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Urli Lifshitz,
Anonymity, 1967, oil
on canvas, 150x150, The
Phoenix Insurance Co. Ltd.
Collection (photo: Avraham
Hay)
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Uri Lifshitz, Self
Portrait, ca. 1978, oil
on canvas, 120x160,
courtesy of the artist’s
family (photo: Elad
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Catalogue List

Uri Lifshitz:
Flesh and Blood

See list of works in the
exhibition catalogue

Orly Sever:
Wall Run

Wall Run, 2016,
installation: wooden
construction, PVA glue,
bitumen sheets, tar,
plywood

Avi Nevo: Tremolo

Tremolo, 2016,
installation: mixed
media, sound work

(2 min 43 sec, looped)

Open Sketchbooks

Sketchbooks by

Nivi Alroy, Yifat

Bezalel, Boyan, Varda
Getzow, Dorit Goddard,
Nitsan Hamerman,

Talia Keinan, Olaf
Kithnemann, Hilla Toony
Navok, Yaara Oren, Hillel
Roman, Elad Rosen, Shay
Zilberman

Open Sketchbooks,
2016, video, 18 min
31 sec, looped, self-
photography by the
artists (Editing:
Yonatan Amir)



2 3 of infinite possibilities in creating new objects. The checked
paper allows him a preliminary, abstract exploration of
formal ideas. It is also a technical aid in producing scaled
sketches for complicated calculations. Elad Rosen does
not often use sketchbooks, but this modest, intimate space
allows him to hone his ideas into structures that are then
replicated on canvas. In addition to paper sketchbooks,
he uses the simplest phone and computer apps to explore
ideas of color and composition. In Shay Zilberman'’s
sketchbooks travel sketches function as a seismograph
of given moments in constant process of becoming.
Contrary to his exacting collage practice in the studio, the
sketchbooks are a liberating sequence that is both urgent

and incidental.

Shay Zilberman'’s
sketchbook
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refined there, thereby attaining precision. For Yifat Bezalel
the sketchbook is like a cave where she hides away and
works instinctively, undisturbed in her disturbed state,
fearfully yet without awe. She regards it as a place both
sacred and non-religious, a labyrinth without form, a cloned
fantasy, an implanted reality addressing no-one. Boyan
likens the sketchbook to idle conversations from which
some interesting phrases may be extracted. He uses them to
draw and doodle things he does not wish to forget, like a
refrigerator door covered in notes and children’s paintings.
He says his sketchbooks will never make the best-seller
list. Varda Getzow's sketchbook is sometimes laid aside
and at other times is used to jot down an idea or image
originating in the street, a story, or a dream. The sketches
are also used to explore whether a two-dimensional image
may be transformed into a three-dimensional sculpture.
Dorit Goddard uses sketchbooks variously for writing her
thoughts, jotting down phone numbers, or drawing quick
sketches for works in progress. Some of these sketches
then trigger studio work, while others only have validity

in the sketchbook. Nitsan Hamerman feels the need

to capture unexpected ideas in the sketchbook lest they

be forgotten. His sketchbook is used to plan and sketch,

as well as for to-do lists, which, according to him, are

the bureaucratic graveyard of ideas. Talia Keinan uses
sketchbooks habitually to explore ideas through intuitive,
associative “recording” of images and ideas. She likens

the sketchbooks to rocks along the way which are also the
way itself. Olaf Kihnemann's sketchbook is comprised
of daily, impulsive drawings on A4 sheets of paper. These
papers are collected into a binding as a methodical break,
a temporary stop in the flow of images - and the bound
compilation is changed repeatedly. For Hilla Toony Navok
drawing is the energetic engine, the sizzling lava which
underlies her work. She uses sheets of paper torn out

of sketchbooks to put order into “fluid” thoughts about
her sculptures by exploring rules and playfulness. The
sketchbook is significant for Yaara Oren as a marginal
space without expectations which allows her, in addition
to technical practice, to exercise freedom and playfulness.
The latter often finds its way into her work, enriching it.

Hillel Roman regards checked-paper notebooks as a place
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Orly Maiberg is a
painter.

This is the second exhibition

in this format at the Herzliya
Museum of Contemporary
Art. The first show in

the series, with different
participants, was on view from
January to May 2016.

Open Sketchbooks No. 2

Curator: Orly Maiberg

Participants: Nivi Alroy, Yifat Bezalel, Boyan,

Varda Getzow, Dorit Goddard, Nitsan Hamerman,
Talia Keinan, Olaf Kithnemann, Hilla Toony Navok,
Yaara Oren, Hillel Roman, Elad Rosen,

Shay Zilberman

Sketchbooks allow us an intimate look at one of the
elements of the creative process. Their use does not require
a specific place or financial resources. This accessible,
traditional format allows the drawing or writing hand
free - at times automatic or offhanded - expression. A
sketchbook may also reflect a rejection of the romantic
notion of the muse as inspiration, revealing instead the
artist’s painstaking daily efforts and discipline. In the
late fourteenth century artists increasingly used paper
to develop their ideas and draw preparatory sketches
dubbed primo pensiero (first thought). Most familiar are
the sketchbooks of Leonardo da Vinci, who always had one
hanging from his belt. Throughout the ages, a great many
artists have used them. They have drawn in sketchbooks
in or outside the studio, as an illustrated journal or
daily protocol keeping, as a site of experimentation
and exploration, or as an interim stage in their work.
Sketchbooks are not usually exhibited. If visiting the
artist’s studio allows one a glimpse of the private space
where the creative process takes place, browsing through a
sketchbook is like walking right into it.

Nivi Alroy regards the sketchbook as a wild,
unregimented place where headless horses drown in
puddles and sunken ships sail away. En route to the finished

work - be it a sculpture, installation, or video - the ideas are
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5 ibid., p. 16.

Orly Sever, detail
from Wall Run, 2016,
installation: wooden
construction, PVA glue,
bitumen sheets, tar,
plywood (photo: Irit
Tamari)
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fungibility, this fluidity, their institutionalization as a new
norm of existence and its generalization throughout the
world, this is what will hereby be called ‘the turning-black
of the world’ [le devenir-négre du monde]."5 Thus, instead
of the black man coming to resemble the white - as in the
colonialist fantasy (of his attempt at turning into a civilized
man) or the liberal one (of his evolving into a productive
man) - it is the white that has been turning more and

more similar to the black. Labor migration without social
rights, surveillance and control systems, turning people
into animated objects or mere statistical data - all these
apparatuses, which in the past had been turned on the
black man, are nowadays applied to extensive parts of
human society. This is the form which power takes, and
therein must be found the paths of resistance, too. Africa is
the future.

And so, Orly Sever’s black space, which at first sight
seems like a closed space signifying the past - like a burial
site or memorial - turns into a creative space. The unending
blackening which underlies this installation may also
blacken those who enter it. This space may also indicate a
horizon for the museum in a world which is turning black:
tarred walls and empty spaces; material threshold and lack
of images and objects; not an acquired albino syndrome but
rather creative blackening.

How, then, does one enter a black space? It seems like

we are already in it.




4 Achille Mbembe, Critique
de la raison négre (Paris: La
Découverte, 2013). In fact,

the title could be translated
as Critique of Negro Reason,
for “negro” (négre) is the
term used in the writings of
Mbembe’s forerunner, the
psychiatrist and National
Liberation Front (FLN) member
Frantz Fanon. The title of
Mbembe's book is of course
in dialogue with Kant's three
Critiques, as well as, in the
French context, Jean-Paul
Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical
Reason, written in the late
1950s and influenced by the
author’s meeting with Fanon.

between support and figure, between condition and body,
the black work is endless; we may all yet turn black.

And perhaps we have been. Achille Mbembe, a
theoretician and intellectual born in French Cameroons
and currently teaching in South Africa, has recently
published a complex, bold book under the reverberating
title Critique de la raison négre.” In this book Mbembe
endeavors to redefine the term “black” (or “"black man”)
in the current neoliberal age by exploring “black reason”;
not the reason of black man, but rather the reason which
has created the black as an active category in colonial
European culture. This black takes multiple forms: as a
flawed copy of the European; as the latter’s mythical
predecessor; as his unevolved, childish state; or as a
possessed, irrational quality which threatens him. All
consist of the black appearing through the white and in
relation to it: as a fantasy, a fiction, a delusion - always in
relation to; a relation articulated by the European “black
reason.” But what happens, Mbembe asks, at an age when
the European center is becoming destabilized, an age of
far-reaching social and economic changes, an age in which
modern European culture is no longer a necessary point
of departure and fulcrum, in which black is no longer
defined exclusively in relation to it; what is the black - as
a notion, an identity, a stance - which is not in relation to?
To understand this, he claims, one must look at blackness
through the history of capitalism, and in so doing see it
in the current capitalist moment. At an age in which an
exchange value with no reserve is the norm, in which many
fields of existence have become entirely quantified and the
range of post-human technology has broadened, the social
and economic system is underlain by recurrent production
of non-difference. And blackness, which had come into
being in relation to whiteness and turned into a signifier of
all that is distinct from it, has become transformed within a
difference-pulverizing system and changed character. “For
the first time in human history, the name ‘black’ does not
refer just to the condition brought into being for people of
African extraction in the age of initial capitalism (robbing
them of various orders of life, dispossessing them of all
power of self-determination and, above all, of the future

and of time, these two matrices of the possible). This new
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3 From Aristotle’s
Problems, quoted in Giorgio

Agamben, Stanzas: Word and

Phantasm in Western Culture
(Minneapolis: Minnesota
University Press, 1993),

p. 12; See also David L. Eng
and David Kazanjian (eds.),
Loss: The Politics of Mourning

(Berkeley: University of
California Press, 2003).
These texts underlie my
discussion here.

however, melancholia was considered a creative force,
sickly at times yet powerful. Accordingly, Aristotle asks,
“Why is it that all men who are outstanding in philosophy,
poetry, or the arts are melancholic, and some to such an
extent that they are infected by the disease arising from
the black bile?”> Aristotle answers by listing the various
forms black bile takes, running the gamut from fiery
desire, madness and brilliance to laziness and stupidity.
The black psyche quivers in diverse forms, often related

to the creative act. The genealogy of melancholia - which
runs from medicine, through the Church Fathers and first
monasteries, Albrecht Diirer, German Baroque melancholy
drama (Trauerspiel) and all kinds of Sabbatai Zevi-

like messianic figures, to the Warburg School disciples
and of course Walter Benjamin — makes it evident that
melancholia does not just consist in obscuring the world
and retreating from it, that is, blackening as a seal and
an end, as destruction and splitting of the self, but rather
entails a way of referring to the world and holding onto
it. Melancholy is indeed a work of loss, but it thereby
establishes a world - that is, it constitutes its subjects as
already lost, and in doing so forms its own phantasmatic
attachment to them. Therefore, its action does not just
consist in fixation and paralysis but also in creation: it
creates the lost subject, the loss, and the desire for both.
Its “blackness” is not a renunciation and an end but
rather positioning and appropriation. While its action is
excessive in nature - mentally and objectally, crowded
and crowding - it is not closed to the point of bursting; it
does not signify death, as Kandinsky claimed, but rather
the feverish creativity of loss. And so it is in Orly Sever’s
black space. Black does not appear in it as a huge lump
of materiality filling up the space, blocking its passages,
bursting up within it and expropriating it (as Sever did
ten years ago in another installation in this museum).
Instead, the black here is the tar flattened on the walls and
crystallizing on them, that is, a materiality which creates

a space, forms gaps and voids, establishes loss. Its power
is in not being sealed. The black tar could have continued
to be heaped onto the horizontal and slanting walls.
Moreover, it threatens to blacken us. Herein lies its demonic
power. Blurring the distinction between wall and material,
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1 Wassily Kandinsky,
Concerning the Spiritual in
Art, trans. M.T.H Sadler (New
York: Dover, 1977), p. 39.

2 Ibid.

space invites you in to the same extent that it confines you;
going in, you are swallowed by it. For just as the black walls
are not simply a support or boundary, so are the objects
between them not merely discrete figures distinct from the
space in which they are set. The space creates a centrifugal
movement toward the black material of its walls. This

is a trap: we may yet find ourselves rolled up in tar and
feathers. The blackening action has not been completed -
one wall has remained white - and it is infinite. It aspires to
blackness as if longing for an end.

However, this aspiration is nothing but a modernist
bias that has stuck to us like tar: white as a beginning,
black as an end. This is how Wassily Kandinsky articulated
the difference between these two motionless colors, as the
difference between two silences: the silence of the black
is “Something burned out, ... something motionless like a
corpse. The silence of black is the silence of death”; while
the silence of white "is not dead silence, but one pregnant
with possibilities. White has the appeal of the nothingness
that is before birth.”' In Kandinsky’s thought, white
appears as a moment of genesis, a space of potentiality,
“the nothingness that is before birth,” while black is
imbued with loss, with the seal of finality, “like the ashes
of a funeral pyre."2 Indeed, the non-objectal painting of the
early twentieth century, which explored the conditions and
possibilities of the two-dimensional medium, regarded the
white support (the canvas, the museum wall) as the primary
surface on which lines, forms, and colors are imprinted.
White was a fertile emptiness ready to be filled, while black
was regarded as already full, blocked, and fixed. Conversely,
Orly Sever’s blackened space signifies black as a fertile
ground, a possibility. Black seals nothing here; rather, it
forms the route by which the process takes place. The entire
space is in the process of turning black.

How does one think of blackening as a creative act?
Perhaps through melancholia - in Greek, melaina-kholé
(literally, black bile) - one of the four basic bodily liquids, or
humors, whose quantity and quality determine, according
to Classical Greek medicine, one’s health, disposition,
and temperament. Melancholia got a bad reputation in
modernism - as hopeless sadness, endless depression,

or disrupted, incomplete work of mourning. In the past,
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Dr. Shaul Setter teaches
literature and theory

at Tel Aviv University;
Bezalel Academy of Arts
and Design, Jerusalem;
and Sapir College.

We Blacks: On Orly Sever'’s
Installation

Shaul Setter

We are invited into a black space. The pupils dilate, the
feet stumble, the body hesitates. How does one enter a
black space? The space is inviting, enticing, it marks out
the route by which it may be entered, yet there seems

to be a trap here. It is a space without images, without
objects; a hollow space; some of its walls are blackened.
Even the object at its center is nothing more than a black
wall dropped to the ground at an angle. Just black walls.
And yet, it is the space itself that is black. Black, as we
know, absorbs light without reflecting it back. It swallows
everything, devours all that is hurled against it. The black
wall is therefore not just a boundary delineating the space.
It is a wall made thicker. Not just the edge of an empty
space, a preliminary ground to be filled, a support for
action (a wall with pictures, a canvas with images, a sheet
of paper with words). On the black wall there is nothing at
all; nothing but itself as a thing.

For the black wall is in fact a blackened wall: it was
coated with black tar through hard, protracted work. The
viscous tar hardened on the wall in a variety of stains and
textures. The wall has turned lumpy and voluminous. It
does not sustain or display a material, but rather upholds
the material’s action. The heavy tar, sealing and sealed,
certainly displays nothing; the tar does not emit anything

outward but rather absorbs something inward. The black
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on bare walls. In doing so, they challenge gravitational
physics as well as the human instinct to protect one’s

body. The desire to stretch boundaries, to overcome the
laws of physics and soar (physically and metaphorically)
brings to mind the myth of Icarus - and, of course, his final
plummeting to his death. From these perspectives one may
interpret the sculptural object installed at the center of
Sever's space as a point of departure both for lifting off and
for crashing. Sever’s sculptural installation resonates with
the interior of a sealed grave which is, at one and the same
time, a site of action imbued with persistent, challenging

defiance; its walls are always in the process of being

blackened, a site of an ongoing performative operation.

Orly Sever, detail
from Wall Run, 2016,
installation: wooden
construction, PVA glue,
bitumen sheets, tar,
plywood (photo: Irit
Tamari)
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Yechiel Shemi,
Untitled, 1993, oil and
tar on burlap, Estate of
the artist, Kibbutz Cabri
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5  Aniron sculpture by
Yechiel Shemi is installed
at the entrance plaza of
Beit Yad Labanim adjacent
to the Herzliya Museum of
Contemporary Art.

6  Yve-Alain Bois, Rosalind
Krauss, Formless: A User’s
Guide (New York: Zone Books,
1997), p. 18.

anti-aesthetical revolutionary expressions of protest as
opposed to degenerative cultural finesse and paralyzing
bourgeois comfort. These works were informed by raw
materiality and direct application of paint. They avoided
overworking the painted forms and figurative imagery,
giving expression to a search for authenticity and primary
values alongside pain, loss, danger, and vulnerability. In
Israel, there were two such artists (both part of the New
Horizons group), to whose work Sever’s later installations
are affined. Avshalom Okashi (1916-1980) painted a great
many abstract, thickly impastoed black monochromes (see
p- 13). Yechiel Shemi (1922-2003) used tar and black paper
in his works. His sculptures, in which iron plates frame
structures and geometric arrangements, are an inseparable
part of the landscape on Kibbutz Cabri where he lived and
worked, which is also the birthplace and current residence
of Orly Sever.”

In the late 1990s, Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss
searched - in the exhibition “L'Informe: mode d’emploi”
(Formless: A User’s Guide) curated by them at the Pompidou
Center in Paris and in the book accompanying it - for a
wide definition of abstraction in modern art. To that end,
they turned to Georges Bataille’s notion of the “informe"”
(formless). Bataille, they write, “refuses to define ‘informe":
‘It is not only an adjective having a given meaning, but a
term that serves to bring things down [déclasser] in the
world.’ It is not so much a stable motif to which we can
refer, a symbolizable theme, a given quality, as it is a term
allowing one to operate a declassification, in the double
sense of lowering and of taxonomic disorder. Nothing
in and of itself, the formless has only an operational
existence: it is a performative, like obscene words, the
violence of which derives less from semantics than from the
very act of their delivery. ... The formless is an operation.”®

The title of Sever’s current project, Wall Run, implies
danger and pain which are the outcome of an extreme,
challenging and addictive activity. It is the name of one
of the "“moves” in Parkour, whose practitioners engage
in getting from one point to another while spectacularly
overcoming obstacles - relying only on the human body,
without protective means - in a variety of ways, including

jumps from high places, vaulting over fences, and walking
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2 See, forinstance,
Yaron Weisbein, “The Day
the Cormorant Died,” Teva
Va'Aretz, 33 (September
1991), p. 6 (Hebrew).

3 See Adrian Henri,
Environments and Happenings
(London: Thames & Hudson,
1974).

4 The term was coined by
the French art critic Michel
Tapié in his book Un art autre
(Art of Another Kind), 1952.

too: the black tar she uses soils, emits a strong smell, stains.
This sticky, unsettling substance is smeared on the walls as
well as on an object at the center of the space - an object
which may be seen as a bunker or bomb shelter, a grave, or
a lift-off surface.

The black tar used by Sever is a product of crude oil,
an organic material created beneath the ground through
long transformative processes. But it is experienced as an
ecological hazard, environmental pollution in dissonance
with our ideal image of nature. The image of the cormorant
covered in black oil during the First Gulf War, in 1991, has
become a symbol of the destructiveness of a war machine
which combines security interests and the powerful
capitalist interests of the oil industry.” Sever's installation
also connotes the material’s easily combustible nature, like
a ticking bomb.

However, while raising all these associations
Sever’s installation also speaks the abstract language
of modernism and engages with the discourse of
performative action in exhibition spa<:es.3 In doing so, it
also engages with the history of art - a dialogue directed
at the very heart of museological discourse. The walls of
the "white cube” are blackened, counteracting the elegant,
restrained, civilized rationality manifested by the brightly
lit white museum space.

In the years following World War II, while Abstract
Expressionism was becoming prevalent in the United
States, its European equivalent was the French Art
Informel (“Unformed” Art).4 This style was informed by
monochromes (particularly black, gray, dirty white, and
brown), strong gestures, such as paint smearing using
a spatula, and dark, paint-laden impastos. Within this
wide artistic tendency some artists channeled abstraction
toward the melancholy sentiments expressed by the Lyrical
Abstract. In this context, abstraction may also be seen as
comforting blindness which obscured the horrors of the
World War, which had shaken up the cultural foundations
of Europe, and as avoidance of direct confrontation.
Another group of Informalist artists, which included
Pierre Soulage, Jean Dubuffet and others, produced
brutally direct, piercingly depressing paintings. In light

of the atrocities of the World War, these artists proposed
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1 See http:/Avww.
dazeddigital.com/
artsandculture/article/22302/1/
vantablack-might-not-be-the-
worlds-blackest-material.

Orly Sever: Wall Run

Curator: Aya Lurie

Black materiality is typical of the sculptural installations
produced by Orly Sever (b. 1976), which have been on view
at the Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art (2005), Haifa
Museum of Art (2008), and Tel Aviv Museum of Art (2015).
Her work opens up a mentalscape encoded in matter; it
offers an abstracted, pithy move presented through signs
of the creative body’s action, and its material expression is
both enticing and repulsive. A persistent ritual act leaves in
the material charged traces that combine fear, pain, threat,
and desperation as well as defiance and the prospect of
soaring, in opposition to submissive acceptance and in
refusal of head bowing.

While working on the exhibition, the newspapers
reported that artists were protesting Anish Kapoor’s
exclusive rights to a new black substance developed by
scientists at Surrey NanoSystems, which absorbs 99.96% of
all light." Black has been at the center of artistic exploration
through the ages, gradually changing its status from an
accompanying shade (used for shading and to create a
sense of volume) into a central element. In the process,
it has accrued layers upon layers of cultural, ideological,
social, and ecological connotations. Black’s absorption
of light is a continuous action, incessantly turning the
blackened object into everything and nothing. In Sever’s

current installation, black has a strong material presence,
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Nevo’s work. A large skateboard-like improvised structure
resembles a monument erected by friends by the side of the
road or a dismantled amateur sculpture awaiting cleanup.
On top of the surface there are papier-maché lumps covered
with seashells stuck onto a net, recalling fragments of the
kurkar sandstone at Sidna Ali beach (in Arabic, “Our master
Ali”) in Herzliya, where for the past forty years Nissim
Kahlon has been building, between the sea and real-estate
ventures, a disintegrating mini-utopia called Miracle Cave.
The collection of crumbling structures attached to the kurkar
hillside have turned into one individual’s stubborn struggle
to create his own world in a bureaucratic air-pocket between
the Israel Land Authority and the Herzliya municipality. This,
too, like Nevo’s work, is an impressive struggle with one’s
back to the wall and one’s face to the sea.

In a conversation with me, Nevo described good
artworks as those that make the viewer feel as if he's been
violated without quite knowing by what. Sometimes this is

the effect his works have on me.
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But the fruit of “just being,” too, are not those of
true despair, which grow neither from coming to terms
nor from rebellion but rather from the involuntary,
instinctive movement of a hopeless body. The works of Avi
Nevo (b. 1980) have always seemed to me like such fruit.
Accumulations of despairing moves, with one’s back to the
wall. Not an attempt to break free of one’s shackles, but
rather shaking the body like the spasm of a cultural and
aesthetic organism which realizes it has reached a dead
end, yet the blood still insists on flowing through it and the
body is compelled to go on moving. The cultural contexts
are at times familiar and at other times less so, but even if
Jonathan Meese or Kathy Wilkes are present somewhere in
these works, Nevo's version seems more disturbed and not
as comforting.

The texts inscribed on some of the works (in English,
Nevo's mother tongue) make them even more homeless, and
without a home despair is not as comfortable. These works
do not exhibit the usual self-satisfaction of Israeli art, which
has felt comfortable among street materials and the local
aesthetic of meagerness. Here there are broken quotations,
as if uttered by a person with Tourette syndrome, of
remnants of Punk and trash culture that did not originate in
this place and which, in fact, have long existed mainly as a
stage set, without substantial faith, certainly none related
to social outlook or protest. Nevo may be exposing here
a despair that surpasses the personal or idiosyncratic. The
cultural and religious despair of a generation without hope
yet full of libido. At the 2011 Herzliya Biennale (curated by
Ory Dessau) Nevo installed despairing cannons which were,
however, full of life. They had no functional chance, they
did not have the smile-provoking charm of post-macho,
anti-monumental art, nor did they offer any kinetic comfort
or clear protest. In a political reality in which art seems to
inquire what is the point of its own existence this seemed
to me at the time, as it does to this day, one of the only
courses of action possible.

“Tremolo,” the title of Nevo’s current exhibition, is a
musical term denoting rapid reiteration of a single note.
The sense of unease provoked by the tremolo, particularly
when protracted for a long time, is a charged, disturbing

effect which finds plastic and conceptual expression in
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Avi Nevo: Tremolo

Curator: Eitan Ben Moshe

If one is not interested in finding a positive outlet for
despair - through estrangement or deconstruction - or

in attempting to depict it and move within it without a
sense of superiority, there seems to be no reason to go
into this deep hole. If you have no interest in extracting
something or someone from it, what reason would you
have to go there? For the hole itself cannot be extracted
from the ground, since its only existence is as a void. Art, in
all its forms, allows itself to engage with despair and uses
it to produce different kinds of beauty; Kafka, Louis CK,
Zohar Argov, and others. But is it possible to move within
despair itself, to describe it with a minimal amount of
poetics, a minimal amount of grace, just depicting from
within a deep despair at everything - at the world, at

the possibility of hope, at the possibility of beauty? If

the fruit of despairing of all that is beautiful, right and
hopeful is itself beautiful or intoxicating, then it has not
been produced by despair alone but rather by a mixture of
materials. And when the fruit is the utter idleness which is
a common outcome of despair, it, too, contributes nothing
to our knowledge about it. Much like anxiety and horror,
objectless states to which Heidegger refers as presenting
the potential of an encounter with pure presence, so may
despair lead to coming to terms: if nothing can be done,

one can just be.
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hegemony which holds on to its idols and symbolic capital.
Instead, he presented new, Mizrahi idols. He also made
portraits of Margalit Har-Shefi and Rabbi Kahane. He
challenged the very notion of exclusion.

Lifshitz was unusual in his attitude to money, too.

He was a Pop artist in the sense of not shying away from
exchanging image for money. That is, his commerciality
was a point of pride for him. Here’s another unforgivable
sin: to want and make money. There’s no point in denying
that Lifshitz was a prototypical Israeli chauvinistic, often
violent, manliness. The bohemian circles in which he

had developed were not known for their refinement.
Lifshitz was part of the mixture between bohemians,
military figures, and politicians that became part of the
mainstream of Israeli culture following the great victory of
the 1967 War. He and the generals were engaged in public
intercourse and saw nothing wrong in it. Ariel Sharon was
his close friend. He painted portraits of politicians in quite
a few of his series. He regarded authority as an X-ray image
of the Israeli condition, and toward it, too, he exhibited a
dialectical attitude of attraction and repulsion. Images of
wrestlers, boxers, and bullfights started appearing in his
works. For Lifshitz, power was always a subject of internal
agony and struggle.

In the interview which proved to be his doom (Neri
Livneh, Haaretz supplement, 16 October 1998), Lifshitz
spoke about “unnecessary people,” who were, he claimed, a
burden on society and therefore must be removed or killed.
Even by his standards, the misogyny and homophobia he
exhibited in this interview were blunt and offensive. He
was immediately condemned. People held demonstrations
against him. Cut off ties with him. His art became identified
with his remarks and therefore turned anathema. In
retrospect, one may see the dubious thesis he propounded
as an almost cartoon-like extreme version of the muscular
Judaism that has developed in Israel, of which Lifshitz was
a progeny. He evoked fear in people since they saw in him
a reflection of themselves. If Lifshitz meant to settle his
score with the culture and society from which he came
and to which he belonged, this was the final step in the

disengagement process. A final flip of the finger.
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belonging, like the sadomasochism of someone who has
already had a taste of the pleasures and now wants to
experience the whippings, too. And the well, as we know,
does not like being spit into. The spitting that formerly
may have been considered blessed rain had turned into

a furious storm. The sons of bitches had changed the
rules on him. Lifshitz did not operate within the rules yet
had become their victim. He was one of the last of the
Mohicans of the dugri culture (meaning, “tell it like it is,
in your face”). He demanded justice for himself, with a
mixture of a sense of deprivation and self-love; always
noncompliant, launched on a collision course with the
state, with its culture, and with himself. It could not have
ended any other way.

Prior to turning his back on this place, Lifshitz had
come from it. He was an embodiment of Zionism'’s every
mythical trait. Kibbutz member, socialist, soldier, bohemian.
He had treaded all the familiar paths. Stopped at every
station. His biography ran parallel with the official story
which the state tells itself. And yet, he always took care to
distance himself from it. To act within it yet detest it. “The
Schizophrenics” is the title of a series he exhibited in 1967
at the Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv. Like his erratic, unstable
style, the Lifshitz experience was split and doubled. “I
am always at war with my personality. Personality is a
handicap,” he said (Yotam Reuveni, “Repeat Customer,”
Tel Aviv, 5 April 1985, p. 16). The war he declared on his
personality was also a war declared on his milieu, on the
place from which he came. As if he had condemned himself
to bidding adieu to his natural habitat and therefore had
to part ways with those who had grown up there. He never
stopped holding up a mirror to the society from which he
came, all the while holding it up to himself, too. He felt
no obligation to maintain traditional divisions, be they
political, social, or cultural. His “Kafr Qasim” paintings
(1965) broke the state’s code of silence with regard to the
Palestinian trauma; the series “Mister Rabinowitz” (since
1968) turned against the Ashkenazi clerical, mediocre,
boring petit bourgeoisie, which gets up in the morning,
goes to work, eats lunch, returns home, and dies. His
portraits of Zohar Argov (ca. 1991-92) and Rabbi Kaduri (ca.
2000-1) were once again slaps in the face of the Ashkenazi



40

Nissan Shor is

a scriptwriter,
documentary film
director, author, and

columnist for Haaretz.

Un Lifshitz:
The Self-Attacking Body

Nissan Shor

Uri Lifshitz was larger than the sum of his Lifshitzian part.
He symbolized everything which the Israeli spirit abhors.
Or has learned to abhor. Was taught to abhor. Has taught
itself. It doesn’t really matter anymore. The outcome is
clear: he was gradually removed from sources of power
and influence, from the places where things get decided.
Worse, he has remained without agents of memory.
Doomed to being forgotten, for being forgotten is the
punishment meted out to one who had not made himself
small or framed himself within accepted norms. Lifshitz
has disappeared. In the early 1990s his face still appeared
on newspaper supplement covers. Always in the role of
outsider, rebel. The one who says what no one else dares
to say. There are not many slots for such types, and their
expiration date is never far off. Israeli culture falls in
love with them, becomes obsessed with them, and then,
the moment it believes they have crossed the line, tosses
them aside. The line, of course, is never fixed. It changes
with the spirit of the time. Lifshitz failed to diagnose it
correctly. He was probably not interested. “My loyalty is
almost nil. | spit with great pleasure into the well from
which | have drunk,” he proclaimed in an interview with
Nilli Friedlaender in Ma‘ariv. And perhaps, even more than
spitting into the well, he got pleasure from proclaiming

himself as spitting into the well. He took pleasure in not
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or hurling replete, unbridled strokes of paint and in

tracing a projected image and drawing its contours in a
dispassionately monotonous manner. To think that Lifshitz
used the same means, the same painterly form, with exactly
the same sense of urgency, to paint the assassin’s girlfriend

and the assassinated Prime Minister. To think and shudder.
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expressionist, and nihilist - and Andy Warhol, the man
who wanted to be a machine, and his success in turning
them into a positively recognizable Uri Lifshitz figure are a
huge artistic achievement. This is a highly significant link
in understanding the years of confusion, the twilight time
on the seam between modernism and postmodernism,
years during which Israeli art, and most particularly

its critics and interpreters, moved about in comical,
unsynchronized confusion.

The more Lifshitz’s works appealed to the wide public
of potential clients the more they distanced themselves
from people of refined taste. The admiration of the
general public just added fuel to the fire of disapproval;
for the popularity of art among laymen raises immediate
suspicion among the connoisseurs and taste setters. On
the one hand, his works had a rich surface exhibiting
“painterly ability,” were unquestionably a pure, spectacular
demonstration of painting, emitting the wild authenticity
of a “true” artist. On the other hand, that sensuous,
instinctive “truth” accompanied or enveloped images
of Rabbi Abuhatzeira, Margalit Har-Shefi, Arik Einstein,
Mister Rabinowitz, Yitzhak Rabin, Diego Velazquez, and
bullfights. How could this be? The connoisseurs concluded
that it was an empty mannerist automatism. Most of them
were impervious to Lifshitz’s claim of a non-subjective
stance. Both the indifferent images, be they projected or
printed, and the fiery brushstrokes stem from the same
level-headedness, the same distance from “truth,” a desire
not to be involved, a resolve to refrain from expressing an
opinion or representing a position, to remain distant and
objective, to report, to tell what happened. These are the
things that mattered to Lifshitz, this is what underlay his
art - the conjoining of the artist’s “inner truth” and media
reportage. At the time, those who accused Lifshitz of being
a mannerist virtuoso could not imagine the possibility of
style appropriation, of using styles as expendable. They did
not dare imagine an option of borrowed authenticity, not
to mention the possibility that lying consistently is another
way of telling the truth.

All one can do is stand in front of Uri Lifshitz's
paintings and savor the notion that in them a single hand

was guided by a single mind - both in scribbling wildly
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Url Lifshitz:
Holocaust, Mannerism,
and Margalit Har-Shefi

Jacob Mishori

At a time when Uri Lifshitz's generation of unadmitted
romanticists were trembling lest they stumble across life
itself, desperately trying to hold onto “art” as a mental
endeavor accompanied by the music of academic stutter
conveyed by a newly flourishing spokesmanship language,
Lifshitz was already in the future. In the late 1960s he
was one of the first to use a style while neutralizing and
stripping it of its historical meaning and transformations;
he did so years before simulations became assimilated in
art and turned into the fashionable bon ton - a veritable
epidemic - and without the interpretative safety net of
postmodernism. He disengaged the expressive gesture
from the artist’s tempestuous psyche and, in doing so,
indicated to us, to the herd, perhaps unintentionally, that
Mondrian’s psyche may have been just as passionate as Van
Gogh's; that the artist’s hand or style does not necessarily
imply or stem from the affective domain of the person
using them; that one may shout, storm, throw paint and
scratch the canvas while keeping a low pulse, maintaining
a snobbish distance from the “heart’s blood,” from the
“truth” conveyed by the work. Neither his admirers nor his
critics understood the radical, fresh meaning of his moves.
Lifshitz’s choice, even if taken not entirely
deliberately, to bond together two styles and personas as

different as Francis Bacon - an interior decorator, intense
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He was cut off from the public arena and isolated. More
than an expression of an outlook or ideology, Lifshitz's
scathing tongue-lashings were a way of externalizing
his own otherness, a means of removing himself from
society as an opposing enfant terrible which left him, over
and over again, rejected by his social, professional, and
economic reference groups, removed from the warm hug
of the consensus. One may see it as an irrepressible self-
destructive mechanism, which he finally took too far, to a
point of no return.

The current exhibition, marking five years to Lifshitz’s
death, endeavors to explore recurrent themes in his
work, most importantly the grotesque human figure, its
existential cry and its silencing. It is a figure tormented
body and soul, filled with a sense of self-sacrifice and fear of
death, always situated in an arena of violence, struggle, and
defiance against authority figures and bureaucratic or state
apparatuses. This figure's existential state is one of constant
crisis, analogous to social, economic, and ethical conditions.
The works reiterate dissonance, physical and mental conflict,
and a constant struggle for self-awareness and identity.
In this, they also resonate with the ways in which Israeli

cultural and social self-perception has taken form.
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Amsterdam, and others. Lifshitz's name was familiar
beyond the professional circles of visual art. He was

the Sabra, the kibbutznik, the army parachutist who
participated in the Battle of the Mitle during the 1956
Sinai War. He frequented Café Kassit, was often mentioned
in society columns, and was part of Tel Aviv’'s bohemian
circle alongside Amos Kenan, Yebi, Shmulik Kraus, Dan
Ben-Amotz, and others. Lifshitz was connected to press and
media people as well as to members of the military and
business elite, and was sought after for interviews by the
press, TV, and documentary filmmakers.

Revisiting the “Lifshitz case” is not only an artistic
challenge but also raises broader cultural, social, and
ethical questions. Both his life and his work were informed
by conceptual gaps and problematic issues related to
identity politics and accepted modes of expression, as
well as to changing perceptions in Israeli society as to the
artist’s status. Lifshitz's complex behavior throughout his
life reveals him to be a charismatic, talented, dominant,
egocentric artist who was also a rejected anti-hero. A
hedonistic, gregarious, pleasure-seeking person who was
also Spartan and an individualist. A strapping, attractive
man, authentic and honest, a bohemian and a working
man, a gentle father and a total lover, as well as an
unbridled provocateur, a tongue-lashing, belligerent,
chauvinistic drunk, uncouth and full of charm.

In the last decade of his life, although he continued to
produce works and exhibit as energetically as ever, Lifshitz
was responsible in no small measure for his own relegation
to the sidelines of the Israeli art scene. He alienated
museum personages and artistic patrons, as well as the
central cultural figures with whom he had been associated
in the past. In his last years he befriended manual laborers
in southern Tel Aviv (where he had his studio, on Abarbanel
Street), and became close once again to his army friends,
including Arik Sharon, which led to questions as to
whether his political views had taken a turn to the right,
which apparently was not the case. An interview he gave
to Haaretz in 1998 sealed his own downfall with a series
of disparaging, discriminatory, inflammatory statements,
which resulted in waves of protest against him. The

storm he stirred up did not abate, despite his apology.
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Uri Lifshitz:
Flesh and Blood

Curators: Aya Lurie, Ori Drumer

Uri Lifshitz (1936-2011), a virtuoso who engaged in
painting, sculpture, etching, collage, and drawing, is one
of the most prominent and talented artists to have worked
in Israel. He is also one of the most controversial. The
exhibition title points to an artistic and biographical study
of Lifshitz; an exploration of the human figure in his work;
and a consideration of both in a cultural and social context.
The latter is suggested by the reference in the exhibition's
title to the book The King of Flesh and Blood (1958) by
Moshe Shamir. This author's literary output - which also
included foundational novels such as He Walked Through
the Fields (1947) and With His Own Hands: Elik’s Story
(1951) - articulated to a great extent the myth of the Sabra
and the Zionist discourse of Israel’s founders, which was
the ground for Lifshitz's development.

For six decades, starting in the 1960s, Lifshitz produced
an extensive, varied, challenging body of work. Taking
part in central landmarks of Israeli art and culture, he
participated in the last New Horizons exhibition, with the
group of young artists who presented new tendencies
in art, including Moshe Kupferman, Raffi Lavie, and
Igael Tumarkin; was a member of the avant-garde 10+
Group; was represented by the Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv;
represented Israel at the 1969 Sao Paulo Biennale; and

exhibited in museums in New York, Brussels, London,
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