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I'm high. I'm really high. Way -  Up there 

floating free. C'ompletely free! .  bleZt to me 
a friendly Chagall-like figure. The tvvo_Of.uS• 
high in the bltie-mauve sky, floatinieiveithe. 

land. A warrn. Smile; a twinkle' in his eye,' 

"iley! How come •it took you so long to; 
get here?" 

Time to come down. A long way down. 
I look back up*  at the sky. It's a Gershbn 
lskowitz sky- . Patches of blue showing 
through mottled clouds, a shimmering 
mosaic of color. I remember Gershon say- . 

 ing,  "A Il the colors I use  are from nature --
the blues, the greens, the reds, the browns, 
the golds . ." • 

It's 10:30 a.m. I .  know• that Gershon is.' 
asleep, .with the traffic roaring by his 
Spadina Avenue  studio in Toronto. I. know 
that last night  lie  will  have workèd all night, 
as  lie  always does, applying another layer . . 
of color to a small  painting • he • has been 
workinton for the past live weeks. lie will 
get up around two o'clock, have some . food, 
walk over to Yonge Street_ to - -see some 
galleries or Some friends.• Perhaps he will 
drop into Ciwartzman's On Spadina, where 
he buys his materials, then across.the street 
to Grossman's for a beer and a few Jokes 
with John MacGregor or some of the 
younger artists who hang  out  there. By 
eleven or twelve he will be back. in his 
studio ready to start work again. Night 
after night. 

It's difficult not to over-romanticize -  Ger- 
shon lskowitz's life, particularly when you 

Kielce, Poland, - in 1921.; hé began to draw -
and paint when he was about nine years 
old. Coming from  a poot family, he could 

'barely afford to buy 'watercialors or paper. 

When the GermanS invaded Poland in 

1939, Gershon was 18. Years old. He was 
put to work in forced labour camps. lie 
escaped. He vvas caught He escaped.again. 

He -lived• in unheated- shacks with  the 
temperature .often down to 220 degrees 
below zero. • 

"My whole attitude' changed.  I  was a 
very delicate feIlow. I think .that in 
'circùmstances of Survival . you get 
harder not just phySically 2- hut 
menially too in order to  survive." • * 

In 1942 he was sent to Auschwitz. One 

of his brothers was, sent there with him, 
but didn't . survive.; His father, mother, 

sister, and another brother were sent away 
for "resettlement, -  and lie  never saw them 
agit•in. After more than a year and a half at 
'Auschwitz, he was transfèrred to Buchen-

wald, where  lie  later tried to escape. Shot 
in the leg, and left for dead ..- because .  he 
was so emaciated - his friends brought him 
back to camp. The Americans liberated 
Germany shortly after, and it took nine 
months in hospitals .before he recovered his 
strength. 

If survival of this Ordeal was not enough 
of a miracle, it is even More amazing to 

,discov.er  that he managed to continue 
painting during most of this•period.. He was' .  

by painting their portraits. He sketchedliis 
friends and life at camp, knowing all the 

time that if he was caught it woulcrmean 

immediate death. 

"Why did I do it? I think it kept .me 
alive. There was nothing to do. I had 
td do something in order to forget the 
hunger. It's very hard to explain, hut 
in the camp painting was. a" necessity 
for survival." 

It is impossible to relate these experiences 
without vvondering what effect they haVe 
had oft. his. life. Gershon is conscious of 

them ...its he is of being .lewish hut .he a ISo 
'acceptS.-them, and considers diem to be a 
part :of -  himself.. : He. is 'lien  lier bitter nOr 

sentimental. If 'anything, he has gOne be-
yond them to a full and joyful awareness of 

life in the present. In fact, Gershon would 

much rather talk about other things. 
When I met him. I expected to find some-

one who was tort tired, shy and introverted. 

But as we laughed, told stories, knocked 
back shots of vodka, and talked about 
everything but art, I realized how wrong 
had been. When I told him of m -y naive 

expectations,  lie  jokingly said, "Do you 

want me to cry for you?" 
• 'There is a child-like enthusiasm about 

Gershon.  lie  likes to laugh, to have fun. 

and be with friends.  lie  enjoys - his food,•his 
dates and his work'. He has no romantic 
illusions about his life as an artist, no 
desires.to  be famous or to revolutionize the 
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