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 [There's discussion going on of paintings he has, but 

no one's started an interview, so I don't quite understand 

what's going on...  As usual, I am pretty much doing my own 

translation of the Russian and using the interpreter's 

translation where it helps mine.- SK, Transcriber] 

 

 ...I have at home some pictures with old Russian 

places and Byelorussian places where Jews lived many years 

ago, like Shalo... 

 

 (Do you set up an easel outside and paint what you 

see?)  Do you mean when I'm working in my studio, on the 

street, or in the house?  (If you paint a thing like that 
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one there?)  Outside, in the plenair, it's French, out of 

doors.  (Then do you take it indoors to work on it there?)  

Sometimes yes, sometimes no.   

 

 (Did you paint different things with different 

colors?)  [interpreter doesn't quite understand the 

question...]  It makes a big difference because Byelorussia 

isn't similar to the Crimea.  The air in Chicago isn't like 

the air in France.  And an artist is distinguished by how 

he feels the subtleties of all this, not by what he can 

"photograph," how he feels the situation.  If an artist has 

his own language, his own manner, he will be recognizable.   

Van Gogh, Gauguin, Lautrec, Seurat, Monet, have their own 

language, and they are recognizable, so an artist should be 

recognizable by one work even though the subject matter of 

an individual painting might be different.  Whether it's 

good or bad isn't important, but whether or not he's 

unique.  An artist's work differs from that of a 

photographer in that he doesn't merely record something on 

paper, but has his own manner.  This is the mark of a 

painter, that he's unique, there's only one in the 

world - no more.  Whether or not he's good or bad... but 

this is a serious matter. 
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 ...this is white but there are many different colors.  

I love this, it shows.  The human figure is built such that 

I can... the world is very interesting, and in the whole 

imagination one can make all sorts of associations.  The 

Caucasus.   

 

 (Now that we've been taken back to Russia so 

beautifully with the pictures, if we keep our mind on the 

pictures, if we could ask you some questions about your 

life there. Where were you born?)  In Minsk, Byelorussia, 

July 29, 1929.  But I have a very young heart. 

 

 (What were your parents' names?)  Ilya and Elizavet.  

(Father born?)  In 1900.  (Mother?)  1903.  (What was her 

maiden name?)  Kaplan.  (Do you remember your 

grandparents?)  Yes.  I remember that they were very kind 

people, and helped with the neighborhood.  And my parents 

were like that too.  I was always proud of my parents.  

(Did you live with your grandparents?)  Sometimes with my 

grandmother, in childhood.   

 (Do you have brothers and sisters?)  Two brothers and 

one sister. They're in Milwaukee.  Michael, who was a 
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famous football player in Russia, Dora Radunsky, in New 

York, and Semyon, who is in the Soviet Union.  I am the 

oldest.  (When did Michael and Dora come?)  At the same 

time. 

 

 (What did your grandparents do for a living?)  One 

grandfather was a carpenter.  The other had died before I 

was born, so I don't really know. 

 

 (What are some of your earliest memories as a child?)  

Can you make the question more specific?  I was interested 

in people in childhood, interested in everything?  (When 

you were a little boy, living at home with your parents, 

what did your father do?)  My father was at first a worker 

at a factory, then after the Revolution he became an office 

worker, a director in a rest sanatorium.  It was a promo-

tion.  (Would they move around a lot then?)  [DAUGHTER: 

Yes, they lived not only in Minsk, but also some other 

places in Byelorussia.  And before the second war he lived 

in the Caucasus, in Sochi.] 
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 (Can you remember a day when you were very little when 

you went to school?)  Maybe some day I'll write about my 

recollections! 

 

 (In your home, your parents and grandparents spoke 

Yiddish?)  Yes.  And so did I.  When we lived in Russia we 

didn't speak Yiddish.  (Did you celebrate any Jewish holi-

days?)  When I was a little boy, yes, but later the Soviet 

government didn't allow it, so no.  We were Jewish in our 

souls. 

 

 (How did you begin to paint?)  In childhood.  I can't 

remember exactly.  (Was anyone else in the family 

artistic?)  No.  They weren't artists.  My father sang 

well, and danced well.  But best of all, he was a hard 

worker.   

 

 (How old were you when you knew this was what you had 

to do?)  At school I was always drawing.  When a math 

teacher would talk to me I'd be thinking and imagining 

things and built my own world, and didn't think much about 

classes.  It was my own world.  And I very much loved to 

read. 
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 (Did the teachers encourage you?)  No.  I drew carica-

tures of them! [laughs]  I wasn't a very good student.  

They called my parents to the school. 

 

 (Did he go through elementary and secondary school?)  

[DAUGHTER:  Elementary and secondary is the same school and 

after that he started at the Artists' College.]   

 I studied five years in Minsk and then six years in 

Moscow.  (What did you have to do to get into the institute 

in Moscow?)  It was very difficult to get in.  For Jews it 

was very difficult.  The Artists' Institute didn't admit me 

because the director of the Institute said that if they 

accept me, what will we do with him as a Jew?  They didn't 

let me study in Minsk, so I tried Moscow.  In Byelorussia 

there was a general tendency to not take Jews.  In Moscow 

it was difficult too, but I passed the tests and was 

admitted.   

 (This was after the eighth grade - did they not mind 

then so much that he was Jewish?)  Maybe it was easier 

because they liked my pictures, I was a talented kid.  

[DAUGHTER:  But it's still hard, for instance, I and my 

Byelorussian friends have the same grades, but my friends 
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get in, but there were institutes...]  [Izrail is telling 

his daughter to get back to the subject...]   

 

 (Were there other Jewish artists at the institutes, 

both in Minsk and in Moscow?)  In Minsk there was one guy 

who tried to get in six times and finally got in.  He was 

embarrassed, but finally he got in. 

 

 (Do you remember Jewish weddings or funerals or any 

other rites of passage?)  Yes, I remember things.  I didn't 

take part in anything like that.  But I was interested in 

Jewish culture so I read things, knew a lot about it.  

Sometimes Jewish actors were in Minsk and all the Jewish 

people would come and there would be tears.  In 1948 the 

Jewish theater was closed, and after that very seldom could 

people listen to Jewish singers and language.  Nothing was 

left. 

 

 (Were most of your friends Jewish?)  No.  People who 

knew me well treated me well.  (Is your wife Jewish?)  Yes.  

(Did you always know you'd marry a Jewish woman?)  Yes. 
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 (During the war...)  During the war I was in Novosi-

birsk with my mother.  My father worked in the military 

hospital.  (How old were you?)  Twelve.  We were in Novosi-

birsk, we were evacuated.  The Germans came to Minsk and we 

were evacuated to Novosibirsk. 

 

 (Do you remember this journey?)  Of course.  [pointing 

at the route on the map]  It took a few months.  (All six 

went?)  Mama and my brothers and my sister.  (And with your 

father?)  Yes.  (How long did you stay there?)  We were 

there until 1945.  (What did your father do?)  He continued 

to work in a hospital, at first in a  military hospital.  

(Did the government send you there?)  Of course.  (Did you 

go to school there?)  Yes.  (Were there other Jews there?)  

Yes.  In Russia there was an organization that helped 

frontliners that I helped with...[cut off by daughter].   

 

 We helped the families of people on the front.  (So 

you went into the hospital and helped people?)  Yes.  (Was 

there food to eat?)  Yes.  More than seventy of our 

relatives were killed during the war in Minsk, because the 

Germans were there and all Jews were killed during the war.  

But we were evacuated.  Right up until the war our family, 
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my parents, brothers and sisters, lived in Russia, in 

Sochi, and that's why we were evacuated to Novosibirsk.  

That's why we got out. 

 

 (After the war did you go back to Minsk?)  Yes.  (Were 

there many Jews there then?)  Some Jews returned to Minsk, 

but those who remained there during the war were killed. 

 

 (The Stalin years.  What was your life like then?)  

There was some food in the store.  People were afraid of 

Stalin and therefore worked.  He spoiled the Revolution.  

He was a very cruel person.  My wife's father in 1937 was 

persecuted by Stalin.  He was a member of the Communist 

party, worked at a plant.  He was one of the best people.  

We don't know why anything happened, because at that time 

many people were persecuted.  My wife doesn't know why.  He 

was killed because he never ... again.  (Was he sent away?)  

They came to the house, took him, and that was it.  (Was 

anyone else a member of the Party?)  My father was.  (Were 

you?)  I don't know why, because I wasn't. 

 

 (When did you first meet your wife?)  In 1955.  I'm 

shy about answering.  In Minsk.  At a May Day 
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demonstration.  She was a beautiful girl, and still is!  

She had a lot of boyfriends.  (How old were you?)  She was 

twenty-two, I was twenty-six.  (How were you married?)  

Should I show?  Was it traditional?  No, a civil ceremony.   

 

 (Addressing boy, how old is Michael, the other broth-

er?)  He was born in 1962. He's 28.  He's here in Chicago.  

He lives nearby.  He's married and has a three-year-old 

girl. 

 

 (Did you and your wife live any kind of life with any 

of the Jewish traditions?)  No, we wanted to, but we could 

not.  (What did your wife do?)  She was a criminal expert.  

She worked for a research institute and her responsibility 

was handwriting analysis. 

 

 (Tell us now about your art?  Who influenced you, 

etc.)  Art is intuition, it's impossible to say, God.  The 

climate.  I love humor, so..  (The Russia you paint is very 

beautiful.  The country is beautiful, the skies, etc., is 

your life reflected in the art?)  What do you mean?  My 

feelings, my soul is in my pictures.  Artists are 

truth-tellers.  Aside from my paintings of the Russian 
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countryside, I also do oil portraits on canvas, and I've 

done many theater posters.  And I have at home a very 

beautiful theater poster. 

 

 (What work, after you finished the institute, what 

work did you do?)  I worked as a designer.  I was a member 

of the Artists' Union and worked as a graphic designer for 

things at schools, museums, factories, expositions. 

 

 (So this work that you've showed us was your own, 

after work, work?)  Yes, but I combined different kinds of 

jobs so I could do these things.  This was for my soul, 

this was my main work, but the other was to earn money.  

(Did you ever exhibit things in the Soviet Union?)  Yes, I 

did.  Personal exhibits.  (Did they ever tell you what to 

paint?)  I fulfilled the State orders because I worked for 

a company that took special orders, that's the posters.  

They didn't even want me to leave because I did such a good 

job. 

 

 (When you applied for an exit visa, were you refused?)  

No.  [DAUGHTER:  My brother came here two years ago.  After 

my brother, we decided to leave, but he didn't want to.  
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When we spoke by phone, he didn't want to leave Russia, but 

we pushed him.]  [Daughter then tells father what she's 

said, asks him if it's true.  He answers:]  I very much 

loved Russia, the land, not the Communist Party, but the 

land.  Beautiful people, but the Party ruined everything. 

 

 (Did you have a sense that things were getting bad?)  

Where I lived in Minsk, the Chernobyl accident took away 

people's possibility of living normally.  The political 

situation, the ruined ecological situation, Chernobyl.  

Every year more and more children have sick blood.  My wife 

really wanted to leave.  Because my son was here already 

and my wife wanted the whole family to be together, we 

came.  But here I am optimistic.  Life here is interesting, 

I loved Russia and continue to love it, but life is 

interesting.  In Russia there are many bad things and many 

good things. 

 

 (Have you been painting since you've been here?)  Yes.  

I've done some oil portraits already.  I was in New York 

and met Rabbi Libavich and I'm doing an oil portrait of 

him.  I've done some secular portraits, but not that often. 
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 (Have you been to the Horwich Center, the J.C.C.?)  

Sure, I go to English courses there.  (Do they have any art 

classes that you could teach?)  Many years ago I worked 

with students in Russia, but right now I don't speak 

English.  But I can show people that the world is beautiful 

and very interesting through my art. 

 

 (We have many more questions, but we'd like to make a 

time for another interview...) 

 

 

Second Interview: IZRAIL RADUNSKY 

May 14, 1991 

INTERVIEWERS:  Elaine Snyderman & Ellie Meyers 

INTERPRETER: daughter, Lyuba; wife Nella is present 

 

[note from SK - I'm basically doing my own translation.] 

 (We're looking at a Russian landscape in watercolor.  

Another watercolor which has more houses in it, a road.  

The coloration is similar - soft colors.  What would you 

call that - a dwelling?)  It's not a dwelling place - it's 

like for animals.  (An evening scene.  We're looking on 

water...It looks like there's water, a lake scene with an 
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island in the middle and a house on the side... A snowy 

day, a path through the trees.  It's in Byelorussia.)  I 

show places where Jews lived.  (They look like the Jewish 

homes we saw in Poland...)  Jewish places.   

 

 (Were these painted for yourself - not part of a pro-

ject the government gave you?)  No.  The government let me 

show these pictures.  I had some exhibitions of these and 

of the posters. 

 

 (A lake scene with autumn colors.  Little wooden houses 

in front of the trees.  Again, we're told that these are 

Jewish houses... Where is this, in Minsk or outside of 

Minsk?)  Outside of Minsk.  (This looks like the 

windows...)  Yes, Minsk.  Many colors.  More 

impressionistic.  (Do you work very quickly with the 

watercolors?)  The time it takes to paint it, plus my whole 

life.  [The daughter and father are arguing about her 

translation of what he said.  She translates it: I have to 

work quickly because the paint dries fast.  So the daughter 

asks again, "How long does it take you to paint the 

picture - just answer that."  He says:]   That's my secret.  

That I won't say.  I said that I find a "long place," I 
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have to go through a lot.  That all goes into the time of 

painting, do you understand?  Then I paint.  I might paint 

half a day in my studio and return.  I wouldn't say that I 

paint quickly.  Maybe three, five hours. 

 

 (What is the foreground here?)  The grass.  The most 

important thing is to find harmony and the poetic side of 

what you're painting - harmony, the rhythm, the music.  

(The other is more dream-like.  And this is more a feeling 

of the architecture of the building and the building 

materials.  Is that a field or water?)  It's snowing.  It's 

Dostoevskian.  A Dostoevskian mood.  If an American artist 

looked at it [he] wouldn't say that, though. 

 

 (I see an interesting collage with Gorbachev, the red 

flag and some straw sandals.)  Posters.  A collage.  (Is 

that your work?)  Yes.  (Did you work from a photograph?)  

It's offset lithography.  Those are Russian decorative 

peasant shoes.  People don't wear them anymore.  (And you 

were a country boy?)  Yes.  [Everyone's talking at once...]  

An image of Russian life.  (There's a wooden spoon, and the 

shoes are straw and have pink and green in them...)  
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Conceptualizing a portrait of Gorbachev.  These are the 

results of perestroika - nothing to eat.   

 

 (So you are not a big fan of Gorbachev?)  In Russia 

things are not good.  What's a hero?... They didn't allow 

certain things to come out of Russia. 

 

 (It's clear from these that the artist likes to work 

out of doors, and that he works quickly and that he is 

faithful to the requirements of watercolor.  Aquarelle?  Is 

that what these are?)  Yes.  (Is this a road?)  A situa-

tion, a mood.  (This is more abstract, geometrical than the 

work I've seen up till now...)  No...[can't hear-sk]   

 

 (Here again is a road cutting through a hill, a slope,  

a house beyond the trees... Who are your favorite artists 

from the past?)  Which past?  What century?  (Russian, what 

century, you tell me?)  Kustodiev, Sirov, Nesterov, Konche-

lovsky, Salyan, Repin, Surekov, Libidan, a landscape 

artist.   

 (This is a darker work, a view from the top of the hill 

looking down on some whitewashed houses with dark roofs, 

and the lake, an imminent storm.  A lot of emotion in 
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these... Here we're seeing telephone poles or railroad 

tracks...)  [He's saying things that I can't hear clearly 

and the daughter is refusing to translate them-SK]  (Very 

harmonious...) 

 

 The Baltic Sea.  It's Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia.  

You've heard about Lithuania?  (Yes.  We're seeing water 

piled up around barns.)  It's the countryside.  (Another 

snow scene, two houses.  It looked like this in Poland.)  

This is golden. 

 

 (This is the old district of Minsk, in a courtyard.  

This looks like three little... next to the shore, trees, 

very bright light... Another city scene.  This looks like a 

park.)  Drama, the music of Bach, Chopin, Van Gogh, Gaugin.  

(Do you like the French artists better than the Russians?)  

French impressionists, Monet, Renoir, Toulouse-Lautrec, Van 

Gogh, Cezanne.  (I see landscapes.  I don't see any human 

figures.  Do you do human figures?)  I do oil portraits.  

(This is a woman...)  Done in oil.  It's from a photograph.  

(He did a portrait of a rabbi?)  Rabbi Lubavich.   
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 (The portrait done from the photograph was extremely 

faithful and caught the feelings of the aged person, the 

woman.  These are beautiful landscapes.  These are more 

cheerful.  That looks like a little bit like Cezanne.)  I 

love Cezanne.  I don't think it's much like him.  (I think 

so...) 

 

 (Here's a painting - it looks like there's a cathedral, 

a church in the background and little houses, the hills in 

the background.  Again an outdoor scene and in the distance 

is a church.  Is this Minsk?)  No, near Moscow, in the 

suburbs.  The Volga river.  (Here's a lovely still life.. 

The Baltic.  You can see the wind.)  The Volga river.  Big, 

big river.  Like the Mississippi.  Silver.  It's frozen.  

(And this is in summer...)  In Byelorussia.  (You can see 

the wind, again.... I can see the influence of Van Gogh 

there...) 

 

 (I would like to ask you some questions, having seen 

your art.)  But there are still some posters to show you.  

(We have been looking at posters.)  I would like to do 

commissions, but you need friends.  (This is a very wide 

view of horses... We have the foreground in oranges and 
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greens and then a yellow sky, a boy beckoning to these wild 

horses.  The theatrical posters are very dramatic and bold 

designs and colors.  This is the kind of thing you could 

sell without a problem.)  I would sell it, I don't have any 

money, so I'd sell it.  It would be for a museum.  But I 

don't have a job, and nobody knows what I can do.  I paint 

good realistic portraits. 

 

 (Now that we've had a chance to see your beautiful 

work, I'm curious what it was like in the workplace as an 

artist.  Can you describe where you worked and how they 

assigned the work to you, and how you felt about the work 

you did?)  I could describe it, but why?  Who needs this, 

for what?  I don't understand.   

 

 (We are doing an oral history project with some of the 

people who came over after perestroika, glasnost, 

Chernobyl, because we feel these people have a good picture 

of the changes, they have the past and the immediate past, 

and they can interpret for us what we didn't know was 

happening there.)   
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 Who do you work for?  (The whole Chicago-area Jewish 

Community Centers.)  Would it be possible to help me get an 

exhibition?  (We would like to, but we would also like to 

know what your thoughts are too.)  About what?  (Here you 

are a Jewish artist who worked in the Soviet Union as an 

artist.  To us there is only one like you that we have 

met.)  I wasn't an artist there, I wasn't a Jewish artist 

there.  There I was a Russian artist.  (But, he tells us 

and shows us that he works as an artist with a Jewish 

heart.  That is what he tells us.)  That I did for myself, 

from my heart. 

 

 (These posters - you worked on theater posters only?)  

No, not just.  I worked for publishers.  These are theater 

posters.  The ballet, festivals, concerts, all possible 

kinds of cultural events.  (These posters do not look like 

for a communist country.  These posters look like the bour-

geois taste, the old style, pre-revolutionary taste.)  

They're theatrical.  No, it's contemporary, modern, for the 

theater.  (What is interesting to me is that this is the 

escape that the workers had - a musical performance, etc., 

into that world that was destroyed.  Is that right?  Did 

you feel you were doing that for them?)  No, there are a 
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lot of really intelligent people in Russia.  There are many 

theaters in Russia.  Every theater orders posters.  It's 

not the world you imagine. 

 

   After Stalin there was culture. [?]  (Did you enjoy 

doing the posters?)  Yes, it's difficult work, but I 

enjoyed it.  I tried lots of variations, did a lot of 

things.  I usually worked on something for a month or more.  

(How long did it take you to do something like this?)  A 

month or more.  I thought of different kinds of things to 

do.  (How many times did that have to go through the 

press?)  At first you have to have the idea, the subject.  

(You made the design and the colors and someone else did 

the actual production?)  [Daughter: No, he did it himself.  

The original he did himself, and then publishers published 

many, like a book.] 

 (I understand that this took a lot of thinking, but it 

also took a lot of technical skill.  There are two schools 

of thought.  One says, "From the artist's hand to the paper 

is a greater art" but I also know artists who paint who 

also make prints and say that making a print is a greater 

art because it is more technical and intellectual, you have 

to get the emotion too.  How many processes before he got 
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the color effect?  How long did it take to do one poster?)  

I do fragments of things in the whole process.  Maybe three 

or four days to create the whole thing.  This is the 

original.  (And somebody else had to figure out the 

processes.)  Right.  Usually the process takes three or 

four days.  Before I came here I gave the state museum 230 

[examples] of the work I'd done my whole life. 

 

 (When you entered the art institute... You got your 

B.A. in 1953, so when you got out of school there was the 

anti-cosmopolitan sentiment.  Did you have trouble finding 

a job in 1953 when you graduated from the Minsk Art 

College?)   What does "work" mean?  I worked on my own 

things.  I didn't look for any work.  The work found me 

itself.  I worked well, so work found me.  (So you didn't 

feel any discrimination because you were Jewish?)  Maybe, 

but not when I graduated.  They didn't let me forget I was 

Jewish.  (The people you worked with?)  Administrators, the 

cultural ministry.  They oppressed me.  I was a good person 

and people who know me related to me well.  But the 

cultural ministry, the Artists' Union - they always 

oppressed me.  For Russian artists it was easier to get a 

new order, to get a job, to go anywhere he wants, so I felt 
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that I was Jewish.  For a Russian artist everything was 

easier.  When the job was done, the Artists' Union would 

accept this job, but for me, all the time I felt that I was 

Jewish.   

 

 I had a personal exhibition and big posters with my 

name, "Izrail Radunsky," on them in the center of the city.  

It was the anniversary of the October Revolution.  There 

was a square where there was a demonstration.  At that time 

the administrations took away these posters with my name.  

(What year was that?)  I was fifty years old.  It was in 

1979.  (That was the personal exhibition of watercolors in 

Minsk?)  Yes.   

 

 (Was that when you decided to leave the Soviet Union, 

after that?  Or had you been thinking about it longer?)  

No.  I very much loved the land.  [daughter:  The only 

reason he decided to leave was because his son left and we 

decided to leave Russia.  It's really only one reason.] 

 

  I loved the land, the beauty of nature more than five 

Russian artists, than ten.  They envied me that I could 

describe the Russian landscape, they envied Jews. 
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 (When you wanted to do a landscape like this, how did 

you get to it?  Did you have a car?)  By bus, by train.  I 

travelled around the whole country.  I would get orders and 

go paint things.  During vacations I would go to the coun-

try.  I painted my own things all the time, on vacations 

and not on vacations.  I never took a break.  Vacation 

wasn't rest for me.  Work, work and work.  I took part in 

poster competitions.  And I received prizes twelve times. 

 

 (Were you allowed to sell a painting like this to 

somebody who wanted it?  Was this all right?)  Yes.  (It 

was not illegal?)  I didn't do this in order to sell it.  

My work is now in the Russian museum.  People bought things 

from my exhibits.  Some of my things are in museums in 

Minsk and in Moscow.  (I see he's in private collections, 

the Byelorussian Art Museum.  And you were a member of a 

number of different professional organizations - the 

National Union of Artists, the National Art Fund of 

Byelorussia, the Russian Union of Artists, and you were on 

a jury in Minsk.  So you were really involved with other 

artists in Minsk - socially?)  Yes.  I was a member of the 

Artists' Union of the Soviet Union.  You could finish 
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school and they might not take you.  It was difficult to 

get into this union.   

 

 (Were these artists in some way expressing political 

views in their work?  Was this possible in a subtle way?)  

I could, why not?  But it was always the view of the 

communist party.  You had to do socialist realism, from the 

other side was forbidden.  Otherwise you couldn't find 

work.  Lately it has become easier to work, when 

perestroika and glasnost started. 

 

 (If you could have expressed yourself and your politi-

cal views, what would you have done differently?  What 

subjects would you have chosen?  What kind of posters or 

paintings would you have done?)  I did social orders.  I 

fulfilled orders for the state.  The government needed 

this.  I had to eat.   

 

 (But today, if you could paint anything you wanted or 

do any posters you wanted and express your political views, 

what would you do?)  I would do landscapes and portraits, 

because everything around us is very beautiful.  (You're 

not interested in the politics?)  Aesthetics. 
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 (Were you aware in the last ten or fifteen years of the 

politics of meetings of people studying Jewish subjects, 

learning Hebrew, or trying to observe Jewish holidays.  

Were you aware of that going on in Minsk?)  My uncle did 

this.  Sure, I met with people.  But it was secret.  (Did 

many people come to see him to learn Hebrew, or pray?)  No.  

My uncle himself went to the synagogue.  It was a big 

secret.  (Did you ever hear of people being bothered by the 

KGB?  Were they following your uncle?)  They didn't know 

about him because he hid it well.  My uncle studied Jewish 

culture, not religion, but culture. 

 

 (Your daughter Lyuba is in Chicago and your son is also 

in Chicago, but you have a brother in Milwaukee and a 

sister in New York.)  Yes.  (Did everyone come over 

together?)  Not exactly at the same time, around a month. 

 

 What I want to say about the situation as related to 

the Russian government, that it helped artists, but it 

wanted artists to fulfill social/state orders.  They 

government ordered things and then supported artists.  But 
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you had to fulfill their politics.  Artists in general.  

They would help, but you had to do this. 

 

 (Obviously you were upset when the Chernobyl accident 

happened.  Did you feel a change around you after the acci-

dent?  What do you remember after the explosion?)  Me - no.  

It takes time.  But now we know that there are more and 

more sick children in Byelorussia and the Ukraine.  The 

biology and ecology have been ruined.  (What precautions 

did the government tell you to take?)  [daughter:  They 

said everything was Okay and not to worry.  But only after 

about three years did they start to get people out of these 

areas.] 

 

 (Did you trust what the government said?)  They didn't 

say anything, they said everything was Okay.  We didn't 

know all the truth about this. 

 

 (As much as you loved Russia and were upset by Cher-

nobyl, you would have stayed because you loved your 

country.  You left because of your family.  So that means 

to me that you loved your family more than your country, so 

why did you make the sacrifice?)  It was hard to work 
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there, hard for Jews.  But it was interesting to work 

there, because Russia has a very strong cultural tradition.  

Tchaikovsky, Pushkin, Tolstoy, etc.   

 

 (Your family pulled you out.  What is your philosophy 

about this family that pulled you out of Russia?)  That's 

hard to answer.  I have good children, a good son.  My wife 

is a good mother.  [daughter:  I would say that the first 

thing is that he's proud of his children.  But the first 

thing is his job.  He lives in Russia anyway, but he's 

here.  He wants to work.]  

 

 (I think that you created your own freedom in the world 

you had.  You had enough freedom in your work to be happy.  

Am I wrong?  In Russia, I mean.)  I didn't work, I was a 

free artist.  I was a member of the Union of Artists.  

(Some of the older people came out because of their 

families, but they were passionate about keeping the family 

together.  Obviously you wanted to keep the family 

together...)  Well, that's important for me too, of course.  

I'm a good father, too.  I'm proud of everyone.  Everyone 

worked hard, lived honestly.  In Russia many people lived 

dishonestly.  Here's the main thing:  many artists worked 
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untruthfully - there was no higher truth.  But I did 

truthful work.  There are truthful artists and untruthful 

artists. 

 

 (Are there any grandchildren?)  Yes, two.  (Lyuba, what 

is your husband's name?)  [Yury Lishnezsky.  Paul will be 

nine soon.] 

 

 (If you have a grandchild who shows artistic talent, 

what advice would you give this child?)  That's difficult 

to say.  Life should say.  You have to very much love the 

matter at hand.  You have to very much love it in order to 

become good at it.  You can't be able to live without it.  

If it's a necessity to him, if he can't tear himself away 

from it, then you have to help him and create a situation 

where a person can become not only an artist, but whatever 

he loves to do.  I'm speaking philosophically.   

 

 [daughter:  But I disagree with him.  I think that 

sometimes it can be inside of the person and the person can 

not know about his ability.  Maybe a good teacher has to 

help pull it out.] 
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 I want you to know that I taught art to children, that 

I helped to teach art in the public college. 

 

 (What do you hope will happen now in this country?  Do 

you feel that the freedom you have now will help you in 

your art?)  I want to say that in general, to be an artist 

is great happiness, and no matter where a person is an 

artist, he'll find things to gravitate towards.  It's 

happiness even if the artist doesn't have money.  What kind 

of freedom?  I have freedom, but I don't have orders, no 

one knows me here.  What kind of freedom is that?  But 

anyway, anywhere to be an artist is happiness.  It's always 

difficult for artists.  The artist always absorbs the 

difficulties of the place where he's located.  It's always 

painful for artists. 
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