g 17" % SKETCHES

LITTLE KNOWN AND RARELY SEEN, THE
PRINTS OF THE 1QTH-CENTURY ARTIST
[saac Mendes Belisario CAPTURE THE
FOLKWAYS OF COLONIAL-ERA JAMAICA.
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BELISARIO

in his own time and place—
19th-century Jamaica and
England—nor is he today.
But this obscure painter and
printmaker has been receiving
some unaccustomed attention
lately from art historians and
specialized collectors because
of a suite of richly detailed
pictures that constitute a
rare eyewitness account of
Jamaican folkways and slave
life during the colonial era.

Born in Jamaica in 1794 into a well-to-do Sephardic-
Jewish merchant family, Belisario spent part of his life in
'IEnF;|3|1|:| and died 1n Londoa i1 1849, Hiz major work is
Sketohes of Character, I Ilnustration of the Habits, Ocen-
patioar and Costurne of the Negro Popadation, tile [sland
rri"..l'u.lu.uca. i BErIeS 1n!|'|:|1|bcng;ru]'ll'|$ I:FE.]:III:'I:I ican slaves dressed
up far a |'r-cr:|:-1.||.1.r eusic-and-dance celebration, which the
artist, who was based in Kingston, Jamaica’s capital, ssued
o subscribers i 1837 and 1838, Those memorable images,
with aceompanying descriptive texes composed by Belisaro
himself, offer a cultaral anthropologist’s reasure trove of
information about one of the most colorful folk cusroms
tan have emerged in colonial Jamaica,

Belisaria’s reputation got 4 boost in 2007 from the
200ch anniversary of Britain's abolivion of the Atlantic
slave teade. As part of the commemaorations, Yale Univer-
sity"s Center for British Art presented thie exhibition Art
aid Emancipation in Jamaica: lsaac Mende: Belizario
and His Worlds, It fearured Belisario's Skefckes prines,
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artifacts from the *:.law:r}' era and an ACCBmpa nYiNg Cata-
||1gu.e in which the famous PrAnTs Wens l'ltprfn.il.k.'ﬂi Frovm the
complete set of three parts, in their original bindings, that
are housed in the Yale museum’s Paul Mellon Collection.

Very few other complere or incomplete sets of Skerches
are known to exist. In Jamaica, Valerie Facey, the founder
and director of The Mill Press, a Kingston-based company
that focases on works abour Jamaican art and culture,
andd her husband, Maurice Facey, a well-known Jamaican
businessman, own one oomplete set, whaose pages ane sep-
arated from their original bindings. The Faceys are one of
the best-known families in the Jamaican business world,
and some of their ancestors were Jewish, To some degree,
this aspect of Valerie’s own family’s history has spurred
her longstanding interest in the story of the Belisarios of
Jamaica. In Kingston, the University of the West Indies
owns another complere, bound set of Sketckbes (inched-
ing rwo sers of part two), a5 does the National Library of
Jamiaica, whose set is unbound.

Lare last vear The Mill Press isued Belisarne: Sketckbes
af Character, a new, exhanstively researched and lav-
ishly illustrated book written by laographer Jackie Ran-
ston and printed in Verona, lraly, by the amed Stamperia
Valdonega. Belizario 15 the most ambitious project this
small press has undertaken to date. At the heart of the
book is the story of the artist’s creation of his portrais,
To provide a sense of the histarical and cultural contesxts
in which Belisario's Skefches emernged, the Britizh-borm
Ranston, whi has lived and worked in Jamaica since 1970,
goes back o the Inguisition, which the Carhaolic Church
established in Spain and Partugal in the Late 15th century,
and 1o the migratory movements of branches of the Jewish
Lindo and Belisario families thar survived ic. Their descen-
dants® paths erossed pwo centuries karer ar a London syna-
gogue that became the spiritual home of the British cap-
tal’s small community of *Mosaic™ people, as Jews were
soanetiees reberred 1o an che time.

Decades laver, the paths of certain members of the Lindo
and Belisario families crossed again—in Jamaica. They
were among the countless Jewish families in the Caribbean

lraac Hended Balivarie's hand=calsned lithographs B Shefcies of Sharacier (2F7-38) documanted the coutumas snd ribusis of 15e

Jsmalcan maiquarade ledtival Knsvn ai Jorsonnu. Previous spresd, Prom left: Amoeg the stock characiers o Jonkoanu wane Kos, Kod,

ar ActarBay: Jaw-Bone, of Howuse John Canos, Thic page: Water-Jer Sellary, trom Skefcher of Character
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wha traced their roots back to England, Spain, Portagal
of ather countries and who distinguished themselves bor
generations as merchants and financiers. Reminders of the
conrributions Jews have made to the societies and instira-
rions of the Caribbean islands can be found in the grave-
vards and national archives of many of the region's small,
independent, post-colonial countries. As for Jamaica, in
the past some of the sland's most prominent Jewish basi-
nessmen were deeply involved in its potorions slave rrade,
right wp until Jamasca freed its slaves in 1838, It was against
this commercial and social backdrop thar the Belisario’s
life unfolded.

His father, Abraham Mendes Belisario, arrived in Kings-
ton from London in 1786, at the age of 18, and went 1o
wark For Alexandre (Elisha) Lindo, a skive rrader and mer-
chant whaose daughter, Esther, he lacer married. Ranston
writes that “Lindo's thriving port business incloded his robe
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nies in the Americas, the final economic crunch came,
Ranston points owt, in 1807, In that year, Britain’s Aboli-
iom of the Slave Trade Act “made it illegal for British ships
1 be involved in the trade.”

Even before this time, Belisario had st his sights on
becoming an artist, despite his Familys expectations thax
he assume a role in is enterprises. He gave up his job as a
London stockbroker and studied with warercolorist Robert
Hills and showed has own work sith the Sociery of Painters
in (il and Watercodours. He also paineed landscapes in oal
and in 1831 exhibited a watercolor portrain {Lady in Black)
at the Boyal Academy of Arts. Belisario's lady was Ellen
Terry, ome of the most-admined young scrresses of her time.
However, whibe his artistic career progressed, Belisario suf-
fered from respiratory ailments, so he returned o Jamaica
in 1834 in search of a warm, soothing climane,

There he set up a studio on the Parade, the main plaza
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enterprises.

as a prominent prize agent, selling off ememy vessels and
their cargoes that had been caughe off Cuba, Hispaniola
and Puerto Rico and along the Spanish Main.™ As Lindo's
eventual business partier, Abraham became prosperous,
o, Bt i 1803, after becoming involved with his farher-
in-law in a disastrous loan to France of half a million Brig-
ish pounds to help provision French forces fighting rebels in
St. Domingue—the French colony thar would become the
independent nation of Haiti—Abraham returned with his
family to London. Lindo, ruined, sailed back on the same
ship. For such businessmen, who had been deeply invalved
in the rrans-Arlanric slave trade, which transported homan
cargo from the coast of West Africa to Enropean colo-

in downiown Kingston. He had been away from the iskand
of his birch for 31 years. As Belisarso became established,
weakthy landowners commissioned him to paint porteaits
of their family members or pictures of their estanes; the rela-
tively small number of the artist's paintings thar are known
o exist today are mostly in privace collections in Jamaica
or in the Mational Gallery of Jamaica in Kingston,

When Belisario arrived back in Jamaica, he found a small
art scene made up of only a few itinerant foreign artists.
Motable among them was the Frenchman Adolphe Duperly,
wha became known for his kand-colored lithographic prints
of typical Jamaican scenes. Belisario’s keen eye for detail
and Duperly’s printmaking skill would come together in the

Fram left; The Gusen, or "Ma‘am” af Jonksanu, wham Bellssro called the “conduectress of a lvely ansd graceful band of Female

damcart™ Cocod Walki Eitate, an urdared oll on Casress by Belisario. whe was alsg kngwn Tor his landicage work.
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production of the Jewssh-Jamaican artist’s ambitious bur,
wlimarely, incomplerely realized Skefcles series document
ing a masquerade festival known as Jonkonna,

African in origin, Jonkonno was, Ranston explains, “a fan
tastic fusion of African and European mraditions that had s
urigin:_. in the early dayvs of slavery, when the Chnistmas and
Easter halidays ... provided the only real recreational opportu-
niries for the enslaved.” For a few days at Jonkonma time, plan
ranion ovweners albowed their slaves o bang drams, make nusic
and celebrace, Since dlaves and dave-owners alike joined in
the Pestivities wearing costumes and masks representing hach
mythical and real-life ‘Hg:l res, Jomkomnnu became a great, if fem-
porary, leweler of the era’s strictly hiera rchical SOCIETY. The
wiord Jonkonmu—sometimes rendered * fohn Canoe™=—might
be derived from the name of an 18ch-century West African
chieftain, The festival oocurs in other parts of the Canbbean
and in slavery days was practiced in North Carolina.)

Like Mardi Gras in Mew Ordeans, Jonkonno developed
its ovrn sfock characters, such as the e (or “Ba'am™)of
the anging and dancing Set Girls and Jack-m-the-Green, a
male Agure covered with a palm-frond shrowd. In Belisario's
emblematic images, the Queen appears in a brightly pae-
terned |'m-c|-]1- kirt, pul!-!' sbeeves and a beoad lace collar, :|||.1|aq.'
with a wide-brimmed hat l!l.lppnl |'-}' a thicker of ||1.||T:.' white
plumes. In Belisario’s own words, she was the “conductress
af a |||.-|_-|:.-_1.|-||] 4.'.:ral.'|.'!-l.|| band of fernale dancers™ armed with
a “cow-skin 1.-.'|:1||:-' 48] kn.'p]ll.'r -..]I.III:I.:L'E- i lime. Ax _[1:!|| ko
Eurmae Lh-r:.' would “m”:.' forth in the mor |iil||_.:." Jl.'l.'l.ll'uE'ruﬁil.'d
|.1:.' a band, to “|uu|.‘||.' the town™ until |'|i:_|.'|'|[!1|'||c. Belisario
als Jl.'pu.'ln] _I:ltl.'-]'!-um'. oF Hl.lub-f.ll.llﬁl'l-':'i'll'll.":. a characrer
who wore 4 mask and a |l.l|'|,!.'.-|'|:1i1'-|.*1.i wig. a mi |iur’}r-|l.'ﬂ.'4-:ll'q"_
i.J.-'.'k-l.'l and a headdress 5|lﬁ[‘ﬂ:\d like 4 houze af houseboar,
That unusual beadgear had roots in west-central African
societies afid symbolized a man's wealth, which was mea-
sured by how many people lived in his home

In Belisario, Ranston notes thar the mask-wearing and
cioss-dressing associated with Jonkomna would have remindsd
the artist of the Jewish Parim celebration that plays wich
the themes of identiry,™ and rthar, in the Late 18th cengury in
London, afrer those fesrivicies had become oo boisterouas,
Jewiish elders decreed o their commaenity that in the futura,
“nex person of cur nation of sther sex or of any age shall, on
Parim, of at any other rime of the year, appear in the streets
in masquerade or disguised in the dress of the other sex.™

In documenting Jonkonnu characters for posterity,
Belisario took a turn away from the landscapes and soci-
ety portraits for which he had become knowem. With his
Skeiches, he also helped validate a form of cultural expres-
sion that had become an integral part of Jamaica’s muakti-
racil and already multicultural society. Although he had
intended to produce a dozen separate installmments (known
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A% parts or numbers) of the Sketches, each conta inl.uq.' several
IMAgEs, because he could ot And |.'.|]~u.|.1||.' assstants I-:a-'||l:'||1
him hand-colar each pring b wias forced bo cease prl.ﬂ.iud"r!:ln
of the series after 1wining only three numbers. They con-
tamned a total of 12 images. In April 1835 Belisario informed
subscribers who had 'p.iu:l b PECEIvE fl.lrllh.ulllirlg Shetches
ingtallments that he had fallen ill from overexertion in hamd-
u13||1nng1hc prings. Shor |:| thereafrer, Belisario sailed back
8] I‘.lq.ﬂrllul. I London he resided with his sisters witil his
death from I:ul'll.'n‘ul-::-su, that “dread disease.” as Charles
Dickens deseribed i, by means of which “day by day and
graun |'-g.' grain, the moreal pare withers aveay."”

LFespate Ranston's exhaustive research, her subject
remaing sameth 15113 af an |.'|'|ig|'||J. o Belisario,™ she wrines,
relevant documents offer “no mention of 2 wibe, mistress or
childrenr—legitimare of otherwise. All thar has emerged of
his persomal life is vhar e was a vestryman ac the Spanish
and Portuguese Jews' synagogue in Kingston from 1838
until e lefr™ Jamaica for good the tollowing vear,

Unborunately, despire the considerable resources that
supparted Yale's presentarion, some of its rescarchers got
Basic tacts abowr Belisario's lite wrong. For example, con-
Fusing him with his Jamaica-based cousin who shared rhe
s mamie, they claimed the arvise had owned slaves. In
tact, as Ransoon has established, the painter-printmaker
wiis never a slave owner, despire his family’s close ries 1o
the notorions business,

Today, Jamaica counts only 3 few hundred Jews among
a toral popularion of neary three million inhabiranes, That
they conrributed significantly to the development of the
couniry's commercial infrasrructore is no secret. Meither
is the fact that, in Jamaica, as throughout the Canbbean,
successive waves of immigrants from different countries
and cultures—incheding Indians, Chinese, Lebanese and
Jews from Europe and beyond—have routinely intermin-
gled, creating a pageant of complexions and often closely
intertwined family trees.

Take this fact, for example: Belisario’s J[amaican-born
mather, Esther Lindo, was the great-grear aunt of Blanche
Lindo Blackwell, the Sephardic-Jewish mother of Chris
Blackwell, the legendary record producer whe carapalved
reggae star Bob Marley to international Bame inothe 1970,
Mever mind thae Belisario mighe still be known only 1o
a handful of art-history experts and collectors. Ranston
notes, “Blanche Lindo Blackwell is Belisario’s cousin,
twice rermoved, and very prowd of the fxce.” It is such per-
sofel connections to the liotle-known arst, plus the sense
of wonder ar the sophisticarion and qualicy of his achieve-
ment cch new discoverer of his Skefches seems vo feel, thar
will ensure this mysterious arrist a lasting place in the art
history of his time, &

Bimd of the Jaw-Bond John-Canod, 5 hand -colored Hihograp® froem Sherckss of Characior

For 5 few dave oiat o the wois, Jamaicam tlaves were allowed to play mashs and oelebrate In puklic
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