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through the British Friends of the
Art Museums of Israel (1958)
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Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Seated Woman
in the Studio, 1909, sketch, oil pastel
and ink on paper, 26.6x35.4
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1974).
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Lea Nikel (1918-2005), Who's Afraid of Fleas?, 1972
Oil pastel, felt-tip pen, and pencil on paper, 32.5x24

Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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Yehezkel Streichman (1906-1993), Still Life, 1986
Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 110x76
The Phoenix Insurance Collection Ltd.
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Amnon Barzel, Art in Israel (Milan: Flash Art, 1988), p. 64.
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"New Horizons" exhibition, The Tel Aviv Museum,
October 1949

Left to right, standing: Shmuel Ra'ayoni, Yossef
Zaritsky, Avigdor Renzo Luisada, Kosso Eloul, Aviva
Margalit, Marcel Janco, Yaacov Wechsler, Arie Aroch,
Eugen Kolb, Avigdor Stematsky, Dov Feigin, Avraham
Naton, Aharon Kahana, unidentified figure; seated:
Pinchas Abramovic, Mordechai Arieli, Avshalom Okashi
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Lea Nikel, Untitled, 1970

Oil pastel and felt-tip pen on paper, 32.5x24

Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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Robert Pincus-Witten, "The Sons of Light: An Observer's
Notes in Jerusalem," Arts Magazine, vol. 50, no. 1 (Sept.
1975), p. 66.
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Arie Aroch (1908-1974), Ornament and Profile, 1969
Oil pastel and mixed media on wood, 73x52

The Phoenix Insurance Collection Ltd.

26




29

1970 .07V ,17W 1"TIDD X MK
Arie Aroch in his studio, Jerusalem, 1970
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Arie Aroch, Painting, ca. 1969

Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 26x31
Collection of the Laufer family, Jerusalem
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Greenberg, Art and Culture, p. 125.
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Roland Barthes, "Cy Twombly: Works on Paper,’ The
Responsibility of Forms, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley &
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1991),

pp. 158-159.
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Arie Aroch, Exercise in Line 8 ,1969

Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 26x18.5
The Phoenix Insurance Collection Ltd.
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Arie Aroch, Painting, 1966

Oil pastel and felt-tip pen on paper, 33x25
Collection of Rivka Saker and Uzi Zucker, Tel Aviv
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Arie Aroch, Foreign Tune, 1968-1970

Oil pastel on paper and frame, 33x25

Collection of Rivka Saker and Uzi Zucker, Tel Aviv
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Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud "

and Beyond (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).
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The Box in a Valise, trans. David Britt (New York: Rizzoli,
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Left to right: Avigdor Stematsky, Ezra Zussman,

Zvi Mairovich, Dorit Mairovich (his daughter),

Marila Fedder (his niece), late 1960s

Collection of Shuki Mairovich
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Zvi Mairovich (1911-1974), Summer through the Balcony Railing, 1973
Oil pastel and pencil on a photograph, 100x100

Courtesy of Shuki Mairovich, Tel Aviv
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Left to right: Joshua Neustein, Zvi Mairovich,

Dorit Mairovich (his daughter), Jerusalem, 1971
Collection of Shuki Mairovich
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Zvi Mairovich, Wall with Blue Moss, 1973
Oil pastel on photograph, 100x100
Courtesy of Shuki Mairovich, Tel Aviv

1971 71NN AWNA 1177 711" 11D ,Y'21N'RN 1Y
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1'IX 71 ,Y'IN'™RN {71Y AR

Zvi Mairovich, Already Nearer than Farther, 1971
Oil pastel on paper, 100x100

Courtesy of Shuki Mairovich, Tel Aviv
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Yehudit Hendel and Avot Yeshurun, 1974
Collection of Shuki Mairovich
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1NXT MR

Joshua Neustein, Abstract with L-Shaped
Flat Hinges, mid-1960s

Oil pastel and felt-tip pen on paper, 35x29
Courtesy of the artist

7171 VIW7 DV DWAIN DY YYIT
20711 fIXNY7 60711 NIV UXNX 71NN
35x43 117V |1Nw~7000

1NXRN MR

Joshua Neustein, Abstract with Wrought
Iron Decoration, mid-1960s

Oil pastel on paper, 35x43

Courtesy of the artist
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1974 ,07N 73 7V 071N "D YWIT

30x47 701770 11 7V 1NWT700AN

AR AT

Joshua Neustein, Dreaming of Ceramic Vessels, 1974
Oil pastel on folded paper, 30x47

Courtesy of the artist

1975 ,'DD"AL7 TN TINIY ]"DYWI YWIT
65x60 ,701;70 11 7V 1NW~70DAN

1'IX 71 ,'NdN 01 NDIX

Joshua Neustein, Indigo Cubist Intersection, 1975
Oil pastel on folded paper, 65x60

Collection of Joseph Hackmey, Tel Aviv

48




51

L(7XRNYN) 1WA 0111 (1'AN) DM YT
1976 077U

Y'I1'XN {71W NDIX

Yona Fischer (left) and Joshua Neustein (right),

Jerusalem, 1976
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Joshua Neustein, Wittgenstein's Door, 1970

Perspex, oil pastel, and acrylic on paper, 100x70
Collection of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem
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7¥ 771X 171270011 12YNa" TIX IRTN IT0T M0
TTIINKRT X 7Y 71X 101X = T'DIDX f178W1 TNy
Thierry de Duve, Pictorial ."1'X 7w 111'D1 T711W
Nominalism: On Marcel Duchamp's Passage from Painting
to the Readymade, trans. Dana Polan, Theory and History of
Literature, vol. 51 (Minneapolis and Oxford: University of
Minnesota Press, 1991), p. 98.
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Pincus-Witten, "The Sons of Light," p. 73
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Left to right: BBC Radio reporter Patricia Rowe, art
critic Miriam Tal, Suzy Eban, Joshua Neustein,

Yona Fischer, Jerusalem, 1971
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Bazon Brock, "The End of the Avant-Garde? And .n1in™n
So the End of Tradition. Notes on the Present Kulturkampf
Painting in West Germany," Artforum 19, no. 10

(June 1981), pp. 62-67.
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Jacques Derrida, "The Theater of Cruelty and the Closure
of Representation," Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 232.
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Colin Russell, "A New Scene Seen ."'TTT2171M 127110
Anew: Representation and Cruelty in Derrida's Artaud,'
http://130.179.92.25/Arnason_DE/Colin.html
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032 ' ;Derrida, Writing and Difference, p. 293 "

Antonin Artaud, "The Theater of Cruelty," Antonin Artaud
Anthology, ed. Jack Hirschman (San Francisco: City Light
Books, 1965), p. 162.
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Aviva Uri (1922-1989), Untitled, ca. 1970s

Oil pastel and mixed media on cardboard, 76x56

Courtesy of Givon Art Gallery, Tel Aviv
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Aviva Uri, Untitled, 1970s

QOil pastel and mixed media on paper, 50x61

Benno Kalev Collection, Tel Aviv

1972 AN N7 MR 112X

54.5x65.5 ,1"1 7V T17 b1 |1Nw~7000
TIINXY 11X 771 IX'TIN NUIX

Aviva Uri, Untitled, 1972

Oil pastel and felt-tip pen on paper, 54.5x65.5
Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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Left to right: Yehudit Hendel, Aviva Uri,
Avot Yeshurun, 1974

Collection of Shuki Mairovich
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Aviva Uri, Untitled, 1976

Oil pastel on paper, 76.5x57

The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, gift of Nava and Ronnie Dissentshik,
in memory of Shulamit and Arie Dissentshik
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Left to right: Aviva Uri, Moshe Gershuni,

Yehudit Hendel, Dorit Mairovich (Zvi Mairovich's

daughter), unknown figure, Noemi Givon, Tel Aviv, 1970s
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Aviva Uri, Untitled, mid-1970s

Graphite and oil pastel on paper, 68.5x50.8

The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, gift of the artist
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1961 ,JIAT11d X77 ,(2007-1937) X'17 '11
70x100 7M1 7V N1 NW-7000
TININXY7 1'IX 771 IN'TIN (DIX

Raffi Lavie (1937-2007), Untitled, 1961
Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 70x100
Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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24x16 1717V N1 |NW~7000

1'IX 71, 711"2AN1 711N 1NN M1TTRA
Raffi Lavie, Untitled, 1968

Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 24x16

Courtesy of Montefiore Auction House, Tel Aviv

1968 ,JIAN N77 X217 00

19.5x14 "1 7V 11NQW1 |NW~7000

TN 'V TR DTN W'Y TNINKYT 1DWN Q0IR
Raffi Lavie, Untitled, 1968

Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 19.5x14
Collection of Mishkan Museum of Art, Ein Harod
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Meron Benvenisti, Conflicts and Contradictions (New "
York: Villard, 1987).
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Donald Judd, Complete Writings 1959-1975 (Nova Scotia "1
and New York: The Press of Nova Scotia College of Art and
Design & New York University Press, 2005).
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Avigdor Stematsky (1908-1989), Untitled, ca. 1950s

Oil pastel on paper, 49.5x35

Courtesy of Noa Steimatsky
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Avigdor Stematsky, Landscape, 1970s
Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 65x65
The Phoenix Insurance Collection Ltd.
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Alfred Pacquement, Moshe Kupferman: Paintings, Works
on Paper, exh. cat., curators: Alfred Pacquement, Yona
Fischer (Paris: Musée national d'Art moderne, Centre

Georges Pompidou, 1987).
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Moshe Kupferman (1926-2003), Drawing, 1970
Oil pastel, graphite, and pencil on paper, 17.4x24.6
Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
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Moshe Kupferman, Box, 1970

Oil pastel on cardboard, 17x17x4

Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
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Moshe Kupferman, Box, 1970

Oil pastel on cardboard, 17x16.5x4

Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
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Opening of Yocheved Weinfeld's exhibition,

The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 1979

Left to right: Moshe Kupferman, Joshua Neustein,
Michael Gitlin, Yocheved Weinfeld, Yossi Mar Haim
Photo: The Israel Museum, Jerusalem
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Moshe Kupferman, Box, 1970

Oil pastel on cardboard, 20x25x2

Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
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http://www.arthistoryarchive.com/arthistory/dada/Dada-

Manifesto.html
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Left to right: Jean Arp, Marcel Janco, Clara Medi
Janco (his wife), Marguerite Hagenbach (Arp's
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Marcel Janco (1895-1984), Duval-Poste, 1961
Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 33x24

Courtesy of the artist's family
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Pinchas Abramovic, Untitled, ca. 1980s

Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 70x70

Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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Pinchas Abramovic (1909-1986), Untitled, ca. 1980s

Gouache and oil pastel on paper, 61.5x84

On loan to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art from the artist’s family
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John Byle (1928-2015), Untitled, 1970s

Oil pastel on paper, 35.5x47

Courtesy of the artist's family

1959 ,JINI1D X77 ,(2013-1932) NN'7X
39x50 11 7V W11 1NW-7000

17X 771 1T M72 AR

Alima (1932-2013), Untitled, 1959

Oil pastel and gouache on paper, 39x50
Courtesy of Gordon Gallery, Tel Aviv
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John Byle (1928-2015), Untitled, 1970s

Oil pastel on paper, 35x35

Courtesy of the artist's family
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John Byle, Untitled, 1970s

Oil pastel on paper, 35x35

Courtesy of the artist's family
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ltzhak Danziger (1916-1977), Untitled, 1968
Oil pastel and collage on paper, 25.5x29
Collection of Noemi Givon, Tel Aviv
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Uri Lifshitz (1936-2011), Horses, 1970s

Oil pastel and graphite on paper, 35.5x42.5

Courtesy of Dorit Lifshitz, Tel Aviv

1968 ,077W1 (7RNWN) Y'WA'7 MIXT ('N'N) MDY YWIT
Uri Lifshitz (left) and Joshua Neustein (right), Jerusalem, 1968
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Menashe Kadishman (1932-2015), Untitled, 1980
Oil pastel on paper, 24.5x34.5

Courtesy of the artist's family

1982 ,(7XNWN) NWT7 NWIN ('N'N) 1"DYMI YWIiT
Menashe Kadishman (left) and Joshua Neustein (right), 1982
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Menashe Kadishman (1932-2015), Untitled, 1980
Oil pastel on paper, 28x37.5

Courtesy of the artist's family

1980 ,JINIID X'77 ,|NWTj7 NwIn

28x37.5 1"1 7V |NW~700A

1NKXIT INAWND M17TRa

Menashe Kadishman, Untitled, 1980
Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 28x35.5

Courtesy of the artist's family
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Pinchas Abramovic (1909-1986), Untitled, ca. 1980s

Oil pastel on paper, 70x86

On loan to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art from the artist’s family
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Pinchas Abramovic, Untitled, ca. 1980s

Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 70x70

On loan to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art from the artist’s family
1171 20771 1IXN7 80711 MY JINA1 X77 ,y*'11N1X DNIA
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effectuates ripples. Every breakthrough seems
to give rise to claims, in retrospect, that others
had already made relevant contributions.
The claim on behalf of Janco is complicated.
Janco was a master, and remained a master
even when he used a medium in which he had
not taken possession. He pushed the classic
Cubist form through the oil pastel medium. He
applied authority from 1920s Zurich into this
novel medium, with finish and éclat. Janco used
oil pastels with brash, emphatic weight. The
breadth of the European experience testified to
his pictorial mastery. But he used them as if they
were colored pencils: these works are drawings
in the grand style. No transformation occurs
in the material and the subject matter, and he
calls little attention to the specific qualities
of the oil pastel. Janco’s colors are forthright
and unmediated by facture. His oil pastels are
drawing without nuance, and constructed
trimmings in a display of virtuosity. Much can be
learned from this work as a lesson about cubist
modeling, light and darkness, and inflection
of surface, but the pictures finish themselves.
The oil pastels are all signed so emphatically
and dated scrupulously as preceding the
assumed dates of oil pastel practice. And with
this dilemma | turn to Jean (Hans) Arp who
wrote in 1921 that “only imbeciles and Spanish
professors can take an interest in dates.”®
Surely Janco, more than anyone else in this new
land, understood the modernist dialectic, the
historical imperative that he practiced in the
early 20th century, and even 40-plus years later
he did not bequeath this understanding to the
others. Or were we simply poor students? In
2004 | was shown Janco’s oil pastels from 1962.

What am | to do with that historically?

Postscript

One of the dynamics of art and art history is
the need to announce a legacy.®? Perspective
falsifies but also revives a history, which would
have otherwise been gathering dust in some
half-forgotten sweetness. My brain diluted
in turpentine, and the pastel wax melted in
the khamsin. Did | allow the span of time to
simplify events, fog the facts, or darken the
views? | resolved not to be afraid to pay tribute
and express affection. What of the wish not
to be biased? Of course one is biased. One
sees history from one’s own pantry, one visits
friends’ studios more often than strangers, and
lives in one’s own studio most of all. So history
seems to emanate from all these direct and
alternating currents. Is there any other way? |
wrote these recollections with, for, and against
my colleagues; most of them can no longer be
reached by my words.

So Panda is perceived as an after-image or
a double exposure; art to be looked at neither
as a historical curiosity, nor as an antique
shop or a library, but as artworks after Guy
Debord, Anne Teresa de Keersmaeker, Matthew
Barney, Tino Sehgal, and Francis Alys, where
works transpose and fetishize world orders.
Fervid words resurrect a mythic consciousness
because “mythology [...] is an inherent
necessity of language.”® | regard Panda oil
pastels in the way Derrida suggested: “Old
age or youth—one no longer counts in that
way.”®* Displaying these works requires a kind
of erotic fulfillment from the text or collective
memory. Missing that, it becomes a display of
necrophilia, obscene prophylactics, a rupture

between the pictures and the wall.

To render the lust in a manner which would
allow my words to replace the militancy of the
time, serves an agenda. To dress up and dress
down the exquisite corpse of a completed
past, to present a ghost as a path for the future
avant-garde, to conjure up the specters that
haunt art, to iterate it to myself, and to share it
with the reader in order to keep the era cogent
and alive—this is my only alibi. We must face
the haunting specters, grasp the evidence and
hold on to it, respond to it; at the same time,
re-invention must not be denied. If | have told this
story inadequately, perhaps another will tell it

better or differently. Both versions are welcome.
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Marcel Janco (1895-1984), Duval, 1963
Oil pastel on paper, 30x24

Courtesy of the artist's family

1963 ,Duval 1j71" 7071

30%x24 117V INW~700A0

IR TINAWN MR

Marcel Janco, Composition, 1963
Oil pastel on paper, 24x33

Courtesy of the artist's family
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is that his training as bricklayer and mason
may have come into play, and that, too, is a
reductivist thought. In the 1970s, his best works
resemble printmaking strategies and image
transfer. It was a process, clear and effective
pentimento of color and image. Depositing and
removing of paint created superb scrims, cross
hatching, and concentric nets that became
Kupferman’s hallmark. Kupferman, the most
mature abstract painter in Israel, developed a
highly restrained oeuvre whose method was
more than a signature style.

As Panda generated excitement in the
Israeli art scene, Kupferman explored the
possibilities and examined what his chances in
this medium might be. In that attempt, he also
reached the limits of his grasp, since oil pastels
do not facilitate erasure and subtraction. Hence,
Kupferman's oil pastels display less internal
necessity; perhaps a signature production
rather than exploration of the medium’s
possibilities. His oil pastel grids and tableau
divisions look like “Kupfermans,” but do they
integrate the Kupfermanesque method? They
seemed to take him back to the New Horizons
of sensuous abstraction. The colors are juiced
up; the lines are preordained with torrents of
gesture. His oil pastels are dense, with more
surface force than his usual timbre. That said,
these works maintain standards of discipline
and the susceptibility to pathos and enigma.
How, then, did Panda impact the argument over
Kupferman’s non-referential abstraction versus
narrative references? Panda may have resolved
the argument: Kupferman'’s uneasy attempts to
use this medium may argue against a memorial
space. Perhaps his awkwardness with Panda

subverts Kupferman’s minimalism.

Marcel Janco was the physical link to the
high modernism that Israel coveted. He was a
founding member of Dada at Cabaret Voltaire,
collaborated with such avant-garde artists as
Tristan Tzara and Jean (Hans) Arp, and was a
key figure in the Cabaret events; he invented
the hissing concerts, and designed Hugo
Ball's “bishop’s dress.” For the fledgling Israeli
art community, what could have been more
appropriate than to embrace a genuine member,
a founder of the European super-modernist
movement, to become art’s leader in the new
State? But it did not happen. The failure was so
concrete that it was like a fist to the stomach.

| would like to propose four reasons why
Janco failed to materialize as the protagonist
of modernism in Palestine/Israel. First of all, he
neither promoted abstraction as an orthodoxy,
nor Dada actions. As early as 1916, coming under
the influence of Marinetti’s Futurist Cubism, he
was led to nationalist, utopian ideas. Finally,
he passed like the camel through the eye of
the needle, and produced cubist paintings of
Zionist pioneers, immigrants, ships in Haifa port,
goats, Levantine scenery, the epic ingathering
of the Jewish people. He transformed himself
into a mountain shepherd with an easel,
exploring the countryside and shaping his
subjects into apocryphal, semi-geometric
pictures. Such a journey from a radical practice
to representational social images was not the
Via Dolorosa of Janco exclusively. Malevich,
Leger, de Chirico, Giacometti—all masters in
their own right—abandoned the ambitious
avant-garde of their youth, and redirected their
work to conventional forms. The second reason
is that Dadaist dystopia, perhaps its context of

decadence, after the madness of millions killed

in the World War and the lassitude of European
culture, was, in Janco’s estimation, incompatible
with the situation in 1940s visionary Palestine.
The third reason has to do with the breadth of
Dada freedom: perhaps the mechanism of Dada
licensed him to become, as they declared, “the
circus ringmaster,” in this case—of a new tribe
in the piedmont of the Carmel mountains. “We
are circus ringmasters and we can be found
whistling amongst the winds of fairgrounds,
in convents, prostitutions, theatres, realities,
feelings, restaurants, ohoho, bang bang.””® Could
this not be the ongoing work-in-progress of
aggregate invention? The core of the aesthetic,
less resolved than confounding history; the
sublimated denial of the dirtier side of pioneer
history. The fourth reason is that the 1964
agenda of Zionist Marcel Janco in Palestine
was earnest, utopian, with grand faith for the
future. But “Dada is life with neither bedroom
slippers nor parallels; it is against and for unity
and definitely against the future.”®® Dada’s tenets
were anarchist, destructive, and quixotic. When
Janco came to Palestine in 1941, a collective
pioneering enterprise was afoot. The building
of a nation state and harnessing artists to a
civic agenda—with the optimism of Zionism
and a faith in the future—were underway. This
pioneering spirit was far from the nihilistic spirit
of Cabaret Voltaire.

Upon hearing that | was researching oil
pastel history, Yair Garbuz kindly offered to
show me the Janco oil pastels. | found that the
dates on the pastels preceded the crucial year
for Panda, 1964. | deliberated how to confront
the issue of Panda timing in art history and
writing. When a breakthrough is made in art,

it is like throwing a stone in the pond, which
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Hans Richter (left) and Marcel Janco (right),
Ein Hod, Israel, 1960s
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Moshe Kupferman, Drawing, 1972

Oil pastel, graphite, and pencil on paper, 17.4x24.6
Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
1972 ,01W™ ,|NNAAN17 YN

17.4x24.6 117V 11NQW1 LA, JNYW~7DDA
TIIXDA "MN17 Y1177 ,]N12021)7 01X

inverts the color issue back into itself, by forcing
one end of the complementary scale into the
other [...]. This device parallels Motherwell’s
of cloaking the color problem in the guise of
immense fields of single color [...]. Moreover, |
thought the Kupfermans surpassed the recent
Diebenkorns.””

To my own understanding, Kupferman was
an artist of conservation and maintenance,
which would allow sensibility painting to
continue. | believe he was influenced by his
younger comrades (as Harshav pointed out). He
was a bridge back from the minimalist group
of the 1970s and 1980s to New Horizons.”® He
synthesized Minimal and Post-Minimal devices
and brought them back to sensibility painting.
The exercise of bringing back—to safeguard,
accumulate, preserve, defend sensibility art
from mechanics and rationales of the minimalist
way—was a mediation. Conceptual art wanted
to intimidate painting. Painters felt threatened
by conceptual art that shouted totalizing
slogans such as “painting is dead,”“the museum
is moribund. Kupferman adopted and adapted
the emblematic minimalist grids and parallel
lines into a sensuous iteration. More important,
he worked with the absorptive qualities
of paper when he soaked it in turpentine,
subsequently making ruled lines that suffused
and passed through to the other side of the
paper. The sheet underneath, already marked
and covered with graphite, played back and
marked the ventral side of the sheet above.
Thus, the next surface participated, extended
the markings to the following paper surface.
This practice is completely in the sphere of
concrete art which was part of minimalist

practice. Of anecdotal but marginal interest
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Streichman's diagonal structural lines?
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Moshe Kupferman, Box, 1970

Oil pastel on cardboard, 13.5x9x3

Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
1970 710217 ,]N10A017 YN
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of 1961. According to Fischer, Kupferman's
return to basic forms was a dual tactical
retreat intended to fuse space delineation and
gesture, and change plastic forms into script.
Fischer rejected the reading of the geometric
forms as referencing barbed wire and
traumatic memory. He takes the stratification,
addition, subtraction, and erasure to reflect
a life philosophy, inherently contradicting
the pictorial definition of abstract practice
prevalent at the time. This ambivalence gave
rise to a fundamental principle in Kupferman's
mature work. Alfred Pacquement (of the
Musée national d’Art moderne, Centre Georges
Pompidou, Paris) concurred with Fischer,
and insisted that the work was intended to
unburden content, and is purely physical.”®
Poet and literary critic Benjamin Harshav
stated that, within a schematic narrative of
the history of art, we might place Kupferman
with American 'Abstract Expressionism' of the
nineteen forties and fifties. But his work saw a
great deal of ramification and complication—
either because he was influenced by later
trends or because he discovered for himself a
new vocabulary that evolved from the internal
logic of his own work.”® My caveat is that
Harshav wanted to catch both ends of the
argument by inversion and deconstruction. If
by time in Kupferman’s work Harshav meant
temporal time, i.e. the time that the work
required to be made, then | can agree with that,
but if he meant time as memory in some fourth
dimension, then this is myth-making. Robert
Pincus-Witten viewed readings of Kupferman's
paintings as an expression of Jewish content,
as distractions, diverting attention from an

oeuvre of universal abstract values. “Kupferman
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See Alfred Pacquement, cat. Moshe Kupferman: Paintings,
Works on Paper, curators: Alfred Pacquement, Yona Fischer
(Paris: Musée national d’Art moderne, Centre Georges
Pompidou, 1987).
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Benjamin Harshav, "Time in the Art of Space: On the
Abstract Paintings of Moshe Kupferman," cat. Moshe
Kupferman: The Rift in Time (Tel Aviv: Givon Art Gallery,
2000), p. 123.

Joshua Neustein (left) and Moshe Kupferman (right),
Tel Aviv, 1979
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Moshe Kupferman (1926-2003), Drawing, 1970
Oil pastel, graphite, and pencil on paper, 17.4x24.6

Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
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Moshe Kupferman, Drawing, 1970

Oil pastel, graphite, and pencil on paper, 17.4x24.6
Kupferman Collection, Kibbutz Lohamei HaGeta'ot
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mess, but found resolution at the last moment of
the struggle. Yona Fischer wrote that Stematsky
was his own man when working in aquarelles
and oil pastels. "The works painted in oil pastel,"
he argued, "are the best demonstration of this
‘direct approach.’ More than ever before in his
work, there is a kind of controlled spontaneity in
them [...]. [Oil pastel] appears to nourish his art
with a wealth and a freshness [...] at a time when
he was captivated by non-formal painting.””

Streichman’s painting articulated matter on
a surface, so that it became correlative of looking
without focusing, looking fixedly, looking out
of windows, looking into light, seeing things
grow, seeing textures thicken, seeing the
passing of natural light; impressionist, creamy,
short strokes that generated a lyric rhythm,
more than an image. Rough strokes disrupt
direction and erode familiar forms. There is a
materiality that moves most of his canvases to
a close range, nearly monochromatic, which,
in turn, approaches the essential qualities of
paint. Streichman reconciled a free handling
of paint with a use of structured drawing.
His abbreviated strokes moved toward
monochrome. There are central graphic
elements, the grids clearly following Monet'’s,
Klee's, and Matisse’s example consciously. He
paints the cubist space into flatness, a synthesis
unlikely to be attained by trying to join sobriety
and bliss. It is Streichman’s melancholy that
transforms them. Streichman created and
concealed, buried nature with fluctuation. The
pebbles or blotches were the lingua franca of
his surface. Areas of watery color flecked with
dispersal of spots.

Thus, Streichman took to oil pastels at the

same time as many of his colleagues became

excited by them. He took on the task of
transforming his already highly accomplished
palette into pastels. A richly realized style now
was to be translated into oil pastels. But oil
pastels did not give themselves to layering and
over-painting; here was the opportunity to
go dirty, for which Streichman yearned. To my
eye, Stematsky’s paint makes a more constant,
definite pattern, leaving the space equalized
between individual forms, less aleatory, less
specific, more all-over, of equal density, which
is a more advanced idea of abstraction than his
colleague’s. The forms are embedded, and there
is no background, hence the foreground. The
painterly dialogue is restrained and filtered with
light, both dense and transparent. Forming and
melting, tightening and loosening, appearing
and disappearing, brightness falling from the
air, metaphorical implications of simultaneously
clarifying and obscuring agitated movement;
covered all over by slow, gentle, rather haphazard
marks contrasting in tone only as far as they must
to be separable. Their free forms inhabit simple
diagonal grids in a surprisingly symmetrical
classical mold, an elegiac atmosphere engendered
by the bleached colors.

Both his oil paintings and watercolors were
approaches to a signature style. Streichman’s
oil pastel forced him to invent another way
of scumbling, accumulating and covering
surfaces. The murky dark thicket was chaotic;
for clarity to be reached at the last moment,
he was compelled to invent a pictorial use with
new meaning. He liked the materiality of the
oil pastels and made tight knots and lattices
with the medium, but remained exploratory in
the practice. There is no defiance or rejection

motivating the work; rather, it revises one’s own

notions of push-and-pull. Surface and action
alone create the color fields, and fields are made
of lines. Itis a kind of action painting that weaves
a color block in stops and starts. It is only upon
close viewing that their relief character shows in
the scribble and side of the crayon.

The discourse around Moshe Kupferman
was whether his painting should be read as
non-objective, engaged in the self-reflexive
process of pigment, brush, surface, saturation,
transfer, and printing, or whether the pictures
are content-laden narrative, testifying to
Israeli identity and the Jewish tragedy in
20th century Europe. The concrete formalist
reading connecting his work to the modernist
enterprise of late 20th-century abstraction
ascribes a significant role to Kupferman. The
“content” reading charges his work with a
mandate of history, but diminishes its relevance
in art discourse. Nili Noyman’s important
scholarly essay pulled Kupferman away from
modernism to a nationalist obligation of
identity politics. His use of color, she asserted,
came from the memorializing space of another
place, colors that remember a catastrophe,
i.e. the consequences of the Holocaust that
force existential resolutions.”* By “existential
resolutions” Noyman implied that the grids,
swipes, repetitions, and removals were
architectural references to the concentration
camps. Yona Fischer elegantly disagreed or,
at least, parted with Noyman’s near-mystical
reading. As | understand it, Fischer maintained
that the abstraction reached by Kupferman
in the early 1970s had come from the New
Horizons Zaritsky’'s Yechiam series, and that
the shift to monochrome originated in Bram

van Velde and from his own Paris experience
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Fischer, "1967/1970-1980," ibid., p. 130.
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See Nili Noyman, "Kupferman, 1970-1979," Siman Kri'ah
#10 (Jan. 1980), pp. 446-448 [Hebrew].
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Yehezkel Streichman (1906-1993), Untitled, 1990
Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 125x70

The Phoenix Insurance Collection Ltd.

1990 ,JINTID X77 ,JNI™MDLY 7XR7TN?
125x70 ,2™1 7V TI111VN 1171001 JNY-700A9
Nn"v1 N1L'17 113N D719 QIR

sloped, partitioned, flared, and “conversed” with
each particular centimeter of area and pigment.
He treated each small thicket, rivulet, stain,
erratic line, each fitful stroke, each unpredictable
or evolving gesture as autonomous. Ultimately,
all the private devotions interlocked with the
whole, and were embedded in each other to
make a completely frontal painting. In the end,
the work is Impressionistic. The leafage, though
dense, is airy, even windy. The distinctions
between space and color function well and are
available to the discerning eye. The facture then
must occupy the whole rectangle. There are no
major important or not-important parts. His
figurative images are all concealed in plain sight.

Stematsky’s and Streichman’s nervous
graphicism was built up by a subtle, dancing
crayon, polluting the tonal field as constantly
varying fabric, web, or scribble. Both created
shape with additive built textures. Streichman
made quivers of color and set them in
constrictions of pencil marks. So there were
juxtapositions of drawing and painting within
his paintings.

When Stematsky moved to pastels, a set
of newly minted gestures came to the fore.
According to Tali Tamir, Stematsky abandoned
his signature style for the sake of paiterly
exploration.”” He adopted self-conscious pictorial
devices and created a kind of space with lines
and stains, the kind of habitation that can only
be visited visually because there is barely any
mass and weight to the images. Stematsky
understood drawing as a kind of mediation
between reality and painting, as a pre-painting
stage. Drawing was understood as a distancing
device and as cold penetrations into “hot” areas

of color.”? Stematsky approached confusion and
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Tamir, ibid.
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See Irith Hadar, "The Role of Drawing in Avigdor
Stematsky's Oeuvre," cat. Avigdor Stematsky (1993),
pp. 174-179. Ofer Lellouche mistakenly speculates on

Stematsky's "erasure of the sea" as a foreign object and as
depth generating. Actually, it was rooted not in cultural
existential quandaries, but in the struggle to draw away
from the horizon line toward abstraction.

See Ofer Lellouche, "To Paint Opposite the Sea: Remarks
on a Painting Stematsky Painted from My Window," ibid.,

pp. 164-167.
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Avigdor Stematsky, Untitled, ca. 1950s
Oil pastel on paper, 49.5x35

Courtesy of Noa Steimatsky
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and perspectives. He arrived at abstraction
in a forced way, and supposed/understood/
alleged/insisted (as did Zaritsky, Mairovich, and
Streichman) that abstraction could be an aspect
of nature and vegetation).

Streichman and Stematsky came to oil
pastels in 1969 or in the early 1970s. Neither of
them gave up the oil/watercolor/gouache brush
for the wax crayon. For both of them, oil pastels
were alesser activity. Mixing a lacework of pencil
strokes and aquarelle generates an even airier
facture than the constancy of oil or watercolor.
Is it fortunate or sad that these two artists are so
often considered together, depriving them of
the specificity and individuality they so deserve?
Like Braque and Picasso, there were periods in
which they were perhaps too close. The Tel Aviv
scene recalled them together, more than they
really were. Consequently, Stematsky did not
receive the recognition he deserved. General
view held that New Horizons values shaped his
practice, rather than seeing him as an artist who
shaped the values of New Horizons.”® | fail to see
such a drastic similarity between the two. In fact,
there are fundamental differences in the way
they addressed the pictorial frame. Stematsky
was far less structured than Streichman, and
often a more vivacious a colorist. Stematsky
did not venture to the scale of his colleague.
In Stematsky’s paintings, the detailed knots
and loops collide, bloom, and crystallize. The
diminutive pictorial events coexist with the
whole. There is no primary and secondary
imagery in Stematsky’s work. What one sees and
what one remembers diverge once the viewer
leaves the painting. | suspect that Stematsky
did not occupy himself with the composition of

the whole painting, but rather built up details,
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Yona Fischer, who exhibited and wrote about Stematsky,
discussed his production in the context of Israeli
abstraction. See Yona Fischer "Every Landscape is a State
of Soul," cat. Avigdor Stematsky , ed. Yona Fischer (Tel Aviv:
Steimazky and Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 1993), pp. 178-183.
Yoram Kaniuk wrote poetically, not so much about, as to
Stematsky. See Yoram Kaniuk, "Avigdor On Air," cat. Avigdor
Stematsky: Works on Paper, 1929-1989, trans. Geffrey M.
Green (Tefen: The Open Museum, 1992), pp. 16-17. Natan
Zach described a typical Zach reality. See Natan Zach,
"The Flight from Beauty—and toward it," ibid., pp. 7-9. Tali
Tamir wrote a succinct text, noting Stematsky's intellectual
development, and quoting Gabriel Talpir's reference to

his pursuit of sharpness, delicacy, and reduction. See Tali
Tamir, "Avigdor Stematsky: On Paper," ibid., pp. 10-15.
Romy Golan wrote in 2008 about Stematsky's "areas

of nervous pictorial intricacy" and his "indeterminacy".

See Romy Golan, "Stematsky's Open Work," cat. Avigdor
Stematsky: Late Works, trans. Talya Halkin (Tel Aviv Museum
of Art, 2008), p. 54.
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Michael Gross (left) and Avigdor Stematsky (right),
Jerusalem, 1976
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Lavie's own practice was assortedly eclectic.
He was an easel painter. Contrary to his work’s
slovenly appearance, he mastered sophisticated
strategies. The primary approach was a graffiti
collage mélange which was simultaneously
disrespectful and abided by 20th-century avant-
garde agendas. His paintings still look fresh
and current, even today. He showed disdain
for texture and facture, and challenged art's
authority; he preferred shallow house paint and
mixed media. His graffiti audacity has made Lavie
one of the most convincing late 20th-century
modernist painters in Israel. The splotches and
defacing marks sprawled across his plywood
boards often revisit the “geranium” and “head”
motifs central to his work, but as far as style
was concerned, he serially borrowed from Jean
Dubuffet, Robert Rauschenberg, and Aviva Uri,
by his own admission, and more drastically from
Cy Twombly, without his admission. This may
have been a strategy, not a flaw. What makes
his paintings signature works is the distinctive
pathos of fast-food habitus paintings for a Tel
Aviv public and a hurriedly constructed city that
sought roots as an afterthought. Lavie emptied
the painted surface of painterly qualities (facture
and visual balance), and replaced them with
graffiti sentences, thereby lending his pictures
a certain vitality of immediacy, bringing street
noise into the hallowed art practice.

In 1989, Sarah Breitberg-Semel wrote her
canonical text, “The Want of Matter,” posing
Lavie's work as the pivotal model of her poetic
prose.“The grand old Zionist experience, replete
with pathos and values, is ultimately diminished
to a physical love for the city,” she wrote. “For the
‘Tel Aviv child’ there is no ‘religion,’ no ‘nation,’

no ‘land,’ there is only the concrete city. There is

noideology, but true vitality. This is where Lavie's
anti-hierarchical, anti-ideological collage-like
structures come in. This is also where his unique
scribbling—which we have come to see as
beautiful—fits in."®¢

Despite his insistence, Lavie was not
influenced by Aroch’s art. Aroch was slow
and meticulous, mindful of the European
accomplishments in art; Lavie's marks were
impatient, intentionally pedestrian, and careless.
The oil pastels’ explicit tones, the medium’s
inherent disrespect for studio practice, its
childlike roots—all these were congruent with
Lavie’s views and practice. He treated oil pastels
as if they were colored pencils.

Lavie wore flip-flops and short pants, like
a kibbutznik, he rode a bicycle, and carried a
cheap plastic basket—these became his Sabra
hallmarks. He embraced the Israeli "habitus"
almost religiously. Lavie, however, was not a
street kid. Au contraire. He was the director of an
influential art academy, the curator of dozens of
exhibitions, and an eponymous journalist. At the
same time, he presided over musical soirées in
his home, not unlike the Viennese tradition at
the turn of the 19th century, but with records
rather than live music. Lavie was the only artist
in this country who created a weekly salon
around himself. Students and fellow artists were
enticed by his vitality, disarming directness,
and self-confidence. He granted them a sense
of membership in an urban kibbutz of sorts or
in one of the early waves of immigration to the
pre-state Israel, a sense of commardrie, "one
of us," and an Ashkenazi entitlement. Armon
Azoulay quotes Noemi Givon, owner of Givon
Art Gallery, Tel Aviv, who started working with

Lavie in the 1980s, as saying: "Raffi once told me

that he knew Adam [Baruch] held him in great
esteem, but he did not visit him much. [...] Raffi
expected a much more frequent pilgrimage,"®’
as one would go on a pilgrimage to Santiago de
Compostela or the purifying waters of Lourdes.
Lavie's essence embodied the well spring of
Israeli provincialism.

Lavie nurtured pride in the spirit of the place
without waiving cosmopolitan aspirations. He
practiced a “Herrenvélk democracy” (a term
coined by Belgian sociologist, Pierre L. van den
Berghe, which Meron Benvenisti used to describe
the political situation in Israel).®® By the 1980s,
Lavie's apparatus was at its strongest, but his ideas
were exhausted. He was a radical pungent painter.
But, as maintained by Donald Judd, when a radical
style is adopted after its germinating (relevant)
time, it loses its originality and pungency, which
is then redressed by good taste. Lavie became the
signifier of "good taste."®®

| don't like Lavie's work. | have never read
any genuine refutation or analysis of his art. | say
this here with distaste, perhaps like pissing in
the wind. | almost omitted saying this, preferred
not to, or hoped to be prevented from saying it.

Avigdor Stematsky visited me from Tel
Aviv and took siestas in my Abu Tor home. He
would get angry if | puttered around the house.
If the phone rang between 2-4 p.m., he would
shout “what kind of a person calls at such an
hour?” | took the phone off the hook for my
guest. Otherwise, his muted conversation fused
moderation, reflectiveness, and masculinity. It is
difficult to speak of his art. All his works together
were contingent on his allowing something to
be seen. If only Avigdor could speak himself and
announce the aporia of his artistic practice today.

Interminable and irreconcilable like his moods
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Sarah Breitberg-Semel, cat. The Want of Matter: A Quality
in Israeli Art, trans. Susann Codish (Tel Aviv Museum of Art,
1986), p. 182.
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Armon Azoulay, "The Gatekeepers of Israeli Art."
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See Meron Benvenisti, Conflicts and Contradictions
(New York: Villard, 1987).
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See Donald Judd, Complete Writings 1959-1975 (Nova
Scotia and New York: The Press of Nova Scotia College of
Art and Design & New York University Press, 2005).

Joshua Neustein (left) and Avigdor

Stematsky (right), Jerusalem, 1976
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Raffi Lavie, Untitled, 1967

Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 16x24

Courtesy of Montefiore Auction House, Tel Aviv
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or critical “chair” when Zaritsky’s regime was
nearing its end. No such “chair” exists in art
centers worldwide.

One must be wary not to diminish Lavie. He
fought to preserve art’s currency, to maintain
a progressive visual ethic and scaffolding for
modernism. In an article about Lavie, as one
of the "gatekeepers of Israeli art," Ellie Armon
Azoulay quoted collector Benno Kalev, who was
Lavie's close friend and holds a large part of his
estate, who describes him as an "ego maniac."®®
In the international context of anti-art (art,
according to Adorno, requires the dimension
of anti-art to be current), the attack on beauty-
for-beauty's-sake was part of the zeitgeist, and
Lavie played a pivotal role in assimilating this
view into Israeli art. His artistic message was a
kind of geography. The image of Little Tel Aviv is
certainly preserved by his works. Paradoxically,
his attack on European studio practice, beauty,
and the scopic regime was timely and in tandem
with what Artforum promoted, only that Lavie
connected it to a local patriotism to make it seem
more urgent and tribally satisfying. His graffiti
not only “disrespected” hallowed visual art; it
was also a regional declaration of independence.
Misreading art’s discourses became a promoted
formal value and the corollary of local art,
whereby Israelis would find their own voice.
Reverting to folklore would be futile because it
would eliminate their place in modernism. He
did not apply this approach to the field of music,
where he deeply respected the Western classics.
Lavie was a great teacher, and some of the most
distinguished artists in Israel flourished under his
tutelage. That these artists did not become small
versions of Lavie's style, but developed major

voices of their own, also stands to his credit.
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Ellie Armon Azoulay, "The Gatekeepers of Israeli Art,"
Haaretz: Gallery, 15 April 2013, http://www.haaretz.co.il/
gallery/art/.premium-1.1994677 [Hebrew].
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Raffi Lavie (1937-2007), Untitled, 1968
Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 19x24

Courtesy of Montefiore Auction House, Tel Aviv
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limber clatter, which are as much ominous as
clowning, joking, and masquerading in a childlike
manner, like a cat playing with a ball of yarn.
Hers was a mad jovial output which bordered
on the suicidal, while at the same time it could
also be theatrical, at times even mannered. Uri
contributed enormously to the art discourse.

Her denial of lyrical painting was more
trenchant than Aroch’s. His denial of a certain
type of painting was replaced with another
style of painting, no less pictorial, whereas Uri‘s
forms are economic and harsh. The denial of
painting, the categorical annihilation of images
central to Uri's practice, is not ideological as
much as it is intuitive. Had she been working
in an art-literate environment, she might have
gone much farther. As it was, the majority of
scholars in the area repeatedly took her back to
folkloric-mythical-existential statements, rather
than an artistic advance that would contribute
to a redefinition of painting and drawing. She
was not independent enough or self-confident
enough to move forward on her own. The visual
negations were made not in the colors that
these forms are expected to be; they kept the
images in drawing definition, graffiti moments.
Her pictorial splatters, wobbles, and images
clung to the edges of the pictorial rectangle
or dissected the pictorial plane. Close viewing
corroborated that Uri was methodical. When
she adopted the oil pastels, she did not need to
change her gesture or forms. She did not need
to transform drawing into drawing.

Raffi Lavie’s practice was critically embraced
and popularly celebrated early on, and the
adulation endured many decades. Critics and
artists competed with each other to be his

spokespeople.®* He became the dominant voice
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According to Doron Rabina, "Israeli art is a small, enclosed
field, existing in an aggressive occupying chauvinist
country, and this field sprouted a secular and enlightened
tribe leader." Rabina quoted in Dana Gillerman, "The
Mother of Israeli Art," Haaretz: Gallery, 8 May 2007,
http://www.haaretz.com/israel-news/culture/leisure/all-
things-to-all-men-1.220107 [Hebrew].
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Aviva Uri, Landscape, 1981

Oil pastel, pencil, and charcoal on paper, 56x76
Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art
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corner. Beside linking Uri to Artaud, a more
prosaic link may be made to Leopold Krakauer,
even to Anna Ticho, or to Hans Hartung.

Uri's pastels go further. They are final
objects in their own right, not preparation; less
decorative and more existential, even tragic®
in the markings that look like clutter and debris
swept away. Freed from the voluptuous aspect
of Hartung’s aesthetic, Uri shows less violence
than Artaud’s riven anxiety. Her palette turned
undifferentiated space into intensity. Although
Uri's work occasioned a significant body of
literature, that literature did not reference the
work to her time. Instead, it entered into the
collective image bank. The art public in Israel
regards Uri as the guide to the perplexed, the
guardian of truth.

One must consider that the sheer fact of Uri's
ardent acceptance, the votive admiration by the
Zionist culture, beckons to a more optimistic
interpretation of her signs and symbols. She must
have shared in the country’s pioneering, nation-
building ideology (Binyan Ha'aretz), although
her personal manner and disposition denoted
surrender, renunciation, and a depressive Tel Aviv
style. The tragic, sometimes tragicomic, aspects
of her work led viewers and writers to interpret
them as pathos, as existential crisis. But when one
considers the calligraphy, loops, coils, and spirals
that dissolved into blank expanses, or seemingly
erased markings, they may seem too perverse.
One may regard the markings as odd and festive,
perhaps even playful, reveling in a newly found
freedom of abstraction, shifts, and weightless
tangles that may appear austere, but may be
playing hide-and-seek; startling interruptions
and unexpected continuities. Even at her most

somber, there are sudden filigrees of loose lines,
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See Doreet LeVitte, Aviva Uri (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz
Hameuchad and Keter Press, 1986) [Hebrew].

Left to right: David Hendler, Aviva Uri,
Joshua Neustein, Tel Aviv, 1970s
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Aviva Uri (1922-1989), Untitled, early 1960s
Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 50x55.5

Benno Kalev Collection, Tel Aviv
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with those of Antonin Artaud, who defined
the theater of cruelty as “the affirmation of a
terrible, and, moreover, implacable necessity.”*®
According to Derrida, the ‘theater of cruelty’ is
not the symbol of an absent void. It affirms itself
in its full and necessary rigor. But also in its most
hidden sense, the sense most often buried,
most often diverted from itself: ‘implacable’ as
it is, this affirmation has ‘not yet begun to exist".
It is still to be born.”®® The analogy to Artaud, |
assume, is based on some physical similarities in
their graphic work, but as Bar Or and Chevalier
note, Uri never saw Artaud’s drawings. Artaud
wrote and made erratic squiggles and burn
marks on his pictorial plane. His works are a
rampant part of his cruelty, whereas Uri's are
representations, even expressions; they may
be a theater of cruelty, but they are not a life
of cruelty. Artaud was inclined to distraction,
self-mutilation. The MoMA showed drawings
by Artaud, and Derrida’s views were publicized
for the occasion.”” Artaud’s empty spaces are
a miasma of his mind, and he stops because
he stops the gesture, without concern for
organizing the pictorial space. Uri's work has
large empty spaces. Pregnant with meaning,
the empty spaces compress the corridors of
the expressionist passages of her work. It may
seem like cruelty at work, but it is not. It is a
kind of metaphysics of violence. Uri's personal
eccentric and tragic history bears witness that
the “thieving God" does not force her “to die
in dying.”®> The catalogue of Uri's aforesaid
exhibition at Ein Harod includes an impressive
analysis of her work by Galia Bar Or. For the most
part, Uri used pastels as colored pencil graphics,
in an emblematic way, to compress the pictorial

plane into a ribbon or a cosseted, congested
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Galia Bar Or, "Second Conversation with Jean-Francois
Chevalier," cat. Aviva Uri (Ein Harod: Mishkan Museum of
Art, 2002), p. 87 [Hebrew].
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Jacques Derrida, "The Theater of Cruelty and the Closure
of Representation," Writing and Difference, trans. Alan Bass

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978), p. 232.
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Colin Russell discusses the link between Artaud and
Derrida: Artaud's texts make a substantial contribution

to the toolbox with which Derrida problematizes and
dismantles cherished tenets of Western thought. In [...]
'The Theater of Cruelty and the Closure of Representation,
Derrida explores how the theoretical plan for the

theater flies bravely, though hopelessly in the face of the
structures of Western thought. In his biography of Artaud,
Stephen Barber attributes to Derrida's article the claim
that '[r]lepresentation is a repetitious and malicious process
(explicitly social for Artaud) which diverts the immediacy
and tangibility of the creative work, so representation

is always attacked and opposed™' Colin Russell, "A New
Scéne Seen Anew: Representation and Cruelty in Derrida's
Artaud," http://130.179.92.25/Arnason_DE/Colin.html.
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See Derrida, Writing and Difference, p. 293; see also Antonin
Artaud, "The Theater of Cruelty," Antonin Artaud Anthology,
ed. Jack Hirschman (San Francisco: City Light Books, 1965),
p. 162.
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the issues; they seemed nobler, more heroic,
and elemental. It seemed to them that these
matters were lacking in creative energy and
moral seriousness, a distraction from the central
enterprise.

Even now, fifty years later, it is difficult to
discern whether exploring such agendas was
naive, pretentious, or misguided. | can only
affirm that it was an honest curiosity at the
time. Did | think | came from a big visual culture,
arriving and settling in a little visual culture?*®
That my thinking was more academically
layered? | often wondered in frustration whether
the failure to communicate was a rebuffing of
the ideas, or rejection of the “newcomer” who
had no entitlement to play a significant role in
the indigenous image bank.

The oil pastel practice followed on the heels
of brush painting. To be more precise, oil pastel
started to describe the process by which it might
be perceived. And yet, the painting’s description
of the exchange in which it participates seems
to take the definition it embodies ever farther
away from the embodiment it describes. Insofar
as an oil pastel painting pretends to subsist
separately from its reception, only “in itself” in
my critical reflection it loses its self-containment;
precisely insofar as oil pastel claims to take into
account its own reception, it outruns efforts to
comprehend it. Oil pastel did not simply aim to
present something to vision, but also to engagein
its formation, to mold it, in which case the image
leads beyond itself, rather than back to itself.

The foreground forms displayed some
relation to the linear patterning of the ground,
as though the former were perhaps an extract
of the latter. The intertwining linear movements

of the ground, a sort of systematic doodling

or surrealist gesture, turned into vehicle,
corresponding with the linguistic plane, the
incoherent voice that underlies rational thought
and discourse. The nearly self-contained figure
corresponds with the rational tropes; culture
squeezes out of this unconscious word stream.
But it desires to open speech to linguistic chaos,
to articulate the labyrinthine path analytically
between the oil stick gestural reservoir and
the achieved knot. Oil pastel imagery, as used
in the Panda school method (if one can call

|u

it a “school” and locate a method), is never
finished; it keeps getting clearer, more acute,
wittier. This thing that one keeps mastering
(that is to say, un-mastering) is the oldest trick
in the book, the dumbest art-appreciation cliché
going; the old figure-and-ground dialectic; a
Duchampian lesson that mobilizes eroticism,
bachelor repetition, self-undoing by seductive
masturbatory handwork, a spectacle of
gratification, elevated, polluted, then subsided.

Jasper Johns once said: “Take an image, do
something to it. Do something else to it.” His
prescription was an extension of Duchamp's
altered or enhanced readymade. It was my
youthful intent to take that obiter dictum further.
In Johns's practice, that pronouncement gave
him license to go back to an Impressionist
brushstroke, and continental facture, while
simultaneously examining pop images. For my
practice, the brushstroke was no longer nascent,
but rather the first section of Johns’s dictum,
a “nominal surface.” | recall an incident that
demonstrated this point. | was printing at the
time, like Streichman, at the Burston Graphic
Center in Jerusalem. | remember saying to him:
“Here, Yehezkel, | will make you a Streichman.”

Using oil pastels and turpentine, | made cavalier

pools of green gray; then, to accentuate the
space, | crisscrossed diagonal grids, then washes
of white, and peppered areas with orange
and brown dots. | asked him to sign the sheet,
and he was about to take it with him, when |
stopped him and negotiated a trade: one of his
Streichmans for my “Streichman.” | remember
his girlish giggle and an embarrassed remark:
“Alright, come to my studio and pick one.”

Aviva Uri and her partner, artist David
Hendler, often came unannounced to my house.
They traveled from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem by
share taxi or bus. In those days, it was an hour
and a half ride. They never called in advance, and
took the chance that | would be at home. They
entered like fugitives from the police, looking
over their shoulders, shut the door behind
them as if a stressful episode had just occurred.
They whispered their latest news. They spoke
simultaneously, but courteously. Aviva, with
an elaborate pantomime and self-deprecation,
showered compliments on her listener. Hendler,
more assertive because of his dramatic limp, told
stories of the Mandate. He had been a handyman
for the British, told stories of their meticulousness
and mannered tea parties. He caricatured their
arrogance, and the trouble he had with their
dogs. He never left the British Mandate, even
long after the British Mandate left Palestine.

Uri was a shy master. She began experimenting
with oil pastels in 1966, usually mixed with
other media, such as litho sticks and charcoal.
Oil pastels suited her. She left a large oeuvre
and remains highly respected in the Israeli art
scene. In a conversation between Jean-Francois
Chevalier and Galia Bar Or, cited in the catalogue
of Uri's retrospective at Mishkan Museum of

Art, Ein Harod, they linked Uri's sensibilities
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According to Bazon Brock, Jewishness is the permanent
opposition to any literal execution of a myth or a system
of thought. To deconstruct cultural history and style is

to restore its strength which exists in the discrepancy
between thought and execution. He questions to what
extent an artist is or is not identified with culture, the seam
by which it comes apart as much as by which it is held
together. Bazon Brock, "The End of the Avant-Garde? And
So the End of Tradition. Notes on the Present Kulturkampf
Painting in West Germany," Artforum 19, no. 10 (June
1981), pp. 62-67.
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on itself, much like the deeply internalized, felt,
“malerish” quality, that became enamored of
its own sensibility. This is the exact place where
French painting traded power for delicacy.

My first gallery contact was Gershon
Bineth, a wonderful, big, burly man, honest
and generous. | came into his Jerusalem gallery
unintroduced, showed him a portfolio of oil
pastels from my travels. It was the brazenness
of a 25-year old newcomer. He was sitting with
Fima, a seasoned artist from the New Horizons
generation. Bineth leaned to him and asked in
Yiddish “Well? What do you say?” Fima, cross-
eyed and charming, looked with one eye to
his dealer, the other to me, and said in Yiddish:
“Take him.” On the spot Bineth drew the terms
of engagement. He would give me a monthly
stipend in return for four small works per month.
He also supplied me with finer quality paper. It
covered my rent, food, utilities, and gasoline. |
was ecstatic. In all our dealings, he was always
forthright, supportive, and high-minded.

Aroch introduced me to Bertha Urdang,
an intrepid, charismatic gallery owner, who
championed his work early on. I left Bineth, in
bad conscience, on herinsistence, and launched
into what became a 30 year association; a highly
neurotic, professional yet parasitic relationship.
The problems of loyalty and integrity, co-
dependence, and screaming matches translated
into problems of grace (ethics). We were never
friends. She had a maternal demonic hold over
me. | had my first solo show at her gallery on
Shlomzion Hamalka Street, Jerusalem. Aroch
hung the canvases. | had good press. It was
a terrible exhibition. It made me miserable.
Basically, it consisted of oil paintings on canvas,

a parody on lyrical abstraction. But parody, |

soon found out, is never an answer. | came from
an American environment, where Sensibility
painting was in retreat, and arrived at a place
where painting seemed to its practitioners
the avant-garde. In Israel | thought | had to
engage and re-argue sensibility painting and
abstraction.*¢

In the late 1960s, perhaps the early 1970s,
| experienced a caesura in my studio work.
| abandoned the initial machine renderings
for “strip works.” | was a physical rather than
theoretical escape from Leon Battista Alberti's
window, from the introverted rectangle to a
multi-paneled or multifaceted format. | covered
a sheet of paper with an image, as if pigmenting
it, then cut it into several methodical strips, and
subsequently turned them recto-verso, shuffled
and overlapped them, reversing their order.
Connecting prefabricated habitats, like a builder
tackling a modular design of interchangeable
wall panels, or a tailor working with fabric, |
created a pictorial string or mise en scéne from
the interrupted segments. The multiple panels
were meant to convey a sense of velocity and
direction; to indicate liberation from one nail
art. The format seemed kinetic or shifting; the
fractured images in those frames became kinetic
or shifting. I vaguely hoped that direction would
make the material more temporal, dismantled,
and language-based. | was drawn to an anxious
pathin painting; it seemed to me at that time that
form eluded intention, where the real and the
ethereal divided, separated, individuated. | was
taken with the oil crayon’s ability to mediate all
that and rebuff illusionism, rebuff conventional
easel practice, and proceed to make marks more
concretely, and portray a world beyond naming.

As in abstraction and Action Painting, | tried to

maintain a performance mindset, as a way of
representing that which cannot be seen. For,
in any event, understanding is an essentially
useless measure in art.

For my own purposes | painted pastiche.
Pastiche is a work of visual art, literature,
theater, or music that imitates the style or
character of one or more other artists. Pastiche
celebrates, rather than mocks, the work it
imitates. The suffering of my sensibility forced
me to seek meaning in anticipation. | painted
various pictorial surfaces in borrowed styles,
but | was not influenced by them. These were
not hard core paintings; rather, they were
disposable, nominal options for me, predicated
images. When the pictorial surface becomes
the predicate, the image no longer functions as
the subject. It was not a matter of image, but
of haptic distance.”” Perhaps my preoccupation
with the bifurcations—slotting, fitting, divisions—
was made to avoid closure of the picture.

| made a methodical attempt at nominal
specific picture-making. Where gesture turned
in on itself, the lyrical quality, like the deeply
internalized surface, enamored of its own
sensibility, was handled by me as bit coins, as
surrogates. Caught between the commanding
tropes of seductive pigment on one side, and the
captivating narrative aspects of the picture, on
the other, there was a third component of image-
making that goes beyond the panels into the
expanded field. | tried to neutralize the pictorial
gesture to dismantle the easel, to transform the
word “painting” into an adjective; to subvert
the purpose of reforming the terminology. To
use strategies to discover the laws governing
painting. When | spoke of these matters, my

new countrymen said that | was intellectualizing
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Thierry de Duve described "the psychological transition
as a mode of aesthetic questioning—This splitting of the
artistic ego born under the sign of painting." Thierry de
Duve, Pictorial Nominalism: On Marcel Duchamp's Passage
from Painting to the Readymade, trans. Dana Polan, Theory
and History of Literature, vol. 51 (Minneapolis and Oxford:
University of Minnesota Press, 1991), p. 98.
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According to Pincus-Witten, "Neustein, [...], for all the
rational systems in his torn drawings, has never
relinquished, has stubbornly maintained, the
'psychological’ status of painter, one whose sine qua

non is the manipulation of paint, hence of a matter and
substance which now serves as a proxy to color. It is not so
much that he is a painter manqué; rather, it is a question
of a drawing per se manifested as paint manqué. These are
positive not negative qualities in his work. Needless to say,
in conceptual abstraction today, such theory is honored

in the breech; a few years back, it was honored for itself"
Pincus-Witten, "The Sons of Light," p. 73.
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Joshua Neustein, Hinged to Empty Space, mid-1960s
Oil pastel on paper, 57x37
Courtesy of the artist
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Joshua Neusteinn Four Hinges to Empty Space, mid-1960s

Oil pastel on paper, 56.5x36.5

Courtesy of the artist
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against his teachings. Kohn, an anti-Zionist
historian of nationalism, taught at City College
of New York and at Harvard University in the
1950s and 1960s. He worked for Keren Hayesod
(Foundation Fund) in 1920s Jerusalem, was a
member of Brit Shalom, a colleague of Martin
Buber, Gershom Scholem, Hannah Arendt. He
lost faith in the Zionist idea and left Palestine
in 1934, asserting that Israel was a self-
aggrandizing nation, without the grand idea it
had the first time Jews achieved nationhood.
Already in 1948, he argued that Israel was going
to be an army with a country, not a country with
an army. By 1964, the year in which | wanted
to go to Israel, he believed his prophesy was
underway. “Make your artistic contribution in
America,” he urged me. | loved and respected
him. He shaped my thought and my art. | was
ashamed to disappoint him, but his arguments
were to no avail. America, in those days, was
a beleaguered country, mired in Vietnam,
polarized politically, and in economic upheaval.
Upon leaving America, | purchased a box of was
crayons to use on my journey. | filled notebooks
and random papers with oil pastel drawings. The
initial attraction was the portability of oil pastels,
and the fact that they did not stain my bags.

| landed like a parachutist from America
(to borrow Amnon Barzel’s description®). | was
filled with the enthusiasm of a pioneer, but was
soon relegated to the status of a newcomer or
a guest. My youthful ambition was to recover, if
only in the most minuscule measure, a kinship
between the exile heritage of a Jew and the
robust Israeli tribe. | knew | would never be as
privileged and entitled as the children of the
community (yaldei ha'meshek)—still, | was ready

to be a dupe. In those days, despite plenty of

caveats, Israel was pliant, evolving, enlightened;
a paradigm of social equality. But it wasn't really
so. This was a historicla illusion.

The Israeli sojourn left a profound impact,
but did not erase my New York training. It
was fortuitous that there were masters of oil
pastel in Israel, since this was my medium
in those days. The dominant style of my art
school years was Abstract Expressionism, but
it was already being challenged by Pop art
Minimalism. My own youthful attempts were
informed and guided by several artists and
eccentric moments: a symbolist painting by
Pavel Tchelitchew (who was not a part of the
Abstract Expressionist movement) titled Hide-
and-Seek, which was on permanent view at the
MoMA, infiltrated my thinking as an artist, as
did Walter Tandy Murch, an artist and illustrator,
who painted Rembrandtesque renditions of
machine tools bathed in light. On my way to
Israel | stayed a month in Vienna, where | met
Ernst Fuchs of the Fantastic Realism movement,
then in local ascendance. These encounters
reinforced my own approach. My practice
at the time was a mélange of the Surrealists
and Willem de Kooning, Jim Dine, Duchamp,
Picabia. | made small wax crayon paintings that
forced recombination of mechanical figurative
renderings of nails, screws, clamps, rulers,
and vices, interacting with abstract scribbles
of non-objective gestures. As if to say, how
would a pictorial form survive in a real world,
non-figurative scribbles could be carpentered,
assembled, fabricated, or tailored like literal
physical material. | wanted to keep the options
generous, open, and internalized. | was very
young, a slow developer. | pursued something |

smelled, not something | saw, like a dog chasing

a car. Today, in retrospect, perhaps those were
the seeds of my future, marked as a speech act.
I don't think the two visual regimes could be
integrated, but pairing the figurative with the
abstract forced a parenthetical and quotational
view of the images. But why precisely this
difference? Perhaps a frivolous, flippant, or
nominal presentation; perhaps a search for a
grammatical shift whereby we not only look; we
are also looked at.

If place infuses things with meaning, then
my journey from one place to another was also
a time travel of sorts. The studio procedure
recapitulated a struggle grander than a
geographical shift and lesser than an artistic
discourse. It referred to nomadism, tensions
between Zionist and Diasporist space, the
impractical dreamer (luftmensch) versus the
grounded man, dispersal versus containment,
and their inflection in art’s modernity.

I remember the providential burden of being
mired by two languages. An image described
in Hebrew had a totally different meaning from
one described in English; it was not a matter of
translation, because neither line or blot, nor word
were transparent or free of semantic nuances. A
geographical ambivalence translated into the
terminology of removal, replacement, folding
vs marking. Working as a painter at a time when
paint’s role as segue between symbolic and
physical space had ruptured, meant working in a
grammatical tense of “as if” | employed a casual,
ambivalent, or nominal attitude, and took a
performative approach to painting. The offhand
manner called the emphasis on the painting’s
quality into question. | thought quality was
usually a form of over-refinement, a mannerism.

The virtuoso gesture turned the lyric quality in
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The documentary film Terrain, made by Elisabeth Fink
Benjamin and Mark Benjamin in 1991 (production c/o
Steven Weinstock), described my entry into the Israeli

art scene. Amnon Barzel is an art critic and curator, the
founder of Museo Pecci in Prato, Italy, who was the
director of the Jewish Museum in Berlin at the time when

Daniel Libeskind's new building was under construction.

Zvi Mairovich (left) and Joshua Neustein (right),
Haifa, 1965
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“inside” and “outside,” iterations of meaning and
form. What is the meaning of beauty?

Looking at Mairovich’s oil pastels, they seem
to invite exuberance, vibrancy, and love. Not in a
simple way, because his exuberance held the dark
side of life as well. These pastels lead me to a non-
redemptive, but vaguely exciting experience;
the joy of regained sensation, expanding desire,
splendor, sensuous celebration. His surging oil
pastel technique impacted on most of the Israeli
Panda artists, including myself.

Although his oil pastels were still largely
botanical or, at least, voluptuous in terms
of imagery, he succeeded in casting off the
horizon line. The painterly action was truly
self-conscious, autonomous, in the immediate
stroke. The crayon shapes took liberties,
intruded on one another. The bravado action
could twist and shout, the arching stroke
was taut like a spring waiting to be released.
Working on the immediate plane, the colors
were self-referential, rhythmic. Mairovich
worked a cluster from the center outwards,
then crisscrossed the color field with ribbons
of organic line. His oil pastels accommodated
formats that were highly evolved, well-
disciplined spatial structures. The paintings
were modulated from highly organized clusters
to “open” surfaces that were delivered from
the space and captured that space, with only a
few web-like strokes of color. Lines and tendrils
made correspondences and inflections that
connected islands of color fields. Yona Fischer
wrote of Mairovich’s oil pastels in 1976 that they
"appeared like a technical revolution, but, in
effect, they posited a wide range of possibilities:
from the liberation of form—which heretofore

manifested itself in one material—from the

need to materialize as an interpretation of an
external form or as an abstract form, to building
an autonomous world, which rejects those
forms, it is a short distance. The painting now
comes together as a compleximage strewn with
personal associations which the artist controls,
so he may direct them from itself to reality, and
from reality back to itself."s

Post-thrombosis Mairovich was clinically
depressed. The depression was physiologically
caused by the damage to and paralysis of
half his body. He painted with half his body
virtually inert, and made the most beautiful,
heartrending works he ever produced.
The nervous graphicism was not related to
surrealist automatic painting or to calligraphy.
Rather, it was originary. The pictorial strategy
was calligraphy made with white, rather than
black, lines. These lines, however, do not
delineate or border any mass; they extend
autonomously into open spaces. This edgeless
mass comes clearly to the fore. Occasionally
(in his larger formats) he used photographic
paper with faint images as an initial surface
for pastels. He received these large papers
from a photographer, failed prints which the
latter intended to throw away. Mairovich used
them not for tachist purposes or to salvage
forms concealed in the photograph, but
for undifferentiated depth of space and the
granulated surface they offered. Analogue
photo texture lends the support surface a
worldliness. The materiality of Panda strokes
and disembodied pigments exemplifies the
turning point between abstraction, that set out
to replace recognizable space, and that which
contested it. German art historian Wilhelm

Worringer defined abstraction not as a variance

between one kind of representation and
another, but as a split between the artist and
the world. His remark is made palpable when
one considers Mairovich’s step forward. He
did not have the support structure, namely—
the encouragement of curators and fellow
artists, to take the pioneering journey. He
was literally alone in his studio. His flourishing
gestures attained an independent life without
the refinement of geometric structures. There
is a baroque/collage element to oil pastel. The
mixed media aspect in most Panda pictures has
elements of pencil, even oil paint or gouache
and photograph as “undercoat.” Though fearful
by nature and disinclined to innovate, Mairovich
brought new techniques and introduced new
possibilities for oil pastels. His practice was
its own subject. There were no anecdotes
attached to the matrix of vision. It sought its
justification in no memory of a shoe shop or
peeling wall from his childhood, nor sustenance
of a picaresque world. Rather, it claimed its
justification in the rhythmic luminosity of
itself. Painting as a totalizing reality. Mairovich
worked with oil pastels only eight years, before
he passed away, but these eight years represent
a major, even fundamental, contribution to
Panda practice on the whole.

After fifty years of warning others never to
do so, | am now going to write about my own
practice. Whatever an artist writes of his own
work is stupid, rash, promotional, and ultimately
used against him. I'm bound to regret the next
paragraphs. | feel that | am climbing a high ladder,
about to dive into an empty swimming pool.>*

When | told my professor, Hans Kohn, of my
decision to move to Israel, he was dismayed,

and admonished me severely. My plans went
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Yona Fischer, cat. Zvi Mairovich (Jerusalem: The Israel

Museum, 1976), n.p. [Hebrew].
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Writing the section about my own work has been
exceedingly difficult. Extensive conversations with Wendy
Shafir helped me gain coherent perspective, over and over

again.

Joshua Neustein, Ammunition Box, 1970, oil pastel

on paper, mirror, ammunition box, 95x45x21.5
Courtesy of Wendy Shafir, Tel Aviv
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suspected that my arrival in their life was an
imposition on her design. After Mairovich died,
she moved to Tel Aviv, to Dubnov Street, and we
bonded. She was dramatic, hypnotic; a person
of consequence. She was not premeditated, but
she was deliberate. When she spoke, she stood
closer, insistently closer, than was comfortable
to the listener. Her piercing green eyes reflected
her superb intelligence. She intentionally
gripped not the hand, but the wrist, and held
one captive, with a force that translated into
authority. Her pace was measured, her words
were measured, and they came out in a flawless
rhythm. God decreed that people die with
guilt and plead to heaven that He abandoned
them. Yehudit made me feel such a guilt that
it cried to heaven. | never was able to leave her
presence with a straight back. | felt poor as a
stairwell when she watched me go. When she
approached, a shadow loomed behind her, that
visibly rose, climbed, and reached the ceiling.
She wore widow’s clothes before and after she
was a widow, either black or very dark greens
and burgundies. If the angel of death had come
to greet her, she would take him by the wrist—
not the hand—and then make him sit down for
a cup of tea and another cup, draw him out and
persuade him to talk. She was the best listener
| have ever met. After five-six cups, she would
say, in a plaintive, slightly crying voice: “Angel...
do me a favor.. make me a cup and one for
yourself...". No one could hurry her or stampede
her responses. In the same manner, she
described painting in oil pastels as a symptom
and a sublime practice bordering on tragedy.
She wrote with the traction of a steam roller;
although Mairovich made them with lust and

sensuousness and a fury, like runaway horses.

Mairovich’s oeuvre underwent a very
intuitive development. There were no spurts or
stops. He moved from figuration to abstraction in
an incremental way. “What is an abstractimage?”
he asked rhetorically, rebuffing any answer. The
image could not be independent of oneself, and
that place in one’s self—in his case, the Hassidic
sequence of experiences that brought it into
being, the repression of a Carpathian childhood
and a Berlin youth—that took precedent over art
theory. Hendel dates his initial use of oil pastels
to 1966 Zichron Ya‘akov. He rapidly challenged
the scale of the medium. He made oil pastels
that reached 1x1 m and released the medium
from intimism. These were muscular works of
oil pastel. | know of no artist who enlarged the
scope of oil pastels, who escaped the medium'’s
intimism, as he did. Beyond a certain size, chance
itself cannot prevail, and the conscious, even
premeditated, energy of the artist must realize
the image. At that larger size, the materialized
image, the manipulated pigment, gains
definition and advantage.

Writing about Mairovich’s commitment to
the visual regime, | would need the profound
thought and extraordinary writing facility of
Americanarttheorist Dave Hickey, an exhilarating
polemicist who defends the aesthetics of beauty,
virtually on his own,*" and attests to “intellectual
temper tantrums,” only to be vilified by the art
world, in return. It takes courage in our era to
embrace beauty. The avant-garde declared war
against beauty and the scopic, politicizing and
stigmatizing beauty. But only a few in Israel had
the mental and theoretical stature to embrace
pluralism as an option.

In this contrarian climate, Mairovich's painting

strove to illuminate the visual. He espoused

the truth in beauty in primal wholeness. It is
specifically through this fundamental wholeness
that Mairovich painted bifurcated compositions.
In 1971, he suffered a stroke, and his right side
became paralyzed. The interrupted image, the
double vision within the format, was (in my
opinion) the effect of a paralysis caused by the
thrombosis. The cleaved nervous system cleaved
his perception. The paintings from that period—
Summer through the Balcony Railing, 1973;
Painting in Black and Pink, 1973; Landscape Lit in
the Middle, 1974—have two, virtually unrelated
sides; as if a violent intrusion terminated the
painting session half way through (Summer
through the Balcony Railing), and then the
artist returned and painted a second session,
on the same sheet, with a completely different
sensibility, a different palette, and a different
mood.>> Mairovich’s images insinuate what
Derrida called an “indelible materiality,” the
beauty that captures a moment, but in reality
is bound to decay, and thus the representation
we create and ascribe to our identity becomes a
miniature tomb-partition and a double session.
In Yiddish it would translate to: Shoin, Neinter vi
Vaiter (closer than meets the eye).

The romanticism is still largely obscured by
the lack of understanding of beauty’s linguistic
theory. In a romantic tradition, beauty hinges on
the concurrence/conflict between the vital and the
fatal, the sublime and the morbid, through Sturm
und Drang, turbulence and impulse. Beauty lies
not in the representational, but in the rhetorical;
it does not flatter, it embarrasses; a belated echo.
At this juncture, it is not beauty, but the avant-
garde, that has become decadent. Beauty enters
consciousness in a chronological reversal. The

question arises from polarity metaphysics of
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Martin Jay argues a more scholarly analysis, blaming
tendentious French deconstruction for the prejudice.
See Martin Jay, Downcast Eyes: The Denigration of Vision
in Twentieth-Century French Thought (Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1994). Thierry de Duve proposes

that Kant's question "What is beautiful?" be replaced by
Duchamp's question "What is art?". See Thierry De Duve,
Kant after Duchamp (London: MIT Press, 1996).
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This idea took form during conversations with
Wendy Shafir.
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Yiddish Sabbath songs around the table, for
Krosno, his hometown in Galicia, for French
bistros, Spanish museums, gefilte fish, and there
was also curiosity about New York.

Mairovich distanced himself from the Tel
Aviv social art scene. "He was a shy painter from
Haifa," as Gideon Ofrat put it. His poor health
made travel burdensome. Hendel, his wife, was
a constant companion and instrumental to his
seclusion. Mairovich and Hendel were partners,
artists with a fortified daily work ethic. | entered
into this stronghold as interloper. If the game
between Mairovich, Aroch, and me was Cat's
Cradle, then the game between Mairovich,
Hendel, and me was Ciuciubabka (Blind Man’s
Bluff). In those days, Mairovich spent many
hours reading his wife’s novel in progress, The
Yard of Momo the Great, which was rife with
poignant autobiographical aspects. When
he was not reading or discussing her chapter,
Yehudit left the room and went to bed. Then
we stayed up until the light of dawn, speaking
of the challenges and dilemmas of abstraction,
the farce of our ambitions, how technology
changes our relationship with nature. Was not
the eye of Veldzquez's horse abstract? How does
one transcend the conventional and the known,
and advance to the unknown. “Only if one turns
to Hassidism,” was Zvi‘s demure suggestion. In
between audacious innovations, there is the
abstract vision of the rebbe, awe and mystery
of the pictorial practice. We were not thinking
about art anymore; we were out of our minds. It
seems to me now, that in those passionate nights
in Haifa, he supplemented the poetic Ethics of
the Fathers, who listed the five things that have
no fixed measure—the Peah, the Bikkurim, the

appearance-sacrifice, acts of kindness, and the

study of the Torah"®—adding self-sacrifice to
the list. As Mairovich used to say: "Even the walls
would sweat." Just as suddenly, he would shift
his own demeanor into some hilarious posture:
“| received a life sentence in Haifa,” he said half
jokingly. “And you? Why did you come here? |
hope you never discover the reason.” As if to say,
the sheer chance that we found ourselves here
was a grand, fatal yet sublime misunderstanding,
a cabaret madness.

In 1984, ten years after he died, Yehudit
Hendel wrote a very personal memoir, The
Other Power, about Mairovich’s work.” Her
intimate descriptions of his daily life, the epic
manner, which was the lingua franca of the
Israeli art community, was how she represented
the practice of her husband’s work. Who could
compete with her mastery of language. Little
schpiel was left to others for auteurship. For me
to write about my uncle, while my aunt stands
in the path, is in itself an O'Neill or a Thomas
Mann Familienroman (family romance). Hendel
regarded Mairovich as a "demonic" man, in the
original sense of the term; i.e., a person driven
by a "spirit" which makes him act uncontrollably
as an artist. She identified this tempestuous
"spirit" as the essence of his art and compared
it to the "weak" and hesitant spirit which, she
believed, motivated her own art as a writer of
fiction. In fact, she conceived of the difference
between the two "spirits" as the one separating
burgeoning Expressionism from meticulous
realism. Hendel portrayed her husband as a
tragic figure, but Mairovich was not tragic; he
was gallant, but not heroic; heartbreaking, but
not wretched; an intellectual of the European
brand; nor was he a “tyrant as Dan Miron

presents him.>® | remember him as a raconteur;

flirtatious, mocking, satirical, vulnerable, witty,
and energetic, with a smile that often turned
into a grimace, disarmingly charming. He was
an attractive man, resentful of his bad health.
Even now, | can hear his voice as he quoted
Itzik Manger or Avot Yeshurun, while pacing
the room with a sham limp, singing and
whistling, both.

The yarn with which this uncle-nephew
romance was knit—conspiratorial, knotted,
undressed, vulnerable, and sprawling—made
our meetings and conversations more urgent.
It seemed to be at Yehudit’s expense, and Zvi's
guilt complex, although no one knew why. Part
spectacle and part talking out of our sleeves, it
underwent incessant anecdotal re-inscription.
What was discernible to this fresh arrival in
Israel was that | would remain a new immigrant
forever. No matter how much | tried to be
Israeli, | failed. | continually suspected that the
caricature of the American nephew, the cowboy
or the Jewish dentist from New Jersey, lurked
under our every conversation. Perhaps there
was mutual anthropology, except that | had
the advantage or disadvantage of permissible
youth. According to Mairovich, an artist receives
a heritage in motion, and races with it, with labor
and anticipation, to his last breath. | received
mine in the ministry of Aroch and Mairovich.

In our family there were jealousies and
maneuvers, celebrations and things left
unspoken. Mairovich rarely criticized frontally,
rather he lampooned, as much himself as
anyone who forgot that the world enveloped us,
and it was not a moral lesson, but awe that was
required to confront reality. Hendel impressed
me as vested in unspoken power. She was a

daunting personality, dark, and ominous. |
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"Peah (corner of the field which, while harvesting, must be
left for the poor), Bikurim (first-fruits that must be brought
to the Temple and given to the priest), the appearance-
sacrifice (brought to the Temple on Pilgrimage Festivals)
[...]"(Peah 1:1).
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Yehudit Hendel, The Other Power (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz
Hameuchad, 1984) [Hebrew].
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For an elaboration, see Dan Miron, The Weak Power: A
Monograph on Yehudit Hendel's Prose Fiction (Tel Aviv:
Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2002) [Hebrew].

Dorit Mairovich (Zvi Mairovich's daughter)

and Yona Fischer, Jerusalem, 1976
Collection of Shuki Mairovich
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Zvi Mairovich, Landscape llluminated in the Middle, 1974
Oil pastel on photograph, 100x100

Courtesy of Shuki Mairovich, Tel Aviv
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Zvi Mairovich, The Last Painting, 1974
Oil pastel on paper, 100x100

Courtesy of Shuki Mairovich, Tel Aviv
1974 AINNNA A1INAA Y'I1RND 1Y
100x100 0™ 7V 1Nw~7000
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from skill, and from precious value. "Everything
important that | have done can be putinto a little
suitcase," as he said.* In fact, the whole notion of
the precious object was pernicious to Duchamp.
Aroch, then, dismissed my thesis with a personal
affront; he said something about my youth and
the American inclination to devalue stratified
meanings. | remember leaving the discussion
and his home abruptly. It was then that | realized
Aroch was not connected to Duchamp, but to
Picabia, Russian Constructivists, and, of course,
to Kurt Schwitters’s work ethics.

There is a small work by Schwitters entitled
Immortality is Not Everybody’s Thing (1922),
a piece of card with a black oval shape on it.
Its German title, Die Unsterblichkeit ist nicht
jedermanns Sache, in Gothic script, is written
below the oval. A parallel may be found in
Aroch's The Red House, where he writes by hand
in deliberately clumsy script “How is everyone?
What is Happening at Home?” Like a postcard
greeting, the sentence crosses the picture plane
diagonally. Aroch, a mythic figure in the Israeli
canon, resisted being harnessed to a collective
ideology, which would sever his oeuvre from
art history* The question remained, did
Aroch collaborate with the subversion of his
art? Did he prefer being a spokesman of his
nation, rather than a participant in the artistic
discourse, where he could remain a “line
soldier”? The sense of vocation that results
from the seduction of collective unconscious.
As Milan Kundera wrote, “What is art, after all,
when great principles are under attack It is
a frivolous preoccupation with an individual
concern, and serves no collective purpose.*

For readers to know where I'm going,

they should know whence | came. The bridge

between the previous paragraphs and the
following ones parallels my relationships with
Arie Aroch and Zvi Mairovich. They were close
friends for many decades. It was natural, then,
that Mairovich connected me to Aroch, asked
him to keep an eye on me. | was the nephew of
one, and the protégé of the other in a Dickensian
mode. Their friendship was both personal and
professional, tactfully laced with unspoken
rivalry. The tensions of this delicate “cat’s cradle”
were immediately apparent to me. | loved and
respected them both, and had to tread carefully
between the threads, as | ricocheted between
them. This balance became more precarious
when | attained a certain voice of my own and
further complicated the interactions.

Between 1965 and 1974 | used to travel
from Jerusalem to visit Zvi Mairovich at Hadar
HaCarmel, Haifa. Novelist Yehudit Hendel and
painter Zvi Mairovich were a couple. Like the
Arochs, they had a similar taste in furnishing.
Arab weaves on chairs, Bedouin pillows, African
statues, copper tables, stools, archaeological
artifacts mysteriously acquired—Roman glass,
antique tiles, and mosaics. In their manner,
as well, there was a similar style. The women,
on sumptuous occasions, favored Arab
embroidered dresses, amber, and Bedouin
jewelry. An extinct world. Mairovich’s house
belonged to that era: the rafters, the pigeons,
the smell of orange blossoms, the slow pace;
talking for hours, drinking endless cups of
tea. Mingling with artists, writers, actors, and
politicians was convivial and frequent. Mairovich
presented himself as a man of the people; he
enjoyed tailors, barbers, waiters, and taxi drivers
with whom he had egalitarian immediacy. But

then there would be outbursts of nostalgia for

Zvi Mairovich (1911-1974), Through
the Balcony Railing, 1974
QOil pastel and pencil on photograph, 96.5x48

Courtesy of Shuki Mairovich, Tel Aviv
1974 ,ADANI Ni7VN 11T ,Y'IN'XN 1¥
96.5x48 ,017X711 7V 11NQ"WI1 [NW~70010
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Marcel Duchamp quoted in Ecke Bonk, Marcel Duchamp:
The Box in a Valise, trans. David Britt (New York: Rizzoli,
1989), p. 257.
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According to Mordechai Omer, Aroch, who was in the
Israeli diplomatic service in Brazil, negotiated a show for
prominent Brazilian artist, Candido Portinari, in three

museums in Israel.
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Milan Kundera, Testaments Betrayed: An Essay in Nine Parts,
trans. Linda Asher (New York: HarperCollins/Perennial,
2001), p. 24.
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In her essay "Agrippas vs. Nimrod" (see note 35), Sarah
Breitberg-Semel examines the making of two myths in
Israeli art: Itzhak Danziger's Nimrod and Aroch's Agrippas
Street. Aroch, she writes, painted Agrippas Street during
his dioplomatic service in Sweden in 1962, and in 1964
attached it to a readymade, the sign for a Jerusalem
street by that name. Is it incidental that the two foremost
painters in Israeli history, Aroch and Reuven Rubin, were
professional diplomats? In her essay Breitberg-Semel
wonders how such an avant-garde painting could become
a popular emblem. Her puzzlement is easily brought to
rest by Clement Greenberg's text, published nine years
earlier: "It's true that Official culture has assimilated the
Avant-Garde all along, but only after waiting until a given
phase of the Avant-Garde had receded far enough into
the past. [...]. For Official culture it's been as though the
Avant-Garde came to an end with each phase of it that
got assimilated. [...] a great difference has opened up
between the situation of the Avant-Garde as it used to be
and what looked like the situation of the Avant-Garde over
the past fifteen or twenty years. [...] Nothing has become
too 'advanced' or 'experimental’ or 'outrageous' for
Official culture to embrace on the spot. By museums and
libraries and classrooms, by the mass-circulation press,
by foundations, by collectors, by governments." Clement
Greenberg, "Looking for the Avant-Garde," Arts Magazine,
vol. 52, no. 3 (Nov. 1977).
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representation. In his book The Post Card (1980)
Jacques Derrida maintains that delay forces
the viewer to consider not only the signified
and the signification, but also the signifier.®
One may thus perceive Aroch’s figurative brush
and forms as parenthetical. Aroch painted
in parentheses. His work was laced with
sympathetic recollection of the achievements
of European avant-garde. He called them “the
good old boys!” Aroch borrowed from Francis
Picabia the idea that “bad” painting can be
intentional and quotational. He often said that
he had no talent, and that was what saved his
art. If you are not a born painter, if the smell of
turpentine does not arouse your “olfactory lust,”
as it did his colleagues, then you have to work
hard and uncover another vocation within the
practice. His burdened approach to the artist’s
tools re-enacted a stream of anxiety about time,
place, people.*®

The crisis in painting brought him to the
forefront of the global discourse of his time.
Aroch’s brush or oil pastel stroke was not
autonomous as in abstract practice. Even his
non-objective areas were made with figurative
strokes. He did not adhere to the “death of
painting” often declared by 1960s avant-garde,
but he did nurse painting in its sickly condition.
He, then, reinvented painting with a new
meaning. It certainly was not painting as virtuoso
performance, spectacular effects with the hairy
tool; rather. it was like a little shop of bricolage.
Aroch wanted each drawing and each canvas
to be an engraved event, a specific testament.
Not so much an image, but rather a testimony.
He called me and other artists for constant
updates on the progress of a painting. In

conversations he connected that work to crucial

autobiographical and art historical moments. He
was adept at generating a frisson around each
new painting. It seemed a whole life story all by
itself. And then, the next painting and the next
one, each new archival discovery was celebrated
in our crowd. Finally, Aroch made me believe
that one need not be a born painter; that it is,
in fact, a disadvantage. One is more blessed to
be awkward and slow and systematic. He often
spoke of “killing” a surface, taking all the air out
of the surface. When a tableau was finished, it
had an antique look to it (new made old). He
avoided painterly moments, except as framing
cartouche and embellishments on the edges of
the picture. Aroch’s originality was clothed in a
feel of an old Dada book design or a Passover
Haggada—the opposite of a reductivist
strategy. His work insisted on tonal nuances
and extraordinary, probing inventions, graphic
devices no one dared use so intently (instead of
the quotational patina) qualities that set a trend
in Israel. In truth, Aroch may have been the most
original painter to have worked in Israel through
the 1960s and 1970s.

Aroch’s  paintings juxtaposed images
as if they were the work of a clockmaker, a
shoemaker, or a document by a Medieval
scholar. He recorded the events of his street, his
neighborhood. But they were not naive; rather,
they challenged our knowledge of 20th century
art with astute detail, informed by constructivist
work, ideas, and utopian intentions, perhaps
even a glance at Hilma af Klint.*' He resorted to
devices such as cones, mechanical lines, with
crosshatching and shading, also reminiscent of
Russian Constructivism and early Dada. Most
foreign visitors would pass by his paintings,

regardless of how highly regarded he was by his

countrymen. Two major books on Aroch, one
by Gideon Ofrat and the other by Mordechai
Omer,* attest to his baffling oeuvre, one that
demanded close analysis, but also resisted it.*
This reflects on how notoriously difficult it is
to define Aroch’s work. It lacks the unity that
classification demands. Instead of a unity, it is
perhaps better to follow Mikhail Bakhtin and
speak of a “dialogic” structure. The paradox
here is that he was not Duchampian, despite
the Bicycle Wheel he made for himself. | recall
a conversation that led to an argument. It was
already near the end of his life. Aroch likened
Duchamp’s values to his own, based on
their work ethic. | disagreed and thought he
misconstrued Duchamp’s conceptual thrust.
My view was that Duchamp wanted to sever art

from labor-practice, from the visual, from craft,

Arie Aroch and his wife, Dorli Aroch, next
to a replica by Aroch of Marcel Duchamp's
Bicycle Wheel, Jerusalem, 1960s
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See Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud

and Beyond (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).
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My conversations with Aroch and Yona Fischer addressed

this aspect in his art.
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Aroch's time in Sweden may very likely have exposed
him to the influential metaphysical constructivist
paintings of Hilma af Klint (1862-1944), whose abstract
drawings look modern, but were animated mainly by
mystical beliefs. There are obvious affinities between af
Klint's diagrammatic, symbolically suggestive works and
drawings underlain by a quasi-religious purpose created
by Aroch at the time.
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See Gideon Ofrat, In Arie Aroch's Library (Tel Aviv: Babel,
2001) [Hebrew]; Mordechai Omer, Arie Aroch (Tel Aviv
Museum of Art and the Israel Phoenix, 2003) [Hebrew].

43

"In general, artist's myths can serve the critical function
of encouraging empowered attention to the artwork, but
they hamper the criticism's primary function, investing all
an artist's work with an aura that obfuscates adjudication.
For even the denial of a myth serves to keep it alive
Steven Kasher, "Seven Artists of Israel," Artforum, vol. 17,
no. 10 (Summer 1979), p. 52.
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Arie Aroch, Figure with Hat, 1966
Oil pastel and mixed media on paper, 23x30

The Phoenix Insurance Collection Ltd.
1966 ,U11> OV MINT ,JNX TR
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Arie Aroch, Painting, 1966

Oil pastel, gouache, and pencil on newspaper, 16.5x18
Collection of the Laufer family, Jerusalem
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Arie Aroch (1908-1974), Sketch for Sir Herbert Samuel's Portrait, 1970
Oil pastel and pencil on paper, 26.5x27

Collection of Lynn Holstein, Tel Aviv
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often said to me that James Joyce did not use
language, he created language. It seems to me
now, that Aroch was referring to his fetishistic
mode of moving backwards, which became the
heart of his production. Aroch did not merely
paint images; he made forms that acquired
emblematic presence. He cultivated these forms
and thought about them phenomenologically,
semantically, and linguistically. Aroch’s forms
are not pictorial; they are “objects,” sometimes
painted on found objects with significant,
eccentric shape or identity. The oil pastel
pictures were often fragments that alluded
to catalogues, frame profiles, shop and street
signs from his East European childhood. The
“found object” allowed modernists access
to pedestrian sources. In Aroch’s work, the
painted surfaces were viscous, glutinous, airless
skeins. The imagery insinuated a shrewd, even
astute, Dada coloring book, with graffiti or
constructivist icons. In 1968, in a solo exhibition
at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Yona Fischer,
the earliest of his admirers, wrote profoundly
on the iconic qualities of Aroch’s imagery.
Aroch made images that aspired to be
significant documents of his life. This practice
relied heavily on personal, anecdotal as well
ethical, foundation; a kind of wit that was not
contrived gratuitously. Aroch had quandaries
on the question of abstraction, but he was also
ambivalent with regard to representation. When
he left abstraction and turned to representation,
he wagered on the relationship between line/
image and the real thing. The image, for Aroch,
is separated from the object. As soon as there
is representation, one cannot avoid the gap
between the thing and its double; there is a

delay between the object and its becoming a

Arie Aroch at home, Jerusalem, 1960s
60711 MY ,0'7W17" 17111 IR IR
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Israelis could finally look to themselves
for pictorial organization, concept, form, and
gestural solutions. The new medium called for
new approaches and a new understanding of
surface and color, line and figure. The oil pastel
produced a bold line, waxy and immediate, alla
prima, non-erasable by nature. It was painting
without brush, that evolved from drawing.
By the early 1960s, drawing had developed
in Israel far more than painting. Taking on a
practice founded on drawing and yielding
extensive pictorial production was promising.
Each artist enters history at a certain era, as if
he were jumping on a carousel, influenced by
centripetal and centrifugal forces. Once on it,
one has to ask, where did that specific artist
receive his mission, his commission, which
he naturally carries away from that point of
departure.

In retrospect, 1964 was so intense, different,
full of joy and action. Marked by an effort to
overcome the physical anxiety and fear of sealed
horizons, it was the year in which oil pastels
enabled their users to escape the dictates of
what Aroch called “der breiter tuches fun di
franzésische kunst."*¢ The oil pastel foray into the
surface of a painting was an exploration that
triggered unanticipated consequences. With
oil pastels, the pictorial enterprise presented
itself refreshed. Just when sensibility painting
seemed to have exhausted its challenges,
this new material required reconsideration
and an inventive solution, rescaling painting’s
components. Cézanne and Matisse liberated
the line from the color field, and drew the pencil
line as a linear element in the empty space
around the color shape. It was a flattening of

the pictorial plane that added brilliance to color.

Lyrical abstract painters understood that well. In
Panda, the line did not function as preparation
or outling, but as a facture in the painting. The
color field and the linear elements thus became
equivalent and inherently connected. Brush
painting has more body than pastel. It uses an
area cover that makes a skin (fur). Pastel surfaces
are woven, not solid, inclined to bodiless forms
that must be layered repeatedly to increase their
plasticity, their physicality. Oil pastel exacted a
new viewpoint and a new terminology.

Oil pastel images are linear. They only
pretend to be a function of the mind, whereas
in fact, they are a product of physical labor.
Panda practice ostensibly exemplifies obsessive
gesture, but in effect it is a methodical,
incrementally applied pigment. No matter how
settled the surface, the plane shudders. Despite
its concern for the linearity of the crayon, it
intensifies whatever it embodies. The enterprise
is thus subject to constant urgent repetitive
gestures. Like weaving a fabric, or grinding
disparate beans into a paste, into blocks or
forms, the axes convey information rather than
impression. When making forms with oil pastels,
one does not imitate anything in nature; much
like cobweb, however, a grid is spun that will
be coherent, if not impervious, and embodied
by exaggerated thinning and thickening lines
that smolder. The illumination pulsates in
atmospheric volumes. Greenberg once said that
“every fresh and productive impulse in painting
since Manet [...] has repudiated received
notions of utility and finish.”*” Oil pastels are
traversed by short discontinuous strokes that
chart a dimension of aform or generate a light or
backdrop. The center of gravity is grasped by the

gesture as the arm sweeps with eyes distracted,

sometimes even closed; waiting for completion
by cover of the pictorial rectangle.

Arie Aroch broke with New Horizons;
perhaps he was never with them in the first
place. He had a figurative brush stroke, a gesture
that followed form. He worked with “scraps of
an indolence, hence of an extreme elegance,” to
quote Roland Barthes;“as if there remained, after
writing, which is a powerful erotic action, what
Verlaine calls la fatigue amoureuse: that garment
dropped in the corner of the [...] canvas®®
The work was intentionally sentimental, in a
storytelling kind of way.

In 1964, Aroch exhibited 20 intimate oil
pastels on magazine pages at the Venice
Biennale. In 1966, he staged a solo show of
23 oil pastels on glossy magazine images at
Massada Gallery, Tel Aviv. Aroch’s work could
have been considered a collage, but that would
have been a mistake. His work was not visceral,
but canny. In many of his oil pastels he used
white to create an opaque casing; pencil marks,
like abrasions, inflected the surface or served
as volumetric modeling of shading. Scratching
the pigment once again (his signature device)
to rupture the material lifted the work from its
context. Aroch’s art grew in stature and depth
late in life. Specific images/emblems became
the format of his production: the human profile;
the oval; the figure 8 or infinity sign; the boat
which is an extension of the figure 8; the military
hat which he turned on its side to resemble
a flag; a thicket of diminutive, yet insistent
pencil annotations that delve into the nature
of graphicism in 20th century art; voluminous
space; a detached strip, like a ribbon of red,
blue, and another color forming a tricolor

that references poetics, posture, politics. He
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Yiddish expression literally meaning "the fat ass of French
art," while actually referring to the self-satisfaction of the

practitioners.
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Roland Barthes, "Cy Twombly: Works on Paper," The
Responsibility of Forms, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley &
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1991),
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August Macke, Abstract, 1914,
oil pastel on paper
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Lea Nikel (1918-2005), Untitled, 1987
Oil pastel and acrylic on paper, 65x50.5

Collection of Mishkan Museum of Art, Ein Harod
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“Could that green shoot, the Offakim Chadashim
[sic; Heb. New Horizons / t.n.], engender an
art, not duplicitously international [...], one that
rivaled while contributing to the ambitiousness
of European and American contemporary Art,
not because it inherited this extra-national
standard as the School of Paris generation of
Jewish artists had inherited one, but because it
was creating the standard as well? The tentative
answer is yes.”3To my mind, it was the lag in time
(chronology), rather than the disadvantaged
location, that hindered international reception
of Israeli art.

1964 was the year Duchamp authorized
Arturo Schwarz to produce Bicycle Wheel, along
with twelve other Duchamp readymades, in
editions of 834 The attack on the virtuosi brush
came to Israel in 1964 in a minor form. Aroch
left New Horizons, attacked plein-air, the French
sensibility and virtuoso painting, and pioneered
the oil pastel medium. He advocated an anti-
painterly practice.®® European painting had come
to a temporary cul-de-sac, but leading Israeli

artists stubbornly held on to the waning heritage.

1964: Main Body

Into this habitus entered oil pastel. Qil pastels
were used sporadically and casually by such
artists as Max Ernst, Jean Dubuffet, Antonin
Artaud, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Joan Miré, Karl
Schmidt-Rottluff, Ernst Haeckel, August Macke,
and Cy Twombly. Nowhere in the world did oil
pastel gain such significance in artistic practice
as in Israel. Art suppliers imported the Talens
brand oil pastel called Panda to Tel Aviv, and it
was immediately adopted as a generic label for

oil pastel practice.

experiences of American painters De Kooning, Pollock,
Bryen, Capogrossi, Hartung, Mathieu, Riopelle, and Wols,
which was organized by Mathieu himself together with art
critic Michel Tapié. Tapié's book Un art autre was published

one year later.
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Herbert Read, A Concise History of Modern Painting
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Robert Pincus-Witten, "The Sons of Light: an Observer's
Notes in Jerusalem," Arts Magazine, vol. 50, no. 1 (Sept.
1975), p. 66.
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Arieh Aroch made a replica of Bicycle Wheel that | always
saw in his home. For Duchamp, Roue de Bicyclette was

the first readymade. According to Thierry de Duve,
despite Duchamp's abandonment of painting and the
readymade's three-dimensionality, it is part of the history
of painting rather than the history of sculpture. See
Thierry de Duve, The Definitely Unfinished Marcel Duchamp
(Halifax, Nova Scotia: Nova Scotia College of Art and
Design; Cambridge, Mass., and London: The MIT Press,
1991). According to Octavio Paz, Duchamp's readymades
are "the plastic equivalent of a pun." He directed attention
away from art as a material object, instead presenting it
as something which was essentially an agenda for work.
See Dalia Judovitz, Unpacking Duchamp: Art in Transit
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California
Press, 1995), p. 11.
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Sarah Breitberg-Semel speaks of 1964 as a catalytic year,
the year in which Aroch's Agrippas Street was made. 24
years later, it brought serious abstraction into popular
consciousness by a record-breaking auction price of
$46,000. Breitberg-Semel examines the public profile

of Aroch's work, and his transformation into a mythic
figure. See Sarah Breitberg-Semel, "Agrippas vs. Nimrod,"
Yedioth Aharonoth: Culture, Literature, and Art, 1 July 1988
[Hebrew]; rep. in Kav (January 1989), pp. 98-100 [Hebrew].
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freed himself from the horizon line, and no
longer needed the gridded structure. Aleatory
passages, naturalistic patterning, thickets and
budding on the verge of vegetation. Mairovich’s
emotional intensity signaled prodigious energy.

Arie Aroch was a prestigious personality
in the art world and created important theater
sets,” but he was a rather unremarkable artist
at first.?® Until the 1960s, his place among New
Horizons was nominal rather than essential. He
lacked gestural sweep, scale, and innate talent.
He borrowed from Jean Dubuffet, perhaps Paul
Klee, to create naive compositions, figurative,
sometimes combining biblical imagery with
an intimist scale. The scratch marks and
infantilist interruptions shaped the forms,
while the brushstrokes made the background.
The scratching device as a strategy, however,
was the beginning of great promise. One
must vigilantly attend to the scratching in his
paintings (a narcissistic gesture) that distressed
the pictorial integrity. It was the one constant
that carried through all periods in his oeuvre.
The lacerated aspects of his pictures distanced
the forms from their own self. Aroch was
wary of New Horizons, their values, passion,
autonomous brush, and vitality. He himself
opted for another direction. His pictures
employed folk sources, decorative framing,
perhaps even kitsch.?® His works bordered
on the taste of an avid cultivated collector of
second-hand items. Aroch had the way of a
weekend painter with bourgeois sophistication.
He conflated complexities of icons tempered
with bits and pieces of his immediate
surroundings and various Judaica. He drew
on the Sarajevo Haggadah, imagery from art

books, family memorabilia. His hand gesture is

laconic, a gradual build up—insistent, slow,
objectively fussy, and anecdotal. His official
position in the diplomatic service may have
made him suspect, and at the same time
provided him with social caché. It certainly
exposed him to world art.

Lea Nikel's joyful, explosive abstraction
winked at the CoBrA art movement. Her work
showed likeness to Asger Jorn, Corneille, and
Constant. She climbed into her own language,
but remained a European painter in that she
represented nature and was tied to a culture
of facture. In 1963, ten years after Greenberg,
Donald Judd wrote: “Corneille uses the scale,
frontality and color of a prior generation. He
is that far behind Appel, [...] and Appel is
considerably behind De Kooning and Pollock.
A painting of Corneille appears to be a table of
games and packed boxes uptilted to a parallel
plane. Parts are painted loosely and colorfully,
but the whole is neither loose nor colorful. [...]
colors are multiplied to inconclusiveness.”*° Due
to her years-long American experience, the
Israeli canon burdened her with Hans Hofmann.
Nikel herself, like her colleagues, minimized her
accomplishments and was reluctant to leave (in
art history terms) the post-war French influence,
which proved to be a dead-end.’' As Herbert
Read commented, “art has always been abstract
and symbolic, appealing to human sensibility by
its organization of visual and tactile sensations.
But the vital difference consists in whether the
artist in order to agitate the human sensibility
proceeds from perception to representation;
or whether he proceeds from perception to
imagination.”*

The early directors of the Tel Aviv Museum

(Eugen Kolb and Haim Gamzu) and the

Department of Israeli Art at the Israeli Museum,
Jerusalem (Yona Fischer), as well as the leading
art critics of the time, were Francophiles. When
Willem Sandberg was brought in to head the
Israel Museum, his deep commitment to CoBrA
was discernible in his representation of the
Israeli art scene. French abstraction promoted
lyric tonality, loose painterly brushwork for
the sake of beauty and physical expression,
in a century that did not value beauty as an
artistic goal. Was there anything more than
beauty in French Lyrical Abstraction? Can the
same be asked of New Horizons? Did they
renew the use of pigment? Promote a new

understanding of surface, scale, or framing?

Joshua Neustein and Lea Nikel,
New York, late 1970s
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20711 IXNY7 7071 MY 10

27

| became aware of his theater sets from an excellent text
by Yigal Zalmona. See Zalmona, A Century of Israeli Art,
pp. 201-207.
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Aroch himself described his encounter with the Ecole de
Paris as a Via Dolorosa: "The importance of the Ecole de
Paris was its negative influence. For many years | could find
no defense against the suffering and despair which this
idea and phenomenon caused me from the very moment

| came up against it personally in 1934, [...] it turned into
something like a difficult childhood". Amnon Barzel, Art in
Israel (Milan: Flash Art, 1988), p. 64.
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Merriam-Webster Dictionary defines Kitsch as "something
that appeals to popular or lowbrow taste and is often of
poor quality," namely—cheap, sentimental, overly familiar,
sweet, trite, and ordinary. Its usage, however, is more
complicated. Originating in German, this term, which came
into use ca. 1900, has many definitions and a few essentials.
Art and kitsch are not opposites; they co-exist. Kitsch is
other people's bad taste, yesterday's fashion, the hypocrisy
of sentimentality, manipulation and overstatement. Each
country has its own variation of the kitsch definition. In
France bad taste is necessarily provocative, in England—
pretentious; in Germany—the sugar-sweet embellishment
is the essence of kitsch, since sweetness is the female
element of kitsch, manifested especially in dress and
interior decoration, while the masculine kitsch element

is more extraverted, as seen in military display and
demagoguery. Fascism, for instance, draws heavily on
masculine kitsch, much like American Wild West romances.

No field of endeavor is free of kitsch.

30

Donald Judd, "Corneille," in "New York Exhibitions: In the
Galleries (Reviews)," Arts Magazine, vol. 36, no. 9 (May-June
1962), p. 91. Judd was an art critic for Arts Magazine from
the late 1950s to 1975.
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In 1950, Georges Mathieu had his work appreciated at
the "Véhémences Confrontées" show at Galerie Nina
Dausset, Paris. It was a cultural event that focused on the

extreme tendencies of non-figurative art spawned by the 160




163

Avigdor Stematsky (1908-1989), Safed, early 1970s
Watercolor and oil pastel on paper, 34.2x49.5

Collection of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem, gift of Noa Steimatsky
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For the most part, Streichman did resolve the
mess, thus out-painting his peers.

Avigdor Stematsky was a bona fide member
of Israel’s modernist abstraction. His brush was
fluid in the watercolors and structured in the oil
paintings, and cannot be corralled to a specific
indebtedness. Stematsky’s abstraction created
a kind of aquarelle foliage, drenched in Informel
runny pigment and a lacework of autonomous
pencil lines. The images inspire an all-over quality,
especially in his watercolors and in his better oils.
The fullerthe canvas, the more evenly accentuated
the textures were. A naturalism of color infiltrated,
but there was no delineated form. That additive,
packed space joined all the images in a medley of
visual incident, light and color coming through,
but not the shaping of forms.

Zvi Mairovich's work, before oil pastels,
was that of a rapid painter, temperamental
in gesture, but slow in development toward
discovery of his own self. He embraced
progressive abstraction to a point, and then
rejected its further evolution, but worked
towards transcendence. From the vantage
point of Israeli critics, Mairovich was influenced
by Nicolas de Stael and Maria Helena Vieira
da Silva. Unlike his colleagues’ work, his
oil paintings attest to his German training.
Mairovich studied with Karl Hoffer in Berlin. He
cast off the French stylistic, almost mandatory
stricture of lightness. His oils were blocks of
high key colors, bravura, baroque display, and
spectacle painting, fusing islands of abstract
forms that pushed and jostled one another. He
handled the paint with speed and aggression,
setting brush strokes in motion. Purples, greens,
blacks, and optical grays were his signature

palette. In twenty years of painting daily, he

Left to right: IDF officer Moshe Amir, Avigdor
Stematsky, Zvi Mairovich, Uri Zvi Greenberg, 1960s

Collection of Shuki Mairovich
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which | object, not because it is standard—after
all, the best taste agrees in the long run—but
because it is usually at least a generation behind
the best art contemporaneous with it)."? The
Israeli artists conventionally traveled to Paris—it
was the world’s art center in the 1950s. Jackson
Pollock was a wild card; Clyfford Still was barely
known, and even disliked in the USA;* Barnett
Newman began making his “zip” paintings in
1948, but he did not have a gallery show until
1950; Ad Reinhardt was just too advanced, even
for second and third generation abstract painters.

Having opted for the European paradigm,
there was still room for invention, contribution,
original motifs, as well as fragmentation in
Israeli art. It was not certain that the rush to
abstraction was so important. New Horizons
created energetic work within the naturalist
embrace. According to Robert Pincus-Witten,
“by the mid-1950s, the Ofakim Hadashim
(sic, Heb. New Horizons / t.n.) had taken
on abstraction and worked it back to pre-
Impressionism, to the sheer unraveling of light
[...]. Thus the painters of Ofakim Hadashim,
granting their quality, kept sliding back to the
good old cliché: ‘Go back to Nature." In short,
theirs was an early consciousness of abstraction
[...]. Used to a highly partisan critical arena my
assertions take on a polemical edge. In contrast,
Neustein seeks to assure Israeli continuity, not
to succumb to the notions of an aggrandizing
American Oedipal fixation. [...] Neustein feels
little need of undercutting his forbears, not
even to undermine the institutional meanings
or conventional attributions of their painting.”?

The Israeli consensus was that Zaritsky
learned the Matisse and Braque lessons well.

It was both his strength and his weakness

that he held on to early 20th century masters.
He transformed his naturalism into a fluid
transcription. The landscape was deprived of
a sense of space. To my mind, however, Israeli
abstraction, if one can really call it abstraction,
was more indebted to its own temperamental
forces than the critics dared think. It operated
within the framework of French post-WWiIl
abstraction of... say Jean Fautrier, Bram van
Velde, André Lanskoy, Nicolas de Staél, but these
European painters were far more domiciled in
a cubist honeycomb. In fact, that generation of
Israeli painters was better than the Europeans,
but no one dared to say that. New Horizons
painters sported an autonomous brushstroke
focused on the fluid space, transparency of
color, viscosity of texture, and rhythms of the
prancing brushstrokes. The oils were far less
representational than the watercolors. In the
oils, one no longer looked diligently through
the paint for landscape. But perhaps that is not
entirely accurate.

As per the Israeli canon, Yehezkel Streichman
was a gentle modernist.?® His format—clusters
of color that float in mid-canvas, with diagonal
latitude lines and atmospheric elements—
looked to Kandinsky, but he was the polar
opposite of Kandinsky’s volatile Fauvist color
and bold explosive forms. Streichman made
delicate, loose, lacy surfaces, with oblique, non-
emphatic images, and colors bracketed in a
monochromatic filter. He was close neither to the
language of Alfred Manessier and Julius Bissier,
nor to that of his New Horizons colleagues,
whose oil pastels were more alla prima and
indebted to Matisse and Braque. Streichman’s
format was not cubist; rather, it was comprised

of multiple overlapping and inter-penetrating

“frames” which were frontal and parallel to
one another. Like Paul Klee, the drawing lines
that crisscrossed the pictorial plane were
instrumental. It was a multiplication of Alberti’s
window. Streichman used all the physical space
at his disposal. He made numerous large-scale
paintings, but his studio was the size of a pantry.
When | visited him, the canvas stood diagonally,
from corner to corner, cutting his studio into
two triangles. He had no way to step back and
see it all at once. To do that, he told me, he used
to take the painting into the building lobby. |
don't think it fit through the door. (Only Aroch
had a studio as small as this, but his pictures
were modestly sized).

Upon revisiting Streichman’s work, his oil
paintings on canvas look better and better.
His work, it seems, has been catching up, and
in several instances has surpassed Zaritsky.
Streichman was too timid in his lifetime to
challenge the dominance of the New Horizons
leader, but now that both are dead, his work draws
growing attention. What made Streichman'’s
canvases advance is a new generation, with new
eyes, that discerns a strategy in “weak painting”
There seems to be a greater deal of exploration
and searching in Streichman’s paintings,
engaging the viewer in a dialogue. The canvas
appears to be divided into multiple lined up
rectangles. Streichman’s scaffolding structures
were functional rather than nominal. The most
impressive part about his work is that constant
trouble loomed: when he painted, he did not
have the overview of the whole canvas, due to
the aforesaid space restrictions. There was too
much going on, risking the work’s cohesion. That
sense of crisis keeps the viewer in tension, like

a detective story: will he resolve the confusion?
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Ibid., p. 124.
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Michel Seuphor and Michel Ragon, LArt Abstrait,

Vol. 4: 1945-1970: Amérique, Afrique, Asie, Océanie (Paris:
Maeght, 1974) [French].

25
Robert Pincus-Witten, "The Neustein Essay," p. 138.

26

Yona Fischer wrote a comprehensive monograph on
Streichman and much of his ideas are drawn upon in
this essay. See Yona Fischer, cat. Yehezkel Streichman
(Israel Phoenix and Yehezkel Streichman Estate, 1997).
Yigal Zalmona writes perceptively about Streichman and
connects his work to Braque's. See Zalmona, A Century of
Israeli Art, pp. 181-182.
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into abstraction, as they wandered far afield
from their leader’s jurisdiction, and “fell away”
from the art scene. There was some endemic
prejudice against hard-edge painting and
architectural imagery. The artists who stayed
close to the “family” and to the consensus
imposed by Zaritsky, survived. In the next
generation, Raffi Lavie was the “decider,” the
“authenticator” of artists who were to either
survive or be discarded in local history.*® The
role of critics, curators, and scholars in the
Israeli art community was ritualistic, in many
ways more obligated, oral, more burdened
than the equivalent in the international art
centers. In Pierre Bourdieu's terms, their role
was to reinforce the basic positions of the field,
as formulated by Zaritsky. In Israel, the critics’
activities were more about membership. One
reads of artists in Europe and America stirring
up “a furor among the critics.” No such thing
could take place in Israeli art. The principal
artists and curators were both the establishment
and the avant-garde. Such hegemony and
demagoguery continued beyond New Horizons
into the late 1990s. Israeli art criticism in those
years functioned as a gatekeeper, accepting the
field's organizing principles as a given.
“Picasso’s good luck was to have come
to French modernism directly, without the
intervention of any other kind of modernism.
It was perhaps Kandinsky’s bad luck to have to
go through German modernism first">' Probably
more by circumstance and coincidence than
judicious choice, the Israeli avant-garde went
through 1940s and 1950s French (Parisian)
abstraction to arrive at its own modernism. The
problem was that by then, French abstraction

had little risk-taking capacity; rather, it practiced

and valued voluptuous facture and valor already
achieved by the Impressionists and Post-
Impressionists.

It was the Americans who produced the best
abstract painting after World War I, and had
large, coarse ambitions. When they left the easel
to paint directly on the wall or floor, often on an
unprimed or unstretched canvas, they redefined
frame, surface, pigment, composition, brush,
and color (which they loaded with industrial
quantities or soaked into the canvas)—a new
formalism, emblematic, heroic in scale, exact
and bold. Discussing the French abstract artists
in 1953, Clement Greenberg wrote that they “go
in for ‘paint quality’ in the conventional sense,
‘enriching’ their surfaces with buttery paint [...].
[Dlesign is tailored so that it hits the eye with a
certain patness. Or else the unity of the picture
is guaranteed by a semblance of [...] illusion
of depth, [...] always softer, suaver, [...] and
sumptuous; [...] [the abstract] vision is tamed
in Paris. [...] [Tlhe American version of Abstract
Expressionism is usually characterized [...] by a
fresher, more open, more immediate surface.
Whether it is enamel paint [...], or thinned paint
soaked into [...] canvas. There is no insulating
finish, nor is pictorial space created ‘pictorially,’
by deep or veiled color; it is a question rather
of blunt and corporeal contrasts [...]. All this
[...] makes the American article harder to take.
Standard taste is offended [...]. Do | mean that
the new American abstract painting is superior
on the whole to the French? | do.”?> American
abstract painting was a non-relational, dominant
hegemony of paint-handling and energy.
Nothing in Europe—except perhaps, just
perhaps, Yves Klein or Joan Mir6—came close

to Americans such as Jackson Pollock, Clyfford

Still, Barnett Newman, Willem de Kooning, Mark
Rothko, Elaine de Kooning, Franz Kline, Mary
Abbott, Bradley Walker Tomlin, Grace Hartigan,
Morris Louis, Helen Frankenthaler, Lee Krasner,
Joan Mitchell, and Frank Stella.

The Israelis preferred the “elaborate
Europeans” to the emphatic Americans. Initially,
modern Israeli artists looked to Synthetic Cubism,
Fauvism, and German Expressionism. But these
were not abstract. In hindsight, following the
French example appears to have been a mistake.
The American canonical tradition was only just
emerging and not well publicized. Only a few
artists at the time—Mir6 and Duchamp were the
exceptions—understood that the immediate
future belonged to the Americans. “In Paris they
unify and finish the abstract painting in a way that

makes it more acceptable to standard taste (to

Joan Miré, Personnage, 1977, oil pastel
on cardboard, 27.5x22
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Tali Tamir, "'A Good Tract": The Territory of Abstract
Painting," cat. Avigdor Stematsky, ed. Yona Fischer,
trans. Richard Flantz (Tel Aviv: Steimazky and Tel Aviv
Museum of Art, 1993), p. 172.
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Although New Horizons artists linked their work to or
claimed some lineage from Fautrier, | fail to see affinities
to any of them, except perhaps Castel; see Sarah
Wilson, "Jean Fautrier: Orthodoxy and the Outsider," Art
International, vol. 4 (Autumn 1988), p. 36.

21
Clement Greenberg, "Kandinsky," Art and Culture: Critical
Essays (Boston, MA: Beacon Press, 1961), p. 111. It was

never the intention of Cubism to make abstract imagery.

22
Clement Greenberg, "Contribution to a Symposium," Art
and Culture: Critical Essays, ibid., pp. 124-125.
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acrylic medium, in which the paint is mixed, and
other diluting agents, such as water. Drawing is
the application of pigment in dry form, pictorial
or calligraphic. The materiality of oil pastel
occupies a niche between pencil/charcoal and
brush/squeegee. It is midway between painting
and drawing, neither dry nor wet, but lush, with
a waxy feel. The nature of panda is such that the
artist begins by making lines on a hard surface
(paper, wood, plywood, cardboard). But when
the lines transform into thickets, densely layered
or diffused by the use of turpentine, the drawing
becomes a painting, so to speak. Israeli artists
have transformed the graphic tool into a painterly
medium. They created a planar surface with oil
pastel, and still retained its inherent identity
with a kind of “nervous graphicism“'® or a glazing
gesture to change pigment into form. Oil pastel,
by essence, makes a line, but if the artist wishes
to go beyond that line, it has to be woven into
some kind of aerial form. The forms made by
nervous graphicism, then, are “garments” that
clothe intentions. Possibly due to their linearity,
oil pastel works are expected to be read rather

than observed.

Cultural Exchange Value:

The Israeli Case

In the 1920s and 1930s, there were early Israeli
attempts at“leaping into 20th century abstraction”
by Arie Lubin and Yitzhak Frenkel,'® but the
comprehensive move into abstraction occurred
in the late 1940s with the establishment of the
State. In the atmosphere of hurried nation-
building, the overarching need was to create a
modernism congruent with the leading artists

of the mid-1950s. They traveled to Paris; some

stayed there for years, before and/or after
World War I, thus gaining sufficient exposure
to assimilate the modernist Lyrical Abstract,
which they brought back to Tel Aviv and
into their work. The structure, discourse, and
internal dynamics of the community, however,
were far from modernist or Western, possibly
due to the circumstances: an isolated outpost
that, with each passing day, became more
acclimatized, more Levantine, while its Western
ideals became more pressing; perhaps because
the Israelis were not proficient in the leading art
languages of the time.

The Israeli modernist canon was a product
of the political and cultural need to create a
secular state, more than any aesthetic truth
or dialectical thrust. The need to identify with
modernism was charged with ambivalence
and fervor: joining the international discourse
versus aspirations to produce an indigenous
art movement. A byproduct of this duality
was an eclecticism, served up with a dollop
of provincial anxiety. Israeli artists and critics
sought high art that was deeply beholden to
art centers and fashionable movements; but
they also yearned for that art to be rooted in
dominantly Orientalist native folklore. Another
aspect of this trope was a local patriotism that
resented foreign “lessons.” All in all, critics and
artists were too impressed with foreign values
and not confident enough of their own.

A tribal discourse hobbled the modernist
endeavor. The critics were hamstrung to critique
the limitations of local masters or make bold
claims on behalf of lower ranking artists. No
one dared speak of the weaknesses of Zaritsky,
Tumarkin, Lifshitz, Aroch, or Kupferman, for

example. On the other hand, local critics and

artists could not tolerate their colleagues’
global ambitions.” | recall meeting Harold
Rosenberg in Aroch’s house. When he heard my
New York accent, he welcomed a “landsman”
and confidently threw a Brooklyn vernacular at
me: “Everyone asks me: ‘How are we [Israelis /
Y.N.] doing?"” Ten years later, the same puzzling
reflection came from Robert Pincus-Witten,
who was asked that same vexing question:
“How are we doing?,” expressing the concern of
how the expert from abroad sees us.

A small country with big politics drained the
culture. The socialist utopian ideology did not
tolerate questions; a lack of terminology and
poorly developed skills of theory and criticism in
the visual arts were prevalent.The Israeli pioneers
adopted slogans that fortified the consensus,
and the unity (or was it uniformity?) of ideas
restricted serious writing. Critical theory was
timid, paltry at best; instead, local experts traded
in authenticity as a commodity. The public art
discourse was anecdotal, carping, underlain by
offense and apology, quite anti-methodological.
Art moved in a procession of “correct positions”
and concretely cast hierarchies.™

Tali Tamir, in an insightful essay, defined
local abstraction as a desire to poeticize the
world, more inspired by the “milkmaid and the
light streaming in through the window, and [...]
not connected with the idea of a transcendent
abstract.”” One looked at this cultural inclination
and tried to derive some meaning beyond a
penchant for plein air painting, liquid gestures
open spaces (windows) to “breathe” valeur,
facture, local color, and patriotism. As concrete
examples, Israeliartists such as Avshalom Okashi,
Michael Argov, Jacob Wexler, Yehiel Krize, and

Chaim Kiewe attempted to leap further “ahead”
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The term "nervous graphicism" (doodling) was coined by
Robert Pincus-Witten in reference to the making of abstract
or expressionist paintings that distorted and exaggerated
shape with vivid or violent color, i.e. subjective images which
can only be understood as collusion of communication
between the artist and the viewer. Nervous graphicism

is opposed to methodical processing and signs of shared
understanding. See Robert Pincus-Witten, "About Neustein,"
in cat. Neustein, curator: Sarah Brietberg (Tel Aviv Museum
of Art, 1973), p. 21 [Hebrew]; rep. Robert Pincus-Witten, "The
Neustein Essay," in Robert Pincus-Witten, Eye to Eye: Twenty
Years of Art Criticism (Ann Arbor, Michigan: UMI Research
Press, 1984), p. 138.
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Gideon Ofrat in an e-mail exchange with the undersigned.
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As indicated by several art historians, in the early years of

statehood art was mobilized in the service of the state.
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"Zaritsky was the sun and we lived by his light, Streichman
used to say years later, partly respectful, partly cynical
Streichman quoted in: Yigal Zalmona, A Century of Israeli
Art (Surrey, UK and Jerusalem: Lund Humphries and the
Israel Museum, 2013), p. 181.

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Woman in a Hat,

1911-1912, oil pastel on paper
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were affected by temperature extremes.
Originally, Cray-Pas produced hard crayons for
summer and a softer version for winter.'

When an artist picks up a Cray-Pas, Crayola,
Holbein, Talens Panda, or Sakura Crayon,
the hallowed studio is invaded by an air of
playfulness, disrespect, if not blatant derision,
which undermines the institution of art. Oil or
wax pastels are invariably infantile indiscretions
and digressions, a childlike ruckus. Oil pastel is
rudimentary, rough, sudden, bold, and good
for basic statements. If colored pencil has a
sort of delicate filigree humor, oil pastel has a
more heavy-handed wit. Oil paint applied with
brush on canvas is like an orchestra of tone, hue,
texture, layering, illusion, flatness, flexibility,
contour, wooden stretchers, underpainting. No
insouciance can be pretended. In comparison
to oil, pencil, gouache, or aquarelle, oil pastel
requires far fewer preparations and offers less
options;ithasalush waxy gloss, it can be pushed
in several directions, and it yields to pencil
marks. The way it marks the surface, however,
demands clarity of intention, homogeneous
pressure on a stiff surface, and the use of
greater force than pencil or brush. Oil pastel is
indelible, not given to pentimento.” It is given
to addition, but not to subtraction; no covering,
no sfumato,” no chiaroscuro,” scumbling or
dissolving. Charcoal allows endless redoing;
everything is graphically subsumed and the
image is enhanced. Oil pastel marks or smudges
are emphatic; doubt translates into dirt. Primary
and intolerant, it requires certainty, in a childlike
manner. One must know what one is doing, one
cannot regret or search.

Allow me to risk an analogy: dolls are to

sculpture as crayons are to painting. It was

Hans Bellmer who gave rise to that segue. By
directly challenging the conventional use of
dolls, he enabled artists after him to use dolls
as a conventional art medium. After Bellmer, the
use of children’s toys as sculptural material, and
their photo replication, disseminated into the
art canon (Sarah Charlesworth, Cindy Sherman,
Mike Kelley, and the Israeli Ruti and Zoya, Uri
Katzenstein), used the masquerade of dolls as
patina, allowing them a free range of perversity
and obscenity or difficult subjects, glazed over
by a kind of allegory.” Dolls hyperbolically
display innocence and victimization. They
establish an uneasy detachment from more
natural roles of women and children. The use
of oil pastels calls to mind imagery made on
blackboards, which has a schoolroom feel of
temporary notation, a lecture aid, like a "magic

pad.’ It may be argued that oil pastel is a kind

Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Portrait of

Vincent van Gogh, 1877, soft pastel on
cardboard, 57x46, collection of Van Gogh
Museum, Amsterdam
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of child-surrogate to serious art, the infantile
remains in the look of it. The amateur would
be less likely to venture into palette brush and
canvas, but less inhibited in the prefabricated
oil pastel which requires no preparation to use
and is not wet when completed. That smooth,
bright crayon places the color on the paper
immediately in the tone, hue, and texture that
will remain unchanged thereafter.

Painting and drawing as formal categories are
not always clearly distinguishable. One intuitively
knows which is which. It may be suggested that
drawing is a dry medium, and painting is a wet
medium. Painting employs a set of materials, tools
such as brushes, spatulas, and rags, pigments,

binders such as turpentine, and varnishes, or an

Erich Heckel, Seated Man, undated,
ink and oil pastel on paper, 14x9

Collection of Tel Aviv Museum of Art,
estate of Dr. Rosa Schapire through the
British Friends of the Art Museums of
Israel (1958)
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10

For an excellent short history of oil pastels, see Margaret
Holben Ellis and Meilin Brigitte Yeh, "The History, Use and
Characteristics of Wax-Based Drawing Media," The Paper
Conservator, 22 (1998), pp. 48-55; see also D. Besnainou,
"Cire et cires: Etude sur la composition, |'altération, la
restauration, la conservation des ceuvres céroplastiques”
(diss.; Paris: Institut Francais de Restauration des (Euvres
d'Art, 1984).

11
Ital. "repentance"; an alteration introduced by the artist

during the process of painting.

12
A painting technique allowing tones and colors to shade
gradually into one another to produce imperceptible

transitions.

13

High contrast between dark and light areas in a painting.

14
This idea came up in a conversation | had with Alex
Neustein in September 2004. Bellmer was preceded by
other artists who used mannequins: Oskar Schlemmer in
the Bauhaus, and before him—the Russian Constructivists,
e.g. the Mechanical Ballet (1931).
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materials similar to pastels. Imprints rendered
with powdered charcoal or mineral pigments
prepared with a coating of saliva, animal fat, or
tree resin, were smeared over the surface of the
grotto wall, dusted over the palm of the hand.
Some historians credit prehistoric man with
the making of pastel sticks, powders packed
by hand into hollow animal bones, made of
chalk, dry pigments, and a binder (traditionally
gum tragacanth derived from Asian legume
plants). The bones were heated by fire until the
pigment-laden paste dried and shrank for easy
removal. A soft limestone was finely ground
in water and allowed to settle. The water was
poured off, and the resulting powdered paste
was left to dry. Tonal ranges were created from
varying quantities of pigment blended with

chalk paste.

The History of Soft (Chalk) Pastels

“Leonardo da Vinci used black and red chalk
with yellow pastel highlights to complete a
portrait drawing of Isabelle d’Este, Duchess
of Mantua in 1499. According to historian
Geneviéve Monnier, da Vinci learned what
he referred to as ‘the dry coloring method’
from French artist Jean Perréal”> Italian
Renaissance masters used red chalk to create
architectural and technical drawings, and in
preparation for painting. A work by Guido Reni
(1575-1642), who produced the earliest
paintingsin a variety of colored chalks, survives.5
Pastel proliferated in “the so-called three-crayon
portrait drawn in black, red, and white chalk on
toned paper” Modern pastels were employed
to work out compositional and color problems

in preparation for oil painting. In the 17th

century pastel evolved into a unique painterly
medium.Venetian Rosalba Carriera (1675-1757)
was the most modish pastel portraitist in Paris.
She used rubbing and blending, with a soft,
delicate feel. Portraitist Maurice-Quentin de La
Tour (1704-1788), who studied in Paris, gave
pastel a new range and intricacy. Jean-Baptiste-
Siméon Chardin used pastels when he was too
old and weak to work in oils.

Many 19th century painters—Delacroix,
Whistler, Millet, Copley, Renoir—were pastelists.
So was Edouard Manet. Mary Cassatt, who
tried to arrest the fleeting visual effects of a
world in constant motion, found pastel to be
the suitable medium to this end. Toulouse-
Lautrec frequently employed underpainting
in watercolor to intensify the dry pastels, but

the pastel practice was mostly alla prima.

Edgar Degas, Two Dancers Entering
the Stage, ca. 1877-1878, soft pastel
on paper, 36.5x35.9
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Edgar Degas, who expanded pastel practice,
remains the most important pastel painter of
the Impressionist era, thanks to whom pastel
was no longer considered a secondary or
preparatory medium. His dancers and horse
racing scenes, rendered in soft pastels, are a
complete oeuvre. Powdery, immediate, fleeting,
and bathed in theatrical light—pastel boasted a
pre-performance tension and a spectacle quality
that could not be equaled in oil painting.2 Degas
popularized and advanced the knowledge of
fixatives, so crucial to soft pastels. Odilon Redon
exploited the blurring effects and fuzzy palette
to envision a symbolist world replete with
shimmering fantasies and specters of unnatural
light. James Abbott McNeill Whistler produced a
series of pastels in 1879 Venice. “The material is
pressed into the paper over and over and over
again. Behind glass, they're blurred [...]J. They
have a physicality, of powder or chalk. [...] [A]
pastel doesn’t really have a skin. It's full of air
[...], one doesn't get the sense [...] that it has a
beginning and an end. [...] [S]o one is chasing its
outer and inner extremities when one’s looking
at it, because you don't really know where it
starts and where it ends. But with the skin of oil

paint, you do.”

Oil Pastels: An Introduction

Oil pastels were probably developed in Europe
at the end of the 19th century. In 1903, Binney
and Smith introduced the first Crayola Crayon
for mass consumption. In 1920 Japan, Sakura
produced Cray-Pas. In 1949, Sennelier produced
high-quality oil pastels, supposedly for Picasso.
QOil crayon used a combination of coconut oil and

stiffening oil as a base, but both these ingredients

4
Other artists who touched on the medium include:

David (Dedi) Ben-Shaul who made his own pastels, Jakob
Eisenscher, Yocheved Weinfeld, Moshe Givati, and others.
I made multiple attempts to obtain information about the
pastels of Hagit Lalo (a superb artist), but could not arrive
at definitive conclusions, and consequently she was not
included in the exhibition.

5
Wesley Pulkka, "Pastel Painting: A Brief History," The
Collector’s Guide to Albuquerque Metro Area, vol. 13,

http://www.collectorsguide.com/fa/fa071.shtml.

6

See http://www.artshow.com/apow/history.html.

7
Pulkka, "Pastel Painting: A Brief History."

8
Degas combined pastel with different mediums on diverse
surfaces, including paper, cardboard, and canvas;

see http://www.artshow.com/apow/history.html.

9

Sean Scully, "Body of Light," http://nga.gov.au/Exhibition/
Scully/Detail.cfm?IRN=128878&BioArtistIRN=23432&Mn
ulD=1.
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Joshua Neustein

Prologue

In no place and at no time in modernism were
oil pastels used for complete oeuvres, except
in Israel, rendering the use of oil pastels a
substantial practice, important as well as unique
to the place and time where it happened.' In
the summer of 2007, Mordechai Omer, then the
director of Tel Aviv Museum of Art, challenged
me: “Write a text on oil pastels, and we will do a
show. | rather hoped someone else would write
this. | panicked. | meant to tell him, “I have too
large a stake in this; write it yourself, or invite a
historian, or a curator. Why me?” Instead | said,
“You abandoned me twice, and now you're
ruining my life!” Omer, on his part, argued that the
passage of time had forced an obligation: one of
the “partisans” had to write the history, since all
the others were dead. He said it was as significant
an obligation as my actual participation in those
events. It was more intimidating, perhaps even
confusing, a task to relate historical events, than
to have taken part in them.

The starting point of this essay already
posed a problem. When one speaks of other

artists, “in the form of a personal testimony,”

which “always tends toward reappropriation
and always risks giving in to an indecent way of
saying ‘we,’ or worse, ‘me",” there is the danger
of narcissism. As difficult as it is to speak of
them, it is even more difficult to speak of one’s
relationship with them.2How was | to include my
own portion in this history? My only defense was
to write with full conviction, record with fidelity.
It would be a nostalgic journey, but also a service
to departed colleagues. | would examine my
memories, my imagination, distortions; plunge
into the past, dredge up meetings with these
artists, conjure up their studios, their gestures
and body language when they spoke or kept
silent, gossiped or described “factura.”* | would
have to examine oil pastels, their diverse
uses, mutations, interruptions, problems, and
redemptive aspects. To write a testament, one
must recollect or collect decades of disparate
conversations, and transform them into a
dialectic.

Chronologically, the first artist in Israel to
use oil pastels for an entire oeuvre was Arie
Aroch, immediately followed by Zvi Mairovich
and Marcel Janco, and subsequently—myself,

Aviva Uri, Raffi Lavie, Avigdor Stematsky,

*  Regretfully, in some instances | have neglected to keep exact references to works cited, and some of the ideas | have

culled might appear in this text without proper reference to their author and/or publication. Many scholars and writers

have enriched my thoughts along the way, and | would like to extend my apologies to anyone whose name or text

details have been accidentally omitted from this essay.

Yehezkel Streichman, Pinchas Abramovich, Lea
Nikel, Itzhak Danziger, Moshe Kupferman, John
Byle, Uri Lifshitz, Menashe Kadishman, and
Alima. Before delving into this tangled history,
however, | must start with an apology: | write
here about artists with whom | had multiple
contacts, and whose work in oil pastels | have
followed intently. What is sorely missing here,
and missing unjustly, is a consideration of the
oil pastels of others.* This in no way reflects
on the quality and importance of the “other”
artists and their contribution to the history of
oil pastels. In fact, their contribution may well
have been as good as or even more significant
than that of some of the artists on whose

production | focus.

Prehistory of Soft Pastels

It is somewhat ironic that a medium known for
its immediacy and associated with children,
has truly ancient origins. The use of dry
pigments in image-making can be traced back
to primeval man. Neanderthal burial sites,
dating back some 30,000 years, reveal pictorial
materials such as flower petals, pollen, and red
ochre scattered on corpses. Palaeolithic cave
paintings in Lascaux, France, dating back 20,000
years, utilized charcoal as well as wet and dry
pigments to portray animals encountered
in hunting expeditions. Most likely drawn

by torch light, these early images employed

1

A clarification about the materials discussed in this
article: Oil pastels—known in Israel by the generic name
"Panda" after the oil pastels manufactured by the Dutch
company Talens—are similar to oil sticks, but with one
critical difference: the type of oil used in the formulation
of pastels is nondrying. Since the material of oil pastel
contains more wax than oil, it handles more like soft
pastel; it never completely dries, and forms little or no
skin on the work surface. Oil sticks, in contrast, develop a
skin as the oil dries, sealing in the wet paint underneath,
much like oil paint. Oil pastels and soft pastels have a
similar makeup, but the latter contain a higher portion of
pigment and less binder, and are not usually mixed with
wax. The application of soft pastel is thus smoother than
that of oil pastel and its resulting colors brighter, but it
often produces more dust; see: http://www.artistsnetwork.

com/medium/oil/oil-pastels-oil-sticks-and-oil-bars.

2

Derrida discussing his homage to Jean-Francois Lyotard,
in: Jacques Derrida, The Work of Mourning (Chicago and
London: The University of Chicago Press, 2001), p. 225;
see also Pascale-Anne Brault and Michael Naas, "Editors'
Introduction," ibid., p. 7.

3

"Facture refers to the way a thing is made. Connoisseurs
use the word to indicate an artist’s handling of medium,
the brushstroke, how materials are worked descriptively
and expressively. [...] Paying attention to facture means
paying attention to artistic process." See Rebecca Zurier,
"Facture," American Art, vol. 23, no. 1 (2009), p. 29.
According to Clement Greenberg, texture + culture =
facture. In Israeli art circles, the term "facture" was a way of
historicizing a legitimacy. The user of the term would often
raise his eyebrows, close his eyes, and rub his thumb to
the forefinger in delight of quality. Factura was a preening

gesture of apopreciation and conoisseurship.
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The gist of this exhibition and its search engine
are embedded in its title: "Panda." In other words,
the philosophy of the material, the medium,
serves as the basis for reading the artworks.
The assumption being tested here is that every
medium has an intrinsic message, and that every
material expression in culture contributes to a
general, universal spirit (Weltgeist), as Friedrich
Hegel defined it. From the early 1960s to the late
1970s, a unique body of work in oil pastels—
known locally by the generic name "Panda,
after the magnificent oil pastels by the Dutch
company Talens—was created in Israel. It is the
only place in the world, and the only time period
in the history of modernism, in which entire
oeuvres were created in oil pastels.

In this unique exhibition, the voice of its
curator, Joshua Neustein, emerges not from
the critical or theoretical field—which is often
perceived as antithetical to the artistic act—but
from the material itself. As an artist, he discusses
oil pastels through an intimate acquaintance
with the medium and its qualities (feel, texture,
flow) as well as through personal acquaintance
with the artists and their work. Moreover,
Neustein decided to exhibit the works in the
Museum's Prints and Drawings Gallery as a
site-specific installation, by covering the entire
space with bubble wrap, a material identified
with his own works as an artist. This decision not
only re-sketches the physical and mental scenic

lines which Neustein grooved in bubble wrap

back in the 1980s, preserving the memory of his
numerous installations in the years that followed
(e.g. his work in the exhibition "Neustein, Tzaig,
Grossman in the National Library Archives"
curated by Gideon Ofrat for the Israeli Pavilion
at the Venice Biennale, 1995; his solo exhibition
"Boiling Point" curated by Hedva Shemesh at the
New Gallery at Teddy Stadium, Jerusalem, 2003;
etc.). By eliminating the clear, decisive distinction
between the artistic medium and the curatorial
medium, Neustein's act strives, firstand foremost,
to elicit questions about prevalent modes of
museum display. The catalogue text spans the
artist-curator's memories and interpretation
of the featured artists (including himself),
while delving into the skills, predilections, and
preferences which were manifested in their
work in oil pastels. Thus, the exhibition not
only introduces a unique body of work, but
also outlines the habitus of Israeli artists in that
period, most of whom are no longer with us.
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