Some glass provides a by Libi Astaire

- | me thirty years ago, a young man with atalent for work-
window onto the world. = % - d Sr:g in glass went looking for adventure in South America.

is plan was simple: find awealthy rancher, offer to do a
glass sculpture or painting, get paid handsomely for his work,
and then travel throughout the continent until his money ran out.

The glass sculptures

and paintings by master e _ 1 At that point he would locate another wealthy rancher, and the
. 1 ’ . cyclewould begin anew.

artist Jeremy Langford PR o ' ' The plan actually worked, because the young man, Jeremy

! ! i iy ' o Langford, happened to be an extremely talented artist. One day he

provi de a window into - i o ' received a commission for an exceptionally large job: depict the

' . 4 1 in. B fierce battles between the Spanish Conquistadors and the native

the Jewish soul. '_ . - - Aztec people. It took him nearly amonth and ahalf to coax the bat-

tle scene out of the glass, but in the end his employer was very
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"Jerusalem" — Generations Center,
the Kosel Tunnels, Jerusalem
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pleased with his work — which was a
good thing, because it turned out that his
employer possessed more than a passing
interestin murder.

“The guy was amercenary,” Jeremy
says with a laugh. “He paid me very
well, but | went off very quickly after |
found out.”

It'sagood talethat istold well by the
artist. Yet what gives the story an added
layer of interest is the location where it
is being told: inside the Western Wall
Tunnels. We are there because the com-
position of Jeremy’s client list has
changed radically over the years. In-
stead of creating works of art for the
homes of South American ranchers and
mercenaries, he now uses his consider-
able talents to create masterpieces for
some of the Torah world's leading
yeshivos and shuls. And just afew yards
away from where we are sitting is his
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Jeremy Langford at work in his Bnei Brak studio

most monumental project to date, the
eight epic glass sculptures he recently
created for the Western Wall Heritage
Foundation’s new Generations Center.

A Wandering Jew “It was min
haShamayim [from Heaven] that glass
and | found each other,” comments Jere-
my, as he gives a quick tour of his early
yesars.

The son of a BBC director and a
mother who was involved with dance,
one could say that the arts were in his
blood. So was being on the move. Be-
cause of his father’s career, which took
them from England to Australia and
back again, the family was constantly
moving from place to place. “I think |
had attended about forty schools by the
time | was eighteen,” he says. “Not ex-
aggerating. We were the wandering
Jews par excellence.”

Hedescribeshisfamily’sreligiousob-
servance as being “zero-affiliation.” Yet
his father’s love for the State of Isragl in-
spired himto uproot hisfamily onceagain
and come on aliyah. For sixteen-year-old
Jeremy, the move was a rousing failure.
After finishing high school he returned to
England, where he met a master glass
craftsman who was impressed enough
with the budding artist’s talents to take
Jeremy onasan apprentice.

Next came the stint in South America,
which was followed by a period of com-
muting between his studioin England and
hisfamily inlsragl. It wasduring this peri-
od that he had another “ min haShamayim’
encounter, thistimewith Kabbalah, which
turned out to be amatchmaker for twoim-
portant turning pointsin hislife.

“I’'vedwayshad amystic bent to me,”
he comments. “| didn’'t read much when |
was young. | remember being eleven
yearsold and my mother took meto apub-
lic library and said, ‘Look at &l these
books. Why don’'t you read?

“I said, ‘If you want to know the an-
swer why | don't reed, it's very smple. |
want to know why the universe exists, and
nobody knows. It's not in any of these
books, and sol’mnot goingtoreadthem.””

It was this need to understand what's
beneath the surface that led him to the
study of Kabbalah. “Kabbalah was some-
thing that showed me some profound
depths of understanding. | got some very

deeprealizations, one of them being that if
| wanted to be serious about studying
Kabbalah then | would haveto take on the
works. | started becoming Shabbos obser-
vant and keeping Torah and mitzvot. And
that ishow | cameto Yiddishkeit.”

The second turning point was at Ben-
Gurion University, where he had been in-
vited to give somelectureson Kabbalah to
agroup of scientists who were interested
in the connection between the metaphysi-
cal and the physical. One of those scien-
tists was a young woman who was at-
tempting to understand some of the
deeper meanings of life through the study
of quantum physics.

“We ended up getting married,” says
Jeremy, obviously pleased with the way
that particular chapter in his life's story
has turned out. “Today we're living in
Bnei Brak with our fivekids.”

One of his most important teachers
during this time was Rav Baruch Shalom
Hal evi Ashlag, the eldest son and succes-
sor of Rav Yehuda Leib Hal_evi Ashlag,
author of HaSulam, a commentary on the
Zohar and who was considered to be one
of the foremost Kabbalists of the twenti-
eth century.

“I got to Rav Baruch Shadom Ashlag
after alot of searching around. He was a
scholar in Kabbalah and Gemara, and had
adeep and comprehensive understanding,
of dl parts of the Torah. In order to learn
there, we had to be married. We had to
study Gemara and halachah, as well. And
it was very important that we worked. He
said that he wanted people who had their
feet on the ground and were balanced. If
they were going to be studying such deep
things in Heaven, they needed to be
grounded and not angelsflyinginHeaven.”

The Language of Art Although during
his younger years hisinterest in glass and
his interest in Yiddishkeit followed sepa-
rate paths, theredid come apoint whenthe
two began to fuse. Today, he is not only
the master of some thirty different tech-
niques for glassworking, but heisalso an
expert inthe halachos of synagogue-related
art, aswell asthe customsof the many dif-
ferent communities that make up the
tapestry of the Jewish People.

“I1 do agreat deal of work with stained
glass in synagogues,” he explains. “I’ve
done work for basicdly dl the chassidic
groups, and everyone has different nu-
ances in their approach. | did a commis-
sionfor Nadvorna, and therebbewasvery
specific about what hewanted. | alsodida
job for the shul of the Sadigura Rebbe in
Tel Aviv, adepiction of the Twelve Tribes,
and the rebbe had a different interpreta-
tionthanwhat | would normally do.

“Rabbi Ovadia Yosef has a halachic
ruling about not putting images of animals
in synagogues. There are Sephardic shuls
that are taking down the curtainsthat cov-
er the Holy Ark that have images of lions
on them and replacing them. So the
Twelve Tribes that | do today for a
Sephardic shul isvery different than what
| would do for an Ashkenazic shul.”

He has al so done commissions for the
litvish community, including the Pon-
evezh Yeshivahin Bnei Brak. When asked
how beautiful glass paintings fit in with
the rigid approach to materialism that is
often associated with yeshivos like Pon-
evezh, he explains, “Even in Ponevezh
thereisaneed, and | have an understand-
ing of their approach aswell.

“They asked me to do a hall of re-
membrance for the yeshivah, a very
large memorial to the Lita community
that was destroyed during the Holo-
caust. They originally wanted it to be a
huge hall that would be a remembrance
of the Shoah. However, | said to Rav
Kahaneman, ‘This is Ponevezh. The
greatest remembrance of the Shoah is
what is happening here, that people are
sitting and learning.’”

So instead of making an area that
would be exclusively used as a memorial
hall, they decided to usethe hall asastudy
hall wherethe studentslearn.

SwK

“Even in the most stark environment,
sometimes an expression needs to be
made that can only be made through art,”
he explains. “Art is a language, like He-
brew, like Yiddish, like French. But it'sa
non-verbal language, and sometimes you
can convey so much more emotional ex-
pression through the language of art than
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"The Sadigora Twelve Tribes Window" — Magen Avraham Synagogue, New Jersey, USA
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artists. The artists are al new immigrants
who have been educated outside of Isradl,
since Israel doesn't yet offer aleve of art

ations Center is to reach out to people
who cometo the Kosel, but are far away
from Yiddishkeit, and show them that

"Holocaust" — Generations Center,
Kosel Tunnels, Jerusalem

their roots in Jerusalem and Eretz Yis-
rael are very, very deep. However, in or-
der to satisfy al halachic opinions, he
had to come up with a way to depict a
history of a people without drawing any
figuresor people.

“1 came to the site with great trem-
bling. | said, ‘Thisisthe Kotel. Thisis
not just another art project. I’ve realy
got to be careful about what | do here.
This site has been here for 3,000 years.

instruction high enough to meet Jeremy’s
exacting standards.

In addition to hiswork for shuls, Jere-
my receives commissions from al over
the world to create architectural glass
work for high-end real estate projects and
public buildings, as well as commissions
for glass sculptures and paintings for pri-
vate residences. He also finds time to
“commission” artwork from himself, and
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"Jerusalem Heritage Doors" — New Jersey, USA

Jeremy Langford
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you could in any other language. Some-
times you can say far more without words
thanyou canwithwords.”

Connecting the Generations Jere-
my’s studio, which islocated in theindus-
trial zone of Bnei Brak, employsaperma-
nent staff of ten highly trained glass

create sculptures and paintingsthat reflect
his artistic vision alone. Yet even though
hisnon-frumwork giveshim moreartistic
freedom, in theory, two works of his in
Jerusalem’s Jewish Quarter show just
how far a creative spirit can soar while
still remaining firmly within the tradition-
al four cubitsof Jewishlaw.

When Aish HaTorah asked himto cre-
ate an aron kodesh for a space in their
Jerusalem yeshivah, which was designed
by world-renowned architect Maoshe
Safdie, he was given a challenging mis-
sion: create an aron kodesh that had never
been donebefore.

“l said, ‘Aish HaTorah is a place for
outreach. It wants to allow people access
to the Torah. So we're not going to set the
aronkodeshintothewall. We'll bringit all
theway out, sothat peoplecanwalk all the
way aroundit.””

Jeremy al so wanted the aron kodesh to
be transparent so that people could seethe
Torah scrolls when they were sitting in-
side the closed ark. However, when the
question was posed to Rav Elyashiv asto
whether or not a transparent aron kodesh
was permissible, the answer was no: ac-
cording to halachah the Torah scrolls
should be concesled.

“This aron kodesh is really pushing
the envelope, but it's within halachah,”
Jeremy comments, pointing to a photo-
graph of the aron kodesh, which was
eventualy constructed from non-trans-
parent glass. “The work is always within
thehalachah.”

Halachic issueswere also at the core
of an artistic challenge that involved
five years of his life: the design, cre-
ation, and installation of eight monu-
mental glass sculptures for the Genera-
tions Center, a project of the Western
Wall Heritage Foundation, located just a
few steps away from the Kosel. Here,
Jeremy’s brief was to present the entire
history of the Jewish people— from the
time of the Avos to the present day —
through artwork that is accompanied by
asound and light presentation.

According to Jeremy, the purpose of
the hour-long presentation at the Gener-

I’'m going to add on another layer to
what has been organically growing here
for over 3,000 years.... | haveto respect
the archaeol ogy, the history, and the ho-
linessof thesite.’

“Sometimes | would sit in the tun-
nels at night to try feeling what was go-
ing on here. It took me a year to design
the sculptures. | threw away so many
designs, until | felt what was right and
the rabbis and everyone agreed that this
wasit.”

Theartistic concept he finally decid-
ed upon wasto use apillar created from
sculpted glass to tell the story. “The pil-
lar is a development,” he explains. “It
starts with a point, which develops into
aline, which then thickens into a pillar.
Each pillar is built from layers of glass,
which represents the contribution of
each Jew over the years, everything he
had to do. Each individual Yid, the Jew-
ish spark, is part of the pillar. Each indi-
vidual layer creates this ebb and flow
over thegenerations.”

Another integra part of the artwork is
the use of names, which are carved into
the sculpted glass pillars. The names of
Avraham Avinu, Moshe Rabbeinu, and
Dovid HaMelech are obvioudy a part of
the panorama. However, also etched into
the glass are less familiar names, but the
names of our people, nonetheless: Jews
who were daughtered during the destruc-
tion of the Beis HaMikdash, Jews who
perished inAuschwitz, and Jewswho died
fighting for Jerusalem during our own era.

The idea of using names to convey
the flow of Jewish history was a part of
the Generation Center’s concept even
before Jeremy was invited to work on
the project. However, it was something
that he was very happy to incorporate
into hisdesign.

“The names are really showing our
connection with our past. Look what
happened in Egypt. We didn't change
our names. The generations are passed
on through the names. We can see our
connection with the past. We've got
Avrahams today. We've got Yitzchaks

today. So the names are a very impor-
tant, emotive part of the experience.”

If he had any hesitations about doing
the project, which involved transporting
some 165 tons of glass into the newly
excavated area by hand, he says that the
hesitations disappeared one day when
hewasinstalling the scul ptures.

“It was the time of the Olympic
Gamesin Greece, and oneof theradio sta-
tions here interviewed ayoung Isragli girl
who was nineteen yearsold. Thegirl said,
‘I'm so jealous of those Greeks.” And the
interviewer said, ‘Why? She said, ‘Look
what history they've got. What do we
have? Sixty years?

“When | heard that, | thought, ‘ If | had
any doubts about what we're doing here,
this dispels everything, because people
don’t know where they’re coming from.’
If we can get people to understand where
we' ve come from — that we' re one of the
most ancient people around, and that the
Torah has kept us here for al this time,
and that there was always a yearning for
Zion — then we will have given them a
sense of identity. They'll see that we're
not sixty yearsin Israel. We're more than
3,000 yearsonthisplanet.” B
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