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I thank you Adolf Hitler for having made of me what I am, for 
all the fruitful hours I did spend in your hand, for all the precious 
lessons I have learned due to your wisdom, for all the tragic 
moments suspended between life and death.

– Boris Lurie 



THE INFERNO OF MEMORY, THE PARADISE OF CREATION

Avant-garde always follows historic tragedy. The Russian 
avant-garde was a response to the Revolution, Dadaism — to 
the First World War. Boris Lurie, whose life is deeply entwined 
with the key events of the twentieth century, belongs to the 
generation of avant-garde’s second wave, spawned by World 
War II.

Boris Iliyich Lurie was born in Leningrad in 1924. His 
mother was a dentist. His father supplied the Red Army with 
leather goods. He had two older sisters: Assya and Jeanna. 
Boris’s childhood unfolded against the background of complex 
political upheaval. Following Lenin’s death, repression spread 
across Soviet Russia. Boris’s father, an industrialist, fled from 
the Bolshevists’ Leningrad to Riga, capital city of the then 
Independent Republic of Latvia. German, Latvian, Russian, 
and Polish were spoken in the multicultural republic. The chil-
dren of the family attended a Jewish school where classes were 
taught in German, but at home, the family spoke Russian.

In 1934, a nationalist, anti-Semitic dictatorship was estab-
lished in Riga. Then, in the summer of 1940, according to 
the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, one year before the German 
invasion, Latvia became a Soviet republic. Those who were 
politically suspect were deported to Stalin’s camps in Siberia. 
In the summer of 1941, the German forces entered Soviet 

Boris Lurie in Germany, 1945. 
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Riga. The Latvian nationalists greeted them as liberators. The 
Nazi regime in Latvia would last through 1944.

From the very beginning, like all other Nazi-occupied 
territories, Riga was the sight of mass Jewish extermination.   
The Lurie family was locked down in a newly erected Riga 
Ghetto. Jews were rounded up, manipulated, and sorted by 
their “provisional” utility. On November 30 and December 8 
of 1941, the Rumbula forest near Riga was chosen for the 
so-called Aktions — mass shootings, carried out with the 
help of the Latvian National police. During the two days of 
“hard work,” nearly twenty-five thousand people were exe-
cuted — each shot in the back of the head at the rate of one 
bullet and one minute per person. Among those killed were 
Lurie’s mother, sister and grandmother, as well as his first 
love, Ljuba.

Lurie himself and his father survived as slaves. At first, 
they worked within the network of concentration camp 
factories in Latvia: labor camps Lenta, Salaspils, Kaiserwald. 
The 1943 Battle of Stalingrad marked a turning point in the 
war. While the Germans prepared to retreat, father and son 
Lurie were transferred along with other Jewish prisoners to 
the Stutthof concentration camp in Poland. From there, they 
were moved to Magdeburg, into the Polte-Werke slave shops 
of the Buchenwald concentration camp. In April of 1945, the 
American forces marched into the town of Magdeburg. In 
May of the same year, Nazi Germany was defeated.

Except for father and son Lurie, only one other member 
of the Lurie family had survived — the sister, Assya. Because of 
her involvement with the Jewish socialist movement known 
as the Bund she was sent away to Italy before Mussolini 
took power. Later her Italian husband worked for the U.S. 

Counterintelligence Corps (CIC). After the war ended, Assya 
managed to locate Boris and her father. She did not yet know 
that the rest of her family had all been killed.

Meanwhile, thanks to his proficiency in English and 
German, Boris went on to work as a translator, assisting the 
CIC with the interrogations of German prisoners of war. 
“Living with a U.S. specially privileged army unit was para-
dise,” Lurie recalled.

Assya, who was by then in The United States, couldn’t stand 
the thought of her family living out their lives in Germany. So 
in 1946, at her behest, Boris and his father immigrated to 
the United States. There, Lurie finally realized his dream of 
becoming an artist. In the 50s and 60s, however, he confronted 
another form of coercion — the American art market — and the 
phenomenon now known as “consumerism.”

Lurie would be fated to endure the endless contradictions 
of American life, its art communities, and the haunting daily 
struggle between peaceful life and the lingering memory of  
his past tragedy. He would pass through the many stages of 
trauma — from denial to fury.

“I would have loved to kill them [the Germans], one by 
one,” he once confessed. “The nice well-behaved little blond 
cherubs, in particular. And the women? Sell them into slavery. 
For years I couldn’t sleep, what with constant ever-recurring 
nightmares. And who knows, perhaps if I had dismembered a 
few of the cherubim, I might have slept better.”

Soon, he would turn his anguish into political art, one in 
which the normative aesthetic value was reduced to self-nega-
tion: NO!art.

As for his own political views, Boris was a staunch Zionist, 
convinced that without the state of Israel, the life of every Jew 



BORIS LURIE

x xi

IN RIGA

in the world could at any moment be doomed to destruction. 
At the same time, he considered himself a leftist, sympathetic to 
the Soviet Union which had crushed Nazi Germany in the war.

Realizing that his art would bring no money and could 
never be a commodity, he began trading stocks and real estate. 
Although he grew wealthy over time, he continued to live like 
a destitute man, confined to the world of his imagination. 
Money was never the object, but a symbolic ransom: Boris 
“bought back” his life from an authoritative father figure and 
freed his art from the clutches of marketplace and mainstream 
culture.

Living in New York with extreme austerity, Lurie never-
theless lent support to fellow artists, including his German 
colleagues. Those who knew him described him as an intensely 
private, modest man, a messy dresser who detested all manner 
of establishment and bourgeois frills.

In 1964, his father died. From this moment, Lurie, obliv-
ious to the world around him, was left to his own memories. 
He lived the rest of his life in New York, on the Lower East 
Side of Manhattan — a city in which one tragedy was indis-
tinguishable from the next. In 2008 Boris Lurie died in New 
York City.

—
His memoirs were discovered after his death and have only 
now been transcribed. They were originally contained in sev-
eral boxes filled with yellowed paper; various writings, some 
typewritten, others in longhand; notes in English, German 
and Russian; greeting cards, letters, newspaper clippings.

In 1976, 31 years after he left  the camps, Lurie returned to 
his native Russia aboard the Soviet sea liner “Lermontov.” He 
spent a few days in Leningrad, meeting with family members 

who had survived the war in Soviet territory. From there, he 
took the train to Latvia. When he arrived in Riga, the city 
of his childhood felt foreign — he was little more than an 
Intourist, a stranger. He checked into a hotel and met with a 
few other artists. Then, he visited Rumbula — the forest where 
the bones of his loved ones, still buried there, forced him to 
relive the past. This was the moment that marked the begin-
ning of Lurie the writer. The trip to Riga changed the course 
of his life. Later, he would lament ending up so far apart from 
the site  of tragedy.

“I feel very badly for living so far away, on a different con-
tinent. How would it feel to be close to the graves, within 
driving or commuting distance? Would my own life feel more 
rounded, more complete?”

After Lurie returned to New York, a map of Riga — the 
city he never really left, hung on the wall of his artist’s studio, 
where he lived with his beloved German shepherd, Punch, 
always curled up at his feet. He wandered the Riga streets on 
the map and streets of New York City, and saw signs of the 
dead at every turn. From them he learned to speak — and they 
from him, gaining a voice of their own. Through his imagina-
tion, he entered into a dialogue with those who are no more.

Had Lurie not gone through the war and ended up in 
America, he would have never become more than an artist. 
He always resented the utilization of art, but ended up uti-
lizing it himself; his tragic fate became his fodder. Artistic 
form had crumbled into pocket change — something extrane-
ous, stripped of its Kantian eminence. To relate to art in this 
way one had to die and come back, rise from the dead, and 
bring the underworld back with him in the form of fictional 
characters.
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As he continued to roam the streets of New York he saw, 
more often than any other, the phantom of his beloved Ljuba, 
who always eluded him as if in a dream. He thought about 
her every day and mourned her passing. To find his Ljuba, his 
lost love — to “meet” her once more — he had to, like Dante, 
descend into hell. And the deeper Lurie dove into the inferno 
of remembrance, the closer he came to the essence of his writ-
ing, which, unlike other wartime memoirs, became poetry.

Throughout the winter and spring of 1976-77, and for 
several years after his return from Riga, he was hard at work 
writing the fragments of memoir late into the night. Like 
many other Holocaust survivors, Lurie, too, was tormented by 
guilt about the dead.

“We didn’t like the dead. It was as if they left us with an 
unpaid bill for surviving. Those dead Jews pointing their 
fingers of blame and beckoning us to join them,” he raved. 
“They, not the Germans, now tried to pull us into their foul 
mass-graves.” 

Likewise, he projected this guilt onto others, including 
friends of his dead sister Jeanna.

“Can survivors remain loyal to those left in the rotting pits? 
Or must the guilt of survival, let alone better luck or fortune, 
destroy those friendships?”

Cutting through his work, be it writing or painting, is one 
particular topic: violence against women. During the war, 
Lurie had witnessed piles of naked women’s corpses rising 
like mountains — Thanatos and Eros incarnate. He frequently 
spoke of death as copulation: “the final love embrace with 
thousands of naked women, old men, and children.”

Alongside his memoirs, Lurie also worked on his magnum 
opus, a pornographic novel, House of Anita, the memoirs’ 

fraternal twin. In grotesque, fantastical form, sometimes verg-
ing on the psychedelic, it tells the story of a Jewish slave and 
his mistress, with private relationships overlapping images of 
the Holocaust.

A rational romantic, Lurie always remained far removed 
from sentimentality. His tragic experience and its overcoming 
was incorporated into a discursive, dualistic system of writing, 
art and a way of life. It was a life that provided mythmaking 
material for the artist interpolated within his own hierarchy of 
characters, as a semantic avenger.

Since everything in Lurie’s binary system is multiplied 
and divided in half, his own lifetime is likewise split asunder: 
namely, before and after Rumbula. Before Rumbula, life is real 
and so are the people in it. The part after, ushers in phan-
toms and doubles. In Lurie’s mythological world, Punch, his 
beloved German Shepherd, becomes his mother’s alter ego, his 
“Lady,” turning into Lupa Capitolina — the Capitoline wolf-
mother who nurses the founders of Rome.  

Under the spell of American mass culture — which Lurie 
perceived as barbaric —  his sister Jeanna, or Josephine, is res-
urrected as Miss Rumbula. His girlfriend Gertrude replaces 
his actual authoritative father while doubling as Ljuba. Only 
this Ljuba is a demonic beauty, re-embodied in all her flesh-
and-blood sexuality. Because his older sister Assya (later Italian 
Countess Traffo in real life) had survived the war living else-
where, she does not appear in Lurie’s symbolic order. Yet these 
memoirs open with her words — a letter in which she learns 
that Boris and her father have survived the war.

In his recollections, Boris Lurie sidesteps art, asserting 
Adorno’s dictum that there is no poetry after Auschwitz. Hence 
NO!art — wherein life and lived experience are of greater essence.
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The memoirs are structured as alternating narrative of the 
“before” and “after.” This volume, the first of three, is ded-
icated as much to the tragedy of the Holocaust, a principle 
event of the twentieth century, as it is to that of Lurie’s own 
life. Volume two recalls his pet dog Punch, a chronicle of her 
decline and death. The third and final volume, comprising 
parts of letters, is the history of his passionate, often turbu-
lent relationship with his girlfriend, the New York gallerist 
Gertrude Stein.

This volume presents only the first third of these reflec-
tions, specifically on Riga and the events of the Holocaust. 
This memoir was written in English, but Boris’ native language 
was Russian. While editing the text of the memoir, I have tried 
to stay as faithful as possible to his original voice. 

The sum total of Lurie’s art is a stark warning of sleeping 
fascism and its possible awakening at any moment. 

Julia Kissina 

Boris Lurie, Immigrant’s NO Suitcase (Anti-Pop), 1963, 
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THE LETTER OF ASSYA LURIE TO M R. RAPPOPORT 

May 13, 1945 
Dear Mr. Rappoport,
I have just received the most wonderful news — my father and 
my brother are alive in American-liberated Germany.

I will not tell you how I feel about it. There is too much 
happiness to put into words or to even attempt to express. I 
never expected to get such news. The best I ever hoped for was 
that they would be alive, but liberated by the Russians with a 
consequently long wait for communications and practically 
no possibility to see each other. But the worst…There was no 
limit to it. There was never a limit to what I saw during sleep-
less nights for years and years.

Of course there is still no news about mother and Jeanne, 
but God is good, he has shown it now, so maybe, maybe, they 
are alive too. Oh, I have hopes again, and I did not have any 
for such a long time.

I have received the new through a letter from an unknown 
American soldier, who merely informed me that he has seen 
Borja and that Borja had told him that father was there too 
and well. From other things in his letter I understood that they 
were in a German labor camp, and that this unknown soldier 
was between the troupes of liberation. Next day I got another 
letter from another soldier giving me the same info, but telling 
me also that he has seen my father, and that both father and 
Borja are in excellent health. 

I have cabled to both soldiers and to my husband immedi-
ately to get in touch with each other, so that Dino, who is also 
in Germany, may locate Father and Borja and see them. From 
there on, if they meet, my worries are over. Dino can help them 

in all ways, can see to it that they are fed and clothed and that 
they have adequate means of support. The only thing I am afraid 
of is that they return Father and Boris to Riga. There seems to be 
no definite policy as to how to handle, what the authorities call, 
“displaced person” found in Germany. So far apparently they 
have not been moved. I want Dino to keep them with him until 
I know, whether there is a chance of my coming down. There 
seems to be such a chance since Dino will remain in the Army of 
occupation, and wives may be permitted to go to live with their 
husbands. If that is not possible, I would like father and Borja 
to go to Palestine. They had the certificates before the German 
invasion, so it should be possible for them to get there. But I 
imagine that in order to get the necessary papers they will have 
to get to some country where there is a British consulate. Will 
you please find out everything you can about it and cable and 
write me immediately? I would also like to know, whether you 
will be able to help them financially, and again I would like to 
know how things stand in Haifa. How it is important that I get 
all the details. You will easily understand that I cannot just give 
Father the news that everything is o.k., he will want some facts. 

If it should be impossible to get them to Palestine quickly 
I will try to get them over here temporarily. At any rate, they 
are alive, I hope that the same true for my mother and Jeanne. 

 Please talk all this over with Mrs. Chlebarot and Rubin. 
They may be able to give us good advice. 

I know that you will be happy to hear all this, and you are 
the only person who knows them and cares for them, so I feel 
close to you tonight.

Give my love to all your family, and do communicate with 
me immediately. Thanks.
Assya
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BORIS’S DREAM

I am digging tunnels in sand, which I decorate artisti-
cally as I go along digging: the main function of the tunnels 
remains the connecting, underground, of various points. The 
decorating is of secondary importance, and is done very speed-
ily, as the digging of the tunnels goes along. The main thing is 
that the speed of the digging not be decreased. Someone must 
be helping me dig, for I remember doing the decorating in the 
tunnels already dug. Who? My unseen helper, Mr. Fate?

On July 31, 1975, I decided to go Leningrad, then Riga. 
I left September 16 on a Russian ship. In October 1975, I 
returned to Riga after 31 years.
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IF I FORGET THEE, O JERUSALEM…

The first time I attempted to cross the ocean on a Russian 
ship I sprained my elbow the night before while parking and 
developed bursitis; the ship left without me. The second time 
I travelled all night to Montreal by bus, and upon arriving 
at the pier, the Pushkin was midstream in the St. Lawrence 
River. The third time — and that time I was actually going to 
Leningrad, not just to France — I would have overslept, had 
my friend Bob Benson not arrived from way out on Long 
Island, awakened me, and taken me to the boat. 

My girlfriend, who saw me off at the Lermontov, said she 
knew I would not come back. I thought about that bleak pre-
diction while on the boat; women do have unholy intuitions. 
She almost was right. 

•  •  •

While living at Noliktavas Street, my father — or was it my 
mother? — returns from a trip to Palestine with a gift: a watch 
with Hebrew numbers and a biblical inscription on its face: 
“If I forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her 
cunning.”

I have a wonderful old Rabbi — actually he is a religious 
instructor, not a real rabbi — who teaches me Jewish religion 
before my Bar-Mitzvah. He is kind and enlightened, and lives 
around Maskavas Street. Thanks to him I take a more tolerant 
view of religion, I write my own droshe, the speech at my 
Bar-Mitzvah, which ends with the words “Long live laboring 
Israel!” It is a big success. My father the capitalist is very proud 
of me. I am very smart and very unconventional. 

•  •  •

On Noliktavas Street our house is used by the International 
Red Aid for fundraising tea parties. During the semi-fascist 
Ulmanis regime my mother is the hostess. The works of my 
communist artist cousin Mulya Chashkin are sold, to help 
him in prison, or to enable him to get out of prison, and into 
the Soviet Union. My father, of course, hates the Bolsheviks. 
But idealism and culture, even that of the Bolsheviks, are 
above hatred. 

Very late one night the Latvian Ulmanis political police 
arrive to search the house. My father is abroad, which is lucky 
indeed, for he would have exploded or worse. It appears that 
my sister Assya got involved in the Communist youth move-
ment, and is thus saved. My mother handles the situation 
beautifully and due to her queenly aristocratic manners obtains 
extra consideration from the secret policemen. She is permit-
ted to accompany my sister to Political Management. A day 
or so later my sister is released into the care of my mother. 
After father returns from abroad, he arranges through a Mr. 
Dubin, former member of Parliament, bearded ultra-religious 
Jew, and the best friend of the moderately anti-Semitic dictator, 
Ulmanis, that my sister is let free, providing she is sent abroad. 
First she goes to Kaunas, Lithuania, and then to Italy, where 
she marries, and leaves for New York before Italy enters the war. 
My mother, in payment to ultra-orthodox Mr. Dubin for my 
sister’s juvenile underground involvement, has to go to mikve 
regularly. My mother looks so sad with her parcel, leaving for 
the mikve. During the house search, I go to the john and in 
the air write out the words: “Down with the Aizsargi” (Latvian 
paramilitary militia). I hate dictatorship and love democracy 
more than ever. 
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HAIL DEMOCRATIC LATVIA, JUNE 1940 

A sunny day in June 1940, on Aspazijas Boulevard, near 
Maryinskaya Street. Electric shock seems to shoot through 
my body. Never have I seen anything like that — thousands 
and thousands of people demonstrating with red banners. The 
people are genuinely happy, aroused with the residue of old 
unrequited anger. “Hail to the glorious Red Army!”, “Hail 
Democratic Latvia!” So this then is what freedom looks like: 
people in ecstasy together, shouting, yelling, and freely express-
ing their anger and their happiness. Democracy has come after 
years of fascist authoritarianism, Latvian chauvinism, silent and 
slowly legalized anti-Semitism. An open Russian army truck 
drives by in the opposite direction of the demonstration, the 
Red Army soldiers smiling, waving to the demonstrators. Such 
nice looking boys, so modestly dressed in their plain uniforms 
and yet driving along in this shiny fancy civilian looking half-
truck. The Red Army must be really something, if even plain 
soldiers drive around in automobiles  —  a superior high-tech-
nology civilization —  our Latvian soldiers never drove, they just 
marched…

PRE-WAR TIME, THE BLAUMANA STREET

Here on Blaumana Street, next to our school, was the Soviet 
Jewish Publishing House. I had approached our headmaster 
comrade Schneier  — in the now reigning spirit of equality 
between students and teachers — to help me get work doing 
illustrations there. The perennially-optimistic, lovable, short 
headmaster, a fervent Communist, also teaches Soviet econ-
omy and geography. Literally rising into a happy trance 

when describing the breadth and width of our new country, 
the autonomous republics and areas with strange sounding 
Asiatic names, the glories of the Moscow-Volga Canal and 
Belomorkanal — he mentions nothing of the thousands who 
perished during its construction. Schneir was killed at the 
front. But I did get several assignments from the publishing 
house, designing a book cover and vignettes for stories, for 
which I received 300 roubles — my first earned money, a huge 
sum. I was told that my style was too pessimistic, gloomy, 
and that I should immerse myself in the theories of social-
ist realism. So maybe the flow of work in the future would 
stop if I don’t change. I knew only too well how stubbornly 
difficult, how impossible it would be for me to draw in a 
different way. 

It is May-June 1941. In the meantime, Soviet newspapers 
publish cryptic reports. USSR is in a treaty with Yugoslavia 
whose government Germany attacks; then a little note about 
the landing of German divisions in Finland. We welcome the 
news of the Soviet-German rift, and are convinced of Soviet 
power. Out of my first-earned money, I buy a huge box of 
chocolates for mother. It really makes me feel great. 

My father is not so powerful any more. His business has 
been nationalized and he lives in fear of past Leningrad sins 
catching up with him, afraid of some file in a dark NKVD 
(pre KGB) office accidentally found by a nameless official. 
He is well aware of the fate awaiting ex-businessmen in the 
Soviet Union, even without that Leningrad file. On top of 
all that, he feels like a failure for having miscalculated the 
development of events. He missed his chance of emigrating to 
Palestine or the US, before the Red Army closes all roads. He 
and fellow businessmen have formed a small manufacturing 
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association, a cartel, stuffing toothpaste into tubes; they want 
to lie low and hope to be left alone. Our Soviet colonel tenant 
offers my father the job as head of supply in a tank-factory 
that he is involved with building here. It is gently, gratefully 
rejected — no Soviet jobs for Ilyushka. He wants nothing more 
than a low profile or to get out, if possible. 

My father’s financial demise and my ascent as an earner 
make me feel really good. Not that I enjoy my father’s fall, but, 
well, I can finally feel some muscles of my own coming on.

DEPORTATIONS, JUNE 14

The sun shines into my room. This is also my mother’s 
dentistry room since my father’s business has been nation-
alized under Soviet rule. It is about 10 am. I have slept very 
well, and feel good. The night before I was at a party, and 
made out unusually well with my love — or so it seemed — for 
she actually paid some attention to me. I had flunked two 
exams in high school and was next to last in my class. What 
to do with myself after finishing school? There was com-
pulsory military service at eighteen, for a minimum of four 
years. I thought of volunteering for the Navy, which would 
have meant five years. But at the party I forgot all about 
those worries. 

A few weeks earlier deportations started of the formerly 
rich, the independent businessmen, and the politically unreli-
able, with all their families. Two weeks before, at five o’clock in 
the morning, the telephone rings. It is my aunt on the phone: 
“Well, are you also going?” A soldiers’ voice interrupts her, 
saying to hurry up, “We’ll be seeing you!” I look out of the 
window. People from our building are marching down with 

whatever bundles, wrapped in bed sheets, they can carry. 
Soviet NKVD soldiers are escorting them. They did not come 
for us — a clerical error. 

My aunt’s husband, who had only recently become an 
independent entrepreneur, having worked for my father before 
then, and very small independent business people like him, are 
being deported. My father’s case is even worse, having fled 
Russia illegally in 1924, there was an economic case against 
him. Well, perhaps they overlooked us. 

The night before the deportation started I noticed huge 
concentrations of trucks and worker’s guards but had not 
known what they were for. Deportation — we did not use that 
word. It was simply going away, or being taken away: a com-
plete mystery to a sixteen-year-old. 

I meet Eli Hoffman, my tiny schoolmate, in front of our 
house’s garden gate. We are joking, being cool, as was always 
customary amongst us kids: “Well, bye-bye, see you in Central 
Asia.” 

THE GERMAN BOMBING, JUNE 22

My mother wakes me, “Get up, the war has begun!” I roll 
over and continue sleeping a little longer. 

No more deportations, no more failed exams, no more 
school. Now our glorious, all-powerful Red Army, will make 
short shrift of the “archenemy.” I will enter Berlin on a Soviet 
tank. But a few days later our very nice young Soviet engineer 
from Leningrad and his wife disappear, then our ex-tenant, 
the wife of a Colonel, then my sister Jeanna’s highly placed 
Soviet friends. Finally, Sasha Efraimson, my sister’s NKVD 
commander boyfriend is gone. 
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