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(20 'ny 1) "W 21T \DIX ,120x130 ,YV 7V NINN 717V 1NY 2019 ,1 Miwia 71110 v1a
Detail from Annunciation I, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 120x130, Dubi Shiff Art Collection (see p. 20)
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Simone Martini and Lippo Memmi, Detail from
The Annunciation with St. Margaret and

St. Ansanus, 1333, tempera and gold on

panel, 305x265, Uffizi Gallery, Florence
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There's rosemary, that's for remembrance; pray,

love, remember: and there is pansies. that's for thoughts. . ..
There's fennel for you, and columbines: there's rue

for you; and here's some for me: we may call it

herb-grace o' Sundays: O you must wear your rue with

a difference. There's a daisy: | would give you

some violets, but they withered all when my father

died: they say he made a good end—-
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Boy with Rose, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50, Kali Collection
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Figure with White Fur and Rosary, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50, collection of Alon Zauer
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Annunciation |, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 120x130, Dubi Shiff Art Collection

21






63x40.5 ,70V7 1465 21X WX [i71"T 'DIATT7X1 107X
Alesso Baldovinetti, Portrait of a Lady in Yellow, ca. 1465,
63x40.5, The National Gallery, London

60x50 ,YV 7V NINN 7117V 1NY ,2019 ,fINTTX FIT1INN DV 11V1
Girl with Red Necklace, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50
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Figure without a Blue Butterfly, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50
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Figure with White Raven, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50, Ann and Dr. Ari Rosenblatt Collection, USA
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Not This Light, the Other Light, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel,
120x120, collection of Shoshana and Amir Alimagor
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Self Portrait, 2013, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x48, private collection
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30.5x23 ,YV 7V NINN 71 7V |NY ,2018 ,i11'1A *7'aV QY [i71*T

Figure with Pearl Earrings, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30.5x23
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30.5x23 ,YV 7V NN 71 7V 1NV ,2019 71NW 7°'vyn Qv i71*T
Figure with Black Coat, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30.5x23
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DIA NDIX ,30%20 ,YV 7V NN T1 7V 1NY 2015 ,0NIN 111X
Uriah Menahem, 2015, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30x20, private collection

v
DA NDIX ,30%20 ,YV 7V NN T1 7V 1NY ,2015 70
Tal, 2015, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30x20, private collection
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110x200 ,YV 7V NINN 11 7V NV ,2016 ,fINTWil 1'%
The Naked Aya, 2016, oil on linen mounted on panel, 110x200
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Aya in Profile, 2016, oil on linen mounted on panel, 120x100, private collection
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1710 NI NDIX ,50x110 ,YV 7V NINN 71 7V 1NY ,2017 ,A7107IX 72 D17NA
Ursula's Dream, 2017, oil on linen mounted on panel, 50x110, collection of Tamar Rozen
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Aya Sitting, 2016, oil on linen mounted on panel, 160x160
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110x200 ,YV 7V NINN 117V 1NV ,2017 ,0%711
Narcissus, 2017, oil on linen mounted on panel, 110x200
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Maya, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30.5x23

I
30.5x23 ,YV 7V NINN 71 7V 1NW ,2019 21N [i71*T
Pale Portrait, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30.5x23

111
30.5x23 ,YV 7V N1IN 71 7V 1NW ,2019 ,A17120 A1X710 OV 1;i71*T
Portrait with Purple Shirt, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30.5x23

v
30.5x23 ,YV 7V NI7IN 71 7V 1NV ,2019 , 21N 1''9121 17V]
Girl with Yellow Top, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 30.5x23

p. 44 Ny
1711 N7 NDIX ,50X60 ,YV 7V NITIN 71 7V |NW ,2017 ,1IW* "N"X
Amy Asleep, 2017, oil on linen mounted on panel, 50x60, collection of Tamar Rozen

p. 46 'NVY
' 21T NDIX ,160X80 ,YV 7V NINN T1 7V 1NW ,2017 *7W NN'N 7¥ 111NN
My Mother's Lantern, 2017, oil on linen mounted on panel, 160x80, Dubi Shiff Art Collection
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140x100 ,YV 7V NINN 7117V NV ,2018 ,i1ANT J1"*Th OV 11V1
Girl with Lace Bra, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel, 140x100
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Girl with Violets Cup, 2018, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50, Tamary Collection
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La Bella: Girl with Black Necklace, 2017, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50, Kali Collection
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30x20 ,YV 7V |NW ,2013 111D
Sivan, 2013, oil on panel, 30x20
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Portrait with an Angel, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 122x100
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120x130,YV 7V NINN T1 7V 1NY ,2019 ,2 M1wa
Annunciation Il, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 120x130
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53%x37 ,YV 7V 1NV 1465 , MUY fIWWN [i717T i7IK1'X719 77 TIIDIX
Antonio del Pollaiuolo, Portrait of a Young Lady, 1465,
oil on panel, 53x37, Gemaldegalerie, Berlin

TIMIA TR D717 "IX 1T X AD1X ,60X50 ,YV 7V NINN 117V NY ,2019 ,0%"Nil YV
The Tree of Life, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 60x50, Ann and Dr. Ari Rosenblatt Collection, USA
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Self Portrait, 2017, oil on linen mounted on panel, 35x25, Ann and Dr. Ari Rosenblatt Collection, USA
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Portrait with Red Dress, 2019, oil on linen mounted on panel, 80x60
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Self Portrait, 2012, oil on linen mounted on panel, 36x25, Dubi Shiff Art Collection
"W 21T QUIX ,36X25 ,YV 7V NINN 71 7V |NY ,2012 ,*AXV [i71*T

64



composition. The portraits appear to belong to another
era - but which one? Are we in the Renaissance, in the Baroque
period, or the nineteenth century? Is it realism, fantasy, or
allegory? The only thing that can be said with any certainty is
that these figures inhabit not an actual historical context of any
kind, but the realm of art.

This is especially evident in the Annunciation paintings -
an artistic topos of which Taharlev offers an original reinter-
pretation, combining it with the nude genre. As an artistic
theme, the Annunciation includes an encounter between
two figures: a young woman and an angel. The gender of
angels is a controversial issue. Linguistically, in Hebrew, it is
customary to refer to them in the masculine (in keeping with
their biblical description), but Christian iconography presents
them as juvenile boys, or as androgynous, gender-less figures,
as befitting their status as spiritual beings and in keeping with
St. Paul’s declaration that in the kingdom of heaven there is no
distinction between men and women. Interestingly, in these
works, Taharlev does not exploit the androgynous potential of
the angel figure, preferring instead to explore various gender
possibilities: in one instance, the angel is a man, in another it
is a woman, and in yet another, a girl. Moreover, owing to the
concealment of the loins and chest areas, the Virgin Mary is
depicted as somewhat androgynous, although in all three
works her body is clearly identified as female.

The most striking deviation from the traditional depiction
of the Annunciation theme, however, lies in the fact that
the figures are painted in the nude, or partially nude. The
fabric that covers the region of the loins - in accordance
with the conventions of Renaissance painting - also place
these depictions squarely in the nude genre. In fact, all
that remains of the Annunciation theme is the wings of
one figure, the turning away of the other’s gaze, and the
vaguely charged nature of the situation, which despite
the nudity is devoid of any eroticism. These elements

are the constants in Taharlev’s equation, and what changes
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from one work to the next is the gender of the figures, their
poses, and their physical proximity, with the interpretation of
the situation changing accordingly: an intimate confidence
between two girls, a charged conversation between a man and
a woman, a moment of care or concern between two women.

There is no doubt that Taharlev is conducting an intensive
and multi-faceted dialogue with the history of art. The preoc-
cupation with the question of gender in her works is not of a
psychological or social nature, but rather an inquiry that has
more to do with the pictorial qualities of the works and their
intra-artistic resonances. After all, white ravens are such rare

creatures, that they belong almost exclusively in the realm of art.



processes of gender transition — with the photographic image
imparting a certain reality and visibility to a gender identity
that is not yet manifested in the body, thereby promoting the
process of gendered becoming.

In Taharlev’s portraits, however, the gender ambiguity
serves a different purpose. They are not portraits of actual
characters with a nonconformist gender, nor do they attempt
to express an internal quality of the subject, but rather form
part of a purely artistic inquiry — namely, an attempt to negate
or counteract gender traits in a bid to achieve a“zero degree” of
gender. Thus, for example, in Figure with White Fur and Rosary
(2018, p. 18), as we try to determine the figure’s gender we find
ourselves vacillating between, on the one hand, the sensuality
of the fur and rosary beads that are typical of portraits of
women, and, on the other hand, the short hair, bushy eyebrows,
chiseled face, strong hands, and what looks like the shadow of a
beard. In Figure with Carnation (2018, p. 13), the masculine shirt
and hairline are counteracted by the sensual mouth, pensive
and melancholy gaze, and pose, that appear to be feminine;
and in Figure with White Raven (2018, p. 26) the sensual mouth,
arched eyebrows, and feminine garment are belied by the
flat chest and massive forearm and hand. One can go on like
this, painting by painting, and point out the combinations of
feminine and masculine traits. The difficulty in pinning down the
gender of the figures makes us aware of the gender-attribution
process that usually occurs automatically and unconsciously,
and of the kind of calculus that we employ when we attempt
to attribute gender (Kate Bornstein argues that since masculine
traits carry more weight, it takes approximately four feminine
traits to negate a single masculine one), and our discomfort at
failing to do so. Indeed, gender is such a key social category,
that gender ambiguity induces a sense of unease, like that of a
niggling riddle that requires resolution. This also explains why,
as Taharlev points out, most viewers read the characters in the

works as either a man or a woman, and do so with a great deal
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of conviction, even though the gender attribution varies from
one viewer to the next.

What brings us closer to the “zero point” of gender is youth:
all the figures in the works - including those in the three
Annunciation paintings (2019, pp. 20, 29, 57) - are very young.
Smooth skin, a soft expression, and a shy gaze are characteristic
of portraits of both young women and boys. “Who can tell
the sex of a chick?” wrote the Israeli poet Yona Wallach. If,
historically, portraits of men were biographical in character
and those of women were idealized, youth is the time before
the portrait is imbued with a life story — before the subject’s
expression is shaped by a social role and the body assumes the
trappings of social status.

In marked contrast to gender attribution in everyday life,
the undefined location of portraits in space and time, and their
removal from historical context, prevents us from relying on the
gender norms of a particular culture or period to read the gender
of the figures in Taharlev’s paintings. For example, in the world
of Figure with White Fur and Rosary, is such a fur coat considered
feminine or masculine? Is the garment shown in Figure with Pearl
Earrings (2018, p. 31-1), or the one depicted in Figure with White
Raven, a feminine or masculine item of clothing? In the world
of Figure with Pearl Earrings, can long hair be a masculine trait -
or is short hair a feminine one in the world of Figure with Black
Coat (2019, p. 31-11)? Nor is it only a matter of styles of attire and
hair, but also of poses, expressions, and demeanor, which in a
given period have clear gendered overtones, but which, in the
absence of a clear marker that would place us at a certain point
in the history of art, become ambiguous.

In Taharlev’s works, the characters appear to be removed
from the here and now, but the few accessories that they are
given — a garment, a flower, a butterfly, or a fantasy bird — are
not enough to place them in any other definite space. This
question of location involves not only the figures’ physical

attire and styling, but also extends to the works’ painterly



The “Zero Degree” of Gender

Amalia Ziv

The exhibition White Ravens consists of a number of portraits,
along with three larger works that depict scenes of an
encounter or intimacy between two figures: a man or a woman,
and an angel. The figures in the paintings are ambiguous, in two
respects: the world that they inhabit is undefined (its historical
and geographic coordinates are unclear), and in most instances
their gender is unclear and subject to interpretation. These
ambiguities are deliberate, and also interrelated. The project
behind this series of works is an attempt to create portraits that
lie on the spectrum between femininity and the masculinity,
paintings that are neither “a portrait of a man” nor “a portrait
of a woman,” but straddle the midway point between what are
conventionally regarded as two poles.

Gender in painting is indicated either through the
representation of specific physical traits (such as female
breasts or a male chest, facial hair or its absence, a muscular
physique or soft curves); through items of clothing, hair styles,
or accessories that are clearly associated with one gender
or the other; and through a host of gender-related poses
and expressions that constitute certain artistic and cultural
conventions. Moreover, in the history of European oil painting,
the gender of a given figure often dictated the character of the
portrait on a more fundamental level. Portraits of men were
mostly biographical in character — famous figures depicted in
realistic fashion, complete with signs of their occupation and
social status: leaders on horseback; military men in uniform;
priests in pious poses; scientists surrounded by scientific
instruments; aristocrats on their estate with their dogs; and so
forth. In contrast, portraits of women were often idealized, or
even allegorical: the subject was portrayed as the embodiment
of an abstract trait — such as beauty or modesty - or as a
mythological figure, such as Venus, or one of the Muses. Thus,
the actual model was cast in a particular role.

In the twentieth century, quite a few artists sought to

create gender ambiguity in portraits - be they painted or
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photographed - in various ways. In the series Make Up for
Beginners (1987), the Dutch graphic artist Joost Veercamp
created, through photographic manipulations of images of
celebrities, a series of transformations from man to woman, or
vice versa - Elvis turning into Brigitte Bardot, Brigitte Bardot
becoming David Bowie, Marilyn Monroe becoming Sylvester
Stallone, etc. - each transformation taking place over six
consecutive frames, through a series of intermediate states.
Various artists created gender-ambiguous portraits either of
themselves, or of other gender-crossing or androgynous artists.
Famous photographic examples of this are the self-portraits
by Claude Cahun (1921-22, 1928); Mann Ray’s photographic
portrait of Marcel Duchamp as Rrose Sélavy (1920-21, p. 14); the
self-portrait of Robert Mapplethorpe with makeup (1980); and
the photographic portrait by Christopher Makos in which Andy
Warhol appears in men’s clothes, but in a feminine pose, made
up and wearing a blonde wig (1981). In paintings, well-known
examples include Frida Kahlo's self-portrait with cropped hair
and a masculine suit (1940); Romaine Brooks's self-portrait
(1923), and her portrait of the artist Gluck (Hannah Gluckstein)
as Peter (A Young English Girl) (1923-24).

Such portraits often sought to express the gender-
crossing or androgynous qualities of the subject - be it the
artist him/herself, or someone else. In some instances, they
were a form of masquerade; in others, they were an act of
identity exploration; and in still others, they were an act of
identity validation. In some instances, they contained an
element of transgression and provocation; in others, they
were merely a faithful representation of the subject’s actual
everyday gender performance. Given the strong association
between homosexuality and gender non-conformity, it is no
coincidence that most of these portraits were produced by
non-heterosexual artists, or depicted non-heterosexual figures.
In recent decades, such photographic representation and self-

representation has often served as an intermediate stage in



other Old and New Testament scenes with angels) needed
theater props to complete their creations. But while spectators
at the times of Fra Angelico or Caravaggio suspended their
disbelief in the existence of winged creatures, the viewer of our
own times does not even ponder the question.

Taharlev paints two figures in close proximity; one arriving,
the other sitting. The Annunciation title of the painting is there
as a reminder: in the ancient story of the Annunciation, too,
someone called an angel approached a female figure. The
painting’s title reminds us further that both Leonardo da Vinci
and Caravaggio depicted this theme with the aid of two models;
that they placed the female model representing the Virgin on
some utterly mundane seat or chair of their own times; that
they began by first painting the bodies of the models, before
dressing them in the appropriate dress of the ancient story. In
other words, even when “classic” art was in force, the painting
still required a process of arranging and drawing, but there was
something else too, now irrecoverably lost: the dimension of
the annunciation itself.

Similarly to the role of the flower in the painting Figure with
Carnation, here too Taharlev draws attention to the fact that the
ancient system of symbolic meanings no longer exists; a demise
that can no longer be reversed. But here the painter expands
her purview to the whole domain of art. It is no longer only
the question of religious belief and the willingness to accept as
truths in a certain domain the metaphysical presence of texts
and religion. It is now about the very lack of a multi-layered
system of communication between artists and their audience.
In the days of Da Vinci, the dimension of the annunciation
was bestowed not only on the representation of the saints
but on the work of art itself. The ability of the artist to convey
a message was predicated on a profound confidence in the
spirituality of art, in its essence as a carrier of higher meaning,
of lofty inspiration, or of the voice of the holy spirit (in the
words of the poet Hayim Nahman Bialik). The appearance of the
protagonists of Taharlev’s three Annunciations reveals their
utter loneliness on all levels of the artistic work: in the
foundational religious narrative, in its rendition as a painting,
and in the confidence in the story and in the force of its

signification. They are as detached from the story as they are
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from its ultimate purpose. This is no mere statement about
the destruction of meaning, however, but also its lamentation.
These are paintings that aspire to speak about man and the

divine, but collapse into the doubt of the painterly project.



commitment to these qualities. This portrait is seemingly self-
contradictory, and thus it comes to life and speaks about this

man of the present.

Experiments

Boy with Rose (2019, p. 17) is likewise suffused with this
doubt about the very possibility of representing something
meaningful by linking a figure to a flower. And yet, in this case
one senses that Taharlev was resorting to the manner of the Old
Masters in order to try to have the flower convey something
deeper about the depicted person. First, we should note that
although the rose is a fundamental symbol in art and culture,
this motif does not really exist in the history of the classical
male portrait. The well-known Elizabethan miniature portrait
by Nicholas Hilliard, Young Man among Roses (1585-95), is
the exception that proves the rule. This particular flower, with
its ancient and comprehensive symbolism, could hardly have
been restricted in the classical world to a single person, given
its associations with the divine, with the Holy Virgin, with the
secret of life itself. It therefore appeared in feminine portraits
in which the female figure represented Flora. Only from the
eighteenth century onward do we find portraits of women with
roses in which the rose came to symbolize unabashed erotic
sensuality. In the nineteenth century female portraits with
roses were acommon object in the production of Eros and class
images. It is evident that only in the present, when the power of
this symbolism has waned, and flowers, like almost every other
concept, have become economic and media props rather than
a“thing,” only now can the painter associate this all-too-famous
flower with the young, tender man she has painted.

The painted rose, like the carnation, appears disconnected
from any context, with no awareness of its own symbolism. But
unlike the figure with the carnation, in this case the quality that
Taharlev discerned in the young man is readily apparent, and
thus what she wanted to convey by placing them side by side.
It is as if the rose reveals a delicate and feminine quality hidden
in the sensuousness of the depicted man. In this painting the
background reinforces the portrait: a landscape by night, with

a lake and the reflection of a moon. What ties together the
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different elements of the painting, despite the disconnection
between the man and the symbol, is the nocturnal romantic
setting and the whiff of melancholy hanging over the painting
as a whole. The rose, in a lustrous glass vase, stands by itself.
The painter has manifestly bestowed it on the portrait without
its knowledge.

The white raven in Figure with White Raven (2018, p. 26) was
also bestowed on the depicted woman without her knowledge.
In this case, however, it is immediately apparent that the white
raven is an allusion that Taharlev appended to the portrait. The
very fact that it does not belong and is not natural renders it
a novel metaphor. Again, there is no such motif in classical
painting, nor does it appear in images of humans with animals.
In a way, the white raven’s affinity to this particular portrait is
stronger than that of the carnation, the rose, or the butterfly
in the other portraits. This is because the theatricality of this
symbol is so excessive that it operates in a new way: Taharlev
tacks onto the impressive, introverted portrait a huge riddle,
drawing attention to the mystery in the expression of the
depicted woman. The white raven signals a rare creature - as if
proclaiming “such a being does not exist” - and highlights the
enigmatic expression of the portrait itself. It is perched on the
woman's shoulder, as if recounting a mysterious story from a
different world in a different language; a story that is long and
incomprehensible. It is the very impossibility of comprehension

that infuses the sign with new power.

Annunciations

The scene of the Annunciation is one of the most uplifting
themes in the Christian tradition; classical Annunciation
representations in art belong to the sphere of utter sublimity.
Painting an Annunciation in Jerusalem of the third millennium,
in an Israeli context, is an unusual and surprising act (pp. 20,
29, 57). Clearly Taharlev is not proclaiming her endorsement of
the Christian belief in the Annunciation, and in fact she is not
painting “the Annunciation” at all. The angel in her paintings
sports small wings that appear like a masquerade, announcing
thisis little more than a transientamateur show.Taharlevinvokes

here the known fact that many painters of Annunciations (or



Otto Dix, Self-Portrait with
Carnation, 1912, oil on paper
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removed from the historical context with its glorious aura.
The figure stares without looking, as if detached from itself,
overtaken by intangible melancholy. The carnation in front of
the figure is disconnected from it, and above all, is innocent
of meaning. The only plane in which the flower has some
signification is that of recollection (by the painter, and by
anyone who has learned about portraits with flowers, animals,
and birds) - that is to say, academic knowledge, detached from
real-life experience.

The painting’s impact is powerful: the very traditionalism
manifest in the image harbors an elegy for the demise of this
same tradition. The elegy is not nostalgia for the old tradition
as such, but for the impossibility of making affinities between
objects — between people and things, animals, flowers, clothing;
the impossibility of imbuing with meaning the relationship
between a human being and his or her surroundings. The
forceful symbolic presence in the ancient portraiture is
essential here because of the principle that underscores it: the

confidence in the ability of things to carry meaning. It is against
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this background that we understand to what extent the flower
here is detached from context; to what extent it cannot express
anything. It is interesting to compare this portrait by Taharlev
to Otto Dix’s Self-Portrait with Carnation of 1912. Dix (then 21
years old) created a full imitation of his predecessors’ portraits
with a flower. The German modernist explicitly sought to place
himself as if within the mainstream of Renaissance tradition and
to demand the glory which such excellence (Arete) imparts. The
modernism in this painting is only manifest in two things: the
clothing and the expression. Dix’s flaunting, cocky individualism
is self-conscious and defiant. It is imbued with confidence in
the benefits of progress and of the modernism riding on its
coattails. Even if nobody in 1912 was still taking seriously the
symbolic meanings of a carnation, it is clear that (the painted)
Dix holds it with reverence. Not necessarily as a flower, but as a
valuable prop of the sublime world of the Old Masters.
Taharlev's Figure with Carnation reveals a great doubt
about the art of the portrait in this day and age. And it is this
very doubt, suffusing the entire painting, that renders it such
a moving image. It is as if the person depicted in it is not
suitable at all to the work of art. We know that one’s sense of
self changes profoundly in every generation. The man of the
Renaissance (or at least he who was fortunate enough to have
his portrait made) was fully aware of his status and of the web
of customs that dictated every act, every move. He was an
archetype long before he was a unique individual. The man
of the present, by contrast, after the disasters of the twentieth
century, after the media revolution, at the penumbra of some
global city, is in a different place. He is denied even his own
individualism. Almost nobody is interested in his uniqueness.
Perplexity, no graspable certainty, deep anomie, profound
loneliness, a sense that wrongs can never be put right again.
By no means does this man want to be immortalized,
surely not in a slow and thoughtful painted portrait, as

befitting men with some validity. Taharlev insists on deep



Painting and Doubting

Ariel Hirschfeld

Roni Taharlev paints within memory. Her gaze at her living
subjects is suffused with ancient views. It is as if she sees
whatever is in front of her through the lens of some old painting.
Yet the ancient paintings, the “classics,” are not at the heart
of Taharlev’s art; rather, they are a kind of familiar childhood
home, around which the mature artist asks difficult questions.
She asks it whether it can still address the life of a person in the
present. She asks whether the ways of seeing, executing, and
interpreting classical art can still be relevant for understanding

the life of a contemporary human being.

Doubts

When Albrecht Direr or Hans Holbein painted portraits
featuring specific flowers, their viewers knew well how to
read the role of the flowers in the paintings with utmost
seriousness. “The language of flowers,” that symbolic system
which includes so many flowers, was a genuine language, and
the poets of those days could name a flower or a tree without
needing to explicate their meaning. Ophelia in Hamlet picks a
flower bouquet to express her turmoil of emotions, and then

interprets them (act IV, scene 5):

There's rosemary, that's for remembrance; pray,

love, remember: and there is pansies. that's for thoughts. ...
There's fennel for you, and columbines: there's rue

for you; and here's some for me: we may call it

herb-grace o' Sundays: O you must wear your rue with

a difference. There's a daisy: | would give you

some violets, but they withered all when my father

died: they say he made a good end——

Reading the symbolism of paintings (and not just paintings)
was in those days an essential part of an educated person’s

toolkit for cultural understanding. The multiplicity of symbols
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was not an incidental but rather a central element in education.
The Renaissance and the Baroque were extremely symbolic
periods. Explicit speech was saddled with prohibitions. Courtly
manner in that culture was sublimated through compliance
with a complex decorum, consisting of religious and class
rules and chivalric ideals. Passionate feelings and desires, be
they positive or negative, were expressed more discretely by
means of symbols. Thus, the carnation in Hans Holbein’s famous
Portrait of Georg Gisze (1532, p. 11) speaks volumes as a decisive
sign in the symbolic economy of this complex painting, next
to the many implements, some unusual and strange, the bills,
the letters, and the coins. The pink carnation bespeaks virtues
of the soul, a promise of ever-constant love, and purity of
intentions. According to Christian mythology it sprung from
the place where the Virgin's tears had fallen. The painting was
intended for the merchant’s future bride, a woman of elevated
status. Likewise, Direr, a master painter, intended the thistle in
his hand in the self-portrait of 1493, his first in color, to tell his
own future bride a similar story: the thistle (originally Distel;
actually, Eryngium amethystinum) was called in contemporary
German Mannestreue — “the husband’s fidelity.”

Roni Taharlev’s Figure with Carnation (2018, p. 13) was
designed as a gesture to several fifteenth- and sixteenth-
centuries portraits with carnations, but in fact tells a completely
different story, a complex and melancholy one. It is evident
that Taharlev’s painterly effort and conception of the portrait
are steeped with passionate love for the classic tradition of
painters such as Direr and Holbein, and within this love, also
a deep commitment to the ancient ideal of portraiture faithful
to human features; a faithfulness suffused with trust in the
ethical validity of individualism and the pathos of “human
countenance!” But this apparent close affinity to the artwork
of the classics betrays also an unbridgeable chasm. Taharlev
is faithful not only to the Old Masters, but also - first and

foremost - to the person sitting in front of her, a lone figure
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Fra Angelico, Detail from Annunciation,
ca. 1435, tempera on wood, 154x194,
Museo del Prado, Madrid
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of hair styles, posture, gender ambiguity, etc. It is mainly due to
the nature of their direct gaze, which connects bluntly with that
of the viewer, thus linking them to the here and now. Moreover,
by mixing symbolic light and light from an actual light source
in the room, the artist subverts the logic of lighting in the
painting, thereby creating an image that is at once allegorical
and worldly - its secularity constituted by this exposure of the
mechanism that underlies it (e.g., a model wearing wings as an
accessory to play the part of an angel in the studio). Taharlev’s
paintings, which are produced with great skill, are staunchly
dedicated to the illusionary aspect of art; at the same time,

they challenge its well-established conventions, by introducing
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a certain tension between the time periods (then and now);
between genders; and between illusion and the disclosure of
its means of production.

This catalogue includes a selection of works painted in the
last few years, which are part of an ongoing exploration of the
cultural presuppositions and conventions related to gender.
Appreciation goes to the authors of the insightful essays,
which focus on the portraits and the Annunciation paintings
included in the exhibition White Ravens, Dr. Amalia Ziv and Prof.
Ariel Hirschfeld. Thanks to Magen Halutz and Adam Halutz for
designing the catalogue; to Einat Adi for editing the texts and
the English translation; and to Avi Amsalem, Yoram Bouzaglo,
and Elad Sarig for photographing the works. Special thanks are

extended to Prof. Dror Wahrman and the Herzliya Museum staff.

Dr. Aya Lurie

Director and Chief Curator



Foreword

Roni Taharlev’s solo exhibition at the Herzliya Museum of
Contemporary Art presents duality as an essential aspect of her
work. On the one hand, her work contains dissonant elements
that undercut, with acute awareness, conventions and cultural
and artistic representations of identity and purpose in our time;
and on the other hand, it expresses a longing for the enveloping
gentleness of lingering within those very classical conventions.

The title of the exhibition’s, White Ravens, arose from the
name of one of the portraits on display, Figure with White Raven
(2018, p. 26), which depicts a refined, somewhat enigmatic
figure — possibly a man or maybe a woman; possibly a historical
figure or maybe someone contemporary - wearing a light lace
garment, and a white raven perched on his or her shoulder.
White ravens are very rare in nature, but do exist. They are
mentioned as far back as the classical Greek sources, as a
byword for something highly unlikely or even impossible,' or as
the representation of an idea that, if highly implausible, might
just happen.2 The white raven in the portrait naturally brings
to mind its counterpart, the much more common and familiar
black raven, an iconic symbol of menace and foreboding - a
convention that Taharlev transforms before our eyes, and
expands to the point where it now encompasses its opposite,
namely, the luminous purity of white, with its host of positive
connotations. Thus, a unique, magical hybrid is created, at once
sinister and appealing, that expands the boundaries of the
familiar and unquestioned to a flexible range of possibilities
and eventualities, and exposes the constricted mindset of the
certitudes of binary distinctions.

Taharlev’s exhibition comprises two series (that are also

complementary contrasts) of exquisite paintings made in the

spirit of traditional figurative painting of the previous centuries,
and charged by it. One series consists of small self-portraits, in
which the figure is accompanied by an object of some sort -
a fur coat, a jewel, or a flower. In the familiar repertoire of the
portrait genre, such objects are attributes that represent an
allegorical or symbolic aspect of the portrayed subject, as well
as serving as an element in a singular composition. Beside that
series are three very large paintings, each of which depicts
two characters in the famous Annunciation scene in the New
Testament, in which the Archangel Gabriel announces to the
Virgin Mary that she would conceive and become the mother
of Jesus (pp. 20, 29, 57). Classical depictions of this event, like
Taharlev’s, reflect the young woman’s ambivalent attitude to
the dramatic news that is suddenly thrust upon her: a mixture
of curiosity, repulsion, anxiety, and wonder — and, above all, her
emergent understanding of the impending upheaval in her
familiar world. From now on, she and the child in her womb are
destined to be always different and exceptional, to struggle to
prove the legitimacy of the pregnancy and the child, to banish
any religious doubts, and to prove the righteousness of their
path. The metaphorical aspect may be an allusion to Taharlev’s
identification with the Other, whoever that may be. In addition,
it may refer to her deliberate choice of a figurative style of
painting in defiance of the controversial, ongoing discourse in
contemporary art circles over its demise.

Either way, within the classical, stylisticc and thematic
contexts in which Taharlev is operating, one can also sense a
subtle appropriation of that very tradition. This is not only
because of the contemporary appearance of the subjects (the

models for which are mostly students from Jerusalem) in terms

1 Lisa Maurizio, “Delphic Oracles as Oral Performances: Authenticity and Historical Evidence,”

Classical Antiquity, vol. 16, no. 2 (October 1997), p. 325.

2 G.L.Huxley,“Stories Explaining Origins of Greek Proverbs,” Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy:

Archaeology, Culture, History, Literature, vol. 81C (1981), p. 335.
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