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1. The Dullest Town in the World



2. Finding a Picture



3. A Fiddler on the Roof



4. A Real Artist



5. A World of Pictures



6. Pitchkas!



7. The Herring Artist



8. Over Vitebsk



    Author’s Note
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The sign in the railway station read:


WELCOME TO VITEBSK



Some people thought it should also say:

(THE DULLEST TOWN IN THE WORLD)

Of all the towns in Russia, Vitebsk had to be the dullest. The place was hundreds of years old, but nobody could remember anything important ever happening there.

There was nothing to see. No mountains. No beautiful lakes or streams. Swamps and fields surrounded Vitebsk. A sluggish river flowed through the center of town.

Vitebsk had a town museum, but nobody went there. The museum contained only a walnut that looked like a man’s head, a postcard from Spain, a portrait of a knight whose name nobody could remember, and a rusty sword that someone found in a field. It was the dullest museum in the world.

Every once in a while, a tourist would get off the train, look around, and get back on again. Nobody wanted to stay in such a boring town. Even the people who lived in Vitebsk knew it was dull. They had no idea why they lived there, except that it was too much trouble to move.

Not one famous person had ever visited Vitebsk. Not one important person had ever lived in Vitebsk. Not one noteworthy person had ever been born in Vitebsk, the dullest town in the world.

One boy, however, did not think Vitebsk was dull at all. Marc Chagall looked at the world through different eyes. Where others saw a dull, ordinary town, he saw a place filled with color and magic. Every moment was a wonder.

A rooster with a bright red comb crowing on a fence.

A flock of snow white geese walking through muddy streets on their way to the market.

An old chestnut horse pulling a wagon.

A gray-bearded fiddler playing his violin.

The daily life in the street, in the house, on the rooftops never seemed dull to Marc. There were so many exciting things happening every day. The problem was that nobody else ever noticed them. Marc tried and tried, but he could not make others see what he saw.

“Look at that chicken!” he said to his father when they went to the market. “Look at all the colors in her feathers! Isn’t it amazing how they catch the sunlight!”

“Yes,” Marc’s father said. “It’s a chicken. Chickens have feathers. So what?”

Another time, Marc and his sister went for a walk in the fields outside the town. They stopped to rest beside the road. Marc leaned back and looked up at the sky.

“Did you ever look at the clouds?” he asked his sister.

“Why should I?” she answered. “Clouds are clouds.”

“No, they’re not!” said Marc. “No two clouds are ever the same. You have to look at them. Really look hard. Each one is different. Can you see how the clouds change as they float along? They rise and swell like the dough in the bowl when Mama makes bread on Friday. Close your eyes and count to a hundred. When you open them again, you’ll see a whole sky of new clouds. Maybe God makes clouds the way Mama makes bread. What do you think?”
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“I think you’re crazy,” said his sister. “Who cares what clouds do? Who cares who makes them? They’re up in the sky and we’re here on the ground. If you go around with your nose in the air, looking at clouds, you’re going to tumble into a ditch and break your head. So there!”

“I think the brass buttons on your blue coat are beautiful,” Marc once said to a policeman. “Did you know that they shine like disks of fire when they catch the sun?”

“What? Are you making fun of me?” said the policeman. “I’m going to put you in jail!”

Marc had to run, for fear that the policeman might do just that.

“Why is it so hard to make people see?” Marc asked his mother. He held the dustpan while she swept the floor.

“Maybe they don’t want to see,” Marc’s mother answered. “What good is this seeing you talk about? Will it put money in your pocket? Can it put food on the table or keep a roof over your head? Will it feed the hungry? Will it put new clothes on the poor people who go about in rags?”

She swept the dust into the dustpan. “What you call ‘seeing,’ I call ‘wasting time.’ It seems to me, Marc, that if you have time to look at clouds and chickens and buttons, then you have time to study your school-books. If you want to look at something, why don’t you go look at your homework?”

Marc emptied the dustpan. He went to the table and opened his schoolbooks. He stared at all the sentences he was supposed to copy and correct for his Russian lesson. Marc sighed. He began copying the first sentence when he noticed the cat. She was sleeping on a chair, looking like a great round pillow of fur. Marc put down his pencil and watched the cat. He watched how her breath went in and out, in and out, so softly it seemed she wasn’t breathing at all.
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“Maybe people don’t see things the way I do,” he said to himself. “What if I could find a way to show them what I see, what I feel, when I look at the cat?”

Marc was wondering about that an hour later, when his mother came to check on him. He was still looking at the cat. The page in his notebook was empty. He had yet to finish copying a single sentence.

“Marc, leave the cat alone! Stop daydreaming and do your homework!” his mother shouted.

“Yes, Mother.” Marc sighed as he began to write down the words. The reason for schoolwork was one thing Marc could never see at all, no matter how hard he tried.
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School was Marc’s biggest problem. He could not find any wonder or excitement in it. He could find magic in a goat. He could find beauty in a wagon. He could find amazing shapes and colors in an old horseshoe nailed to a stable door.

Marc tried and tried, but it was no use. School remained as dreary as the old books in the library. School was the dullest place in Vitebsk, the dullest town in all of Russia.

This meant that Marc’s school had to be the dullest, most boring place in the world.

Marc was not happy about feeling this way. He was not happy that his grades were poor. He didn’t like getting bad marks for not completing his work or not handing it in on time. He knew how hard his parents had to work to send him to school. Marc was not supposed to be at this school at all.

Marc’s school was a Russian school. Jewish boys like Marc were not allowed to go there. However, in Russia, there were ways of getting around even the strictest rules. Marc’s mother bribed a teacher to let Marc into his class. It cost fifty rubles, a huge amount of money for a poor family.

Marc’s mother thought it was worth it. She would have paid twice as much to make sure he got a good education. The heder, the Jewish school, taught boys how to read Hebrew, say their prayers, and read the Torah. It did not teach science or mathematics. It did not teach history or geography. It did not even teach Russian, the country’s national language. The only languages used in the heder were the two Jewish languages, Hebrew and Yiddish.

The heder was only for boys. Jewish girls did not go to school.

“Why is the world so unfair?” Marc asked himself. He knew his sisters wanted to go to school. They were all smart. They would have done well. But since they were girls, there was no hope that they would ever enter a classroom. School was not for girls. Not even the heder.

Marc, on the other hand, hated school and did poorly. Yet he was the one who got to go. Marc couldn’t decide if his luck was good or bad. During history and Russian, his worst subjects, it seemed mostly bad. There was only one bright spot in his long, boring day. That was geometry class.

Their teacher, Professor Mirsky, taught the boys all about shapes. They studied circles, triangles, rectangles. They learned about spheres and cubes. They measured angles and lines.

Most important, they learned how to draw. Professor Mirsky showed them how to use a protractor and compass to make the exact shapes he drew on the blackboard. Marc was the best student in the class. He wished he could spend the whole day making triangles and squares. Professor Mirsky praised his work to the other students.

“All of you need to try harder,” he said. “Marc is the only one who really knows how to draw.”

Professor Mirsky wrote the assignment on the blackboard. The class got to work. Marc completed it quickly. He raised his hand, but Professor Mirsky was explaining a problem to another student and did not see him. Marc put his hand down and thought about what to do next. The rest of the class was still working.
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Marc glanced at Victor, the boy across the aisle. Victor was writing in his notebook. Marc wondered what was taking him so long. The assignment was not hard and Victor was usually among the first ones finished.

Marc leaned across the aisle to see what Victor was doing. He was drawing a picture! Marc was amazed. He had never seen anyone draw a picture before. He did not know it could be done.

“What is that? What are you doing?” Marc was so excited. He struggled to keep his voice to a whisper.

Victor looked up. “I’m making a picture. Drawing shapes gets boring. This is more fun.” He held up his picture for Marc to see. He had drawn a gentleman with long whiskers and rows of medals on the front of his uniform.

“How do you do that?” Marc asked.

“It’s easy. You don’t have to be smart. It doesn’t take any special talent,” Victor said. “Watch. I’ll show you how.” Victor showed Marc how he placed a blank
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