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This two-sided sculpture panel tells the story of two simultaneous 
journeys, separate yet closely linked. The expulsion of the Jews 
from Spain, and Christopher Columbus’s voyage to the New 
World, occurred within a few days of each other in August 1492. 

On the right face, in dark bronze and gold, are navigational 
instruments, maps and writings of the Jewish scholars and 
mapmakers of Spain. In particular Rabbi Abraham Zacuto’s new 
design of astrolabe made the great voyages of the 15th Century 
possible. There is also a reference to the great Talmudic scholar 
Moshe ben Nahman (Ramban), born in Girona, who after the 
Disputation of Barcelona in 1263 settled in Jerusalem.

On the left face, in contrasting bright silver, stands Columbus at 
the thrusting prow of his flagship the “Santa Maria”. This voyage 
led to a “New World” of much greater religious freedom and 
toleration. But the voyage almost ended in disaster. As Frank 
Meisler himself wrote:

“I have placed Columbus at the prow of the “Santa 
Maria”, leaning out, desperate to detect land ahead. His 
mutinous crew had given him just two days grace to sight 
land, else they would force him to return on a home 
voyage which, even had they survived, would have 
branded him a charlatan and a failure. Before him - if 
land would indeed be found in those last hours - lay the 
total vindication of his life, immense rewards, and his 
assured place as one of the great men the world has 
known. For an unknown adventurer who had gambled 
everything, it was the moment of destiny.”

These two momentous events –the expulsion of the Jews and the 
expedition to discover new lands– were commanded by the 
Catholic monarchs on successive days, 30 and 31 March 1492. Yet 
without the Jewish map makers and instrument makers, 
Columbus’s journey of discovery would have failed.

1492: Year of Expulsion and Exploration



Frank Meisler (1925-2018) was born in the Free City of Danzig. 
Aged 13, he escaped Nazism via the “Kindertransport” on the day 
the Second World War broke out. The rest of his family were killed 
in the Holocaust. He grew up in England, before moving to Israel 
in 1956.

This 1994 sculpture, one of his greatest works, was the 
fore-runner of Meisler’s epic series of monuments to the 
Kindertransport (London 2006, Berlin 2008, Gdansk 2009, 
Rotterdam 2011, Hamburg 2015). These celebrate the rescue of 
some Jewish children (including himself) by a brave rail journey 
to England, while the great majority of their peers went by rail in 
a completely different direction. 
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(c) Herbert Bishko commissioned by the Meisler Gallery 


