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In my last AGJA blog about portraits I mentioned a Canadian family which commissioned me to 
depict their family history, originating in Eastern Europe and fanning out via South Africa to 
Israel and the New World, a typical Jewish journey. They handed me all the information they 
had, old papers, part of a family trees, family stories, and even some photographs. This meant I 
needed not only my artistic skills but had to do genealogical and historical research as well. The 
relatives from whom I obtained photos I could portrait easily, but others had to be painted in a 

generic way, 
with the dress, 
appearance and 
sur roundings 
that suit their 
m i l i e u a n d 
t ime. How I 
p roceed you 
can see in the 
f o l l o w i n g 
description of 
these paintings. 

T h e f a m i l y 
history of Leon 

and Jocelyn Kadish-Epstein, made in New York 2012, consists of two paper panels of 36 X 48 
inches painted with pastel, crayons and India ink.  
Let’s look at the panel with the oldest history first. It starts at the far right with the intriguing, 

complex and challenging 
Jewish world of Eastern 
Europe in the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century. The two 
figures in the upper-right 
corner are the prototypical 
ancestors of many Jews in the 
Westren hemisphere, from 
the shtetls (Little Jewish 
Eastern European towns) and 
t h e R u s s i a n , L a t v i a n , 
Lithuanian and Polish cities 
where their (great-great-
grand-)parents came from. 
The borders of the countries 
these cities were located in 
were changed often because 
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of ongoing wars between 
Imperial Russia and its 
neighbors, in which case the 
Jews were caught between a 
rock and a hard place. It did 
n o t m a k e m u c h o f a 
difference who ruled, one 
bad, antisemitic government 
or another, since Jews lived 
their own cul tural and 
religious lives in their own 
communities, with their own 
language, Yiddish. Despite 
discrimination, oppression 
and widespread poverty, 
these Jewish communities 
still managed to produce 

thinkers and writers, scholars and merchants, fine craftsmen and many people of good character, 
high morals and values, who flourished like a “rose between the thorns”. But how did they look? 
I researched material from that time. Most Jewish men were dressed in—often long—coats, ands 
wore traditional side-locks (peyos) and fur hats or high caps, like in this drawing. Married 
women wore head-kerchiefs or shaytels (wigs made of horse hair), shawls, and wore high 
collared blouses, sometimes with a string of pearls. There were always many children around, 
city-ghettos tended to be very crowded. Next to the “ancestors” is a scene from an Eastern 
European Jewish living room, with a samovar, a clock, and a reading man. It is safe to assume 
that the Kadish and Epstein families looked more or less like in the drawing.   

Eastern Europe is painted partly in dark hues, green 
and blue like in the cemetery at the right, but there 
are many shafts of light as well. The ancestral figures 
are symbolically rendered in red and blue. According 
to the Talmud the universe is composed of fire and 
water: two crucial elements one can’t live without. In 
this work of art the ancestral cities, Vilna and Riga, 
are golden blue like the sea. No matter how dark a 
geographical location seemed and how dire the 
circumstances were, Jews always found happiness in 

their lives with their family and books. There was always hope for a better life ‘elsewhere’. That 
makes Jewish family histories so interesting. 
On the right side of the drawing is a gedort (a Yiddish euphemism meaning ‘a good place’), a 
cemetery. Death was an all too common occurrence in Eastern Europa. Jews were often very 
attached to their ancestral burial-sites, and many women went to pray there on certain holidays. 
They were deeply saddened when they were forced to move away, leaving the graves of their 
relatives behind, unlike the Jews who were able to take Yosef’s bones with them during their 
biblical exodus firm Egypt. Inscriptions on matzevoth (grave-stones) frequently include the 
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letters peh nun, an abbreviation for ‘here lies buried’, or peh tes, ‘here lies hidden’, and the 
common t-n-tz-b-h, an abbreviation of the Hebrew verse ‘May his/her soul be bundled in the 
bundle of life’ (1 Sam.25:29), which in this drawing serves as a tribute to all the graves of all the 
ancestors who were left behind in Europe. Some grave-stones are adorned with images, like 
books for a learned man, a jug for a Levi, blessing hands for a Kohen (a member of the priestly 
Tribe), candlesticks for a deceased woman, a cup or an animal or other symbol referring to the 
deceased person’s name or trade. Under the cemetery is a cluster of Eastern European low, 
wooden houses with wooden fences, a wooden synagogue, chicken-vendors, and a few geese. 
Many people kept animals, even in the city. Wooden horse-drawn carts were ubiquitous. Poor 
people walked around with a stick in their hand and a sack on their back. In the drawing, the man 
with the sack and stick—under the horse-drawn wagon under ‘Warsaw’ in the middle of the 
drawing—symbolizes the frequent travels and movings Jewish families were subjected to.  
 A classic brass chandelier is suspended from an imaginary ceiling. It is adorned with a crown 
and the two-headed crowned imperial Russian eagle, a common feature in the Russian Empire 
even for shabbos lamps. It was ‘dark’ in perilous Eastern Europe, but there was light if you want 
to see it. Shabbos lights and chandeliers were a family’s prized possessions and the first things to 
be taken along when forced to move to different countries and continents.  
Many of the people in this work look a bit sketchy or vague, or we see them from behind. The 
reason the artist painted them this way is not only because we often don’t know exactly how our 
ancestors looked since not everybody has been portrayed or photographed. It also expresses the 
strange feeling of gazing deeply into the past, a world one is connected with but cannot touch 
anymore, as if looking at the bottom of as deep pond through the surface of the water: so close 
and yet so far.  
 Four Eastern-European cities play a major role in the Kadish-Epstein family history: 
Ponevezh and Riga in Latvia, Vilna, the capital of Lithuania, and Warsaw in Poland. Later 
Koenigsberg in Germany and Edinburgh in Scotland would be added as temporary residencies of 
some relatives. The city-names are written in Yiddish spelling above the scenes they apply to. 
Edinburgh is written both in Yiddish and in English, to indicate the transition from Eastern 
Europe to Western Europe and South Africa. The names of members of the Kadish and Epstein 
families are written in or near the cities where these people were born or where they lived most 
of their lives. In this blog Yiddish and Hebrew names the artist found in the family papers she 
received have been transcribed, however, several names show slight variations, and there are 
different families with similar sounding family names, like Margolus and Margolius. The names 
Kadish/Kodesh and Epstein/Epshtayn were spelled differently at different times and in different 
documents. The family name Slomowitz changed at one point into Slome. So as you see, an artist 
taking such a commission has to be a genealogical researcher as well.  
All family names in the drawing refer to their relationship with Leon Kadish and Jocelyn 
Epstein-Kadish, like ‘paternal grandfather of Leon,' or ‘mother of Jocelyn,' etc. 

 Riga is a port-city at the Gulf of Riga at the Baltic Sea. Its Jewish community is dating 
back to the thirteenth century, but not until the eighteenth century it became seizable and 
important. In the early nineteenth century a Lubavitch center was established in Riga. Over the 
ages, the Jews suffered many hardships from the Russians, the Latvians, and the Germans. They 
lived mainly concentrated in the Jewish ghetto in Maskavas, in the south-eastern part of the city. 
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It has been destroyed during the Second World War when the old synagogues were burnt and the 
inhabitants of the ghetto murdered. The scene in the middle top part of the drawing shows 
wooden houses and the local trolley in Maskavas, surrounded by the names of Leon’s paternal 
grandparents Samuel (Zorach) Kadish and Mina (Menucha) Schonberg, Leon’s paternal great-

grandparents Rabbi Eliyahu Kodesh and 
Bassya Chaya, Leon’s maternal great-
grandparents Yechezkel Schonberg and Bassa, 
the names of his maternal grandparents Joseph 
(Yosef) Margolus and Betty (Beila) Kahn 
(born in South Africa), and his maternal great-
grandparents, Elia Kahn and Hannah Samuels. 
Leon has been named after his grandfathers: 
Eliyahu Yoseph. His great-grandfather Rabbi 
Eliyahu walks with a cane, a book tucked 
under his arm. Among the suitcases and other 
luggage waiting to be shipped is a family 
heirloom, the samovar that is now in Leon and 
Jocelyn’s house in Toronto. The skyline of 
Riga with the merchant houses in the Old 

City,  the Cathedral, and other steeples, is visible in front of the ships in the port. 
 Ponevezh, a city in Northern central Lithuania (now known as Panevesys) has been 
occupied and ruled by different countries, like Russia, but maintained a Jewish community 
during all these changes of government. In the fourteenth century the Karaites (a Jewish sect) 
settled in Ponevezh. They kept themselves separated from the regular Jewish community, which 
became quite large in nineteenth century. Many Jews of Ponevezh were involved in trade. The 
majority was rather assimilated, defining themselves as socialists, Bundists (Jewish social-
democrats), or (traditional/secular) Zionists. In 1883 the Russian authorities imposed restrictive 
laws on the Jews living around Ponevezh, many of whom then flocked to the already 
overcrowded Jewish Quarter in the city. The cramped conditions caused several families to 
emigrate to South Africa, where they formed the Association of Former Ponevezh Jews. In the 
late eighteen-hundreds groups of Ponevezher Jews settled in Eretz Yisrael.  
The scene under the room with the Samovar shows the wooden houses of the Jewish 
neighborhood Slabodka, which burnt down regularly due to devastating city fires. Near the beard 
of the man with the cap one sees the famous Ponevezher Glikeles Kloiz, a synagogue with a sun 
dial on the wall (hence the name, meaning Shul of the Little Clock), and a portrait of the well-
known Ponevezher Rav Joseph Kahaneman, who revived Lithuanian-style Jewish teaching in 
Israel after the Second World War. Jocelyn’s grandfather, Noah Slome, was a benefactor of the 
Ponevezher Yeshivah. The ornate carved aron kodesh (Torah shrine) of the big Ponevezh 
Synagogue in the drawing has been removed from that shul and installed in a synagogue in Israel 
dedicated to Rav Kahaneman.  The names written around Ponevezh belong to Jocelyn’s maternal 
great-grandparents Zundel Slomowitz and Beila Josselowitz, to her maternal grandparents Noah 
Slome and Luba Margolius, and to Luba’s parents, Hershel Margolius and Riva Leya Lipschitz. 
Luba Margolius-Slome was the first woman to graduate as a dentist from the University of 
Warsaw in Poland. Noah and Luba then moved to Koenigsberg, an important Baltic port and 
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the capital of Prussia, Germany. After 
the Second World War the city was 
captured by the Soviets, renamed 
Kaliningrad, and now it’s part of Russia. 
Luba and Noah resided in Koenigsberg 
for several years, before escaping the 
Nazis by emigrating with their children 
to South Africa. However, since South 
Africa did not recognize Luba’s 
transcripts from the Imperial University 
of Warsaw, Luba went with her little 
daughter Zelma (Jocelyn’s mother) to 
Edinburgh University in Edinburgh, 
Scotland. She studied there for two 
whole years, in English, which is a major 

accomplishment given her previous educational and geographic-cultural background. Some of 
the Edinburgh University buildings with their characteristic brownish hues loom over the wings 
of the pigeon, topped by the round pillared Dugald Steward monument on Calton Hill which she 
must have seen many times. Behind the city the greenish-purplish heather-covered hills of 
Scotland are visible in the distance. In the middle of the drawing—in the Warsaw scene—Luba is 
practicing dentistry and treating a patient with a cap on his head. The old houses, spires and 
gables of Warsaw and its bridges are on her left. Warsaw has been placed on the crossroads from 
Eastern Europe to South Africa. The Castle of Koenigsberg and the big synagogue in the 
Lindenstrasse appear near the sea, between Riga and Warsaw. From the port of Koenigsberg 
ships went to South Africa, in the bottom left corner of the drawing, where Luba’s husband 
waited for her while she studied in Scotland. Luba registered there as a dentist after she joined 
him in 1937. The people on the beach looking out over the sea symbolize their long separation. 
Other names in the Ponevezh scene refer to Jocelyn’s father Jacob (Jack, Ya’akov) Epstein 
(Epshtayn) z”l, who was born in Vilna, but her mother, Zelma Genia Slome, was born in 
Ponevezh. She now lives in Israel. Jacob moved to South Africa and fought in the Second World 
War with the South African Army and the British Army Intelligence, for which he received 
several medals (shown in the bottom left corner of the drawing). Jocelyn’s family moved to 
Israel in 1964 and lived there for four years. They witnessed the Six Day War in 1967. They 
moved back to South Africa and resided there until Jacob retired. In 1978 Jacob and Zelma 
together with a few other family members moved back to Israel again. Jacob was niftar (passed 
away) recently, and Zelma now lives in Herzlia. She has many (great-)grandchildren and a large 
extended family. The Luba Slome Dental Center, established in her honor by her son Bennie 
Slome, still exists in the Bukharian Quarter of Jerusalem. 
 The bottom right corner of the art shows the city of Vilna (now called Vilnius) with its 
typical arches of masonry spanning the streets, tall town-houses, urban Baroque gables, onion 
shaped domes, and the aron kodesh (Torah shrine) of the synagogue of the famous Vilna Gaon,  
R.Eliyahu Kremer (eighteenth century), who had a tremendous impact on Lithuanian style 
Jewish learning. His portrait is vaguely visible over the city. Vilna was a vibrant center of Jewish 
scholars and learning. Books lie and fly everywhere in the drawing. Vilna was famous, and 
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known as Jerusalem of Lita (Lithuania). Jocelyn’s father Jacob (Jack, Ya’akov) Epstein 
(Epshtayn) was born in Vilna and his name is written over the table with his parent’s big family. 

The names of Jocelyn’s paternal grandparents Avraham 
Epstein and Sarah Zuchawitzky appear at the bottom of 
this scene. Avraham and Sarah left war, antisemitism, and 
pogroms behind, and moved in 1925 to Kfar Saba in 
Palestine. They built a house and were among the 
founding families of the new Jewish town of Kfar Saba, 
because under Ottoman rule the old village was inhabited 
mainly by Muslims.   

 The Eastern European scenes showing cramped 
conditions and a busy hubbub of people, wagons, and 
houses huddled together, are in stark contrast with South 
Africa, in the left side of the drawing. There are lines and 
shapes, even a ladder connecting heaven and earth, train-
tracks and birds (a peaceful pigeon), steamships crossing 
the vast ocean, large fish, and a nineteenth-century train-

station. The sky is as wide and multifaceted as the dreams of the people moving there. The colors 
are light and vibrant. South Africa was a relief for the Jews after Eastern Europe with its 
antisemitism, wars, pogroms, overcrowding, and perpetual troubles. The famous South African 
Tafelberg (Table Mountain) near Kaapstad (Cape Town) rises pearly and serene over the 
aquamarine waters of the sea. Big lush blue grapes and a fig tree symbolize a new and more 
tranquil life. A peaceful picnic at the beach shows the names of Israel Julius (Yisrael Yehuda) 
Kadish (Kodish) and Freda (Fraida) Rachel Margolus, the parents of Leon Kadish. Israel Julius 

Kadish z”l passed away 
in the spring of 2012. His 
neshamah (soul) ascends 
on the heavenly ladder, 
and is accompanied by a 
few words of the kaddish 
prayer.  
Both Leon (El iyahu 
Yoseph) Kodesh and 
Jocelyn (Yael) Epstein 
were born in South 
Africa, and so was their 
d a u g h t e r L i s a . T h e 

pharmacy of Israel Kadish, Leon’s father, is represented in the bottom left corner by scales and 
pharmaceutical jars. The pestle and mortar are now in Leon and Jocelyn’s house in Toronto. The 
ladders in the sky are a reminder of his name Jacob (Bereshit 28:12). 
 The second drawing, which represents the family in Israel and Canada, will be discussed 
in the next blog. 
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