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ZEI GEZUNT // KEEP WELL 
THE EXHIBITION 

 

 

 
While in Europe during World War II, Lejb Pilanski learned the necessity 
for constant reinvention. As a means of survival, he constantly collected 
skills and materials. Lejb came to this country with next to nothing. 
Nurturing a “creative side” was never an option. He provided for his 
family by working long, hard, repetitive hours for little pay. He learned 
how to make the best out of whatever he had in front of him.  
 
Once he had spare time and a stable home, Lejb began to tinker. Initial 
creations had more to do with economic necessity or functionality rather 
than aesthetics. Yet there was always a sense of rough design, character 
and playfulness in the objects he crafted out of found, worn materials 
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Lejb gives new life to old objects or simply re-creates often mundane 
readily available and affordable household items in his own wonderful 
way. He likes to create. 
 
This exhibition brings Lejb’s original household objects into a gallery 
space where they can be considered as works of design. From material 
choices to inspired ideas of functionality there is a beauty in the 
originality and in the direct recycled simplicity of the forms themselves. 
Whether it be a task specific machine or the reinvention of items we use 
each day without a second thought, these creations exist nowhere else. In 
North America, his is a disappearing generation that cherishes 
reinvention and innovation - while simultaneously never considering those 
terms. 
 
ZEI GEZUNT // KEEP WELL is comprised of large photographs of Lejb 
Pilanski’s creations interwoven with official documents collected on his 
refugee journey from Post-War Eastern Europe to Canada. Quotes from 
Lejb about creation and his past, written in his own hand, are 
incorporated within the pieces to create a commentary in his own voice. 
A curated selection of Lejb’s actual invented objects are also on display. 
 

 
Photographed by Sean Wainsteim 
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LEJB PILANSKI Photographed by Sean Wainsteim 
 
At 97, Lejb Pilanski, a refugee who came to Canada after World War 
Two, is still living in the modest Toronto home he bought in the 1960s. A 
former sweatshop tailor, Lejb built a sewing room and workshop in his 
basement as a place to invent and innovate, turning discarded and 
second-hand objects into unique creations. 
 
The son of a Jewish tailor and handy man, Lejb was born in Poland in 
1919. During World War Two he was made to join the Russian Army and 
fight against the Germans. During that time, he lost his entire family. 
After the war, Lejb met his future wife Ester on a train. They snuck into 
France and lived in Paris where they had their daughter Ginette. In 1950 
they entered Canada as Displaced Person Refugees, settling in downtown 
Toronto. 
 
After creating piecework in a sweatshop, Lejb got a job as a tailor for 
Simpsons. In his spare time, he was creating. From secret cupboards and 
hiding places with hidden entrances to clothing for his family, Lejb built 
custom designs whenever an idea struck. He learned about motors, 
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electrical work and plumbing. Sewing and stitching is at the core of what 
he makes. His creations, and entire home, are evidence of his continued 
efforts to tinker and hack everything. 
 
SEAN WAINSTEIM 
The proud grandson of Lejb Pilanski, Sean Wainsteim is an award 
winning filmmaker, writer and artist living in Toronto, Canada. A graduate 
of OCAD, Sean splits his time between commercial, documentary and 
narrative projects that often use magic-realism to explore the spaces 
between history and memory. Sean’s work can be found at 
www.livingmonolith.com. 
 
Sean began assembling ZEI GEZUNT // KEEP WELL shortly after his 
grandmother Ester, Lejb’s wife, passed away on January 12, 2017. While 
growing up, the objects featured in the show never seemed out-of-the-
ordinary. While he realizes they are entirely unique, they also speak to 
ingenuity common in many immigrants. Sean tried to approach creation 
and curation of the show in the same exploratory spirit of discovery that 
he finds in his grandfather’s objects. 


