
 
*

-

-

gelben Stern, das rote Dreieck politischer Gefangener und die individuelle Gefange-
nennummer. Die numerische Tätowierung am Unterarm ist auch zu sehen. Die ver-
schiedenen Abschnitte des Lagerlebens werden als die der traditionellen Passion Christi 

der europäischen Renaissance. Der Artikel platziert Tolkatchevs Bilderserie in einem 
-

-
versellen Botschaft.

Abstract

* -
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Army soldier, endured upon taking part in liberation of  the concentration camps Maj-

an actual camp inmate, wearing a striped uniform marked by every possible defamation 

prison number, the numerical tattoo on his lower arm can also be seen. The different 
stages of  camp life are portrayed as the traditional Passion of  Christ

th

the impact of  the German avant-garde. By doing so, a deeper understanding of  the 

-

-

presented the liberators with a detailed picture of  the Nazi death machine.1

to Majdanek.2 Acting under the orders of  the Political Department of  the 

1 -
ed from the Polish by Anna Zagórska. Lublin 1999.

2 

-
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-

about in the camp.3

the Russian civil war (1921) and the German occupation (1941), created highly 
individualized, emotionally charged art works that immediately became identi-

-
katchev was urged to complete the series prior to the opening of  the trial of 

-
atchev showed scenes from the time it was still active, thus creating powerful 

different ages, and different religions that had been brought here from all over 
4

must have been aware at the time he was working on his series that more 
-

-
ment – tallit katan

5

3 Private Tolkatchev at the Gates of  Hell. Majdanek and Auschwitz Liberated. Testimony of 

4 

5 
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-

Auschwitz”, 

 

 

New York, in memory of  his parents Henryk and Mania, who perished in the Holocaust,  
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was shown in a number of  Polish towns and cities. Hundreds of  thousands 

-
ment sent these albums to the heads of  the Allied states, government minis-

6

only hours after the liberation of  the camp by the Red Army.7 Although the 
Nazis had emptied the camp of  its prisoners and destroyed far more of  the 

more devastating. Along with the bodies of  the dead, there were more than 
7,000 living prisoners, most of  them sick and in a state of  collapse.8 Arriving 
without art supplies and lacking the seclusion of  Sokolow, Tolkatchev began 

-
-

heads – and used them for his pencil-drawn testimonies.
It is in the same year, following his encounter with the atrocities of  Aus-

stigmatization, hard work, and death, which are depicted in such a manner 
9 In one of  the scenes, offering 

-
marked by every possible sign of  defamation – he is a 

6 

7 Private Tolkatchev, ed. Shendar, pp. 6–7, 38.
8 

9 

at the Majdanek State Museum, Lublin, Poland.
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10

to respond to the Holocaust. Ziva Amishai-Maisels showed in her pioneering 
-

11 Moreover, 

-
12

 
The Russian Connection

In the opening pages of  his recently published book dealing with the nine-

to religious, but also to social, political, and national identities.13 The develop-

10 It is important to note that, although this series was created following his encounter with 

-
rienced was the encounter with Majdanek. His private writings of  the time, preserved by his 
family, show that it was this encounter that created the feeling of  inability to comprehend 
the scope of  the disaster, which he saw as an abyss dividing human history into the periods 

11 

.
12 

 
 

13 
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-

-
ing dramatic social and economic changes – urbanization, new relationships 
between social classes, changes in public morality and gender roles. However, 
although those changes included a new, critical attitude towards religion, reli-

was now viewed as a model for humanity, a symbol for individuals and for 
people.14 A number of  books written in the course of  the nineteenth century, 

14 Ibid.

Majdanek”), 1945, gouache, charcoal 

-
manent loan at The State Museum at 
Majdanek, Lublin.



66 MIRJAM RAJNER

in which he lived, and identify with them by transferring them to his or her 

after its publication in Paris in 1863.15

the cause, and the suffering and martyrdom characterizing his life and Passion 
became models for modern reformers, for their their suffering. 

-

leader, is shown in a contemporary setting – in his own bathroom, his lifeless 
right arm and head hanging to the right, as well as the bleeding cut on the 
upper right of  his chest – his mortal wound is clearly reminiscent of  images 

political leader.16

 Goya, passion-
ately siding with his fellow citizens in their revolt against the occupying forces 

15 

 
16 

-
ern-museum
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kneeling posture and the wound on his right palm, recalling stigmata, clearly 

17 By contrast, in his 
 – painted in 1864, a year after Renan published his 

a humble, human being.18

19 How-

left side of  his chest and not, traditionally, on the right. Although apparently 
done by mistake, Manet decided not to correct it. By switching the sides he 

righteousness, was replaced by the left, turning him into an ordinary wounded 
and dead mortal human being. 

-
-

Russian intellectuals, faced with the misery of  this mass of  people who were 
now free but illiterate, impoverished, and unemployed, underwent intense 

major issues in Russian philosophy, literature and arts in the 1860s, culminat-
ing in the Narodniki

17   “The Third of  May, 1808” is 

 (accessed 

18 The painting is presently at The Metropolitan Museum of  Art, New York, inv. no. 

19 

Tradition. New Haven and London 1977, p. 106, n. 224.
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 translated into Russian as early as 1864, inspired leading authors such 

20

the conservative Academy of  Arts in St. Petersburg and the founder of  an 
-

21

tempted by the devil in the desert, after he had withdrawn there in order to 

-
late, stony landscape, detached from his surroundings and isolated in his own 

-

life, an aged Russian peasant that the artist saw sitting motionless on a rock 

20 -

-
-

 (accessed 

21 

a society of  Russian artists who initially hoped to educate people and bring about social 

Russian Realist Art. The State and Society. The Peredvizhniki and their Tradition. Ann Arbor 
1977.
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22

and there were even rumors about his possible heresy, the painting was not 
repressed.23 Actually, already in 1871 the Academy of  Arts in St Petersburg set 

22 

letiyu so dnya rozhdeniya. 
 

23 

 
The State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow.
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-

to become leading Russian Realist artists – used it in their diploma works pri-

a Turkish table, oriental carpets, and striped, colorful clothes. Moreover, in 

a sign on the wall inscribed with the Hebrew word -

to the members of  the household towards which direction they should turn 
when praying. Repin also depicted a lighted three-branch candelabra, clearly 

menorah.24 

-
ter with the actual geography and local Arab population to construct the set-

25 Polenov would eventually come to do so something 

-
tine from 1881–82 onwards.26 A number of  preparatory sketches and paintings 

-

Rocks)” of  1894, depicting the same character sitting alone in a rocky landscape. 

an ethnographic interest, rather than raising philosophical and moral issues.

24 

 and 
 (both ac-

25 

26 -

html
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image of  a suffering human being.27 It raised the tension between the histor-

from his teaching. Renan solved this by introducing a racial dimension and 

28 Polenov, on the other hand, in 
the spirit of  social criticism and the search for higher ethics and morals, saw 

-

29

 
 (1864) rede-

30

-
skii, whose 1873–78 sculpture can be understood as a contemporary response 

27 -

 Mos-
cow and St Petersburg 2001, pp. 49–56.

28 

and the abusive tone that it always infuses into. There never were in the world such bitter 

makes the polished and moderate man. Now the lack of  this faculty is one of  the most 
 “  New York 

29 

214, p. 243.
30 
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-

called him, dressed in striped Bedouin garb, wearing a skullcap. Nevertheless, 

31

31 The marble sculpture produced in 1876 is presently at The State Tretyakov Gallery in Mos-
cow, 

The State Russian Museum,  
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Under the Soviets any form of  religion was suppressed. The new society 

-
lishment of  the so-called anti-religious museums where artifacts and art works 

-
ory of  spiritual revelation.”32 In the late 1950s, American author and scholar 

33

especially popular in the Soviet period and were considered to be the natu-
ral predecessors of  Socialist Realism.34

who stood against the aristocracy of  the Pharisees and Sadducees and their 
inju
statues were shown at The Russian Museum in Leningrad (the bronze copy) 
and the Tretyakov Gallery in Moscow (the marble version).35 Similar Soviet 

2014). Antokolsky created clay and plaster models in 1873 and 1874, and a bronze copy in 

 
 16 (1990–

-
. 

 

32 

33  (1958), 
p. 126.

34 , pp. 165–193.
35 
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36 
-
-

as noted, born in 1903 in Shchedrin, a small town in the province of  Minsk 
(present-day Belarus), near Bobruisk. Shchedrin was founded in the early 

37

of  the timber business in the area, many left town, as did the Tolkatchev family, 
38

and became an apprentice to a signboard painter. 39 During the Revolution 

in his works of  art. Soon thereafter he began to tread the path of  a successful 

36 Stasov,

-

St Peterburg 1905. The 1937 publication includes a selection from it. 
37  

38 

39 

Tolkachov, p. 9, n. 7. 



 ZINOVII TOLKATCHEV’S JESUS IN MAJDANEK 75

-

illustrated books. These generally comprised works by Soviet authors such 

-

whose art Tolkatchev knew and cherished from the early 1920s.
-

mar Germany and much of  its contemporary art, viewed by the Soviets as 
40 A 

-
ism, Neue Sachlichkeit, and Bauhaus, took part. However, high transportation 
costs meant that Soviet audiences were mainly able to see graphic works, book 
illustrations, and posters, rather than oil paintings and sculptures. Neverthe-

-
-

41

-

40 

Anatoly Lunacharsky, the minister of  culture, themselves encouraged those artistic ties and 
viewed German revolutionary art as being more advanced than Soviet art.

41 

kogo i sovetskogo iskusstva, izbrannye staty i ocherki. Moscow 1987, pp. 130–137.
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-

-

shtetl -
trations of  it appeared at the very time when the Soviet Union was about 

-
-

ant, especially because, in contrast to Germany, at this time the Soviet Union 
42

42 

-
tograph 000196– Rauch collection, 
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In 1941, after the German attack on the USSR and the outbreak of  hos-
-

artists and their families. Despite his age, he also volunteered to join the Red 
Army, and as a private accompanied the armored forces and participated in 

showing him now under the new and tragic circumstances created by the war. 

-

 
Occupiers), 1942, oil on canvas,  
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that Tolkatchev deliberately replaced here the star with a yellow cross, possibly 

-
ing Majdanek and Auschwitz atrocities, Tolkatchev created the Passion series.

onzen trazionslager”, or concentration camp) on his back, just as the 

elongated shape of  the red dividing line, the letters recall a bleeding cross. In 

cluster of  defamation signs and recalls the international character of  the com-

gouache, charcoal and crayon on paper, 

on permanent loan at The State Museum at 
Majdanek, Lublin.

York, in memory of  his parents Henryk 
and Mania, who perished in the Holocaust, 
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as similar to carrying the cross – comprised of  barbed wire that recalls a gigan-

-
-

ern art and culture, Tolkatchev simultaneously showed its destruction in the 

a victim of  the Nazi regime as early as 1938. He continued to use this motif 
throughout the war years while he, as a refugee in America, imagined the 

Bazzi, Christ Presented to 
the People (Ecce Homo), late 

century, oil on canvas, 60 
-

itan Museum of  Art, New 
York, Gift of  Asbjorn 
R. Lunde, in memory 

1996.261.
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in the concentration camp.43 Among them also was Hugo Huppert, a poet and 

 
poem, originally written in 1943 as part of  the collection A Heart in a Tank, 
is based on a true story and tells about the tragic death of  an Austrian priest 

crowning him with barbed wire and shooting him tied to a cross, while he was 

43 , pp. 187–189.

in Majdanek”), 1945, gouache, char-

permanent loan at The State Museum 
at Majdanek, Lublin.

-
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44

-

Like Tolkatchev, Huppert served in the propaganda units of  the Red Army 
-

ish writer.45 It was in 1943 that Huppert wrote two more moving poems, as 

44 

45 

that Huppert worked for him at that time and was helping him with this project.

Majdanek”), 1945, gouache, charcoal 

-
manent loan at The State Museum at 
Majdanek, Lublin.
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wall” which appears to him to be a map of  the world, in which all borders 

book by all the people.46 

profound need to cope with the aftermath of  the Holocaust, which they wit-

46 

-
ion panel of  the Isenheim 
Altarpiece, oil on panel, 
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Germans,47 led them to create images imbued in universally understood pain, 

The Soviet poet and the artist thus added a new meaning to the image of  a 

In 1946 Tolkatchev was demobilized and returned from Poland to the Soviet 

published, the authorities had found out about it and the artist was accused 

47 

. 

-
danek”), 1945, gouache, 
charcoal and crayon on 

Tolkatcheva-Shield, on 
permanent loan at The 
State Museum at Majdanek, 
Lublin.
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general post-war Soviet attitude of  avoiding any acknowledgment of  either 

now seen as a form of  nationalism and separatism.48 

48 

-
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49

49 


	Wissenschaftliche Artikel
	Jesus in der jüdischen Kunst
	Zinovii Tolkatchev’s „Jesus in Majdanek“. A Soviet-Jewish Artist Confronting the Holocaust (Mirjam Rajner)
	Zusammenfassung
	Abstract
	1. Introduction
	2. Historical Jesus in Nineteenth-century Art: The Russian Connection
	3. Zinovii Tolkatchev: A Soviet-Jewish Artist
	4. Christ’s Passion as a Holocaust Icon
	5. Epilogue






