, skies arrl seas. In no sense a larrl-scape artist, 

his in- scapes are nevertheless affecte:l by his surrourrl.i.rgs. It is not 

too diffiaJ.1.t to trace in Olagall's painti.n;3"s the various places from 

where he crafted them. It is clear that the countryside of the Vitebsk 

area was firmly imprinted up:Jn Cllagall' 5 rnem:Jry of images arxl was relie1 

upon by hiln throughout his life. As a boy Olagall made frequent trips 

through the country to his maternal grarrlfather, the bJtcher at Lyonzo I 

am consequently fram his earliest years imagery of tcJ..m arxi country 

interflowed, with fields of grain ap[:Earl..rq juxtaposed against wcx:xlen 

houses arrl minglirq with villages, towns, forests, streets , houses arrl 

humanity. 1 

Vitebsk was the secord largest city in the provirK::e ani, since nore than 

half of its population were J€MS, there was no ghetto either physically or 

psychologically . '!here were of course the usual majority of poor an::i 

those of m::x:lest means , but there were also nurrerous professionals and rich 

rrerchants arrong the Jewish community. In addition, especially as they 

became rrore emanicapated through education arrl participation in liberal 

noverrents, the Jews were inevitably Russified. 

Young Marc also visited his paternal grarrlfather, the rabbi at Rejitsa, 

arrl was influenced by the vast flat plains, the shrubbery I arrl the lush 

1. Alexan::'ler, op.cit. p. 18-19 
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Russian laroscape of the countryside through which he passed. In the 

small stetls he travelled through the Jewish men wore the ritual fringes 

and the black flowirq caftan and fur- trimne:i hat which they had inherited 

from the Ukranian and Polish gentry. In the villages he also saw the 

peasants m their shapeless clothes woven of thick. brown linen, with their 

full beards and sturdy boots constantly hunyirq to and fro. 

While the Jewish villagers in many ways lived lives that were 

.ird.istl.rgu.ishable from that of their Russian neighbours, there was much 

that set them apart: they were fixed in the ritual of centuries , 

distinctive in their foed habits an:! ceremonials, buried in their CM1 

cemetries, an:i practised distinctly Jewish professions - ciro.nrcisers, 

cheder-rrelarneds (teachers in JeNish primary schools), psalm sayers, makers 

of tsitsis (frirqed gannents) and jesters who entertained at weddings . 

'!hey were also furriers, caterers, weavers , grocers, peddlers, 

rope- makers, tailors and carpenters . l 

It was a see.rni.n3"ly peaceful area dotted with hamlets and villages, studded 

with orthoclox and catholic churches as well as synagogues. However, this 

calm was sometimes broken by a wave of pogroms against the Jewish villages 

and neighbourhoods. Sydney Alexander describes h'" Cllagall depicts this: 

"So, frequently, in Marc Chagall's nost lyrical works, 
the violence is there: sanet.iJres inplicit in the 
hysterical garish colours and grotesque maceration of 
"normal" form, someti.Jres explicit in images of bu!ning 
isbas, proud old Jews claspi..rq onto their Torahs like 
children clasping onto Marna's skirts, O1rist Crucified 
in tallith an::i phylacteries. ,,2 

1. Alexander, op.cit. p. 22-23 
2 . Illlij. p. 24 
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Animals abourrled in the streets, alleyways , fields ard between the isWs 

(wooden houses). '!here were dllckens, geese, ducks, cats , do:;:JS, goats, 

o:::JWS, ani all of these creab.Jres soon inhabited Olagall's canvasses . 

'Ihe life of the Jews in Russia was defined to a large extent by the 

Russian Olristian life surrourrl.:ir"g it. Although synagcgues ard churdles, 

Jewish folk- art. am Russian icons co-existed., the "host culture" was 

rarely out of sight or:min:i, even the paintin:J "TI1e feast of Tabernacles" 

includes a church in the backgrourx:L Olagall , who grew up within these 

two nonvisual traditions, used the Jewish sall. ani the Russian 

architecture arx:l landscape to create his masterpieces.! 

To turn now to the family within which Olagall was raised. Olagall ' s 

parents were Hasidim am his family members were folla.-rers of the saintly 

rebel , Baal Shem Tov, the eighteenth~b..u:y revivalist who liberated the 

untutored. masses of Jewish people from the arid intellectualist approach 

to religion ani who taught his followers to live in beauty arrl. happiness, 

in joy and. in nearness to God. The J€MS were taught to be near Go:i , to 

see God in their everyday lives and, in their belief that they were Gcx:i's 

chosen people arrl that no matter how dark the present might be, that the 

glory of Israel would ultimately triumph . In this way the Russian Jews 

.... -ere able to survive the twofold a.rrse of poverty ani fXXJL(j[1S . 2 ntis 

approach to life is certainly evident in Cllagall ' s works which express the 

gaiety of life most profourrlly arrl IX'rtrays sufferirg in a serene arrl 

balance::) manner. 

1. Alexarder, op.cit . p . 24-27 
2. Werner, op.cit. p. 17 
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If one accepts the logic of the sociological perspective that evert 

person, an:! consequently every artist, inherits his ways of thought an:i 

fee1i.rg frem a group OJ.lture, it is obvious that those of Otagall are trore 

than partly derived tonn the vibrant, mystical arrl largely Hasidic Judaism 

of Vitebs1c. Olagall himself did describe the mystique of Hasidism as "one 

of the principle elerrents" in his work. 'lhis is also apparent fran his 

m=moirs and those of his first wife, Bella, as lXIrtrayed. in her 

autobiographical sketch titled. "B.lrrIi..rg Lightsll (an allusion to the ritual 

cardles lit on Jewish holidays). Both of the.i..r families were devout 

Hasidim arrl their lives were a perpetual rourrl of fervently joyoos 

religious celebrations. 'Ihese impulses towal:rls a wholesane existence am 

the will to happiness W'ere. drives that the Jews IOOSt iJrplacable enemies 

never succeeded in suppressirq arxi, O1agall ' s arrl Bella ' s families, like 

the other Russian JfMS, believe::l that the longer grief errlured in the 

ghetto the deeper the joy would be for it. 

l\s Cl1agall gr"" to independence he gradually lapsed into a state in which 

he lacked cormnitment to organized religion. However, even as late as 1915 

when he was a married mID of 28 years, he still scught the advice of the 

rabbi on the question of whether he should rrove to st . Petersburg. Right 

through his life the influence of Hasidism remained with him in his 

paint.i.n3' I his philosophies arrl in his everyday life. A gocx:l exanple of 

this can be seen in his terrlency to oversentimentalize , an aspect which at 

tiIres distresses even his frierrlliest critics: 

"Olagall says his grarrlfather ' s public prayi.rq was as 
sweet as "new honey" I arrl speaks of Jews unfoldi.n;J 
vestments "full of tears fran the whole days prayer." 
He tells how his father would prepare the prayer tx:x:d<s 
for his rrother: "In one corner, he writes: "Be;Jin 
here. " Near one novi.rg passage, he notes: 
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"weepll. In another place: "Listen to the cantor" . .. 
IIArrl manuna would go to the terrple assured that she ~d 
not shed. tears in vain but only in the right places. " 

However I as the tone of this passage shC1.\'S, a sense of humour always 

ac:x::x:mq;xmi.ed this sentilnentality arrl dramatization. 'lllis Yiddish sense of 

hl.llrOUr with which Olagall grew up arrl which is evident in nany of his 

drawings arrl etchi..rgs has perhaps become best knc:J..m through the stories of 

the well- knc7.vn Yiddish authors Sholan Aleichem, a writer of the Pale , arrl 

Isaac Eashevis singer. An example of one of Shalom Aleichern ' s writirgs, 

contained in his book "'!tie Great Fair" describes a scene with. his frierrl 

Shmulik from his childhcx:xl shortly before the rabbi's death: 

"To be sure, all this did not happen as quickly as it 
takes to tell. A rabbi does not lie da..m arrl die so 
easily. He, who had always been frail an:! sickly -
partly because of too much fasting am partly from 
urKiernarrishment - finally took to bed in his old age . 
For over a year he lay paralysed without eating" or 
drinkin;J a thing - only studying, praying am struggling 
with the Angel of Death. Shmulik swore ... that every 
evening at twilight ... "'ll1at Oneil flew in through a 
crack. in the wirrlow, stationed himself at the Ral:lbi ' s , 
head, arrl waited to make a grab for his soul sh~d he 
ever stop praying. But the rabbi was too clever for 
him. Not for a single uornent did he stop prayin;J arrl 
studying, praying am studying. 
"What does he look like?" 
"Who?" 
"'ltlat One?" 
"How should I know?" 
"You said he carnes every night, so you truSt have seen 
him." 
"Stupid! Anyone who lays his eyes on '''n1at One" won ' t 
live to tell al:x:lut it! Ha-J could I have seen him?" 
"Then how do you know he cernes?" 
"What do you think he does? Sit in the sky waitirq for 
an invitation?" ..... ,,2 

'Ihe story continues after the rabbi ' s death: 

L McMullin , op.cit . chapter 3 
2 . Aleichern, S. '!he Great Fair, p. 22-23 
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"5hmulik knew everyt:h.ing - even what went on there. Arrl 
he talked abcAlt it as though he had been there himself. 
It was this way: the ral:bi did not really die. He 
merely transported himself to another ""rId, a better 
world, where he was greeted with the finest delicacies 
of paradise • . . yCAJ actually envied the rabbi who was 
row havirq a good tille. Yoo quite forgot that only a 
short while ago he was lowere:l into a dark narrtJ../ grave, 
covere:l with sticky black earth, slappe::l davn with 
wooden shovels, arrl that Shnlllik hintself had said 
Kaddish (prayer for the dead) because the poor ral:bi had 
died childless arrl left no one behi.rrl to pray for his 
soul. ,,1 

It is interesti.rq to note that a sketch of Cllagall ' 5 is used as an 

illustration in the front caver of the book "The Great Fairll. 

Sholan Aleid1em, like Olagall , helps that old world to live on in the 

Je.,rish imagination. His writi..rgs traverse the ta.ml.ets arrl villages of 

the fanrJUS Pale of Settlement. Ma.urice Sanuel cx:mnents : 

' 'We could write a Middletor,.m of the Russian~ewish Pale 
basi.rq ourselves solely on the novels arrl stories arrl 
sketches of Shalom Aleidlem, arrl it WOJ.l.d be as reliable 
a scientific document as arrt "factual " study; nore so, 
Weed , for we should get, in addition to the material 
of a straight forward social i..rq.li..ry, the intangible 
spirit which informs ~ material arrl gives it its 
livin;J significance." 

O1agall ' s work can be seen in a similar light , especially his writiD;)s . 

He succeed.ed in his art arrl writ.i.n:;;s, as Sholan Aleic:hem did in his books, 

to present a perfect expression of a people, their wit , their pathos, 

their heart. arrl their special idian. It is cl ear too, that this is the 

world of Chagall's family . 

1. Aleichem, op.cit. p . 22- 23 
2. Samuel , M. '!he World of Sholan Aleichem, p. 6-7 
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ihe Hasidim believe:! that worshipping should be made joyful. In Vitebsk 

the rrost pious Jews 5aI'g for Gcx:l loudly an::l regularly, arrl whenever they 

oould they danca:i for Him. In "aurnim Lights" Bella describes the 

celebration at her hare of the festival of sim:::hat Torah, which marks the 

oompletion of the year ' 5 weekly readings of the 5 Bcx:lks of Moses: 1 

"'lhe table is p..1Shed to one side, the chairs are kicked 
away I the walls themselves seem to be swaying. 'lhe 
tablecloth slips. Pieces of cake an:::! same glasses fall 
to the floor. 'Ihe men begin to leap I to starop .in one 
sp:X. '!hey turn the flaps of their coats, arrl. they fonn 
little dance circles. 'Iheir shaJlders are bent, their 
harrls are interlocked . ... People cannot see one 
another I no one sees hirnse.l.f. 'lhe dancers l:xx:>ts kick 
high o..rrves . . .. Now no one remains sittirq at the 
table. 'lhe table itself takes lOCltion . ... Arrl father , 
always so quiet, so calJn , rroves fran his place, makes 
his way toward the dancing men, an:::! falls into the 
whirling rirq . 'lhe chain of people gives a tug arrl 
swallCMS hiIn. 'Ihe wcmen in the CXlmer'S are thrilled 
... their hu.sban:is make rrerry . ... With a shout, a tall 
thin JfiM bounces into the rr:xJI1l. He turns a sanersault 
arrl lanis on his feet . He twists on tile floor like a 
WOlIn, ard in one jUl'l'p lards in the kitchen . ... All of 
them are dizzy; they can barely stan:l on their feet. 
ibey drop into the chairs exhausted. With their heads 
bent, they lie for a while in a faint . .. . All of them 
jump up fran their seats as thCJt.¥;Jh they had been lashed, 
arrl nm with totteripg legs out into the street. Father 

'th th ,, 2 nll1S W1 ern •••• 

Cl1agall's family name was originally Segal, an extremely ccmnon J'lBlre in 

Byelorussia . Cl1agall's father first changed it to Clagal, arrl the painter 

himself added the secon::l "I" in order to Frenchify the pronunciation. 

Cllagall 's father Zachar, who was apprenticed early in life to a herring 

nerchant, lal::x::m:'e:::i for all of his 32 working years hauling herrings for 

the pitiful i.ncame of 20 roubles a month . Zachar was a religious man who 

rose early in the rrorning for prayers at the synagogue before departirq to 

L McMullin, op.cit. chapter 3 
2 . Cl1agall, B. fuming Lights, p. 112-113 
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his ceaseless labours . He was a sullen man who, after his backbreaki..rq 

'WOrk, was always tired arrl wont to fall asleep at the table. '!he family 

were observant Je,;s participat.i.I'q in all the religious traditions an::! 

festivals. 

His roother, Feiga- Ita, was a lively I maternal ani homely woman whose 

cheerful personality brought warmth am lave to her brood of nine children 

(two boys arrl seven girls, of which "fare was the eldest arrl one of whom 

died at birth.) Feiga- lta was also an enterprisirq woman who, in order to 

supplement her husband IS meagre income , opened. a small grocery shop am 

later had three small isbas built. With this added income one cannot say 

that the family was poor, but certainly their means were tocrlest. 

In both words arrl paint Olagall offers us propitiatory mages of his work­

belaboured. father. In a real life portrait of 1914 he sho;vs us Zachar, 

not asleep, but grimacing his mise.ry urrler the questioni..ng' glance. of a 

grandroc>ther am a cat.l 

sydney Alexarrler suggests that the aburrlant fish in Chagall' 5 canvasses 

"that swim or fly vertically arrl horizontally, surveyirq snc.w-white 

Russian towns or sunlit riviera beaches, keepin:J time with grarrlfather 

clocks or sprouting unlikely gull's wings" are, in fact , nothi.n:] nore than 

the herrings of Zachar, rather than the symI::x:>ls which others have sought 

to attribute to them, TlCIlie.ly, symbolic of Orrist, or of the male organ. 2 

1. Alexarrler, op.cit. p.27-29 
2 . Ibid. p. 29 
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Cllagall ' s relationship with his ITOther was extremely iltp:>rtant to him: 

" the irrlefatigable Feiga-Ita managirg her defeated 
drudge of a husbarrl, her grocery shop, her building 
operations, coropleti.n":J poor Zadlar I s unfinished. prayers I 
urxioubtedly became in the eyes of her eldest son a 
CXIilbination Re.becca-Isis-Mary figure, the priloordial 
Great Earth Mother image that was to corrlition Olagall's 
aJl'CroJS life. In his wife he sought always the managirg 
m::rther: saneone to love him, protect~, surrt::A.1l'Xl him 
with maternal warmth ani security . . .. 'I 

Another relative who entranced Olagall was his grarrlfather, the b.rt:d1er of 

Lyonzo with whan he spent many vacations. Once durin;J a feast day the 

gran:lfatber disaweared only to be discovered up on the roof 11llllChing on 

carrots . In his autobiography C1agal.l remarks aba.tt this incident: ''Not 

bad for a paint.i.rg" an:l irrleed, how numerous are the bearderl Jews on 

rooftq>s he portrays in his paintin;Js! 2 

'!he relevant passage in "My Li fe" is: 

"'ltle feast of SUkkot or Sim:::hat Torah . 
'!hey look for him everywhere 
Where is he, where is he? 
It turne::l out that because of the fine weather we were 
havirg, grarrlfather had clilnbed on to the roof I sat down 
on the chimney- pots an:! was re:Jalirq himself on carrots. 
Not a bad picture. 
I do not m.irrl if people, with joy and relief, di5CXJVer 
the enigma of nrt pictures in these inoocent adventures 
of my relatives. How little that ma~ to me! My 
dear fella,y-ci tizens, yo.l are welcane. II 

1. Alexarrler, OQ .cit . p. 32 
2. 1lllil. p. 35 
3. Chagall, M. op.cit. p. 21 
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It seems as if these earliest dtildhcx:xi experiences provided Olagall with 

enough doc:umentation for his entire life. Roy McMullin gives his reader a 

touching insight into the world of the YClUI"B Olagall in a paraphrase of 

certain events Olagall depicted in his autobicgraphy: 

" his father a laborer in a herrirg depot, goirg to 
the synagCXJUe every norning at 6, winter arrl summer; his 
Uncle Juda mutterin:J prayers at the wi..rrla.v; his Uncle 
Israel swayirg arrl sirgirg at the synagcgue; his Uncle 
Neuch borrowing a tallith (prayer shawl), reading his 
Bible aloud, arrl then playirg the rabbi I s sorg on a 
violin; arrl himself sirging with the cantor, praying to 
be hidden in the Holy Ark with the Torah, iInaginirg tiny 
ancient Jews in the depths of his father's Passover 
wine, waitirg in a dark courtyard for the prophet Elijah 
ani the white chariot to appear .... ,,1 

In this family unit, surroun::ie:i by his seven sisters an:i his mother, 

Olagall experienced nothing but miracles. 2 He was an enraptura:l elfin 

child, shy I cuddle:i by his l'OC>ti1er arrl sisters and given to faintirg fits 

when confronted by difficulties. Dream- Vitebsk had the pa.ver of 

hallucination for him. It was only with maturity and the use of acx::epted 

symbolism that every peddler with the sack became the Waroering Jew, arrl 

every CCM the O1rist. Hooever I even as a little boy, Olagall experienced 

the extraordinary in the ccmronplace, the legerrlary in the quotidian, 

which surely is the mark of the poet an:i of the mystic . 3 

At the Oleder, the religious school for Jewish youth, the yoorq Cllagall 

entered seriOJSly into the world of the Bible whose personages he was 

later to portray as if they were his Vi tebskian neighbours . In Cheder he 

1. McMullin, op.cit . chapter 3 
2 . Alexarrler, op.cit. p. 32 
3. Ibid. p . 40 
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lea=ed enough Hebrew to read the Holy Books; to his parents he spoke 

Yiddish arrl, to his brothers, sisters arrl frien1s he spoke Russian. A 

rabbi also came to his horne to give Bible instruction. 

When he was 13 his lOOther tried to enrol him in the communal Russian 

school but was unsuccestul due to the "numerus clausus" . Urrlaunted, his 

nother bribed a Professor with 50 roJbles, arxi Marc entered the 

Professor I s third grade course. In the ensuing 6 years at the COl'I1!'ll.U1al 

Russian school Marc progressed regularly but never distinguished 

hirnseJ. f . 1 

His first intrcduction to art. was via a schoolfrierd with whom he began 

ropying magazine illustrations . After this event there was no ~i.rg 

the budding young artist arrl he was sam enrolle::l for lessons with Yehuda 

Pen a provincial portraitist. His father in an ambiguous gesture typical 

of a pious Jew, who while washing his harrls of sinful image-making arrl. yet 

at the same tim:! yielding to the i.rrportun.i.rg of a busy little wife 

desirous of advancing her darling son , WClUld spin the 5 roubles requi.re:1 

for Pen ' s lessons out to Marc in the courtyard. 

Jehuda Pen was a portrait artist arrl salon painter who held the 

traditional notion of art as the tasteful arrl. skilful renderirq of what 

the eye perceives . Olagall, in same ways influenced by the wirrls of 

change the Haskalah ROVerrent was sen:li.ng blowi.rg tl1ralgh the Pale, was not 

likely to receive too much synpathy fran him. For Chagall ' s cheeks were 

1. Alexarrler, op.cit. p. 40-41 
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too pink (he had already aquired the habit of rougirg them) ani his 

vision 'WaS turne::l too much inward to be concerned with perfecti.rg" his 

grasp of external reality. D.lrirg the f"'" months he studied with Pen his 

pa.inti.rg"s were in an anti - realistic realistic style, with lumpish clods of 

pigments resolvi.n;J into middle-class Russians am village JEMS, with 

clumsily drawn harrls . 'lhese anatanical am perspectival distortions were 

not only signs of the technical limitations of a yourq artist, l:ut also a 

declaration of in:Iependance from the eyes. l 

In 1905 the first abortive Russian revolution occurred . It had tragic 

consequences for the Jews, setti.rg" off a new wave of PJ9TCIllS . 2 For 

example, in 1906 in Bialystok, a town sane 300 miles fran Vitebsk, eighty 

Jews were killed, an event which caused much concern within Olagall ' 5 

community. 3 Chagall, 19 at the time, decided to escape the confines of 

Vitebsk arrl to lOClVe to St. Petersburg. 4 His father , despite his 

misgivings about his son 's strange profession, co-operated. to the extent 

of obtaining from a trereha.nt a temporary certificate stati.rq that Marc had 

been employed by him to deliver some men:handise in st. Petersburg. Arrl 

so it was that in the winter of 1906/1907 the YOUl'J;J Olagall rrove::i to st. 

Petersburg, the capital on the Neva, the win:la.l on the west. 5 

In st . Petersburg he got work as a retoucher with a photographer. This 

work proviciin::J insufficient i..ncc:rne, he approached. a faIOC:lUS sa..1lptor, LS. 

1. Alexarx:ler , oo.cit. p. 45-46 
2. Ibid. p. 54 
3 . Ibid. p . 87 
4. Chagall , M. op.cit. p. 70 
5 . Alexander, op.cit. p. 56- 58 
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Guinsberg .no, apparently taken by Chagall ' s chann gave him a letter of 

introduction to his brother Baron [avid Guinsberg. The Baron, an 

influential Jew who was one of the very fEM who might have alrlience with 

the Tsar, was disposed to helpirq his co-religionists , especially yrung 

artists. A small suite in his large house was set aside to hcuse Jews who 

were illegally in the city, while the Baron sought to obtain ckx:unent.s for 

them. He gave Marc a monthly subvention of ten roubles which laste:i for 

sorre four or five months before it was abruptly tennina:ted. '!hereafter he 

met the lawyer Goldberg who had the "right" to hire Jewish servants so 

long as they dwelt and took their meals in his house , and took up 

residence there. 

On arrivi.rg in st. Petersburg Marc had failed the examination for entrance 

to the School of Arts arrl Crafts . He then entere:i a more acx::essible 

school, the Society for the Protection of the Arts , where he spent two 

unfruitful years in an unstimulating environment, before leaving in 1908. 

'Thereafter, with frequent visits home to Vitebsk, he p.rrsued his art 

studies in the capital at a variety of schools and with private teachers, 

livirJ;J always very poorly and always engagi.n:.J in various subterfuges to 

obtain the necessary legal pennission to reside in the capital. On one 

occasion. on returni..rg to the capital without a safe-con:iuct, he was 

arrested at the frontier as he had failed to pay the necessary bribe and 

spent several weeks in prison in the cc:rrpany of thieves, prostitutes arrl 

the like . On his release he became apprentice:i to a sign-painter an::l did 

a series of signs, 'Whidl work he seened to enjoy.l 

1. Alexarder, op.cit. p. 56- 61 
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D.lring the period which <l1agall was in st. Petersbur:g (1906- 1910) the 

Hasidic world of the Russian JeNrj, whim Olagall celebrates so 

nostalgically, was be.in:J shaken out of its cenblries-old closure. 'lhis 

pra:ess was taki..rg place not only from withrut, b.rt fran within too by 

virtue of the combined forces of assimilationists, Haskalah enlightment, 

westernization, mass emigration , secular noverrents of Burrl an:i Zionism, as 

well as Marxist ' s internationalism arrl anti-semitic practices. 1 

Traditional Judaism, already cloven in two, with the intellectualized 

TalJnudism of the rabbinate be.i.rq rarqed against the enotional , intoxicati.rg 

Hasidic movement, was be.i.rq further battere::i by the Haskalah 10ClVement arrl 

the forces it gave life to, namely Soc:ialism arrl Zionism. 2 

Most yot.JIl3' Jews of Olagalls generation participate:i - either organiza-

tionally, or emotionally - in one or other of these novernents. In fact 

many participate:l in armed resistance groups within the Russian political 

spectnIm while others participated in the rise of the great mass of Jewish 

artisans and. factory workers against the cen:b.rries-old domination of 

rabbis , scholars an:i the small group of wealthy Russianized educated Jews 

(who served as barter.i.rq agents with the Tsar, exchan:;Jing loans of m::mey 

for liberalization of restrictive legislation). The disintegration of 

Vitebsk, that was to cultiminate in the Secorrl World War, had begun. 3 

What is remarkable amidst all of this social Ufileaval is O1agall ' s 

irrlifference to the pc:Merful forces that surrourrle:i him. As Sydney 

1. Alexarrler, op.cit. p . 87 
2. Ibid . p. 54 
3. ~. p . 54,55,87 
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Alexander says: 

"'D1at Marc O1agall managed to negotiate amidst all this 
agitation - social , political , religious, national, 
cultural - that rcx::ked the Jewish enclave in Ea.sterrt 
Europe ••. bespeaks astonishing gifts of equilibrium, 
irrlifference , devotion to one ' s GIn craft, fFtical 
ambition, an::i complete seizure by the Muse . II 

In addition , he also remained in:lifferent to a large extent to the new 

tocdern trerrls in the ~rld of art whidl were OJJ:"rel1t in st. Petersburg 

which was as much al:xJil with revolutions in paint.in::3' I literature am in 

the theatre at the tiIne as it was in the realm of politics . Olagall 

ten:led to 1:x:n:rtM irdiscriminately on occasion, but never becaIte a slave to 

any IlOVement or cult. Arxi , concern.i.n::J the massive waves of violence bei.rq 

heaped ttp:JI1 the JeNS in the p:ylOiIIS of this time, it is interestirq to 

note that the only blcx:xl on the pages of 1'My Life" is that of the 

slaughtered COIJS at his grarrlfather I s barn in Lyonzo! 

Arr<lng the scatterirq of teachers O1agall studied within St . Petersburg, 

Leon Bakst was 1.ll1doubtedly the nost renowned. Yet, even urrler Bakst, Marc 

remained his own man . He knew he could learn noth.i.n';J fran Bakst, perhaps 

from no-one. He fel t incapable of receiving real instruction arrl that the 

nest he could achieve from any school would be certain infonnation. 

Furrlamentally, he trusted only his ~ instinct. 'lhe real importance of 

the pericx:l of 18 months he spent with Bakst, was that there he first 

discovered the influences of Paris - Bakst ' s studio was a Europe in 

1. Alexarder, op.cit . p. 55 
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miniature in which Olagall first breathed a new air of sophistication, of 

elegance, a hint of Paris. 

'!he Dep..1ty of the n.nna, Maxim Vinaver, befrie.n:led Marc arrl did eve.rythi.rq 

he could to encourage him. It was through him that in 1910, when he was 

23 years old, Chagall was enabled to go to Paris . Vinaver purchased two 

of his paintings arrl guaranteed him an allowance of 40 roubles a TOC>nth 

which. made the tooVe possible. 1 

D.lrirq the years 1909 an:! 1910 Cllagall began to share his time equally 

between Vitebsk and st. Petersburg. It was duri..rg one of his visits harre 

in 1909 that he net Bella Rosenfeld , the girl who was to became his future 

bride arxi nruse, the soul (nishoma) of his family, just as his IOOther had 

been to her family . 'Ihis blissful union was to last all of 29 years, 

until Bella ' 5 untimely death in 1944, arrl dE!lOOnstrated Olagall ' s 

durability and the si.nqleness of his passions . Eella I 5 role as muse arrl 

m:mager , vestal virgin, lYDther, counsellor, angel arrl housekeeper is 

celebrated in literally hundreds of paintings. Even after her tragic 

death Cllagall continued depicting her celebrated image. 

'Ihis relationship, as it de.rrostrates Olagall's strorg erotic sense, is 

finnly rooted in the frarrework of the Jewish family tradition. In 

practice, arrl contrary to the sulxuuinate :p:lSition Jewish Law ascribed to 

them, Jewish women were often the ruling force in the hame, the core of 

activity who atterx:1ed to the trai.ni.n:J of children, arrl were sometimes 

1. Alexander, cp.cit . p. 87-95 
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active in irrleperrlent business ventures, if not invel ved in their 

husbarrl's. 'nle role of the ceaselessly active Jewish lOC)ther, the pulSl.ng 

heart of the family, the cohesive nucleus has becx:me legend. arrl Bella was 

no exception to this tradition. 

Olagall met Bella at the hem:!: of his then girlfriend. 'lhea Brachman. Bella 

came from a wealthy family ani had won a gold medal as one of the four 

best lycee graduates in Russia and. had ambitions to becane an actress . 

She was typical of the new YOI..lf¥3' generation of Jews, enlightened am 

in:leperrlent, arrl had studie1 an:i lived. alone in MoscXJw. 

Bella ' 5 memoirs p..lblishe:::i in her l:x:xJk "BUrn® Lights" were written in 

Yiddish in the same mystical style Olagall employed. Her description of 

her paralysis up:m her first encot.mter with her future husbarrl, albeit 

written some 35 years after the event , is a veritable epiphany, trak.irq of 

it the visitation of an argel an:i illustrating the strorg passion that 

rerrained alive between them over the years: 

"Toward whom is 'Ihea inclining her ear? Her father must 
be in tam, taking care of his patients . Is that a 
shadow outlining itself in the open.irg of the door? I 
am afraid. laughter makes in my throat. Who is 
there? What is she hid.in:J from me? '!be door noiselessy 
opens . My back burns . I am nailed to the spot. I fear 
to bJ.rn arourrl. A flame seems to pursue me. I see it 
sliding alorq the walls. 'Ihe face of a young man 
emerges. A face as white as the walL •.• 

While I was thinking about him, his face floated. tcMard. 
me, dlanged, like multiple faces. TIley glided, one 
pursuin:J the other: here, his glistening eyes , his 
glitterirg teeth; a luminous ray emanated. fran him; 
there, on the sane visage, a dark screen descerded; the 
light disappeare::i, I could no lOTl3'er see anythi.rg" ..•. "l 

1. Alexarrler f op.cit. p. 87-95 
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'!he iJragery Bella invokes here is identical to that vm.ich Clagall enploys 

in the nurne:roJS works he was to dedicate to Bella : rays of light, 

swooping heavenly creatures, emanations , Imlltiple faces, me:tarrorphoses, 

phosphorescent dots, sprinkles am. sheen an:j glinunerirgs in deep 

flesh- blue skies. Irdeed, sacred ani sexual epiphanies employ the same 

imagery . 1 

'Iheir union was an extremely happy one arrl clearly exerted a strong 

influence on Clagall ' 5 art , as sydney Alexarder has observed: 

"Out of this domestic Eden, lived ani rememI::ered , poured 
an erxUess series of painted epithalamia: Bella as 
gcddess : Bella as Venus: Bella as the Shulamite of the 
~ of Son;rs ; Bella as the bride in her ~ 
gown, a sex caret; Bella as a white vmish of ro::ket 
soaring tcWcn:d the 1OCXJn; Bella as Bella Bella Eella. "2 

To bring to a conclusion this discussion of those oore personal factors 

which influenced Olagall in his work, it is appropriate to turn now to 

deal with the theme of "love" which is annipresent in his work, his life 

an::l his philosophies. As Lionelli Venturi remarks: 

II O'lagall's natural impulse is all toward kirrlness, 
pleasure, joy I confidence ani happiness . To him the 
light brought into the world by these things is sacred 
arrl even in the greatest adversity he cannot forget 
them •• • • From ooyhcx::d on, thanks to his gcx::rl looks, he 
had loved alXI been loved; he embraces everything there 
is in heaven am earth arrl the ani.Jnal world - cn.rs, for 
ex:a.rrqJle I familiar an:i cherished since childhocd.. later 
on he disc:xJVere:::i flaNerS ard. larrlscapes. Faced with 
hl.DIlaIl beings I he is timid arrl susp~cious . B.lt he is 
easily JOClVed an:i exalted by love. II 

1. Alexarrler , op.cit. p. 87- 95 
2 . Ibid . p. 83 
3. Venturi, L. Chagall, p. 13-14 
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'!his abudance of love stems fram Olagall ' s childhcxxi years , his upbr.inji..rg 

in a Hasidic family in which he was immersed in sorg arrl gaiety ani which 

he so joyfully portrayed. Olagall himself wrote: 

"Everything may c:l'larqe in our derroralized world except 
the heart, man ' s love, arrl his strivl..rg to knc::1N the 
divine. Painting, like all poeUy, has no part in the 
divine; people feel this tcday just as much as they USEd 
to. What poverty surrourded my youth,.mat trials my 
father had with us nine children. Arrl yet he was always 
full of love an:l in his way a poet. n:rrrugh hlln I first 
sensed the existence of poetry an this earth. After 
that I felt it in the nights, when I looked. in the dark 
sky. Then I learnt that there was also another world . 
'!his brought tears to my eyes, so deeply did it ruJVe 
me. ,,1 

As earlier described, Olagall' 5 awn home life was warm, secure arrl lovirq 

despite the lack of means . In the Jewish tradition the hare, as a focal 

fX:lint of the honoured family life, has assumed a significance much oore 

pronounced than in the case of other cultures arrl has become. one of the 

toc>St irrportant facets of Jewish religious life. '!his is even nore so in 

times of adversity. arrl was very much the case in Olagall ' s own heme. 

O. Rlillipson explains this feature of the old ghettos: 

"In the narro.v lanes arrl by-ways of the old Jewish 
quarter of many a European ta,.m there grew up that 
beautiful Jewish home-life which, though its story is 
seldom recordeCl, is rrore :iJrp::lrtant than the outer 
events arrl misfortunes that historians have trade note 
of. Arrl as we look utX'n the unsightly houses, the 
wretched exterior seems to float away arx1 the 
horne-scenes of joy arrl love arx1 religious constancy 
shine brilliantly forth - perpetual lamps - arrl explain 
how, in spite of woe and misery such as have fallen to 
the lot of no other people, th~ J~ have foun:i 
strerqth to live am hope on ." 

1. Knight, N. A Portrait of Marc O:la.gall. Salth African Jewish 
Times. Rosh Hashanah, 5745 - September 1984, p. 64 

2 . Hertz , H.H. A Book of Jewish 'lboughts, p. 10 
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Centrally iIrportant to Jewish home life is the role of the woman of the 

household. The lovi.rg security of the home is created largely through her 

ministrations, arxi her p:>Sition has become honoured in Jewish tradition. 

In Olagall ' s life his nuther I Feiga- Ita, arrl Bella were able bearers of 

this traditional mantle ani i.rrli..rectly contributed mum to his art. After 

Bella I s untimely death in 1944 Chagall was so heart-broken that he becane 

a virtual hennit for nine m:mths an:i was so affected in this tiIre that he 

was barely coherent. Upon his recovery Cl1agall established a relationship 

with his housekeeper, Virginia Leirens, who lived with him as his mistress 

for seven years before leaving him, unable to CXlpe with his fame. There-

after, in 1952, Olagall married Valentine Brc::dsky, :better krlc:Mn as ''Vava'', 

who incidentally was also his house- keeper, arxi with whom he shared. the 

rest of his· life. AlthCUJh it is clear that Bella was the only true love 

of his life, in his later years he becaIre extremely attached to Vava. His 

romantic life illustrates his basic need for a stable ferrale o::trpanion at 

all times. M. lazarus has described the figure of the celebrated Jewish 

woman who, it is clear, played such a vitally important role in the life 

of Cl1agall: 

" In the days of horror of the later Roman Errpire , 
throughout the time of the migration of nations , it was 
not war alone that destroyed arx:l annihilated all those 
people of which , despite their farner world-dominating 
greatness, nothi.n:3" remains but their name. It was 
rather the ensui..rq demJralization of home life. '!his is 
proved. - it cannot be repeated too often - by the Jews; 
for they suffered TOClre severely an:l llPre cruely by wars 
than any other nation; bJt anong them, the inmc:>st living 
germ of Il'Orality - strict discipline ard family devotion 
- was at all times preserved . 'ntis woooerful am 
mysterious preservation of the Jewish people is due to 
the Je<N'ish woman . 'Ibis is her glory, not alone in the 
history of her CM1 people, but in the history of the 
world. II I 

1. Hertz, op.cit. p. 11 
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Another valuable insight into the Jewish lTOther is given by Herietta 
Szold : 

"Jewish custom bids the Jewish IOClther I after her preparations for the 
Sabbath have been ~lete:i on Friday evenin:;J, kirrlle the sabbath 
lamp. 'lbat is symbolic of the Jewish wcman ' s influence an her own 
home, ard through it upon larger circles. She is the inspirer of a 
pure, chaste , family life whose hallowing influences are 
incalculable; she is the centre of all spiritual errleavors, the 
confidante arxi fosterer of every un:iert:ald.ng. 'Ib her the TalJnuclic 
sentence applies: "It is woman alone ~ wham Go:i ' s blessi..rqs are 
vouchsafed to a hOll.Se. ",, 1 

Another example of the manifestation of the thema of l ove in Olagall ' 5 

life arrl works is the ¥abbalistic notion of love. Ralph Manheim explains 

this as it was p:::>rtrayed in Olagall's art: 

" the essential is the inti vidual incarnation of the 
soulful and feminine in man, arrl this is ha.-l the 
feminine appears in ClJagall and dominates his pictures : 
as a configuration of the magical ard fascinating, 
inspiring ani ecstatic soul that transfonns the world 
with the starfall of its colours . For this reason the 
centre of his work is the relation of the masculine to 
this type of the feminine: an::l for this reason it is in 
the lovers that the secret reality of the world flowers 
mysteriously over arrl over again . ... BJt this is the 
encounter of the transcerrlent Gcd with his feminine 
inunanence; it is the encounter of Keter arrl Shekinah , of 
Gcrl arrl soul , of man arrl world, which F place. in the 
inner reality of every livirq couple. " 

Yet another aspect of Olagall ' s backgrourrl in which the theme of love is 

evident is the Hasidic tradition in which the adherent seeks always to 

maximise the love he has in his soul an::j to guide his tha.Jghts arxi actions 

accordi.rgly. As previously discussed, the Hasid seeks always to 

1 . Hertz , op.cit. p . 12 
2. Manheim, R. Art am the creative UnconsciOlS, p . 140 
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ilTIprove the world by his gocrl. deerls as a means of honouri.n:J GOO. A 

vitally ilnportant aspect hereof is to love one I s fellow man, to seek 

"tikkun" , the merrlirq of the world, ani thereby to do one ' s part to 

prepare the world for the tresSiah. Even though Olagall later lapsed from 

participation in organized religion, it is amply evident fram his work 

that he retained all of these Hasidic influences : l ove of all creation, 

love for manki.rrl, love for his work am, the highest of all loves, love 

for Gcrl. 

The great influence which love played in Clagall ' 5 thoughts is evident 

from the fact that, despite all the suffering an:! adversity which he an:! 

his family were faced with, his work in the main is j oyful arrl positive . 

Not only did Cl1agall suffer anti-semitism at school , his alien stablS was 

brought home to him rrost forcibly in later l ife when he was arreste:l for 

travelling without the pass which J£MS were required to carry. In 

addition, in his autobiQ¥aphy he tells the reader that he witnessed a 

pogrom at first hard. arrl, rroreover, it is clear that throughout his early 

years in Vitebsk and in st. Petersburg he ImlSt have encountere::i erx:lless 

barriers to advanceIrEnt based merely on the fact of his Jewish backgrourxl . 

That is not to nention the poverty, humiliation am degradation vhrich he 

nrust also have encountered in his daily life arrl which can be laid at the 

door of anti- semitic practices . How did he manage to overo:xne these 

baneful injustices ani hCM was he able to portray life in such over­

whelmingly joyous ani pleasing terms? ObvialSly the answer ImJ.St lie in 

his having been blessed with an exceptionally strong character to be able 

to overcome these multiple prejudices arrl to devote himself so 

singlemi..rrledly to his work; but, in addition, there was also the 

aburrlantly rich Hasidic tradition in which he was steeped, which 
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nurtured him arrl gave him the qualities of strength ard corrpassion he 

CXlU.l.d not have sw:vived without. Hasidism also reared him in a tradition 

so ahurrlant in subject matter that it was sufficient to last his entire 

life-tilYe. Ellt, finally, was it not the Hasidic belief that everyth.i..rq 

in the world is goc:d., or potentially gcxxi an::l that evil is just a lesser 

fann of goc:d. which needs to be redeemed , which gave him the ilrpetus to 

create so profusely his joyful art? can we not see his notivation as 

bei.rq an obsession to make the sparks ascend., to colour the world in joy? 

In concll.ldirq this chapter it is necessary to deal briefly with the 

influences which affected Olagal1 after 1910 when he left st. Pet:ersbw:g 

for Paris. Olagall himself explains the ilnportarx::e of Paris to his art: 

"It was from my first arrival in Paris that I could finally express in my 

work the rather lunar joy that I had saret.iJres known in Russia , that of my 

childhoc:d. rrerrories of Vitebsk. ,, 1 Cllagall revelled in the freedom of 

Paris arrl the lUXUIY of nostalgia enabled him to rise al::xJve the grim 

realities of his Russian past arrl to en;age totally in his fantastic 

imaginative recollections, his thoughts always return.i.rg obsessively to 

his birthplace. 

D.lrirg the four years that he spent in Paris Olagall confronted the two 

ITKJSt significant artistic TI'OVements then current in E.\lrope, namely Olbism 

and impressionism. He mastered both of these forms skilfully an::l grace­

fully, later rejecti..rg them as "scientific" arrl returning to his CM'l anti­

rational, anti-visual conception of painting. He remained iIrleperrlent 

from all the p:1 .... erful schools that surrourxje::j him, yet drai.ne:i 

1. Ale.xarrler, op .cit . p. 101 
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them of their rational elements, assimilati.n::J their lessons, arrl thereby 

giving increased. authority to his GIll miraculous world. In this way he 

was able to acconplish the difficult task of joining east ani west. 1 

Olagall describes his reaction to Paris as follCMS: 

"I left the country of my birth in 1910. At that tbre I 
decided that I needed Paris. 'lhe soil which had 
nourishe:l the roots of my art was Vitebski but my art 
needed Paris - like a tree needs water - otherwise it 
would have withered. I had no other reason for 1eavl.n:J 
my native larrl, to which I believe (despite everyt.h.irg) 
I have remained faithful in my art. 
As a painter arrl man of the people (an::i I consider the 
comm::m people the lOC>St sensitive class of society) I 
felt that plastic refineIrent of the highest order 
existed in France. I arrived in Paris with the 
thoughts, the dreams, which one can have only at the age 
of twenty; yet perl1aps, those dreams have stayed with 
me for a lorg tilne. 
I was inspi.re::i by what I saw. Blt my enthusiasm 
returned to its start.irg point. Participating in that 
unique technical revolution of art in France I returned 
in thought, in the soul, so to speak, to my own 
country. I lived as if I were turned back to front. "Z 

Olagall brought new life to Paris, rerni1rlin:J his fellow artists that 

~try, as against m3.the:rratics arrl science, was inpJrtant to art, that the 

hmnble ani the familiar, love an::l hate, pity arrl fear, the whole world of 

the eootions, have their place in paintirg. 3 

Jean cassou explains dlagall's creativity in Paris : 

IIWhat he had left beh.i.rrl lived on in his mi.rrl arrl became 
the source of intense enotions .... '!hey inspired. his 
great hymn to hurranity ... despite his hLmru1 involvenv:nt, 
the {X)et has the fao..llty of detac:l"1Jre.nt, the ability to 
project himself into space like the people in his 
paintirgs. Here are his a.m words: 
Mine alone is the lard 

1. Ayrton, M. Olagall, p. 31-34 
2. Ibid. p . 8 
3 . Venturi, op.cit. p. 17 
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that exists in my soul 
I enter it without a passport 
like I do my own haire. 
All other lards have frontiers arrl formalities to be 
observed. 8J.t the lard where he feels lTOSt at home is 
his own inner lard, the mysterious Place in which his 
irrepressible vocation takes shape. II 

By the time OJagall returned to Russia in 1914 he had beo:>ire an 

ac::x:::mplished arrl masterful painter. The factors which had influenced him 

up to this stage of his deve10pnent rerrai.ned constant, to a large extent, 

throughout the rernai.n::ier of his lorg life of 97 years; an:l, although he 

painted prodigiously throughout his life arrl well into old age, it is not 

necessary for the pt.n:pJSeS of this diSCXlll.rSe to seek to trace any further 

factors fran his mature works. '!he next d1apter will seek to derronstrate 

that the foun::ti.n:;J characteristics of his art remained, by am large, 

uncharged for the reI1'ai.n:1er of his illustrious career. 

It remains only to add that Olagall had l:::eccme an international artist 

whose work portrayed his assimilation of Jewish OJ.lture, ani the cultures 

of the east arrl the west . Alfred Wemer explains: 

"Had Cl1agall remained in Russia, he wcW.d soon have felt the iron 
fist of Stalinism, as mmy others did, includ.i.rq another scion of 
the Ghetto, El Lissitzky. Lissitzky was self-exiled in Gennany; 
when he returned to his native country, the regime employed. him 
as a CXJllt!YlerCial designer, disregarrl.in:J his great talent as an 
artist. Or d1agall might have been one of the Russian millions 
who were martyred by the Nazi invaders durirg World War II. 
Thus, Olagall' s immigration to France - arrl his terrporary refuge 
in the United. states durirg the German occupation - saved 

1 . cassou, op .cit. p. 98-99 
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him as an artist, as well as a person . A Cllagan 
energed who was priInarily Jewish, but also Russian am 
French; in the final analysis1 he had becane a world 
citizen in the realm of art. II 

1. Werner, op.cit . p . 19 
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In the previous chapter an attempt has been made to outline the background 

factors which influenced the developrrent of Cl1agall ' 5 artistic approach 

which, it was postulated, developed to maturity duri.ng his Paris years. 

'll1e present chapter represents an attenpt to illustrate by reference to 

Olagall ' s works, how these factors can be seen to have pervaded his art 

throughout his long career arxi, to a lesser dejTee, hCM he refined and 

developed his central themes . It is clearly beyorrl the scope of this 

discussion to atterrpt an exhaustive analysis of Cl1agall ' 5 nurrerous works 

or to seek to trace his artistic development throughout the course of his 

lorq career . Reference will be made , rather I to selected works which 

derocmstrate the recurrence of these centrally arrl thematically important 

backgrourrl features arrl to illustrate their role in his further 

development. In the further discussion C1agall ' s attitude to his art in 

his mature years is significant. 'Ibis is perhaps best illustrated by the 

foll""ing thought of Michelargelo which he fourrl so applical:>le to hilI1self : 

"'Where are you goi.ng in this w-eatber and with that 
white beard?' '!1m going to school to see if there's 
still sameth.i.rg for Ire to learn. '" 

'lhe discussion will deal with the Kabbalistic ard Hasidic influences 

evident in O1agall's art, whereafter it will turn to a consideration of 

the artist ' s mystical outlook before dea.lirq, finally, with his art in 

rrore general tenns. 'I\lrni.rq firstly to deal with the Kabbalistic 

influences, it is convenient to beg"in the di5O.lSSion with the broad theme 

of sexuality arrl human love which, in its various fonns, is an :inp:>rt.ant 

1 . Arniel, op .cit . p . 136 
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arrl constantly recurring element in O1agall ' s art . '!he paintirq "Homage 

to Appollinaire" (1911/1912) represents the fourrlation stone of Olagall ' s 

numerous arrl al.Irost obsessive depictions of the relationship between the 

sexes ard helps to explain their importance in tenns of the rosmic 

totality. Meyer describes this work in the follCMing terms : 

II Tbne began with the fall of Man arrl the separation 
of the sexes; it prcx::eeds from eternity to eternity ani 
man, half one arrl half two starrls like a gigantic han::l 
in the centre of this cosmic clock .• •. '!he circle is 
symbolic of the whole and becanes on a new level the 
symbol of unity of soul arrl psyche, of conscious arrl 
unconscious , of ilmoobility arrl artivity, as reflecting 
the link between man ani beast. II 

within the centre of the circle here referred to Olagall has depicted. a 

being that is half the dual- sexed. man frem the time l::efore Man ' s fall, am 

half the first hl.DTlal1 couple. Meyer explains how significant this p:>rtayal 

is to all of Olagall' 5 subsequent works : 

" ... The "lU1ity in duality" they represent is the basis 
of all the pictures of cx::lUples Olagall painted later, 
for they are all concerned with the reunion o~ the 
parted, the victory of love over separation. " 

On one level this symbolism can be interpreted in terms of the 

'Iheosophical doctrine of the Kabbalah in the Zoharic circle for, to the 

Kabbalists, the mystery of the sexes in human life is a symbol of the love 

relation between GOO I s divine " I" ard the divine. "'Ihou" , an::i of Creation 

in its mystic unity, which was shattered by the fall. 

The reader will recall from the first chapter that in terms of the Jewish 

1. Meyer, op .cit. p . 161 
2. Ibid. 
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visionary conception man' 5 bei..rg is seen as bei..rg cotlIprised of three broad 

arrl inter-woven aspects, namely, the nefesh, ruach arrl nesharnah. The 

nefesh is asscx:iated with a.rr l~est, 1TPSt instinctive attributes which 

encompass, for exanple, drives for food arrl drink. It is also clearly 

associated with htnnan sexuality . Man is enjoined to transform these 

sensory functions arrl drives into tools of enIight:ment by applyin; 

kawanah1 - that intensity of feeling arrl c:x:xtplete absorption associated 

with pious and religious acts an::l which rerrlers one to some extent 

oblivious of one's physical reality.2 

In this way I and by making use of higher intentionality or kawanah, nan is 

able to exalt what might otherwise be ordinary I IIIl.U'¥:iane or even trivial 

activities and therein honour Gcx:i . 

The Kabbalistic view of sexuality is that it is a basic quality in the 

universe and cx:msiderations of the sex act arrl the general topic of 

sexuality appear extensively arrl openly throughout m:JSt of the najor works 

of the Kabbalah, especial1 Y in the Zohar. In terms of this cxmcept every 

aspect of creation is };XJrtrayed as steImni.n::J fran the existence of two 

priIrary influences. 3 Edward Hoffman explains: 

"These twin forces, opposite but c:arplementary, appear 
in the tiniest blade of grass to the furthest galaxies 
of space. The better able we are to penetrate the 
nature of this mysterious union - in all its diverse 
manifestations - the trKJre we will grasp alxlut the 
highest realms that surrourrl us am consequently our 
innerm::>st make up as -well. ,,4 

1. Hoffman, op .cit. p . 75- 76 
2. Minkin, J.S. '!he Romance of Hasidism. p . 92 
3 . Hoffman, op.cit. p. 79 80 
4. Ibid . p. 80 
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'Ihese oppposin;J forces in nature are represented in man by the two sexes . 

'lhus it is that in the Bible the stern pa.triachal "Gcx:l-'llie-Fatber" 

(Yahweh) has its own ferrale counterpart, the Shekinah, the heavenly 

Mother, arxl only when the two are united sexually does hanoony truly 

govern the universe . D.lrin::3" the Talnrudic era it was observed that the 

Shekinah draws near to the human realm wenever there is human couplirq, 

which notion became a key feature of the Kabbalah . 

One of the Kabbalah ' s first key texts, the Sefir Bahir, or Bcx>k of 

Brilliance, ascribes great significance to human sexuality as a mirror of 

the divine structure, ani vice versa, with the penis ani vagina being 

explicitly mentioned as earthly counterparts to l oftier forces. It is the 

multifaceted Zohar, the Book of Splerrlour, that has truly infused the 

Kabbalah, with its vivid eroticism. '!'his volume is permeated with repeated 

portrayals of the celestial "Kin::J" arrl "Queen" uniting daily in sexual 

ecstacy in order to sustain the COSlOClS. '!he Zohar emphasises in explicit 

language that whenever marital partners ergage in love- maki..rg with intense 

concentration, they help to hanronise all the realms of the universe. In 

this way, just as the full sexual embrace, when ~onned with the proper 

attitude am within the cx:mtext of marriage, is seen to brirq the htunan 

couple together on many levels of their bei..rg, so too does this act cause 

peace arrl love to reign more thoroughly in all the realms: "As above, so 

belO'w''' .1 

Viewed in this oontext the Kabbalists have cane to regard love-naki.rg as 

one of the most p:::Merful spiritual practices we can engage in am, as the 

1. Hoffman , op.cit. p . 80- 84 
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Zohar warns: "'!he Shekinah is always present when marital intercourse is 

performed as a religious duty, arrl whoever obstructs such a performance 

causes the Shekinah to depart from the world. ,,1 As the 8c:x:>k of 

Splenlour recounts: 

"Ao:j when is a man called lIone"? When he is nale with 
female and is sanctified with a high holiness and is 
bent upon sanctification; then alone is he called one 
without blemish. Therefore a man should rejoice with 
his wife at that hour to bi.n:i her in affection to him, 
and they should l:x:lth have the san'e intent. When ~ey 
are thus united, they form one soul and one l:x:rly. II 

'!he sanctity of sexual couplirq ani its ilTp:lrtance in cosmic tenns is 

peJ:haps best illustrated in the follcuing passage in the Zohar in which 

the creation of the universe is descri.l::e::l in tenns which appear to allucie 

stron:]ly to a description of tmltual sexual orgasm beo...>een man and. wanan: 

"When the upper world was fille::l an::i became pregnant, it brought 
forth two children together, a male and a female, these beirg 
heaven and earth after the suprrnal patten1. '!he earth is fed 
from the waters of the heaven which are poured into it. 'Ihese 
upper waters I however, are male I whereas the lower are female ... 
(they) call to the upper, like a female that receives the nale, 
ani pour out water to meet the water of the male to produce 
seed-. ,,3 

A Cl'lagallian depiction of this Kabbalistic notion can be seen in "'!he 

Rcx:>ster" (1929) in which a harlequin, a female figure rore like an 

equestrienne, is IX>rt.rayed as embracirq a bird in such a way that the 

silhouette of her back arrl head exactly cx:mplement its jaunty stance. The 

1. Hoffman, op.cit. p. 84 
2. Ibid . p. 75 
J. Ibid . p. 85-86 
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closeness of the two main figures is reflected by the pair of hurran lovers 

in the little boat in the backgroorrl. SUsan carpton has explained the 

symbolic significance the rooster had for C1agall , noting that for 

thousarrls of years the figure of the ccx:::k has played a part in religious 

rites as the embodiment of the forces of the sun an;j fire. 'lhis symOOlic 

mean.i..rq can still be seen to li..rqer on in Olagall ' 5 works where the cock 

represents elementary spiritual power. 'lllus in "'!he Rooster", the 

sensuous arrl sinuous lxdy of the harlequin hold.irq the bird so terxlerly 

can be interprete:l as a marriage of the female m:xm arrl the masculine 

sun. 1 

O1agall's depiction of hurran love arx:l sexuality seems clearly to reflect 

these spiritual concepts. In IIHononage to App:>lina.ire" the sex mystery -

unity in duality - beo:lmes a symbol of all reality. His portrayal of this 

polarity is akin to that of Yang ani Yin (the prime passive arrl active 

principles of the universe which make up the doctrine of Taoism, with Yin 

being the female principle arrl the negative force arrl Yan:J the male 

principle and positive force. The forces always contrast yet oamplete one 

another an::l are seen to be present in all of existence an:i all types of 

relating) . 2 HOt/ever I the Judaic interpretation can be seen in Olagalls I 

depiction from its link to the "event" of the fall of Man, which first 

brought al:x:>ut the separation arrl the aa:x::trpanying Kabbalistic belief in 

the hope. of Messiah, the annuJ.nent of the separation arrl the restoration 

l. 
2 . 

Compton, S. 
Petrie, A. 

Olaga lL p. 210 
Your Psychic World A- Z, p. 233 
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of unity.l The painting, besides its spiritual overtones , is one of 

Olagall's finest arrl rrost mysterious works, as Franz Meyer describes: 

"Never before had the rhythms of his forms am the 
radiance of his colours (luminous gold , silver, reds, 
greens arx:l blues) canbined in such a worxlrous, soaring 
unity. It blossoms before cur eyes like a l~ 
rose - a radiant miracle arrl a delicate mystery. 11 

Jean cassou has reccgnise:i the mystical Jewish influences in this work, 

which he so aptly describes as follows: 

"In short this picture - a picture of sin;Jular najesty 
arrl deservedly faIOClUS - must be reccgnized as an 
example of the symbolism peculiar to Olagall, which 
derives unconsciously or consciously from the COS!OOlCX:JY 
arrl furrlamental sexualisrn of the Zohar. Scholars tell 
us that already in the Ern-Sof , the "Without En::itl - an 
insoluble paradox in itself - there is the distinction 
of the male being sprin3'ing up ~ the right-harrl side 
arrl the female from the left ... " 

Another interesting aspect of this painti..n::J is the fact that the hours 

i.n::iicateci beh..irrl the AdaJrVEve arxlro:;)yne are not just part of a dial but 

specify the hours allocated to the fall of Man in the Talmudic story of 

Creation. 4 

Another interesting work which derronstrates these cosmic concepts is "'!he 

Farmyard" (1954 - 1962) in which the foregrourrl is dominated by a et::JN an::j 

a cx:x::k, the feminine arrl masculine symbols. A typically rural farmer ' s 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p. 162 
2 . Thid. 
3. cassou, oo .cit. p . 106 
4. Conpton, op.cit. p. 21 
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wife o::mes forward to feed the c::o,;, Widl provides her with her 

livelihco::l, arrl the saucy cock rushes to share the proven::ler. '!he anUnals 

are those danesticated ones who have lived alorqside man for as lOrr;J as 

history has been recorded. '!heir well-bein:} is as inportant to the 

farmer ' s wife as her own - her life is joinEd to theirs for twice a day 

she must milk her c:oN arrl gather the fowls into the barn to save them from 

ravagi.n:;J foxes . 'lhe picture remirrls us of an existence ordered by the sun 

am m:xm am shared by anllnals am nan. This scene is also symbolically 

depicte:::l for the CXf.N belongs with the woman in the hierarchy of fema.le 

symbols, signifierl by the IOClOn overhead , while the rnaso.lline cxx::k brushes 

against the CCM, as does a barely-define:1 masculine profile against the 

wanan.l 

From the time he first met Bella, and even before their erqagement, 

Olagall began to depict the figure of Bella repeatedly in his canvasses, 

always presentin:J her in the trDSt graceful and tender tonn imaginable. 

Jean cassaJ has cormnented that by 1914 Chagall ' 5 TlUlr'erOUS paint.i.rgs of 

lovers expressed the hymn to love in its JOC)St radiant form. He then 

e:mharked on a series of paintings depicting the Kiss, one of the nost 

notable of whid1 is "Iovers in Blue" (1914) . AIoong these are paintings in 

which the two profiles are inclined tcWcirds eadl. other, no larger actually 

kissi..rg, but portrayed in sudl a way, with all the lines c:x:ttplementirq 

each other in a canbi.ned. lIOVerrent, to create an overall proximity symbolic 

of '!he Kiss . Jean casso..t in describirg the exquisite nelcd:y of line arrl. 

lightness of colouri.rg in these works, c:x:mrents as follows : 

1. Gampton, op.cit. p. 227- 228 
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II these are the purest, the simplest arrl at the sarre. 
tine the :rrost intense arxi resourrlirg pictures ever to 
have issued from the inspiration of love. "When a man 
arrl a woman are together" , it is written in the Talntud, 
"the Divine Presence dwells amidst them". In the 
Zohar, too, it says: ''When desire unites male to 
female , the universe is blesse:i , am joy reigns above 
arrl below . . 11 SUrely this is the union of two beings, 
occurring at the beginn.i..ng of all tiJre in the bosan of 
the One, that we read of in the verse fran the Song of 
Songs (2,6): "His left ~ is urrler my head, arrl his 
right hand. embraces me. II " 

"'lbe Birthdayll (1915) IXJrtrays Cllagall in his humble lOOg'ings being 

visited by his fiance. who presents him wi th a bunch of flowers. After 

their wedcli.rq ani with the cenenting of their union, Olagall ' 5 depictions 

of the lovers be::Jin literally, to soar. Thus, in "ProIrenade" (1913) the 

hu.sba..OO is p::>rtrayed with both feet on the grourd bJt with his wife 

spinn.i..ng arourd. at arms length at extraordinary heights; while in "OVer 

the TcMn" (1917 - 1918), he holds her in an embrace arrl carries her off in 

a great soaring flight with the houses of the tor.vn belCM appearing" as 

toys . Finally in IIIbuble Portrait with Wine:3'lass" (1917) O1agall depicted 

h..imself perched lJtXln the shoulders of his young wife as if weightless in a 

no less extraordinary triurrq;:h of love over the laws of gravity arrl the 

limits of human stren::Jth. The couple are portrayed. as a bridge between 

earth arrl sky : the erotic as a means of narrying the terrestrial arrl the 

divine. 'Ihe infusion of refreshi.rg arrl lively colours such as greens, 

blues an::i pinks expresses the warmth an::i tenderness of his subject arrl. 

replaces the black arrl brown hues of his earlier years such as in, for 

example, '''!he Dead Man" (1908 - 1910).2 

1. cassou , op,cit . p. 72 
2. Ibid . p . 73-76 
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In his article "The Master of the Imaginary" camille Bourniquel explains 

the mystical backgroun:i to the work IIDJuble Portrait with a Wineglass": 

lI'lbe farrous Ik:luble Portrait with a Glass of Wine (1918) 
in which Cllagall depicted h.imseJ.f straddlirg his Your<J 
wife ' s shoulders expresses af course, a joy borderin;J 
on intoxication but , above all , the real meaning of the 
couple . The two of them form a column of whidt Bella 
is the fourrlation of unvarying strergth and security 
and he, O1agall , the dionysiac ~ . ... IDve and 
sentiment are not for him mere rrotivation, sbnple 
narrative incidents: they create exaltation, encourage 
the hanocmious liberation of the beirg freed from that 
ultimate anxiety I that senselessness : solitude. II I 

A rrore mature WClrk "Between 03.rkness am Night" (1943) exparrls on these 

earlier themes and interposes the experiences of the war years . Olagall 

presented hiJnself here as a shadowy introspective presence with the 

radiant airborne and flame-tipped. figure of Bella represented as br.i.rqing 

light into his darkness . The levers are joined tcgetber by a single 

crimson tooUth and arourrl their two-fold face cluster merrories of Russia 

tmder~: a single walking street lamp, a lI'Other with a hen ' s head 

holding her child, a distant village an:i a distant noon. Olagall's figure 

is ~ially stri.ki..n:;J as it appears stripped of every realistic and 

descriptive reference, be<:x:min::J the quintessence of a fonn . 2 Meyer in 

cornmentirq on this work again sees the spiritual significance: 

" ... '!he "strata of experience" lie one a1:x:Ne the other, 
ever new equations of psychic ani Plysical reality. 
Its force is concentrated. in the figures , the already 
rrentione:i syrnJ::ols, the delightful pair of lovers . 
There we encounter the fiery elem:mt, the flame of the 
soul, the force of charge . In the allB30ry of the 
lovers we once again fin:] 'Nhat anilnates the whole 
picture, thrusts iJeyond the in:tividual, bUrls the 
hetercqeneous, an:l iInbues the whole with pulse am. 
breath . '!he arrious physical -

1. Amie1 , op.cit. p. 78 
2. ]bid. p. 86 
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ethereal compenetration of the sexes becomes the 
archetype of the subtle dialectic of man arx:i universe 
which is the subject of Olagall ' s painti..n;J. There is 
nothl.n;J new in that : thirty years before a similar 
alle;Joty dominated with its mystic sheen the high 
starry region of Hormna.ge to AppJlinaire. NCM it 
radiates no less strorg in the ~dst of the earthy 
reality of hurran joy an::i pain. " 

'!his cosmic significance is also portrayed in "Listen.i.rq to the COCk" 

(1944) in which the lovers (a CCJW arrl a cock) are presented as havirg a 

certain hurran connotation ani with the confrontation of the heads of the 

two animals as significant. 'lhe heads of the lovers are painted in a 

region dominated by the feminine, rrotherly force of the CCM, arrl the CQI;o/'S 

l:xxiy represents the place where the sexes l::ecare united. In rontrast an::i 

as in "Horrage to Appolinaire" , the two heads in:licate the basic tension 

through which psychic force manifests itself. 'lhe various zones of the 

picture, fonnally characterized, assist in expressin;J the substance of 

the rrotifs . In the lCMer region of the picture there appears a tree 

grotvi.rg downwards beside the yelIa,.; crescent lOCXJni two W'hite hen's eggs, 

one inside the cock' 5 l:x:rly while the other, \Which oontains a little bi.rt::l, 

is in front of it; arxi, a fiddler straddling the cock ' s rump. '!he rolours 

help to juxtapose the dreamy wannth of the =w, tranquil and recumbent in 

her dark violet, with the vivid red. of the cock strikirq out in all 

directions. TI1.e CCM arrl the cock beccxne l..inke1 with lunarity arrl. 

solarity, but the symbols of SlU1 arrl nn:m as polar psychic forces are not 

merely juxtap::>S€d here - their reality is disturbed ard carplementaIy like 

that of Yang an:i Yin. TI1e picture vividly portrays the wild whirl of day 

becaning the calm intimacy of night and hChl night again turns into day. 

1 . Meyer, op.cit . p. 444 
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The tree grows out of the reg-ion of night into the region of day. The 

eggs that give rise to new life are linked with the o:x:::k by opposite 

sexual relationships, but their nature ani form refer to the maternal 

elenent in the upper part of the picture . By the interplay which the 

motifs achieve on various levels am fram the hanrony thus created, the 

observer can behold the harm:my of forces which is the fourrlation of human 

happiness and a:>srnic unity. 1 

Besides his nl..Il'l'eroUS works dealing with couples and their harmonious 

interconnectedness , Olagall also expressed the theme of l ove in other 

ways . Just as the Zohar stresses the iInportance of the feminine aspect. in 

the universe, d1agall did too and in a manner characteristically 

biblical . '!he numerous feminine syrobols he painted as well as the manner 

of this depiction bear anple testinony to this. For example liThe Song of 

Songs" (1957) depicts a world peopled with attractive women - an 

apotheosis of feminine grace. In this work it seems that all nature 

aspires to the creation of the feminine. A woman seemi.n31y born of the 

Aeolian harmonies of the wirxi can be seen nestling in the branches of a 

tree, while another lies cradle:i , white arrl softly sinuous in an enonrous 

palm leaf in a depiction perhaps reminiscent of Eden. In what might be 

regarded as a paradise regained Olagall depicts lithe bcdies interlaced, 

crowned heads brushing the cheeks of lovely Youn::l women, the whiteness of 

shapely l:x:x:iies lighting up the evening dusk which all the while are being 

escorted by birds of gcx::x:i cmen floating in the skies al:xJve . 2 

1. 
2 . 

Meyer, op.cit. 
Bachelarrl , G. 

p . 462 
Drawings for the Bible by Marc (hagall, chapter VIII 
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In his discussion of the four works, grouped urrler the title '''!he Sorg of 

Solomon cycle" (1957- 1961) Meyer has CCl!'IlII'¥!mted that these works fallew the 

Bible text less closely than did Clagall ' s earlier Bible etchings. His 

insight into the lave which Olagall seeks to portray through these 

ferninine-daminated symbols is = helpful: 

" Solomon ' s love for the Shulami t.e is Olagall ' s love 
for Bella, as the dedication to her proves, but it is 
also the ever new, eternal love of all men, at once 
carnal and chaste, celestial and terrestrial. ,,1 

Another aspact of Olagall' 5 portrayal of the love theme can be observed in 

a triad of paintings YJhich show a p:ro::JreSSion of c:ha.n:Jes in the errotion of 

love, fram the baser human instinct, through to the p.rre divine ronception 

thereof. In "'!be Birthday" (1915), a work in which the colours am fanTIS 

are picturesquely simplified, the &.;ooning youth has neither arms nor 

harrls. A wingless angel of love, he snatches the desiri.rq lover to 

himself with the force of his lorging . In "'Ibe Pair" (1928) the lovers 

are shown to persist in another dimension of the love experience. '!heir 

bcrlies have nC7.V been given harxis an:i arms with which they hold and caress 

one another soothi.n:Jly. The l:x:.dies are also embellishe1 with foliage and 

flcwers . In the final work, "'the P.n:Je1 with the Palette!! (starte::i in 

1926 and o:mtpleted in 1936), the figures of the lovers have been replace:i 

with those of arqels, arxi fl~ arxi foliage with argel ' s wings. 2 

In seeking to comprehend Olagall' s obsession with love an:i the feminine 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p. 564-565 
2. Erben, W. Marc Chagall, p . 9J-94 
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symbol the followirq quote fran Ralph Manheim is extremely useful , thO<l<jh, 

it must be added , the writer carmot fully support. the observations 

reganling Olagall ' 5 portrayal of the mascuJ.ine symbol: 

" 'l11ere is the belove::i CNer arrl over again, in 
errlless transforma.tions I as scul, as angel, arrl as the 
inspirirq power of the femlnine .... In all these 
visions the maso.lline is dull , bestial, earth- l::oJnd, 
while the feminine bleams in all the colours of a 
transfigured, unearthly radian::e . .. . fllt the 
essential is the irxlividual incarnation of the soulful 
an:) feminine in man , arrl this is how the feminine 
appears in Olagall and dominates his pictures : as a 
configuration of the magical arrl f ascinatirg, inspiri.rl3' 
arrl ecstatic soul that ~forms the world with the 
starfull of its colours!! 

'Ibis encounter of man arrl Y.anan represents the enca.mter of the 

transcen:lent God with his Shekinah, the enco.mter of God ani soul, God ani 

man, and of GOO and world. Here the Katbalistic an:! Hasidic symbolism of 

Je-lish mysticism can be shONn to have infused the reality of an artist 

drunk with love, whose imaginative palette shows that man is made in Gc:d's 

image , arrl in whose pictures of hum:m life the ¥r'Orld is forever create:i 

anew. As Manheim. states : 

"For despite all the terror, .• . the pc:xJIUtLS ard 
crucifixions . .. the fires arrl wars , this earthly life 
is the consolation of the ~ itself, if it is 
taken as the sym1:x:>1 that it is ." 

Olagall's artistic world is infuse:i with the lDve Idyll theme \oIhich he so 

joyously depicted by way of his ecstatically soaring lovers, his SWIXlpi.n;J 

acrobats arrl his swooning a.rgels. As has been dem:Jnstrated in an earlier 

chapter, it was the abundant spirit of love am. feminine wholeness of his 

1. Manheim, op .cit. p. 139-140 
2 . IQiQ. p . 141 
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close- knit Hasidic upbringing that was, as i t were , the l\Pther ' s milk upon 

which Olagall was raised. Arrl, it was postulated, it was that same spirit 

of joyous love which was the single imp..Jlse that gave rise to his mystical 

artistic world arrl imagery. 

In seeking to d.eroclnstrate that a definite l ink can be drawn between the 

Hasidic spirit of aburrlant love with which Chagall was infused arrl the 

mystical, artistic world which he create::l , regard nrust be had to the 

evidence in his works an:i in his outlook of the influence of the 

Kabbalistic theory of divine creation through emanati on. 

TI1e reader will recall f= the first chapter that Hasidisrn adopted 

Luria's version nodified after an optimistic fashion. Instead of viewirxj 

GOO. , s initial act of creation as a withdrawal to make rcxJI1l for the world, 

it was seen as silrply a dirninishi.rg of his light in certain areas in 

order, partly, to adapt it to the capacity of errlurance of his creatures. 

"Holy Sparks" I therefore, were said to be still present in everyt.h.i.n;J 

organic or inorganic, gcx:x:i or evil . Evil was merely a l CMer grade of 

go:::d., and there was no :fun::larnental division between the sacred arrl the 

profane . 

In practical terns these beliefs were put into effect by believers in the 

following ways: firstly I all men, whatever defects they might be 

perceived to suffer from, had to be loved since all men had trapped in 

them holy sparks ; evert nan had to be humble to enable hbo to fird the 

proper willingness to love the wicked.; man should not sperrl too much. time 

regretting his sinful ways but should rather strive to establish a happy 

hanrony with Gcx:l; anJ. finally I every man had a part to play in the 
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redemption of the world, for whenever he made use of matter in holy ways -

by work.i.rq with it honestly, for example, or even by eatin'j or dri.nJd..rq it 

joyously - he oonsecrated it arrl lifted it closer to the light of Gcrl - to 

use the lfabbalistic phrase, he "caused the holy sparks to ascerrl." 

Ihese influences are evident in Olagall ' s work ani one can scarcely doubt 

that, in his awn psychic fashion, he adhere;j to the Hasidic belief in the 

omnipresence of Gcd in nature , that he refused to separate the sacred arrl 

the profane, the aniJnate arrl the i..nanimate. C1agall's a,.m description of 

his feeling for his fellCM man as lIthat cla.rrorous love that I have, in 

general, for all manki.rxi" dEmonstrates his imperative nee::i to live always 

hopefully an;! to seek the goodness in life. 1 

'Ihis outlook, as informec1 by the Kabbalistic pnlosqily, clearly irxlicates 

how the Cllagallian spirit of love infused. his work and can be seen as 

inforrn..irg the mystical, artistic world he created. Jean CClssal explains 

how Hasidisrn had this effect : 

" It transports us to a world of emanation where all 
that exists here below re:se:robles what is aOOve, sho.,d.I13 
us the various degrees in which the ligh~ arrl warmth of 
the divine Presence can be experienced ." 

cassou continues: 

1. m1ullin, op .cit. Olapter III 
2. Gassou, cp.cit. p. 239 
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" It is essential to liberate the redeeming feature 
hidden in all ~, no matter hc7.Y bad, the spark that 
lies buried in every man, no matter how uo::Jcxlly or hc:J..T 
evil. Arrl this liberation is a labour of love. 
Eve.rythi..rg is a matter of love. All work is done in 
love. Arrl without troubli.nj to imitate the righteous 
men ard the scholars in their efforts to verify this 
superb, absolute arrl si.njle truth, it is enough to feel 
oneself a part of it .... Moreover, this sentiment is 
one that must be felt with a bunU.rg heart, arxi the man 
within wham this heart beats must at every :rrc:rnent, 
with each breath that he takes an::i with every image 
that flits through his mirrl, feel convinced that he is 
movirg ta.Jards the acx:x::!I1plishment of this same 
mission. He must feel that he is feeding the fire with 
which all other bei.njs are aflame - whether they are 
l:::eings within the planets, or animals or t.h.i.ngs - an::i 
he must gather 1[P all these flanes into one great 
conflagration. " 

Haftman explains this poetic exploration of the world of objects as 

painted by the Jewish ilmnigrants fran Southern am EasteJ:n Europe: 

"'lhe gentle sadness of this art, its p:>etic exploration 
of the world of objects, brirgs to mi..rrl the Hasidic 
legend of the world as a vessel shattered into a 
million fragments because it was tcx:> full of divine 
love, each fragment becoming a thing which still 
preserves a spark of Gcx:i' 5 love. Sometimes it seems as 
though these -painters were looki..rq for the shards of 
the vessel am the spark of divine love in them. nus 
cha.ng'e::i their no::ie of perception. '!he eye searched for 
legem in reality. The result was a dream abo.rt: 
reality, expressed in metaphoric images of reality" . 2 

These words are especially true of Cllagall. In his art the joyful Hasidic 

spirit is everywhere. In every object, human, divine, animate or 

i.naniroate there is ooncealed a "holy sparkll
• In every action there always 

lies the possibility of releasing a IItrapped spark". 'l11e energy am. zest 

for life of the Hasidic tradition is 0l1U'li - present. The prirK::iple that 

enjoyment must be sought in even the toost murrlane activity is given life. 

The 

1. casou, op.cit . p. 240 
2. Werner, op.cit. p.l? 
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spirit of a.bur'x3ant love ani generosi ty ~ one I 5 camnmi.ty arrl family 

which are so central to the Hasidic way of life al:x:lurxi; arrl, the belief 

that GOO can be honoured in all of man I s activities is forcefully 

portrayed. It was at a Sinx::hat Torah festival with Chagall ' s family that 

his grarrlfather was discovered upon the roof rnunc.hi.n;J on carrots. Was it 

at all surprisinJ that an artist W'ho grew up in this world should firrl it 

natural to turn persons upside-da..m arrl to depict argels as acrobats arrl 

dancers? As sydney Alexan:ler points out: 

" perhaps. . . the topsy- b.u:vy, spaceless, l::x::lurdless, 
non- Newtonian, Clagallian wurld reflects the cabalistic 
cx:mp:ment which is fo..mi in Olassidism. '!he Zohar is 
populated with happy arrl luminous souls, shini..r¥J 
seraphbn flyirq between heaven an:l earth . Without 
doubt, these mystic flights, these interlcx::ked spaces 
are suggestive of Clagall's paint.i.rqs ...• Olassidisrn, 
of course , is antithetical to logic. "'!he Messiah will 
not came on the Sabbath, for the holiness of the 
Sabbath is so great that even the redemption is, by 
comparison profane." Hence, why should not goa.ts 
fly?"l 

Havir"q dealt in passin3" with some of Olagall ' s depictions of arge1s it is 

appropriate now to turn to deal in some detail with his nmnerous 

depictions of angels arrl argelic figures. At the outset it is inp:lltant 

to note that in the further discussion I as also in Cl"lagall ' s p:::>rtrayals 

thereof, the term "ang-el" is errploye:::i in the twofold senses ascribed to it 

in The Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible, namely as : " Ca) a messerger 

fram Gerl , and (b) a spiritual bein:]. 11 2 

Olagall has depicted numerous ki.rrls of angelic forns I sane exanples of 

which are: The angel of love; the lover as angel; the angel as muse; the 

1. Alexarrler , OP. cit. p. 51 
2. Elltterick, G.A. The Interpreter ' s Dictionary of the Bible. p. 128 
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biblical argel; the messenger; the fallen argel; arrl, the celestial bei..rq. 

His angels are in fact so prolific that they can a.lIoc>st be seen to flit 

from one picture to another I an:l their variety is so great as to rarge 

from the swcx:ming argel of love to the aninous ghost of Illcifer. While it 

is clear that not all of Olagall' 5 angels can be interpreted in a strictly 

theolcgical sense, it is equally clear, when viewed in the light of 

Olagall' 5 mystical backgrourrl, that they can all to some extent be seen 

as spiritual be.i..rqs. As '!he Encyclopaedia of Jewish Religion states in 

discussin;J the evolution of a,n'Jeology: 

"'!he world of angels ... becanes so bizarre and chaotic 
as to leave an inlpression of unbridled iJragination. 
Essentially, the argels serve as the media of 
revelation arrl the instruments by which God. governs the 
world. '!heir numbers are astroflClllical; their varieties 
alIoc>st erdless. All the elen¥:mts ~ phenomena of 
nature are given tutelary spirits. II 

Certain biblical angelic categories are of special interest. For example 

frequent reference is made to the Arr:3el of Peace, while the seven (or 

four) archargels are identified with the "watchers" of Daniel, the "argels 

of the presence" an:! the ministering angels of rabbinic ideolcqy. Another 

example can be seen in the special attention which mystic lore devoted to 

the Divine Olariot am the ac:x::x::ltTpaJling angels. 

In the Kabbalah argeolo;JY, roth speculative arrl. practical , assumes its 

m:::>St extravagent forms, whereas in the Talmud angels are depicted as 

servants of Gcx:1 and one is forbidden fran SUWlicating them for help. 

1. Werbla,.,osky, R.J . Z. 'lhe Encyclopaedia of the Jewish Religion , p. 31 
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Many ancient mystical texts such as the Heikhalot, the Zohar arxl later 

Kabbalistic literature attr.iliute:i to them the tocl5t extraordinary IXJWe.rS 

with the consequence that, despite the disapproval of many rabbinic 

authorities, appeals were made to them in the form of amulets , 

incantations arrl even through interp::>lations .in the l iturgy. Kabbalistic 

arqeolcqy remained., nevertheless, essentially lOClnotheistic. 1 

'!he Kabbalistic fourrlation of Olagall' 5 inspiration is ncwhere :rrore 

strorqly evident than in the fact of his portrayal of the Divine Olariot 

in the work "Ezekiel ' 5 Vision" which vision represents the very fc:urrlation 

of Jewish mystical thought . Another of his angelic works which evidences 

his mystic nature is liThe Appari tion" which pcwertully transforms the 

observer away fram this I!tIJIrla:ne world to a higher, nore glorious sphere . 

The angels become a l ink between nan arrl. Gcxi, sanetilnes fusing with both 

man arrl with God. . Cllagall wrote the following l ines of verse al:x:lUt this 

work : 

IISuddenly, the ceiling O};XmS an1 a winged being 
descerxls with a crash , filling the rtXlITI with lOCNement 
am clouds . 
A rustle of trail in] wings . 
I think: An ClIl3'e1 ! I cannot open IIrj eyes, i ts too 
light, too bright . 
After rununaging about all aver the place, he rises and 
passes through the opening in the ceiling, tak.i.rq all 
the light and blue air away with him. 
Once again it is dark. I Wclke up. 
My picture liThe Apparition" evokes this dream. ,,2 

In his etching "Abraham and the 'Ihree Angels" Olagall has focused largely 

on the wings of the an;Jels as depicted. from behirrl . Sarah arrl Abraham 

1. WerblCMSky, R. J . Z op .cit. p . 31 
2. Chagall , op.cit. p . 84 
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stand aside in the shadow arrl even the heads , faces am f igures of the 

angels they invited to their table for focrl arrl drink are obscured in 

favour of their massive wings . TI10ugh the aIl3els sit at rest, part:.ak.i..rq 

of the fcx:xi , their wi..rqs do not fully close on their l:xx:lies, as you W'OUld 

see on resting birds . The angel ' s wi..rqs are still stirred. up with the 

enet13Y that lOC!Ved them in flight , the l!'OIYV:Iltum has not c::x::mpletel y 

subsided. As they sit in the open air I urrler the sky, it may be the tease 

of the air an:l the call of the sky tl1at do not let them rest calmly. You 

have a feeling', while you look, as though the wings will fly open am rise 

with poo;..rer arrl lift the bo::iies up with them. The artist did not plainly 

shCM the feathery nature of the wings , b..lt suggested. it through their 

soft, shining texture . KlOCllTOk describes the effect. that is thus create::i : 

"Here is a new reality, not experienced before, 
appealing to your eye with its convirx::.irg realization . 
You have here a beauty of surface unequaled. . Arrl the 
whole picture is of an exquisite beauty, archaic, 
idyllic, stranae and familiar, as a dlapter of 
Genesis . ,,1 -' 

Another good ex.arrple of Olagall ' 5 use of an;:;els in depicti..rq the 

relationship between man and God is his drawing '''Ihe errl of the Road" in 

which an old man in a ba.ttered coat is seen sittirq on the groun:i, 

barefoot arrl with l::x:::Med head, his lorq thin arms encircling his knees. 

Above him hovers a Y01.lI'J3" arqel, pointing to the l ast piece of road ahead, 

whidl Kl.oomok describes as follGlS : 

IIArrl here, now, get acquainted. with another one of 
O'lagall ' s angelic tribe. 'Ibis one is a dear , Youn::J and 
lovely - only he is frightened. He certainly is not 

1. Kl.oc:m::>k , 1. Marc Chagall: His Life arrl Work, p. 17 
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the horrible ugly Argel of Ceath. He seems to be 
frightened of the Death that waits for the old man. In 
his eyes there is great fear : he may be behold..irq the 
horrible An:Jel of Death sta.rrlirg on the bourrlary of the 
beyorrl. He points with one harrl to the road ahead -
but he averts his head from there; an::i in his turn of 
the head an::i in the position of the bo:ly, he expresses 
cx::rrpassion ani sorrow. He is a dear, gocxi argel, an::i I 
believe in~. He belo~s to Olagall ' 5 finest 
creatures . " 

In similar vein, Olagall ' 5 depiction of the lYleSSel'J3'er an:rel in "'D1e 

Sacrifice of Abraham" relates the unity of Gcx::l arrl man arrl their 

interaction. Neumann describes this an::3'el as folla,..>s: 

Ita shaft of light that pierces the dark, nothin;J else. 
Not a trace of errotion, of hlm\al1 contact, of personal 
relation. Merely message an:i cx:mnard, and ncM 

withdrawal of the comman::i by a light radiati.rx.J fran the 
Light I fran the K.i.rq of Ki.rgs. TI1e argel ' 5 eye never 
leaves the magic circle of the Deity, never sees 
anything but the Deity, even though he is perfonnirg a 
mission arrl deli veri.n:J a message in the terrestrial 
sphere. 1T2 

In bringi..rg to a conc:lusion this discussion of Olagall ' s argels it is of 

interest to note that many of his depictions thereof enploy the argel in 

the capacity of intermediary between Gcrl arrl nan . While at times the 

stricter Talmudic interpretation of a.r¥3els is apparent , with the ang-els 

depicted as formal messergers of Gerl , ll'Ore frequently the argels assume 

ll'Ore extravagant roles, rrore ill line with the Kal:lbalistic view of the 

1. KlCO't'Pk , op.cit . p . 81 
2. Meyer, op.cit. p . 393 
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unity of man arxi GOO. 'Ihis Olagallian blurrirg of the distinction between 

man ard Gcxi, Gcx:l ani argel , argel arrl man, am, in fact, l:etween argel arrl 

man an::l beast, is clearly influenced by the Kabbalistic concept of the 

terrestrial arrl supraterrestrial spheres. It is also present in many of 

his works which do not portray argels at all , but merely men an::i animals 

divested of earthly gravitational forces. It represents , perhaps, 

Olagall's answer to the major problem of the Kabbalah - how an infinite 

ard utterly transcerrlent God could communicate with creatures an::l a world 

capable only of graspirg the finite? 

~ibly the nost climactic of these works is "'!he Fall of the Angel" 

which was begun in 1923 arrl was only finished in 1947. 'D1e tragic nature 

of the work was such that on his returr!. to France, at a time when he was 

so much in leve with life, he was unable to ccrtlplete the picture, only 

beg.i.nni..rg to work on it again in 1933 . The argel's fall symbolises that 

of humanity overtaken by disaster and is interpreted by Olagall with 

elemental violence : A sea of red. is fallirg on the earth like blocrl; a 

rabbi clutches his Torah to shield it fran clan:1er; a man an::i a clock are 

catapulted into the air; the sun arrl the moon, as in Byzantine 

crucifixions, appear tcqether in the sky; arrl, below, am. in the 

backgrourrl, appears Vitebsk - the cradle of all sufferin:Js. It is a dream 

surmli..ng up all the anxiety of the pericrl , all the major upheavals of human 

feelings duri.ng" the precedi.rg forty years , arrl ccmniting these to canvas. 

In 1947 Olagall reworked this canvas arrl toned dcwl the dramatic violence 

of 1933. After all the years of suffering and violence his vision had 
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become further detachoo, he looked. on the VlOrld with the wisdom of 

experience. '!he rabbi ' s face J1CM becanes wannly hl.m\an, the virgin am 

child are included arrl the fonns are made sm:x:>ther. 1 

Meyer ' 5 comment on the work describes the enorrrous potency of Olagall ' 5 

vision: 

" ... one is probably not mistaken in seeing a parallel 
between the cosmic catastrophe of the argel' 5 fall arrl 
the course of recent history. The angel is fire from 
heaven, a burni..rg brarrl, an insatiable flane that 
threatens the sane forces of life. It is true that the 
details have no cxmnections with OJrrent events arrl the 
ang'el ' s irruption is an overpowering act that takes 
place in the sa.1l. of each one of us . :art for that very 
reason it is oonterrporary history in a broader sense, 
namely as the inner fate of every human being in this 
century. 1,2 

In the painting the angel does not play an active part, its satanic nature 

is purely passive . Olagall has depicted it as a woman with heavy breasts 

and a full figure come from a reg-ion of joy arrl hurled da..m into the 

peaceful structure of our human world by an irresistible wilL Its face 

is distorted by fear, its mouth half-open, its eye fixed. Arourrl this eye 

arrl its terrifying white the whole picture revolves like a wheel. 'lhe 

angel' 5 hurtling fall and the hectic rocrvement of the other figures fit in 

this great mysterious mechanism. 3 

1. Venturi, op.cit. p.84 
2. Meyer, op.cit. p. 489 
3 . Ibid 
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Another aspect of the mystical Kabbalistic tradition which is evident in 

Chagall ' s YiOrk is his use of Hebrer.v letters. As has previously been 

stated, the major problem of the Kabbalah was to explain hOW' an infinite 

an:i utterly t.ransc:errlent GOO. could c:onummicate with creatures arrl a world 

capable only of grasping" the finite. As Gersham Scholem J:Xlinted out, all 

creation is the expression of Gcx:i's thought an::i will, with this expression 

havirg to be stru.ctured. in order to exist . '!he Sefer yetzirah ('!he B::x:>k 

of creation) ,one of the oldest mystical texts, states that the clue to 

the basic structure of creation is the twenty- two letters of the Hebrew 

alphabet, VJhi.ch are not only syml:x>ls of the stru.cture l::ut actually the 

essential expression of Gcxl's will arrl wisdan. '!he Hebrew letters are 

seen as bearin;J the same relation to Gcd. as ordinary lan:J1.lo3.ge does to man; 

and, just as man's speech arrl language reveal his inner thoughts TOClre so 

than do his deeds an:! physical creations, in the same way the words of 

the Torah, GOO' 5 speech, are the closest man can get to God. 1 

'Ibis idea appears frequently in Jewish mysticism, whidl is a mysticism 

utterly enj'TOSSErl with the word. A further develOptEnt is that since. the 

Hebrew letters are direct expressions of Gerl' 5 thCXJght I meanirg must be 

ascribed not only to the meanirgs of the letters rut also to their form. 

It has even been suggested by a latter-day mystic that the white space 

1. Weiner, op.cit. p. 78 
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surrourrling the letters is also replete with mystical mean.i.rg . 'Ibis 

interest in the sourrl arrl fonn of Hebrew letters as a key to ultimate 

mysteries of the Creation is toclSt eI'J1!'?hasise:i in the Kabbalist I S concern 

with the letters of Gcxi ' s name. 1 

'rhus, when one notes hOW' frequently it is that Olagall's design is 

constructed upon the annature of a Hebrew letter, one is led to pomer 

whether Olagall was ooncerned with Kabbalistic mysteries. 'Ibis influence 

is JOC>St evident in his graphic works where this device bec.orres in fact a 

pennanent design straten'. For exarrple, in the "Dead Souls" series of 

1924-1925 the human figures are derived not fran observed anatcmy but from 

the calligraphy of Hebrew lettering. 2 

Futher examples of this influence can be seen in the small drawings 

O1agall did for Peretz an::l Nister , in which the rhythm of the drawing 

resporrls exactly to the Hebraic type- face, the texts being both in 

Yiddish. As Meyer has pointed out the figures in the illustrations in 

Peretz ' s lx:xJk move in the same solemn, inspired manner as the strokes of 

the letter aleph, daleth arrl tav. 1his is especially so of the 

exaggeratedly elongated llma.gician" who rushes an:l b..nnbles through the 

picture in the sort of ltYJVement described. arove. 

1. Weiner, cp.cit. p.79 
2. Alexarrler, op.cit. p. 169-170 
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In the illustrations for Nister I 5 tales the graphic urgency of the 

vignette-like drawin:Js closely match the plastic character of the Hebraic 

letters. For exanple, a picture of a woman leani..rq towards a cock 

resembles the printed daleth; while in another picture the staircase 

recalls the rising lI'OVement of the sm. later on, the link between the 

drawi.n::J arrl the Hebraic character becomes still stroll:1er in acx::ordance 

with the symbolic "1ifell of letters in the Kabbalistic tradition. 1 

In addition, this emphasis on the Hebraic lettering has a wider 

significance for, wen regard is had to the fact that as a boy Olagall 

first learned the Hebraic alphabet, then the Cryllic (used in the Russian 

language) and only lastly the Roman, one can perceive hCM the graphic 

structure of his works appears lOClSt influenced by the first, less by the 

secorrl, ani least of all by the third. 2 

Olagall's use of Hebraic lettering can l:::e seen as an analcgy with the best 

vein of Jewish ht..nOCl1Jr. O1agall ' s pictorial jokes, like verbal jokes, make 

game of Jewish tradition, blunting its no larger recognized normative 

force an::l at the same tiIne adding to it and enrich.in::J it in a new sense in 

the IOCdern existential fashion. Typical of this is the transposition of 

the alphabetical mystique of the prophetic Kabbalah in satre of his 

drawings. In the Nister illustrations one can already see the 

assimilation of graphic form to the shape. of Hebrew characters. In 

"Movement" , l Ab:1uction" and ''Man with Rifle" the analogy becomes far more 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p. 246 
2. Ibid 
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obvious arrl, in addition, the use of human figures makes the fonn here 

even IOOre like the idecqrarrs of the Kabbalistic tradition. In the 

o:rnazrental title for the pericxlical "shtrom" the resemblence is even 

clearer. As Franz Meyer has remarked: 

"Here , an aspect of the cabala derived fran the method 
of mystical perception expoon::Ie:I by the great 
Abul- Afiya in his ''Way of Naxres" in the th.i.rteenth 
century is corobined with IOClre ancient trerx:Js of 
al~tical symbolism to fonn a llcosmic cipher 
system. II 'lhe letter alep,. in the reprcduction - it 
signifies Gcd in visual reality - i::lelorgs to an 
alphabet of this sort. When Olagall consciously or 
unconsciously varie:l such a fonn, he did so as he had 
those of the icons, partly as reference to its 
sacre::i-supernatural significance an::! partly as 
rejection of its definitely fixe:::1 form, always in the 
sense of the joke about the shadCM in which a solemn 
philosophical proposition is nullified. by the reversal 
of one of its terms. But it is precisely its import, 
the tension between expectation arrl nonfulfillment , 
that - perhaps better than a well- turne:I pu-ase -
creates an inner emotion which presses l::eyom objective 
reality. Blt that is exactly Otagall ' s artistic 
ailn. ,,1" 

'TIle discussion n<:M turns away from an analysis of the influence of 

furrlarrental Kabbalistic principles evident in Olagall ' s art to concentrate 

upon the Hasidic aspects thereof. 'll1e reader will by ncM be aware that a 

true distinction cannot be drawn between Kabbalistic arrl Hasidic 

influences am that the further discussion will of necessity make 

reference to the Kabbalah - Hasidisrn havi.n::.J been fourrle::l to a large extent 

up:>n Kahbalistic principles ard sources, arrl both of which contrirute to 

Jewish mystical thought in the wider sense. 

By its very nature Hasidic culture perpeblates itself to some extent in 

the fonn of tales which are urderscored with lfabbalistic iIragery. It is 

1. Meyer , op.cit. p . 300-301 
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an oral tradition conveyed by way of tales whidl lirqer on in the 

subconscious arrl serve as a guide to m::>ral conduct, such as for example 

the tales of Sholom Aleichem mentioned in the previous d1apter. 

In his book "9 112 Mystics" Herbert Weiner explains the tales of Rabbi 

Nadunan of Bratslav, one of the nost. renowned. early Hasidic masters arrl, 

arguably, the greatest of the Hasidic storytellers. He explains hCM Rabbi 

Nachman makes heavy use of symbolism, but that it is a syml:xllism whose 

meaning can be. largely resolved by familiarity with the ~ba.listic arrl 

Hasidic imagery that fed the rebbe ' s imagination . 

Most of Naclunan ' 5 tales have a clear didactic function, offering a 

specific way and. perspective on life. Most of these tales were not, 

hcwever, triggera:i by any obvious outer stimulus, b.It were started urrler 

the roocd which Nathan describes as liard the spirit of the IDrd rested upon 

him." '!hey were spontaneous, yet amazi.n;ly o::trpact and. lcx;Jica11y worked 

out , arrl are rich with multiple allusions as if they had been prepared for 

years in the realm of the sub:::onscious I a subconscious linked to the 

Kabbalistic lore that he had absorbe:i all his life. Rabbi Nachman let his 

f ollowers kn<:1w that in his stories every phrase, every word is filled with 

holy mysteries , an::l that they cught, therefore, to be read in fear arrl 

trembling . On the other harrl, he added, they are also pleasant stories 

that can arrl should be read without elalx:>rate interpretation. As Herbert 

weiner explains: 
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II ••• The stories . . . see reality through the mystic 
prism of a world in which distinctions between "the 
organic an:i the inorganic, life an::i death, have become 
blurred I arrl everything is included in one qreat life 
in which everything is of equal iJnp:Jrtancell I 

'!be action in most of the stories stems from a pre:ticament where sornet.hi.n::J 

has been lost, stolen or somehow misplaced. For exazrple, two birrls that 

should be mates live at opp::>Site en::ls of the world; children who belong 

in a certain house arrl family have been int.er-cl'larqed at birth; a king I 5 

daughter bnprisone:::i in a mountain fortress, waits for rescue by her 

beloved. Everything is look..in:J for its tikJrun, the repair that will 

restore the broken hanoclny ani bring tcgether that which belongs 

tc:gether . 2 

As was pointed out in the previous chapter I the influence of this mystical 

tradition is reflected in both Olagall' s an:i Bella ' 5 autobic:x.Jraphical 

writirgs. '!he style of presentation arrl the story- tale quality is easily 

recc::gnisable, as is the mystical approach. Gilbert tascault describes 

this Hasidic tradition of storytellir"Y3 arrl its influence up:!n Cl1agall : 

"'!he Hasidic tradition has often been pointed. out as 
one of Olagall ' 5 formative influences .... Hasidism 
probably had more of a profound. am less of an 
immediately observable influence on Olagall. It taught 
hiIn to love stories, to see. in narration not a siJl1ple 
means of distraction but a way of wak.i..rg people up. 
The Hasidic tradition is trade up of countless 
anecdotes , short stories arxl fables, which it prefers 
to reasoned arguments . As Pabbi Nahnan of Bratislava 
states : "Most people believe that stories are made to 
p.lt you to sleep; me, I tell them to wake people up 

,, 3 

1 . Weiner, op.cit . p. 219- 223 
2. Ibid . 
3. Arniel , op.cit. p. 67, 7 
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An example of the symbolism of Cl1agall 1 s narrative art is the painting 

"Birth" (1910) . At that time it was usual for Jewish woman to be girded. 

with the bard. fram the Torah scroll shortly after the delivery of a child 

if labour was difficult. F\lrthenrore , when a male child was born it was a 

popular custom for vigil to be :rrounted every night . Friends arrl relations 

would gather at the home of the nev.born to recite a prayer to protect the 

child from deIOOns. (hagall ' s portrayal of the birth includes all of these 

narrative elements arrl beloI19's with a series of narrative subjects, 

includ..i.n;J death arrl marriage, which he painte:l in st. Petersburg. '!he 

corrq;>OSition of the painting is severly frontalised, the midwife 

unnacountably st.arrlin:J next to the II'Other on the bed, which is turned to 

reveal a self-satisfied man, apparently hid.i..rq on the flCXJr ne>..t to it. A 

Ct:M intrudes in the masculine half of the picture where a group of eager 

men p..1Sh their way into the room. Likewise a man un::ie.r the bed~in 

intnldes in the feminine half. 'lhe painting symbolises a mystical union 

with the universe arrl enables us to becx:Jre aware of the inter- relationship 

ani the treani..ng of what exists not only in the sphere of earthly, 

empirical consciousness but in other SJ;heres tcxJ. 1 

'Ille rabbis an::l profane storytellers accept the discxmnected, broken 

structure of these stories, the holes, gaps, sudden transitions arrl 

omitted explanations . In the "Magic Tailor" by Sholom Aleichem one can 

see haw difficult it is to kr'Ic:1w what the story is about, whether it is 

joyous or sad . Rabbi Nachman of Bratislava developed the art of 

uncontrolled. narration the furthest. In his stories each fragment 

1. COmpton, op .cit . p . 16 
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oontains the whole yet threatens it. He tightens the episcxlic events and 

lets the narrative float, because he prefers the infinitely small to the 

infinite , a life with leaps arrl starts to a life without surprises. 

Olagall has the same preferences. In particular, the changes in scale and 

the absences of 5UpIX)rt.in;J p:>ints on the large canvasses disorient us; 

there is no concern for the habitual rules of canposition: figures are 

masse:::l tcx:Jether in certain areas of the picture, whereas other areas 

remain empty; we never receive a message, but the existence of an enigma 

is imposed llpXl us. 1 

In int.rcducin:J the first chapter mention has been ma..de of the tre:merdous 

inportance matters of the soul play in the Hasidic tradition as well as in 

Olagall ' s art . In the further diSOlSSion conc::ernin:J the evidence of the 

Hasidic tradition upon chagall and his art an atterrpt will be made to 

provide some insight into the Hasidic concept of the soul and hc1,.,r this 

influenced. al.nost every aspect of Chagall ' s artistic approach. 

As has been previously noted, Olagall ' s anti- realism was evident from the 

very earliest stages of his vocation to paint . Olagall repeate:Uy 

maintained that he wished to paint in a J\\3Jll1er that was not realistic, but 

which was the prcrluct of his o..m personal fantasies I inner inpJlses am 

all that oc::a..rrs in the depths of the heart. 2 Meyer describes the 

origins of this outlook as follONS: 

1. Arniel, op.cit. p. 67, 70 
2. Gassou , op.cit. p. 93-96 
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"Olagall insists that his distortions were meant first 
of all as a provocation, as an emphatic refusal of 
realism. II I 

'!his :Et.m1amental anti -realism accords with the iconoclasm of Judaism. 'Ihe 

ban on irnage-maki.rg is aimed chiefly at preventing images of the outer 

reality from weakening the inner reality . Olagall , in his turn, far from 

subordinating his painting to the laws of exterior reality through which a 

man can lose his soul, represents another reality I wherein his soul can 

fUrl itself . 2 

Meyer continues , to say that Olagall ' s art. is a total integration of 

reality in the great adventure of painting, the union of within an::l 

without, of soul an::l world. 'Dris message is a general view of the ¥X:>rld, 

a philosophy of life. 

'!he art of O'lagall stands in opp:>Sition to nnlch that characterizes our 

times: to the rationality of science, to utilitarianism, an::l to the 

anonyrrous effect of technical Prc:x;Jress . '!he spiritual reality he has 

strived to prcxiuce since he first picked up a paint- brush is that which 

governs beings arrl t.hirgs . His art is an atterrpt to re-establish the 

spiritual reality, conununicate it to the observer, an::l thus cure him of 

the disease of rationalization . Each painting has this mission. As Meyer 

exclaims, there is only one way out: "to put the sall, the mysterious 

centre of the human creature al:xJve all else,,3 

d1agall's deep distrust of rationalism and academicism has been sham to 

stem fram Hasidisrn, the origins of which can be traced to a revolt of the 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p. 47 
2. Ibid. 
3 . Ibid. p . 596- 597 
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mass of relatively uneducated Jews against the arid intellectualism that 

had dominated Judaism. Arrl in the sarre way as Hasidism preferred to 

errphasise matters of the soul rather than adopt a rigid arrl stylised. 

approach to religious exparience, so too did Chagall in his approach to 

his art . 

As Olagall hirosel.f said: 

"Personally, I do not think a scientific bent is gcx:xi 
for art. I1npressionisrn arrl CUbism are alien to me . 
Art seems to n-e to be a state of soul f're than all 
else. '!he soul of all is sacred .. .. II 

Klooook cites Olagalli s ill ustrations of the Bible as gc:x::rl examples of the 

manner in which he manages to inq:lart "a living breath, a soul, a Jewish 

soul ,,2 to his works . In seeking to derronstrate the truth of the al:x:>ve 

remark it nust be noted that O1agall produced a vast quantity of works in 

various meditmlS on Biblical arrl related topics an::i that , in consequence, 

the discussion will treat only with a selection of these works, beginni..rg 

with certain of the illustrations he did on cx:mnission for the Vollard 

edition of the Bible. 

In preparation for these works Olagall first visited Palestine, Egypt arrl 

Syria in 1931. Not satisfied with the work he then pro:iuced , he 

subsequently went to Hollarrl in 1932 to get a closer 1<:nc1.vledge of 

Rembrarxit am his Biblical works . 'lben in 1935 he visited Polarrl to make 

fresh contact with the Jewish "old- fashioned" fathers to re-awaken in 

hilTIself their spirit which he felt he needed. in his work on the Bible {he 

1. Alex.arrler , op. cit. p. 50-51 
2 . KlOCllrOk , cp .cit . p . 75 
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was not allcwed to enter Vitebsk). Then in 1937 he visited Italy to study 

the religious art of the Italian primitives in an attempt to grasp the 

spirit of artists uncorrupted by the m::x3.ern mechanical civilization. '!be 

finished prc:ducts demonstrate not only the quality of his vivid memory, 

but also the brilliant way he has managed to craft his soul therein, just 

as he has done in his works of Jewish genre. 1 

I<l00r00k says of Olagall ' s "Moses" of the work "'Ihen Sarq Moses" (teisin ' 5 

Volume. III): 

"You can see the Jewish pure piety I the restrained 
rapture in the lifted nobl e head. An:i it l ooks as if 
the whole bc:x1y Sl.n:Js the psalm. A Sabbath grace ani 
spiritual radiance fall over the whole figure . 

See hC7.ol the crown helps in the structure of the head 
am. adds to the dignity of the figure , not only to its 
decoration. Also the loose cloak helps to give 
softness ani stateliness to the figure - a cxnwincingly 
Jewish figure. An::::i whoever it may not be - you have 
here the work of a noble faculty; a prod.uct of a highly 
p::l€tic imagination - art of the finest quality. Ard 
altogether it is only a lightly scrawled sketch. 

Here we have a Jewish art, a Jewish plastic - even if 
you don't accept the figure as a ''1-k:lses'', or a 
"David" . call it by any other nane, gentile or pagan -
it still remains a Jewish image." 

KlQO[OC)k goes on: 

" In a secorxi place Clagall had trade only the face of a 
"Moses" - an::l there you have a face of a man of GOO.; a 
face that beams not with sill1light, not with sorq, but 
with wisdan, with divine law. Looki.rg at the face you 
say to yourself, Yes , GOO. spoke ma.rth to lOCIUth with 
this man an::l left upon his lips a sublime message . ,,2 

1. Klootrok, op .cit . p. 75 
2. Ibid . 
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Olagall acx::anplished this effect with only a few scrawls preferrin::J to 

leave only a scanty notion, rot lOClre that a suggestive idea am not fully 

outlined . It is in this stoppi.rg short. arKl not attemptirg a fuller 

realization that the integrity of O1agall's artistry is apparent. 'Illis 

is in line with the Jew"ish belief that man cannot behold Gerl, that man's 

eyes do not have that p:::Mer. 'lhus, just as the old masters represente:i 

Gcx:1 as a man in order to observe this belief, so Olagall dlose to suggest 

only an image, somethin:J which is initially SI.l99'ested in a flash arrl yet 

not for lorq enough to rest one's eyes upon. Man cannot create a bei.n:;J 

higher than himself - he does so at the peril of his art . 1 

Cl1agall ' 5 "David" of the work "David with the Head of Goliath" 

deIOOnstrates another way in which ClJagall sua::eeds in capturirq the soul 

of his subject rather than mere outward appearances . Unlike the 

Renaissance sculptors Iklnotella arrl Verrachio arrl unlike Miche1an::3"elo, 

Chagall employs his artistic licence ani p::>rtrays the mature David as we 

know him from his later exploits, rather than the youthful David who slew 

Goliath. In this way he pemits us to see his rich nature as it becaIre in 

maturity. As IQ.cx::rrrok remarks, we see in Olagall's David : 

.. the David, the Ki.rq David, who cries arrl tears his 
clothes in an hour of affliction I:::efore the eyes of the 
whole people, arrl goes jumpirq an:l dancirq with the 
conm:m folks before the shrine - until the well-bred. 
Michal , his wife, will upbraid him am scold him for 
le>.<erirq his Kirgly dignity. 

He is the sanguine, hot lustful traIl who, when he sees a 
beautiful woman bathi..rq, will not refuse himself am 
must possess her an:l make her pregnant - arrl to cover 
up his deed, will cause her husbarrl to be killed in 
battle. An::i he will be truly repentant an:l ben::l his 
heart before the prophet who c:x:::m;s to reproach him for 
his wantormess". 2 

1. Kloarrok, oo.cit. p. 75-76 
2. Ibid. p. 80 
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In contrast to Michelargelo, who was seemingly rrore precxx:upied with the 

psycholoc::Jical aniJnation of his miUble than ~ the character of his 

David, Chagall ' s David is rrore true. as a •• 1.. I "TepreSi ' ruon of lithe 

. .. type of man who would possess all the possibilities of developing the 

character of the sa.rguine, many-sided Biblical hero"l 

Another ~ of Olagall's artist ic approach in which his concern with 

love arrl matters of the soul is evident is in his te:::iu1ique. No matter 

",'hat medium he enployed, be it paintings, drawirgs, lithcqraphs, etch.i.rgs, 

stained glass wirrlows, tooSaics , tapestries, ceramics I or ink sketches 

(arrl, it might be adde::i, he mastered them all), he had only one 

description for his tecJm.ique. 

cassou explains: 

u (Olagall ' 5) ... technique am. the spirit of this 
techni~e are one arrl the same th.i..rg ..• it is colour 
itself, harrlled with love arxi itself en::i0Ned with 
all the power associated with l ove .... '!he W'Ord is 
"chemistry . ,, 3 

O1emistry, as Olagall understarrls it, is the palpable mystery of colours, 

1. Kloomok, op . cit . p. 80 

2 . While this generalisation is accurate insofar as it relates to the 

majority of Chagall ' 5 works which are in brilliant colour I it must be 

noted that certain of his works are in black ard white only, for 

example his Bible etchings. 

3 . cassou, cp.cit . p . 120-122 
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the weaviIq by use of colour of some ki.rrl of bi.nii.rq spell . It is a 

mystical term from the vocabulary of a religious man . But it also belorl:]s 

to the voc.abulary of an artisan, a worker who uses materials, mixing them 

on his palette, applyirq them to his canvas with strokes that may be light 

or detennined, but always lovirq; arrl, it is the colours that bring the 

canvas to life arrl give it its soul. One can see in Olagall ' s painting 

that the artist has love in his soul arrl it appears thus in the finished 

work. As cassou explains: 

" '!he inspiration, or the spirit, is what lTOVe5 him, 
the perfection of the supreme art of a particular 
artist , regardless of what school he may have belorged 
to or fOl..U'rled. ,, 1 

An example of Olagall ' 5 use of "chemistry" in colours can be seen in "The 

weddin:j" (1944) which portrays a real wedding with a canopy urrler which, 

accordi.ng to Jewish custom, the couple plight their troth . TIlere are 

guests, can:lles arrl rm.lSic . 'The cock may also be interpreted in the sarre 

way, for there was a tirre when a cock arrl a hen were carried before the 

bridal couple at Jewish wedd.i.rqs . Strarge beings mix with the guests - a 

white CC1N stretches out her soft muzzle behin:i the grcx::xn, arrl the female 

head higher up does not belong to a guest. 'lhe nrusicians in the upper 

zone have outgrc:lwn their role . 'D1e gigantic violinist, the tcMering WaMJ1 

with the cymbals, the cello player so blerx:ied with his instnIment that he 

has become the angel of music I watch over and protect the happenirgs on 

the hLm\a11 level like guardian spirits. 2 The use of "chemistry" here is 

explaine::i by cassou: 

1. cassou, op .cit . p . 122 
2. Meyer, op.cit. p. 452 



123 

"'nle .. , fantastic elements reach their culmination in 
"Weddi.rg" I with its zones of colour Wepen:ient of the 
shapes, relat:irg to spiritual regions rather than to 
places arrl people. A vague red canopy virtually cuts 
the picture in two, with the sombre tones of wedding 
belcw contrasting with the brilliance of the musical 
argels above, a division that inevitably ~ls 
certain visionary CCIIt1pOSitions by El Greco. " 

In his later years, colour became the major aspect of his 'WOrk. In what 

has become known as his "late style", which reached full flCMer as he 

entered his 70's, his obsession with ard mastery of oolour can be seen to 

best effect. His colours had developed from the sharp contrasts of his 

40's am. through the sombre, often fright.en.in':3, clashes of his 60's to 

becorre delicate lyrical tones flON.ln::J across the surface of his 

canvasses. His line, rather than limiting the colalr to a given object 

and acti.rg as its bourrlary I has become almost i.n;jependent, delineating the 

figure but allcwing the colour to escape beyorrl its b:::mjers. 2 '!he 

subject of "The Wedd.i..rq" is music and in spite of the intensity of 

colour I it is essentially a very quiet arrl lyrical picture. The blues of 

the background are interrupted by the curve formed by the principal pair 

of lovers in their boat who are bei.rq bathe::l in the sourxi of stri.rqed 

instJ:uments streaming up into the sky. '!heir pink arc circles the centre 

of the c:ort1pJSition like a halo to the great rroon on the right. It meets a 

green area which plays a.rouro a harpist kneeli.rq close beside them, arrl 

then disappears past the Eiffel Tower, drawi.rq the arc towards a:mpletion, 

arrl the eye retmns to the white m::x:m which dominates the right side of 

the picture. '!he sweepirq forms are echoed on the left by further 

musicians: those al::love, bathed in incan:::Iescent oraJ"'ge-red, are introduced 

in the CXJrner by a tiny aIXJe1 blo.virq a trumpet; belaY, oore musicians 

1. Cassou, op.cit. p. 193 
2. Amishai- Maisels, Z. Tapestries and Mosaics of Marc Olagall at the 

Knesset, p. 129 
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share the intense blue which serves as a kin:1 of sea or river, unifyirg 

the whole picture. Their leader starrls on a quarter rocx:m arrl below him, 

in the foregrourrl, are a secorrl. pair of lovers ac:x::c:tnpani.ed by a fish am a 

violin. FUrther aloI'lg" the base of the canvas is a small figure, lookirq 

up at the nusical clown who intrcduces the scene from his unlikely place 

on the right. 

SUsan Ccrrpton describes another won:::ierful work as follaolS: 

" . . . (In) "'!he ConcertI!, colour was allc:Ma:l sum a free 
role that it served. as a kind of music in itself - a 
device which Olagall developed in ''Musicll (1962- 1963). 
. .. In his later painti.rqs Chagall has given colour a 
oontrolled freedan, very like the bursts of sa.m:i from 
some great symphony concert .... .. 1 

A figure which Olagall often portrayed was that of old J~ish men bent by 

the years of toil, dressed as beggars arrl with faces full of sadness . 

these characters were cx::mron in the Pale of Settlement an:i it is O'lagall's 

Hasidic nature which. bri..rqs them out onto his canvasses. In Hasidism it 

is not only the scholars arrl the leisurely, those who have time am 

opportunity for long studies, who can come to know Gcx:l . '!he Hasid 

believes that the weak man has perhaps rrore right to a divine answer, and 

that richness of heart can surpass all science and all piety. 2 

Cl1agall recognised this quality of soul in these characters to such an 

extent that the tocrle1s he used for his three large "Rabbis" , whim number 

aIrOrx] his masterpieces, were in fact three beggars who came to his dCXJr 

1. Compton, op.cit . p . 16 
2 . Meyer, op.cit. p . 16 
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asking for alms. 1 Olagall was lOOVed by the reverence arx:l meeJmess 

expressed in the faces of these old Hasidim. In the first of these works 

"'nle pinch of Snuff" (1912) an old J£!N, perhaps a rabbi, is pictured 

seated. at a table in the synag03Ue tak.i.rg a pinch of snuff fram a little 

box . His old-fashioned corkscrew curls harq c:icMn fran urder his 

skullcap. The whole picture is restrained, with all the dynamism t.akin:i 

place in the depths . 2 Similarly, in the secorrl of these works, "'nle 

Prayi.rg Jew" (1914) we are captivated. by the overall effect ar.d not by the 

details . The "tallith" - the prayer shawl with its wide arx:l strict 

gecanetry , its stripes ard brilliant whiteness - confers an impressive ar.d 

monumental feeli.rg . '!he other ritual objects such as the lltefillirn" - the 

prayer philacteries 00urrl to the forehead ani the ann by l eather straps -

are an integral part of the solemni.ty of the whole arrl do not distract or 

divert one I 5 attention from the general effect. 3 'Ille feelirq which this 

work has captured can pert1aps be gleaned from .nat Olagall himself said in 

telling how he came to paint this picture: 

"Another old nan passes our house . Gr ey hair, a surly 
lCXJk. A sack on his back. 
I worrler : is he even capable of openj.rq his nouth to 
beg? 
Irrleed, he doesn ' t talk. He o::mes in and starrls 
discreetly by the door . He starrls there for a long 
time. And if no-one gives him anything, he leaves 
without a word, as he came. 
"Listen ," I tell him, " have a little rest . Sit dCWl. 
Like. that . You don't mirrl that , do yoo? Have a rest . 
I ' ll give you twenty kopecks. Just put on my father ' s 
prayer clothes ani sit dCWl. Have you seen my portrait 
of the old man prayi..rg? '!hat ' s him. ,,4 

1 . venturi , op.cit . p . 46 
2. Meyer, op.cit. p . 191 
3 . Cassou, op.cit . p . 65 
4. Chagall, M. op.cit. p . 118- 119 
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'lhe last picture in this series, "TIle Green Rabbi ll attains the effect 

through the juxtaposition of arbitrary co!oors, such as the green face and 

yelION beard set against a dark backgrc:mrl. Venturi eJCplains what Cllagall 

has achieved here: 

"TIle sight of these p:>er old men, transmuted by the 
artist ' s imagination, becomes the reality of art. His 
eyes saw three p:lOr JfMS, a canrtPJ1 enough sight in the 
Vitebsk ghetto, but on to the canvas his excited 
imagination projected three epic figures who might have 
stepped out of the Old Testament. II 

On another level , Olagall captures that presentiment of inevitable tragedy 

which hung over that little world am his fantasy has provided the vision 

of a thing so p::!ignant an::l so human. Cllagall always saw in those old men 

in prayer, those humble arrl menaced men, the true witnesses of eternity -

as he himself said: "Sametilres there stocrl before me a figure so tragic 

and so old that it looked. more like an arqel . ,,2 

Olagall had a deep love for the "old- fashioned." Jew, and he well knew his 

ways and aJSt oms, his walk arxi talk, his grimaci.rq arrl gestio.11.ati..rq. 

With only a feN wispy scrawls he is able to capture that spiritual 

countenance or a devotional IOOCd. One can look at a miniature figure and 

tell immediately that it has a Jewish head and a Jewish expression. He 

uses a twist of the earlock, a arrl in the beard or a cr:inqJle in the hat 

to present a type recognizable at once. With a few spari.rg" touches of the 

brush he can light up a face with the inner radiance arrl wisdom of an 

1 . Venturi, op.cit . p . 46 
2. Arniel, op .cit . p . 76 
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ancient Talroudic sage. 1 1G.000000k marvels at the effect Olagall thus 

creates: 

"It gives me unerxiing delight to study the pclper5 where 
Chagall had displayed his brilliant short-hard 
iJ:nprovisations of Jewish traditional types . As I look 
at his wise dots · and dashes, I do not womer that the 
Rabbis fird so much to elucidate tn a si.njle letter or 
dot in the holy Scriptures . ... " 

Kloomok states that C1agall's picture of a synagcque in volume I of 

Leisin's Collected Poems is an exceptional example of this facility ani 

economy of work. The picture shC1.4S a synagcgue full of Jewish scholars 

who have remained to study after the eveni.rg prayer. We see the interior 

of a synagcgue with the holy shrine ornamented with two lions, the 

cantor ' s desk, a charrlelier, tables with lamps and can:::lles, arrl a score of 

Je\VS sitting al:x:lut with their books. 'Dlere is enough space to include the 

winda.vs with a peep of the larrlscape outside an:l the crescent JOCX)n, enough 

rcx::an for air and spaciousness and enough for spacious frami.rq nargins. 2 

All this on the page of a 1::x:lak. Arrl yet, as Kloaook observes: 

" ... you can clearly distin3uish the types of scholars 
and their habits of study .• • one isolates himself, 
stan:iing' alone by a wirrlow - a recluse. Here is a man 
ecstatic with mystic vision. Here is a student in a 
heated discussion .. . arguing with his haIXls over an 
obscure passage. Here is a man proving to an 
appreciative neighbour his talent of speculative 
acumen. Here is one with a flaming face of enthusiasm, 
ki.rrlled by the sudden flashes of "light" upon his roirrl, 
which opened to hiJn a pass to the treasury of sac:re:i 
mysteries locked in the small cabalistic volmne in his 
han:ls . 
A movement of the harrl, the position of the head, the 
inclination of the b::rly, characteristical~Y tell the 
story where you can hardly see the face". 

1. KlCXJlOOk, op.cit. p. 71 
2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid . 
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A marvellous example is little sabbath JeN" (in Bell a Olagall ' s llBun1ing 

Lights" ) . '!he image is of a dignified, venerable well-to-do Jf!M. Yet the 

entire drawing consists rrerely of a circle with a fet., rurlicued strokes 

maJd.n;J the beard. Not only does the beard CXl!I1plete the head, but it also 

defines arxi accomplishes the drawing of the figure. Olt off the beard arrl 

you are left with only a c.ircular line with no irrlication of a human 

figure. '!he direction of the beard also provides the inclination of the 

head an:i of the whole body, making one aware that the JfiM is seated 

comfortably, in dignified repose at a table one doesn I t even see. A few 

tiny strokes placaj with expert knowledge suggest the face of the man, the 

face of a GOO- fearing "son of the Torah" arrl compl ete the picture of a 

personable arxi dignified. figure of a JfM. 1 

'Ihe drawing "Blessing the Sabbath card.les tl (an illustration in Bella ' s 

book) is another work which dE'JOClnstrates this aspect of Olagall' s genius. 

A rrother arrl her young daughter are portrayed stan:li.rg in front of their 

lit can::iles, their faces covered by their bards , saying the prescribed 

prayers to welcome the Sabbath. (TIle IrOther says her blessing slowly arrl 

the child repeats the words after her). one can bmnediately see that the 

young girl is the daughter, not only from the fact that the situation 

suggests this , but due to her remarkable resemblance to her mother. '!he 

flickeri.ng" of the can:lles is suggeste::l by the play of black arrl white 

patches in their dresses. One is instinctively made aware which of the 

carrlles belongs to the child by the fact that it is smaller an:i of a 

different design arrl also because the artist has deliberately ncved it to 

1 . Kloamok , op.cit. p. 71-72 
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one side . '!his has allCMed him to display the full face of the girl arrl 

creates better balance. The eye, ha.vever, knows at once where it belongs 

and goes from the can:llestick to the child arrl back, creating a dramatic 

mc::nrent . The fee1i..rg that the cerem:my of the blessirq of the carrlles is 

very inportant to the child is created by the contrast between the lOClre 

perfunctory attitude which the nuther takes on and the suggestion that the 

child's eyes are closed . Olagall has once again succeeded in telling the 

inner story as well as mak.irq a beautiful picture of Jewish horne life. l 

As KlCXJlOClk says in corranenti.rg on these illustrations: 

"Olagall ' s graphic art in the Jewish lx::xJks is a Jewish 
graphic, not only because of the subjects it decri.bes, 
but because he loads his lines with Jewish ~ am 
character, with JeNish errotions and rtlytilm.'1 

Throughout his life Olagall made repeated use of certain distinctive 

symbols and imagery in his works. A few examples are his backgrourrl 

setti..rgs of snall Russian villages, his various anima.ls, cambinations of 

aniInal, human and spiritual fonns as well as his joyful anti-gravitational 

approach . An iJrpJrtant p,ase in the developrent of these characteristic 

features in his work was duri..rg the pericd when he returned fram Paris to 

Russia and spent considerable time workin::3' on set designs for the Jewish 

Theatre in Moscow. What is interesting about this pericrl is the strong 

emphasis on Hasidic themes, which remained with hbn ever afterw3.rd.s . 

1. Kloaook, op.cit. p. 72 
2 . Ibid. p . 7] 
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In 1920 the Jewish 'Iheatre rooved fran Petrograd to settle in Mclscc:M as a 

state theatre in a tiny hall seati.rg ninety persons. '!he theatre manager, 

Granovsky, invited Olagall to help design the sets for the "Sholern 

Aleichem Soiree" by the Jewish author Sho!em Aleichem - "'lbe Agents", '''!he 

Liell and "Mazeltov" - for the q>eni..rq pro:1uction of the 'Iheatre. 

Olagall revelle:l in this situation, tak.ing CCIilPlete possession of the 

'Iheatre and alteri.nq not only the stage rut the entire auditoritnn as well; 

not only designirq the cosb.nres and scenery but even decidin:J' the style of 

the perfonrance. Granovsky realised that Olagall ' s anti - realism furthered 

the radical tonn he sc:oght to adrieve and gave Olagall a freer harrl than 

his position enti tied him to, in the errl allo.vi..rg Olagall to decide on the 

smallest details of the prcduction. 'lhe prcrluction was a tremerrlous 

suo:ess and was repeated for years. 

Olagall bl:"O..lght a new interpretation to Aleichem' 5 plays. He detested the 

aa:epted portrayal of them as vulgar farces, demanding instead an entirely 

different interpretation, different costumes and different scenery in his 

desire to present the author's curious, airy huroour as it ought to be 

presented, that is, in a marmer sappirq the firm foorrlations of 

reality . 1 Meyer cx:mm::nts on his sets as folla...>s: 

"His sets for Mazeltcv ... in whidl all sorts of side 
scenes am. the magic symrols on the fire screen adrieve 
a break with the "conventional"; his cabaret railway 
carriage for "'!he Agents" .. . whidl in the sketdl lCX)ks 
like an abstract stru.cture, am his side scene for "'Ihe 
Lie" ... on which a street larrp reclines arrl 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p . 292-294 
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behirrl YJhic:h an actor dives headfirst , created snall, 
"unreal" stages befittirg the p:Jetic IIPVernent of the 
plays ani full of points of reference for the actors . 
TI1e costume sketches ... are Weed akin to those for 
lI'Ihe inspector Generalll I but the rhythm of the drawirg 
and the way the clothes hang on the lean or plt..mp 
bcxlies rerrler the hLD'OOr, at once sly arxi sharp, of the 
Jewish poet. 'lhe whole is fille:l with 
will-o I - the-whisp fantasy that turns the banal 
situation completely topsy_turvy. ,,1 

Olagall was to have a permanent influence on the Jewish 'Theatre as he 

painted a number of huge murals to derorate the aud.itorium. 'Ihese were 

later noved to grace the auditorium of the new theatre when IOClre spacious 

premises were aquired. Meyer remarks on these works as foll~: 

II!Ihose were Cl1agall's largest paintin.;s, except for the 
sets he designed. later for the ballet. 'Ihe canvas for 
the main wall measured over twelve by thirty-six feet . 
art is is not only to their extraord.i.naIy size that 
they C1Ne their importance . P.esides St.lI'I'Ulri..r up the 
artistic results of the years he spent in Russia, these 
monumental works were a.i.me:i at a large public and have 
the significance of a manifesto . In the Jewish 
Theater, as Cllagall saw it am represented. here as a 
sort of world theater, life overcx:rres all superficial 
strictures. The enthusiasm of his Hasidic forel:::ears 
fills all the figures, hoists them into the air or 
makes them walk on their hards . Thus, the true 
spiritual forces awake to full life ani everyt:h.i.rg 
oa:rt.akes of the creative spirit that informs the 
~~ld. ,,2 

These murals were painted in oil on canvas ani fastened to the walls . '!he 

largest, " Intrcduction to the Jewish 'lheatre", was inten:jed for the lorq 

wall on the left-harrl side of the auditorium; four sma.ller upright ones, 

"MUsic", UDanceIt, "Drarnall, ani IlLiterature" were for the spaces between 

the wirrlows on the optX>Si te wall; the long frieze "lhe Table for the 

weddb"lg' Feast", for the space al::xJve those wirrlows: "lDve on the stage" for 

1 . Meyer, op .cit . p . 294 
2. Ibid . p. 296- 298 
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the back wall by the door, am a decorative cx:rnposition for the ceilin:J . 

A srrall sketch with two goats heads shGJS us his project for the curtain. 

"Intrcx:iuction to the Jewish 'nleatre" is based. on the chief characters in 

the actual situation. Efross enters fran the left carrying Olagall in his 

antIS; as they pass from Granovsky I a tiny actor greets them. Everywhere 

people are playirg musical instruments or dancirg on hanjs arxl feet . In 

the right-harrl half of the mural , beasts ard humans rnin:;Jle . '!he hl..IlTOr0u5 

portraits and familiar details resume on a small scale the bubbling 

enthusiasm that chlllTlS up the picture like a Wirlwirrl. 'lhe fem- panels 

for the opposite wall were dedicated to the "four arts" that, in Olagall's 

opinion, have their place in Jewish culture - music, drama, dance, arrl 

literature - represented by a popular musician, a wed.d.irg jester, a woman 

dancing, a oopyist of the Torah ani the first poet dreamer. 1 

J<1.eyer describes the overall effect of these nurrals upon the auditorium as 

follows : 

'!tIhe auditorium as painted fran floor to ceilirg must 
have made an overwheJ.rni.n:J impression. Everything 
dance:l, gyrate.1, radiated color. 'the vast work is full 
of the turbulent fantasy of the Paris pictures 
transposed. into the intenser rhythm of the revolution. 
d1agall has succeed.ed. in renderi.rq the effective 
plasticity that was always a peculiarity of his with a 
new freed.om an:::l in producing fran the t'(X)ts of living 
JeYlish tradition a stuperrlous, entirely IOCrlern 
work. 11 2 

'!he Mos<::a4 murals pJrtrayed. the feverish enthusiasm the Hasidim had for 

1. Meyer, op.cit . p . 295-296 
2. Ibid. p. 298 
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dancing am singing ani heM they believed in erqaging in these activities 

as joyously as possible . 'Ihe basic theJOOS of this Hasidic enthusiasm, so 

evident in the murals, was continued. in the Circus cycles of 1927/1928, 

1935/1939 and 1956/1959. The reader will recall f ram a previous chapter 

how, in the Vitebsk.ian COlllI'I"llU'lity Olagall grew' up in, it was not uncc:mocm 

for Hasidim to break into spontaneous dancing arrl singing in the streets . 

As Leon Arnie! states : 

"In Vitebsk . . the disciples of Abraham Kalisker (a 
Hasid) made, in the course of certain preachi.rq 
activities, "dangerous leaps in the street arrl on the 
public squares" arxl lost themselves in II farces" . '!hey 
were, in a way, cla;.ms am acrobats intoxicate:i by Gerl, 
arrl Meyer relates them to the clowns am acrobats of 
Olagall. ,,1 

The obvious influence this source of Hasidic enthusiasm had up:m d1agall ' 5 

work is well dem::mstrated in the murals arrl also in the sets which he 

designed for the theatre for a prcrluction devoted to lI'Ibe antique Jewish 

ard Hasidic dance" in 1921. What is of :further interest is that the 

acrobats he p:>rtrayed in those sets clearly recall the notifs of the 

drawings and paintings Olagall did in the period 1913/1915, helping to 

derronstrate the furrlamental influence the Hasidic tradition had up::>n 

Olagall. The ilnportance of music in the Hasidic tradition ani which 

became a recurrirq theme in Cllagall ' s ¥K>rks is also evident in the trurals , 

one of which contains what has come to be ~ as lI'Ihe green- faced 

fiddler in the orange-red coatll •
2 '!his character is clearly relatErl to 

the painting "The Fiddler ll of 1912/1913 in whidl the violin player is 

1 . Andel, op.cit. p . 67, 70 
2 . Meyer , op.cit. p . 298 
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starrling' with one foot on the roof arrl the other on a little hillock. 

'!his work creates an iIrpression of Russian rural life evoking the lorq 

rurmin:J musical liThe Fiddler on the Roof". '!his inpression is created by 

the fiddler himself , the houses in the backgrourxl, the church tc:Mer in the 

foregrourrl am the =ntrastirq dark am white snow- bedecked setting. 1he 

special arrl evocative quality of violin music for Jewish life was such 

that it was regaro.ed as a sad sofl3' in which one could hear the groan or 

lamentation of the soul, ani in the marvellous am. enchanted sourrls of 

which the nostalgia of past youth, dead love arrl lost lil:erty could be 

heard to flCM. Meyer describes this 'WOrk as follows: 

"'!he II'OVerrent includes the fonns arrl objects in a nore 
delicate and varied manner; it steals an::l flits through 
the picture like tile white figure with the halo in the 
clouds or the one that left the colored footprints in 
the sna,.,r. Once again we fin:l, as in so many earlier 
works , the dots arrl dashes that express a stran:Je, 
nervous vitality. Ev~ seems to be kept in 
m::wement in a delicate, worrlra.ts fashion, as if 
spellbourrl by the music. Yellcu spri.n;s up from belCM 
like flowers arrl grows into the fuller oraIlge that 
creates a lively contrast with the green on the 
fiddler ' s face, to which the cool black-arrl~te of 
the snowy larrlscape. lerrls a peculiar warmth." 

In the article '''Theater and Revolution!!2 Alain Jouffroy gives us a 

fascinating insight into O1agall ' s world vision . He compares the 

large-scale theatre mural with the "revolution!! sketches of 1937 in 

deIOC>nstrating the analOjies Ctagall perceived between a festival and a 

revolution. '!he actors in the picture "Intrcx:luction to the Jewish 

'!heater" can be perceived as the equilibrist force in relation to the 

musicians in the same way that Lenin was portrayed as the equilibrist in 

1 . Meyer, op.cit . p. 192 
2 . Amiel, op.cit. p. 39-48 
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relation to the revolution (in a work O1agall destroyed in a crisis of 

doubt after Bella I 5 death). '!his posture of Lenin, cxmtrary to all the 

iconc:x;Jraphy that has accumulated aroW'rl the leader of the Russian 

revolution, in a way makes the history of the world dance , literally turns 

its meaning upside dGWI1: people dream on earth, or play the violin aroun:1 

a sun that has fallen to earth, while a donkey sits patiently on a chair. 

'!he anned masses gathere:i llIrler the red flags look at the spectacle of 

I.eni.n, the equilibrist, as if he were a great actor. In both c:ortpJSitions 

the oblique space is the same arrl tlte figures are place:::l as though in a 

street parade durin;} an anniversary celebration. In liThe Big Circus" 

(1936) the strolling acroba.ts exte.rrled an invitation to the festival by 

starrli..rg the world on its head. 'Ibis represents a t.aki.rq up of the saITe 

themes as in the "Intrcrluction to the Jewish 'Iheater" and "Revolution". 

In the "Intrcduction to the Jewish '!heater!! the head of the central 

violinist flies away , while in "Absinthe" (1913) it is that of the p:::>et , 

and in "'lhe Big CiroJs" it is that of the orchestra corrluctor. 1 As 

Alain Jouffroy states : 

"The "Intrcx:hlction to the Jewish Theater" is still the 
Olagallian archetype of the allegorical representation 
of the life arxl role of the creator, artist arxl poet in 
society. As one of his exegisists says on this 
subject: "The ci..raJs arrl art lead to nothing rut are 
everything . .. TI1us "'!he Big ci.ra.ls" of 1936 picks up 
the themes of the picture of 1920-1921 in which the 
strolli.rq acrobats exterrled an invitation to the 
festival by standi.rq the world on its head . ,, 2 

As to the figure walk.i..rq on his han::ls at the right of the "Intrcrluction" r 

it reminds us of the "Revolution" of 1937, as if lenin w"ere only one of 

the travestied acrobats from the Jewish 'lheatre or the circus , a 

1. Arniel, op.cit. p. 43- 46 
2. Ibid. p . 46 
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re-inventor of the world, a clown of history. 'Ihe world for Olagall is 

nothing but its own parcrly, its mask, its double, but at the same time 

this double , this travesty, unveils its tnIth. "Introduction to the 

Je'iiish TI"\eater", ' ''!he Big circus" arrl. the "Revolution" define the 

omnipotence of the Olagallian dream, whim refuses to barricade the 

frontiers between domains that everyone separates : love, reality, society, 

poetry, revolution , the circus. Painti.rq enables him. to unify, to 

reconcile what daily life everywhere fragrrents arrl~. The point to 

be made is simply that the theatre represented for <l1agall the rrcst direct 

intennediary between hilIIself , the world am history. Although his 

painting intersected the start. of a social revolution, it could still 

never identify itself with the state the revolution gave birth to. Anj 

yet pcwer fascinates Cllagall insofar as it is related to the secret 

disturbance of his work. Jouffroy explains the significance of this for 

Chagall: 

"Paintin;J allows him to see the world as a stage on 
which, as in the circus, the collective forces are 
travestied. In the center of this whirlwirrl he sees 
himself as the poet who has lost his head. There is no 
authority in the world capable of ronvinci.rq him that 
he could not lo::! it as the exuberant fantasies of his 
pictures prove. II 

Havir"q documented. in satre detail certain of the overtly Kabbalistic arrl 

Hasidic features of Olagall ' s work, am havinq prcx:::eeded to the p:dnt 

where we can perceive Olagall ' s vision of himself as a p:::let stand.i.rq, as 

it were, on the world stage, it is appropriate flC1w' to turr\ to consider 

1 . Amiel, op.cit. p . 48 
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Chagall ' s wider mystic vision, the cosmic vision that informed this 

approach to life arrl to his art . Ralph Manheim sets the tone for this 

enquiry in the following passage: 

"Folklore, the village idyll, the Jewish small t.c:J..Jn. 
with its petty lx>urgeoisie, driJ.dhcx:rl nerories -
childhocxi memories over an:i over again. Who cares 
alxlut this Jewish tcMn, al:xJut all these relatives an:i 
br idal couples, these ea::entrics arrl fiddlers, these 
festivals arrl customs, sabbath carrlles and. CCMS - these 
scrolls of the Torah arrl village fences? Childhcx::d ­
that is the milieu from which Olagall never escaped 
arrl to which he returns over arrl over again, regardless 
of Paris ard Europe, of world wars ani revolutions. 
All this may be lovable an::i toud\i.n:J, unless one 
prefers to call it sickly an:i sent.llrental . Is this 
all? one is justified. in asJd.rg . What is all the fuss 
about? Is all this not a mere variant of m:::d.ern 
primitivism, only a kin:i of colorful , romantic popular 
art?"l 

However, there is much lOClre, because in the midst of it there are an]els 

arrl moons, blazing fires, arrl the eye of God in the village. For 

childhood is but the tiIre of great events, the time in which the deepest 

syml:xJls of the soul are everyday realities, ani the world is still radiant 

from within it ' s i.nnerm:>st depths . '!his childhcx:rl spans all time am 

space embracing Abraham's an::Jels as tenderly as the nei~1 ass; 

portrays the meeti.rq of the bride an::i groom with the same radiant colour 

as the It'OOnlit nights of first love. There is no separation between near 

an::l far , inwaro soul arrl outward world, life I s stream flC1NS un::livided, 

joining gcrlhead arrl man, animal arrl world . This simultaneity of inside 

ani outside, which receives the world in the soul arrl the soul in the 

world, which experiences the promise of the future in the renote past, the 

1. Manhebn, op.cit. p . 137 
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guilt of the ages in the arguish of the present - this is the reality of 

Chagall ' s childhcx::rl, within which the eternal presence of prbrordial 

imagery lives in his memory of Vitebsk. An::l, it is to achieve this that 

there is no al:ove and below in his art, no rigid inanimate thing, nor any 

divide between man and animal, the htnnan an::i the divine . In the ecstasy 

of love man wears the ass I 5 head of his animal nature arrl the angel ' s 

camtenance shines amidst calamity arxl doan. In all his pictures the 

soulful divine light, which in childhcx::rl fills the whole world, penooa.tes 

unbroken by the prism of un:::lerstardi..rg; every bit of the world is 

transfonned into a divine myste.ry.l 

While Clagall otten stressed the joyful side of l ife an:l many of the 

figures in his works were p::!rtraye::i in states of ecstatic frenzy, he never 

forgot tragedy . He rernin:ls us that all paintirg , particularly his a..m, is 

a tragic language often marked by blcx:rl, tears ani drama. As camille 

BouIniquel notes : 

II . ,. He has experienced and witnessed the Russian 
revolution, a double rcx:>tedness arx:l , finally , the 
Gennan massacres of eastern European Jewish 
communities . It is possible that nothirq remains tcrlay 
of the Vitebsk that he knew as a child, retmned. to 
during' the Lenin pericxi where he marriecl Bella an::i 
fourrled an academy for the work.i..rg classes in those 
days of famine arrl denunciations: the ilnage, in any 
case, remains primordial ard has colored his whole 
life . 'lhat retrospective ten:ierness for those streets, 
those houses "destroyed with infancy" arrl its 
" inhabitants warrleri.n;r about in the air, " those 
artisans, those wcxx1cutters , those fishennen in the 
Ovilla, those old men, those rabbis, those fiddlers in 
front of isbas fin:1 other justification than the 
nostalgia of an exile, another settirg than 
picturesqueness. Something unusual is added. to the 
picturesqueness, mixing animals am men, the synagcgue 
ard the street, weddings and funerals : a masked menace, 
the flames of burning ta.vns arrl p::qrorns. ,,2 

1. Manheim, op.cit. p. 138-139 
2. Amie1, op .cit . p. 76 
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TIlis tragic element often exists side by side with the joyful, for Olagall 

is asserting his mystic belief that evil is merely a lesser tonn of gcxxi, 

that man must strive for happiness above sadness, joy aOOve gloom. 

Terrlerness an:! hope are his weapons against the pcMeI'S of evil . '!he 

painting "War" (1964/1966) is a m::murnental painti.rq setti.rq out the human 

tragedy of war as it is experienced by everyday people allover the 

world. In it the sole aggressors seem to be a tiny barrl of ill-equipped. 

soldiers who rise up up:m the neck of the great white mythical creature 

which dominates the backgrourrl. '!he raNS of wocrlen houses, jumbled 

to::Jether arrl ergulfed by flames, represent settlements where i..nncx::ent 

people became the victims of greed ard the struggle for p:JWer. AirPng the 

flames which rise to heaven are naked figures who are translated. by the 

flames rather than consumed by them. To their right a little group of 

terrifie:i people flee in an attenpt to escape l:Jw:nir<j. '!he white mythical 

figure dominating the backgrourrl is as much frierrl as foe, personifying 

in"q;:>otent fear in the manner of some sacrificial l::east. It is interrled to 

be benign for two women and a child are lyin;J against it's neck am on 

it' 5 back starrls the cross of Jesus arrl the oversizoo. figure of Moses 

calling out his stern injl.ll1ctions in vain. All of these activities 

containi.rg the areas of turbulent brush strokes are containe:i in the upper 

half of the comp:::>Sition which is divided in two by a strorqly defined 

diagonal. The foregrourrl area is devoted. to intinate groups such as the 

man comfortirq the woman; the woman canfortirq her child; the wanan 

rroumirq a dying loved one; ard, parents \I.'eepirg ard praying over their 

dead child. 
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In the centre a group of refugees , atterrptirg to flee the scene of 

devastation, suggest the results of war: the homelessness, the 

rootlessness of the dispossessed... The paintirg is not one of camplete 

despair I hew-ever, as Susan Compton has pointed out: 

"In spite of the tragedy, "War!! camrunicates some 
message of hope. '!he refugees are ma.k.in:J their way 
towards images of another kin:::i of life. Moses is 
calling out to his people, the artist seems to be 
flyirg towards Heaven above the figure of suffering on 
the cross . In the centre is a peasant carrying a sack, 
Olagall ' s Elijah, who , according to Hasidic traditions, 
reappears with his people in times of great need. II 

In seeking to urrlerstarrl O1agall's attitude t.cWcrrds the joyful ard the 

tragic we must have regard to all the elements which make up his painti..ngs 

ani which infonn his mystic outlook. 

While most of his work can be seen as a portrayal of his unique, personal 

experiences, the imp:Jrtance of the intense religiosity an:j mysticism 

present therein must not be minimized. 'Ihese elements exist in his art as 

an expression of his CMTl personal, unique religious ard mystical 

experiences . His art can thus be seen to canbine all of these elements in 

one, creati.rg, as it were, an intense spiritual autobic:qraphy in the guise 

of paintirgs. 

'!be influences of his upbri.rging can clearly be seen in the major 

Kabbalistic arrl Hasidic rootifs evident in his art, especially the Lurianic 

1 . Compton, op.cit. p. 234 
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concepts of mythological cosmic history ani mystical redenption. In 

Olagall ' 5 works these elenents cease to be mere buildillJ blocks of a 

mystical theology, having been fuse::i with his own personal experiences to 

becorre the mystical bicqraphy of his artistic soul. 'Iherefore, in seeking 

to urrlerstarrl Cl1.agall ' 5 perceptions of the basic tension between gcxxi ani 

evil one must appreciate that he has assimilated the whole enonrous 

lJ.lrianic mythology wi thin the context of his own personal experiences . In 

the result, he has identified cnsmic history (perceived. as a continuous 

battle between the pc:MerS of GOO and Satan) with the battle goi..rg on in 

his aom soul . As Ca.ssou has said in diSOlSSing Olagall ' 5 nature am 

outlook: 

IIA heart such as this is the personification of gcx:x:i 
will. If it were not so, it would not fi.rrl. love in the 
rustli.ng of the tiniest blade of grass and in the noise 
of the smallest of nature's creatures, r ecognizing in 
them the driving inpllse behi..rrl the greatest and trCSt 
:iJnperious forces . Strengthened by this awareness , goo:1 
is able to resist the onslaughts of evil . 'Ihe latter 
has displayed its destructive folly since the 
begi..nnings of the world, and the Old arrl New Testaments 
have transmitte:i to successive generations the events 
and the characters in this perpetual ard deadly war 
corrlucted by evil against the forces of l ove. o.rr 
century 1j'= in turn l<n<=1 ani experienced its cruel 
inpact ." 

A painting 'Which represents this perception of his fee1in::J of soul is "TIle 

Soul of the cityll (1945), whidl. was painted durin:J a period of turnoil in 

his life following the death of his beloved Bella . Olagall has depicted 

himself in the centre painti.rg a large Crucifixion, with a village in the 

backgrouo:::i. He has a sec:orrl head, a Janus head, whidl. is looki..rq do;.m at 

1. Gassou, op.cit . p . 264- 265 
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Bella, portrayed as a Bride streaming down to his left like a <X>lt'lE!t fran a 

pulpit dominated by the Tables of the law arrl flanked by traditional 

lions. Cominating the foregroun:i is another wanan , or perhaps another 

side of the first, claspi..rq a little rooster to her chest. 

The painti..rq can be interpreted in two ways : firstly, in an objective way 

as would the observer; and secordly, from Olagall ' s grieving :p=rsonal 

view-p:>int . According to the first interpretation, the juxtap:>sitions in 

"Soul of the City" - the double-headed artist , the two fonns of the woman, 

the dyirq man with the frightened doe , arrl the pairi..rq of colours -

suggests the dichotomies of life, the tension between the spiritual and. 

the sensuous. 'I11e crucified figure marks one fonn of spirituality and the 

bride, streaming' down from the emblems of the Jewish law, represents lxJth 

the spiritual side of mankind and Israel as the bride of Gcrl. The hlm\3J1 

tonn of the artist with his green (secorxi) head, arrl the sensuous woman in 

the foregrourrl, betray the dualism which is present in the whole of life. 

The l..ll'K:l.erlyi..rq message is of the tensions and dichotanies that exist, if 

~Zed, in the life of every man. 1 

Meyer provides the secord, llXJre personal, interpretation: 

liThe mcx:x:i is the same: as in the large war am 
Crucifixion pictures; irrleed, the personal aJl31e is 
still more stressed. Grief for the loss of Bella is 
fused with syrrpathy for the events of the war arrl. 
compassion for the destruction of Eastern JfMr'j. Bella 
had been very close to the spirit an::i tradition of 
Judaism. '!hat is why she has her place in the picture 
as the bride beneath the ark in the winter night, like 
a flarre that consumes \>.'hat is transient arrl preserves 
what is llnmortal. It is not, ha.vever, 

1. Compton , op .cit. p. 219 
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between Judaism on the left arrl Clrristianity on the 
right that the painter stards, rut between two 
spiritual p:>SSibilities . '!he one means participation 
in the endless pain of the world through artistic 
creation; the other, silent ~sion in the p.rre, 
CXlnstnni..rq fire of the soul ." 

'!he painting exerrplifies hem Olagall was able to identify in a deep 

spiritual way with cosmic phenotl'ella. In both his painti.n;J an::l liMy Life" 

one can see hew personal arrl bic::qraphic events are completely identified 

with cosmic events to prcx:luce a cosm.ic-autobic:x;Jraphical experience. In 

Il'Ost of his works he is represented, for his works are representations of 

his experience. In this way his works as a whole can be seen to reflect 

his basic attitudes arrl the variety of his experience. His works 

represent a unity between the artist arrl the work of art, involv.i.rrJ the 

complete transfonnation of every external element into an intense, 

personal bicqraphic elerent - a mystical bicqraphy of the soul . 

Another aspect of Olagall' 5 mystical outlook can be seen in his attempts 

to raise his world toward universality - to achieve the inclusion of all, 

to include the whole world, to all men, to the Jewish people am to all 

existence. In this way he sought to unite the .irdividual with htnnanity, 

with the universe an::l with God. Olagall ' s was a cosmic vision, for he saw 

a basic oneness in the universe arrl had a sense of inter4:0nnectedness 

t:etween all t.hi.rgs. In this way , through his oosmic JlTfStic vision, he 

succeeded in shawi.nj us the oneness of the universe in GOO. 2 As Manheim 

states in discussing Chagall ' s art: 

"!he divine aro the ht.nnan travel the same road, the 
world aro man are not a duality of one confront.irq the 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p. 470 
2 . cassou, op.cit . p . 2 
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inseparable unity. '!he noon rises in the SOJ.l of every 
irdi vidual, arrl the house in whose forehead the ftje of 
the godhead opens is you yrurself . 

Olagall' 5 aloofness is that of the lover who looks 
toward the one lll'lk:nc:7wn that gives him the certainty of 
his CMn bei.rg-alive. It. is the ag~ld oovenant of Je.v 
arrl man with the Gcx:l who, shorn of all limits, not only 
offers his succor I rut sacrifices himself to every 
nation arrl every individual. In eam man sinai bw:ns, 
each man is crucified; but each. rm is also the whole 
of creation arrl the Son of God. " 

Olagall ' 5 frequent portrayals of the Olrist figure is an aspect of his art 

which falls to be discllssed urrler the headi..rg of his mystic-universality. 

As has been deoonstrated Clagall' s work conveys the i..nne.rnost arrl nest 

fun:lamental aspects of the spirit of Judaism, those aspects contributed by 

the Kal:ba!ah arrl the Hasidic tradition . yet, as has previously been 

stated, Cllagall hbIsel.f was not an cbseJ:vant Jew, preferrirq to free 

himself from the strictures of only one denaninational belief arrl from the 

principal distinction between tile revealed law of Judaism arrl the 

Olristian New Testament. He painted religious feeling in its very 

essence, religious reality as he experience::l it, in a portrayal that goes 

beyorrl the established religions. sydney Ale.xaro.er diso l sse5 this aspect 

of his art in the follCMi.rq quote: 

"In Olagall's case distrust of doctrine, a substitution 
of universal "lovell for any establishe:i religion, ne.de 
it p::ssihle for the artist to embrace the central 
Olristian image - the Crucifixion - as a symbol of 
redemptive sufferi..n::J in general, especially the 
suffering of his CM1 people during the rise of the 
Nazis ard the tragedy of the war ... 2 

Olagall was to make increasing use of the crucifixion thE!lTlE.'! duri.rq the 

tragic years of the rise of Hitlerism and World War II: the Je.I in 

1 . Manheim, op.cit . p. 147-148 
2. Alexan:ler, op.cit. p. 51 
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tallith and. phylacteries on the Cross, frequently with Torah - embracing 

lOOUITlers ard synagcgues racked by brown-shirted stonn trcx:>pers and Jewish 

angels blowing shofar horns over the Crucifixion. 1 

8Jt Meyer, recx::xjTIisi.n;J Cl1agall's depiction of Orrist, rem:rrks as follows : 

"Like all other symbols, Orrist has rrore than one 
meaning for Olagall. He is the Jewish martyr and the 
Jewish prophet; he is the "revolutionary" ¥.'he shares 
man's fate to the bitter errl.. He is creative man who 
pays for every prize with pain. He is also an always 
simple man in his loneliness and isolation. Toward him 
berrls the t.EmJer girl, the bride, the soul. Ten:jerly 
her head touches that of the man on the cross like a 
blossom on a tall stem lea.nin:J against another erect 
plant .in the violet sp.3.ce of night . 'Iherefore au-ist 
is also the loved one a young wanan embraces in 
mystical marriage . •.. For the figure of the painter 
and. the figure of Orrist are very close, arxi Olagall 
recognizes himself in roth. As he wrote in his p:>em 
"To Bella, II "Like Clrrist, I am crucified to my easel 
with nails. ",,2 

Thus it is, that in "The Yellow Crucifixion" (1943) the crucified Orrist 

is explicitly characterise::l as a Jew by the pulacteries on his head and 

the prayer straps on his ann. 'lhe Torah scroll arrl the angel that 

accompanies it have the same message Olagall saw emtxxlied in Orrist. 

Torah arrl crucifed Olrist tower above the sufferi.rg world as wa.rni.nJ am. 

promise. If a mystical interpretaion is employed, alla ..... ing the colour arrl 

form to guide one, one can see that we are led fran the horrors of war, in 

a proc:ess involving both man and nature, fran the depths of the psyche to 

the fullness of the spirit. '!he resultant interpretation one can make is, 

as Meyer asserts, the follCMinq: "'rhus the picture celebrates the rebirth 

1. Alexarrler, op.cit. p. 51 
2. Meyer, op.cit. p. 490 
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of life, in the vegetative arxi spiritual sense , the ever recurrent victory 

over death, ani from afar its symbolism conjures up the idea of the 

Resurrection. "I 

The therre of arrist on the cross entered Olagall' 5 W'Ork duri..rq his youth 

when he made a pen drawing of a crucifixion. later, in 1912 he developed 

this into a painting known as "Calvary" which is not particularly 

notev.rorthy. The "White crucifixionll of 1938 depicts the traditional, 

bearded figure of Christ bein:J crucified. '!his painting represents the 

catastrophe of JeNrj which d1agall envisioned, fore-shadCMl..rg the 

universal catastrophe. The victilns fleeirq hither arrl. thither are Jews 

arrl at the foot of the cross are the flames of the seven- branched 

candlestick. As Susan Campton says: 

"In tltis picture Chagall dem::mstrates his sensitive and 
passionate care for suffering Jf!MS, identifyirq Jesus 
of Nazareth as one of them .... Olagall has presented 
his Chri~t as the symbol of the suffering of Jewish 
people. " 

CassoU in discussi.n:J Olagall ' s mystic vision explains that dlagall 

identifies himself with suffering ani that this leads him to the cormon 

grourrl between religions: 

"He never passes judgement, he does not reason and he 
is not concerned with knc:Ming the facts . He obsezves , 
ani in seeing things he bec:orres part of them, part of 
their wretchedness, their infinite sufferirq ani their 
infinite patience . 1I3 

Another aspect of the mystical experience is the sense of timelessness. 

'!his is inevitable when everyt.hing which haf:PEmS is perceived as reflected 

1. Meyer op . cit . p. 446 
2. Compton, op.cit. p . 214 
3. cassou, gp.cit. p. 247-248 
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in everything else , where every action has some result in the universal 

prcx::ess whereby everything is connected with everything else. 'lhis 

timeless sense is clearly evident in Chagall ' s "My Life" in which objects 

arxi people have an irrlescribably lost am mystical air, where recent arrl 

distant events are juxtaposed, an:j where the action passes from one set of 

circt.Imstances to another withoot there beirq any lCXJical connection. '!his 

mystical sense is characterised by the tales of the Yiddish authors, 

foremost of wham was Shalom Aleichem which have been discusse:::l previously. 

O1a.gall ' 5 painti.rqs too have the timeless mystical character of these 

fables arrl belong to the sarre enchante::l ki.n:Jdcm. '!he early works ' ''!he 

Dead Man" (1908) arrl " I and the Village" (1911) are gcx::x:i examples of this, 

being roth fable and a collection of fables arrl in which mert'Clries arrl 

events intenni.rqle as they do in the k:xx:lk in which Olagall describes 

them. In them no attempt is made to keep to a sequence of time or a 

strict definition of place. Instead, he nakes use of obsessionally 

recurring objects arrl beings like magic incantations or litanies in the 

marmer of folk tales . Separate events are fused into one image arrl the 

exact description of events is left behllrl ani has evolved into the stuff 

of folk tales arrl poetry, with its fornrula "once upon a time" - But which 

time? When? And where?l 

In "'!he Dead Man" O1a.gall has depicted a wanan rushi.ng out into the s treet 

with anTS outstretched arrl wailirg with grief. '!his was a cxmron enough 

scene in the Pale which was conmx:>nly accmpanied by scenes of unrestrained 

pathos. '!he scene of Olagall ' s grarrlfather disappearing on the day of the 

1. cassou, op.cit . p . 43 



148 

festival only to be discovered Ill.lI'lC.l'lin carrots on the roof is also 

recalled, althalgh there is no link in space or time between the two 

events . In place of his grarrlfather murdl..irq carrots, hc:1.Yever I we have 

one of Cllagall ' 5 uncles scrapirg away at his ficklle. There is also the 

chief figure, lyin:! on the bare earth street am surrounded by six burnirg 

carrlles . '!here is also a roadsweeper arrl another figure disappearing fran 

the scene, his dismay expressed by the fl~ he has let fall to the 

grourd . Gassa.l , notirg how a whole group of unrelated subjects appear 

integrated in this work, remarks as follows : 

II this corcentration of conflict..i..rg elements into 
one sin;Jle dramatic scene, into one story, contrib.rt:es 
to the story- like character of the paintin:! am 
constitutes its nature an:i soul, placir:g it outside 
time and space, an:i taking us with it into a sPlere of 
unreality in which we hear disturt>in:! echoes . '!hey are 
all the m:>re disturbirg, all the lOClre serious an:! 
inportant for us, since . . . this is Olagall ' s . . . first 
truly dlaracteristic work, his Minerva issuin:J out of 
his head fully anned with all his narvels am powers of 
sorcery, canplete, unc:hallerg~le , the very 
i.ncarnation of his genius ...... 

In diSOlSSing works fran Cllagall ' 5 mature stage in catp'3rison with the 

works he did when he first arrived in Paris camille Boumiquel has noted 

how Cl1agall ' 5 vision has remained unc:hanged : 

"'!here are still the same accessories I the same 
privileged actors, the same fusion of disparate 
elements, the sarne "total lyric explosion", to use the 
words of An:ire Breton. A world sprirgi.rq fran the 
UJ"lknc7,.m lOOre than a half a century ago ani W'hich, 
throughout so nuch tragedy, so many rents, has retained 
its youth, ~t ascendant vitality, its faith, its 
ambiguity ." 

1. Arniel , op.cit. p. 71 

2. Ibid., p . 71- 72 
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He continues, to discuss the mystical, timeless nature of the 

works: 

'Ihere is a Olagall :fi1enanenon - I was go.irJ;} to write a 
O1agall mystery: the very presence of this urrusual 
work situated in the heart of alr era rut not 
resernbli..rq it, rebellious to appearances, hav.i.r'q 
nothirq to do with disputes between schools am purely 
formal research - perhaps anachronistic ... like all 
prophecies - blenH.Iy;J the em arrl the beginning in a 
sin:;Jle syml:ol: duration. 

It is this presence - this presence as timeless as 
everythim that helps us to conjure up the platitudes 
of our time, above all technical am incapable of 
transposing the ilraginary into anything rut numbers 
that canes to mini first when one thinks of Marc 
Olagall. II I 

In "I aryj the Village" Chagall depicts an idealised view of a p?Dsant ' s 

\o1Orld: the wide-eye:i peasant with a cross a.roJ.rd his neck. faces the CCM 

which also wears magic beads . TIley look at each other across a universe, 

suggested by the disc of the sun arrl its IOCOn joinirq at a nanent of 

eclipse. In the distance, behi.rrl them, is an upside-down wanan seemingly 

fleeing from a man I as well as two upside-down hwses. 'Ihe CXM has a 

drawirg on its cheek. Susan Compton renarks: 

"Iarinov (one of the painters arrl poets who 
paraded. through Moscc:M in the sunmer of 1913 with 
drawings on their faces) e>q:llained "why we paint 
ourselves" in words which also aptly describe 
Olagall 's a-lcqical awroadl: "'lhe telescope 
discerrted CXlnstellations l ost in space, painti..rq 
will tell of lost ideas .... We want to herald 
the unknown, to re-a:rranje life an:} to bear man I s 
multiple sall to the upper reaches of reality",,1 

SUsan Compton continues explai.n.i.n;J the tiIrel.ess universality in 
the picture: 

1. Arniel, op,cit. p. 134 
2. 1lllil 



150 

"I an::i the Village is toth htnnan an::i universal : a confrontation 
of man an::i his animal, the sun an::i lTkJOn, red. an::i green, upVclrds 
arrl damwards, even life an::i death. He has created a synthetic 
:~~ty which stil l t oday invites questions of the world we live 
In. 

Chagall '5 portrayals of nature can also be seen in tenns of his mystic 

vision, for in some of his depictions of nature he m:ma.ged to achieve 

religious oolouri.ng" , to recapture the sacred presence in the world an::i the 

qualities of l ove, happiness and serenity . His portrayal of nature is 

such as to convince the spectator that he can see. the entire COSIOClS as a 

symphony to God. witness to this are the forty two colour l itho;Jraphs he 

did as illustrations for the faIYPUS pastoral ranance "Daphnis an::i Qlloe" , 

written by I..orgus in the secorrl or t:hird century of this era. As Cllarl es 

Sorlier expl ains : 

"The l::xx>k is enchanting . In it, light is trapped. in a 
stream of colours . No one prior to Cl1agall had 
attained such perfection, allyi..rx;J inimitable 
inspiration with a total mastery ~f a craft that had 
revealed all its secrets to him. II 

'!he first plate, "'!he Bird Hunt" I with its ooid tones dominated by blues , 

greens and violets , in::iicates a technique of absolute mastery, but Cllagall 

is still only at the beginnirq of his adventure. In the other 

illustrations the oolour explc:des, ernbellish.i..n3' the dream. As Jorlier 

exclaims, "C1agall the Visionary once again becx::xnes the 'Ihief of fire. ,,2 

C1agall ' s enchantment with nature is infectious . '!he painting "'!be Poet 

Reclining" (1915) which was painted in the idyllic pericxi after his first 

marriage when he and Bella spent the sunaner of 1916 ani 1917 in the 

1. Amiel, op.cit. p. 134 
2 . Ibid. 
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country, deIOC>nstrates how he admitted nature to his soul arxi how his soul 

loved it . The Jd.rrl of innocent and infinite passion with which he loved 

it can be seen in the depiction of his l::x:xly exterrlerl full lerqth, his bcrly 

and mind abarrloned to the joy of those heavenly days spent with nature. 

He sees nature as a true mystic I as if every blade of grass I grain of 

sam, or elcrl of earth are involved in openin:J the gates of heaven by 

awakening celestial love. 1 

As in all of his work , Olagall ' 5 mystical portrayal of nature is heavily 

deperrlant U};Xln his use of form arxi colour as well as upon all of the 

numerous aspects of his technique YJhich have been described in this 

chapter. '!he resulting mystical dynamism which characterises his art is 

demonstrably related to his mystical backgrourrl , as Meyer illustrates in 

the following passage: 

" ... the Hasidic spirit remains nevertheless the 
sustenance and the foun:Jation of his art .... TI1e 
synagc:x:JUe retains the music of voices arrl instruments, 
and even the dancer I 5 step. The so...1l surges up toward 
God like a flame. The true reality, ceasirq to be 
confoun::Ied with the wretcha:i here arrl n.c::M, is revealed 
in the splerxiid fullness which is hidden behirrl 
" t.hirgs" and accessible only %0 a synpathetic soul that 
has put aside all obstinacy. " 

Chagall ' s colour arrl fanns which are never at rest show the ecstatic 

lI'OVement of the soul. As B. Aronson wrote, "Chagall ' s dynamism is the 

very dynamism of the Hasidic dance, " arrl many a Hasidic teacher has 

considered reason, arrl reasonable conduct as being genuine obstacles to 

1 . cassau, op.cit. p. 70 
2. Meyer, op.cit. p. 15 
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the krlowledge of God. When we recall that the Hasids used to make 

themselves noticed by throwi..rg sanersaults in the market place arrl. by 

indulgi..rg in all sorts of nonsense in public, are we not remi.rxled of 

Olagall's acrobats arrl cirrus artists?l '''!he 5ynagcque of Safedll (1931 ) 

is a paintirg on a religious theme which denonstrates this mystical 

dynamism, the portrayal of the soul in the human realm. sydney Alexander 

has remarked: 

"It is rather a straightforward, if expressionistic 
rerderi..rg of the whitewashed-walled interior of a little 
synagogue with the najor attention, of CC\JI'Se , lavished 
on the Ark: three red accents against the oveJ:'NhelJnirq 
swiftly brushed warmish Iffiitish gray. 'll1e tones are 
p.rre, the c:olCl.lIS clean, the sunlight glaring . . .. 'Ihus 
light "like the radiant heavens ... " is by no neans 
inc:aIpatible with mysticism. Corrlitioned by Gothic 
gloom, we terrl to fi.n:l the very notion of a sunny 
religiosity as sarehCM hereticaL yet sunny religiosity 
is precisely Olagall 's bran::l. Ute Olassid dances, si..rgs 
his praise of Gcx:l. In this respect the noncultist , 
nonpractisirg Olagall is chassidic. later when he 
turned to stained glass he discovered the perfect medium 
to express his religi~ sense: light an:! color 
emanatirq from within. II 

In concluding the discussion of Olagall ' 5 mysticism, Cl1agall ' 5 o,.m 

thoughts regarding the rre.ani.nc:J of the word "mystical", (as stated by him 

in an address duri..rg 1943) are insightful : 

"Sane people wrongly fear the W'Ord "mystical!! an::l give 
it too orthcdox, religious a oolorr . One nust. tear off 
the tennis outlived , musty exterior arrl take it in its 
p.Jre l ofty, sourx:l fontl.. Mysticism! .... How often 
this word has been hurled at my head, just as I was 
f onnerly accused of being "literary"! B.Jt without 
mystic ism would there be a sin::3'le great social noverrent 
in the loKJrld? Every organism - be it individual or 
social - if it is deprived of the force of mysticism 
. .. will it not wilt and die? ,, 3 

1. Meyer, op.cit. p. 15 
2. Alex.arrler , op.cit. p. 304 
3. Meyer, op.cit. p. 448 
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CDNCWSION 

Havin;J progressed from the earliest years of Cllagall' 5 childhocxi to the 

PJint where his wider I mature mystic vision has been diSOlSsed, it is 

appropriate l"OY to bri..n'J the disalssion to an en:i am. to atterrpt to draw 

from it some conclusion. 'Ihe reader will recall that the first chapter 

was devoted in the main to a discussion of basic principles of mystic 

Judaism as revealed in the Kabbalah am the Hasidic tradition. 

Ibereafter, the secorrl chapter went on to deal with the particular 

circumstances of Olagall ' s upbri.n:]in:J in a stable ani deeply religious 

Hasidic home . At the sane time, Olagall ' s family arrl the time of his 

upbrin;Jirq were set in their real context, that of the Pale of Settlement 

where persecution of Je<NS , IXJVerty f revolution arrl general upheaval 

gOVen1ed. '!he thi.rd chapter was concerned with tracing the evidence of 

these ba.ckground factors in his art, arrl culminated in establishing arrl 

seeki.n::J to urx:ierstarrl the wider mystic vision he brought to his art. 

If one considers the possibilities with which the young Olagall was 

presented in life, the role IOCdel which his father presented to him and 

the situations which his wider family held in l ife, one is immediately 

struck by the imrrense qualities of strength of character arrl intelligence 

which he must have possessed as a teenager. '!he fact that at such a 

terrler age he was able to rise above the Im..U"rlane prospects which his life 

situation dictated and go out into the world alone with the sole aim of 

bringing his mirrl to bear on considerations of art, s:peaks marvels for his 

vision even at that tiJre. What is IOOre astourrling is the fact that even 

in his earliest works, one can see that he immediately proceeded to deal 
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with such topics as leve and beauty. and the soul and the wider COSlTOS I of 

man and his pl ace in the cosmic hierarchy. One wc:01.d not have been at all 

surprised i f a person in such circLnnstances had portrayed suffering, 

despair and evil, or if his heart was visibl y bitter, but nat Chagall, for 

he l ived in another dimension . 

Clearly, Olagall' 5 basic artistic personality and his high intelligence 

must take much of the credit for these early l ifEM:hoices , for he was 

clearly an outst.andirq man. However, and this has been the premise of 

this entire discussi on, one must also ~se the urrleniable fact that 

it was the infusion of the Hasidic spirit into such a man that gave birth 

to the astonishing d1agall ian wor ld . '!his is al:Jun:3antly clear i f we have 

regard to the themes of his earliest works, the themes of l ove, joy, 

religiosity and cosmic considerations that, in a man so YClUl"g , can have 

had no source other than that of mystical Hasidism. As camille Bourniquel 

has said in discussing Chagall ' s vision : 

"In Olagall ' s paint ings the :iJrpatience of the mi.n:i 
dernarrls other extensions beyorrl the visible . Aragon 
was r ight in saying "You paint the gravity whereby the 
l:xxiy i s made soul . II The soul, there is the key word 
and the final goal of this whole quest. Here the 
artist recaptures the old Slav and Jewish heritage : 
nothing in his life has made him budge one inch from 
these certitudes. He kncws how to hide methcxlical 
concern, exemplary diligence .... Every1:hi..rg brings us 
back to that vision which we gradually discover as we 
study the whole of his work, the ~epth, the seriousness 
arxi the extraordinary coherence. " 

Alfred Werner describes this mystical Hasidic W'Orld which Olagall 

inherited arxi which he brought to his art: 

1 . Arniel , op.cit . p . 74 
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"To urrlerstard the man who has painted so many rcx::>sters 
crow:i.nc:J for joy, one must try to grasp the essence of 
Judaism arrl its It'OSt important offshoot , Hasidisrn ... . 

. . . '!he Jews themselves remained unshaken in their 
belief that they were God I 5 chosen people arrl. that , 
however dark the present, eventually the glory of 
Israel would be universall y acJmowledged. Pessimism is 
voiced in some biblical arrl postbiblical writin;Js, rut 
it is not prevalent in Jewish thought . While evil does 
exist, i t can be fought by anyone who strongly believes 
in God arrl His providence. 

Chagall' 5 pictures are delightful ill ustrations of this 
philosophy. lliere may be a melancholy or sad quality 
in his paint.irqs, rut the agony of an unlimited despair 
is never shown. 'lhere is a sense of a metaphysical 
hope in his work, an optimism deeper than that 
expressed by the platitude al:x:lut the cloud with the 
silver li.ni.m. When Olagall paints a l:::eggar in snow, 
there is a fiddle in his han:ls , and. if he sets a 
l1'lOl..lD1ful rabbi on the canvas, he adds to this 
representation of SOrrcM an i.nnccent white et:kI as a 
symb:ll of peace in the universe. I f there is a :ressa.ge 
in his pictures , it must be this: the world has gone 
topsy-turvy, but it is still a gocxi world ; man is 
essentially gcxrl, a sort of ~ child who p~fers a 
boisterous carnival atIoosphere corne. vmat nay. " 

It can be said, therefore, arx:l alrrost without fear of contradiction , that 

it was the mystical spirit of Hasidisrn which inspire:i Olagall ' s artistic 

nature as a young man and which provided direction to his heart as well as 

subject matter for his canvasses. But, can the same be said of his 

mystical vision, the mature cosmic vision which he clearly evinced in his 

maturity? It would seem that to suggest that Hasidisrn was resposible for 

Olagall ' s mystic vision would be to take the point too far. For, if one 

considers Olagall ' s ilT1mense intelligence, the diligence of his searching 

and inquiring mi.rrl and the free:3.om of his spirit , it is apparent 

1. Werner, op .cit. p. 17 
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that his mystic vision was something too personal arrl too unique to have 

i:Jeen borrGied, or to stem from anyone source. To assert the contrary 

would be to rob Olagall of his unique artistic genius arrl to classify his 

work alongside that of lesser men. 'Ihis is the mystic vision, the 

interior world which Manheim describes as folla-.rs : 

"Yet this glowi.rq interior world of O1agall in which 
things oo:::upy not their earthly place but the place 
they hold in the soul , the place assigned them by the 
creation that is even TICM in pro:p:ess - this world is 
by no IOO3llS an airy figrrent. Nor is it the world of 
miracles ani magic spells , in which the Jewish mankirrl 
that draws Messianic time down to earth in prayer, 
flies in ecstatic concentration over the historical 
time of reality. Rather I it is an earthly real world 
of the soul, \-.hose nocturnal roots reach deeper than 
the roots of a merely earthly life, down to the 
prmrdial stream of the bnages I whid1 waters every 
l ivi.n::3' existence. III 

While Hasidism cannot claim the great honour of bei.rg the entire substance 

of Olagall ' 5 extremely rich mystic vision it did, however, have sane 

influence thereon. As has already been postulated. , it was the aOOrrlant 

Hasidic spirit which inspired Cl1agall the yCltlrq artist arrl led him to 

consider the world from a mystical viewpoint. Once these roots were 

established, Olagall ' s mystic vision developed along its own lines , free 

from constraints of any ki..rrl. But the Hasidic spirit remained, for the 

mileu which Olagall chose in which to explore his rtrjstical universe was 

the Hasidic mileu of his upbringing, and in this way the Hasidic spirit 

remained alive arrl strong within Olagall's works, his essential Jewishness 

providing the scenario for his mystical flights. As Susan carpton has 

remarked : 

1. Manheim, op .cit . p . 142 
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11 the family of Olagall were Hasidim. ibey were 
distirguished by an extrerrely mystical state of mind 

'!heir ethic was fourrled on charity, on m.rtual. 
aid, on gocd works arrl was addressed to evetyOlle 
without disti.rction of the faith , an) even to animals, 
which Hasidim errleava.n:ed not to overload with. too 
heavy b.lrdens. Accordirg to their belief, the souls of 
great sinners were transmigrated into the bcrlies of 
animals as p.mishment for their faults, arrl they 
warxiered for centuries between paradise ani hell. 
since dlil.dhocd, the Hasid was sUI'l."'Cll.ID::ed by a 
mysterious world of the cabbala arrl fantastic, ancient 
leg-errls. '!'his was without any doubt the source of the 
lyrical fairytales of Olagall, of his people ard 
aniJnals flyin:j between sky an:l earth, ~rxlerable, 
enchanted, carried on the wings of l ove. " 

1. COmpton, op .cit. p. 31 
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