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One of the most prominent Slovak painters and graphic artists, Koloman Sokol, died on
January 13, 2003 in Tucson, Arizona, shortly after his 100th birthday. He moved to
Tucson with his five years younger wife Lydiain 1996, to live with his son George who
isaTucson physician.

The artist was immensely creative and active amost to the end of his productive life
when his eye sight started to fail, the most deleterious consequence for avisua artist. His
work expresses intense inner tensions, sometimes intentionally deforming the figures and
constantly returning to his work, adding new lines and brushes of paint. Hundreds of
Picassoesque figurative paintings that are not at the Slovak National Gallery in Bratisava
or at the Koloman Sokol Gallery in Liptovsky Mikulas are still in possession of his
descendants in the United States. Many pieces of art are aso in the hands of private
collectors.

The long life of this proud giant of the Slovak illustrative art was full of struggle in the
periodic political upheavals marking the 20th century. These events frequently exposed
an emigrant seeking a home to the brink of poverty.

Born into a poor family in Liptovsky Mikulas, Koloman Sokol was initially intensively
magyarized in the family of his step father. When his mother remarried, the children were
distributed among relatives in northern Slovakia. Koloman was assigned to his uncle,
arough men living in Liptovsky MikulaS, and became responsible for tending a flock of
cattle. Later on, in very youthful years, his creative talent broke away from the job of a
butcher when he entered schools of painting in KoSice and then in Bratisava, a the
school of a notable painter Gustav Mally.

A real breakthrough in his artistic career occurred at the Prague Academy of Creative
Arts where he studied under Max Svabinsky and F. T. Simon. Svabinsky soon realized
the creative talents of this young Slovak artist and gave him full support in his artistic
growth. Koloman Sokol said: "Prague made me redlize | am a Slovak, not a Magyar". In
Prague he soon joined the inspiring crowd of young Slovak intellectuals concentrated
around the Stefanikovakolgj.

Histalent lead him to a stipend for art studies in Paris with contacts to the famous painter
FrantiSek Kupka and musician Bohuslav Martin . In Paris he met and married Lydia
Kratina, a daughter of the well-known Czech-American sculptor (Kratina created a bust



of Dwight D. Eisenhower). This resulted in a lifelong and very close marital
relationship.

Koloman Sokol’ s career was on an intense upward trend. Before WW 11 he was invited to
teach at the School for Graphic Arts, Escuela de las Artes Libro, in Mexico City.
Exhibition of his work in Mexico in 1938 was hailed as a “Giant of graphic arts’. This
was a mgjor accomplishment in a country with world-renowned graphic artists like Diego
Rivera, who had personal contacts with Sokol. Koloman Sokol had fond memories of this
country, of Mexican peasants in the desert, and he illustrated their figures in many
drawings.

But then the World War |1 started and situation became very tense for Czechoslovak ex-
patriots. Mexico sympathized with the Third Reich and the Czechoslovak diplomatic
mission was taken over by the Germans. Lydia did not feel well in the intensively hot
climate and, after many difficulties, Koloman Sokol moved to the United States where he
joined the Kratinafamily in New York City.

After WW |1 the family attempted a new life in Czechoslovakia. With their very young
son George they arrived to Prague in a cold season, having insufficient clothing for the
central European weather. Sokol’s arrival was so uneventful that the family spent severa
days in the warmth of an area of a diner at Vaclavske namesti before moving on to
Bratislava. Again, here the beginnings were very difficult and the first few days were
spent at a railroad hostel until the poet Laco Novomesky, at that time a Slovak
commissioner for schools and education, learnt about Sokol’ s presence and arranged for a
dignified reception. Koloman Sokol became a teacher of arts and a member of the Slovak
Academy of Sciences. He became absorbed by the Slovak intellectual boheme, with
nights spent at cafes and wine cellars.

Koloman Sokol did not like the provincia nature of these contacts and weathered the
impending communist totalitarianism. Situation has changed and he became an
ungrateful daily visitor to government offices asking for permission to leave the country.
He refused a spacious apartment that the party acquired after expelling its previous
owner.

Finally the hope realized. Koloman Sokol was allowed in 1948 to exhibit his work in
Paris at the prestigious Galerie Rouch-Henschel. He used the opportunity for this
exhibition to emigrate to the United States in 1948, taking his art collections with him.
Sokol recalled colorful stories how the Czechoslovak communist agents, directed by the
embassy headed by Vladimir Clementis, tried to persuade him to return and even to
kidnap him to save his artistic prestige for the communist regime.

He decided for the free world, for the last emigration, never to set foot again in the
country of his birth. There was a big price for this. The beginning of new life was very
difficult in New York City. Koloman Sokol got ajob as a superintendent of an apartment
building in Harlem. He bitterly remembered how he was continuously pestered by the
Polish owner of the building for not keeping the stairwell adequately clean. Later on the



family found a protective haven in Bryn Mawr, an affluent suburb of Philadelphia, where
Lydia taught art at the Bryn Mawr College while Koloman Sokol was free to devote all
his time to express his creative drive. Most of the work of the artist originated in the
productive decades spent at Bryn Mawr.

Sokol bought a modest family house close to the village tennis courts. In the wooded
backyard he had an old barn that he was proud of to be his atelier. In the period of post-
1968 Soviet invasion called normalization, Czechoslovak communist officials made
several attempts to contact Sokol and talk him into returning home. Among them was the
minister of culture Bohus Chnoupek and the communist novelist Vlado Mina . Sokol
recalled bitterly how Mina , after returning home, wrote an article about Sokol as a
person without a home, proud of a delapidated barn.



But there were aso pen relations with artistic friends close to Koloman Sokol. He
especially treasured the contacts with the poet Milan Rufus. The literary critic Rudo
Brtan composed a celebratory poem for Sokol’s birthday that Sokol proudly showed to
his visitors. After the Velvet Revolution, an official delegation headed by Alexander
Dubcek passed by, expressing their honors to Koloman Sokol. Sokol remained a proud
and closed individual, refusing visits of ambassadors at his home and invitations to
receptions in Washington, D.C.

The intimacy of quiet life in Bryn Mawr suburbia became for the sensitive artist a
treasured inner world. Son George became an accomplished tennis player under his
father's coaching and graduated from a medical school. There were generations of
beloved dog friends who patiently watched Sokol when he was infusing life to his
paintings. Sokol liked their quiet company so much that he cosigned many paintings from
this period with the name of his dog Sambo or Samba. The grave of his most treasured
dog was under a big tree close to the house, decorated with pebbles from the river Vah in
Slovakia. And then there was this squirrel mother who brought her youngsters to Sokol’s
doorsteps to proudly show off. To celebrate this event Sokol generated in his barn studio
alarge composition of a pregnant mother.

A large old station wagon in the driveway was mostly unused. Sokol walked every day to
the post office and to the village library whose head, a Slovak American named Stella
Gabuzda, arranged for an exhibit of Sokol’s paintings in the library rooms. And then
there were these tennis courts close by where he relaxed playing tennis with Lydia until
the very late age.

In 2002, the city of Liptovsky MikulasS, his home town, appreciated Koloman Sokol by
opening a wing of an art gallery under his name. In December of the same year, the
Slovak Embassy in Washington, D.C., honored his contribution to arts and culture by
designating the chancery galery as Koloman Sokol Galery. In 2002 the Slovak
television produced a documentary entitled Koloman Sokol: Z labyrintu sveta do raja
duSe (From the labyrinth of the world to the paradise of the soul).

The artistic and human legacy of Koloman Sokol will remain to profoundly influence
generations to come.



