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Tal Yahas

The exhibition “ComfortScapes” brings together imaginary and existing
landscapes. Nonetheless, its underlying premise regards landscape as an
unstable, imagined expanse even when it is based on a place anchored in
reality, since landscape is inevitably, even before it is re-presented in a work
of art, in itself already a representation. Once nature has been gathered

and delineated into a landscape in our consciousness, in the transition from
nature in itself to the pattern which arranges its observation as landscape,
the cultural constructions and conventions regarding the role it plays in the
dominant fiction are assimilated into and imprinted on it.! These impressions
are reproduced or confronted with their interpretation in the work of art.

The exhibition “ComfortScapes” concludes a series of three exhibitions at the
Art Cube Gallery, with the participation of artists working at the Jerusalem
Artists' Studios, exhibitions which propose different prisms through which to
observe the work of this group of artists. Since the group of artists working
at the Studios is relatively heterogeneous, and since one of the only distinct
common denominators binding them is the fact that they live in the Jerusalem
area, I wondered if the city's landscapes emerge in their work. During the
studio visits I was surprised to find that many artists, mainly the painters
among them, often address images of landscape, or depict a human occurrence
against the backdrop of a landscape, but they avoid engaging with the specific
landscape of Jerusalem. Politically, religiously and historically charged, this

1. In his essay “Imperial Landscape” in his book Landscape and Power, scholar W.].T.
Mitchell ties the development of landscape representation to the international discourse of
imperialism. He endeavors to show how imperialism created a landscape fantasy in order
to justify the occupation of territory, and how the landscape operates in the modeling

of the national imagination, dictating the collective manner by which places and spaces
are perceived. See W.J.T. Mitchell, “Imperial Landscape,” in Landscape and Power,

W.J.T. Mitchell (ed.) (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994), pp. 5-34.



hackneyed landscape, which has been painted, photographed and reproduced
for generations, is absent from most of the works, which instead feature
landscapes that look away, into the distance. Whether they are anchored in
reality or spawn fantastic, surrealistic or abstract expanses, most of them
convey a passion for the image of another landscape. The sole work which
looks directly at the landscapes of Jerusalem is clearly critical in its exploration
of the production mechanism by which the city's landscapes are produced as

a cliché, possibly accounting for the artists' turning to other landscapes.

Something about the coinage “ComfortScapes” seems to cling. The idea that
one may find relief and solace in the landscapes is congruent with romantic
views of the landscape as a pastoral ideal. The comfort in the landscapes
featured in the exhibition, however, is yearned-for rather than existent. It
lies in the passion for the other place; on the surface as a desire in search of
the pastoral utopia, whether near or far; in the touristy gaze which flattens
all intricacy; in the engagement with symbols of sanctity, in the sensual
coloration. At the same time, some of the works also surrender the unstable,
melancholic or dark side simmering under the surface of the landscape.

Rinat Edelstein's video work is the only one in the exhibition directly addressing
the landscapes of Jerusalem, thereby exposing one of the mechanisms
perpetuating the city's cliché representation. In Exposures (2007), Edelstein
observes Jerusalem's most iconic image — a view of the Old City from the distant
Armon Hanatziv Promenade, revealing to what extent the landscape has become
a touristic commodity, the object of repeated collective rituals which illustrate
the indifference of the touristy gaze to the complexity of the landscape. The
work consists of three projections: the first depicts the movement of tourists at
the observation post overlooking the Old City wall — groups of tourists (from
different countries and religions) are led to have their pictures taken at the same
spot, in the same manner, with their backs to the landscape, without looking

at it. From a distance the landscape is rendered as wallpaper, a flattened ideal,

a sentimental souvenir, a fetishistic object and a site of pilgrimage. The tourists
swarm to reconstruct Jerusalem's eternal postcard image with their pocket
cameras, positioning themselves at the foreground of the frame as proof — 1

was here! At the same time, the city is emptied of its real essence, the here-
and-now life in it is ostensibly erased from the surface over and over, and so

is the fact that it is the arena of a perpetual struggle for identity and territory,

a struggle whose signs are indeed present in the landscape, bisecting it, yet



may be “hidden” from the lens by using the “right” camera angle. The second
projection continues the first, portraying the prosaic actions of individual
tourists transpiring against the same background. The third projection presents
a static gaze at another pastoral landscape. In fact, it is the landscape seen
from the eastern, less visited and less represented, side of the Promenade.

The breathtaking landscape of the Judean Desert stands here without the
tourists' bustle. In contradistinction to the distant Old City Wall on the other
side of the Promenade, this view presents a new wall at the foreground of the
frame, which embraces the space. In the absence of the fetishistic quest for the
eternal image, one may, perhaps, stop and contemplate questions of territory
and border, an absurd, schizophrenic perception of space which contains,

in the same breath, the passion for both separation from (by the wall) and
ownership of (the Jewish settlement Kedar in the background) the same space.

Yanai Segal's consciously-naive paintings also employ a landscape image which
contains an identified touristic dimension, yet they turn to the other side of the
world. Towering at the center of the two landscape paintings in the exhibition,
Grand Fuji-San (2005) and Green Mount Fuji (2005), is the familiar image of
Mount Fuji, and next to it a vermilion torii gate planted in the landscape — two
sacred iconic elements in Japanese culture. Like Jerusalem's wall in Israel, the
Fuji volcano is the best-known tourist site in Japan, and has been perpetuated
extensively in Japanese art and on every type of souvenir representing the country.
In his work Segal addresses a repertoire of hackneyed icons symbolizing beauty
or utopia, images that have lost their aura as a result of mass reproduction

and commodification, and their sublime quality has already crossed over to

the twilight zone of kitsch. In the re-presentation of the Mount Fuji landscape,
Segal's paintings take into consideration the history of the image's reproduction
a-priori. The painting's minimalistic graphic lines calls to mind traditional
Japanese print, and the uniform color surfaces as well as the presentation

of the mountain and gate in the same frame similarly conjure up a reference
originating in popular culture — the computer game Karateka, which Segal, as
he states, played as a child. In this fighting game, developed in the United States
in the 1980s and typified by reductive aesthetics of early home video games, the
familiar image of Mount Fuji is juxtaposed with a torii gate, and both appear as
a backdrop for one of the battle screens. Segal is well aware that his paintings
are a re-presentation of an image in a chain of simulacra, and, in advance,
concedes in the battle over the uniqueness of the image. He attempts to flood
the melancholy of this consciousness with the comforting potential of the
visual cliché.



Maya Muchawsky Parnas also presents a mountainous landscape etched in her
consciousness over and over again. On a Clear Day (2010) is a ceramic sculpture
made of strips of a mountainous horizon stretched along the gallery's longest
wall, in homage to the landscape seen from the balcony of her Jerusalem home,
a view that has accompanied her since childhood. This is not the landscape

of Jerusalem itself, however, but a view into the distance, which crosses to the
desolate Moab ridge in Jordan. As opposed to the Israeli convention of capturing
the horizon as a gaze onto the sea, namely westward, Muchawsky Parnas
introduces a gaze at the horizon in the desert — eastward. The artist describes the
experience of this landscape as elusive. The remote mountain strip is revealed,
and its coloration changes in keeping with the weather; it is impossible to
predict how sharp and in what color it will appear. The sculpture was spawned
by a routine act performed by the artist in the studio — the recycling of leftover
clay and its preparation for renewed use. The outcome of the process, which
involves soaking the clay in water and its partial drying, as well as the coloration
of the clay which ranges between gray, yellow and brown, reminded the artist

of the topography familiar to her ever since she can remember. The artistic act
of transforming the lumps of recycled clay into a sculpture is not an attempt

to imitate the appearance of the mountains in reality, but rather to echo the
mountain's geological formation and its expansion as a lump, as a stain in space.
The elusiveness of the landscape is manifested in the sculpture in the color fan
consisting of pastelic hues extending behind the mountainous contour, a range
by which the artist indicates the instability and color inconsistency with which
the landscape reveals itself in reality. The attempt to capture the remote desert
horizon in the studio made it clear to the artist to what extent it is present in her
work at any event; to what extent its materiality and color scale are not only

the landscape of her private longing, but also the origin of the colors, materials,
and forms with which she has been engaged in her work throughout the years.

Shai Azoulay's work too often contains the image of desert landscape, and in his
case, too, this landscape may be associated with his biography, since he grew up in
Arad in the southern Judean Desert. The landscape in Azoulay's work, however,
does not emerge in itself; it usually serves as backdrop for a human occurrence, a
setting in which private or collective rituals are performed which are underlain by
a somewhat surreal logic, combining sacred and profane. Azoulay's works bear

a fantastic quality; they function as revelatory visions where the pathos is curbed
by self-humor and disillusioned insights about human nature and man's actions.
In the two works in the exhibition nature is given a relatively large painterly
space in relation to the human (or animal-dependent) occurrence, and in both,
the landscape enables Azoulay to cross his grotesque expressive painting (which



is associated with human action), with a painterly more tranquil and minimalistic
expression characterizing the representation of nature. Rescue (2009) features the
image of a donkey trapped in a net, suspended in mid-air against an empty, arid
desert. The image of the ass starred in many of Azoulay's paintings in the past
year as an entity symbolizing faith and hope for redemption (The Donkey of the
Messiah), and at the same time — as an anti-hero verging on the comic. The dual
symbolism of the donkey generates an ambiguous interpretation of the painterly
situation. Despite the work's explicit title, it is unclear whether the scene portrays
the rescue or rather the capturing of a donkey; it is unclear who is performing
the rescue and from exactly what misfortune he is being rescued. Is the donkey
carried in the net by the Hand of God or, rather, by donkey dealers? The situation
remains enigmatic, open to countless scenarios. Just as the donkey is suspended
between dry heavens and an arid earth, the insight in the painting is likewise
suspended between the divine and the earthly, between a yearning for redemption
and signs of distress. In Chorine (2010) the viewer observes the backs of the heads
of a group of girls facing a snowy mountain ridge; their gaze, however, does not
seem to linger on the landscape before them, but is rather turned toward a hiker
crossing the landscape on a rope bridge in the distance. Behind the comical vein
with which Azoulay constructs the situation (small-big relationship, the figures'
characterization through their hair), there seems to lie an understanding about
the landscape and the way in which it is subordinated to the human gaze. The
climber, who sets out to conquer the summits, simultaneously “conquers” the
girls' attention, as if the landscape symbolizes different types of human conquest.

Observation of Maya Israel's body of work from the past decade reveals an
internal struggle between the representation of the human element and the
representation of nature. Israel began her artistic path as a portrait painter. At
the outset of her career, the human figure, and mainly the human face, was so
fundamental that everything in the background was treated as marginal. Over
the years nature began infiltrating the painting: initially as a space in which the
figure stands, a small piece of land which expanded into the expanses of the
painting, reflecting and reinforcing the psychological state of the portrait. Over
the course of time, the natural setting began to take over and cover the human
figure, which, in turn, became ever more abstract. The abstract landscapes
themselves gradually transformed into turbulent mentalscapes which no longer
required the presence of the human figure. Unlike the portraits, the landscapes
do not rely on the observation of specific sites in reality. Nature flickers in the
paintings via repeated coloration, light, or organic forms, yet it is arranged
according to a collage-like syntax into imaginary landscapes with an inner
regularity. The works Pieces #1 (2009) and Pieces #2 (2009) in the exhibition



are akin to enlarged close-ups on fabricated slices of nature which contain
something familiar yet unidentified. They convey a double sense of the physical,
nearly sculptural presence to the depth of the canvas, and at the same time — the
flatness of wallpaper. The comfort in Maya Israel's abstract landscapes seems

to lie in the relinquishment of the human figure, a move which resulted in great
liberation. The painterly gestures have become larger and more sensuous, and it
seems that it is precisely the dialogue with the abstract landscape that has enabled
the artist to touch upon a much broader and more open register of mindsets.
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List of Works

Shai Azoulay (b. 1971)

Chorine, 2010
Oil on canvas, 195x203 cm

Courtesy of the artist

Rescue, 2009
Qil on canvas, 139x119 cm
Courtesy of the artist

Rinat Edelstein (b. 1979)

Exposures, 2007
Three-channel video, loop, sound

Courtesy of the artist

Maya Israel (b. 1974)

Pieces #1, 2009
Oil on canvas, 90x160 cm
Courtesy of the artist and

Contemporary by Golconda,
Tel Aviv

Pieces #2, 2009

Oil on canvas, 90x160 cm
Courtesy of the artist and
Contemporary by Golconda,
Tel Aviv

Maya Muchawsky Parnas (b. 1972)

>1 On a Clear Day, 2010

Recycled local clay, Tambour color
fan, wooden shelf, 5x500x6 cm
Courtesy of the artist

(The image represents a work

in progress)

Yanai Segal (b. 1977)

> 5 Grand Fuji-San, 2005

Oil on canvas, 50x60 cm
Courtesy of the artist

> 6 Green Mount Fuji, 2005

Qil on canvas, 40x50 cm
Courtesy of the artist

* The images' pagination follows the Hebrew order from right to left
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