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Untitled, 1990

oil on plywood, 150X100
Courtesy of Alon Segev Gallery
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Tal Mazliach
Untitled, 1990
oil on plywood
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Meira Shemesh

My Mother’s Dress, 1995
oil on canvas
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Meira Shemesh, My Mother’s Dress,
readymade, from the exhibition
”"Meta-Sex”, Museum of Art

Ein Harod, 1994
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Meir Pichhadze
Untitled, 1996

mixed media on canvas
51X61
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Untitled, 1996

mixed media on canvas
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David Reeb
Phantoms over Tel Aviv, 1983
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David Reeb

Execution #1 (2 Animals), 1977
serigraph on newsprint
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Meir Pichhadze
Untitled, 1996
mixed media on canvas

51X61
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Dani Ben Simhon
Untitled, 1993

mixed media on paper
50X70
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Dani Ben Simhon
Untitled, 1993

mixed media on paper
50X70
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Dani Ben Simhon
Untitled, 1994

mixed media on paper
50X70
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Michal Spektor
Untitled, 1998

mixed media on paper
76X56
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Michal Spektor
Untitled, 1999

mixed media on paper
76X56
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Michal Spektor
Untitled, 1999

mixed media on paper
76X56
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Michal Spektor
Untitled, 1999

mixed media on paper
76X56
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Michal Spektor
Untitled, 1998

mixed media on paper
70X50
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Farid Abu Shakra

Embroidered Landscape, 2017
engraving print and threads on paper
48X33, Courtesy of the artist
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Farid Abu Shakra

Israeli Landscape, 2017

engraving print, perforation and threads on paper
48X33, Courtesy of the artist
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Farid Abu Shakra

Embroidered Landscape, 2017
engraving print and threads on paper
48X33, Courtesy of the artist
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Meira Shemesh
Untitled, 1988
oil on canvas
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Asim Abu Shakra

Animals and Planes, 1987
oil on cardboard

210X300
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Asim Abu Shakra
Untitled, 1989
oil on canvas
90X100
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Ada Ovadia

Untitled, 2016

acrylic and varnish on paper
100X70
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Ada Ovadia

Untitled, 2017

acrylic and varnish on paper
87X107
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Ada Ovadia

Untitled, 2016

acrylic and varnish on paper
100X70
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Ada Ovadia
Untitled, 2016

acrylic and varnish on paper
70X100
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Maya Cohen Levy

Sunflower Field, 1993

oil on canvas
168X250
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Ada Ovadia

Untitled, 2015

acrylic and varnish on paper
107X72

66






"7 112 NN
1992 ,n"nNn 17
117y N
128X121

Maya Cohen Levy
Sunflower Heart, 1992
oil on canvas

128X121
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Maya Cohen Levy

Sunflower Heart, 1992

oil on canvas
127X120
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Asim Abu Shakra
Sunflower, 1988

oil on paper
280X100

Courtesy of a private
collection
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Maya Cohen Levy
Sunflower Heart
1992, oil on canvas
122X127
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Tal Mazliach

Untitled, 1990

oil on plywood

122X178

Courtesy of Alon Segev Gallery
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Tal Mazliach
Untitled, 1991
oil on plywood
72.5X98
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Tal Mazliach
Untitled, 1992
oil on masonite
101X75
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Tal Mazliach
Untitled, 1990
oil on plywood

95X70
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Tal Mazliach
Untitled, 1990
oil on plywood
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Max Friedmann
Untitled, 1999-2000
oil on cardboard
32X33
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Max Friedmann
Untitled, 1999
oil on cardboard
34X35

1nT™D Oy7n
1999-2000 ,NN1J 877
11077 7y 1N

32X33

Max Friedmann
Untitled, 1999-2000
oil on cardboard
32X33
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Max Friedmann
Untitled, 1999-2000
oil on cardboard
29X31
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Max Friedmann
Untitled, 1999-2000
oil on cardboard
35X36
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Max Friedmann
Untitled, 1999-2000
oil on cardboard

35X40
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KALISHER
MON AMI

GRADUATES OF THE
KALISHER SCHOOL
IN THE HAARETZ
COLLECTION



ART SCHOOLS

Viewing art and becoming acquainted with the field is hard work and implies
a considerable investment. One can of course stay up to date through the
exhibitions that are held in the large and “important” centers and see good
art there, but I have often discovered surprising and thrilling works precisely
in small and peripheral exhibition venues, which are worth making an effort
to get to. The graduation exhibitions of the art schools, for example, are good
places to encounter interesting art by young people who are just starting

out, and here, too, it’s not only the big schools that are worth a visit.

I didn’t see the exhibitions of the Kalisher school — they were held before I became
interested in art — and until Efrat made the connection, I wasn’t fully aware of

the school’s significance for the Haaretz Collection. But since starting to take an
interest in art I have visited many exhibitions of art schools — central and fringe,
near and far. Quite a few marvelous works from graduation exhibitions remain
etched in my memory, and some of them are even retained in the collection.

Amos Schocken
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KALISHER MON AMI

Efrat Livny

Kalisher Higher School of Art - Tel Aviv was ac-
tually founded in Bat Yam, and as in similar cas-
es, it originated with someone obsessed with an
idea. Arie Margoshilski, an artist born in Lith-
uania in 1914 who immigrated to Israel in 1957,
established an art institute in Bat Yam, together
with the sculptor Jacob Epstein. Margoshilski
served as its director and head of the painting
department until 1964, when he left and opened
anew school: Higher Institute of Art—Bat Yam.
The following year he moved the institute to Tel
Aviv with the assistance of his right-hand wom-
an, Prof. Gila Blas, and replaced “Bat Yam”
with “Tel Aviv” in the school’s name. In 1974,
the school, located near the Central Bus Station,
moved to a new abode at S Kalisher Street, and
though its official name remained unchanged,
it was henceforth popularly known simply as
“Kalisher.”!

Margoshilski, known as “Margo” to his stu-
dents, was an exceptional individual: charismat-
ic, tempestuous and uncompromising, but at the
same time fatherly, empathetic and enamored of

My 128 7D
2017 YR

217y 0'0IM UMINN DDA
RN NI2"TRA ,48X33

Farid Abu Shakra

Israeli Landscape, 2017
engraving print and threads on

paper 48X33, courtesy of the artist

humanity. A natural teacher and pedagogue who
had developed a systematic method to teach the
art of painting, Margoshilski devoted his life to
imparting this system to his students and to in-
stilling in them his own great love for art. His
spirit infused the school as he scurried among
the students and at the same time carried out
multiple duties: director, teacher, librarian,
janitor.

The encounter with him, as his students attest,
left an indelible mark. “Even today, more than
40 years later,” wrote Nira Ben Hur, who en-
tered Kalisher as a student in 1970, “his person-
ality resonates. I remember his words whenever
I stand in front of the easel and I can feel his
presence behind my shoulder, I recall his pater-
nal smile and soothing humor, and at certain mo-
ments I can even feel his soft, comforting hand

on my shoulder.”?

He was strict pedagogically: He had his own
teaching method and didn’t waver from it. “His
basic, principled doctrine,” according to the art-
ist Anton Biderman, who was a student at Ka-
lisher (1975-1979) and afterward taught there
(1980-1993), “rested on honest and deep pro-
cesses of observation and internal and external
search, based on the conception that art is a pro-
cess and a consciousness of discovery beyond
time or place... simply put: beyond fashion. The
methodology underlying the curriculum was
based on imparting tools for understanding nat-
uralism through the language of perspective,
and subsequently cultivating dialectical pro-
cesses of construction, destruction and reas-
sembling into a work of art. This was enhanced
by horizon-broadening research and knowledge
of the history and theory of art. Margoshilski
used to say, ‘When you leave a painting for a
day it grows distant from us by a week’... His
approach was zealous and totalistic, almost re-
ligious, like the injunction [Joshua 1:8] to ‘med-
itate upon it day and night.”’3

Margoshilski was a graduate of the Vilnius
Academy of Arts and a representative of the
great tradition of pre-modernist painting. He
identified painting with the realistic and the
figurative, with landscapes and portraits, with
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introversion and still life. Studies at Kalish-
er lasted four years and included foundations
of painting from observation, painting from a
model and classes in the history of art. In Mar-
goshilski’s view, these were the fundamentals
that all serious artists needed to acquire as the
basis of their work. Yet this pedagogic rigidity
was accompanied by a pluralistic approach, both
in admitting applicants — he made a special ef-
fort to reach out to diverse and remote groups
of people, even initiating the establishment of a
short-lived branch in Kiryat Shemona - and in
regard to the student’s personal development. In
his perception, the fundamentals of traditional
painting were only an infrastructure upon which
students could grow to embrace whatever form
of artistic expression they chose.?

Margoshilski stepped down from his position as
the school’s director in 1977, but his successors
preserved his spirit and his method: Even when
they introduced up-to-date innovations, they al-
ways maintained the fusion between meticulous-
ness and imparting a broad knowledge base, and
openness and free experimentation. The found-
er’s successors were his students, graduates who
became teachers, among them Avner Bar Hama,
Anton Biderman, Avraham Eilat, Yossi Asher,
Maya Cohen Levy and Zvi Ben Dov, an architect
by training who taught drawing in the school
and succeeded Margoshilski as director. Quiet,
soft-spoken, even-tempered, warm and support-
ive, Ben Dov headed the school from 1977 un-
til 1991. His open and enabling approach was in
all probability a major contributing factor to the
school’s flourishing in the 1980s; to the fact that
it became a magnet for an array of excellent and
exceptional artists, teachers and students alike;
and to the free and intimate comportment that
characterized the school in those years.

In the 1980s and 1990s, Kalisher’s faculty includ-
ed many artists and lecturers who were central
figures of the local art scene. To name only a
few: Uri Stettner, Yadid Rubin, Gary Goldstein,
Elie Shamir, Yoram Maroz, David Reeb, Asaf
Ben Zvi, Yossi Asher, Michael Sgan Cohen, Tsi-
bi Geva, Maya Cohen Levy, Larry Abramson,
Tamar Getter, Pesach Slabosky, Moshe Ninio
and others; and on the theoretical side, Levia

Stern, Tali Tamir, Gideon Ofrat, Ami Steinitz,
Sarit Shapira and more.

However, even as the school thrived education-
ally, it deteriorated economically, was unable to
sustain itself and piled up debts that threatened
to bring about its closure in 1989.° It was bailed
out by the Tel Aviv Municipality. In 1991, the
artist Reuven Zahavi was appointed director. At
about the same time, a donation arrived via the
Tel Aviv Municipality from the Pollak family to
renovate and refurbish the school’s premises,
necessitating its relocation until 1997. The ren-
ovation is seen by many as the beginning of the
end, whether because the dramatic restructur-
ing infringed on the school’s intimate, informal
atmosphere, or because the building drew the
attention of various bodies, which coveted it for

themselves.®

In 1996, the artist Gilad Ophir became the
school’s director, and as he coped with budget-
ary and administrative problems, the institu-
tion underwent several developments: It was
attached functionally to the College for Educa-
tion in Arts and Technology, launched a program
for “fifth year” studies and a curatorship stud-
ies program, merged with and was absorbed by
the art department of the Kibbutzim College of
Education, and was finally shut down as an inde-
pendent school in 2012.

* % %

The present exhibition focuses on the group of
Kalisher graduates who attended the school in
the period from the beginning of Zvi Ben Dov’s
directorship (in 1977) until the start of the ren-
ovations and the school’s temporary relocation
(around 1993) - that is, mainly in the 1980s —
and whose works have been acquired by the
Haaretz Collection. The artists (in chronolog-
ical order of their period of study in Kalish-
er) are: Maya Cohen Levy (1974-1979), Meira
Shemesh (1981-1985), Meir Pichhadze (1982-
1983), Asim Abu Shakra (1982-1986), Farid Abu
Shakra (1983-1988), Dani Ben Simhon (1984-
1988), Tal Mazliach (1984-1988), Michal Spek-
tor (1984-1987), Max Friedmann (1990-1993)
and Ada Ovadia (1992-1994).

Historically, there are two points of conver-
gence between the Kalisher school and the
Haaretz Collection. Neither involved a direct
encounter or occurred in real time, but took
place through two connecting links toward the
end of the period on which this exhibition cen-
ters. The first connection was formed in the
winter of 1993, when a friend of Amos Schock-
en’s suggested that he visit the studio of an art-
ist acquaintance of his and see her work. The
artist was Maya Cohen Levy, and the visit was a
great success. Schocken was very impressed by
Cohen Levy’s work, and the conversation with
her opened a window for him onto the world of
artists and their work. Additional meetings fol-
lowed and ultimately led to the first acquisition
in what would eventually grow into the Haaretz
Collection. Over the years more of Cohen Levy’s
works were acquired for the collection, which in
fact includes a broad spectrum of her oeuvre.

Cohen Levy’s CV shows a deep and abiding con-
nection with Kalisher far beyond the fact that
she is a graduate of the school. Her mother,
Rina Brown Levy, had been Margoshilski’s stu-
dent and protégée back in the Bat Yam days, and
Maya remembers wandering around the school
as a girl amid easels, brushes and canvases. It
was only natural that as a young adult, shortly
after graduating from high school and deciding
to embark on art studies, she enrolled in Kalish-
er, subsequently graduating cum laude in 1979.
She was then appointed to the school’s facul-
ty and quickly became a key teacher there for
many years - in fact, some of the other partici-
pants in this exhibition were her students.

The second connecting link between Kalisher
and the Haaretz Collection was the gallerist and
curator Eitan Hillel, a central figure on the exu-
berant fringes of the Tel Aviv art scene from the
mid-1980s until the end of the 1990s. The art crit-
ic Galia Yahav offered a vivid description of this
exceptional figure: “Projecting charisma and
precipitating crises, waxing enthusiastic and
then leaving, he often booted visitors out of the
gallery, demanding from his people and his cli-
ents total, blind trust. Not exactly the sanguine
model of the efficient businessman. On some
occasions he refused to sell a work because he

was so fond of it. He conducted unmediated rela-
tions, driven by passion or contempt, an intense
love of art and hyperbolic chastisement of its

custodians.”®

Hillel is identified primarily with the Mary
Fauzi Gallery on Nitzana Street in Jaffa, which
operated from 1992, when he opened it, until its
closure in 2001. The gallery held a large number
of solo and group exhibitions of the finest young
artists who sprang into prominence in those
years, together with veteran artists from their
teachers’ generation. The gallery was also the
base for Hillel’s quixotic battles against taste
setters, collectors, directors of art institutions,
the bourgeois audience and all and sundry. How-
ever, Hillel’s beginnings, which are less well
known, date to 1985, when, in a move as bold as
it was characteristic, with no economic backing
he signed a five-year lease on the Red House on
Nahmani Street in central Tel Aviv, at the time
an abandoned industrial structure, and opened
a photography gallery, an innovative medium at
the time. Initially he called it the Eugene Smith
New Gallery for Photography, and afterward
renamed it the Rap Gallery (which shared the
premises with Sergio Edelstein’s Artifact Gal-
lery, to which Hillel rented space). In these five
years, Hillel, who was never an official member
of Kalisher’s faculty, developed close ties with
a large number of the school’s teachers and stu-
dents, displayed their work and mentored them;
in some cases he became a significant figure in
both their artistic development and their per-
sonal life.

In 1988, Hillel presented a solo show of Maya
Cohen Levy’s work in the Rap Gallery, and it
was probably through her that he got to know
the people at Kalisher. In the same year, he and
the artist David Reeb, a prominent teacher at
Kalisher in this period, initiated and curated
exhibitions of press photographs from the oc-
cupied territories. Through them a seminal
encounter occurred between Reeb and the pho-
tographer Miki Kratsman, leading to the cre-
ation of a body of work of major proportions
consisting of paintings by Reeb that were done
on the basis of photographs by Kratsman, some
of which are in the Haaretz Collection. In the
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years that followed, Hillel continued to work
with Reeb and to exhibit his work.

Reeb introduced Hillel to Asim Abu Shakra,
his favorite student and protégé at Kalisher.
Born in Umm el Fahem, Abu Shakra was a gift-
ed painter who died at the age of 29 from can-
cer. Hillel held two solo exhibitions of his work,
in 1988 and 1989, and forged a close friendship
with him. He shepherded and encouraged him
on his artistic path, supported him and provid-
ed him with a permanent space, a studio in the
Red House during the last three years of Abu
Shakra’s life.

Hillel also displayed other Kalisher artists in
this period. In 1989, he mounted an exhibition
of another outstanding student from Kalisher,
Meira Shemesh, a classmate and close friend of
Abu Shakra, who also died young, at the age of
33. In 1992, among the participants in the open-
ing group show at the Mary Fauzi Gallery, be-
sides Kalisher teachers David Reeb and Larry
Abramson, was Meir Pichhadze, a prominent
veteran of the school. The first solo show of an-
other leading graduate, Tal Mazliach, was also
held there that year.9

Amos Schocken did not see any of these exhi-
bitions — as we saw, he took his first steps as a
collector when he visited Cohen Levy’s studio in
1993. But at the beginning of 1995 he paid a first
visit to Hillel’'s Mary Fauzi Gallery. As Galia Ya-
hav put it in her inimitable style, Hillel’s exhi-
bitions were unforgettable, and no less so the
encounter with the gallerist himself: “The ex-
hibitions were always surprising, fresh, differ-
ent. And it was never entirely clear what it was
that made them so different, so delightful. [...]
And Hillel didn’t leave the viewer on his own.
He definitely left nothing to chance, but sat in
the gallery, sometimes inebriated, a small light
flickering from the mysterious second floor, and
interrogated his guests. What they had seen.
What they had understood. What they had under-
stood from what they understood that they had
seen. Because every exhibition was conceived
and produced as a ritual, every visit resembled
abaptism. It wasn’t easy to enter the gallery, and

still less easy to leave it.”10

Schocken soon became a regular visitor to the
gallery and an ardent admirer of Hillel’s cura-
torial work. As a result of their acquaintance-
ship, in the following six years, until the gallery
shut down, part of the expansion of the Haaretz
Collection involved acquisitions from the Mary
Fauzi Gallery, including works by Asim Abu
Shakra and Tal Mazliach. Adding to the prom-
inent representation of Kalisher graduates in
the Haaretz Collection is the fact that works by
three of the school’s leading and most influential
teachers in this period - David Reeb, Gary Gold-
stein and Larry Abramson — were among the cor-
nerstones of the collection, which includes many
dozens of their works, whose acquisition began
in the early years of the collection.

The point of departure for the present exhibition
is historical. It reprises the moment at which a
distinctive art school that flourished in Tel Aviv
- and is no longer with us - intersected with the
genesis of the Haaretz Collection; but the ex-
hibition also intimates the existence of a com-
mon, albeit elusive, thread that runs between the
taste, orientation and spirit that animated Ka-
lisher and the underlying concept of the Haaretz
Collection. I will try to unravel that thread.

What was there about the Kalisher School of
Art in the 1980s that differentiated it from oth-
er schools? Kalisher was a marginal institution;
it wasn’t a player on the big boy’s field and in
fact wasn’t even on the field. Bezalel and Hami-
drasha were the “elite units,” the two veteran
academies from which had sprung the two lead-
ing schools in Israeli art at the time: the Jerusa-
lem school and the Tel Aviv school.!* Both were
(and are) academic institutions with multistage
admission exams, an orderly curriculum, exams
and grades, and with a finger on the pulse of the
leading trends in those years, particularly in re-
gard to the entry of the new media: photography,
video, installation and performance. They func-
tioned as the central and most highly regarded
training mechanism in the art field: the pros-
pect of becoming a successful professional art-
ist passed through them and them alone.

The students who enrolled in the two schools
were graduates of the state education system,

holders of matriculation certificates, had done
army service, and for the most part possessed
an awareness of what it means to be an artist and
an ambition for self-fulfillment in that realm.
The majority were from the same socioeconom-
ic class, from the Ashkenazi hegemony of Israeli
society at the time. Kalisher attracted a differ-
ent and far more heterogeneous student profile.
The fact that a matriculation certificate was not
required, and that the admission exam was actu-
ally aimed at getting acquainted — indeed, every-
one who applied was accepted - enabled people
who had dropped out of the formal systems, or
who had never wanted or been able to be part
of them, to find their place. Kalisher could pro-
vide the opportunity and the conditions to grow.
The open, pluralistic approach dictated by the
school’s founder drew to Kalisher aspiring art-
ists from different backgrounds who came from
off the beaten track: high-school dropouts who
hadn’t done army service, traditionalist and re-
ligiously observant Jews alongside people from
the land-settlement movement, Arabs, Mizra-
him, residents of outlying areas and so-called
“development towns,” new immigrants and oth-
ers. Each came from a different place, but what
they all had in common was that they were out-
side the “Israeli story” and were characterized
by peripherality - geographical, national, ethnic,
gender or personality — which categorized them

as “not belonging.”12

Kalisher welcomed them, and beyond that en-
abled them to be self-expressive in an intimate,
protective atmosphere. It was a small school
with small classes and no feeling of distance be-
tween students and teachers; on the contrary, a
close acquaintanceship often sprang up between
them, relations of mentoring and friendship. If
there is a recurrent theme in conversations with
Kalisher graduates, it is the spirit of freedom,
support and encouragement of independent cre-
ation that was pervasive in the school.

“It was characterized as a place that doesn’t
push its students to professionalism, refine-
ment and social skills,” Galia Yahav wrote a
few years after the school shut down, “but the
opposite: as a place that protects its students
against any of that, especially students who not

only lacked socializing skills but often experi-
enced such skills as threatening. There was no
academization in Kalisher, but there was an af-
finity with the Carmel Market and with the sea.
And there was a human quality, a talent one
could even call it, to collect refugees of institu-
tional structures of different kinds, interesting
‘misfits’ of all sorts, to discern distinctiveness
and cultivate it, instead of taking fright at it and
urging it to integrate into the accursed narra-
tive of successfulness.”!® Galia Bar Or’s study
of Meira Shemesh also describes the school in
a similar vein: “Kalisher projected a broad, hu-
mane approach, a good spirit, and she [Shemesh]
did not require a matriculation certificate to be
accepted. ...It provided almost unlimited space
for her studio work on the school premises, at all
hours of the day, and offered an open, noncoer-
cive framework of studies, where painting was
appreciated. Here she found a framework for
work, professional mentors, friendships for life
and, chiefly, a first encounter with work of oil on

canvas, which was a major discovery for her.”14

The school’s peripheral ambiance was undoubt-
edly bound up with the profile of its students and
its extraordinary approach, but it was actually
germane to its character from day one, given
its self-definition as a school of painting — be-
cause painting itself was then peripheral to the
central occupations of art. The distinctive fea-
ture of 1960s and 1970s art is the marginaliza-
tion of painting. The declaration that “Painting
is dead” was actually sounded in 1840, shortly
after the invention of photography, but its fi-
nal seal arrived only a century and more later,
when photography, new media, Earth art, body
art, conceptual art and minimalism captured the
creative arena and the realm of exhibitions. The
activity of Margoshilski and his students-succes-
sors, who clung to painting, and assuredly to tra-
ditional, observation-based painting, was thus a
priori a deviation from the tendencies that were
then dominant internationally and in Israel.

“The 1970s,” writes Yael Guilat, “were char-
acterized by minimalism, formalism and con-
ceptualism, which posited the present time as
universal and meta-temporal and subverted
historical and personal time. In particular the
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young art of the 1970s in Israel (in its two main
centers of Jerusalem and Tel Aviv and their
branches) stretched these tendencies to the ex-
tremes and augured the death of painting, the
disappearance of the image, the object, amid re-

course to a ‘lean’ artistic language.”ls

But in the 1980s a new spirit arose when, more
or less simultaneously in Italy, Germany, the
United States and England a sweeping tenden-
cy appeared of “the return of painting.” Neo-ex-
pressionism along with transavantgarde became
central streams, with dozens of leading art-
ists, almost exclusively men, joining the flow.
Though their styles differed, they shared a re-
turn to oil on canvas and a marked inclination
toward the figurative and the expressive along
with a bold palate.

“The return of painting” is linked on one side to
reactionary tendencies — a yearning for the aes-
thetic, humanistic expression, manual activity
and a shunning of mechanistic-intellectual-con-
ceptual alienation - against the background of
what was perceived as the “impasse” to which
minimalism had led; and on the other hand to in-
novative postmodern tendencies of painting of a
new type that draws heavily on quotations and on
unexpected linkages between old and new, high
and low, photography and painting, and so forth.

A 1978 Whitney Museum exhibition, “New Im-
age Painting,” which consisted of 43 paintings
by 10 mostly unknown American artists, be-
came the harbinger of the new direction in art.
In the following three years, three huge exhibi-
tions were held successively in the important
centers of the art world whose titles and man-
ifestos declared the return of painting. In 1979,
the super-curator Barbara Rose mounted an ex-
hibition at the Grey Art Gallery at New York
University with the outrageous title, “Ameri-
can Painting: The Eighties,” in which she fore-
saw the return of painting as a phenomenon
that would typify the entire 1980s, and showed
works by 41 American artists. In 1981, an exhi-
bition held at the Royal Academy of Arts in Lon-
don titled “A New Spirit in Painting” displayed
145 paintings by 38 artists from across Europe
and from America, selected by three notable

curators, Norman Rosenthal, Nicholas Serota
and Christos Joachimides. And in 1982, Rosen-
thal and Joachimides curated “Zeitgeist” at Mar-
tin-Gropius-Bau in Berlin, with 45 European and
American painters.

This tsunami of painting, perceived as a threat to
the leading forces in the bastions of conceptual,
minimalist and post-minimalist art, generated a
volcanic intellectual eruption of articles against
the trend, published in the most prominent art
platforms at the time, such as the magazines
Artforum and October, and written by leading
theoreticians of the period, notably Hal Foster,
Benjamin Buchloh and Douglas Crimp. Their op-
position was based largely on the claim that this
development was regressive, anachronistic and
above all, conservative; they linked “the return
of painting” to rising ideological tendencies of

authoritarian politics and to late capitalism.16

In Israel, belying the popular belief that ev-
erything reaches the country late, the identical
trend occurred in the same years, manifested in
a series of seminal exhibitions in the important
venues of the local art scene. “Three major artis-
tic events that took place during the 1980s them-
selves — the exhibitions ‘A Turning Point’ and
‘Here and Now,’ and a series of exhibitions enti-
tled ‘Hall’ - attempted to formulate, in real time,
the transformations then taking place within Is-
rael art,” writes Ilana Tenenbaum.” “A Turning
Point,” curated by Sara Breitberg-Semel in 1981,
pointed to the return of painting as a distinguish-
ing feature of the period. In “Here and Now,”
1982, the curators - Yigal Zalmona, Meira Per-
ry-Lehmann and Nissan Perez — pinpointed the
eruption of postmodern painting as auguring the
crisis in modernism. The “Hall” project was a
series of nine exhibitions curated by Gideon Of-
rat in 1981-1982, which focused on extra-muse-
um activity in these years and particularly “new

painting.”18

Tenenbaum sums up the shift at the local lev-
el by linking it to another typifier of the peri-
od, namely the appearance of alternative groups
and institutions in the art field: “These years
saw a return to narrative, myth and theatrical
expressiveness, together with a pronounced
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tendency to blur boundaries and merge genres
[...] Israeli art of the period abandons concep-
tual and post-minimalist art, rejects abstraction
and prefers a rich synthesis of painting, sculp-
ture and photography, as well as the use of hy-
perbolic, dramatic, ironic and parodic elements.
[...] An additional local manifestation of a global
phenomenon in the field of art at the time was
the rise of independent organizations and asso-
ciations of artists — groups and galleries whose
members were both owners and exhibitors, as
curators and as audiences for one another. The
various groups, the new galleries and the newly
opened art schools all posed a multivocal alter-

native to the establishment system.”19

In her study of the 1980s, Yael Guilat describes
the continuation of the lively discourse that
sprang up about the essence of Israeli art in
these years, at the heart of which was the strug-
gle between the establishment and the anti-es-
tablishment (pp. 64-65). The decisive moment of
that discourse occurred in 1986, with the exhibi-
tion “The Want of Matter,” at the Tel Aviv Mu-
seum of Art, curated by Sara Breitberg-Semel
- an exhibition which, as Guilat notes, “contin-
ues to resonate in every discussion about Israeli

art since then.”?

In a dual stroke, the exhibition formulated the
character of Israeli art and at the same time
demarcated its dynastic boundaries by plac-
ing at its center Raffi Lavie and Hamidrasha
Art School. As Guilat explains, “In a discussion
that linked the use of meager materials such as
plywood, a sparse surface appearance void of
a hierarchical center, a withdrawal from color-
fulness, a steady and insistent avoidance of sen-
suous painting, non-pathos and demystification
with conceptualism and quality, Breitberg-Se-
mel epitomized what signifies the suppression
of passion through a sublimating, distancing aes-
thetic. In other words, a foundation counter to
the spirit of the 1980s.”%1

The mainstream of Israeli art thus ultimately re-
jected the return of expressive-figurative paint-
ing as well as the postmodern. Initial pockets of
resistance to this rejection formed on the mar-
gins of the art field, in the form of independent

organizing by artists and curators and the es-
tablishment of alternative groups, galleries and
schools, among them Ahad Ha’am 90, Tat Rama
Gallery, the Rega Group, Meimad School, the Zik
Group, Miklat 209, Bograshov Gallery, the Cam-
era Obscura School gallery and Artifact Gallery.
These opposition tendencies made their way in-
side to the center and together constituted a sig-
nificant counterweight which had as much say
in shaping the face of Israeli art in the 1980s as

the mainstream forces.??

What part did Kalisher play in this vibrant scene?
The answer lies in the school’s singular makeup.
On the one hand, the discourse about “the return
of painting” and the struggle for the identity of
Israeli art bypassed the school’s founders and
was certainly foreign to its students. Not only
had painting never died as far as the founding
generation was concerned, it was manifestly the
exclusive point of departure for the entire ac-
tivity of art. From their perspective, any debate
there might be on this issue centered solely on
questions of different approaches to painting
and on pedagogical issues regarding the steps
needed to master different painting techniques.

For the students there was no question at all.
“Everyone who came to the school just wanted
to paint,” the graduates stated uniformly in in-
terviews. They gravitated to Kalisher because
they had painted from an early age as part of
their everyday lives, spontaneously and with no
consciousness of or acquaintance with the field
of art in general and the contemporary discourse
in particular. Painting was for them, even before
they embarked on their studies, a fundamental
tool through which to express themselves, a me-
dium into, and through which, to channel their
thoughts and emotions, process experiences and
find their place in the world. For many of them,
the school was their first encounter with modern
art and certainly with postmodern art. In con-
versations with them they invariably mention
the classes in art history as eye-opening, and
their encounter with the art books in the school’s
rich library as a formative experience.

On the other hand, new teachers who arrived in
the school in the 1980s and hadn’t gone through

Kalisher brought with them the contemporary
spirit, the debate over “the return of painting”
and over the identity of Israeli art. Tali Tamir,
Gary Goldstein, Yoram Meroz, Larry Abramson,
Asaf Ben Zvi, Sarit Shapira and others were all
involved in and part of the art discourse. Three
of the school’s leading teachers were at the fore-
front of alternative activity in art during these
years: David Reeb and Reuven Zahavi were part
of the Rega group, Ami Stenitz was from Ahad
Ha’am 90.

That interaction led, at a certain moment, to
the establishment of Kalisher S, a gallery in
the school, which joined the group of alterna-
tive galleries that operated in Tel Aviv. Here is
Steinitz’s account of its founding: “Among the
visitors to the exhibition marking the third an-
niversary of the Ahad Ha’am 90 gallery, held at
the Dizengoff Center [in Tel Aviv] in April 1985,
were the artist Gary Goldstein and a group of
his students from the Margoshilski Art School
[Kalisher] in Tel Aviv. We spoke about alterna-
tive galleries and about the importance of es-
tablishing galleries in institutions where art
is taught. Galleries that will enable students
to gain experience in curating exhibitions,
displaying art and [about] the public place of
cultural representation. That summer, three
students — Gil Goren, Tal Mazliach and Dani
Ben Simhon - initiated the opening of the Ka-
lisher S gallery in the school and curated its ex-
hibitions until their graduation. After I left the
Ahad Ha’am 90 gallery, in July 198S, I was in-
vited to teach at the school, and at the end of a
year of teaching I was asked to be the gallery’s
curator. To continue the tradition the students
had begun, I suggested that curating be made a
gallery class for fourth-year students.” (p. 19)23

The unusual bond between students from the so-
cial and geographic periphery, for whom making
art was above all a realm of identification and
belwonging, and teachers for whom creating
art entailed taking an artistic, social and polit-
ical stand, underlay the school’s exceptional at-
mosphere and formed the ground for the growth
of this special group of graduates.

* % %

The Kalisher graduates represented in this exhi-
bition are painters. The works on view do not date
from their student years; in some cases they were
done shortly after the conclusion of their stud-
ies (the works by Asim Abu Shakra, Tal Mazliach,
Meira Shemesh and Dani Ben Simhon were cre-
ated within a year to four years after their grad-
uation), while others are from later years (the
works by Meir Pichhadze, Max Friedman, Maya
Cohen Levy, Michal Spektor, Farid Abu Shakra
and Ada Ovadia were done six years or more af-
ter graduation). Stylistically, each artist devel-
oped an idiosyncratic painting language which
over the years underwent evolution and change.

It is not easy to speak in the same breath about
the free painting of Asim Abu Shakra and the
punctilious realism of Pichhadze, about Mazli-
ach’s dense oil-on-plywood paintings together
with the airy paper works by Ben Simhon, about
Friedmann’s impressionistic painting together
with the black-and-white etchings of Farid Abu
Shakra, or Spektor’s orderly marker paintings
and the expressive oil paintings of Shemesh.
Nonetheless, thematically there are a number
of connecting links among the works, which can
be divided into groups by themes. Observing
the works through a division of this kind har-
kens back to the period of the school’s existence
and its mix of classical-universal themes that
characterize the paint-from-observation teach-
ing method - such as still life, flora image or in-
terior — and new themes based on painting from
photography or from the imagination and whose
source lies in the here-and-now and in biogra-
phy. Examples of the latter are portraits based
on photographs from family albums, symbolic
images of warplanes and animals, and depic-
tions of urban rambling in Tel Aviv. A deeper
look at the paintings reveals that whereas a cat-
egory-based division of this sort is useful to in-
dicate lines of similarity, all of them show an
interplay between traditional and contemporary,
universal and local, and personal and political.

Still life

Tal Mazliach’s first solo exhibition, in 1992, ti-
tled “English Breakfast,” consisted of paint-
ings all of which contain plates heaped with the
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well-known ingredients of just that: an English
breakfast (pp. 20, 77-81). The artist is here di-
verging wildly from classical still life. The genre
emerged in sixteenth century Flemish painting
and subsequently underwent multiple incarna-
tions; however, in its traditional form it is based
on a meticulous, well-planned composition, usu-
ally of select fruits and flowers and luxurious
household utensils, and refers to the symbolism
and allegory (which are related to material per-
ishability, hence to the cycle of life and death)
in the composition. Mazliach chooses to depict
radically folksy, greasy, mundane, gastronomi-
cally inferior meals. On one of the paintings she
writes in a childlike, blunt form the reason for
her focus on this meal: “Tastiest in the world.” As
always in Mazliach’s paintings, which are char-
acteristically compressed and bursting with col-
or, filling the entire surface of the work and even
sliding outside onto the frame, in these works,
too, the meal is surrounded by repetitive forms,
by broken lines that swirl and snake around the
meal and impinge on it.

Three large-scale paintings (pp. 21, 74-75) obvi-
ously depict a birthday party complete with bal-
loons and ribbons and a tablecloth on which the
dishes that make up the meal are scattered. A
second look shows that the celebration seems to
have lurched out of control and some of its con-
stituents have shifted to the side, assumed new
shapes and morphed into intimate organs: the
frankfurter into a penis, the tomatoes into testi-
cles, the dishes into fallopian tubes and the sun-
ny-side up egg into sperm fertilizing an ovum.
Before our eyes the celebration is transformed
into a coupling feast between masculine and
feminine, and the food-sex link restores both el-
ements to the allegorical character of still life,
creating a link between the different body func-
tions, between nutrition and fertility and be-
tween life and death.

Still life as an elite genre also undergoes “lower-
ing” in a series of paintings by Max Friedmann
done in 1999-2000 (pp. 82-83). To begin with, the
platform for the works is pieces of cardboard
that were ripped off boxes the artist found on the
street. In some of the works the entire surface
is covered with paint, but in others the platform

remains exposed and for an instant resonates
with “want of matter” and the exposed plywood
planks of Raffi Lavie. However, the pictorial
gesture and the themes are radically different:
Using brush strokes rife with color and expres-
siveness, Friedmann paints a dish of fruits from
observation, though here, too, it’s contrary to
and deviates from classical still life. Instead of
an abundance of utensils and foods placed mind-
fully on the table, Firedmann’s compositions are
characterized by reduction and modesty almost
to the point of meagerness: at the center of each
painting is one ordinary, simple dish on which
four pomegranates or two lemons or just half
a grapefruit are placed haphazardly. Even the
word “placed” in relation to the dish is inaccu-
rate, since no table or other piece of furniture
appears in the paintings: the vantage point is a
bird’s-eye view. The dish with the fruits seems
to be floating on a uniform, smooth surface. In
two paintings Friedmann forgoes the dish en-
tirely and renders the fruits abiding/floating in
space (p. 83).

This unexpected interplay of minimalism and
expressionism generates a tension of form that
gives rise to thought about the immense rich-
ness that resides precisely in the trivial and
the everyday. “The unexpected encounter with
the thing you want to paint doesn’t happen all
the time,” Friedmann says. “There are days
on which nothing happens, and you have to be
able to accept that. There are days on which the
thrill comes from simple things like water, sun,
guava, pomegranate. Humans are only a small
part of all this, of the vitality, the beauty, the life

experience.”24

Meira Shemesh takes the still-life format a step
further, dispensing with depictions of food and
household items and broadening her gaze to
encompass other everyday objects in her mi-
lieu. The 1995 painting, “My Mother’s Dress”
is a depiction, actually a documentation, of a
dress belonging to the artist’s mother, exhibit-
ed by Shemesh as an adjusted readymade in the
group exhibition “Meta-Sex” at the Ein Harod
Museum of Art in 1994 (pp. 22-23). The paint-
ing is a provocative still life in that it challeng-
es not only the boundaries of the genre but also

the boundaries of good taste and the convention-
al divisions between the domestic and the pub-
lic, between the intimate and the exposed, and
the connection between them and the tradition-
al role division between feminine and masculine.
The provocation is also present in the grotesque
and the exaggerated - the dress is bloated and
flamboyant, and Shemesh adds ornaments to the
hanger and from it extends limb-like scarecrow
arms - and in the painting’s suggestiveness. For
Shemesh, not only was her mother’s dress a fit-
ting subject for art, she saw it as an artistic ob-
ject in itself, and her painting is akin to an act of
doubling and multiplying: both items of clothing
and art are ornamentation.

Flora image

The flora image, which is generally perceived as
background decoration, can be perceived in oth-
er contexts, particularly when it appears in the
forefront. At the center of Asim Abu Shakra’s
large-scale vertical painting from 1988 (p. 73)
a thick stalk rises from the lower edge of the
work to the upper edge, from which tendrils and
leaves intertwine and branch off in all direc-
tions. The painting of the stalk, which thrusts up
pole- or pillar-like, is perceived here as a close-
up portrait of a single plant, and the viewer, who
identifies the species of the plant, or learns what
it is from the work’s title, “Sunflower,” discovers
that he is viewing a headless portrait. The im-
pressively stable presence of the fleshy, erect
stalk is intensified in the face of what is absent
from it - its peak, the glory of its head - the flow-
er of the sunflower itself. The large yellow flow-
er with the seed patterns in the center, has been
lopped off, and unavoidably the viewer com-
pletes the picture in the mind and imagines the
present-absent head.

Abu Shakra, who grew up in 1970s Umm el Fa-
hem before it became a city, undoubtedly was
familiar with sunflowers from his natural sur-
roundings and the fields he wandered through
as a boy, and later also became acquainted with
van Gogh’s sunflower paintings. Arriving in Tel
Aviv at the beginning of the 1980s as a young
man of 22, he encountered dual adjustment dif-
ficulties: as a villager who moved to the city,

and as a Palestinian Arab Muslim who entered a
Jewish milieu. It’s not by chance that he choos-
es to depict the sunflower from the point of view
of the rootless present-absent person; nor is it by
chance that in the end, the image most associat-
ed with his short working life is another uproot-
ed plant motif: the potted sabra.

“Just as Dutch artist Vincent van Gogh found
relief for his tortured soul in the sunflowers he
eternalized in his paintings,” wrote the late poet
Taha Muhammad Ali, “so did Palestinian artist
Asim Abu Shakra, a native of Umm el Fahem,
find a way of expressing his own depressed soul,
in the prickly pear cactus bush, the sabra, which
he planted, nurtured and drew in such a marvel-

ous way in his paintings so full of expression.”25

“Heart of the Sunflower” was the title of Maya
Cohen Levy’s solo show, which opened in April
1993 in the Chelouche Gallery in Tel Aviv. The
exhibition consisted of a series of large-scale
oil-on-canvas paintings which were done begin-
ning in 1992, all depicting an enlarged close-up
of the heart of the sunflower plant (pp. 68-72).
Severed from petals, severed from body, stem
and leaves, severed from surroundings or land-
scape, the heart of the sunflower spreads across
the whole canvas. Like a gigantic sun wheel, in
bold yellow with dabs of black, red, green and
blue, it glows and sweeps the viewer in with a
hypnotic spiral of dizzying beauty. Van Gogh is
there without a doubt in the background as an
iconographic reference — Cohen Levy relates
that at the end of her first year as a student at
Kalisher she took a break and spent a year in Eu-
rope systematically museum-hopping, encoun-
tering in one fell swoop all the peaks of modern
European painting, an experience which, as she
attested, “opened her mind and changed her en-

tire understanding about painting.”?

However, as both Tami Katz-Freiman and Dor-
it Peleg point out in their illuminating articles
in the exhibition catalogue, Cohen Levy’s inter-
est in the heart of the sunflower is of a different
order.” In the paintings she fashions a Zen-like
tension between cosmic order and chaos, be-
tween unity and discord, and between spiritual
and material. Katz-Freiman offers a compelling
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account of this tension: “To come into contact
with order precisely in an age of simulation in
contemporary art, is an ethical stand, a kind
of 'quiet opposition' to a cynical and alienated
world, a world that has long lost any ability to
converse with the 'real.' In the physical, silent,
private act of painting a real protest is [thus im-
plicit], and not in the name of innocence, nor in
the name of the sublime. This [form of] painting
assumes a moral responsibility in proposing an
alternative of holistic healing to a contaminated

world that has long given up on antibiotics.”?®

Healing in a chaotic world, tikkun in an arbi-
trary and violent world - these mixed feelings
and thoughts arise in the face of the profusion of
images in the paintings of Ada Ovadia. In them
everything is overflowing, bursting, dripping,
disconnected, sliced and reassembled (pp. 62-
66). Impossible connections that generate anx-
iety and laughter, of humanized objects and of
human and animal images that seem to leap onto
the page straight out of a wild, foaming stream
of consciousness. And at the heart of the mael-
strom resides a bedazzling beauty which in its
turn, too, goes over the top, becomes grotesque,
repulsive, aggressive: the lipstick is over-red,
the fingernails are overlong; the jewelry, the
necklaces, the combs and the tresses take on life
and movement of their own.

And the flowers? The flowers blossom in bold
colors - yellow, green, white and orange. With
Ovadia it’s almost never a single flower but a
wreath, and not sunflowers but local ornamen-
tal flowers: gladioli, gerbera, carnations, lilies
or narcissi. In some cases they spring from the
earth, but most often they are planted in do-
mestic vases. Something like “Shabbat floral
wreaths” that exude consolation, but as always
with Ovadia, also manifest threat and horror: the
flowers bleed, the color oozes from them across
the painting. In one, the hand that holds the vase
also holds a rifle aimed at a goldfish (p. 63); in
another, behind the vase is a television screen
from which emerges a disconnected human
mouth that is sucking a turgid liquid through a
straw from a beverage bottle (p. 65). Abutting
the vase and squeezed together in a third paint-
ing are a snake, a skull, a bird of prey, a barbed

wire fence and a spider web, while above them
rises cigarette smoke from a figure hidden in
the background (p. 66). In two other paintings
the flowers are humanized and take on facial
features: In one, horror emanates from the face
of anarcissus around whose throat black fingers
with well-manicured fingernails are closing in,
ready to pluck it at any moment (p. 62), while
in the other, against the background of a nude
figure whose mane of hair partially covers her
face, two flowers are seen bending toward one
another from two vases positioned at each side
of the painting (p. 64). A second glance reveals
that one of them has a human face and is wear-
ing glasses, with a stethoscope dangling from its
neck-stem: the encounter turns out to be a bi-
zarre floral medical checkup.

Interior

Interior is a genre of painting that sprang up in
the second half of the seventeenth century in
Europe and enjoyed an efflorescence in the sec-
ond half of the nineteenth century. It refers to a
meticulous rendering of living spaces with their
furniture, carpets, artworks and all their orna-
mental elements. Initially these were luxurious
residences of the aristocracy; as the genre de-
veloped, depictions of other interior spaces were
added, from the salons of the bourgeoisie to the
rooms of the impoverished class: farmers, labor-
ers, servants, beggars and others.

The genre’s blossoming in the second part of the
nineteenth century followed the advent of the
Industrial Revolution, in which for the first time
a salient separation was created between pub-
lic workplace and private domestic space. Like
still life, interior, too, is considered an allegori-
cal genre in which the home space stands for an
economic and social class, but even more is per-
ceived as a metaphor for the life of the mind. A
further development involved the introduction
of individuals engaged in everyday domestic
activities into what had begun as renderings of
spaces devoid of people. This spawned a subge-
nre of paintings of “the artist’s studio” or “the
artist’s room”; in certain periods there was hard-
ly an artist who didn’t do a portrait of his stu-
dio or of himself in it. An artist’s creative space

connotes meanings that go beyond social and
economic class, as the artist is outside the order
and logic of practical life. The studio is a sort of
bubble that obeys logic and forces of a differ-
ent type - spiritual, creative, artistic — and some
of these depictions evoke a tempestuous psyche
and a sense of loneliness.

Two paintings by Max Friedmann from 2000
(pp. 84-85) patently belong to this subgenre.
Both depict the same room - the artist’s lodg-
ings at the time in the small town of Katzir in
Wadi Ara. Friedmann has moved many times
in his life, and often has abruptly forsaken one
way of life in favor of another: from provincial
town to metropolis, from big city to village and
nature, from Israel to overseas; “moving about

£.2° One result of

like a nomad,” he said of himsel
his wanderings and unstable way of life is that
he rarely has a studio - he paints in the spaces
he is living in at the time. The room depicted in
these paintings attests to a life of meagerness
and provisionality: it’s empty apart from one
chair and two racks of shelves, and its central
element is a large double exit door which is cov-
ered by a large blind. There are a few objects on
the shelves and clothes on the chair. In one paint-
ing there is a bouquet of flowers in a vase on a
small side table, while in the foreground of the
room there is a bong on the floor (p. 85).

The atmosphere projects frugality but also mel-
ancholy and insularity. A comparison inevitably
arises with the three versions of van Gogh’s fa-
mous painting “Bedroom in Arles,” which were
done in the last year and a half of his life when
he was in dire mental straits. Friedmann himself
talked of the anguish he felt in the wake of the
disparity between the romantic fantasy he har-
bored of leaving the city in favor of rural life,
and the prosaic reality. His mood comes through
in an article by the reporter Dana Gillerman,
who interviewed him on the occasion of the
opening of his solo show at the Herzliya Museum
of Contemporary Art at the time: “The locality
of Katzir is a hot place with steaming-hot struc-
tures resembling mobile homes and one grocery
store. But in a community in which the mobile
phone picks up nothing and the only signs of life
are snakes slithering through fields of thorns,

the attempt to locate Friedmann failed. The ca-
shier in the grocery store insisted that she had
never heard of Max Friedmann, and therefore
he does not exist. [...] ‘No one there knows me,
because I don’t go to the grocery store,” Fried-
mann said. ‘I don’t leave the house much, and
anyway I hate this place, it depresses my soul.

I’'m looking for a different place.”’30

Melancholy and worry are etched in the facial
features of Meir Pichhadze as he chose to por-
tray himself in a 1996 painting (p. 25). In the fore-
front of the painting, on the left side, he’s seen
sitting, in a coat and hat, leaning on the palms of
his hands in the classic pose of “The Thinker.”
He’s staring at the floor, withdrawn, immersed
in thought, reflective. The background is an in-
terior of a room in which the only two visible ele-
ments are heavy curtains and shelves crammed
with books, which are rendered with a somber
grimness, echoing the mental state of the fig-
ure. There is no way to know whether Pichhadze
has just entered the room or is about to leave it,
but the coat and hat add to the gravitas, and be-
ing accessories of “outside” they further under-
score the condition of “stuckness” of the inside.
The work is one of a group of self-portraits that
Pichhadze painted in this period, not all of them
in the interior mode, some as exteriors; but in all
of them he appears solitary, as “the wandering
Jew,” holding suitcases, or sunk in thought or ab-
sorbed in reading a book (p. 26).

Pichhadze’s life was studded with crises and
tragedies. Although he was not a depressive per-
son - on the contrary, he was known for being
good-tempered, vital and imbued with a love of
humanity - his self-portraits reflect the ordeals
he endured. In the same year in which he made
these paintings he also did an extensive series
of portraits of family members based on photo-
graphs from the family album.

Portraits from the
family album

“In New York, of all places, when he was far
from Georgia and from Israel, and experienced
trenchantly the loneliness of the immigrant,”
wrote Gideon Ofrat, “Pichhadze plunged into a
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series of small portraits based on an album of
photographs from his childhood (from which he
had already borrowed images in the past, though
not with such frequency). Increasing numbers
of family paintings populated his studio in New
York. Possibly the kidney disease of his 17-year-
old daughter Lori and the fact that he donated a
kidney to her, intensified the consciousness of

family in his work.”3!

The two “Untitled” paintings are part of this se-
ries. One is a family group portrait at the cen-
ter of which is a girl, with adult members of the
family around her (p. 36). The composition con-
forms to the convention that took shape when
family photographs began to be taken, in which
the group prepares in advance and then gazes
at the camera festively and with high formality.
In the background is Pichhadze’s regular land-
scape, which became a hallmark of his work. It’s
dark and mysterious, with a mountainous, for-
ested horizon, where the sky, looming above in
sunrise/sunset mode, is the only source of light.
The landscape is usually associated with his
memories from his homeland, though he himself
denied this and maintained that the scene is a
fusion of different geographical landscapes that
coalesced into a model of “every-landscape.”32
The reason it is perceived in Israeli eyes as a
foreign landscape is the light, which is manifest-
ly not the familiar “Israeli light.”

The second painting (p. 37) is a strange work
in the center of which is an incandescent por-
trait of bold gaze depicting a young boy whose
head, wrapped in a scarf, sits atop the body of
an adult man wearing a Chokha coat, the tradi-
tional Georgian male garb. Apart from the face
and the scarf, all the other details in the paint-
ing - the coat and the background, which looks
like dense leaf foliage — are very dark, and this,
together with the unnatural physical fusion of
child and adult, lends the work a stark, mysteri-
ous atmosphere.

Ofrat’s explanation of the biographical timing
in which Pichhadze goes back to the photo al-
bum of his childhood in the wake of his daugh-
ter’s illness, squares with the fact that the artist,
in complete contrast to the central discourse of

Israeli art of that time, never denied and did not
try to annul the sentimental feeling that moti-
vates and arises from most of his works. Howev-
er, turning to the family album is also connected
to questions of identity; questions that arise
more sharply among migrants or among those
who are situated outside the social/national/eth-
nic/gender or artistic hegemony, among all those
who “don’t belong.”

From this perspective, studies at Kalisher were
for Pichhadze an opening salvo for launching
himself on a life trajectory in which he recreat-
ed himself. He arrived in art school as a classical
artist of a high level and was admitted straight
into the second year. His abilities and expe-
rience were acquired in his country of origin,
Georgia, and he exhibited in Israel, too, before
enrolling in art school. But the move to the heart
of Tel Aviv from the town of Or Yehuda, where
he had arrived with his family when was 18, the
studies in Kalisher, and later a trip to the capi-
tals of Europe all opened for him a new world of
modern and contemporary art that profoundly
influenced the direction he took in his art and
his life.

Pichhadze honed the language of classi-
cal painting, of which he was a master, and
brought it very successfully into the realms of
postmodernism while intermixing geometric
abstraction with realism, kitsch with sophis-
tication of form, formalism with biographi-
cal narrative. A conscious decision like this, to
distance oneself from one’s source and breed-
ing ground, both artistically and in terms of
style of life and world view, and to develop
toward them an external critical gaze, means
- if not rift and alienation - then certainly an
experience of dissonance. The movement be-
tween old and new, between domestic and pub-
lic, and in general between the different and
contradictory elements of identity with which
a constant dialogue takes place, is given per-
sonal expression in art. When that dissonance
is entwined with insight, even if intuitive, re-
garding the role of the family, the community,
the social-economic and governmental struc-
tures of power as fomenters and preservers of
this identity economics, and especially of its

embedded hierarchies and the costs it exacts,
the turn to the family album becomes - over
and above being emotional-nostalgic — a polit-
ical act.

Dani Ben Simhon, the son of parents who im-
migrated to Israel from Morocco, and who fol-
lowed a similar route from Kiryat Gat — which
in the years he grew up there was a “develop-
ment town” - to the heart of Tel Aviv and art
studies at Kalisher, also looks to the family pho-
to album, which constitutes a source of inspi-
ration for his 1993 series of works (pp. 38-43).
Ben Simhon recycles sheets of printed Bristol
board he found, using their rear side; in a uni-
form format he paints a series of water-colors
based on quotations from decorative and orna-
mental items that were characteristic of Miz-
rahi homes in the 1970s, an aesthetic that was
considered cheap kitsch, and of photos from the
family album of his childhood. There are plas-
tic flowers, statuettes of doves, mats, ornate
frames, and alongside and between them fami-
ly portraits of parents and their children wear-
ing their best clothes, perhaps at a bar mitzvah
event, smiling at the camera. All these views
revealed to us are blurred and remote, through
the screen of a curtain of beads of the type that
was often used as a divider between rooms in
the small tenement-like apartments. Behind the
beads in one of the works, a blurred sign is visi-
ble, the kind that is hung on the front door, with
a pair of birds painted on it, and the inscription
“Ben Simhon Family” (p. 43).

Blurring and lack of clarity also inform a series
of 1990s paintings by Meira Shemesh whose
source of inspiration is a family album (pp. 44-
45). For Shemesh, who was from a traditionalist
Mizrahi family from Iraq and grew up in Pet-
ah Tikva, moving to Tel Aviv and to Kalisher
was also a transition between worlds. In 1990,
Shemesh, most of whose work was done in oil
on canvas, adopted a technique in which she
held a group of cheap color pens in her hand and
painted with them together on paper. The entire
series is based on quotations of childhood photo-
graphs of the artist together with family mem-
bers, but the result being aimed for lies between
a clear image and childish “squiggles.”

“The pen works connect with a memory image
that alternately becomes clear and then blurred,
like reflection on water,” writes Galia Bar Or.
“They breathe life into forgotten enclaves of
consciousness, the details of which are wrapped

in mist, like a derivative of a long-lost source.”3

Planes and animals

In the case of Asim Abu Shakra, the feeling of
disconnect and dissonance - in the wake of a
transition from village to city, from a conserva-
tive-traditionalist society to a more permissive
and more open way of life, severing himself
from family and community, compounded by
language disparities and differences of religion
and nationality - is heightened by a dimension of
anxiety on the part of one who is perceived not
only as an outsider who doesn’t belong, but as
a full-fledged enemy. A young Palestinian Arab
Muslim seeking integration into Jewish-Israeli
society in the 1980s, against the background of
the Lebanon War and a few years later the first
intifada, faced enormous difficulties and needed
persistence and great fortitude.

To Abu Shakra’s good fortune, a number of peo-
ple helped him along the way and facilitated
his situation: his cousin Said Abu Shakra, who
carved out the way for him; another cousin, Far-
id Abu Shakra, who was partner and loyal friend
throughout; Zvi Ben Dov, the school’s director,
who adopted him and in certain periods allowed
him to live in the school; the students who sur-
rounded him and the many faculty members
who cultivated him and also influenced him;
and the gallerist Eitan Hillel, who gave him a
studio and exhibited his first solo show. One
of his most meaningful and extremely influ-
ential encounters was with the artist-teacher
David Reeb. Of this Tali Tamir wrote (after not-
ing two other artistic meetings that preceded
it — with the teacher Uri Stettner and with the
work of Moshe Kupferman): “The third artist
was David Reeb, one of Abu Shakra’s teachers
in his last year of studies, who was to become
a close friend. Reeb had a crucial influence on
the work of Abu Shakra, who absorbed from
him the tendency for flatness, the decisive lin-
earity, and the use of ornamental patterns and
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black contours. The encounter with Reeb’s
work caused Abu Shakra’s later paintings (par-
ticularly those from the last two years of his
life) to shift from the early lyrical sensitivity
towards a more rigid, direct language. This lan-
guage emerged out of the attempts in Israeli art
to formulate more precise plastic means for po-

litical statement...”3

Reeb’s impact on Abu Shakra is apparent in con-
tent as much as in form. A politically involved
artist, Reeb invokes direct, real-time imag-
es from political, state and military events oc-
curring in the here-and-now, particularly those
connected with the Israeli-Arab and Israeli-Pal-
estinian conflict. It’s likely that for Abu Shakra,
becoming acquainted with art that responds to
and deals directly with the conflict - which was
such an essential part of his identity and of the
struggles that marked his daily life, and which
constituted a permanent source of feelings of
anxiety and of being under threat — was a jolting
experience. Beginning in 1985, the year in which
he met Reeb, his notebook sketches include doz-
ens of images of warplanes and predatory ani-
mals, separately and together, which afterward
also appear in a group of oil paintings devoted
to the subject.
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The two images appear separately in Reeb’s
work already at the end of the 1970s and the
early 1980s (p. 29), and it’s definitely possible
that they were a source of inspiration for Abu
Shakra, but he articulates them in a painting
done in a language and a personal statement of
his own. His monumental 1987 (pp. 58-59)paint-
ing “Beasts and Planes,” one of only two paint-
ings of this size that he made in his life, connects
the two images and represents the summit of
their use. Along with Reeb’s influence, there is a
clear evocation of Picasso - in many senses this
is Abu Shakra’s “Guernica.” In the skies a squad-
ron of aircraft is approaching, on the ground are
two enormous, threatening creatures of prey,
which are difficult to identify precisely but look
like a combination of jackal, tiger and hyena,
teeth bared and necks stretched skyward, which
seem to be howling or sounding a great outcry,
the ground beneath their feet burning.

Some of the many preparatory sketches in Abu
Shakra’s notebooks — showing human and animal
figures that the artist copied from “Guernica” -
testify to the direct influence of that iconic work
(p. 31). In other sketches he develops his distinc-
tive scene; some of them also depict the results
of bombing, the composition integrating an im-
age of a nuclear mushroom cloud that was not
used in the final painting (p. 30).

In another oil painting, from 1989 (p. 61), dark
and bleak, the image of a large aircraft is dis-
cernible in the sky, recalling a bird of prey in
full flight, hovering above a convoy of people,
possibly refugees or escapees, walking sin-
gle-file under cover of the thick dark that over-
lays them and the entire painting. Amid Abu
Shakra’s oeuvre, the aircraft paintings that de-
pict the calamity of the conflict and of war and
its appalling consequences, and constitute an
overt protest against them, are located at the
extreme end of the scale compared to his sabras
paintings of prickly-pear cactus, with their qui-
et, inner-looking symbolism. In both cases, Abu
Shakra’s tendency toward repetitiveness, re-
turning to the same themes and the same images
each time from a new angle or a different com-
position, reflects agonizing and persistent inqui-
ry. Abu Shakra never stopped asking questions

about the existential situation and his place and
role within it, and was left both frustrated and
disillusioned. “If I thought for a moment that
these paintings could save the children who are
trapped between the barbed-wire fences, I'd
never stop painting, day and night,” he told his
cousin Farid.?®

Warplanes are also a recurrent image in the
work of Farid Abu Shakra. He came to Kalish-
er from Umm el Fahem a year after Asim, and
the two spent all their years of study living and
working together, and sharing their time and
material goods until Asim’s untimely death. The
warplanes in Farid’s work undergo transfor-
mations over the years, appearing in different
styles and mediums: painted as children’s paper
planes, as a replicated ornament, an earth-cov-
ered sculpture, a colorful aquarelle on paper or
an etching in a sharp black-and-white cut. All of
them share Farid’s clean, delicate style, which
contrasts with Asim’s expressive tempestuous-
ness, as well as with the image of potent, lethal
weaponry itself.

“Nevertheless, Farid's works preserve a degree
of restraint,” writes Tali Tamir. “They are not
works of political protest of the type we might
expect to encounter. They are free of fury, de-
spite the fact that they highlight motifs of vio-
lence. Farid avoids using highly expressionistic
techniques, or even sparking a dispute among
the various languages he employs in his work.
Consistently and continually, he prefers to main-
tain a measured aesthetic profile even when fo-

cusing on the political.”36

There is no doubt that Farid’s different ap-
proach derived from his personal style, but an-
other reason might be the fact that in his case
the source of the warplanes imagery is not pro-
test paintings from the history of local or world
art, but his childhood memories. Farid describes
a pastoral rural childhood of cavorting in open
spaces amid fields and groves, and he remem-
bers the noise and the sheer power of warplanes
taking off from the nearby Ramat David airbase
and hurtling across the sky. Most likely the con-
crete combination of the warplanes being a
natural and inseparable part of his childhood
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landscapes, but simultaneously their disquiet-
ing and anxiety-provoking character, left their
imprint and effectively dictated the form they
would take in his work.

In a large series of black-and-white etchings,
stretching across years, from 2008 until the
present, Israel’s landscapes are portrayed with
warplanes flying above them (pp. 107, 53-55).
By laboriously perforating the paper, he over-
lays the etchings with Arabesque-like ornamen-
tations, but adds to them an embroidered stitch
of green line from whose extremity the needle
protrudes. In recent years he has been adding
to these works with the use of colored threads,
embroidering on them ornamental patterns that
are quotations of traditional Palestinian embroi-
dery on women’s dresses. As Tali Tamir writes,
“Not only does Farid juxtapose West and East
here, violence and ornamentation, but also mil-
itant masculinity and feminine, labor-intensive

craftsm::mship.”37

Meira Shemesh was Asim’s classmate and close
friend, and together with Farid they often spent
hours together, talking and working in the school
until the late hours. Her oil-on-canvas painting
“Untitled,” from 1987 (p. 56-57), also contains
images of animals and planes. Shemesh incor-
porates these images in her realms of painting,
which are very far in character and style from
Asim’s works. Her painting is childlike, but in
contrast to familiar works in this category in Is-
raeli art, by artists such as Arie Aroch and Raf-
fi Lavie, Shemesh’s childlike paintings are raw,
colorful and wild outbursts. Her warplanes are
not threatening and her animals don’t cry out; on
the contrary: the planes look like toys, painted in
white contours with no details, and the animals
are not predators but domesticated - a row of
black cats perched comfortably and above them
arow of what appear to be miniature red dogs or
cows. And as in many of Shemesh’s works, here
too the chain ornaments have their place: color-
ful chains are draped around the cows’ necks,
and instead of bombs the planes are dropping
a long, colorful chain straight into a large gar-
bage can. Whereas the right half of the painting
projects merriment and amusement, the other
half is mysterious and disturbing. Behind large,

crude bars is something that seems to be im-
prisoned, a kind of dark, threatening monstros-
ity, formless and unidentifiable, poised to break
out at any moment. The painting is construct-
ed entirely around the tension between its two
halves, juxtaposing childlike sweetness with ex-
istential anxiety.

Urban rambling

Kalisher’s location in the Kerem Yisrael neigh-
borhood - between the neighborhoods of Neve
Tzedek to the south and Nahalat Binyamin to the
north, and between the Carmel Market, Kerem
Hateimanim and the sea to the west, and Allen-
by Road and the Lev Ha’ir neighborhood to the
east — had an effect on the atmosphere in the in-
stitution. From the first it was a mixed neigh-
borhood lacking a uniform character, and in the
years in which the school operated, its eclectic
nature was particularly striking. The area was
a mélange of big buildings and simple dwell-
ings, of a hardscrabble, largely Mizrahi popula-
tion and the petty bourgeoisie, of businesses and
stores and residential structures.

The school was not fenced off; graduates recall
that neighborhood residents and passersby oc-
casionally wandered into the classrooms and
studios to see what was going on in them, and
everyone recalls classes in which they went out-
side to paint the market or the sea from obser-
vation. The folksy, bustling ambience around
Kalisher was an analogue of the atmosphere and
the worldview that underlay the school: that art
is not separate from life and is meant for every-
one. Most of the school’s students were coping
with economic difficulties and had to live mod-
estly, so some of them resided in the neighbor-
hood itself, or in adjacent neighborhoods, where
rents were low, and the nearby Carmel produce
market supplied all their needs. As such, the
school and its neighborhood became a familiar
domestic environment for those who had come
to the city from the fringes of the periphery.

In three matching paintings, done on simple
cardboard he found in the street, perhaps in
the market itself, Max Friedmann painted a
bird’s-eye view of the neighborhood (p. 32). The

contours of the streets, the roads, the structures
and even the waves are marked generically in
red. Only certain buildings that played a role in
his life, are signified by an “X” and a triangu-
lar roof. In one painting he marked in blue the
route he took from one house to another - possi-
bly from his home to the home of a close friend,
male or female — and in the other two paintings
he rendered in blue the house he lived in and
enveloped it in a kind of yellow cloud. The in-
dexical use of colors to signify Friedmann’s
autobiographical connection to the buildings,
recalls climatic maps on which the various re-
gions are coded in different colors based on the
intensity of their heat or cold.

Other than Maya Cohen Levy, who in the 1980s
was already teaching in the school, Michal Spek-
tor is the only person from the group of gradu-
ates in the exhibition who grew up in Tel Aviv.
The city has played an important part in her
work across the years, appearing in a dual role
- in some cases as the space for her activity
and her exhibition, or as the inspiration for the
images that appear in her work. The paintings
in this exhibition are part of a large series of
works done in 1998-1999, all of them done in a
technique of markers and color pens on paper,
their size ranging between a full sheet and half
a sheet (p. 46-51, 8). The images are a hybrid of
a human and a duck. A duck’s head is part of the
human body: in one case instead of the palms
of the hands, in another in place of a penis and
yet again as a substitute for a head. The figures
look sad, in a farewell embrace, waving goodbye
or waiting at the window for someone to return.

The use of the duck seems here a foregone fail-
ure to make the situation ridiculous and lighten
it, but above all it’s meant to conceal and cov-
er what cannot be talked about directly. “There
is content that people cannot represent, so it’s
necessary to use other models,” Spektor said in
a correspondence with me in December 2021.
The background to these scenes is formed by
the buildings of Tel Aviv, most them built in the
International Style (“Bauhaus”) or the Eclectic
Style. One painting shows a figure standing in
the center of a tiled square that resembles Rabin
Square, near where Spektor lived. Referring to

the place of Tel Aviv in her work, I wrote in the
exhibition text of her 2012 solo show at the Raw
Art Gallery in Tel Aviv: “At the heart of the ‘Tel
Aviv’ project lie questions regarding the rela-
tion between human-kind and the urban space
we live in, between the function of a city as a fa-
miliar and private territory saturated in person-
al memories and its role as a functional public
space that is steeped in collective history.

“Spektor directs her gaze at the city’s streets,
buildings, shops, roads, sidewalks, and signs
which constitute a décor that is fixed yet con-
tinuously changing, with those who live and
pass through it too distracted and absorbed in
the present to realize the mark they leave on the
city or of the influence she in turn imprints on
their consciousness.

“Spektor’s look upon the city deliberately focus-
es on ‘little [old] Tel Aviv,” driven by a special
interest in the structural blindness embedded in
the construction of the city by a group of people
at the beginning of the last century, who hoped
to see it as a small Europe, and the implications
of that historical moment for life in present

times.”38

The focus on the architecture of the early days
of Tel Aviv, with the mixed feelings it entails
- between optimism and heartbreak, between
growth and erasure and denial, also shed light
on Spektor’s special interest in Yiddish and the
use she makes of that dead/living language and
of certain words and phrases from it, such as
“Dritter Welt” (Third World), or “progress”
(progress), which she integrates into some of
her works.
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