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By Jan Engoren

He may b young, but 28-yeur-oldJonatas Dasilvais anintense painter from Boca Raton
with 600kyears of Judeo-Spanish history on' his shoulders, A native of Northeastern
Brazil, DaSilva's family comes from Recife, 4 community withiroots dating back to the
Portugueselnquisition,

Dasilva has lived in the United States for 10 years. He says, “One of the greatest missions in
my life'so far is my quest for identity” His ancestors left Southern Spain duting the
Inquisition, and traveled to Portugaland Amsterdam before coming fo Recife, most likely
with the sugar trade.

From approximately 711 tor 1492 A.D., Jews, Muslims and' Christians all' lived and’
flourished togetherinAndalusia, Spain during a time period known as “La Convivencia.”
The time betore the Spanish Inquisition was full of cultural, fintellectual, social and
religious tolerance: :

When the Inquisition began, Jews and Muslims:were forced torconvert to'Catholicism
under penalty of death. Many fedito Moroeeo and Portugal. The Jews forced to/convert
betame known as “Conversos” or “Crypto-Jews,” practicing their religion in secret, If
discovered, they could beburned at the stake and have their property confiseated. Many
developed elaborate, secret vituals that were passed down through generations.
Eyventually, it was these empty vituals, devoid of any religious significance; that tied
Gonversos back to theii Jewish heritage.

Atthe age of 18, DaSilva's parents sathim down and revealed their family's Jewish origin
and traced their ancestny back to: Spain, Portugaland the Inquisition: DaSilva was not
completely surprised by this revelation: Itseemed to make perfectsense to him. It explained
some of those “weird™ customs his fumily practiced, suchias lighting Friday night candles
insideacloset; noteating outside of the home and martying cousins.

e began'a search for identity, which led hin torstart studying formal Judaisn. Says
Dasilva, “I'became the first personiin my family toset foot ia synagogue in 500 years. |
believe ingenetic memory and [ feel like a fish that has returned to the sea.”

However, for Diailva, the journey backito Judaism his notbeen an eisy one, In a parallel
tor his Gonversorancestors in Spain, DaSilyvarat first only told congregants he was a
Sephardi, but due to his characteristically Middle Eastern features, they pre-supposed he
was Israeli. Manyin the mainstream Jewish community wanted him toundergo a formal
conversion, whichheresisted.

Instead; he embarked on'a quest to have his heritage, and that of others in similar
situations, recognized by the formalirabbinic authoritics:

Ititool many years; but thanks to'his strong convietion and perseverance, DaSilvasvas finally
able toreceive “A'Gertificate of Return™ from the Sephardic Orthodox Rabbinical Courtof
the Abarbanel Foundation, presided over by the Turkish' Rabbi Ray Abraliam Deleon
Cohen, under the guidance of former Sephardic Chiet RabbiMordekhal Eliahu

Thisis a majoraceomplishment, noteasilyswon. “Ididn'tunderstand their reasoning, Twas

lveady Jewish: How could a Jew convent to beinga Jew? I wanted some acknowledgement of
whoTiwas and wherelcame from.”

It i this conyoluted, tortured and'secret history that has the most iimpact on Dasilvi’s
works, foryou cannot separate the antist from his history,

DaSilva, whose rzome de peirtre is Chimen, in‘honor of his great-grandfather, a'sculptor;
incorporatesthewhole of Judeo-Spanish history intohis paintings:

Suzie Khalil; the curator of Exor Galleries in'Boca Raton, says, “Jonatas embeds history,
emotion, spirituality and'personal passion into each painting; His familys story of a
concealed religious identity has motivated'his choice of subject matter: Chimen paintings

substantiate the religious freedonn that he has enjoyed uncovering."

Dasilva paints in the style of Spanish realists. Spanish realists are known for theli attention
todletail, for drawing your eye to a particulir spot and'for obseured backgrounds thatrecede
from the canyas:
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Flay the Song of Songs

Tis painting SoulofThenia depicts two clayvases atop/a small table: The lavger vase has a

Jewish blue and white prayer shawl wrapped avoundits neck: The smaller vase, with a
‘single sprig of yellow flowers erupting fromits mouth sits atop a metallic, red; gold and

blue Spanish brocade, The juxtapositiontof the Spanish scarf and the Jewish prayer
shawl, asiwell as the symbolism of the two vases, one barren and one fertile, speaks to
DaSilya’s roots and heritage.

He employsithese same images in a ditterent painting , Bringing logether.

This: time the: prayer shawl is unwrapped and draped'loosely over an austere-looking

tluted vase. A more voluptuous vase covered withithe Spanishitapestuy is laying onits side,
water, wsymbol of life, flowing from its mouth. What is DaSilva’s intent? What s he trying

tosaywith this painting? Is it metaphor for Spanish heritage as a source of life compared
toithe Jewish heritage, which is stagnant?

Khalil says, “Jonatas® paintings have 4 remarkable quality about them in which they
appear to radiate, rather than reflect, light: They parallel'his personality He's so full of
life—a passionate painter and a deep thinker, I'm certain that they cavry his spirit
because he lives his passion through his paintbrush,”

Dasilvastudied atthe Centro Livre de Artes Bosque dos Buritis in Brazil and with Conehita
Firgau of the Art Institute of Weston, who'in' turn studied at the same institute as Pablo
Picasso and Salvador Dali;

e paints “100%™ by Daviner's technique, a technique called “wash-in”, whereby the
painting is first sketched in'charcoal on canvas. He then mixes burnt umber and sienna
with'oil and turpentine and brushes thisonto the canvas in a brown-colored monotone.
With cheesecloth wrapped around his fingers, DiSilva works to'coax out the light and
highlights of the painting and, lilke a make-up artist, will blend; blend, blend. Onlywhen
this firstlevel is drydoes he go back to thecanvas and apply the color to the picture.

“his technique lays down a foundation, creates contrastand captures depth. This way of
painting increases the level of perfection. Nothing is pevfect; but I am able to check my
drawing at least three séparate limes before the finaltouches are applied and correct any
mistakes,” he says,

Besides traditional still-lifes of vases and bowls of fiit, and his passion with his roots,
DaSilva paints women — lots of women:

[The women in his portraits are glamorous and feminine, exuding sexuality, They are
Juxtaposed alongside rotund, open vases and ripened fruit, The symbolism is apparent
and sexual innuendos abound. The females amidst the fruits echo Cavavaggio’s paintings
oficherubichoysioffering up their baskets of fruits for sale, Paadoxically, often'times they
arcaustere, presented alone, isolated and detached. Theve are no men, no other figures.
Gould'it be they danee, sleep, flirt; beckon and work toentice us, the vicwer?

The viewer is exhorted explicitly in Finish Me Please. This portrait; with the double-
entendre title, is of 4 woman wearing only a headsearf, her eyes lined with kohl, peering
demurely over hershoulder. The portraitis done allin shades of umber, exceptfor one silver
earring danglingin thewomun’svight ear and a tinge of red'on her lips, Inthe upperleft cor-
ner of the painting, Dasilva leaves his paintbrush hanging and'a tube of half-used paint in
the bottom tight hand/corner, I8 it the painting, or the woman, that needs to.be finished?

Marilici Fell Asleep depicts a young woman sleeping on her side, her left arm draped
languorouslyonto:her stomach, & wooden bowl of apples by her side; A number of the

applesthaverolled out of the bowl and frame her sleeping figure, 18 sheamoderit-day Snow:

White; having tastec of the poisoned apple and waiting forher prince to.awaken her?

Dasilva needs inspiration fo paint, and, when inspired, he will paint a series of 10-15
paintings along the'same theme: Historically, his inspiration is history, genealogy and
heritage. Not sunprisingly, one of his themes is masks. By land he creates Venetian-style
masks, builds the framework, sews the cloth and hand' paints the masks before he
translates them onto the canvas, He loves to paint toloud musicsuch as Pink Floyd, opera,
stich as Carmina Burand, o tango music by Argentinian composer Astor Piazzola. He will
usually have aglass of duy red wine, suchvas Sangriz or Muscato, tolhelp him rela.

Khalil commentsion Dasilva's painting, Play the Song ofSongs, inwhich 2 mask appears;
“Jonatas presentsuswithamask, twomandolins, a picce of draped Spanish tapestey; and a
age of sheet music, inseribed with musical notes of Hatikoah, the national anthem of
Israel. Though elegantly quiet, the message speaks Jonatas! mantra—pick up an instru-
ment, playyourmusic, live your life, and be whoyou ave by proudly shedding your: mask.”

Currently, DaSilvais reading upon: the: conquistadores and the Jewish pivates of the
Garibbean. His newest interests include ships, maps, and the history of the Americas, “1
knew from the age ofithree wanted folbe an artist, Ididn'tlike the badly drawn cartoons I
saw on TV, Greatartis political, I'want my work to be inclusive: I'don't want to/limit my
audience,” he says. “My biggest accomplishmentis in developing a personalstyle. I speak
{0 people who haye something they wishitoiexpress and [ fry.to express these feelings for
them, Artispeaks to people and opens their hiearts. 1t breaks down barriers and artificial
walls imposed by race, religion and social status, Avtis the language we share.”

Jonatas DaSilva’s paintitigs arc onexhibitat the Exor Gallerfes, 291 Via Nawanjas, Suite 454,
Boca Raton, Florida, 33432, Tel; (561) 361-7474.
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