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LIFE AND ART BEYOND THE COMFORT ZONE
BY CRAIG R. GRALLEY

*

"A photograph is not
just a representation.
It carries emotions
and allows you to be
present and preserve
the moment.”
–Silvia Gonzalez Roman
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’m with Havana-born Great Falls photographer
Silvia Gonzalez Roman at her exhibition at Broadway Gallery. I’ve read Silvia’s biography and now,
looking up at her images on the wall, I’m a bit bafﬂed.
“You’re a homicide prosecutor with the U.S. District Attorney’s Ofﬁce and an artist? What’s the connection?”
Silvia’s prepared for the question. She’s a criminal
lawyer, after all, but her answer surprises me. “There
is a similarity,” she says. “Winning is less important
than the process, the path that got us there. Did
we ﬁnd the truth? Did I give a voice to the victim’s
families? Was justice served? The same can be said for
my photography.” I’m working through the thought
when it hits me: in law and photography, the result is
less important than the journey.
Silvia’s personal journey began in 1961, 100
miles off the coast of Florida, when her parents, an
architect and a fashion designer, left successful careers
for the uncertainty of a new life in America. Cuban
dictator Fidel Castro had just declared his allegiance
to communism. “My father couldn’t raise a family
where they didn’t value freedom,” Silvia says. The
young family left relatives behind and arrived in New
York City in winter, alone, without possessions, proper
clothing or an understanding of English.
Growing up in Queens, young Silvia rebelled
against the unwritten gender-based rules of her CubanAmerican culture. “My father told me that I loved to
argue so much I should be a lawyer.” She took his advice,
enrolled in George Washington University Law School
and two years after graduating, joined the U.S. District
Attorney’s ofﬁce in Washington, D.C., prosecuting

homicide cases. Why homicide? “Because,” Silvia says,
“life begins at the end of your comfort zone.”
It was the 1990s. The homicide rate in Washington,
D.C. was skyrocketing–nearly 500 deaths in 1991–and
Silvia had been living on the ragged edge as a criminal
prosecutor for 14 years. Her children were growing up
without a mom, so Silvia quit the D.A.’s ofﬁce, became
active in school projects and joined a bible study
group at St. Luke’s Church in McLean. After the group
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read The Artist’s Way, by Julia Cameron, “there was a
tremendous explosion of creativity," Silvia says. "Some
wrote novels, others started to draw, and I dove into
photography.” Her artistic journey had begun.
Digital imagery unlocked the door to her creative
spirit and ﬁlled a niche opened 40 years earlier by her
family’s hasty departure from Cuba. Her camera helped
established a connection to people and places, a bridge
to overcome separation. "A photograph,” Silvia says, “is

not just a representation. It carries emotions and allows
you to be present and preserve the moment.”
Photography became a meditation. Silvia credits
National Geographic photographer Sam Abell with
helping her develop as an artist. He taught her to
withhold judgment and be patient when taking an
image. This lesson held special meaning for Silvia,
who, in the prosecutor’s ofﬁce, found both behaviors
in short supply. On hiatus, she began developing her
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skills, even taking a part-time job at the Apple Store
in Reston, working with the public to develop greater
patience. She also rediscovered a passion for teaching
and took a part-time position as an associate professor
of criminal law at Catholic University Law School.
Now, we’re making the rounds of the gallery, and
I’m taking a closer look. Silvia points to a photograph
leaning against the wall near the door. It’s one of
her favorites: a winter scene in New York City. The
photograph is taken directly from above–cars and
buses, squares and rectangles–against a blanket of
white. It’s a moment in time, surprisingly serene,
and offers a unique perspective on the geometry of
street life. She calls it, "Simple Order III 59th and
Third."
There’s another, more colorful photograph nearby.
The title of the image, “ A Donde Vas?” (“Where
are you going?”), has a touch of irony. The picture
includes 1940s vintage automobiles juxtaposed with a
revolutionary slogan splashed in red paint on a building
wall. In Spanish, it reads, “Defend Socialism.”
Silvia’s vision is distinct and often plays on patterns
and geometric shapes of everyday life. But her work
can’t be typecast. She has a fondness for nature,
especially the surroundings of Deer Island, Maine.
Recently, she’s been experimenting with abstraction
?
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Above: “¿A donde vas,?” Cuba; and “Steer
Wrestling I,” Cowtown Rodeo
Opposite, top: ““Simple Order III 59th and
Third," New York City; and “Chew Tobacco I,”
Somerset County, PA
All are photographs.

and subtle gradations of color. Regardless of the
subject, each image calls the viewer to move closer.
Look deeper. Make a connection.
Making a connection is a theme reﬂected in Silvia’s
work. And it’s an important part of her journey, too,
which now appears to have come full circle. After 50
years of separation, she visited Cuba and was reunited
with family members; her children graduated high
school; and three years ago she returned to the U.
S. District Attorney’s Ofﬁce. But Silvia, by her own
account, has emerged a changed person: more patient,
more spiritual, more open to life's possibilities. She
also takes a broader perspective in photography and
in life. It’s a lesson she learned along the way: “Always
turn around. The best view may be behind you.”
Silvia Gonzalez Roman
www.silviaromanﬁneart.com
élan magazine | February 2018
2017 | 41

