They Called Me Mayer July
Painted Memories of a Jewish Childhood
in Poland before the Holocaust
SEPTEMBER 10, 2007—JANUARY 13, 2008
JUDAH L. MAGNES MUSEUM
BERKELEY, CALIFORNIA
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They Called Me Mayer July: Painted Memories of a Jewish
Childhood in Poland before the Holocaust presents sixty
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-ﬁve paintings by Mayer Kirshenblatt. Kirshenblatt, who
was born in 1916 in Opatów, Poland (Apt in Yiddish) and
left for Canada in 1934, taught himself to paint at age

� � � � � �
Warsaw

73. Since then, he has made it his mission to remember
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the world of his childhood in living color, “lest future
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his daughter, Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, a highly
acclaimed scholar of East European Jewish culture. This
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The Second Polish Republic (1921-1939)
Maps by Ben Pease. 2002
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visual interpretation.

Wi

Radom

unique project is a blend of memoir, oral history, and
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Intimate, humorous, and refreshingly candid, the project
is a remarkable record—in both words and images—of
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Jewish life in a Polish town before World War II as seen
through the eyes of an inquisitive boy.
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“A storehouse of memories of my childhood in a Polish
shtetl emerged from my brush.” Mayer Kirshenblatt
“When I began interviewing my father in 1967, it was with the intention
of both salvaging what he could remember of his life in Poland and
serious illness that was to change the course of his life. He retired early
and sank into a deep depression, which was unusual for him. I continued
to interview him. I also started encouraging him to paint what he could
remember of his childhood in Poland. When I ﬁrst started interviewing
Mayer, not only was he busy but also, he insisted, Poland was a bad
memory. A few years later he had a change of heart. I continued to urge
him to simply paint from his memory without worrying about ‘technique’.
I knew that he could do it. I knew, not only from the interviews but

“After doing the kitchen, I painted other scenes
from inside my house and then I painted what
happened outside my house with other people.”

also from my childhood, that he was endowed with an unusual visual
intelligence. When words failed, he instinctively turned to pencil and
paper. With a quick diagram, he would clarify a spoken explanation.

“He moved from there to the courtyard, the street, the

When we talked, Mayer would explain what he meant by drawing in my

marketplace, the river, the countryside, and other towns—such

notebook. In 1990, Mayer made his ﬁrst painting, his childhood kitchen.”

as Iłża (Drildz), his father’s birthplace, and Ostrowiec (Ostrovtse),

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

the nearest train station. The geography of his painted world
expanded to include school outings to historic sites in the
environs—the twelfth-century Benedictine abbey at the top of
Święty Krzyż mountain, and the imposing ruin of Krzyżtopór, a
seventeenth-century castle—and a famous porcelain factory in

Ćmielów. Not everything that Mayer remembered from that other
world became a painting. He started with the kitchen because
that was the room I was most interested in and, initially, he
painted it for me.
As Mayer continued to paint and print and as we continued to
talk, our way of working started to change. Not only had he
become more receptive to being interviewed, but what had
started out as my project was ﬁnally becoming his project. They
Called Me Mayer July is the voice of our collaboration.”

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and Mayer Kirshenblatt
2002 Photo: Frédéric Brenner
Barbara’s notebook.

Self-Portrait with Mother, Father, and Three Brothers
1999. Drypoint on somerset paper (edition of twelve), 25”×19”

Kitchen, the Very First Drawing, 1990, Pencil on paper, 18”x23”

documenting his immigrant experiences. In 1975, Mayer suffered a

Mayer’s capacity to describe in detail is matched by my own
fascination with the ﬁne grain of his memory. I am my father’s
daughter. Knowing how things work—and knowing how to make them
work—is a joy that I share with Mayer, and some of the ﬁne detail in
They Called Me Mayer July has more to do with my obsessions, food
being one, than his. But to take pleasure in explaining how things
work, you need a partner. I am that partner. Together, we explored all
the parts of the whale that is Apt.”

“Thanks to the paintings, the Apt of memory was acquiring
scale and light and, above all, that intangible quality of
lived space. Until Mayer’s paintings, all my images of Jewish
life in Poland were black and white because all of them
were from [old] photographs. That world, thanks to Mayer’s
paintings, was now emerging in vibrant color.”

The Water Carrier, 1991, Acrylic on canvas board, 24”x20”
Gimpl the Butcher, 1994, Acrylic on canvas, 36”x24”

Town Panorama
1994, Acrylic on canvas, triptych, 24”x108”

“The way I paint is important, of course, but
the most important thing is to get a subject.
I have to get a subject. I think about it. I
remember. It just comes to me. The subjects
I decide to paint are those that have a story
to tell. I draw mainly from my memory. I also
paint stories I heard form my Apt friends or
read in the Apt chronicles, the memorial book
for my town. Regrettably, I have very little
imagination. I don’t dream or, if I do, the
dream is nothing I can paint. I can only paint
what I lived through. I can only paint what is
in my memory and in my head.”

Look. Listen. Learn.
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Cell Phone Gallery Guide
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Use your cell phone to listen to the artist tell dramatic, humorous, and
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Marrying
20

surprising stories about the exhibition and his work. When you see the cell
phone symbol in the exhibition, call 510.550.7597 and follow the prompts.
1.

Curator’s Introduction

2.

Purim Play: The Kraków Wedding

3.

Town Panorama

4.

Market Day

5.

Butcher Carrying a Calf

6.

Jadźka the Prostitute Shows off her Wares at the

Exploring
13

End of Market Day at Harshl Kishke’s Well
7.

The Kleptomaniac Slipping a Fish Down Her Bosom

8.

Boy with Herring

9.

Boy in the White Pajamas
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Homemaking
Leaving

11

10. Slaughter of the Innocents I:
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Execution of My Father’s Family at Szydłowiec, 1942
11. Mother Giving Birth to My Brother Vadye

Destroying

12. Jadwiga Washing Laundry

Creating

13. Stealing the Laundry
14. Mother Blessing the Sabbath Candles
15. Simchas Torah
16. Reading Psalms before
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the Expulsion

Working/Walking

17. Synagogue Interior
18. Shaving the Corpse
19. The Black Wedding in the
Cemetery, 1892

Trading

Parading

20. The Hunchback’s Wedding
21. Funeral of the Father of my
Christian Friend
22. Iłża series
23. Leaving series

Praying

Starting

Eating/Stealing

Companion Book

Sunday September 9, 2007 at 2:00pm
CONVERSATIONS ON ART

Mayer Kirshenblatt and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, They Called Me Mayer

Art and Memory: An Intergenerational Conversation with Mayer Kirshenblatt

July: Painted Memories of a Jewish Childhood in Poland before the Holocaust.

and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

University of California Press. Copublished with the Judah L. Magnes Museum.

$12 non-members; $10 members.

ISBN: 978-0-520-24961-5 Hardcover with jacket: 411 pages, 196 color
illustrations, 11 black and white drawings, 2 maps
Sunday, October 14, 2007 at 2:00pm
CONVERSATIONS ON ART

Public Programs

Jewish Folk Art: Recalling the Lost World of Polish Jews
Panelists include: Jane Przybysz, San Jose Museum of Quilts and Textiles;

All public programs take place at the Magnes unless otherwise noted.

Galit Hasan-Rokem, Hebrew University (visiting faculty, Folklore, UC Berkeley);

Public programs have limited space and reservations are encouraged. To

Gabriella Safran, Taube Center for Jewish Studies, Stanford University;

make reservations, contact the information desk at 510.549.6950 ext. 0 or

Catherine Soussloff, History of Art and Visual Culture, University of California,

infodesk@magnes.org.

Santa Cruz. Moderator: Alla Eﬁmova, Chief Curator, the Magnes Museum
$12 non-members; $10 members.

Wednesday, September 5, 2007 at 8:00pm
Fisher Hall, Jewish Community Center of San Francisco, 3200 California Street,

Sunday, October 21, 2007 at 11:00am-3:00pm

San Francisco, 415.292.1200

FRIENDS AND FAMILY DAY

Memories of a Jewish Childhood in Poland Before the Holocaust

Learn how to recover the details of childhood memories of home and

with Mayer Kirshenblatt and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett

community through interviews and conversation with your family and friends.

Join the JCCSF for the opening event of the exhibition and the book launch—

Use your detailed memories to create your own work of narrative art!

partnership with the Judah L. Magnes Museum and the University of California
Press. $10.00 non-members; $8.00 SFJCC members

Saturday, September 8, 2007 at 8:00pm
Jewish Community Center of the East Bay
1414 Walnut Street, Berkeley, 510.848.0237 ext. 119
Jewish Songs at an Exhibition
Yiddish singer Sharon Bernstein and klezmer pioneer Stu Brotman join
forces in a unique performance that recreates the sights and sounds of
Mayer Kirshenblatt’s hometown Apt, Poland. $15 non-members; $12 seniors,
students, and JCC East Bay and Magnes members.

Yom Kippur Eve: Asking Forgiveness
1993, Acrylic on canvas, 24”x30”

and a unique afﬁrmation of life and renewal for the New Year. Presented in

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett is University Professor and Professor of
Performance Studies at New York University. Her books include Image
before My Eyes: A Photographic History of Jewish Life in Poland,
1864–1939 (with Lucjan Dobroszycki), which accompanied an exhibition
and formed the basis for a ﬁlm; Destination Culture: Tourism, Museums,
and Heritage; and The Art of Being Jewish in Modern Times (edited with
Boy with Herring
1992, Acrylic on canvas, 24”x18”

Jonathan Karp), among others. She served on the editorial board and coauthored the introduction for Awakening Lives: Autobiographies of Jewish
Youth in Poland before the Holocaust, which coincides with the period
of Mayer’s youth in Poland. Her edited volume Writing a Modern Jewish
History: Essays in Honor of Salo W. Baron recently won a National Jewish
Book Award. She is the recipient of many honors, including a resident
fellowship at the Getty Research Institute and the Guggenheim fellowship.
Exhibition brochure texts are excerpted from They Called Me Mayer July:
Painted Memories of a Jewish Childhood in Poland before the Holocaust
by Mayer Kirshenblatt and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (University of
Mayer Kirshenblatt is a self-taught artist living and working in

California Press and Judah L. Magnes Museum, 2007).

Toronto. Born in Apt (Opatów in Polish) in 1916, he arrived in
Canada in 1934 at the age of seventeen. After apprenticing to
an electrician and cobbler in Poland and working in a sweatshop
in Toronto, he painted houses and eventually opened his own
wallpaper, paint, and ﬂoor covering store. He retired in 1977. In
hometown and his childhood there. Since then, he has exhibited
his work in several solo, as well as group exhibitions at The Jewish
Museum (New York), in Toronto at the Aird Gallery, Kofﬂer Gallery,
and Canadian National Exhibition, and in an exhibition organized
by the Smithsonian Institution. Shtetl, a video documentary about
his work, was broadcast several times on such networks as CBC
(Canadian Broadcasting Corporation), Bravo, and Vision, and was
shown at the Art Gallery of Ontario in 1996.

Boy in the White Pajamas
1992, Acrylic on canvas, 24”x30”

1990, he began to paint everything he could remember about his

They Called Me Mayer July: Painted Memories of a Jewish Childhood in Poland
before the Holocaust has been made possible through a grant from the Taube
Foundation for Jewish Life and Culture and thanks to the generosity of Jean and
Sandy Colen, Varda and Irving Rabin, and Katie and Amnon Rodan. Additional
support was provided by the Toronto Jewish Arts Council of the UJA Federation
of Greater Toronto and New York University Humanities Council.
They Called Me Mayer July is being co-presented at the MAGNES with thanks to
The Museum of Craft and Folk Art, San Francisco and the Holocaust Center of
Northern California.

Back cover: Purim Play: “The Krakow Wedding”
ca. 1994, Acrylic on canvas, 30” x 40”

Ice Fields: Arriving in Canadian Waters
February 1934, 2005, Acrylic on canvas, 24”x36”
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Judah L. Magnes Museum
2911 Russell Street, Berkeley, CA 94705
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