
BY DEVORAH KLEIN

The Art of 
Jonathan Lyon

Jonathan 
Lyon proudly 
displays one of 
his magnificent 
paper cuts.
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P lease tel l us about your background.
I am a child of Holocaust survivors. 

My father came from Germany before 
Kristallnacht on his own; his parents 
were luckily able to leave shortly after 
Kristallnacht, when they joined relatives in 
Kansas City who had sponsored them. 

My mother, on the other hand, was taken 
to Auschwitz, where she was chosen by Dr. 
Mengele, ym”s, to go to the gas chambers. 
Amazingly, the guard who was transporting 
her group to the gas chambers had 
compassion for them, left the back door of 
the truck open, and announced that anyone 
who wanted to jump off could do so, and he 
would not stop them.  My mother was the 
only one who took him up on his offer, and 
bravely jumped off the truck. 

She hid among a group of people who 
were leaving Auschwitz on a work detail, 
was eventually able to escape to Sweden, 

and finally made her way to the United 
States, where she met and married my 
father.

I was raised in San Francisco , in a 
Conservative household, and was taught 
not to act openly Jewish. My parents 
believed that it was necessary to hide one’s 
Jewishness in order to remain safe, and 
were ambivalent about my open religious 
observance. However, I could not deal with 
the lack of commitment towards the value 
of ALL the mitzvos. I could not accept when 
things did not fit together properly — my 
outer reality and my inner reality had to 
match. I began to learn, mostly at my shul 
in Berkeley, California, and three years ago 
became shomer Shabbos. 

I am now happily married, and the proud 
father of six children. My wife, Jane, has 
been my bedrock; she has allowed me to 
blossom in many areas.

“I DO THIS ART 
BECAUSE I CAN. I 

AM UNTRAINED AS 
A VISUAL ARTIST 

AND THEREFORE 
HAVE NO 

PRECONCEIVED 
IDEAS AS TO HOW 
TO GO ABOUT MY 

ART. EACH PIECE IS 
AN EXPLORATION 

INTO MY OWN 
CONCEPT OF 
AESTHETICS, 
BELIEFS, AND 

MOTIVATIONS.” 

JONATHAN LYON, A 
SPEECH-LANGUAGE 

PATHOLOGIST 
BY PROFESSION, 

HAS CREATED 
A SINGULARLY 

STUNNING GALLERY 
OF INTRICATE PAPER 

CUTS. NOT ONLY 
IS EACH PIECE AN 
AMAZING WORK 

OF ART, BUT EACH 
CONTAINS A DEEP AND 

PROFOUND MESSAGE 
AS WELL, EXAMINING 

THE COMPLEX 
MYSTERIES OF LIFE. 
INYAN SPOKE WITH 
MR. LYON TO FIND 

OUT MORE ABOUT HIS 
MAGNIFICENT WORK.

Jonathan Lyon’s handcrafted paper cut tallis incorporates various concepts intricately cut into the design 
which interconnect to symbolize kavanah in davening.
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THE ART OF JONATHAN LYON

Your art is truly stunning and unique. Where did you learn to 
produce these masterpieces?

I did not learn — I just started doing, and no one told me that I could not, 
so I did. There are many fascinating aspects to paper cutting — I really have 
to pay attention to where and how the blade is meeting the paper, to judge 
the amount of “tug” necessary for the knife to cut through the paper, but not 
through the supporting board below. I have to make sure not to cut too fast, 
or too slowly. It takes tremendous concentration and close observation.

As my eyes are not the best in the world, I use magnifying glasses, so 
that I can actually see the paper as I am cutting through, and closely watch 
the blade as it touches the paper. I use a special knife known as an X-ACTO 
knife, and very strong paper, which does not rip easily, known as Tyvek 
paper. This paper is usually used to weatherproof buildings — it does not 
degrade and is waterproof. Typically, I create the original on this special 
paper, and then make copies on other paper, which I then scan into a laser 
cutter, which recreates the cuts based on the colors.

During the day, I am a speech pathologist, working with autistic and 
intellectually impaired children who have language and communication 
disorders, and I have truly learned much about life from these children. I 
work on my art in my “spare time,” in the evenings, weekends, and vacation 
days. 

Much of your work is related to the Holocaust. Can you 
explain why?

I grew up fascinated by stories of my 
parents’ war experiences, and especially 
stories of my mother’s survival. I heard 
about relatives who survived, relatives who did 
not, and relatives who were stuck behind the Iron 
Curtain. 

In fact, a major theme of my childhood was trying to 
help my relatives in the Soviet Union. We used to send care 
packages, with coded messages in them, and when I was ten years 
old, my grandfather left the Soviet Union and came to live with us. 
One by one, my parents were able to sponsor cousins and other 
relatives to come to the United States. They would stay with us at 
first, and then move on to other communities. One aunt, who had 
married a Munkatcher Chassid, settled in Boro Park. 

I have often thought about the hashgachah pratis that allowed 
the guard to let my mother jump off the truck in the middle of 
Auschwitz — it is why I am talking to you today. That man exercised 
an immense amount of true freedom at that moment — the freedom 
to act in the manner that he believed was proper, despite all the evil 
that surrounded him.

Now, if he could do that in the middle of Auschwitz, what does 
that say to the rest of us who have so much opportunity handed to 
us on a silver platter, and don’t take advantage of it?

Additionally, there are many themes that I seek to express in 

Making Choices: 
Walking in 

Liberty’s  
Shadow

Jonathan showing the 
paper cut tallis he created.
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my work. For example, one 
common underlying notion 

nowadays is that the individual trumps 
the  communal, and that a person can be a 

self-made man. In reality, nothing is further from 
the truth. If ones sees himself as a self-made man, then he is 
giving himself credit for all that he knows and does; that is as far 
from truth as one can get.

I seek to express the necessity of living a life that is worthy 
of maaseh Bereishis, and that means feeling an intense 
commitment and attention to the details of life, and developing 
a sense of both awe and fear of Hashem, which is what gives 
one true freedom. This is the freedom to know that you are not 
necessarily right, to always be on guard, to have your eyes open 
to the possibility that your thinking is not correct, the freedom 
to grow and develop, and to foster relationships with other 
people.

Can you elaborate on some of your specif ic works 
of art?

I have done several pieces, trying to describe concepts for 
which I had no words. “Tracks vs. Ladders” juxtaposes Lika 
Tov’s beautiful, powerful and inspirational Jacob’s Ladder with 
Auschwitz’s powerful and iconic railroad tracks. The Nazis 
tried to destroy our vision, yet we still venture to dream and 
we have not stopped. If the Nazis had taken the dreaming out 
of us, they would have won. 

In “Seeking Comfort and Assurance in Auschwitz,” a child 
walks with his mother inside a barbed-wire fence, with barbs 
shaped like swastikas. The child is looking for comfort, and the 
mother’s comfort is an expression of freedom — even a person 
being led to his death can look passionately at another person, 
and share his bread with another, as his commitment to life 
supersedes the fear of death.

Tracks vs. Ladders juxtaposes the ladder in Yaakov’s dream with the iconic railroad tracks leading to Auschwitz.
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THE ART OF JONATHAN LYON

“Consider Yourself” is 
my favorite one, and is based on a drashah by Harav Matis 
Weinberg. The artwork features a short course in Jewish 
history — beginning with the Egyptian pyramids, and 
continuing through the Beis Hamikdash, the periods of the 
Romans, Muslims, Crusades, the Nazis, the United States, 
and finally, to the Kosel. The bottom reads, “B’chol dor vador 
chayav adam liros es atzmo k’ilu hu yatza miMitzrayim — 
in every generation, a person must imagine himself as if he 
himself left Egypt.” However, in every generation, we must 
address the personalization of Yetzias Mitzrayim differently.

In “Making Choices: Walking 
in Liberty’s  Shadow,” there is a 
small silhouette of a man, walking 
between two different patterns, 
juxtaposed on the base of the 
Statue of Liberty. This man has to 
choose upon which path to walk. 
This represents the questions of 
our choices — do we have too much 
liberty? Do we confuse liberty with 
permissiveness? Is having freedom 
and exercising freedom the same 
thing? Is the freedom to DO what 
one wants the same as the freedom 
to BE what one wants? 

My latest piece on the tallis is 
a move away from the Holocaust. 
It is very complex, as it tries to 
incorporate various concepts that 
interconnect to create kavanah for 
davening. There are two hamsas, 
which represent a wish for both 
Hashem’s loving protection and our 
need to take on the yoke of Heaven. 
The palm tree in the middle is a 
stylized tzitzis with a trunk made out 
of tzitzis knots (“Tzaddik katamar 
yifrach”). The dove represents 
peace. However, on a deeper level, 
the dove also reminds us of Noach, 
who had to leave the protection of 
the teivah and enter a frighteningly 
different world. 

This piece is very complex and 
a full explanation is beyond the 
scope of this article, but overall, 

we are left with a sense that one 
should live life on multiple levels, 
and have a deep need to connect 
with Hashem and with Klal Yisrael. 

It is these themes that really drive my art. My art starts as a 
white sheet of whole paper, which represents chaos — all the 
possible pictures that one could create on it — onto which I 
impose order. Simultaneously destructive and defining, my 
paper cutting adds meaning to the paper. Through this process, 
I gain a better understanding of myself, of my relationships to 
others and to Hashem. It is truly my avodah. 

To find out more about Jonathan Lyon, please contact Inyan magazine. 

Know an artist whose story and work should be featured in our gallery column? Please send 
photos of some work and a short synopsis to magazine@hamodia.com.

The Four Sons 
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