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The Right Key, 1972

t is our pleasure to welcome you to the Joseph

Callery and to share in our extraordinary exhibition

Flight: Escape, Hope, Redemption. The exhibition
features works by Samuel Bak which are the product of
the artist’s experiences during the Holocaust and of his
life journey since. Nevertheless, these works transcend
time and space and touch universal themes - loss,
hopelessness, exile, promise - and are poignantly relevant
for our lives, as well. Bak’s paintings and drawings draw
on the Jewish past, traditions and memory, as he attempts
to rediscover a lost world. In so doing, his work evokes
the Jewish struggle to survive and prevail.

This is most evident in the works included in this
exhibition, all of which center around birds and angels
which carry us from the dreary gloom of horrific destruc-
tion to a world of freedom and life. The wooden-winged
birds and melancholy angels remind us of our own
struggles within the narrow places in our lives and our
yearning for wholeness.

We are pleased that you have come to view this exhibi-
tion. We hope that you will leave not only with renewed
hope and faith in the power of Samuel Bak, but also with
renewed hope and faith in the power of the human being
and the Jew to survive and flourish.

NorMAN J. COHEN
DEAN
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Dreaming Angel, 1972-74




About Flying

“

must have been eight or nine years old. We were

living in a small room on the ground floor of an old

and decrepit building. It was part of the ghetto of
Vilna. Before the War, before the people who lived there
were sent to Ponari and shot, it served as a home for a
family of a poor Jewish shop-keeper.

One day, some men of the Ghetto, clad in their worn and
dirty working clothes, started to pile up planks, boards,
bricks and other building materials in front of our door.
They worked a few days, reinforcing the wall that
separated us from the exterior, closing the gaps and the
windows, blocking every possibility to have a glimpse of
the “other side” Then they went away, but a considerable
mountain of trash was left behind.

What an unforgettable moment of joy and happiness!

With two friends. boys my age, we started the construc-
tion of a huge bomber. An old crate served as the cabin
for the pilot. The wings were made of boards supported
by stones and old bricks. There was a tail. a propeller of
sorts and even a mast with sails of old sacks to help out
with the wind . . . We would sit in the crate, one at a time,
and dream. The hands holding a substitute steering
wheel made of an old frying pan, our lips producing a
noise of a possible motor. We would become one with
the bomber, we would decimate the enemy soldiers, we
would land as heroes in a promised land, or on the Red
Square, next to the Statue of Liberty.

When my turn came, T would linger in the cabin. Behind

my closed eyes the bomber turned into a magical bird.
The wooden wings would take on a slow and steady beat.
They would carry me away. away from the gray and
dreary ghetto into a world of light, of freedom, of life.

Many years later, having dedicated my life to painting, |
closed myself in comfortable and protected studios.
Embraced by soft northern light, consoled by a pair of
ever playing loud-speakers, I spent my days in front of an
easel. My imagination would depart into the limitless
spaces of white canvas or paper. With force of brush or
crayon that my hand would follow, I discovered the man-
made birds and the flying-machine made of bits and
picces. Wings appeared and reappeared with figures
trapped by them. Anonymous soldiers, lcarus-like men,
angels lost in thought, pondering the nature of the
human condition, arose.

Was [ back to my flight from the ghetto? Did I dream
again of an escape from the contraptions of reality into a
kingdom of inner freedom? Was such an escape possible
without the almost inevitable prediction of failure?
Would not the complex wings of freedom turn into
instruments of torture and enslavement?

Those melancholy angels are still thinking about it. They
try to figure out the price of freedom.

Meanwhile, the older man. thinking of the boy he was in
the ghetto, closes his eyes and keeps imagining.

SAMUEL Bak
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The Angel of Nuremberg, 1986 In Memory of a Flight Experiment, 1991 Once upon a Time VI, 1986

Oil on linen
32x391/2"

Afier Durer, 1978
Mixed media on paper
29 1/2x21 1/2"

Desire, 1991
Oil on linen
39 1/4 x 32"

Dreaming Angel, 1972-1974
Oil on linen
36 x 29"
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Mixed media on paper
30x221/2"

Experiment in Flight, 1976
Mixed media on paper
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Color lithograph
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Craphite on paper
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Oil on linen
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Mixed media on paper
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