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Samuel (Shmuel) Tepler - A Distinctive Jewish Painter
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Monografia Di Samuel Tepler by Mario Lepore

Samuel Tepler was born in 1918 in Poland, of a Jewish Family. Even if one
would like to rigorously reject in the following short and simple pages the
obvious temptation of reflecting on the tragic years of the dreadful tempest
which he survived, it is nevertheless necessary to consider these experiences in his
biographical data. In fact it is impossible to know an artist without, at least superficially,
knowing him as a man. There is a profound and indissoluble bond between art and life, both
being in a state of continuous osmosis, even if this phenomenon does not result from first
observation.
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An artistic ability revealed itself in the very young Samuel; however - coming from a deeply
traditional and religious family, he encountered immediately within this familiar
environment, his first and decisive obstacles. While still in his teens, he left home and went
to Vilna where he entered an art school and at the same time found a job to support
himself. This were the first difficult moments of his life, but Samuel did not intend to give up
his interest in painting, even though these first fundamentals in art were taught in a very
old, academic, and very mechanical methods which sure were not adapted to win over and
stimulate a youthful imagination; the more so, because this basic instruction required much
hard work and many sacrifices.

And now the Second World War; Hitler's armies invade the country; the Germans began
their mad and cruel hunt for the Jews.

While all of his family were being massacred, and Samuel learned the news only very much
later, he succeeded in fleeing from Vilna towards the Russian border, which he subsequently
crossed. He believed that he was safe and tried to find some work, but then the Germans
attacked Russia and he, together with other refugees, were transferred to the interior of the
country. First to Uzbekistan, almost at the Persian border, then to the North, beyond the
Ural mountains, near Siberia.

A long time was spent wandering around under the most difficult conditions. His work which
permitted him to pay for his upkeep was, at least in our eyes, rather strange. He had to
paint enormous portraits of Stalin, the type which was used in public ceremonies and
installed in halls and public outdoors to dominate public meetings, sort of enormous
publicity posters. His realistic art education enabled him to succeed quite well in these
frequently asked for official portraits, almost always the same in their iconographic style,
from the cult of the personality and so called socialistic realism which dominated the
aesthetic arts in the USSR.

It certainly was not work which would inspire an artist nor would it allow him to progress in
a technical sense, but it was a job which permitted Samuel to live. Perhaps on reflecting it
was not all in vain for him: with the very large dimensions of the surface he was required to
cover with flat and simple colors, his eye schooled to a perfect synthesis of planes, to the
elimination of the anecdote which enormously increased in size looses its minute character,
these endless canvasses, all factors which helped him to progress, to develop, without being
conscious of it. A hypothesis, nothing but a hypothesis, that seems rather hazardous but not
so far fetched.

However, his painting of this enormous images stopped with the end of the war and the
lessening of enthusiasm for victory. Tepler, as a Polish refugee, returned to his devastated
homeland, facing a new territorial and political reorganization quite different from the old
one. It seems impossible for him to remain in Poland; at the same time he feels the
necessity to study his art freely and deeply, to learn from valid masters, to find a job to live
and a less disturbed climate: he still suffers from his personal tragedy and also from that of
his country. He decides to go away and chooses to come to Italy to Milan.

Here he enrolls in the Brera Academy. It was a fortunate moment because this old, glorious
Academy, in the intermediate postwar climate, enthusiastically renewed its contacts with
European culture.

The first combative wave of young artists of that time, such as Birolli, Cassinari, Morlotti,
Sassu and many others which from post-cubism to socialistic realism and to Picasso had
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brought forward to new directions in art, was now followed by younger ones, by Crippa and
Dova, companions of Tepler in the not yet completely repaired halls of the old Brera. His
masters were Carra, Carpi, Valenti, De Rocchi, Salvadori and many others. All were artists,
often linked to tradition but not tedious followers of it, rather interpreters of it and, at the
same time, open to new ideas. In short, Tepler finally found himself in an environment
made for him, capable to give, through his teachers, through his companions, through the
contacts with different movements and experiences introduced by a big group of young
artists beginning to find success, a serious base for his own painting, his own culture.

The years in Milan, where he lived in a small room in the neoclassic street which took its
name from the famous museum and the annexed Braidense Academy, were certainly most
important for the young painter and without doubt shaped him: not only on the technical
level but also on those of ideas and taste. Later on he was able to travel, visit other
European art centers, and especially Paris, where he succeeded in completing still further
his knowledge and in studying other trends in modern, contemporary arts presented by
innovative artists, but his present artistic physiognomy was definitely formed by his years at
the Brera, to be later, as in the case of each true artist, adapted to his own temperament,
that is, made legitimately individual and distinctive for his own personality.

After his first exhibition in Milan, in 1949, Tepler left to Israel and decided to establish
himself there, beginning his own artistic activity the year after with an exhibition organized
by the Painters and Sculptors Association, which has since then accepted him as a member.

The main characteristics of Samuel Tepler's actually present the result of a long and
meditated maturation of his inner world and expressive style. He uses a simplified and
constructive idiom based upon the learned economy of means and methods to reach
objectives that are well defined in his vision, a vision fundamentally arising from his
intimate and lyrical nature, and therefore based upon secret and abstract feelings. Abstract
but not in the sense given today in enormous matter to the term "abstraction", that is,
synonym of the plastic address which does not deduce its elements from the appearance of
the physical fact offered by the appearance of the sensed world, being in reality a purely
fantastic invention, non figurative, to make it quite clear.
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Here we use "abstraction" in its classical sense, in the more correct sense, of the
transposition of physical data onto an ideal level, a metaphysical one, that is, a potential
one and therefore devoid of any contingent naturalistic dross, capable of being recognized in
its essentialization and, therefore, to appeal to all. That is, in fact, the basis of art and for
which reason all art is abstract, from the graffiti of prehistoric man to the Egyptians, to the
Greeks and so on. Therefore, the definition arising from this line of interpretation of the
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show on nature comprising an amalgamation of the objective and the subjective, is better
replaced by another one such as "configuration" for example, not "abstract art" or
"abstraction" and others - a useless confusion.

Returning to Tepler, the metamorphoses he uses when translating nature into a work of art,
are always realized with the help of his own pictorial art, in agreement with their most
intrinsic essence. He discards any realistic description to go right down to the root of the
idea inspiring him. His care, at once evidence by the construction of the painting, is
formulated by large color planes arranged in an architecture freely revoking the chosen
natural motive: whether or not inspired by a figure, by a landscape or by a composition. But
still further to the plastic and chromatic life his eye has caught from the original that
inspired him, there is present also the proper breath of the motif factor, of the sensation he
has received contemplating nature and then expressed in his painting.

Generally, a few decisive strokes of his brush will suffice to recapitulate his object and to
stabilize its mass in the space, a space conveniently chosen so that the mass has its vital
palpitation, its breath, its lyrical vibration, while air and light circulate in an easy manner.
Not only for the reason of exactness of the relationship between mass and mass, between
positive and negative spaces, and not only for the harmonic development of the rhythms of
every kind being the fulcrum of the composition and because of the cuts and the makeup of
the painting, but also, and especially so for the ceiling, for the color key of the poetic ceiling
of his art and for the matter substantiating it.

His color is constantly understood as tonality, that is, made alive by the light that is acting
upon it. A light that prefers to be diffused and clear, eliminating the contrasts that are too
sharp with their shades, though the latter are mostly very neat and useful for the structure
of the painting when required, permitting the modulation of the color in fine variations and
giving at the same time the sensation of solar and atmospheric powers. He usually avoids
excessive heavy notes in the chromatic texture - refers to that diffused cantabile with
impastos that are materially sustained and juicy but limpid, created by large, constructive
stroke that remains palatable even when applied with certain fullness. Besides his tonal
sensibility Tepler possesses also taste in using a good and decanted matter vigorously
applied, but always conserving that general equilibrium hallmark of his art.

Art, which by certain of its aspects, recalls that of Giorgio Morandi, a painter Europe is just
discovering, and that of De Stael and of certain Jewish artist of the very early Paris school.
But this is rather a selective affinity and nothing else, because his way of intending color
construction, tonal synthesis and therefore also that of color and light, in juxtaposition by
color zones in the image are already found in his paintings before he had the possibility to
see the works of the above-mentioned painters and, on the other hand, are elements
already found, though with different intents and formulations in modern painting of French
and European art of the 19th Century. All in all, Tepler's interpretation reveals itself in the
context of his creations that are without doubt his own: be it by the conscious observation
of the problem or by its realization.

The substantially lyrical and contemplative temperament of this artist and his purely
pictorial formation permit him to arrive also at a serene and detached inner attitude which,
in my opinion is most unusual and deserves to be revealed here. Tepler has suffered and
lived through great and immense tragedies which without doubt have caused him hard
blows and great spiritual sufferings, but his art is not based upon the tragic or the pathetic,
though legitimate evocations of the tragedies he has lived, he never mentions them and is
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reluctant to talk of these moments and of himself - he seems to have almost decided to
forget it all and is willing to concentrate on his art, the only interest he has.

He is living in Tel-Aviv now, near the port, and his preferred themes are those of the

landscape and the life of this Israeli port. But he does not intend to describe them as they
are or with a folkloristic vein. On the contrary, with special reference to folklore, he surely
does not indulge in its seductions which, especially here in Israel, must be very strong, to
judge from the paintings of many, and even famous, Israeli artists which the author of the
present lines has had occasion to see at various exhibitions including the Venice Biennale.

For Tepler painting must be only painting, he is not interested in narrating. When choosing a
theme, he chooses it because this theme is most suitable for being translated and so
become a pretext for being painted, that is, a pretext for using the language of color and
form, that does attract him and which he feels to be perfect for potential translation.
Because he is, without doubt, a poet: for him the most simple motif will be sufficient to
make an image in which he can concentrate the essence of the contemplated reality, then
covered and adorned, nay, recreated by the ideas from the color have suggested to him as
pictorial and plastic discovery, that is, artistic, expressed without hesitation, including at the
same time his own emotions, his own vibrations in front of a stretch on an inspiring nature.

All in all, Tepler is endeavoring to form his own art into something of an absolute art, a
"mental" art, even if his abstractions give the possibility of being identified with the reality
of his starting point, that is, preserve a recognizable objectivity and, therefore, the
possibility of a better communication with the observer - art, like love, needs two to be alive
- in the purely subjective, that is, abstract sphere that is submerging it. He renews it like an
image, an original creation of phantasy, a product of his personal vision of our world's
spectacle.

Like all other painters, Tepler has "his" dimension to paint in, using shapes, to employ a
word of art jargon, which enable him to find his best, especially the medium and the small
ones, as far as I was able to observe. In the medium-large surfaces I believe he is
succeeding best, but his strokes remain spontaneously large, his material impastos
substantial; the quality of the constructional and tonal precision of his paintings seems to be
exalted by the tight flow of the color rapidly covering the reduced surface.

In fact, in this reduced dimensions he succeeds in giving the impression of being in front of
a much vaster surfaces than those reproduced in reality. This is a result of his capacity to
summarize and of the immediacy with which he is condensing his sensation - revealing thus
an impressionistic background in his art. An impressionism, however, which is very much
older than the French one and possessing above all the capacity of abbreviating in a most
meditated and wise manner similar to the classical examples of European painting and
Oriental figurative art, like the old Japanese.

The "production" - to use a rather ugly commercial term very widely used today - Tepler
has decided to show us to date is always characterized by the distinct signs of sincere,
honest and expert art reaching an elevated intensity of expression using the most simple
and economical means and being, therefore, highly communicative with regards to the
spiritual state of the artist and his free and poetic vision of the world. Though he surely has
learned, as far as he was interested, the lessons of some modern masters, he has
transformed them until making them an integral part of his own style, making them
significant and individual not only as a plastic, and especially as a color narration but also as
his own, intimate and lyrical, inner world, of which his art becomes a direct expression. This
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confers to his art the seal of a clear and noble personal impression, that immediately
distinguishes him from the others, together with a penetrating charm that has the virtue of
becoming the greater the longer one observes his paintings. And this is perhaps his best
recommendation. Mario Lepore - 1971
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If you like Shmuel Tepler and his paintings, you are most welcomed to send us an email
describing your particular topics of interest such as preferred periods, types etc. We have
more works of the painter Shmuel Tepler which we haven't yet found the time to
upload, and we'll be glad to send you the information you require.
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