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Mixed media
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Self-Portrait with a Goat
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Anisa Ashkar

From right to left:
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Abed Abdi

My Father and in the
Background the Flight of
the Palestinians from Haifa
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Acrylic on particle board
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The fiftieth year of the occupation

This exhibition is the result of a combination of circumstances. Its origin lies
in our positive response to a request from the British organization Culture for
Coexistence to show a group of curators and directors of major institutions
from Britain works from the Haaretz collection — works by Israeli and
Palestinian-Israeli artists that deal with the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. The
organization initiated the visit, which took place last March in Israel and in the
Palestinian Authority, to counteract calls for a cultural boycott of Israel.

It would be difficult to say I agree with that goal - I am definitely in favor of
exertion of international pressure on Israel — but I consented nevertheless.
My son, Roni, accused me of art-washing. As fate would have it, on the
morning of the visit the paper published an op-ed by B. Michael in which

he explains why a cultural boycott of Israel could in fact get results.

Its end lies in the decision to open the exhibition to the public at large, because
of the proximity to the date marking the SOth year of the occupation, which,
after all, is the reason for the call to boycott Israel in the first place.

Amos Schocken
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In January 2001, an exhibition titled “The Thirty-third Year — Art-
ists Against Israel’s ‘Strong Hand’ Policy” opened at the Beit Ha’am
Gallery in Tel Aviv, to protest 33 years of Israeli occupation. Or-
ganized by the artists Tamar Getter, Aim Deuelle Luski and Roee
Rosen, the exhibition was accompanied by a “position paper” they
had written in December 2000 against the background of the sec-
ond intifada (p.8).

Reading this document 17 years later is a harrowing experience.
Since December 2000, more than 10,000 people —- many hundreds of
Israelis and thousands of Palestinians (including hundreds of chil-
dren and women) — have been Kkilled as a result of the conflict and
the continuing occupation. All are casualties of the violent clashes,
daily friction and Israeli army ground and air attacks on the occu-
pied territories. These figures do not include the wounded or take
into account the destruction of and damage to property, nor do they
reflect the human scale of unnecessary suffering caused by the di-
sastrous situation: bereavement, life lived in fear and terror, vast
overcrowding (among the world’s highest levels in the Gaza Strip),
poverty, denial of access to crops and to sources of employment and
education, prevention of medical treatment, serious shortages of
electricity and water, arrest without trial, torture, bans on visits to
prisoners, refusal to allow family unification, installation of check-
points and serious curtailment of freedom of movement, blockage
of the passage of goods, a ten-year siege on millions of people, home
demolitions, maltreatment, discrimination and more.

Indeed, that outcry against the “strong hand” from that exhibition
now seems almost benign, when the situation has long since degen-
erated into a cruel, lethal sickness that has spread to the head, the
heart, the kidneys and the whole body. And, with the passage of
the years, Israeli society has indeed given a witheringly clear re-
ply to what the document calls “questions the Israeli public must
on no account ignore or evade.” Since December 2000, the number
of settlers in the occupied territories has more than doubled, and
the steps called for in the document have become that much more
relevant and urgent.

Yet benign as it may seem from the perspective of time, the exhibi-
tion “Artists Against Israel’s ‘Strong Hand’ Policy” and the position
paper would almost certainly generate huge media noise if mount-
ed today. True, “The community of art and culture is not a political
party,” but the artistic act bears a potential for resistance that some
artists realize in their work and activity. The struggle for freedom
of artistic expression has been a constant in Israel throughout the
country’s history, but in recent years artists have faced a genu-
ine antidemocratic assault from the powers that be and others. De-
clared and active opposition to the occupation is today a minority
stance, espoused by people who are considered “radicals” at best
and traitors in the worst case. Such opposition is engulfed by a flood
of ignorance, apathy, victimization and arrogance from the main-
stream, mixed with nationalism, racism and a penchant to silence
“unwelcome” opinions.

The works in the present exhibition are from the Haaretz Collec-
tion, which consists of works of Israeli art from the past five de-
cades, encompassing all streams and genres, with no preference
for any specific style or sphere of interest. Nevertheless, criti-
cal-political-socially-oriented art accounts for much of the collec-
tion, including a large group of works that specifically address the
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Some of these are on display in the ex-
hibition. The participating artists can be divided into two groups:
the old hands, veterans of the resistance, born between the 1930s
and the start of the 1960s; and the young artists, a new generation
of resisters, born into the reality of the occupation.
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POSITION PAPER

By:

Tamar Getter
Aim Deuelle Luski
Roee Rosen

The events of the current intifada make it
more grimly clear than ever before that the
absence of a critical internal gaze obviates
any approach to the Other, any attempt

to understand the Other, and completely
closes off dialogue with him. This is the
source of [Ehud] Barak’s failure: to dictate a
“permanent settlement” to the other. Similarly,
Israeli policy has always been monologic,
even when it professed to “leave no stone
unturned” in the search for peace.

True peace will not prevail between “equals
and more equals.” Dialogue is founded on
listening, not on deafness and denial. That is
the essence of the Oslo failure, as it will be
of any similar future attempt to coerce the
Palestinians, to mold them forcefully to one’s
needs.

Red lines

The Israeli political discourse frequently
anchors attitudes in external apprehensions,
namely fear of the Palestinian Other and
anxiety about the fate of the Jewish state. We
do not brush aside such fear and anxiety, but
in light of the events of the Al-Agsa Intifada
we assert that a true gaze outward entails a
gaze inward. The focus of the inward gaze
will be fear — in light of the corruption of
values of the Jewish Israeli Self — and anxiety,
in light of a policy that involves racism,
violence, and the denial, humiliation and
debasement of the Other.

The inward gaze would ask: What
sort of identity is formed in a situation in
which children have been born and raised
for 33 years under occupation, without a
civil identity, without a passport, without
elementary rights? What sort of identity is
formed in a state that seeks to continue to
deprive its Palestinian citizens of their identity,
their self-determination, their yearnings? What
will be the fate of a national democracy that
articulates its identity on racist differentiation
and religious discrimination? What will be the
moral red lines of the Jewish citizens of that
state?

Israel’s wrongs in the Al-Agsa Intifada

The actions perpetrated by Israel in this
intifada are horrific. Killing has become
routine. This killing — of hundreds of people

in just a few weeks — is being described as

a policy of “restraint” and “holding back.”
Every day reveals new examples of emotional
numbness and debasing of language. Veteran
exponents of the “no choice” approach are
stupefying and dulling the population across
the entire political spectrum.

The events of the intifada exposed the
sweeping and toxic ardor with which the
Israeli press, the “watchdog of democracy,”
demanded an end to “restraint” — a heartless
call that amounts to no more than a
demand for greater bloodshed. The events
of the intifada are exposing the results of

ongoing racist discrimination against Israel’s
Palestinian citizens: Branded traitors when
they realize their civil right to demonstrate,
they can be targeted with impunity. We
condemn the murder of the demonstrators
and the persecution of Israeli Palestinians for
their feelings of solidarity with their immediate
families, relatives and friends in the occupied
territories.

The events of the intifada demonstrate
that a Jewish-Israeli mob is capable of
perpetrating violence against people and
their property because of their ethnic
affiliation. The events of the intifada call into
gloomy question the ability of Israeli Jews to
internalize the fact that the Other opposite
them refuses to forgo his identity, aspirations,
demands and rights in order to be remolded
in the image of the Israeli will. In light of all
this, in the 33rd year of the occupation, the
anger, despalir, frustration and mistrust of
the Palestinians internally and externally are
understandable.

Rule over the other is corrupting. The
occupation corrupts. Legitimizing killing
corrupts.

Evacuation of settlements

Israel must come to terms with the idea of
parting from the territories. We call for a full
withdrawal from the territories.

We call for the immediate evacuation
of the settlements. The presence of the
settlements in the occupied territories forces
the IDF to foment daily murder, closure,
starvation, policing and humiliation that affect
the lives of more than 1.5 million human
beings.

Two hundred thousand Jews will have to
return home from abroad. It's possible; it's
necessary.

Jerusalem - Al Quds

East Jerusalem-Al Quds is not, was not and
never will be part of the State of Israel, and
must be rid of Israeli occupation. The city’s
holiness for the adherents of three faiths is
not in doubt. Solutions that will allow freedom
of religion in the city for all of them must
inform the political negotiations following
[Israel’'s] departure from the eastern city.

Right of return and Law of Return:
Moral revision

If Israel aspires to cling to its self-definition as
a democracy, it must discard once and for

all every legal and ideological infrastructure

of religious and sectoral discrimination.

We aspire to a community defined by total
separation of religion and state. The necessity
of a discussion of the right of return is
counteracted by the problematic nature of
the Law of Return at present.

The State of Israel must aspire to become a
state of all its citizens. We call for the abolition
of the laws that make Israel an apartheid

state, including the Law of Return in its
present form. The concept of “a state of all
its citizens” is a cornerstone of democracy.

It is in no way tantamount to a call to abolish
the Jewish state, as some are alleging in the
current controversy. Between all or nothing,
a large space exists for ameliorations and
rethinking of the state’s Jewishness. Only with
the courage to learn from the conclusions
arising from the ethnic discrimination that has
marked Israel’s entire course of existence,
will it be possible for us to live here as reality
mandates: between our neighbors, with

our neighbors, amid and alongside our
neighbors.

The right of return and the thrust for
peace must be anchored in consistent
striving to redefine the local political and
cultural community. On the Israeli side,

Ehud Barak opened the discussion of the
right of return. At bottom, this discussion
concerns Palestinian property and land that
was plundered by the Jewish state. Beyond
the question of compensation, this issue
penetrates to the heart of the dispute among
Jews over the form of the state’s democratic
identity in the 21st century. To bury one’s
head in the sand and hope the problem

will disappear is untenable. This discussion
cannot be deferred or papered over with

a “symbolic gesture.” Those who seek a
settlement from the position of an a priori
refusal to consider substantive demands by
the other side, cannot claim to possess a true
and authentic desire for peace.

In regard to Israel’s Palestinian
citizens:

Compensation and welfare alone will not
alter the fact that they exist as citizens of
inferior status by definition. In regard to the
inhabitants of the Palestinian Authority and
the Palestinian diaspora: Delegitimizing the
Other’s identity is not a possible basis for
peace. The Palestinian diaspora deserves
attentiveness and support from the Zionist
state. Discussion of the right of return is not
against the state, but for its sake.

The community of art and culture is not

a political party. This document is not a
platform that people are required to sign in
acceptance of authority. It is a document that
delineates the questions that the Israeli public
must on no account evade. Thirty-three years
into the occupation — these stones we have
left unturned.

December 15, 2000

The six paintings of flags by Moshe Gershuni (1936-2017) are part
of a series of 26 works on paper (1999, p.39), each of which has a
wind-fluttered flag at its center. The flag, which symbolizes patri-
otism and ceremoniousness, the ultimate image of national pride,
here becomes an emblem of opprobrium, shorn of identity, tattered
and torn, blown about in a storm, covered with splatters and drip-
pings of blood, against the background of a phosphorescent-blue
sky and marks of devastation and destruction in intensely black
smears. The flag becomes a remnant or a warning sign portending
a horrific disaster.

In the painting Father on the Background of Displacement from
Haifa (April 22, 1948) (1998, p.34), Abed Abdi (b. 1942) reconstructs
through his and his family’s personal experience the traumatic his-
torical event of the Palestinian people: the Nakba. In 1948, Abdi,
who was born and lives in Haifa, was uprooted with his mother to
Lebanon, where they spent four years before being reunited with
the father of the family in Israel. From the end of 1947 until early
1949, more than 750,000 Palestinians were uprooted and expelled
from Israel; most of their homes and villages were destroyed, and
they were not allowed to return. Abdi’s reconstruction (1988) is a
return to the moment of the “big bang,” which fomented the divi-
sion within the Palestinian people between those who remained in
Israel and those who became eternal refugees. And S0 years of oc-
cupation have only exacerbated this persistent disconnect and mu-
tated it into a continuing, bleeding rupture.

The work by Deganit Berest (b. 1949), From the Political, Physical,
Economic Atlas, Dr. Moshe Brawer (ed), 6th Edition (Eretz Israel)
(1976, pp.S0-51), uses photocopy technique to enlarge the map of
the region and isolate the region of Israel/Palestine. Through con-
stant repetition of the enlargement and isolating action, the “state”
dwindles and dissolves, disappearing before our eyes, shedding its
sharp borders and its identity, morphing into no more than a blurry,
abstract stain that merges with its surroundings.

At the beginning of the 1990s, Arnon Ben-David (b. 1950), having
developed a distinctive technique of working with plywood, creat-
ed a large series of complex, delicate three-dimensional works that
posture as paintings. On these paintings/boxes, which recall the tra-
dition of Russian revolutionary Suprematism, he drew freely in col-
or and added various captions in bold black - cries of protest and
resistance to the state and its actions, such as, “Police State,” “To
Hell with the State” and others. Fuck the State (1990, pp.28-29) is
one of these series of works.

The series of keffiyeh paintings by Tsibi Geva (b. 1951) from the
beginning of the 1990s is one of those most closely associated with
artist’s work. His oeuvre incorporates a formal lexicon based on
local images that have become symbols bearing dual national po-
tential: segregation and separation, but also belonging and partner-
ship. In this series, Geva takes one of the most familiar symbols of
Arab identity - the keffiyeh — and decontextualizes it, using a large
canvas to create an abstract pattern that wavers deceptively be-
tween being a keffiyeh’s decorative design and threatening grid
bars (p.68). Through the painting he invests the keffiyeh with pres-
ence and enshrines it in the pantheon of icons of modern Israeli art.

Like most of the paintings of David Reeb (b. 1952), the series Good
Taste (1997, pp.46-47) draws on media photographs that document
the violence and friction pervading the daily encounter between
the Israeli army and the Palestinian population under its rule. In
this series, he cross-matches images of oppression and captions
that evoke aesthetic refinement. As such, he shows the absurdity
of the concept that insists on separating politics from art and high-
lights the unavoidable interconnection between the ethical and the
aesthetic. The painting The Red House with Green Line (1988, p.71)
imprints the boundaries of the Green Line on the background of the
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gallery space in which he exhibited at the time, and enshrines the
connection between “outer” and “inner,” between reality and art,
and between personal and political.

War Posters is a series of 20 works created by Tamar Getter (b.
1953) in 2000 (pp.26-27) especially for the exhibition “The Thir-
ty-Third Year — Artists Against the Strong Hand,” of which she was
one of the organizers.

Do-mino No. 3 (2008, p.44) is one in a series of works in which
Michal Heiman (b. 1954) juxtaposes images from canonical works
of international art history with photographs of the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict. The similarity between the images, in composition
and content alike, uncovers the way in which the image has served
throughout history as a political and ideological tool in the service
of religion and nationalism, to disseminate themes of heroism, sac-
rifice and sanctity. The status of the image is examined in relation
to its role and importance in consolidating historical facts and con-
structing narratives.

In the series Hell (2014, pp.96-103), consisting of 32 manipulated
screenshots, Yoram Kupermintz (b. 1954) juxtaposes photographs
taken in the Gaza Strip after the 2014 Israeli offensive known as
“Operation Protective Edge” and photographs from World War I,
all of them images found on the Internet. The historical, geograph-
ical and circumstantial distance between these two calamitous
events engenders a broad, critical statement about the genre of
war photography, the photogeneity of disasters and what our view-
ing of them implies. To this end, Kupermintz invokes two wars — one
whose canonic images were shaped long ago, the other whose im-
ages have not yet solidified. The manipulation he carries out pro-
duces a uniform landscape of hell, simultaneously appalling and
ravishing.

Miki Kratsman (b. 1959) made this portrait of Omar al-Hassan
(1998, p.45) while working as a journalist. It is one of a series of
three portraits of Palestinians who were wanted by the Israeli se-
curity forces, and as such were sure candidates for what is termed
by the Israeli media “targeted assassination.” The photograph was
taken at Al-Hassan’s place of hiding in Bethlehem. The portrait’s
unusual dimensions have a jolting effect on the viewer, created by
the relationship the image’s physical proportions create between
the viewer’s body and the subject’s face. The large proportions and
the fact that the subject is looking directly into the camera adds
to the jolt an effect of intimacy and humanity. Beyond the phys-
ical impact, the jolt is generated by the viewer’s realization that
the security forces want the body — more precisely, the body of the
photograph’s subject. The photograph takes on a patina of horror,
because being a “wanted” Palestinian means being a candidate for
execution, in liquidations carried out by the state in the light of day.

The expressive painting of Ibrahim Nubani (b. 1961), a member of
a Palestinian family that underwent internal dislocation in 1948 and
settled in the village of Maghar in northern Israel, conveys a feel-
ing of anxiety and refugeehood, of a sense of the artist being torn by
questions of identity and belonging. Nubani’s paintings are decep-
tive: underlying the bold colors, decorative facade and sweeping
composition are intimations of crisis, distress, pain and an outcry
that is both national and personal. Like many of his works from this
period, Death in Palestine (2002, p.69) was created against the back-
ground of the second intifada and is rife with intermingled themes
of violence, chaos, destruction and death.

The paper works by Farid Abu Shakra (b. 1963) are from the Land-
scapes of the Country group (2007-2014, p. 82), in which the artist
takes an ironic approach toward the duality implicit in the term
“country” (“eretz”) — Israel or Palestine? These works counterpoise
prettified depictions of Israeli sunsets, or of local flora and fruit as

they appear on special stamps issued by the Israel Philatelic Ser-
vice on the occasion of holidays (only Jewish ones) — showing how
the state chooses to portray itself in terms of idyllic harmony - with
images of warplanes slicing across the dawn skies, exposing the
militarism and violence at the state’s core. In one case (p.6S), the
artist underscores the duality by splitting the landscape into two
with the use of green embroidery thread that cuts a wound into the
paper lengthwise by means of coarse stitches and divides the two
halves of the picture, the needle left dangling from the bottom sec-
tion. It’s a reminder of the Green Line, which divides and separates
Israel from the occupied territories.

To be Continued (2009, p.79) by Sharif Waked (b. 1964) references
the video documentation by shahids (martyrs for the cause) who
are filmed for the last time just before setting out to perpetrate a
suicide attack, declaring their readiness and determination to car-
ry out the mission. This work reenacts such a scene, but with a de-
viation: instead of the prescribed text, the shahid reads from “One
Thousand and One Nights.” He relates the exploits of Scheheraza-
de, one of the strongest and best-known women in world literature,
who each night tells her husband a new tale. He has declared that he
will execute her the next morning, and by breaking off each story
midway through at dawn, the queen craftily prolongs her life, until
finally, after a thousand days, the king decides to show mercy and
spare her. Through the art of the story, Waked transforms the terri-
fying moment of the declaration of the sacrifice - the Kkilling of the
self and the other - into a condition of perpetual postponement. In
a dual thrust that invokes conventions and simultaneously subverts
them, the artist calls into question traditional dichotomies between
political and artistic, expected and unknown, victimizer and victim,
masculine and feminine.

Since 1992, Guy Raz (b. 1964) has been working on a project he
calls Roadblocks (p.32), concerning the development of barriers
and checkpoints in this country from their inception in Mandato-
ry Palestine during World War 1I to their function today in helping
to consolidate Israeli rule in the occupied territories. The inno-
cent-looking checkpoints of concrete cubes subsume a whole his-
tory of violence and cruelty. Raz turns his gaze on circumstantial
testimonies and on silent witnesses, seemingly marginal and triv-
ial, whose deeper political and social significance is exposed by
the camera. The distinctive marking of the barrier stones, which
unintentionally echoes the history of geometric abstraction, lays
bare forcefully the tension between the ethical and the aesthetic,
and raises questions about art and politics and the connection be-
tween them.

The formal lexicon of Ahmad Canaan (b. 1965) comprises several
recurrent images, notably the horseman and the refugee. Canaan
uses praxes of camouflage and processes of dismantlement and
abstraction, in which the image sheds its colors or original form
and blends into the background and into the surface of the can-
vas. In The Savior (2010, p.41), the horseman appears as a symbol
of national pride and struggle, but at the same time as a portent of
future calamities, evoking his mythic likeness, Salah e-Din, the fa-
bled 12th-century Muslim knight and warrior. At the center of a
2009 work, Untitled (p.40), is the generic figure of the Palestinian
refugee — wearing a keffiyeh, lugging his belongings - seen from
behind, trudging into the distance. In both works the background
landscape, into which the figures blend/dissolve, is that of Al-Ha-
ram a-Sharif/Temple Mount, which lies at the heart of the Israe-
li-Palestinian conflict.

The photographs of Pavel Wolberg (b. 1966) often focus on the ten-
sion between everyday life and routine, an open landscape and blue
sky, and violent, oppressive methods of control over a civilian pop-
ulation, exposing the underlying injustice and absurdity of the situ-
ation, together with the civilian population’s struggle for liberation.
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Beit Hanun-Gaza (2002, p.73), from the waning period of the sec-
ond intifada, is a portrait of a Palestinian youth with a slingshot
against a background of flames from the struggle. The connotation
of the David and Goliath myth, with the historical role reversal, is
unavoidable. In Qalandia (2009, p.72) the theme of one versus many
takes on new meaning when helpless individuals unite beneath the
portrait of the nation’s leader and become a large feminine force.
An illusion is created that this human wave is about to shatter the
separation wall by sheer will power and persistence.

The 1990s Soldiers series by Adi Nes (b. 1966) — staged photographs
of soldiers in symbolic, homoerotic contexts — subverts the stan-
dard representation of the Israeli army and spawns a new view-
point of the militaristic core of the “us” ethos. In a 1988 work (p.33),
Nes reenacts the historical hoisting of the “ink flag” in Eilat by Is-
raeli soldiers who had just captured the town in the 1948-1949 war.
Nes, though, chooses to eliminate the flag itself from the photo-
graph, thereby neutering the occasion and deleting the high point
of the shot. In his critical posture, which connects nationalism and
homoeroticism, he literally eliminates the reason for standing erect
nationally.

Untitled (2001, p.77) by Dina Shenhav (b. 1968) is one of five works
in the artist’s Game Over series. These are very large works in the
form of a mosaic of sponge cubes, the images deriving from media
reports of escalating violence on the Temple Mount/Haram a-Sharif
in the second intifada. Shenhav’s choice of soft sponge, “extra-ar-
tistic” material taken from the world of readymade and childhood
handicrafts, simultaneously challenges the standard artistic act
and the hard male discourse on the conflict. This technique also
imbues the works with an additional layer related to historical per-
spective. The use of sponge, a nondurable, perishable material, is
congruent with the deconstruction of the contemporary image and
its reconstruction, but also generates tension with the durability
and eternality of mosaics down through the ages of art history. The
series title, Game Over, further evokes the time dimension, under-
lining the feeling of impasse that accompanies the conflict and the
yearning for an end to the unending cycle of blood.

In recent years, the paintings of Liron Lupu (b. 1969) have focused
on the Jewish settlers and settlements in the occupied West Bank
(pp.58-59). These works blend human figures with nature and land-
scape, domesticated animals, holiday rites and mundane life, farm
work and rows of detached homes with red-tiled roofs, all of it serv-
ing as background and arena for despicable acts of hooliganism
and for violent events involving beatings, threats, abuse and arson.
Black ravens, skulls, burnt cars and drawn weapons, as well as the
use of unnatural coloration - acidic and toxic - are intended to re-
mind viewers that these landscapes are not “normal” but are rife
with the darkly horrific, and intimate a spreading process of decay
and death. As such, Lupu’s art is the antithesis of “good taste,” like
the ugly, violent reality from which it springs.

The 2010 project Invisible Presence (pp.62-63) by Ron Amir (b.
1973) focuses on a group of Palestinian workers from the West Bank
who live at the construction site where they are employed in Kfar
Sava. Young Palestinian men, desperate for a source of livelihood
but standing no chance of receiving residence and work permits
from Israel, are compelled to enter the country illegally. The Israe-
li authorities sometimes persecute them, but at other times turn a
blind eye to their presence due to the need for construction work-
ers. Though they live only a short drive from the construction site,
their status does not permit them to return home at the end of the
day, and their place of work thus becomes both their abode and
their place of hiding. Amir’s photographs, taken during almost a
year of accompanying the workers, depict their shared experience:

the harsh conditions and the creative effort they invest in fashion-
ing their makeshift, temporary residence.

The paintings of Michael Halak (b. 1975) belong to the realistic-illu-
sionist tradition in art. Although the illusion of reality that plays out
on the canvas is seductive in its beauty and perfection, it reveals
itself to be in a state of agitation and rife with signs of distress and
crisis. Halak’s identity as a Palestinian-Israeli and a member of the
country’s Christian-Arab community - making him part of a minori-
ty within a minority — serves as subjective raw material for his re-
curring occupation with presence and absence. His body of work
includes a large group of disturbing, disquieting self-portraits, in
some of which he is seen gagged, hidden, bound or with eyes shut
(p.28). However, the quality of presence in these portraits does not
manifest as a collection of broken images or a connection between
parts. Above all, these portraits project the presence of a confi-
dent, defiant and aware individual, a type of meta-presence that
transcends the situation at hand. The “present-absent” concept is of
relevance for these self-portraits in that Halak appropriates it and
transforms the position of partialness into that of a whole subject.
The anger over being silenced is thus translated into the formula-
tion of a new bifurcation, allowing the simultaneous experience of
identification and non-identification, belonging and nonbelonging.

Emi Sfard (b. 1977) is occupied with the local landscape in its natu-
ral, environmental and human aspects, and with the ways in which
the state’s actions shape it and impinge on it. In Made in Israel
(2010, pp.88-89), Sfard turns to the basically boyish and male world
of war playing, toy soldiers and superheroes, concretizing these
worlds of fiction and fantasy which, devoid of national identity, re-
volve around a struggle between “good guys” and “bad guys.” Se-
fard’s figures, perfect imitations of coveted consumer products,
each assume a role and saliently stereotypical traits - the terrorist,
the settler, the soldier. Like puppets on a string, like a play in which
all the participants know the written plot in advance, they are sub-
jected to a cruel role game, packaged and imprisoned, ready to op-
erate like automatons. Puppets that are all “Made in Israel - Power
of the West Bank.”

Anisa Ashkar (b. 1979) has chosen to express on her body the con-
flicts she must cope with as a Palestinian woman living in Isra-
el. Every morning since 2003, before leaving the house, she has
inscribed on her face a word or sentence in Arabic, “wearing”
the inscription all day like a sort of makeup/mask. Her works of
self-portraiture thus move on the axis between photography and
installation (pp.34-35). By her very presence, Ashkar demonstrates
an identity that is not easily digestible in the Jewish-Israeli space,
where Arabic is viewed with suspicion, as the language of the en-
emy. Some of Ashkar’s inscriptions refer directly to the Palestin-
ian people’s struggle for independence and equality, others address
the feminist cause, and in some cases the two ostensibly differ-
ent struggles become intertwined. Provoking and challenging the
boundaries between the personal and political, her works are acts
of reproach and admonition toward both the Jewish-Israeli and the
Palestinian-Muslim societies.

The video Sham (2016, p.64), by Thalia Hoffman (b. 1979), is part
of a film series which deals and that presents life situations of res-
idents of an imagined borderless Middle East. During a 24-hour pe-
riod, people and cargo pile onto a truck standing on a path on the
Judean plain. Women and men of different ages, speaking Hebrew
and Arabic, amass upon the open truck one after the other more and
more people and objects huddle together. Lingering between past
and future, it is unclear where they have come from and where they
want to go. The ongoing moment of uncertainty about the present
turns slowly into life situation. The fictive dismissal of borders pre-
sented in these films contrasts with the concrete walls and fences
built by national and political authorities and with the restriction on
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movement that they cause. Residents of the area begin to find their
way toward places they were not able to reach in the past. A place
that belongs to no nation allows stories of loss to be told, alongside
tales of new opportunities and questions about a future for the area.
This is a poetic lament for the Zionist dream in the Middle East, si-
multaneously evoking thoughts and feeling of a life for residents in
a land without national borders.

Of the 2009 video work Untitled (p.41), by Raafat Hattab (b. 1981),
which was first shown in the exhibition “Men in the Sun” at the Her-
zliya Museum of Contemporary Art, the show’s curator, Tal Ben Zvi,
wrote: “[The work] presents the artist drawing water with a buck-
et, lengthily watering an olive tree as he rubs its leaves and softly
caresses its trunk. Lebanese singer Ahmad Kaabour’s song ‘Hob’
(Love) is heard in the background. The song came out in 1976 in a
record called ‘Unadikom’ (I'm Calling You), expressing the need for
Palestinian solidarity. The camera follows the artist’s hands, gen-
tly holding a handful of olive leaves. For a split second it appears
as though the work deals with memory, with the image of the olive
tree in Palestinian culture as a national lyrical sign of the Pales-
tinian village, as a sign of the Lost Paradise before the Nakba. But
the metaphor of ‘the right of return’ is forthwith undermined when
the camera zooms out, revealing that the olive tree next to which
Hattab is standing is planted at the heart of the tiled concourse of
Tel Aviv’s Rabin Square, and that the source of the water for the
tree’s irrigation is the fountain pool adjacent to City Hall. The ol-
ive tree is demarcated within a small square between the tiles of
the concourse at the heart of the square, a place identified with po-
litical demonstrations, with celebrations of Israel’s Independence
Day, and with the assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin.
The tree is indeed planted on the land of Palestine, but it looks de-
tached and foreign in the concrete frame threatening to choke and
isolate it at the heart of the country’s largest Zionist metropolis.”

In Self-Portrait with Goat (2008, pp.84-85), Durar Bacri (b. 1982)
chooses to paint himself in an open field, dressed in jeans and a
jersey, standing next to a goat. As a Palestinian Arab who grew up
and lives in Israel, he is alluding here to a deeply rooted Jewish-Is-
raeli stereotype of Arabs as primitive rural shepherds. Bacri plays
with the stereotype, crosscutting it with another convention, de-
rived from art history, of an artist’s self-portrait in his studio sur-
rounded by his paintings. It’s a portrait of the artist as goatherd.
On the one hand, the figure seems to be severed from its natural
context, and the goat is almost surprised to find him there; yet at
the same time the artist’s image is implanted in the landscape in a
demonstration of possession that makes a mockery of prejudices
and is defiant about questions of belonging.

The 2011 series The Green Line (p.53) by Mahmood Kais (b. 1985)
consists of a group of wall sculptures made from burnt matches ar-
ranged with meticulous repetitiveness on a surface to create pat-
terns of spectacular beauty and wholeness. Integrated into each
of these otherwise monochromatic works is a green line that func-
tions metaphorically as the boundary separating Israel from the
occupied territories. The artist deals with issues he finds urgent -
identity, home, language and place — by means of readily available
everyday domestic materials, which are transmuted into works
that evoke a sense of vulnerability and seem constantly to be about
to flare up, fall apart or collapse. In The Green Line series, Kais
is alluding to the artificial, volatile separation that Israel created
within the Palestinian people — between those who remained inside
the Green Line and became Israeli citizens (and suffer systematic,
persistent discrimination at the hands of the state) and those who
remained across the line, subject for the past SO years to an occu-
pation regime in which they are denied civil status.

The works of Danielle Parsay (b. 1989) are set in the public space
of Jerusalem, as she gets to know the city’s abandoned areas by

wandering and trespassing, all the while collecting discarded scraps
and objects and documenting what she sees with her camera. In the
course of one such trek, she spray-paints the sentence “This area
was conquered [the Hebrew word also means “occupied”] by me”
on the wall of a ruined, neglected structure as an artistic act, and
in order to examine the boundaries of the public-private space. The
video (2015, p.78) documents Parsay’s detention by a policewoman,
on the grounds that the area belongs to the state and Parsay cannot
occupy it. The absurd encounter between the artist and the repre-
sentative of the law raises questions about freedom, ownership and
occupation, and about the state’s arbitrary, belligerent and menda-
cious attitude toward them. Another issue that is raised concerns
the conditions and, indeed, the possibility for art to be an act of pro-
test. In the work Violators Will Be Punished (2015, p.78) - the title
derives from a commonplace sign whose text Parsay modified to
the point of gibberish - she continues to consider the tension that
exists between the law and the written word, and the act of crossing
the divide of the prohibited and the established as a means to break
through and imagine the new.
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APOCALYPSE
NOW
(AND THEN)

Galia Yahav

“Hell,” an exhibition by Yoram Kupermintz, consists of two series
of manipulated, readymade photographic images (photographs
of photographs). Seemingly antithetical, they become mutually
complementary when coupled, begetting a sweeping nightmare
landscape.

Ironically addressing the modernist ethos of “war photography,”
the exhibition splices together the cutting edges of two historical
eras: those of the diorama - a premodern method of perpetuating
reality that antedated photography - and contemporary webcams.
Images of a frozen, fragmented and amplified reality from two dif-
ferent wars induce a meditation on the photogenicity of tragedy.

One series, based on video screenshots from the Gaza Strip during
the past month, offers a kind of visual chronicle of horror: columns
of smoke, bombs bursting over a city, flames in bold psychedelic
colors, mushroom clouds of smoke and close-ups of blinding appa-
ritions emanating from the dark - morbid versions of images of
sublime landscapes.

The second series derives from Internet-based screenshots of di-
oramas. They originate in military museums devoted to the re-
construction of battles, historical combat, the medical corps and
so forth, mostly from World War I, whose centenary is now being
marked. The dioramas depict charging battalions that are annihilat-
ed like flies, people under siege crying out, men wounded and bat-
tered, horses and trenches, unknown soldiers and cities laid waste.
All of these are in a reduced museum-model version, aimed at pre-
serving the coded sight and memory of war — morbid versions of
heroic battle scenes.

The two wars represent a twin story, multiplied: an atrocity long
since over-institutionalized in painting; and an atrocity that is in the
throes of artistic rendition as it is happening. One is a war which, in
the words of the American artist and theoretician Martha Rosler,
is “being brought home” as an experience for the whole family; the
second is a war that has become a “normal” high-culture presenta-
tion, akin to archaeology, ethnography and art.

The first series is, ostensibly, wholly an uncoded present - real-time
photographs that capture the peak visual moments of the horrors
inflicted on Gaza City. The second series is ostensibly wholly past-
tense — museum-based learning images that preserve and synthe-
size memory, then being reenlisted in the service of a didactic
narrative about “what war looks like.”

Both series are displayed as highly colorful prints, tempestuous,
sensual, rife with hypnotic beauty. They are violent spectacles of
charming psychedelic devastation, or fraught with a supposedly
harmless kitschy nostalgic presence, intimating an almost sweetly
sentimental clinging to the past.

Both series are effectively procedures of “photography without a
camera,” versions taken from photographs by other photographers
- amateurs, tourists or unknowns. Artistically, Kupermintz treats
both series as a media-painter, fixating compositions, heightening
the palette, staining, thickening, adding “film damage,” scratches.
By this means the volume of the frames chosen is amplified to the
level of an outcry. From the two different realities he collects high
points and anecdotes alike, welding them into an epic, holistic im-
age of hell, aesthetic in an appallingly phosphorescent mode.

Kupermintz intermingles realizations and reality, memory and me-
mentos. Yoking together two unrelated wars, ignoring the military
chronology and official formulations in favor of private and civil-
ian cameras that document the events, he consolidates a single pic-
ture of war - as a hell devoid of justifications and circumstantiality.

By shearing from the images all historical, national and ideologi-
cal context, and juxtaposing them, he is able to manifest the visual
spectacle of war appearing without rhyme or reason, suddenly, like
a hallucination, a nightmare, a bad trip. The result is a private ver-
sion of antimilitaristic expressionism combining two wars.

Rather than a metaphysical rendering of hell, the artist constructs
a narrative of that realm “on earth.” From the frozen image of the
past and the seething image of the present, he distills his trenchant
political statement about the sensual and absurd beauty of the hor-
ror, and about that beauty itself as trauma, as intolerable overload.
Kupermintz exposes our entrancement as viewers (as citizens of
the spectator culture) with the apocalypse, with the fantasy of a
lovely war.
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