
ARTIST YANKEL GINZBURG, BORN 1945

“My work provides me daily with new 
definitions that may contradict previous 
ones. This enhances my curiosity. When 
that happens, I am content.

I have many recurring themes and 
symbols in my works. My most prized 
possession is a symbol of optimism. It 
appears in my paintings and sculptures 
in the form of a ladder. On good days 
that symbol of hope multiplies itself many 
folds without my conscious involvement. 
The circles are one more ornamental tool 
that I use in my work to remind us all that 
the only thing that is permanent in life is 
change.

My art is a statement on love and as such 
it encompasses all of its shortcomings 
and virtues, frailty being one of them. As 
the famed German poet Rainer Maria 
Rilke wrote, ‘Works of art are of infinite 
loneliness and can be reached with 
criticism least of all. Only love can hold 
and fairly judge them.’”

ROBERT S. AND REBECCA B. ABEN COLLECTION

A PERMANENT ART EXHIBIT



“Yankel Ginzburg is climbing, I don’t know
how high he will go, but the top of his ladder
touches heaven.”

Herman Wouk, Pulitzer Prize-winning author

ThE ARTIST IN hIS STUdIO dURING 
ThE fILMING Of Ladders, A 
dOcuMenTAry he WAs The 
SUBjEcT Of. ThIS NATIONALLY 
TelevIsed fIlM WAs dIrecTed by 
LIRON UNREIch ANd NARRATEd BY 
hARRY BELAfONTE.
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YANKEL GINZBURG dURING ThE
pROdUcTION Of hIS GRAphIcS

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT YANKEL GINZBURG AND HIS ART VISIT: WWW.YANKELGINZBURG.COM
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My Secret Garden
acrylic on wood

30” x 40”
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Keuka College is the national leader in experiential, hands-on learning and a national leader in career identifica-
tion and exploration.  

founded in 1890 and located on the shores of Keuka lake in new york state’s finger lakes region, Keuka col-
lege is an independent, four-year, residential, coeducational college that places a strong emphasis on career and 
pre-professional education. 

ranked by u.s. news & World report as one of the top comprehensive colleges in the north, Keuka offers 33 
bachelor’s degree programs, many with specialized concentrations; 24 minors; double majors; and self-designed 
majors. Keuka offers master’s degree programs in childhood education, occupational therapy, management, and 
criminal justice administration, as well as pre-professional programs in dentistry, law, medicine, and veterinary 
medicine.  

Thanks to an emphasis on experiential education, in particular a unique field Period internship program, Keuka 
boasts an impressive placement rate: 98 percent of graduates surveyed start their careers or enroll in graduate 
school within 6 to 9 months of graduation. 

Keuka is accredited by the Middle states Association of colleges and secondary schools and is one of only 32 
American colleges and universities approved by the chinese government to offer degree programs in the Peoples 
republic of china. some 3,000 chinese students are pursuing Keuka degrees, the highest enrollment of any u.s. 
college operating in the country. 

Total enrollment on the Keuka Park campus at the advent of the 2006 fall semester was 1,521. The student/faculty 
ratio is 13:1. 

We The People
acrylic on wood

24” x 20”
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Tulip Dancer
acrylic on wood

44” x 27”

Yankel Ginzburg to Receive Honorary Doctor of Humane Letters Degree

Yankel Ginzburg is a leading contemporary American artist whose work has been shown worldwide. On 
behalf of everyone at Keuka College, we are pleased to welcome him into our alumni ranks with the honorary 
doctor of humane letters degree. 

We are delighted to share our collection of his art in this book and honored to host his multi-talented genius 
in the Robert S. and Rebecca B. Aben Gallery. We thank the Abens for their generosity. Their donation of 
Ginzburg art will enhance the cultural climate of the campus and surrounding region. 

It will also serve as an inspiration to our students because Yankel Ginzburg is more than an artist. Social 
responsibility has been part of the Keuka College fabric since it was founded in 1890 and Mr. Ginzburg 
shares that same commitment.  

He is a major philanthropist and advocate of charitable causes and has helped raise millions of dollars to 
assist the needy in Russia, Cambodia, and around the globe. The first Israeli artist to exhibit in Cairo, Egypt, 
Mr. Ginzburg is a respected authority on Middle East politics and has been called on to discuss the peace 
process with such world leaders as Golda Meir, Richard Nixon, Anwar Sadat, Menachem Begin, Jimmy 
Carter, Boris Yeltsin and Bill Clinton. 

Mr. Ginzburg helped establish the Fund for Democracy and Development in 1991, was nominated for the 
Horatio Alger Award in 1992 and, that same year, was honored by President Boris Yeltsin and the Supreme 
Soviet of the Russian Federation with the Humanitarian Honor First Class. 

As the founder of new art movements and creator of monumental sculptures, Yankel Ginzburg will surely 
inspire Keuka College students who possess a love and talent for artistic expression. And through his 
worldwide humanitarian efforts, he will inspire all members of the Keuka College family to service—in 
their own communities or, like him, around the world.

 

Joseph G. Burke, Ph.D.
President, Keuka College



Yankel ginzburg, once the ultimate outsider, now enjoys popu-
larity reserved only for a select group. The demand for his art 
spans generations, cultures and politics. A visit to his studio/

home on any particular day might reveal both Arab and Jewish digni-
taries, politicians, entertainment celebrities, or Michael Jordan himself 
placing an order for ginzburg’s artwork. despite this overwhelming 
success, the pain of his early years will never be buried.

Actually, ginzburg’s life began seven years prior to his birth. In 1938 
his grandfather told his son Isaac, then a teenager, to shave his payes 
[sidecurls] and change into clothes that would not reveal himself as 
a jew. Then, he was sent east from their home in Lodz, poland. “My 
grandfather hoped his son would escape hitler’s reach,” recalls ginz-
burg. “Perhaps, the godless bolsheviks would do the right thing, he 
thought.” They would never see each other again.

Initially, the plan appeared to backfire when the russian-german al-
liance was formed. Isaac could emerge from hiding only after hitler 
betrayed the soviets. Abetted by a talent for languages, he became 
an officer in a special military unit assigned to Kazakhstan, where he 
met ginzburg’s mother, a major in the soviet army. The commander 
allowed them to marry only on the condition that his Judaism remain 
a secret.

Actually, he overruled a Jewish officer who urged them to discontinue 
their relationship for fear it would bring disaster on all of their heads. 
fortunately, the germans never reached them.

ginzburg was born yuri Zhukov in 1945. The following year his father 
was granted permission to visit Poland in search of his family. “To 
his astonishment, there was no trace of his home. One by one, he 
learned that every member of his family was murdered: his parents, 
sisters, aunts and uncles. Within one week, most of his hair fell out; 
the remainder turned white. he developed a nervous tic that he had 
for the rest of his life. There was enormous guilt because he had been 
the only survivor,” explains ginzburg.

despite this setback, the family, which now included twin girls, settled 
into a successful communist lifestyle. ginzburg’s father became the 
administrative manager of one of russia’s largest mattress factories, 

where he supervised 2,000 employees. ginzburg continues, “We 
were loyal members of the Party. I was in comsomol (young com-
munist Party), being groomed for my role in the system.”

still, several events proved the fragility of their existence. “In 1951, 
we were awakened by a knocking on the door, which was split open 
when we didn’t answer quickly enough. My parents were taken in 
the middle of the night,” ginzburg remembers. for several frightening 
days, the 6-year-old was alone with his 4-year-old sisters, trying to be 
the adult.

“My mother re-appeared two days later, looking very pale. for the next 
one and-a-half years, I only saw my father from a distance. One day 
we were taken to a movie theater, where he stood trial for practicing 
Zionist activities.” Issac was sentenced to seven years of hard labor in 
byelorussia for mediating a dispute over the profit from the sale of a 
sweater. The alleged crime: practicing private enterprise.

Miraculously, he was released in less than two years, partially because 
local lumber production quadrupled under his leadership. further-
more, his holocaust-induced tremors were a source of concern, for 
the authorities mistakenly believed he was suffering from Parkinson’s 
disease. later the same year, an 8-year-old ginzburg was taken by his 
father to what appeared to be a large parade. It was stalin’s funeral. 
“I asked my father why he was sad. he said, ‘I am crying because it 
didn’t happen sooner,’” recalls ginzburg.

Another pivotal event occurred several months later. “We were play-
ing near the volga river,” says ginzburg. “I picked up a toy that was 
lying on the ground and showed it to my father, who turned crimson. 
he rushed me away. In the privacy of my home, he showed me the 
parrot’s beak was actually the nose of a Jew that moved back and 
forth to mimic davening. A swastika was at the bottom.”

Within minutes, a door was unlocked, and the astonished youngster 
was confronted by hebrew books for the first time. his father revealed 
their true background, lamenting that he was depriving his son of their 
heritage. ginzburg remembers, “It made me feel good and I couldn’t 
wait to tell everyone I belonged to this secret fraternity.”

The next day nobody appeared at the scheduled play time. When 
ginzburg went to his best friend to learn what had happened, the 
latter pushed him down the steps and called him “a dirty hivrai.” his 
father was outraged. decisions needed to be made.

In 1957, they made aliyah by escaping through Poland with false 
documents. unfortunately, their arrival in eretz yisrael couldn’t cure 
ginzburg’s outsider status.
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Big Pink Flower
acrylic on wood

38” x 27”

From Lifestyles Magazine, Summer 2001



The family made a 100 percent commitment to a Jewish lifestyle, be-
ginning with reinstatement of the ginzburg surname after a nineteen 
year hiatus as Zhukov. his mother, who was russian Orthodox, con-
verted. “she said, ‘I am doing this not only for love of my husband, but 
also to eliminate doubt for my son.’ To this day, she still lights shabbat 
candles and keeps kosher.”

however, conversion proved to be slightly more complicated for her 
son, who had not been circumcised. An uncle who was an Ortho-
dox rabbi in Jaffa, arranged for ginzburg to attend a religious school, 
where he prepared to become a bar mitzvah. Though ginzburg evad-
ed detection for nearly one year, his true anatomy was revealed one 
day during a routine physical. The Orthodox doctor who made the 
discovery needed to be revived.

This was a complicated issue in 1958 Israel, which didn’t permit cos-
metic surgery. eventually, the 12-year-old was taken to a maternity 
hospital. he needed three months to recover from the operation.

Just as the family had attempted to be good russians, they showed 
the same commitment to their new country. yuri became yankel. nev-
ertheless, the conversion process proved to be challenging. during 
the interview, the rabbis challenged his decision to convert. he re-
sponded, “I reminded them that I was the sole male survivor in my 
family, and if I could not produce Jewish heirs, it would be a crime 
against my ancestors. later, I told them I would have been called ‘a 
dirty Jew’ for no reason if I could not become officially Jewish,” he 
explains. There were no dissenters when he left the room.

It was a relief for yankel. he davened daily, put on tefilin, and wore a 
kippah through his teenage years. still, he never felt full acceptance 
as being either Orthodox or Israeli, At 18, ginzburg entered the mili-
tary and chose to serve in the elite golani brigade. “even there, the 
kibbutzniks regarded me as ‘a city boy,’” he recalls. nevertheless, the 
most significant event of his life occurred in Israel and, without the 
assistance of Israelis, he may not have achieved the renown enjoyed 
today.

In russia, ginzburg had been able to express his creativity through 
poetry. seeing an opportunity to make an impression, the 14-year-old 
submitted three original poems to Maariv. The newspaper apparently 
hoped to discourage him, for it returned the work with a teaser: “send 
illustrations, and we will reconsider publication.”

ginzburg, who had neither formal training nor a particular urge to 
draw, complied with the request. One day he rushed home to check 
the mail for a positive response to his poetry, but instead found a 
stranger in the living room with his father. It was Ms. sherachkova, 
Maariv’s art critic, who thought she had discovered an amazing raw 
talent, another shalom of safad, in the senior ginzburg.

“sherachkova was incredulous when she realized I was the source 
of the drawings,” say ginzburg, “My father explained that he had just 
lost his job as a bus supervisor and could not afford tuition, but sher-
achkova persisted. she told my father I was a rare talent. she virtually 
took me by the hand and arranged for many interviews with the pro-
fessors at the Institute of fine Arts in bat yam.” ginzburg was offered 
a full scholarship.

for the next seven years, ginzburg refined his talent. In 1962, Marc 
chagall interrupted his work on the hadassah windows to visit the 
school and meet the new prodigy. ginzburg notes, “he stared into my 
eyes to ‘see the fire,’ then for what seemed to be an eternity, looked 
from me to my work to the dean without saying anything. finally, we 
heard, ‘It took me 40 years to conquer Paris. This young man will do 
it before any white appears on the top of his head.’”

After finishing school and military service, ginzburg was prepared to 
conquer the art world. however, it was early 1967, and his military unit 
was called up for maneuvers. Three weeks later, the soldiers received 
a 24-hour pass. “It was a ruse,” ginzburg recalls. “They wanted every-
one to think nothing would happen. We returned to base very relaxed, 
but, within three hours, we were on the move.” under Mota gur’s 
leadership, ginzburg participated in the liberation of Jerusalem.

After the ceasefire, ginzburg’s unit was ambushed while assisting an 
Arab boy. he says, “We were pinned down through the hottest part of 
the day without water or any other form of relief. It was the first post-
war incident.”

yankel in his Washington studio during the filming of 
the nationally televised documentary Ladders, 2003

yankel in his Israeli studio, circa 1965
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Tulips on Blue
acrylic on wood

22” x 32”



having survived, ginzburg could finally 
focus on his work. his 1967 one-man 
show in ramat gan Museum sent 
shock waves through the art world. 
howard samuels, a wealthy collector 
who happened to be the U.S. Under-
secretary of commerce, and his friend 
henry L. Kimelman, Assistant to the 
secretary of the Interior—and later 
ginzburg’s best friend—arranged for 
the young artist to come to the united 
states under the auspices of the state 
department.

“I didn’t speak any english, just as I 
understood only russian and Polish 
when I arrived in Israel,” he laughs. 
“for months, I communicated with 
the family that housed me via sign lan-
guage. In new york, Arthur Miller (the 
famous playwright) recommended 
television as a teaching tool. ‘I love 
lucy’ reruns were great, except lucy 
wasn’t understandable. After a while, 
my comfort level was sufficient to ac-
cept an invitation to a talk show. ev-
erything seemed fine until the host 
inquired about my ‘latin’ background! 
you see, I was speaking with desi’s 
accent.”

Within a year, ginzburg’s reputation 
was established. he was a darling of 
the Jewish intelligentsia. novelist her-
man Wouk gushed, “I don’t know how 
high yankel ginzburg will go, but the 
ladders he paints will reach heaven.” ginzburg states, “I am not a 
Jewish artist per se, although people perceive me this way. certainly, 
‘it is part of me.’ My family’s experiences in europe and my Israeli 
years are never far from my work. however, there is no compulsion 
to paint only Jewish themes.” rather, ginzburg is more interested in 
colors. “strong or sensuous color is important to me. I love to mix until 
it is just right,” he explains. To the untutored eye, it is clear that bold 
blues, reds and greens are obvious recurring themes.

ginzburg felt comfortable in the united states immediately, particu-
larly in the nation’s capital, where he first appeared under the auspices 
of lady bird Johnson. “I needed a place to sink roots,” he explains. 
“Professionally, it is ideal, for the city’s colors are unique. you know, 
Washington is famous for its light, which attracts many artists. The 
average light is special, and there are no tall buildings to create the 
shadows that would mar it.”

his home is magnificent by itself and also as a showpiece for his work. 
It holds nothing that lacks a purpose, which provides a complete vi-
sual experience. It also hosts large bowls of candies throughout.

“It started when my son was a toddler. I decided to make the forbid-
den readily available. It worked,” he explains. upon further observa-
tion, it is clear the colors of the candy wrappers are carefully matched 

to complement the art work, sweet 
tooth or not.

The candy is changed frequently, for 
the artist is never satisfied. “I am still a 
work in progress,” he observes. “This 
is the reason I don’t like descriptions 
of my work. If you know the answers, 
then get out of the studio. Anyone 
who says he can’t wait to paint is an 
amateur. every morning I go back 
thinking this will be the one I finally 
get right, the one that won’t be for-
gotten. There’s no point in doing this 
if you know the results in advance.”

Occasionally, others know his work 
better than he. he learned this re-
cently when a scientist showed him 
the three dimensional aspects of 
certain paintings. ginzburg did not 
intend this result and was amused by 
the discovery.

ginzburg’s studio is his sanctu-
ary. Ironically, it was the only usable 
structure on his property when he 
purchased the house, which had 
been the residence of the Jordanian 
ambassador to the United States.

“It was a mess,” he explains, “There 
were nine bathrooms and only one 
was functional. Apparently, they con-
sidered every American plumber to 
be a potential cIA agent and only 
allowed their own people to attempt 

the repairs, but they were not familiar with American plumbing. As 
a result, they closed them down, one by one, every time there was 
a malfunction.”  After he completed the renovations, one important 
problem remained. “Terrorist groups thought the Jordanians were still 
here. We sent the change-of-address forms immediately,” he says.

Today, the one-time outsider entertains a steady stream of collectors, 
who have included herman Wouk, donald Trump, Arnold schwart-
zenegger, boris yeltsin, george bush sr., bill clinton, Anwar sadat, 
yitzhak rabin, barbra streisand, King hussein, Walter Annenberg and 
salvador dali. Michael Jordan recently commissioned a cigar humidor. 
yaacov Agam, with whom ginzburg is often confused, is a friend and 
admirer.

Also, ginzburg has developed a Judaica oeuvre after a local rabbi 
suggested there was a vacuum in this field for talented and knowl-
edgeable practitioners. he produces mezzuzot, Torah housing and 
menorahs, frequently using colorful acrylics that produce prism-like 
colors.

for most, the plate would appear to be full. however, ginzburg be-
lieves his work has just begun. he says, “I want to reach a point where 
I can touch children, to create a new generation that can absorb im-
ages more quickly.”

yankel ginzburg paints in his garden, 2003
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Revisited Marching Carousel
acrylic on wood

34” x 40”
Gifted by ambassador and Mrs. Henry L. Kimelman, Florida
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ROBERT S. AND REBECCA B. ABEN
ART COLLECTION OF YANKEL GINZBURG
LITHOGRAPHS AND PAINTINGS

Tropical Illusion
acrylic on wood

40” x 30”
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Lithographic Prints

Journey to Far East
acrylic on wood

30” x 40”
Gifted by dr. and Mrs. Howard Kurland. Illinois

Aben Art Collection
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Homage to Chinese Painting
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

Acrylic Paintings

Aben Art Collection



Lazy Day of Summer
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”

12 33

Melancholy Iris Journey
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



Once More in Pink
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”

32 13

Reflecting Lilies
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



The Subject of Yellow
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”

14 31

Thirst Quenchers
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



30 15

Through the Tulip Field
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”

Tranquil
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



16 29

Treasures of the Sea
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

Veranda in Tuscany
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



28 17

Wishing Meadow
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

Variation on White
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



18 27

Composition with Artichoke
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

Contemplating Asia
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”



26 19

Battered by the Sea
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

Cherry Blossoms on Black
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”



20 25

Harmonious in Yellow
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

American Beauty
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”
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Divine
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”

Guardian of the Flower Bed
lithograph on canvas

26” x 34”
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Harmony in Color
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”

Homage to Asia
lithograph on canvas

34” x 26”


