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In Jewish sources, the water motive is often used in connection
with holiness and purity. At the very beginning of creation, God
is identified with water: “.. And the Spirit of God moved upon
the face of the waters” (Genesis 1:2). In yet another part of the Bible
reference is made to the purifying nature of water: “Nevertheless
a fountain or pit, wherein there is plenty of water, shall be
clean...“ (Leviticus 11:36). In the Kabbalah, the Mikva is seen as the
“womb of the universe”, the source of all life whose water removes
and cancels out all impurity, considered as the “whisper of death”.

Pinto’s pictorial methodology and its content remind us of the
poetry of Itamar Yaoz- Keszt in his volume entitled “On Faith
and Penance”. Through his poems he describes the greatlight
and the internal enlightenment that brought him to his religious
beliefs. Some of the poems in his collection “The Book of White

Light”, deal with enlightenment and its connection to the spiritual

world. Yaoz- Keszt describes the long process of building the
firm foundation of faith between the real, material world and the
spiritual. He compares the work of God to the work of poetry and

refers to his writing as a form of prayer in a similar fashion to
Pinto who claims that his art is analogous to religion.

In conclusion, we can say that within Pinto’s work we can find
many spiritual implications with multilayered significance.

His works, as shown in this exhibition, can be described
metaphorically as that large red box described earlier abox, lain
in allits glory in the open countryside, between golden dunes,
water and the sky and which conceals a secret within.

“Nature, its manifestations and expressions is the revelation of
God. Artis therevelation of man. The artistis the thread that
joins them together, that essential link in the chain, the one
who stands between the divine around us and the humanity
of our lives [...] Art which is constantly creating new from the
old and the existing, is always at the side of God as his long and
always active arm [...] This is a constant process of creation for
which the artist is essential, as without him as executor, the
partnership between the divine creator and the human creator

would not be possible or realized.” 2

1 [tamar Yaoz- Keszt, “The Divine Way, The Poetic Way”, The Book of White Light, Aked, Tel Aviv, 2009, P. 22.
2 A discussion between Adi Vaor and Abraham Borg. From: Emil Bilski, Amiti Mendellson, Avigdor Sh’anan (Editors), Lights, Light in Literature, in Meditation and in Art, Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 2005, P.22.
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Eliminating Evidence, (diptych) 2010, oil on canvas, 130x75 cm



we remember them in our adult years. Others say that we create
an invented meaning and significance to our past thereby forming
distorted childhood memories. We find no signs of such feelings
in Pinto’s work. In fact, the opposite can be said to be true: his
positive portrayal of his past, accompanied with his huge smile
and a radiant expression give us the feeling that the view before us
is the pure and undistorted truth. The soft, smooth and expansive
yellow dunes appearing in his work give us a perception of a
radiant and all-encompassing memory. The dominant desert
landscape theme found in so many of Pinto’s paintings reminds

us of a biblical desert, the place where God revealed Himself to
Moses and where the 10 Commandments were handed down

to mankind. Throughout history, the desert has been the place

to seek existential answers and the secrets of life, a place for
contemplation and reflection, a place chosen by monks and
hermits to escape from surrounding society and evil. Over the
centuries, the vast, open expanses of the desert have served as a
refuge for many. We can assume that they heard not only the voice
of God but also the internal voice that exists in each of us, should
we choose to listen to it.

The donkey, which was an integral part of Pinto’s Arad childhood
and which features in many of his works, relates in a perfectly
natural way to his desert scenes. One of the works shown in

the present exhibition shows the profile of a donkey in a sandy
wilderness. Opposite the donkey’s profile we see a reddish box, the
contents of which are unknown. It could hold a great secret or a
concealed event that only the donkey is aware of. The viewer has no
way of knowing and must make his own judgment.

In another work, the donkey and his shadow appear in the same
landscape. The creature holds a paint brush between his teeth, and
itisasif heis painting a ship’s sail against the backdrop of a blue
sea. Over the years, much has been said of the donkey, used by
man as his helper in his daily work: the donkey’s name in Hebrew
(Hamor) is reminiscent of the Hebrew word for material (Homer)
and is a symbol of materialism and worldliness. The donkey is
considered to be a beast with no intelligence but there are those
who defend him and claim that he is cleverer than the horse. On
hisinsight as opposed to that of the People of Israel who refuse to
see their God biblical prophesies have said that: “The ox knoweth
his owner and the ass his master’s crib“ (Isaiah Chapter 1, Verse 3).

There is also the belief that the donkey will, in the future, carry
the Messiah on his back. In both cases, these seems to be pointing
to the donkeys’ significance rather than insignificance. In Pinto’s
paintings, the donkey is depicted with positive connotations: it is
described in terms of an artist of pure white and reminds us of a
noble horse that isloved by all. As for the shadow which appears
in the second painting, this is another important component in
Pinto’s creations. Often the shadow is shown in a conspicuous
manner, emphasizing its being a projection of the object, and
enhancing the light by way of contrast.

Another characteristic of this work and many others is its impish
humor: the donkey paints sail boats or a game of chess, a ritual
pool whose walls are painted a sweet pink, a bath incongruously
placed in the middle of a desert landscape, a hand drawing on the
seat of a pink chair and many other examples. All can be seen

as exaggerated components, a revelation which takes the object
from its usual and accepted context. The humor in Pinto’s work is
not blunt but rather invites a smile. He seems to define himself
as an artist with a reserved sense of humor. We can also see the
relationship between his work and typical surrealistic works

which include surprising and irrational elements. His works
create a continuous dialogue between the material dimension and
the boundaries of a dream world and strive to achieve harmony
between conflicting worlds through the use of subtle humor.

The exhibition gradually reveals the spirituality experienced by
Pinto in his relationship to the deserts rhythm and open spaces.
The blue skies, spread over the entire landscape, symbolize grace
and love and, through the painting, are inexorably linked to the
golden dunes. If we didn't know that this is a desert landscape
such as those around his childhood home in Arad, then we could
imagine the skies to be the sea, the source of life and purity. The
exhibition includes paintings and images taken from the Mikva,
the Jewish ritual purification pool. This too is a dominant motive
in Pinto’s work. According to Pinto, art can be compared to
religion as it enables us to experience the process of cleansing
and purification. In his use of the Mikva’s image, Pinto creates a
viable connection between art and faith, a further step towards
his choice to live his life according to tradition and to discover and
connect to hisroots a process of refection and rebirth that began
during a period of prosperity in his life.
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“Ibn Gvirol wrote: “You are one... and all is but one secret...
how mysterious is the secret
that defines the barriers of the tongue?...
surely the quality of God and understanding of the poem
will forever demand my total devotion, [...]"*

Sky, water, light and sand - these are just the visible components
of Shimon Pinto’s paintings. Using pastel colors he paints vast
spaces which emphasize the infinite beauty of creation and into
which he inserts his own internal world, experimenting with
childhood memories spiced with color. Images unite with the
landscapes of his childhood in Arad and correspond with the

Israeli experience as it appears in his contemporary consciousness.

Pinto deals with the dynamics of time and draws a line connecting

the past and the present by showing his subject with subtle humor.

The eye, passing over Pinto’s minimalistic paintings, meets
silent, light saturated icons. Collected together the works
create a “nuclear melting pot”, charge the space and sketches an
autonomous, rational environment in which the viewer is able
to separate the material and spiritual relationships found in the
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depths of the seemingly simple paintings. There is no specific
story or plot, no tales of suspense. The egalitarianism Pinto uses
when dealing with the totality of components in his paintings is
evident. Ultimately, color is the dominant factor, the link which
creates the work’s voice and generates their internal, scintillating
light. Pinto makes extensive use of the color white, which, in
essence, consists of all colors combined. This is the source of his
richness. White symbolizes tranquility and silence and indicates
the emptiness of the canvas. It merges with the basic colors red,
blue and yellow to create the pastel rainbow through which the
artist creates his space. The hills, the yellow sands seamlessly
combine with the blue sky to form one, complete expanse.

The scenes are closely connected to the arid desertlandscapes

of Arad, part of Pinto’s childhood years, that he remembers as a
joyful and beautiful period to be looked back on with deep rooted
longing. Often, we tend to refer to our childhood memories as
an open wound that is best forgotten. Itis asif these memories
are proof that childhood is the source of all our future neuroses.
Some say that the workings of a child’s brain are not sufficiently
developed to enable them to understand childhood memories as



the Pale’, his otherness, but also perhaps his longing for Nature
and fellow humans. Indeed, Pinto is aware of isolation as part

of the destiny of his footprint as an artist. Accordingly, here is
Pinto’s donkey, walking through the Tel Aviv Art Museum plaza,
where, in the distance, the Azrieli Towers and City Hall can be
seen. A melancholic donkey; it has already passed by Henry
Moore’s sculpture and is almost entering the museum. But no: it
is still outside. This longing for recognition by the museum will
also be depicted in another painting, where an artist is shown
jumping high into the air, from one painting to another, above the
Dead Sea, with the Mountains of Edom in the background. The
artist progresses across his spring-board paintings on his way to
conquering the peaks of Masada, shown in the foreground and
representing, for Pinto, the impenetrable museum-fortress.

But let us not err: the artist does not strut ego and honor in these
paintings. The donkey’s entry into the museum — and according

to Nahum Guttmann’s story, “The Adventures of the Blameless
Donkey”, the donkey already entered the museum in the role of art
critic — or the conquest of Masada represent, more than all else,
alonging for revolution in museum institutionalization, from a
fortress to a home, open to the unpretentious whose work is their
belief. Pinto’s artwork seeks the rectification: “Rectify the World

in the Kingdom of Shaddai” is the title of one large canvas, where
endless desert dunes cover the expanse, and at the canvas center,
amysterious figure is scratching out, with some kind of hayfork
held in its hand, tracks across the land. The tracks are parallels
of threes, sharp and hard as the tines of the hayfork, but they
also represent the three vertical strokes of the [Hebrew] letter
shinn that starts the word ‘Shaddai’, and they are also the color
of heaven. Similarly to this allegorical image, Pinto is seeking to
bring the paths of heaven down to the earthly sphere. And when
Pinto paints a group of youth, standing at the shoreline (we have
returned to the space of pureness) in a circle around a white flag,
and blowing balloons up, the artist is telling us this: the choice is
in your hands - either the balloons of empty, hot air that celebrate
surrender (the white flag), or balloons as an expression of the
spirit and soul; and it is the absence of a shadow to these figures
that confirms their ‘angelity’.

This is Pinto’s choice: yo-yo, balloons of meaninglessness, comput-
er games — or, by contrast — purification, prayer, the matter of the
soul. The city (fences, alienation) or desert (expansive, endless).
For Pinto’s donkeys, there can be no doubt where the cotton candy
can be found. For Pinto, the act of artistic doing is also the act of
ethical instruction, of the type found in two large canvases where
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a stack of chairs is topped by a caged bird. In the artist’s homiletic
world, we find power struggles within and without the artistic
world, struggles that position self above other, yet the verdict
handed down to the strugglers is one of the cage of ego.

On one canvas, Pinto presents the artist robed in ultra-Orthodox
black, sitting and painting, surrounded by upright tubes of color.
Behind the artist is a wall; through its high windows a treetop
can be seen. Artisolates the artist from the world, and even from
Nature. Art creates a closed coterie, a kind of Stonehenge-circle
cultist space marked out by the tubes of paint. It is an autonomous
coterie of art-belief from which the paintings are born. But, to

no less a degree, it is the coterie from which the artist himself is
birthed. Riveting to the mind is another artwork in which Pinto
paints a gargantuan tube of paint; from its mouth spills a green
figure. It is the image of an additional shadow in Pinto’s world of
green shadows, but the shadow here is that of the artist himself
[referencing the biblical artisan Bezalel whose name, in Hebrew,
means “in God’s shadow”]. Pinto approaches his beliefs through
hisart, just as he brings his beliefs to his art.



There is movement between the boundaries I have created, along
a fine line between worlds opening up to forgotten vistas, like a
person praying, seeking his creator. [...] charm containing joy,
refinement, purification, seclusion and isolation, difference and
closeness. (Shimon Pinto, “Artist’s Statement”)

More and yet more paintings of “Mikveh”; ever more “Gates of Pu-
rity” (the steps and railing leading down into the pool in which the
invisible artist, descending, invites us). But here is a white raven
that chooses to perch on the “Mikveh” railing, casting a giant green
shadow, perhaps threatening, perhaps rather like “a man wrapped
in his prayer shawl”, explains the artists. This raven has become

a dove, this very raven, which is impure, which shreds carcasses,
which did not return to Noah’s ark bearing a message of redemp-
tion. Here, it has become purified, become the redeeming dove.
Ravens: we find them in another painting, seated in a flock on
branches of leafless trees facing a lad seated on the bars beyond the
school fence, his alienated and distanced gaze towards the depress-
ing structure which the Hitchcock-ian ravens find to their taste.

This sense of spiritual cleansing as far as the essence of artistic
experience is expanded by Pinto with the image of the bath and
shower. Pinto has positioned them at the heart of the desert, and
surrounded them by a pink or red screen. One of the most beautiful
and minimalistic of the bath series paintings presents the desert
(alower yellowish swath), with the sky above (an upper light blue
swath) and at its heart, several grey beams forming the skeleton of

a Sukkah [ritual booth] in which the bath is found. The painting is
infinite calm emptiness, the desert is the place where God appears,
and the empty bath is the essence of the uterine image of spiritual
rebirthing. It would seem that even the sea joins Pinto’s lexicon

of purity and infiniteness, where the skies in his paintings are the
spiritual desire even when marked by a high-flying kite at the end
of its almost endlessly long line.

Itisrare to find, in Shimon Pinto’s art, a specifically Jewish image,
such as the black, authoritative Tefillin [phylacteries], with its
long, winding black strap, and monumental black box, mastering
the large canvas where, in the left, ankles can be seen on a table
(the woolly kibbutz-style slippers are testimony to the Israeli expe-
rience) and the ankles” owner plays with a yo-yo, a Pinto-typical re-
curring image indicating folly in life. The artist critically observes,
through his art, the society and culture of his environment: on an
expansive canvas he paints a titled cage-trap (of the kind used in
his childhood to catch stray cats) right before he ‘entraps’ a lap-
top... surrounded by a green flowering field in which is a basketball
court (also drawn from childhood images) indicating the utopian
space of freedom and happiness that counterpoint the temptation
of the entrapping computer.

However, the essence of good in Pinto’s artistic world is the
repeated image of “cotton candy”, known in Hebrew as “grandmo-
therly hair”. These sugar-threads, wound like wool around a stick,
can be found in paintings large and small, singly or in clusters,

and are the topic of a donkey’s lecture in an auditorium, or are
manufactured by the donkey and ‘implanted’ on the podium as
trees casting green shadows. Cotton candy represents the image of
ultimate joy: sweet, soft, melting, pink. And it would seem that the
artist is not patronizing towards them in the name of some higher
value: for the sweetness and softness of color in the artist’s paint-
ings seems to serve as testimony to benevolence of a kind that
represents ‘childness’ and innocence, equated by the spirituality
immersion noted earlier. Here is a large painting in which an artist
bears an apple (the earliest sin?) on his back, among the desert
hills approaching the Dead Sea, the sky filled with a multitude of
cotton candy fibers, as though they were heavenly umbrellas from
a Magritte, or lanterns from Yossel Bergner.

Shimon Pinto returns to the desert as one who returns to his
childhood yet simultaneously, as one who knows the infinite
expanse of the desert as a place for the transcendental, and as one
who seeks to position his art in the here and now. His search for
the ‘typically Israeli’ as far as local-cultural-identity has involved
him since studying Art at Ben Gurion University, where in 2000
he painted the green shadow of Nimrod cast upon the wall of
amuseum hall empty of all human presence. Already then, his
connection with the figurative-primitive was identifiable.

In the world of the desert, cotton candy, bathing structures, and
toys, an anti-hero leading us through Shimon Pinto’s paintings
stands out: the figure of the donkey. The donkey propounding on

the theory of goodness to a handful of listeners in the auditorium
is the same donkey playing chess in the desert where we saw the
pink-screened bath. It is the same donkey that paints the sea and
aboat becoming refined in the heart of the desert (at its feet are
three cans of paint in the primary colors of red, blue and yellow:
art as the primary passage to spiritual rebirth). And again, the
donkey is there, dragged along by a small child on a bicycle in the
home (“Mother won't let me play with a donkey”). Indeed, featured
in numerous of Pinto’s paintings are the Bedouin donkeys he so
loved to play with as a child in Arad, despite his mother’s scolding.
Now, the donkey has become the painted symbol of ambivalence:
on one hand, the donkey on which the Messiah is mounted,

and on the other, “a people that is donkey-like” (stubborn, stiff-
necked) or “Issachar is alarge-boned ass” [Gen.49:14] — the donkey
as manifestation of the material? [Hebrew wordplay: donkey is
khamor, material is khomer] Perhaps, the donkey as manifestation
of spirit? (Note the stand of books just behind the donkey tied to
the child’s bicycle; and don’t miss the chess-playing donkey!) Does
the donkey perhaps manifest modesty, acceptance of outcomes,
and blamelessness? One way and/or another, the artist’s self-
identification with this empathetic creature — which was warmly
embraced by earlier Israeli artists such as Nahum Guttmann,
Ludwig Schwerin, Avraham Ofek, Lydia Zavetsky, Tamar Getter
and many others —is clear. When Pinto paints his donkey passing
awooden fence, beyond which is a group of youth praying in
Nature alongside several trees, he is painting his isolation ‘beyond



A BATH IN THE DESERT, A DONKEY, AND COTTON-CANDY GidonOfrat

Abasement in central Jerusalem. On the floor, a bowl piled high
with rat poison. In the corner, a pulpit with a Siddur [prayer book]
upon it. Above, hung on the wall, is “The Artist’s Prayer”, a text
composed by Shimon Pinto, young Jerusalem artist and traditional
Jew. Round about, leaning against each other, are large scale oil
paintings alongside smaller canvases. Most of the artwork is airy,
of light coloring, peopled with allegorical images, brushed with

a figurative-primitive touch in ephemeral pastels. These are the
paintings rooted in autobiographic memories and the place where
the artist grew up — Arad, in the Judean Desert. Most of all, the
paintings integrate innocence, even a child-like naiveté, gentle
humor and refined didacticism coming from an artist with a
spiritual-ethical message.

Imperceptibly, a ‘mini-school’ is forming on our own turf, in the
heart of the young Israeli stream of newly birthing primitive artists
(Shai Yehezkeli, Shai Tzurim, Ben Ben-Ron, and others) of whom
several — and for the most, Jerusalemites — noticeable for their
language, which is free, sassy, filled with humor, moving from the
immediate and unpolished to what, at some other opportunity,

we termed ‘minor’, that is, of a soft, faded, seemingly languid
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appearance even in large formats. Most of the artists have returned
to the fold’ as far as religious belief, most bear markers of ‘the
spiritual in art’ (in this new figurative formulation): Shai Azulay,
Ronen Siman-Tov, Shimon Pinto, Elad Rozen, Alon Kedem. Three
have won young artists’ awards from the Jerusalem Artist’s House.
However, the degree of restraint, or by contrast, of unfettering,
alters from artist to artist; nor is the depth of humor identical -
Shai Azulay can be crowned as the most humoristic of the group;
while Elad Rozen displays a sarcastic twist when handling religion.
And nonetheless, common to most of them is the striving towards
a fictitious-narrative simplicity of image of homiletic flavor,
following the verse, “Purify our hearts — to serve You in truth”,
where the aspect of ‘to serve You’ is filled by the artistic doing.

Such are the paintings titled “Mikveh” [ritual immersion pool] by
Shimon Pinto: Eilat-style sandals (nothing is more typically Israeli
than them) are placed near the steps descending into the ritual
pool beneath a vast sky. The paintings are empty, static, quiet, filled
with light. Descent for the sake of ascent. The painting is a kind of
Jewish immersion that consecrates water and light; the painting is
apurification:
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