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Struggle Between Life and Death, 2001, Smalti mosaic, dia. 250,

lobby of the Technion's Faculty of Medicine, Rambam Health Care Campus, Haifa
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300x600 ,J1'1V1X 1j7'M1j7 DQ'DA0 ,1975 ,'"WRXI1
(D"7W17"1 3j7V 11 10 111 "11XN Y7 7V 11YWYT .0Mf7 X7 11D)
Genesis, 1975, ceramic mosaic, 300x600 (does not exist anymore. Formerly on an

exterior wall in Neve Yaakov School in Jerusalem)
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Immortal Souls, October 1973, pen and ink on paper, 35x50

72yn 5K IRWS AR DK NANX OMDRIDI0N N1TWUD NINOpK 0102 Sy

9K Y19 ,N1ITT MIANBNT 1Ay ) ord o 5105 minm oph
2TTDWT NK ,DMpT RO DR Yo nKyn? vpmaIky 1avn

I"man® Sp .0™INK MTpnn YW DA ]P0 ,0runanob qona
NMUDILATDIDT MUWDIT MIMURIRNDT MMYT T¥a - Pmmava
MINIpHn XIWT DKW 0720 D130 MYAY WIva - mMpnama
XN NIW L NIWIRTTNMMIST MM QY [P0 TN T .0TNR
MR /WP MRS NnTpnn 1w 1277 017 25w DwWwaym nrmKkina
MDY 7N 2ANDW MMW X 1179712 091 DR 123 DMV MW7 ]P0
JIRW 2101 DIBTL AKX KIT NWRT 13 NMMW 1v5IN Nawnma mo
yavit win Mp1 5y 5101 N1 ybwn nwpi ,0RA 03 KvnY XOK 5137
WA 5w M DR 2N2 N TNK AN ANR7 WM DIRa Sw
17 7357 Sw 0507211k 070AK121 YAy nown Swoprvnoxa
IR YW DIND MyYNKRa IR DL VAN NYYRRY 115 IRAw
SW AP INTWMIN MYYRKA LTIRKT YW 2Ty pram myynxa nams
DI MYYNKA NITI0N N1 S5m0 Sw 91 10780 MyynKa |, vau
M NXY 09 MR AR 1A DI 0TIARND 9K 591 Snon
47113012 DMYBNT MW

NP1 INTMAW 08 01 NnAYnY 01w 45 NXSMA NANDI T 131YN
XS Ta%2 NAX MW aont yna pato YW Nyl 1ma mnn
mnon Sw noKIw T MKYNRT SX NAKa 7P W YR aovw
a9 w1 09K .ommSn mma% oranab wpn ppao mvp Sy
MI2TANMA KIDX TV KT M52752 10735 13770 ,229p 12y X5Y 43 13 wn
DY MASAn NYHBWTAT 2172 DWIKA [NANT D1 NYWwal ,TDR[A
WY WIW N2 TT0 TN AORYINT TMMYNRwna Tn1aowia ppuynm
6 — MR MM o1 535 TR DIW™ (K73 17D 35x50 1K 50x35) 177 MW
.27p NYa PR 0127K2 107 197131 DM PINYY L1973 12WPIRA 21 TV
DR 9K 1I1YNT Sw nwram 55ma onvm r mTe inn ovmwn

nDILIZID NMAwMmT Yw 01y XKOR o Sw 01mvoioxk™ omkn
AR 1TPHM TITAL KT P DY, AonT JaRa a8 mnonnw



D™MIpn 01K 153 03 TwRA %Y 10T T8 NPT TMNm RN N
1NN AR — TP T AT 0P AYMmiT nSyw vana [.] 51911,
0913 ,yIR2 ORI DIAKT 217 MWK N5 bynd MYwa [ NRyD
[RIT] .NORIWIT MMKT 5w 51mi 10 - 131 Jawa moyab ot
K5 1770 NKT 9521 ¢/ 1% i XS - NSy amwa mawei 53 oy
713 ML Yapn MK Y1 PK3 1Ty Sy on i yoxa ox o nm
2% N1MW3A NPT YW MMay MxYS Yox1 0NyS Nmay 1mnn nmrw
N1 M5 DR DWARY PIFART 1M Y WIND N KT LTIV 1000 IR

5Sxaw mnpm MmNy b 5y nnKa pvs HuI K

NK T KU MWK 8on mMpY /0Ny YR NRYIOMYNN YW mw
NI NWp M1 0K M 09X HxwS 179770 Sw Mk nann
ANT7YI2 MMYRWN TN 2701 1NV IRIWT Mpn

IR ,MWPA M2 1AW YT DR NIBWwHA IRNN P70 ,1700% nTpna
TIB¥Y MK 312 5y awrws N5 nMma Sh 5157 702 1M nwpn Rnw
1901 MIMyNwnY TANBNM [Py T TN .DMYa Nwpa InwK?
210 TNYY IALAT L NpN 1WA YN0 NwpT .DMWwE 9mha N7y
®2¥IKS TMORIT 21 YIRY DT 172 M2 0

MW2 N1INKY M127N 172 177 Wwpit YW y91p 1IKN yIvi Ny v
TYan NUANKT 9K 0177 w1 ,Nn129N0% NNk oY nan Sy K" ORI
125717 X7 0915 ,NMIpniT N129N% YInn N1nRa 07Nt %K .N012no
DWW 9K TN 7MD DX IRDMW SWHRI N12IN0% MInKT DK
KT 5K MKW %K 11w 201D OY 17307 - YINan1 02nan - 7183
?/K KWW TIW 03 ,NTM™M 1101 Npnan Thn

©HBIT NTAY NPT P70 W In71¥n MimS wHK 1T 5100 van
MWP NK” ,NMMAN2 BLIYAT "RIPAIT PIODIT 1974 NIw2 DWW
177279 KUY ,(A%D NIWKI) “PIRT 721 7273 ,N7M12 NIKY 0T ;YA and
NX WM 0™MI870 01 NnaYn MOR Ivown pIk? 0w Sw o qon
AR 91 v Sw a5RS maw Sw non opinr-uoInn MwInn
MPN TR Sw -5y 1310 701 11 pIKY XIBK T173yn 179770 Sw nwpit
5w N1 2w TNy

1"9722 "M PIXMNS AN1n3a And KT 71972 TRA SRWA M R

oWn M - P KD T XS R, TapoIna 713 Y 17 52004 210

, N1 MY "MNINK NX WTRaS MO, 77N NBW P Ny "NBwa 12717 N1on
AN 10T 5w e myb

DO™Np1 0782 FATW ANWRIT AMWA (0 MIANTIY AR AW AR DY
YT RIT - DI M5 N1 A% avimm yaxa nmay Sy omawal
731 1R PO - PIRA DTN O7AMINA NI P MIMAY 2570 N
NI2707T NIRRT TONRM NV YN 19 KT RITW 77977 71917 127K [RD
mpn 5515 1M 1% Sweb 17pro Sw o amwpynia® 1 myan man 3o
DY 200772 TP 17 W, LITIR Sw mbn IO 117°X72 NPT NINKA
Kp1T 9185 19170 Sw oMW TTNva DX DYDY YT KT 2% AR
NI NP NMWMPT NIRRT ORIW™M 712pT 00U IR

50x70 ,0'11TN 7V MNANDL 1985 ,N'7RN O .1"ND
Fall. The Dead Sea, 1985, tempera on Masonite, 50x70
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The Rainbow, 1974, ceramic mosaic, 500x1500, Hebron Road, Jerusalem
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War and Peace, 2001, Smalti mosaic, 500x2000, lobby of the
Technion’s Faculty of Medicine, Rambam Health Care Campus, Haifa
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Gerald Nordland, in: Lev Syrkin, Jerusalem: Prisma, 1998, pp. 2-11
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Goethe's Theory of Colours, https://books.google.co.il/books?
id=qDIHAAAAQAA]&printsec=toc&source=gbs_summary_r&redir_
.esc=y#v=snippet&q=Theory%200{%20Colours&f=false

AN7D1M2) 2012 “PPITD 25”7 ,POIITID 1752
.http://7iskusstv.com/2012/Nomer4/Podolskajal.php

.1990 ,“People and their Work” n7131n2 5 nay% pryaw 1771 1R7a 1o
https://vimeo.com/239409050 :1x7

Lev Syrkin, op. cit., p. 5
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Lev Syrkin, op. cit., p. 7
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50x35 ,1"1 7V 1"T1 bV ,1973 111D{71X ,ANNTN
War, October 1973, pen and ink on paper, 50x35
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In Memory of 35 Young Soldiers, 1974, ceramic mosaic, 250x450,

entrance hall at Neve Etzion School in Jerusalem




D170 ,N7Ni1 0 "7VAN ,340x2400 ,i1j7'N1j7 U2'0DA ,1979-1978 WK [17]
Fire [Wall], 1978-79, ceramic mosaic, 340x2400, Dead Sea Works, Sodom

D1TDU ,N7Ni1 0 '7VAN ,350x2000 ,i1j7'M1j7 DA'DA ,1984-1979 ,0'Aq1 7]
Water [Wall], 1979-84, ceramic mosaic, 350x2000, Dead Sea Works, Sodom




[working on] a 40 m?* wall at the central hall of Bar-Ilan University on the

subject of the twelve tribes of Israel. I believe that the ten lost tribes are not
lost! Today all of them return to our fatherland, to Israel...”; the work Pray
for the Peace of Jerusalem (1976) is located in the interior of Ohel Yaakov
synagogue in Ramat Gan. Syrkin spent entire days in the synagogue marking
the stages of the sun’s progress on its large wall. He situated the composition’s
various components so as to have sunlight illuminate each time another
component. The word Zion, that was designed with rich chromatic spectrum
and is situated in a central place, literally glows during the mincha prayer
late in the afternoon; although The Bird of Dawn (1982) at the Ashdod Oil
Refineries was created for passersby in general, it was specifically dedicated to
Jewish workers who abide by the principle of “Hebrew Labor”; the War and
Peace (2001) and The Struggle between Life and Death (2001) mosaics,
two of Syrkin’s last works, are located in the lobby of the Technion's Faculty
of Medicine at the Rambam Health Care Campus, in Haifa. Syrkin created
them for the future physicians who pass by them each day as a reminder that
they are about to be entrusted with the power to decide over life and death.
As mentioned before, many of Syrkin’s other works are strewn throughout
Israel. However, one must also remember works that did not survive,
for example, the murals in a Georgian restaurant in Jerusalem, that were
destroyed after its closure; the Genesis mosaic at Neve Yaakov School, which
was vandalized leaving hardly a trace of the original work; the stained glass
he created for Dizengoft Center that was shattered in a terrorist attack in
1996; and the Let My People Go relief at the building of the Israel Coins and

Medals Corp., which doesn’t exist anymore.

* % %

Many years have elapsed since Lev Syrkin’s last exhibition. My research about
the man, his numerous works and their undeniable cultural import suggests
that it is high time to have atleast some ofhis works displayed, to discuss their
cultural contribution, and to introduce him to the discourse of mainstream

Israeli art.
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The main challenge in curating this exhibition derives from the
impossibility to actually show site-specific wall works in a museal display space.
And although our technological age enables us to display them in one way or
another, in doing so we take them out of the local context in and for which
they were created, thus bereaving them of an aspect of utmost importance for
their maker. In this sense, the exhibition should be seen as an “appetizer,” and
an invitation to go outdoors into the public space and re-encounter Syrkin’s
art and ideas in numerous colorful tesseras and feel the great love with which
he created them for us; “I believe,” he wrote, “that many of my works will
survive long enough to reach future generations, will carry to them my ideas,
the stirring of my tormented soul, of my loving heart. This is the main thing.

The rest — is in my works. Take a close look at them, my dear people.”*

1 Gerald Nordland, “Lev Syrkin,” in Lev Syrkin, Jerusalem: Prisma, 1998, pp. 11-2.
Ibid, p. 10.

3 Goethe published his color theory in 1812; for English rendition of the complete
text, see https://books.google.co.il/books?id=qDIHAAAAQAA]&printse
c=toc&source=gbs_summary_r&redir_esc=y#v=snippet&q=Theory%200f%20
Colours&f=false.

4 See Galina Podolskja, “Lev Syrkin,” 2012 (in Russian), http://7iskusstv.

com/2012/Nomer4/Podolskajal.php.

Lev Syrkin in a radio interview by Anat Gil, “People and their Work,” 1990.

See: https://vimeo.com/239409050.

Lev Syrkin, op. cit., p. 5.

See: Galina Podolskja, op. cit.

Gideon Ofrat, Within a Local Context, Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad

Publishing House, 2004, p. 451 (in Hebrew).

10 Lev Syrkin, op. cit., p. 7.
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of the covenant between me and the earth” (Genesis 9:13) communicated,
according to him, a message of peace to a war-torn country comparing the
post-apocalyptic feelings of its inhabitants to those of the biblical Deluge’s
survivors. Hence, Syrkin’s rainbow imparts to this country a timeless message
of faith and hope for a better and peaceful future.

In 2009, a demolition order was issued to the Bezeq building on Hebron
Road in Jerusalem, where the work was originally installed. A real estate
entrepreneur who purchased the building intended to level it, and in the new
construction plans the mosaic wasn’t even mentioned. It took a lot of efforts,
but in July 2012, the entrepreneur signed a contract, in which he agreed to
preserve the mosaic and to relocate it in its entirety into a wall that would
be built especially for it and would enable passersby to keep seeing it in

accordance with the artist’s vision of public art.

* % %k

Stella Syrkin, the artist’s daughter, describes her father’s gush of creativity
following his immigration to Israel. The fact that he could set free his inner
world and give expression to and deal with new variegated themes close to his
heart made him work with a sense of urgency wherever he could get “walls™:
three large-scale mosaics, at the time the largest in Israel — the wall of Fire
(1978-9), the wall of Water (1978-84), and the wall of Day and Night
in the Garden of Eden (1974-8), were created for the Dead Sea Works
in Sodom, and the plant’s thousands of workers still enjoy them today; In
Memory of 35 Young Soldiers (1974) adorns a wall in the lobby of the
Neve Etzion School in Jerusalem. The work was created in commemoration
of the Convoy of 35, and a note in the artist’s archive describes it thus “the fire
that had consumed the hearts of 35 defenders of Jerusalem. Fire, a menorah, a
blossoming tree — a symbol for Judaism’s eternal life”; Zebulun the Mariner
(1978) adorning an outer wall of a community center in Acre depicts the
emergence of the new city from the old one and symbolizes Acre’s promising
and bright future; Syrkin wrote about his mural work The Twelve Tribes of
Israel (1974) in the Wohl Center at Bar-Ilan University, “Last week I finished
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Luminaries, 1979, ceramic mosaic, 300x600, Ort Mitrani High School, Holon
11710 ,"1ND'N DX 112'71,300x600 ,i1j7'N1j7 UA'DA L1979 ,0"™NWil JININD
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home front and the ways in which they were impacted by the war and dealt with
it. The drawings raise profound questions about identity, war, hope, and the
future of the Jewish people. Some of them betray Christian influences, which
assume Jewish meaning in his work and reinterpret the Jewish world and the
reality at the time. Each drawing was titled and included a verse from the Bible.

Although the portfolio does not belong to his main body of work created
in Israel — namely, to his wall works — I believe that Vision and Battle merits
our attention due to its constitutive influence on Syrkin’s later work. In this
series of drawings, the artist had, for the first time in his life, given expression
to his Jewish, Zionist inner world. And images from this world were to
reappear time and again in his later work.

The near-coincidence in time between his immigration to Israel and the
outbreak of the war prompted Syrkin to adopt, in a sort of self-discovery, the
Jewish culture as a perspective for examining and planning his future works;
from now on, he would incorporate in them Jewish symbols, biblical motifs,
the Jewish history, and the metaphysical world which links man to his God.

“I have been living in Israel since 1972,” he wrote in a letter to the Berlin
Jewish Museum in June 2004. “In Moscow, I had everything, except the main
thing — a state of my own and the right to speak my ancient language, the
language of the Bible, the right to dedicate my art to my country and my

people, to its history, religion, and tradition.”

* k%

Even though Syrkin was an excellent, highly awarded multi-disciplinary artist,
much-acclaimed both in Israel and abroad, and despite his prolific artistic output
— he made more than 25 large wall works for public spaces throughout Israel -
he is virtually unknown here and is denied his due recognition by the public and
the art establishment. The reasons for this are many, and have to do both with
the artist’s insistence on working alone and the local disrespect of decorative
art. In an interview to A Fool’s Dream, a film made by Daniel Syrkin about his
father, Lev, in 2007, Gideon Ofrat spoke about the tragic choice of Syrkin to do

monumental “decorative” art in Israel, of all places: “Public decorative mural art
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has always been unpopular here [ ...] and seen as suspect even by local artists.

[...] Whenever the word ‘decorative’ came up, the guillotine came down - the
artist was finished! It was almost impossible to come out alive. [ ... ], most of the
public mural artists in Israel [ ... ] they all got a kick in the ass from the leaders
of Israeli artistic mainstream. Even with all his achievements, with all his talent,
with all his taste, with all his abilities [ ... ] he didn’t have a chance.” Yet, Syrkin
did not give up, and even when he had to struggle for his status as an artist and
woo decision-makers for commissions and was forced to witness his works
being wantonly and disrespectfully demolished, he remained loyal to his inner

world and his dream to be a total artist in Israel.

The exhibition’s title, “I Have Set my Rainbow,” is borrowed from Genesis
9:13 and represents both Syrkin’s covenant with Israel and the Israelis and the
meteorological phenomenon which served him as a source of inspiration and
became a central and meaningful motif in his work. In the introduction to his
book, the artist simply described the moment in which he had chosen the
rainbow; or rather the moment it had chosen him.” It all began when, sitting on
his mother’s lap, he saw a rainbow for the first time in his life. This experience
had evolved, intensified and assumed additional meanings in his work over
the years. It symbolized for him hope, promise for a better future, connection
between the celestial and the terrestrial, the divine and the mundane.®

Gideon Ofrat aptly described the mutual relation between culture and art
in Israeli discourse: “Indeed, in order to transform art into culture, one needs
to look at art through culture. Those who look at art from outside the local
culture will never be able to transform art into culture, and they stand in danger
of missing its force and uniqueness. Those who adopt a double — internal and
external — perspective will agree with the author of these lines that Israeli art is
always fascinating and special, even when we don't believe it is.”

A similar double perspective can be found in The Rainbow, a mosaic
work made by Syrkin in Jerusalem in 1974. The biblical verse quoted in its

lower margins, “I have set my rainbow in the clouds, and it will be the sign
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Syrkin’s work was deeply inspired by Russian Suprematism, which was
founded by Kazimir Malevich (1879-1935) in response to World War
I (1914-8) and the spread of bolshevist communism in Soviet Russia.
However, contrary to communist theory’s belief in absolute materialistic
truth, Suprematism championed an open system of non-objective, or non-
materialistic, artistic thinking. Suprematist art strove to capture a feeling,
and transcend mere realism. Whereas bolshevism sought to “add up” relative
truths and build a new world based on static axioms, Suprematism urged the
artist to overstep sheer reality: to embrace oppositions, development and
dynamism, to transcend mere existence and reality, and express a sensation
of non-existence and non-objectivity.

Along with Suprematism, Syrkin was also inspired by other sources. One
can readily discern in his works — beside the clearly Suprematist abstract
geometric forms — colorful opulence and structural complexity drawn from
other sources. In particular, Syrkin identified with the individualistic inner
experience depicted by Goethe in his color theory.?

“Today my path runs again along the rainbow,” said Syrkin, “adolescent
poetry doesn’t seem to come to mind, but Goethe’s lines emerge in memory:
such a heavenly phenomenon, like a rainbow, which is a prototype, cannot
but also be found in man; rainbow has the strongest sensory effect of
cleansing color as far as man is concerned.” And he went on to say: “You look
and experience within you the essence of this arc of color in the aesthetics
of human perception and in the nuances of moods the artist captures in red
pulsating motion, orange fiery energy, yellow flash of illumination, the green
tangibility of nature, the blue of space comprehension and that of a storm of
elements, the purple universe. And they merge and fuse the cycle of the world

with that of our own feelings.

* k%

The exhibition opens on the occasion of the 45th anniversary of the Yom
Kippur War, which marked a turning point in Syrkin’s life and artistic
creation. At the outbreak of the war, only a year after he made Aliyah, Syrkin
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was forthwith thrown into the reality of Israel’s struggle for survival. He
wanted to join the combating forces. However, since he was a 43-year-old
new immigrant without previous combat experience, the army refused to
draft him. Hence, he volunteered to work nightly in a bakery, and during
the day watched people on the street and delved into the war’s influence,
implications, and meaning for them. The result was a series of sixteen 50x35
or 35x50 cm ink drawings — a drawing for each of the sixteen fateful days of
the war between the 6th and 21st of October 1973. Reproductions of those
drawings were then bound together in a portfolio entitled Vision and Battle.

Drawings from the series are displayed in the first room of the exhibition.
These are not realistic depictions of the war, but rather representations of the
philosophical thoughts with which the war had inundated the artist. War was,
according to Syrkin, a tragedy, and his role, as an artist, was to try to describe
“what was happening around him.”

Syrkin didn’t fight and didn’t experience the war on the frontline, but he did

experience and describe many of its other aspects — men and women on the

Shofar and Alarm, October 1973, pen and ink on paper, 35x50
35x50 171 7V 1"T1 bY ,1973 111D7IX MTVINT 101
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Lev Syrkin - I Have Set My Rainbow

Dina Grossman

Lev Syrkin (1929-2012) was born in Moscow and raised in a Jewish traditional
and Zionist home. He had studied at the Stroganoft Academy for Monumental
Art, Moscow, and was a Presidium member of Moscow’s Artists Union.
Syrkin had worked in his hometown both individually and as part of a group
specializing in monumental wall art. Leaving behind a secure livelihood,
professional recognition, and established artistic reputation, Syrkin realized his
dream to turn a new leaf as a Jewish artist in Israel in 1972, when he immigrated
to the country and settled in Jerusalem. During his forty years here, he created
a large body of works, including drawings, paintings, and wall art. Most of his
oeuvre in Israel was dedicated to monumental mosaic art that was ideologically
situated in public spaces: the artist declared, time and again, that he wished to
give and bequeath to his much beloved people and country another cultural
layer; thus, he insisted on making his works available to all, at all times, thereby
enabling the public at large to directly acquaint itself with the ideas embedded
in them. Consequently, alongside its technique, dimensions and chromaticism,
the finished work’s physical location — on buildings’ facades, in lobbies of
higher education institutions, and on factories’ and synagogues’ walls, among
other places - is an important part of it. According to Syrkin, the viewers and
their dialog with his work are an integral part of the latter’s ongoing process
of creation, giving it an added value even after he had finished working on it.
American art critic and former director of art museums Gerald Nordland wrote
about Syrkin's works that his “narrative is tailored specifically to the wall upon
which it is presented, [...]. He focuses on the experience and the potential
communication [with the viewer ... ]. [...] through providing an art experience
[to the viewers, ... their] expectations are elevated to a new level of sensitivity to
color and formal complexity, which becomes refreshed with repeated viewing.™

In Israel, Syrkin created monumental mosaics made of colorful glazed

ceramic tiles (and towards the end of his life also of Smalti) using the know-

29

how and the various tools he had acquired in the USSR. His practice was
based on Suprematist geometric forms and designs that oscillated between
the macro and micro worlds, representing natural elements and expressing
a universal hierarchy with their colors and dynamic compositions. Most of
the compositions do not have clear contours — they overflow the margins
and endow the mosaic with dynamism and vitality. The work’s components
are usually composed of a form within a form, each of which constitutes a
whole in itself. “Syrkin [ ... is] creating a completely independent and original

composition utilizing the powerful dynamics of color, form and line.”

Day and Night, 1986, ceramic mosaic, 122x240
Guzik Collection, Guzik Building, Ben-Gurion University, Beer Sheva
122x240 ,i1j7'N1j7 U200 ,1986 ,i1'7*71 O1*
V1YW X1 1112712 NID'DIIMIR L7771 1713,7°T12 DIND QDIX
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Lev Syrkin: Biographical Landmarks
1929

Born in Moscow, USSR, to a Jewish,
Zionist family

1955

Graduated suma cum laude from the Stroganoff

Academy for Monumental Art, Moscow

1957

Joined the Moscow’s Artists Union and started
creating many wall works in various techniques
1972

Immigrated to Israel and settled in Jerusalem
1979-81

Created his largest work in Israel, the Fire and
‘Water mosaics at the Dead Sea Works, to which
was later added the Day and Night in the
Garden of Eden mosaic (1995)

2012

Died in Jerusalem
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Ray of Hope, 1985, tempera on Masonite, 50x70
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