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ARTIST BIOGRAPHY

SAMUEL RABIN
1903 – 1991

Samuel Rabin, originally Samuel Rabinovitch, was an English sculptor, artist, 
teacher, singer, wrestler and Olympic bronze medallist.

Rabin, who was Jewish, was born on 20 June 1903 at Dewhurst Street, 
Cheetham, North Manchester. He was the son of Jacob Rabinovitch (1872–
1962) and Sarah Rabinovitch (née Kraselschikow, 1879–1961), both Russian 
Jewish exiles from Vitebsk (now in Belarus). 

During his childhood, the family moved to Salford where Rabin grew up and 
where his parents encouraged his talent for drawing. In 1914 Rabin won a 
scholarship to the Manchester Municipal School of Art making him, at the age 
of 11, the youngest pupil ever to attend the college. There he was taught drawing 
by French artist Adolphe Valette. In 1921 he moved to the Slade School of Fine 
Art in London where he continued his studies under Henry Tonks until 1924.

After the Slade, Rabin studied in Paris where he met, and was greatly impressed 
and influenced by, sculptor Charles Despiau. Rabin's own sculpture from this 
time is little known as he was a perfectionist and destroyed work that he 
considered unsatisfactory. 



In 1928, working under his full surname, he was commissioned by architect 
Charles Holden to carve West Wind, one of eight personifications of the four 
winds, for the headquarters of the Underground Electric Railways Company of 
London at 55 Broadway. The sculpture was partly completed in-situ on the 
building. In 1930, he produced his only other public sculptures; two decorative 
winged masks, The Past and The Future, for the Daily Telegraph building in 
Fleet Street. These were carved on the building directly from the scaffold, 
ninety feet above Fleet Street. He was often seen shinning down the scaffolding 
to view his work from ground level.

Both commissions were well received at the time, but Rabin was unable to make 
a living as a sculptor and turned to another career – wrestling, for which he 
abbreviated his surname. Rabin was physically strong and had boxed and 
wrestled as an amateur to fund his art. He won a bronze medal in the 
middleweight division of the free-style wrestling at the 1928 Olympics in 
Amsterdam. Rabin turned professional in 1932 and fought as ‘Rabin the Cat’ 
and ‘Sam Radnor the Hebrew Jew’ across Britain. Alexander Korda cast him as 
a wrestler in The Private Life of Henry VIII in 1933 and as Mendoza, a Jewish 
prize-fighter, in The Scarlet Pimpernel in 1934.

In about 1935, Rabin married Ida Lily Shuster, but they divorced. In 1956, he 
married Frances Kaye. The couple had one son, David, born in 1960.

Despite lacking any formal musical training, Rabin was a talented baritone and 
worked professionally during the 1940s singing with Stars in Battledress and 
sang operatic arias with the army's Classical Music Group. In 1946 he 
auditioned for La Scala's conductor, Victor de Sabata.

In 1949, Rabin began teaching drawing at Goldsmith's College of Art in New 
Cross, London. His disciplined teaching style, including the production of 
demonstration works, followed that of his own teacher, Valette. His students 
included Mary Quant, Bridget Riley and Tom Keating. He left Goldsmith's in 
1965, due to differences over teaching methods and taught at Bournemouth 
College of Art until 1985 and then at Poole Art Centre until shortly before his 
death in December 1991.

Little of Rabin's work from before his time at Goldsmith's College survived his 
critical destruction and an accidental destruction by a wartime landlady. Much 
of what exists are figure studies prepared as demonstrations for students and 
coloured boxing scenes produced with thickly applied wax crayons of his own 
making. Rabin exhibited rarely, but had a retrospective at Dulwich Picture 
Gallery in 1985–86.

Collections containing his work include the British Museum, the Government 
Art Collection, the Olympic Museum and the Musée National du Sport in Paris.



LIST OF WORKS

THE BOXING PICTURES
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THE BOXING PICTURES

Rabin’s boxing scenes have a wonderful capability of capturing 
frozen moments of action without removing a sense of movement 
and continuity. His figures are held forever in position as they 
crouch, bounce and twist through the pictorial space. With his 
knowledge of human anatomy and familiarity with the sport, Rabin 
works hint that there is more to fighting than watching two men 
slog it out. Indeed, his boxing pictures provide an insight into the 
human drama of success, failure, compassion, animosity and, above 
all, the tension of the match. 

Samuel Rabin discovered from his early sporting experiences how 
intriguing the boxing ring could be as an artistic source. While the 
artist took inspiration from his own experience with the sport none 
of his works became anecdotal and any direct narratives are 
excluded. For Rabin, the boxer and his relationship to the ring was 
artistic, not personal. The boxing scene specifically afforded Rabin 
the opportunity to consider the changing relationship between two 
bodies in corresponding movement and he challenged himself to 
render the awkward poses convincingly. 

The combat posed the pictorial problem of how to render, on a flat 
surface, differing viewpoints of the same bodies in action. His work 
depicts the bodies from different angles and vantage points - 
through the ropes, from the ringside and down from above. Often, 
we observe from inside the ring, giving us the power and position 
previously only held by the referee. 

Above all, Rabin considered the boxers and their relationship to the 
ring, or in artistic terms, the figure and its relationship to the 
abstract surroundings. His compositions are made from figures and 
lineal structures, with the ropes of the ring often acting as the force 
that unites the picture. His boxing pictures are essays in pictorial 
orchestration, examining the correlation between colours, lines and 
shapes. 

Rabin started each work on a large scale, methodically and 
mercilessly cropping throughout the process in a search of pictorial 
harmony. However, his boxing pictures should not be seen as a hunt 
for personal gratification but a search for perfection in pictorial 
arrangement. In acknowledging this we can start to understand why 
Rabin never felt the need to join a group or movement and 
recognise the permanent appeal of his boxing images.



The Catcher

Wax crayon on board, signed lower right
Image size: 5 ½ x 4 ½ inches (14 x 12 cm)

Framed



Tense Moment Study

Wax crayon on board, signed bottom left
Image size: 8 ¾ x 6 ¼ inches (22.25 x 16 cm)

Mounted and framed



Boxing Match IV

Wax crayon on board, signed bottom left
Image size: 10 x 8 inches (25 x 19.5 cm)

Framed

Samuel Rabin’s boxing scenes were first shown in public in 1951 at Wildenstein’s. 
It was here that the artist was described in the press as ‘that rare thing, a journalist 
in paint’. As none of Samuel Rabin’s boxing pictures were dated it is therefore not 
possible to establish with accuracy when the majority of the works were made. 
However, those produced in the early 1950s were worked smoothly in thin wax on 
paper. Comparatively, those produced later were executed in thicker wax and 
layered on board, having a brittle textured quality and are usually varnished. 

Rabin built his colours in an unusual way, using a mix of wax, pastel and charcoal. 
Using this selection of mediums Rabin built up his boxing scenes layer on layer 
alike a traditional Renaissance artist. The result of this slow process was an 
incredible depth of colour that give his works a rich and weathered effect. In 
combining the most subtle and delicate effects of colour in, at what first seems, a 
limited palette, the stark whites act as a prism with hints of the others colours 
reflected through it. In short Rabin scenes appear to glow.

that



Movement

Ink and chalk on paper, signed bottom right
Image size: 5 ¼ x 5 ½ inches (13 ¼ x 14 cm)

Mounted and framed



Laying Prone

Graphite study heightened in white on paper, signed lower left
Image size: 3 1/4 x 13 inches (8.25 x 33 cm) 

Mounted and framed

The Clinch

Oil on board
Image size: 7 x 5 ¾ inches (18 x 14.5 cm)

Framed



Pivot

Mixed media on board, signed middle right
Image size: 10 x 4 ¾ inches (25.5 x 12 cm)

Mounted and framed



Toledo Massacre is the only boxing scene by Rabin to record a particular match – 
the world heavyweight title fight between Jack Dempsey and Jess Willard at 
Toledo, USA, in 1919.

Boxer Jack Dempsey faced the 6-foot 7-inch, 240 pound, defending champion 
Jess Willard. The much smaller 24-year-old challenger toppled Willard seven 
times in the first round and went on to capture the world title. It has now become 
known as the most brutal first round of any boxing match in the history of 
professional boxing. Just thirty seconds in Dempsey landed a huge left which 
broke Willard’s jaw in over a dozen places. Willard also suffered a broken cheek 
bone, broken ribs and permanent hearing loss. Dempsey went on to hold the title 
of champion for the next six years.

Toledo Massacre

Wax crayon on board, signed lower left
Image size: 30 x 42 inches (76.2 x 106.4 cm)

Silver gilt hand carved frame



Infiighting

Ink on lined paper
Inage size: 3 x 2 ½ inches (8 x 7 cm)

Framed

The Finish

Etching on paper, signed bottom right
Image size: 5 ½ x 7 ½ inches (13.9 x 19.5 cm)

Mounted



The Blow 

Graphite and pink chalk, signed bottom right
Image size: 13 x 9 inches (33 x 23cm)

Mounted and framed



DRAFTSMANSHIP OF 
ANATOMY

Rabin always referred to all of his paintings as drawings.

For Rabin, the act of drawing was a fundamental discipline 
for any artist, believing that the most basic and important 
equipment that an artist could have in their arsenal was 
their draftsmanship. Rabin noted that ‘drawing is not just 
an act of memory, but also an act of complete 
understanding of the object that the artist is trying to draw’. 

Rabin took up the teaching post in drawing at Goldsmiths 
in 1949 and was known here as a somewhat formidable 
figure. He professed to his students in his life drawing 
classes that all art must be based on a knowledge of 
drawing and that, just as you have to learn the alphabet 
before you can read or write, a life study gives you the ABC 
of making pictures. The artist John Norris Wood, a student 
of Rabin’s at Goldsmiths, labelled the artist as ‘the finest 
tutor of life drawing I have ever and will ever come across’.

Rabin’s life drawings were not anatomical drawings 
directly but instead emphasised the way the skeleton and 
muscle groups function. Rabin’s method was practical and 
enabled him to transform a subject, which could have 
presented itself as be maddeningly difficult to another 
artist, to one that was attainable and intriguing. 



Pregnant Contrapposto

Chalks on paper, signed lower left 
Image size: 8 ½ x 5 ½ inches (21.5 x 14 cm)

Mounted



Profile of Joe Pereira

Ink on paper, signed lower right and dated 1952
Image size: 9 ½ x 8 inches (24 x 21 cm)

Mounted

Woman Sitting

Sanguine chalks on paper, signed lower right
Image size: 7 ½ x 5 ½ inches (19 x 14cm)

Mounted



Standing Proud

Graphite on paper, signed bottom middle 
Image size: 9 x 5 ½ inches (23 x 14 cm)

Mounted



At Ease

Graphite on paper, signed lower right
Image size: 14 x 5 1/2 inches (36 x 14cm)

Mounted



Down and Out

Chalks on paper, signed lower right
Image size: 7 x 7 inches (17.75 x 17.75cm)

Mounted
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