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The figure of the crucified Christ is probably the image most identified
in Western art as a symbol of absolute self sacrifice for the sake of man
kind and religious belief. The image expresses the apex of an ongoing
saga of physical and mental suffering, the moment of failure and death
that at the same time also symbolizes the triumph of Christian faith and
the promise of a new life. The contrast between the helplessness of the
crucified Christ in his agony and the victorious aspect inherent in this
situation is manifested in the symbol of the cross on his myriad functions
in the Christian world. The cross made of the tree of life, the element on
which Jesus had suffered and died, is the one that eventually became the
instrument of his victory and source of his power. The cross, symbol of
life and death, is the one that will trample evil and bring forth redemption,

renewal and eternal life in heaven.

The works of the six artists participating in the exhibition engage with

the notion of sacrifice from different angles. Some wish to address the
dichotomous duality of subjugation and the freedom embodied in it while
consciously referring to the sign of the cross, while some address other
images from the Judeo-Christian-Muslim religions, such as the binding of
Isaac, the pieta, the sacrifice of the lamb and depictions of paradise.

It seems that victimhood is characteristic of the Jewish-Israeli society,
perpetually present in it in its various manifestations, from slavery and
exile, through pogroms, Holocaust and anti-Semitism, to wars and terror,
and the list goes on. The story of the binding of Isaac, for instance,
reoccurs as a fundamental motif in Israeli culture, attributed with various
interpretations and reflecting each time anew the fate of the Jewish people
and its sons. Similarly, many local artists have turned to the figure of Jesus



and his sacrifice, confronting it with contemporary local reality. In contrast
to the self identification as a victim stands the value of self sacrifice as an
ideal of Israeli society, particularly in the course of military service. The
preoccupation with sacrifice crosses the boundaries of religious discourse,
moving into new arenas of formulation and definition of ethnic, gender,
sexual and political identity. The works in the exhibition address and
respond to the various identities while employing criticism, humor and
references from ancient traditions, religious iconography and the history of
art. The identity of the sacrificial victim is not stable, but rather fuctuates
from one work to the other. The emotions of the victim are complex

and ambivalent, shifting between the two opposing poles of defeat and
submission vs. independence, defiance and liberation.

The series The Bearded Ones in Paradise (2010-2011) by artist Maya
Shimony is comprised of seven paintings wishing to simulate the vision of

paradise promised to Shaheeds. The series follows a ceiling painting of the
same title she exhibited last year at Sommer Gallery in Tel Aviv. Shimony
examines the idea of martyrdom, the willingness for self sacrifice and
sanctification of dying for one’s faith, by playing with the imagined place
of paradise in the afterlife. The enigmatic moniker “The Bearded Ones” is
taken from the field of intelligence research, pertaining to the militant cells
of fundamentalist Muslim movements. In the series this term is inserted
into a world of symbolic painting that draws on depictions of paradise from
various sources and creates a synthesis between a tradition of Christian
saints’ paintings and medieval illuminated manuscripts, Persian miniatures
and illustrations of fairytales. However, unlike these ordered systems of
meaning, Shimony’s utopian iconography remains lost and obscure and

severed from any accessible predetermined interpretive system. The viewer



is called upon to try and decipher the riddle of the painting, which offers
different contradictory readings.

Shimony reduces the masculine identity of the Shaheeds to an attribute

in the form of a disembodied beard floating on the surface of the paintings
like a shimmering hallow. The landscapes of the longed-for paradise appear
as a green garden, overflowing with flowers and trees with a water basin

at its center, or in a another work as deserted landscape scattered with
large rocks suggesting a pre-historic site, perhaps associated with the artist’s
interest in dolmens." Other images added to the enigmatic iconography
include a winding river, a white mass imbued with movement and
radiation suggestive of a sun or angels and a structure resembling

a step-pyramid, that may bring to mind a ritualistic alter, an ancient

relic or portal to some other place. The sense of disorientation intensifies
in the painting completely covered in black: like a censored and blocked
cryptogram the nocturnal black engulfs the signs coded beneath it.

The painting signing the series features a plant pattern based on rose
windows in gothic cathedrals, framed by a symmetric heraldic
composition of poppies, a flower that symbolized death and oblivion

as well as remembrance and commemoration.

The vertical format, inner composition, use of gold leaf and symbols all
hint at a reference to the history of art, particularly Christian art. The
paintings cycle unfolds along the wall, like illustration leaves that were
taken from a manuscript, but are missing the text. Shimony confronts
contemporary reality with a foreign, religious, temporally distant world. Is
the encounter possible? Do religious faith and death supersede life? And is
this indeed the promised reward of the dream of eternity?



Pesi Girsch’s meticulous photographs, taken in the late 80s and 90s,
embody a layered and complex view of the past and present. With
minimalist means Girsch composes simple, direct and precise compositions
in black and white, making use of the landscape and the human body.
Human figures are photographed on the backdrop of abandoned
primordial landscapes across Israel, like sculptural objects posed in
strenuous and difficult positions.? In Girsch’s works nature becomes an
archaic ritualistic arena in which man is set as an eternal sacrificial victim
and a monument to death. The photographs carry a strong affinity with
Christian iconography: the figure of Christ, the ultimate sacrifice associated
with the landscape of the land of Israel, reoccurs and recreates time after
time alongside mortifs such as the cross, the binding of Isaac and the

pieta. Girsch plays with the shape of the cross and its symbolic content,
converting it with feminine and group versions combining humor with
solemnity, mockery and deformation with pain. Nature itself takes part in
the human theatrical positioning and the cross seems to be expropriated
from its exclusive Christian context and holds allusions to additional
sacrifices: from the ancient past, through the Holocaust to the sons and
daughters of this country — Jews and Palestinians.

The locations and events staged in them reveal themselves to be sacrificial
platforms or monuments echoing the landscape of Israel, infused with
graves and memorials of a national cult. Girsch’s rituals of death gather
together, as the juxtaposition of archeological sites such as the platform
in Tel Gezer and stone borders in an abandoned military base enhances
the magical and tragic aspect of the place, as though relating its history.
The sacrificial figures are depicted in different poses of submission, as

the body appears bound, stretched and constricted, but at the same time



exudes power, defiance and control. The sense of solemnity and severity is
intensified with the placement of the photographs in steel frames possessing
flaps that alternately reveal and hide the works.

In her photographs Shani Nahmias examines the human body, particularly
the female body, as a victim of society, addressing among other things

the overwhelming authority held by fashion and beauty dictations. In the
photograph Self Portrait on a Horse (2010) the artist is seen lying naked

on a gymnastics pommel horse, her body taut in a straight line, hands held
at its sides as one block, the face directs a piercing gaze towards the camera
and the viewer alike. The concise positioning and elevation of the apparatus
bring to mind a sacrificial alter. Nahmias presents herself as an object
devoid of any defenses, aware and ready to face the verdict. She maintains
a dialogue with feminine representations from the history of photography
and Western art, such as traditional depictions of Venus, but at the same
time questions these conventions and undermines them. Unlike traditional
hierarchy of the female model and male artist, Nahmias holds both roles

at the same time — she is both the staged model and the photographer
controlling the situation and clutching in her hand the release cable
operating the camera from a distance. The position of the body does not
indicate comfort, but rather forced effort, while the strict setting of the
gym and the belts tied to the wall intensify the sense of corporal
regimentation and discipline. Does the artist sacrifice herself? Is she

a sacrificial victim of art or perhaps of society itself? The portrait contains

a contradictory duality — both of subjugation as a sacrifice-victim, and of

subversive defiance and liberation.



In the second photograph exhibited here, Return from the Hunt (2010),

a female figure is seen carried on a man’s shoulders, like spoils on display.
While the face of the woman/spoils is hidden, her body seen only from
behind, the man is presented frontally, his face donning a bird’s mask
featuring a long beak and feathers. The use of the mask while exposing the
body and his muscles ridicules the man’s figure and strength. In this work
too the woman filling the function of the victim coveys a duality, as despite
the masculine chauvinistic/carnivalesque stance, the power lies in the hands
of the woman holding the camera’s release cable.

Keren Gueller is a video artist whose works often engage with her family
unit, documenting, or perhaps directing, autobiographic situations
portraying an experience of “Israeliness”, or criticism thereof. The video
work Shhhhhh... (2008) exhibited here also deals with a scene familiar

to every alumnus of the Israeli education system, while distilling and
intensifying the habitual practice of silencing pupils in the course a school
class. One by one the teachers appear on the backdrop of a green board,
each in her own way attempting to silence the unseen audience they face.
The work incorporates humor and criticism, as it exaggerates the sense of
oppression and the demand for passivity addressed directly at the visitor in
the exhibition. The pupils, absent from the video, are perceived as direct
victims in the endless loop of silencing, although one might also view

the teachers as victims of their pupils. Whether the victims are the pupils
being silenced, or whether they are the teachers, condemned to fulfill a
disciplining and maligned function, the work takes the viewer back to the
experiences of his childhood, inviting him to think about them once
again, and perhaps about our metaphoric status as both a silent and

silenced society.



Hila Amram’s works look like weird experimental hybrids of ready-made
objects, or alternately, like a collection of findings gathered at a crime scene.
In the works exhibited in the show Amram maintains her fascination with
collecting objects and reassembling them, only unlike her previous works,
characterized by surreal refinement, here the impression is decisive and
severe. Thus, for instance, in Untitled (2011), a saw’s blade was replaced by
flowing woman’s hair. The conversion of materials and the contrast between
the wooden handle and the soft hair disrupts the familiar object and imbue
it with a new narrative. The work holds within it traces of the body, or
more accurately, relics of the body, evoking a sense of pain and violence.
Does it allude to a feminine sacrifice? An act of aggression? Or whether to
lost strength that was replaced by fragility? In another work a gray pleated
skirt hangs on the wall, a round embroidery hoop fastened to its left side,
stretching the fabric. The act of stretching smoothes out the skirt’s pleats,
disrupting the rules and order inherent to it. The frame brings to mind
torture stocks or vice, exerting force in order to straighten the garment,

and may suggest latent violence and coercion. Much like the drooping

hair held in the saw’s handle, the skirt also drapes down from the hanger

in which it is held. The long hair corresponds to the skirt’s pleats, together
they echo an absent female presence, weakness and pain contrasted with

force and violence.

A third work, which Amram created in minuscule scale, features two bean
seeds placed alongside one another in a manner reminiscent of internal
body organs such as kidneys, heart or lungs. The implied physicality is
enhanced due to the skin-like vinyl sheet that serves as a backdrop to the
seeds. The organic bean seed that holds within it the potential of growth
is confronted with the artificial bed, eliminating any possibility of life.



Amram had wrapped around the seeds two crossed red threads that seem to
envelop and hold them, and at the same time look like a gash or stitch.

The multidisciplinary practice of Raafat Hattab encompasses photography,
video, installation and performance, responding to local, social and
political reality. In the works the artist explores his collective identity as

a Jaffa-based Palestinian, and his personal identity involving questions of
gender and sexuality, presenting a complex and challenging situation. Thus,
for instance, in the photograph Sacrifice (2008) the artist appears in two

personas — the first clad in black, strong and confident, yielding a large
sword that rests on the body of the second persona lying in its lap, while
only its loins are covered with a kaffiyeh. The figures seem like positive

and negative, contradictory and complementary to one another: black vs.
transparent, modern vs. religion and tradition, life vs. death. The depicted
scene indicates a struggle and conflict, bringing to mind the offering of
sacrifice, like the story of Abraham and Isaac, or alternately Maria and Jesus
in pieta scenes prevalent in Christian art. The Arab identity symbolized by
the kaffiyeh appears as the sacrificial victim, yet at the same time it is also
the one who holds in its hand the keys of salvation, like the allegorical keys
of Saint Peter, or those associated with the right of return.

In the triptych work Raphael (2005) the artist is seen in his Jaffa home,
his lower body wrapped in a kaffiyeh. This image appears in the flanking
wings, whereas the main scene is devoted to the depiction of a free kaffeya
independent from a body, floating in the air. The compositions are all
staged with careful symmetry between two pseudo-classic columns, in a
room whose floor is covered with oriental tiles, on the background of a
strong ethereal hallow of light. The name Raphael alludes to the angel,



prominent in all three religions, but also to a play on words with the first
name of the artist, who appears in one wing of the triptych as an angel
descending from heaven, and in the other wing in a pose typical to the

crucified Christ.

Iris Mendel

1. In the early 2000s, Maya Shimony painted a series of dolmens
(megalithic structures from the stone age) seen on different stages of the day

2. Pesi Girsch started her artistic practice as a sculpture, moving to photography
only later in the 80s.
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Keren Gueller, frames from the video Shhhhhh..., 2008, video, loop
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Shani Nahmias, Return from the Hunt, 2010, silver print, 79X68 cm
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Shani Nahmias, Self Portrait on a Horse, 2010, silver print, 68X79 cm
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Maya Shimony, from the series: The Bearded Ones in Paradise, 2010-2011, gouache and gold leaf on paper, 43X35 cm
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Maya Shimony, from the series: The Bearded Ones in Paradise, 2010-2011, gouache and gold leaf on paper, 43X35 cm
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Hila Amram, Untitled, 2011, saw handle and synthetic hair, 2X12X70 cm
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Hila Amram, Untitled, 2011, pleats skirt and embroidery hoop, 66X55X3 cm
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Pesi Girsch, Abandoned Military Base, 1989, silver print, 20X25 cm
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Pesi Girsch, On the Platform in Tel Gezer, 1989, silver print, 20X25 cm
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Raafat Hattab, Raphael (Triptych), detail, 2005, color print, 42X29 cm each



1R 59 1“0 42X29 3iak's o153n ,2005 ,v18 ,(112°0D°7V) 5xD7 ,2801 NONY
Sanly U o 42X29 <Ol¥L usuai 2005 =32 o(phad B (o S po o) Sl collaa iy
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Art Cube Gallery
The Artists’ Studios, Jerusalem

Exhibition

Singular Crossings

Hila Amram, Pesi Girsch, Keren Gueller,
Raafat Hattab, Shani Nahmias, Maya Shimony

July — October 2011
Curator: Iris Mendel

The Artists’ Studios Gallery, Jerusalem
Management: Lee He Shulov

Production: The Artists’ Studios Gallery, Jerusalem
Mounting: Yoav Raban

Catalogue

Graphic design: Noa Segal

Hebrew editing and English translation:
Maya Shimony

Arabic translation: Yasmeen Daher

Printing: A.R. Printing Ltd.

The photographs in the catalogue are courtesy
of the artists, Yael Gesser, Ady Shimony

Measurements are given in cm, height X width

Art Cube Gallery was founded thanks to the

generous support of the Georges and Jenny Bloch
Foundation, the Dr. Georg and Josi Guggenheim
Foundation, and the Adolf and Mary Mil Foundation,
and with the continued support of the Lloyd
Foundation, through the Jerusalem Foundation

The exhibition is made possible thanks to the generous
support of Scott Berrie at the Russell Berrie Foundation
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