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by the context, intensifying the existential dissonance that
underlies this seemingly naive image. Cohen’s small works
on glass are associated with an ornamental folk painting
tradition. They were painted from end to beginning,
planned by the painter so that the first brushstroke would
finally appear through the glass as if it were the last.

The women in Cohen'’s paintings are often huge
amazons, their upward-turned arms signifying both
surrender and threat. At other times they are depicted in
miniature scale at the bottom of the picture plane, naked
(in contrast to the men, who are dressed), expressing a
sense of potential pleasure and endless celebration of
harmony. Cohen’s universal-global vision seems to express
never-ending passion and fascination with fantasy and
the utopian option depicted by him; however, at the same
time, the images convey awareness that this worldview is a

mirage whose realization lies beyond the reach of the artist.
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Gabriel Cohen,

Top: Around the World
in 92 Days, 1976, oil
on canvas, 170x300,
Collection The Israel
Museum, Jerusalem,
Anonymous gift to
American Friends of
the Israel Museum;
Bottom: Celebrating
Peace, 1980, industrial
paint on glass,
24.5x34.5, collection of
the Baruch family
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1 The moment in 1973
when the artist was
discovered by Jerusalem
gallerist Ruth Debel, who
was later to present his work
at the Debel Gallery in Ein
Karem, Jerusalem (until he
started to be represented by
the Alon Gallery, Jerusalem,
in the 1980s) is described in
Ruth Debel, “My Meeting
with Gabriel Cohen,” and “A
White Elephant in Jerusalem:
Ruth Debel and Ruth Direktor
in Conversation about Gabriel
Cohen and Naive Art in
Israel,” in Ruth Direktor (ed.),
Art's Outer Circles: Outsiders,
Naive and Self-Taught

Artists, exh. cat. (Haifa: Haifa
Museum of Art, 2013),

pp. 187-191 (Hebrew). Debel
believes Cohen’s style should
not be described as naive,

preferring instead to describe
him as a “primal, raw artist.”

2 See for instance Sarah
Breitberg, Artist-Society—
Artist: Art on Society in
Israel 1948-1978, exh. cat.
(Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv Museum,
1978), n.p. (Hebrew); Yigal
Zalmona and Tamar Manor-
Friedman (eds.), To The East:
Orientalism in Israeli Culture,

exh. cat. (Jerusalem: The
Israel Museum, 1998), p. 29
(Hebrew); llan Wizgan, Gabriel

Cohen: New Paintings, exh.
cat. (Jerusalem: The Jerusalem
Artists House, 2002) (Hebrew);
Direktor, Art's Outer Circles,
ibid.

3 Benjamin Tammuz, Doreet
LeVitte and Gideon Ofrat, The
Story of Israeli Art (Givatayim:
Masada, 1980), p. 238
(Hebrew).

Gabriel Cohen: Around the
World 1n 92 Days

Curator: Aya Lurie

This exhibition is a tribute to the unique painter Gabriel
Cohen (1933-2017), laureate of the Jerusalem Award for
Painting and Sculpture, who passed away in May 2017

at the age of 84. Cohen, a self-taught painter, was one

of the most enigmatic and fascinating artists to have
worked in Israel from the 1970s onward. He was fairly
unknown by the public, and his life often took place in
the twilight zones of Jerusalem’s social margins.' At the
same time, his work gained recognition in artistic circles
as exemplary naive painting and was described favorably
in art publications - his name was often mentioned side
by side with painters such as Shalom [Moskowitz] of Safed
and Moshe Elnatan’ - it was presented in exhibitions

in museums and galleries in Israel and abroad, and was
acquired by public and private collections. This is how he is
described in The Story of Israeli Art (1980):

Gabriel Cohen stands out among naive artists in Israel

thanks to the abundance typical of his paintings. . . . His
painterly world is mainly influenced by Ali Baba films,
the Thief of Baghdad, the djinn, and other such motifs.
.. . Gabriel Cohen was raised in a religious household;
his father was a kabbalist engaged in Hishuvei Kitzin
(calculating the end, the time of redemption). It is by
no accident that his paintings depict Jewish holiday
customs, Moses, or the admired General de Gaulle
enveloped in a talit (Jewish prayer shawl). Naive
artists engage with magic, and their paintings do not
so much convey an idea as embody personal belief:
the distance between painting and reality is erased.
Rather than imagination serving society, society serves

imagination.3
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4 Direktor, Art's Outer
Circles, p. 19.

5 Gabriel Cohen and his
family were in Paris on a family
visit when it was conquered

by the Nazis, and had to go
into hiding in the country.
Information imparted by llan
Shabtay, owner of the former
Alon Gallery in Jerusalem
(which was open from 1978
through 1983), who collected
and exhibited Cohen’s work, in
conversation with the author,
October 2017.

In the exhibition catalogue Art’s Outer Circles:

Outsiders, Naive and Self-Taught Artists, the curator Ruth

Direktor discusses the definitions of these artistic genres
and their gradual inclusion in mainstream modern art. She
differentiates between outsider artists in the tradition of
Dubuffet’'s Art Brut, who, driven by mental anguish, depict
an inner world; folk artists whose work is informed by
archaic ornamental traditions; and naive artists, such as
the French Henri Rousseau and American Grandma Moses,
who lead a normative life and at some point dedicate
themselves to paintim_;j.4 Gabriel Cohen's work seems to
combine these two modes over the years, merging them
together.

The current exhibition, “Around the World in 92 Days,”
is titled after the key work featured in it: a triptych on
loan from The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, representing a
fantastic panoramic image of the entire world. The work’s
title references Jules Verne’'s famous book. Looking closely
at the painting one notes the great detail and variegated
palette which make it a veritable index of the subjects and
symbols typical of Cohen’s paintings. One may surmise
that his references to political events (the peace treaty
between Israel and Egypt, World War Il) and expressions
of technological progress (means of transportation, high-
rise buildings, outer space) attest to the artist’s connection
to actual reality. At the same time, fiction and fantasy
are a major aspect of his works, expressed not only in an
emphasis on ornamental and colorful elements but also
by depictions informed by unity of times (sunrise and
sunset, day and night) and places (Paris, Luxor, New York,
and Jerusalem) painted together on the same canvas. Such
elements are typical of naive painting, which often presents
a basic, even saccharine worldview while, at the same
time, sharply expressing contrasting existential pain by
depicting charged, difficult subject-matter. This is the case,
for instance, in a series of paintings dedicated by Cohen
to his family’s fragmented memories of World War I1.°> He
painted on glass a Nazi soldier hitting his grandmother
and, mortifyingly, baring her breasts. Another painting
shows a group of Nazi soldiers standing in the street,
brandishing whips. In a painting that depicts a transport

train in marzipan colors, the idyllic landscape is disrupted
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Ada Ovadia: The Sand
Dunes of Rishon LeZion

Curator: Aya Lurie

Ada Ovadia’s solo exhibition at the Herzliya Museum

of Contemporary Art brings together a body of work
created in recent years in acrylic and varnish on paper.
The works reflect a refinement of this talented artist’s
unique language. At first sight, Ovadia’s paintings invite
us to join her on a magical journey to an unknown land;
a realm of wonders, beauty, and fiction characterized by
a vivid palette, clear lines, rich textures, as well as sweet
temptations and marzipan treats. But do not let yourself
be misled. As in any good fairytale, Ovadia sends us to
look in the mirror. The overly sweet excess gets stuck in
one’s throat, choking like Pez candies in the muzzle of
their plastic dispenser, portrayed in many of the works.
Ovadia’s ability to depict physical states of pressure and
pain (licking thorns, a man being cooked on the stove,
pinching) with direct and unbiased vividness reinforces
the dissonance that informs her view of reality. The TV
corner in the domestic living room, the garden outdoors, a
table dressed with birthday decorations - in all these, the
ostensibly safe, familiar, mundane banality masks a dark
occurrence bubbling with biting acidity.

The title of the exhibition proposes "The Sand Dunes
of Rishon LeZion" as an allegory: an established, affluent,
safe and proper suburb at the heart of the country,
which conceals a lethal potential. By the same token,
the protagonist of Orly Castel-Bloom's novel Dolly City,

a veterinarian, goes out to the sand dunes by the beach
to bury her dead dog, and finds a deserted baby. Close
observation of Ovadia’s works calls to mind a significant
affinity with Castel-Bloom’s literary practice, realms in

which the artist paves subtle roads of her own.
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Ada Ovadia, 2015,
acrylic and varnish on
paper, 100x70

(photo: Avi Amsalem)
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4 Porbuchrai in conversation
with the author, December
2017.

5 Yehuda Porbuchrai, Hava
Nagila (Omanut La’am, 2005).

a lustful and hedonistic creature and lover of music

(the musical theme is prominent in Porbuchrai’s series
"Hava Nagila,” more of which below). In Porbuchrai’s
work, it is an androgynous figure, neither male nor
female, a compassionate angel in one instance and an
evil seductress in another. In any event, even if we are
uncertain as to who exactly this demon is or its precise
nature, what is certain is that he represents the ultimate
Other - that is, someone well outside the ethos of the
“"handsome Israeli.” The demon’s enigmatic and peculiar
presence is not only emblematic of a failure to belong
to the collective culture, but also represents a punk-like
subversive urban quest for an alternative to the familiar
representations of macho Sabra.

In Porbuchrai’s later portraits, from the 1990s, human
figures play a minor role, to the point of nonexistence.
They depict a room containing abandoned objects, or what
appears to be a burnt landscape. The bold colors of his
earlier works also become gradually muted, to be replaced
by only black and white; bright and dark hues, and sharp
contrasts between light and matter within a rhythmic
sequence of lines. The burnt scene is possibly an allusion
to the artist’s preoccupation with death and memory.
According to Porbuchrai, he seeks to introduce us to the
aesthetics of the photocopier, which many artists have
used to break away from the history of Western art. As he
puts it, “Let’s destroy color, and break free from Western
painting through the aesthetics of Xerox.”* Drips and lines
fill the surface, pulsating this way and that and creating a
quivering, heterogeneous, dynamic world view (evocative
of art masters, such as Vincent van Gogh, Jackson Pollock,
and Jasper Johns).

In the "Hava Nagila” series of works on paper (2005),
which Porbuchrai presented in an exhibition at the Julie
M. Gallery, Tel Aviv in 2005 and published as an artist’'s
book that year, he used only black.” The layout of the
pages on the wall of the exhibition space - replicating
their presentation at the 2005 exhibition - recreates their
previous state as a series of paintings that suggest a
kind of personal index of images: a flower, a bird, a tree,
a snake, an open mouth. It depicts very loud, awkward

yet deliberate singing, that gives a voice to the muzzled
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Yehuda Porbuchrai,
from the series “Hava
Nagila,” 2005, mixed
media on paper, 30x60
TN, RII1IAND AT
,2005 ,"11272] 120" 11700
1771 20 NANUN AR”IJ0
30x60

immigrant as he tries to connect with the established
Israeli narrative and ethos. Regardless of whether the
singers are expatriate Israelis at the Nargila Club in
New York, or new immigrants who have just arrived at
the absorption center in Israel, the words of the Zionist
song Hava Nagila in English transcription appear next
to the musical notation of the melody, heightening the
performers’ foreignness and non-belonging; in marked
contrast, the intimate love words in Persian - Azizam
(my dear), Joonam (my life) — taken from a lullaby that
Porbuchrai’s mother used to sing to him as a child, are
inscribed in Hebrew characters.

In recent years, Porbuchrai has gone back to using color,
in nature and still-life paintings on large canvases. The
images, which are based on postcards and cheap objects
of the sort sold at the Central Bus Station - depicting
snowy mountains, waterfalls, lakes, tropical vegetation,
gardens, decorative vases, flowers and birds - also include
elements from the artist’s personal imagery index. These
paintings, which use such kitschy references as a counter to
mainstream Israeli painting, render the clichéd phoniness

into mental landscapes of beauty and darkness.




Figs 1-2
Yehuda Porbuchrai, Untitled,

ca. 1980s, mixed media on
canvas, 213x 165 each

1 Including, among others,
various solo exhibitions at the
Julie M. Gallery in Tel Aviv,
from 1986 to 2005; the solo
exhibition “Literally: Selected
Works, 1994-1997" at the
Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 1997
(curator: Adam Baruch); and
“New Works” at the Genia
Schreiber University Gallery,
Tel Aviv University, 2010
(curator: Irit Tal).

2 The exhibition “Michel
Opatowski: Pahhad, from
the 1970s to Eternity,” which
| curated, was on view at

the Herzliya Museum of
Contemporary Art in
May-August 2017.

Yehuda Porbuchrai:
Joonam (My Life)

Curator: Ori Drumer

Yehuda Porbuchrai’s solo exhibition, which is on display in
the Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art’s large gallery,
focuses on a number of series that he created between
the mid-1980s and today. It reflects key recurring themes
in his works, as well as the unique language that he has
developed over the years.

Born in Persia, Porbuchrai grew up from infancy in the
Israeli town of Ness Ziona, then moved to south Tel Aviv
to study art. He began his art studies at the Avni Institute
(1973-1977), and in the early 1980s moved to live in New
York. Since his return to Israel in 1986, he has exhibited in
dozens of exhibitions in museums and galleries, both in
Israel and abroad.' His paintings comprise a wide range
of intertwining themes, colors and forms, such as folk art;
images from European and American art history; designs
and images from magazines and film posters; ornamental
features typical of illustrations in Persian manuscripts; and
the abstract patterns of Persian textiles.

I first encountered the works of Yehuda Porbuchrai in
the early 1980s, in the Rock newspaper Volume and the
art fanzine Pahhad published by Michel Opatowski.2 This
period possibly marked the beginning of the erosion of the
cultural domination of Israel’s mainstream, as new artists
emerged who linked together diverse fields of art, such
as painting, photography, cinema, design, music, poetry
and literature. These were the voices of new subcultures
that drew inspiration from the street, the neighborhood,
cinema and television, as well as contemporary European
culture. Porbuchrai - an immigrant who was part of Israel’s
periphery - rejected the notions of “Israelization” with its

formulaic culture. (In conversations with the artist, themes

Fig. 3
Yehuda Porbuchrai, Untitled,

ca. 1980s, oil on canvas,
175%x139

3 The site has also featured
in Amos Gutman'’s film,

Bar 51 (1985) and in Ayelet
Menahemi’s film, Crows
(1988). As architect Nissim
Davidov writes about it, “The

history of Neve Sha’anan
[the Central Bus Station’s
neighborhood] is riddled with
repeated clashes between
dreams and plans on the
one hand and actual reality
on the other. It would be
nice to define it as a merry-
go-round with ups and
downs, but it seems that in
this neighborhood, dreams
shattered before anyone
attempted to realize them.”
Nissim Davidov, “Shattered
Dreams: The Urban
Development of the Neve
Sha‘'anan Neighborhood,”
in Omri Yavin (ed.), Hanoch
Levin’s Tel Aviv (Tel Aviv:
Bauhaus Center, 2009), p. 7
(Hebrew).

such as two-facedness, personal and social insincerity, and
codes of behavior frequently arise.)

Porbuchrai’s paintings offer a new Israeli identity, one
that is hybrid and fraught with tension. In defiance of the
homogenizing cultural messages of the mainstream, he
presented images inspired by elements from the Central
Bus Station in Tel Aviv (the old one, and subsequently the
new) which, then as now, has always had irresistible pull
on him. It is a world of colorful, dark, cheap and seductive
Otherness and marginality; a noisy transit station with a
riot of smells and sounds, ethnicities and nationalities; a
nexus of Israelis and immigrants, merchants and beggars,
religious and secular; a teeming commercial labyrinth
offering mostly fake, cheap goods and kitsch, pirated
cassettes, and cheap sex.’ For Porbuchrai, the Central
Bus Station reveals the face of the true Israel and offers
a glimpse into its subconscious and the Israeli Other.

It is an unflinching gaze at the oppressed margins; at
wretchedness and grace; at the common, warm and
familiar, but also at the exotic and alien. A large series
of paintings created by Porbuchrai in 1983 was inspired
by the film billboards of the sort plastered on the walls
of the Hamercaz Cinema at the old Central Bus Station,
or by advertisements in pornographic magazines."% '~
In this series of paintings, women are presented in
stereotypically seductive fashion: they are depicted in
bold and garish colors, their scantily-clad bodies in poses
that aim to titillate the viewer, collectively presenting
a visual dictionary of pornography. The works also
incorporate sensationalist headlines of the sort used
by subversive, vulgar, risqué magazines such as HaOlam

HaZeh or Bul, or advertisements for pornographic films or

strip shows (e.g. "Suzy," or "All-Israeli Girl"). With their
overtly phony appearance, they elicit a sense of loneliness
and alienation.

Another series of paintings from 1983, on view in
the current exhibition, features a mysterious demon,
somewhat reminiscent of the figures in the art of Aubrey
Beardsley and his exploration of decadent subjects, as
well as in Symbolism. It also recalls the figure of Pan,

fig. 3

god of shepherds and music - part human part goat,

like a satyr - who in Greek mythology is presented as
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artistic journey from East to West and beyond the present
is also linked to his upbringing in the Mizrahi periphery of
Israeli society, and the desert landscapes of his childhood
in Arad. Thoughts about Mizrahi identity emanate from his
painting Charlie - a homage to Charlie Biton, one of the
founders of the local Black Panthers protest movement in
the early 1970s, which fought for ethnic equality in Israeli
society. Biton, who in due course became a Member of
Knesset (Parliament), ends up as a bourgeois bearskin-
like trophy in the artist’s studio; in Azoulay’s painting, the
myth of the black, violent, barbaric and roaring panther

is rendered nothing more than a crucified black stain
smeared on the floor.

In the painting Owl, Azoulay is depicted presenting

a paper cutout. He stands in a crucified-like pose, his

face and body semi-visible through the cut openings, as
though he were gripping the remnants of Matisse - and
the empty space left by the master. Through this artistic
quotation, questions are posed about assumed identities,
the provinciality of an Israeli artist, and the attempt

to cling to something you do not have and will never
possess. The image of an owl stuck to a post in the studio
gives ironic validity to the desire to belong, even if one is
not part of the mainstream. This nocturnal bird of prey -
known for its camouflage skills, phenomenal hearing,
and three-dimensional vision - symbolizes Azoulay’s
perspective; such is the position of those who view the
world from above, aloof, descending to earth only to hunt
(food = knowledge).

Azoulay channeled into Hilulah not only his spiritual
forefathers but also the fathers of secular Israeli art which
he considers part of his own personal cannon (Moshe
Kupferman, Michael Sgan-Cohen, Raffi Lavie, Ori Reisman
and others). Tzadik (righteous figure) graves are pilgrimage
sites that draw great crowds from the religious community,
and may be seen as the intimate, ardent center of the
religious experience. Bringing them into the artist’s studio
is an act that conjoins faith, art, and devotion. On the Tzadik
grave and on the studio’s walls hang preparatory sketches
for a multi-cultural self-portrait.

In Affirmative Action, the desire to introduce beauty

into a neglected and dysfunctional place becomes a
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Shai Azoulay, Hilulah,
2013, oil on canvas,
178%x170, collection of
Oli Alter, Tel Aviv
(photo: Tziki Eisenberg)
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stifling and domineering act. Excessive watering of

the proverbial Sabra cactus (as Israeli-born Jews are
called) is an ostentatious demonstration of generosity
designed to appease one’s moral conscience, which in fact
reveals insensitivity and indifference to the needs of the

underprivileged. In Jacob, Azoulay enlists the fantastic

aspect of Jewish mythology. The biblical dream-vision of
Jacob’s Ladder becomes a cacophonic sculptural-painting
installation comprising both exterior and interior and
featuring geometric shapes, paintings, a tree, a dovecote,
a ladder, anthropomorphic birds, an hourglass, and a
painter dressed as a bird. Azoulay plunders worlds and
times: ancient Egypt, Western art, and the Israeli Want of
Matter artistic style — and the ladder, an everyday object
that, metaphorically and literally, bridges between the
dwelling down below and the dwelling on high.

Azoulay establishes a sense of trust with the viewer
through seemingly simple compositions in which he plants
small incendiary provocations that turn the painting’s
surface into a minefield. He is aware of his ability to create
a beautiful image effortlessly, to tell a story through a
seductive and persuasive palette, and to employ painterly
manipulations to create intimate eye contact with the
viewer. The painting exposes both his own weak points
and those of the viewer, probing the boundary between
what we see and what we know, and thereby modifying
our consciousness. At times, the enticement remains
beyond reach, part of the mystique that is essential to
all painting. Azoulay’s works embody fluid interaction
between the familiar and the strange, between inner

spiritual strength and the doubt that lies at the door.
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as health, livelihood, education, family, etc. - mean that
the deity has a dwelling down below, i.e. an abode in the
physical world.

The exhibition “A Dwelling Down Below” is divided
into two worlds, upper and lower - the essential
difference between them being the artist’s view of
painting and of the world. The massive concrete wall at
the entrance to the museum features an arrangement
of paintings depicting a fantastic reality that exists in
parallel with the physical one. In them, the artist hovers
in a dream-like space, coasting like a bird and gazing
down at the world below. There is considerable naivety
and seductiveness in these paintings, underlain by
memory or imagination. The lucidity, musical rhythm, and
colorful tempo of the composition distill an experience
of primitive pleasure evocative of a distant childhood
experience of light and color, prior to the formation
of reason. The monochromatic concrete wall displays
an eclectic collection of work surfaces, forms, patterns
and colors. These are elevated paintings that appear to
strive upwards, leaving the ground as though they were
flying carpets, while the heavy concrete wall tries to pull
them down. This tension produces a poetic connection
between figuration and abstraction, weaving a web of
links and associations with the theater, autobiographical
experiences, legends, and more.

In Azoulay’s paintings in the past, glimpses of
the abstract peeked out from within his symbolic and
allegorical vocabulary like an elusive anecdote. But ever
since he began creating works depicting Matisse-like
paper cutouts (2015), it has entered his painting in a
more decisive and tangible manner, rendering his work
a kind of aesthetic and conceptual collage that links the
earthly and celestial worlds. He paints paper cutouts on
the canvas, “glues” them together, combining painted
layers and "cut-out" spaces, and linking geometric forms
with organic ones and painting to sculpture. These
flapping cutouts introduce movement to the painting’s
static surface, creating a dance of positive and negative
spaces, like a dream-window onto the heritage and spirit
of Matisse. At the same time, they are also a painterly

device by which Azoulay gives form and color to the
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subconscious. In a language of patches, shapes, colors, and
endless movement, he takes on wings and breaks free of
the ground, hovers in the world of imagination, and lands
again. It is painting free of the shackles of reality, as it
sets out not to copy or reproduce it, but rather invent a
world that was always there, as it were - a self-generating
organism. In this way, Azoulay brings that which is
forever intangible to the front and center of the viewer’s
consciousness, and grounds it there.

In the inner space of the exhibition, the viewer is
invited to ramble through a world of earthly images that
are located in a dwelling down below. These painterly
visions, rooted in Israeli reality and local life, serve as
scaffolding for the construction of a dwelling on high.
Azoulay’s standpoint is from within his own world, life
story and personal memories, which flit back and forth
in time but are forever linked to this land. Charlie (2009),
Jacob (2010), Affirmative Action (2012), Hilulah (2013),
Owl (2015), and Puzzle (2016) are all paintings dealing

with the politics of color, undermining the conspiracy
of painting, and expressing veiled social, political, and
cultural critiques.

Father (spiritual, divine, biographical), Law, Language,
and Order - these are the intangible human notions that
underpin these paintings. The home, tradition, and Mizrahi
(North African or Middle Eastern) Jewish heritage serve
as a starting point for a dialogue between “here” and
“there,” between detachment and belonging. The artist,
who is present in almost all the paintings, is representative
of the multi-layered, nuanced and contradictory Israeli
subject. Ultimately, we are all born of one father, but on
the way we have also adopted and been adopted by many
other fathers, from whom we have absorbed knowledge,
wisdom and inspiration - and have forged an identity.

In his paintings, Azoulay converses with all his fathers:
God, the biblical forefathers, the fathers of painting, and
cultural forebears.

Azoulay’s painterly practice is deeply rooted in
Modernism - as evident in the spiritual values of his work,
its abstraction, its leanings toward modern sculptural
forms, and its treatment of the studio space as a metaphor

for the artist’s inner world and subconscious. But his inner
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Has Taught Itself Chess, and
Has Become One of the

Best Players in the World,”
Haaretz, December 10, 2017,
available at https://www.
haaretz.com/news/science/.
premium-1.4674983 (Hebrew)
accessed January 10, 2018.

Miri Segal, Being Miri
Segal, 2018, media
installation, courtesy
of the artist and Dvir
Gallery, Tel Aviv
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virtual simulations, apps, and above all in the face of the
looming presence of Artificial Intelligence.

In conclusion, | would like to quote from a recent
newspaper article in the Science and Environment News
section of the Israeli flagship daily, Haaretz:

The artificial-intelligence software Alpha Zero has

beaten another computer program called Stockfish 8,

considered to be one of the best in the world in chess.

According to the company’s announcement, Alpha

Zero taught itself chess in four hours, then played

one hundred games against its opponent without a

single loss. According to a research paper published by

DeepMind - a subsidiary of Google’s parent company

Alphabet - . . . Alpha Zero did not watch a single

chess game played by humans. "It doesn’t play like

a human, and it doesn’t play like a program,” said

Demis Hassabis, CEO of DeepMind and a chess player

himself, at a conference held in California. "It plays in

a third, almost alien, way.” Hassabis, who achieved the

rank of chess master at the age of thirteen, explained

that some of Alpha Zero’s moves seemed irrational to

a human chess player, such as sacrificing a bishop and

a queen to take advantage of a particular positioning

of the pieces - a move which ultimately led to

victory ... “It's like chess from another dimension,”

said Hassabis.'?
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Shai Azoulay:
A Dwelling Down Below

Curator: Tali Ben-Nun

Early in his thirties, Shai Azoulay found God. From that
point onward, there was a profound and fundamental
shift in his painting - in its palette, language, and the
way he paints, as well as in his attitude toward the act of
painting and to visual content. The inner struggle within
him between the secular and the religious continues to
this day, fueling his creativity and forming an essential
part of it. For Azoulay, the act of painting is a spiritual
one in every respect, like studying Torah, and the studio
is akin to a yeshiva (religious seminary): it is where the
artist changes roles, dons various identities, composes
stories and fables, weaves a dreamlike and a-temporal
reality, and links together the imaginary and the
biographical, the past and the present, and the present
and the unknown future. His painting bridges between
worlds: the religious and the secular, the spiritual and the
physical, the celestial and the earthly.

The Baal Shem Tov (Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer), a
seventeenth-century rabbinical visionary, spearheaded
the most profound and meaningful movement in modern
Judaism - the Hassidic movement. He believed that
Torah study and the worship of God must be accessible
to all - common people and educated alike - and should
not be contingent upon prior knowledge. The spiritual
revolution that he ushered in was founded on “bringing
God down” from heaven to earth: the Divine, he argued,
does not reside in a heavenly sanctuary, but is present
in front of us, here and now, and dwells within the
believer, in his every movement and thought. As he saw
it, thought is the essence of every action, so a fusion
of thought and action gives rise to something greater
that transpires between the celestial divine and the one
on earth. The manifestations of divine presence in this

world - in physical things related to body and soul, such
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7 Miri Segal developed the
unique technology behind this
project in collaboration with
Israel Levin and Nimrod Keret.

8 Stanistaw Lem, Solaris,

stage of rehearsal and improvisation. It is a reflective
work that alludes to the artistic act itself, as in Luigi

Pirandello’s immortal play, Six Characters in Search of

an Author (1921). The viewers' own image is captured

in real time by a camera, and becomes an integral part
of the action on screen - their presence given equal
footing as the actors’ reflections, the pale and unnatural
quality of the image suggesting a phantom presem:e.7
The filmed script was written and directed by Miri Segal
in collaboration with the artist and musician Yoni Niv.
They also play the lead roles in it, along with director
Michael Gurevich and the child actor Solo Geva. It is
based on the play Ahmed the Philosopher (2014) by the

French philosopher Alain Badiou (b. 1937), who focuses a

great deal on mathematical set theory - much like Segal
herself, who has a doctorate on the subject. In a tribute
to Badiou’s research and teachings, Segal preserves his
avant-garde spirit. He himself also appears, in a clip from
his lecture “On Happiness,” on a television screen in

one of the scenes of Segal’s production. Of his original
play - which is structured as a series of 34 lessons on
philosophical questions that use comedy in the service

of philosophical inquiry - Segal chooses three lessons:
“Nothing,” "The Subject,” and “Death”. The experimental
theater that Badiou espouses is one of contemplation; it
is not merely a site of emotional purification (catharsis)
and a play on identification or reflection, but also a
means of disassembling and assembling reality. In Segal’s
production the relationship between the characters

is erratic (ranging between aggression, provocation,
humor, and passion), and the dialogues likewise swing,
pendulum-like, between reality and acting, scripted reality
and playful fantasy. While the first two Acts are about
negation and failure of realization or accomplishment of
all sorts, in Act Ill, “On Death” (reproduced in its entirety
from Badiou’s play), the opposite is the case, and the
discussion about death - as in the Orpheus myth - is an
attempt to address “the secret of life.”

The work Crushed Spirits: Exercises in Continental

Philosophy also references the famous film by Russian

trans. Joanna Kilmartin
and Steve Cox (San Diego:
Harcourt, 1970).

director Andrei Tarkovsky, Solaris (1972), based on

the eponymous book by Polish writer Stanistaw Lem.®

Fig. 2
Film still from Solaris, 1972,

dir: Andrei Tarkovsky

9 Lem quoted in Boaz
Cohen, "Deep as an
Ocean, Bright as a Star,"
Haaretz, 23 March, 2003,
available at https://www.

haaretz.com/jewish/books/
deep-as-an-ocean-bright-

as-a-star-1.13970 (Hebrew)
accessed January 10, 2018.

10  https://vimeo.
com/31533746 accessed
January 10, 2018.

11 See Amit Goldenberg,
“Why is Google Bad for
Jews?,” nrg website, April

9, 20009, available at http://
www.nrg.co.il/online/18/
ART1/876/870.html (Hebrew)
accessed January 10, 2018.

In her work, Segal includes one of the most famous
scenes in the film, in which, to his horror, Christophe - a
psychologist who has embarked on a journey to explore
the mysterious planet Solaris - discovers his dead wife
apparently resurrected before his eyes.Fig' 2 Lem argued
that all innovative inventions are abused by their users.
"People will always find ways to pervert progress for
their own needs," he said in one of the last interviews
he gave. "The Internet, for example, is a network that
was originally intended for the exchange of scientific
information. In fact, it has become a tool in the service
of terror, pornography and the ills that mankind loves
so much.”’ Segal, whose work makes extensive use
of advanced technologies, is similarly fiercely critical
of them. In her work Sergey B (2010), on view at the
exhibition, a lookalike of Sergey Brin, one of the two co-
founders of Google, is shown delivering a fictional, highly
polished marketing presentation of a groundbreaking
futuristic product known as Gmind - a computerized
head-worn device that is operated by human thoughts
and documents one’s actions at any given moment. This
work, based on technologies that already existed or were
in development at the time, effectively foretold actual
developments that have since taken place in the discourse
surrounding technological conspiracies - long before the
launch of Google Glass and the Snowden Affair.'°

These tendencies are clearly expressed in Segal’'s work,
Don’t be evil (2011). It is a wall-mounted inscription that
welcomes visitors to the exhibition, in the familiar font of
the Google logo at the time, which was innocently cast in
basic colors. It is Segal’s reference to the motto of Google's
corporate code of conduct, and to the image that it sought
to project for many years as an accessible, open, free, and
egalitarian - and therefore moral - company, in contrast
to the rest of the technological corporate world, a motto
which rang hollow once the company cornered the market
in the field of internet advertising.“ Ironically, this work
was itself subsequently appropriated dozens of times by
various media websites around the world (without credit
to the artist) to illustrate the ethical challenges in today’s
world given the advanced technologies and economic and

political forces operating on the Internet, in social media,
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2 Bernard Blisténe, “Miri
Segal or Inverted World: Notes
on Downcast, Autumn Dale,
2004," in: Ellen Ginton (ed.),
Dreaming Art, Dreaming
Reality: Nathan Gottesdiener

Foundation, The Israeli Art
Prize: The First Decade, exh.

cat. (Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv Museum
of Art, 2005), pp. 109-110.

3 Ruth Golan, “The Return
of Orpheus,” Loving
Psychoanalysis: Looking at

Culture with Freud and Lacan
(Tel Aviv: Resling, 2002),
p. 228 (Hebrew).

according to a protocol at once self-evident and
playful, a protocol whereby the viewer is led to
choose: either the inverted image facing him or the
right image at his feet. Segal confronts us with this

intermediate space, with the alternative.’

Psychoanalytic discourse, too, offers references to the
cyclical theme of repeated movement and intermediate
space, through the Greek mythological story of Orpheus,
who descended to the underworld to bring back his
beloved Eurydice. As Ruth Golan explains,
Desire - as presented in the psychoanalytic-Lacanian
discourse - is inextinguishable, since it emanates from
a lost primary object, and its entire purpose is the
quest for that object. There is no new object, however
original, that satisfies desire; it is fated only to carry
on moving. No object is “not that,” not “the thing.”
The loss occurs because of the unavoidable mediation
that takes place when we make contact with the
Real - mediation by language, representations known
as the Symbolic Order. This mediation interrupts the
“natural” cycle of our needs: the Symbolic Order is
that which introduces the notion of death into the
mental schema. . . . This explanation brings us back to
the Orpheus myth - to his misconceived quest to the
underworld in a bid to bring back his beloved while
insisting on crossing the line between life and death.
It is the attempt to cut through the Real by means of
the Symbolic - that is, to reach not the secret of death,
but the secret of life. This is also the nature of the
artistic act: art tries to cut through the Real by means
of the Symbolic, thereby also revealing something
about the Real.’

It is against this backdrop that the recurring and diverse
presence of phantoms that pervade Miri Segal’s exhibition
may be understood. Some of them are references to unreal
or virtual presences. Thus, in her early work, Vapor (The

Poetic Principle) (1998), the existence of something is

signaled by its absence: a video of wind blowing through
trees is projected onto the whirring blades of an electric

fan - as a kind of direct, real, visual and sensual summoning
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4 Segal created the work
after the artist's death in
collaboration with his widow,
Bat-Sheva Zeisler-Gechtman.
See Avi Lubin, “Vestige:
Gideon Gechtman and Miri
Segal,” in Vestige: Gideon
Gechtman, Miri Segal, exh.
cat. (Jerusalem: Artists’
Studios, 2013), n.p. Lubin
draws an interesting parallel
between this work and the
Noli me tangere (Do not
touch me) scene between
Jesus and Mary Magdalene.
In another bid to connect
with an artist after his death,
Segal staged a séance — with
the help of a professional
“medium” - together

with her students in the
Continuing Studies Program
at Hamidrasha School of
Art, which she heads, to
communicate with the spirit
of the late artist Raffi Lavie.

5 David Cnaani was one of
the first researchers to write
about the figure of the “living
dead” in Natan Alterman’s
poetry, in his book of essays
Between Them and the Times
(Tel Aviv: Sifriat Poalim, 1955
(Hebrew); See also Reuven
Kritz, “A Dual Situation and
the Living Dead: Studies in

Alterman’s Early Poetry,”
http://www.alterman.org.il/
LinkClick.aspx?fileticket=4n
nPajq9iCk % 3D&tabid=65&
mid=455 (Hebrew) accessed
January 10, 2018.

6 Haim Nagid, “Dead Poet

Walking,” Gag, no. 22 (2010),

p. 7 (Hebrew). See http://

www.alterman.org.il/LinkClick.

aspx?fileticket=USfrDgx_
hZ0%3D&tabid=65&mid=455
accessed January 10, 2018.

of the image of the Bible’s first murder victim, Abel (after
whom the work is titled in Hebrew). In later works -
Closed Circle (2000), EG (2002) and Still life in Cucumber
Season (2003), featured in the exhibition - Segal combines

projections onto glass plates of figures that appear to be
flickering spectral images, which may be thought of as a
visual reflection of the subconscious. In other works and
ventures of hers, the ghosts pertain to specific objects

of human longing. For example, the work Neverfall is a
tribute to the artist Gideon Gechtman in the form of a
“collaboration” with him after his death.” In her new work,
Lament (2018) Segal sings, in a tremulous voice, Natan
Alterman’s famous lullaby Lailah, Lailah (Night, Night)
which her mother used to sing to her as a child - while an
incandescent light bulb (a tribute to Edison, its inventor)
brightens and dims in keeping with the volume of the
sound, like a flickering star in the dark. The lullaby, which is
supposed to calm and reassure children as they fall asleep,
is actually a horror story of violent death and lost memory.
In line with this discordant juxtaposition, Segal reconstructs
the singing scene in an attempt to communicate, beyond
the darkness, with the object of her yearning by sending

a message of comfort and reassurance (to her mother?

to us? to herself?). This recalls the “living dead” figure in
Alterman’s poetry - a nomad (a singer representing the
artist) who, in his ghostly incarnation, becomes a sort of
Impressionist painter whose sole desire is to commemorate
his beloved and to reveal the beauty of the world.” As

Haim Nagid points out, “Unlike Aristotle, who stated that
the instance must stem from the meaning, revolutionary
Modernism argued that the meaning must spring from

the instance. In the eyes of Alterman, the universe and his
beloved - which are glimpsed in a chance but unforgettable
blink of the artist and lover’s eye - are forever sudden. Thus
they are to remain in the artistic work - in their eternal
arbitrariness.”®

Segal’s new project, Crushed Spirits: Exercises in

Continental Philosophy, contains many of the

aforementioned motifs. In this work, viewers are invited
to enter a darkened space, to observe - and take part -
in a theatrical performance that is projected on a large

screen, which looks at times as though it is still at the



41

Mir1 Segal: Miriage

Curator: Aya Lurie

At the heart of Miri Segal's exhibition lies a new and

essentially experimental project: Crushed Spirits: Exercises

in Continental Philosophy. Surrounding it is a selection of

about fifteen of her works, from 1998 to the present, which
interact with it in various ways and offer keys to Segal’s
artistic language as it has crystallized over the past twenty
years. Segal’s works use a variety of media - including
video, light and text, treated objects, and photographic and
computer-manipulated imagery. They also involve a variety
of sensory and physical manipulations, physical illusions,
word games, and an enticing technological experience - all
in a bid to scrutinize and put into question our “natural”
viewpoint and to present it as something pre-structured.
Segal’s works are at once succinctly descriptive and probe
the boundaries of consciousness, reflecting her interest

in philosophical questions about existence, technological
ethics, and economic-political regimes. She does this not
only by constructing an illusion that retains the potential
of revealing its formative manipulative (emotional and
technological) mechanism, but also through linguistic
devices that metaphorically highlight the limitations of our
actions and their adherence to and dependence on existing
constructs of language and logic. Segal thereby creates
symbolic situations and representations through which

she invites us to engage in a visual, tangible, intimate

and regulated encounter with the experience of human
existence, as well as the structures of thought and the
regime that regulate it.

Her fluorescent work Temporary Relief (2013)

illustrates some of these themes. It is a light-artwork

consisting of a thin neon tube twisted into a tangled

Fig. 1
Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy,
Light-Space Modulator, 1930,
steel, chrome, glass, plastic,

collection Centre Pompidou,
Paris

1 Moholy-Nagy
(1895-1946), an artist and
theorist, was one of the
leading teachers at the
Bauhaus school of design

in Germany in the first half
of the twentieth century.

In addition, Segal’s work
appears to draw inspiration
from that of contemporary
artists such as Bruce Nauman,
Philippe Parreno, and even
Tracey Emin, who have refined
the use of light objects as
conceptual commentary on
political and cultural issues

of identity and existence in
today’s world.

mass, which from every angle appears to be nothing more
than a luminous, glowing, meaningless jumble. In fact,
however, it is a carefully crafted weave that forms the
word together - but the word is visible only from one
particular perspective: that which happens to be coincide
with the viewer’s point of view. The title of the work is
a reference to the viewers’ momentary sense of relief
when they decipher the hidden word in the image, and
the accompanying sense of accomplishment. But it carries
an ironic undercurrent, too, letting us know that it is only
a temporary respite. In this, it is a metaphorical allusion
to the human condition, which offers but a few fleeting
moments of respite (being together, understanding) in
a life that is otherwise mostly one of embarrassment,
bemusement, confusion, and yearning for order and logic
in the face of the chaotic nature of ephemeral existence.
In the history of art, it is customary to regard Laszlé

Fig. 1

Moholy-Nagy'’s Light-Space Modulator as one of the

first examples of light-art works that epitomized the
revolution of modern art in the twentieth century, with

its Constructivist abstraction and notions of technological
progress and futuristic utopian visions. It is a kinetic
sculpture made up of suspended metal lattices and other
pieces of shiny metal that rotate on a vertical axis by
means of an electric motor, while a light casts shadows
and reflections on the walls behind it. Its endless circular
movement, lights, metal, and shadows symbolized the
invasion of mechanics and science (kinetics and optics) into
the aesthetic space, and echoed the dynamism of modern
life. In light of Moholy-Nagy’s work, it is interesting to read
curator Bernard Blisténe’s commentary on the motif of
circular movement in Segal’s work, which recurs in several
of her works in the current exhibition: Vapor (The Poetic
Principle) (1998); Neverfall (2013); and Beautiful Hours’
Circus (2005):

Segal’s work - this piece as well as others - seems to

be underlain by the constant principle of cyclicality,
of movement between the existing and that which
is exposed, between the reality of the world and
what the artist reconstructs. It embeds something
of a mirage: disorientation, loss of reference points

and their reconstruction, giving form to the invisible
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