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(Cambridge, Mass, MIT Press, 1993), p. 347.
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Jacques Ranciére, “Who is the Subject of the Rights of Man?” in Dissensus: On Politics and ¢
Aesthetics, ed. and trans. Steven Corcoran (London and New York: Continuum, 2010), p. 68.
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25x34,1998 ,(D'N1TX 7VN) TN X77

Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1998, 25x34

<<
25x39 ,1994 ,(7IN'7N ,0'7w17") NI X77
Untitled (Jerusalem, Malha), 1994, 25x39

1998-1992 ,07p1130 DALY 7XIY?1 D PTA D°N]

(‘7°7wn) 127Ny "m7xn

173N 1771 7y DINA?T NDITA

New Homes in Israel and the Occupied Territories, 1992-1998
Black and white photographs (negative)

pigment print on archival paper
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25 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1998, 25x31.5 Untitled (Jerusalem, Givat Masu'ah), 1997, 25x28.5 24




25x37 ,1997 ,(IX1WN 1V11 ,07'7w1) TN X77 25x38,1997 ,(IX1WN 11V11 ,0'7W1) TN X77
27 Untitled (Jerusalem, Givat Masu'ah), 1997, 25x37 Untitled (Jerusalem, Givat Masu'ah), 1997, 25x38 26
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29 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1998, 25x38 Untitled (Ashdod), 1997, 25x38 28




25x38,1997 ,(111 10XN) NI X77 25x34,1995 ,(fN'7n ,0"7W1") TNIND X77

31 Untitled (Mitzpeh Nevo), 1997, 25x38 Untitled (Jerusalem, Malha), 1995, 25x34 30
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Untitled (Jerusalem, Gilo), 1998, 55x60
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35 Untitled (Jerusalem, Gilo), 1995, 25x39 Untitled (Jerusalem, Malha), 1994, 25x38 34




25%40.5 ,1995 (12 N™j7) TNINI X77 25x36.5,1993 ,(V1W IX1) NI X77
37 Untitled (Kiryat Gat), 1995, 25x40.5 Untitled (Beersheba), 1993, 25x36.5 36
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39 Untitled (Talmon), 1993, 25x39 Untitled (Talmon), 1993, 25x37 38




25x38,1993 ,(D'N1TX 717VUN) TNINI X77

Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1993, 25x38

<<
25x36.5,1993 ,(1N"" 11QXN) TNID X77 25x38,1993 ,(Wnw 1'1) NI X77
41 Untitled (Mitzpeh Yericho), 1993, 25x36.5 Untitled (Beit Shemesh), 1993, 25x38 40
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45 Untitled (Jerusalem, Givat Canada), 1992, 25x36.5 Untitled (Jerusalem, Givat Canada), 1992, 25x35.5 44




25x36.5,1993 ,(IXT 11200 ,0"7W17Y) TN X77

Untitled (Jerusalem, Pisgat Ze'ev), 1993, 25x36.5

<<
25x39 ,1993 ,(IXT T1ADA ,0'7W1) TNID X77 25%36.5,1993 ,(WNw 11'1) NN X77
47 Untitled (Jerusalem, Pisgat Ze'ev), 1993, 25x39 Untitled (Beit Shemesh), 1993, 25x36.5 46
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25x39,1993 ,(7"2N 112) MM X77
Untitled (Kfar Habad), 1993, 25x39

<<
25x36.5,1992 (7' ,0'7W17") TNTD X77
Untitled (Jerusalem, Gilo), 1992, 25x36.5

25x38,1995 ,(T1NIX) TNTD X77
Untitled (Orot), 1995, 25x38 50






25x38,1993 (1N NAXN) I X77

Untitled (Mitzpeh Yericho), 1993, 25x38

<<
25x38 ,1995 ,(D'M1TX N7VN) NI X77 25x38,1993 ,(1N"' 19¥N) I X77
55 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1995, 25x38 Untitled (Mitzpeh Yericho), 1993, 25x38 54
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59 Untitled (Modi'in), 1997, 67x55 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1998, 25x25 58
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61 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1993, 25x37 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1995, 25x38 60
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63 Untitled (Kfar Habad), 1993, 25x39.5 Untitled (Mitzpeh Yericho), 1993, 25x37 62
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65 Untitled (Jerusalem, Givat Masu'ah), 1997, 25x25 Untitled (Ma'aleh Adumim), 1997, 25x25 64
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14x44,1993 (VW WXI) TIND K77
. Untitled (Beersheba), 1993, 14x44 66




14x44 1993 (VAW IX3) MI1D X77
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Untitled (Beersheba), 1993, 14x44
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Efrat Shvily, :2002 ,077017 ,0™ 717 7TV 15972 7OMYNT 2150P2 NANAKT NXA DOPLI 1KY
Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (Rotterdam, Witte de With, Center for Contemporary Art,
2000), p. S3.
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Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson & Robert Galeta
(Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1986), pp. 49-S0.

s jw N

DN OX DNNY X7

1'0 2210 ™D

7'7) i7°T1 X77 "W INXYUT N7XD
(mm7ninn

Salah Tamari, Minister without
portfolio (Settlements Affairs)
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Margaret Bourke-White, Portrait of Myself (London, Collins, 1964), p. 134. 2

Margaret Bourke-White, “Notes on Photographs,” in Erskine Caldwell and Margaret Bourke- 19
White, You Have Seen Their Faces (New York, Modern Age Books, 1937), p. S1.
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Richard Taruskin, “Music’s Dangers and the Case for Control,” New York Times, December 9,2001. 15
Martin Kettle, “The Witch Hunt,” The Guardian, December 15,2001 :7na vwiyn - 16
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1972-1971 ,T1 7V 1NW ,TNIXI71"T 48 QDI TimMA
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Gerhard Richter, 48 Portraits, oil on canvas, 1971-1972
Installation view, Museum Ludwig, Cologne
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Benjamin Buchloh, “Divided Memory and Post-Traditional Identity: Gerhard Richter’s Work of = 17
Mourning,” October 75 (winter 1996), pp. 76-78.
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The Independent, July 9, 1996 <http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/from-terrorist-to-tea-
with-the-queen-1327902.html>
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Dr. Saeb Erekat, Minister of Local Government
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Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (May-September, 2000)
Black and white photographs (negative)

pigment print on archival paper, 43x31.5 each
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81 Imad Al-Falouji, Minister of Post and Telecommunication Faisal Husseini, Minister without portfolio (Jerusalem Affairs) 80
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95 Hassan Asfour, Minister of Non-Governmental Organizations Azzam Al-Ahmad, Minister of Public Works 94
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This"whole wide world
fS a very narrow bridge,

Avery narrow bridge

2003 ,772 TNQ7 X7 IXT111 71NN
113 Have No Fear at All, still from video, 2003

2003 ,'772 TnaY X7
7T 12:30 ,0°X¥11Y 571 IXNT?1 2XND
Have No Fear at All, 2003

5-channel video installation, 12:30 min.
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A very-narrnw bridge
a very narrow bridge

A
__,r ery narrﬂ""“"_..:,i”i" . i Have no fear at all!

T |

2003 ,772 TNA7 X7 XTI TINN

115 Have No Fear at All, still from video, 2003 114




All good #hin 3 Our path
are yet to com i is not an easy one.

Your face_h‘.ca B Sometimes your eyes
ynce more, like th (1Y are full of sadness,

2003 ,772 TNA7 X7 XTI TINN
117 Have No Fear at All, still from video, 2003 116




My Halinka, The garden is in bloom, The wind blows at the hem of her skirty Happily | greet her Hey, stop! Hey, stop!
My Maolinka! An my girl ponsass by Stop, stop, ploasal

' o
-
The bght Qur journey And peace The Siarm Was passod, YouniRee is calm The lght
will gulde us an, is far'fom ovaer. graces your smile. once mare, like the sea. will guTde us an

-
- a -
The garden is in bloom, My Kalinka, Oh why are you cross,; my little one® Just let me love you! The wind blows at the hem of her skirt, Hey, stop!
My Malinkal Oh, my protty litle one, s my girl passes by

2003 ,772 ThA7 X7 IXTNN 71NN
Have No Fear at All, still from video, 2003
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Just let me love you! since my soul still
/ 'es for freedom,

My Kalinka, haven't sold it
| the golden calf.

2003 ,772 TNA7 X7 IXT111 711N
121 Have No Fear at All, still from video, 2003 120
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Open Closed Open, 2006

4-channel video installation, 21:50 min.

2006 ,NM710 1140 NN XTI NN
133 Open Closed Open, still from video, 2006 132




who perished in the death camps, in Auschwitz. in Buchenwal
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2006 ,N1710 A0 NN XTI IIN 2006 ,N1710 1120 NN XTI NN
135 Open Closed Open, still from video, 2006 Open Closed Open, still from video, 2006 134
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Family Photographs, 2012

Single-channel video and photographs, 30:05 min.
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2012 ,iINAYN "MNI17XT XTI NN Photographer unknown, black and white photographs (Moritz Blonsky),
139 Family Photographs, still from video, 2012 from the video Family Photographs, 2012 138
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2007-2006 ,m7ap 100

(‘7°7wn) 127-1NY "m7xn

71737X 1771 7Y DINA?D NDOTA

100 Years, 2006-2007

Black and white photographs (negative)

pigment print on archival paper
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Roller Coaster, still from video, 2008
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T 7:33 ,7X17Y71T IXNT?1 1X°N
Roller Coaster, 2008

2-channel video installation, 7:33 min.
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155 Roller Coaster, still from video, 2008 154
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Roller Coaster, still from video, 2008




&

-

&
[ ——

2008 ,0'"TY 11101 IXT' 711N

Roller Coaster, still from video, 2008
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Roller Coaster, still from video, 2008
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Roller Coaster, still from video, 2008
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David Zaitchek, Silwan Village, 1934
Black and white photograph
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Rehavia, 2009

Black and white photographs (negative)

pigment print on archival paper, 43x58 each
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7-channel video installation, 20:03 min.
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In the process of exploring the possibilities open to portraiture today, Hot/

Cold also manages to tell us much about human relationships in general. When
two or more of Shvily’s subjects begin to speak simultaneously on different
video screens, we find ourselves forced to choose which one we will attend
to, basing our decision on the idiosyncratic dynamics of our attraction to,
or curiosity about, one person rather than another. Often we discover that
the subject’s spoken words tell us quite different things than the camera
reveals—as, for example, when the talkative Talia insists that “Words are not
my strength,” or the supposedly hesitant, self-doubting Mimi bravely exposes
more and more of her inner self. In such ways, Hot/Cold demonstrates that the
search for the “truth” about those whom we encounter can only be an open-

ended, never-concluded process.
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muscles; they also became increasingly conscious of the visual rhetoric of lighting,
pose and costume employed by cinematographers and studio portraitists.

To this increasingly paralyzing self-awareness on the part of portrait sitters,
artists and photographers added their own growing doubts about the ability of
any isolated image to capture the complexity of a living human being. Writing in
the late 1920s, Russian Constructivist Alexander Rodchenko insisted that it is
futile to try to condense all aspects of a sitter’s personality into a single, immutable
portrait. Rodchenko argued that “A man is not just one sum total; he is many,
and sometimes they are quite opposed.”” He regarded an extended series of
photographs made at different moments as offering a more effective, and more
modern, means of portraiture.

Rodchenko’s contemporary Dziga Vertov, one of the pioneers of Soviet
experimental documentary in the 1920s, demonstrated the startling distance that
separates the still from the moving-image portrait in his celebrated silent film The
Man with the Movie Camera (1929). In a famous sequence that begins roughly
20 minutes into the film, we see Elizaveta Svilova, Vertov’s wife and film editor,
examining strips of film that show the faces of ordinary people encountered
on Moscow’s streets. As if looking through her eyes, we see a frozen visage in
close-up. Suddenly the still image magically comes to life, animated by changing
expressions and gesturing hands. The result is a lesson in the uncanny power of
cinema to create the illusion of being in the presence of a living person.

The tension between the still and the moving portrait is ever-presentin Andy
Warhol’s Screen Test films of 1964-66. Placing sitters such as Allen Ginsberg,
Susan Sontag, Bob Dylan, and Marisa Berenson (as well as an array of regulars
from his New York studio, The Factory) in front of a simple background and
illuminating them with stark lighting, Warhol let his 16-mm camera roll
uninterrupted for the length of a 100-foot roll of film. Giving his sitters no
direction other than instructing them not to move, blink, or speak, he left it to
his subjects to try to retain control of their own filmed image. Some, like Nico,
Lou Reed and Billy Name, retreat behind a glacial, mask-like facade; others,
unable to hold a frozen pose before Warhol’s impassive camera, appear to find

the test too harrowing and begin to shed glistening tears.

2 Alexander Rodchenko, “Against the Synthetic Portrait, for the Snapshot,” in Photography in the
Modern Era, ed. Christopher Phillips (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989 [1928]), p. 241.

Employing a similar technique to a very different end, Dutch-Indonesian

artist Fiona Tan in her four-channel video installation Countenance (2002)
asked if it is possible for a series of short film portraits to convey the collective
sensibility of a moment in history. Over the course of a year, Tan filmed around
250 black-and-white portraits of Berliners in occupational settings, allowing
her sitters to choose their own pose and instructing them only to remain silent
and look directly at the camera. Running for almost 90 minutes, Countenance
is purposely low-key, as if haunted by the artist’s own skepticism that these
20-second portraits could bridge the gap between the specificity of her subjects’
individual lives and the wider historical moment that they shared.

Certainly the silence of the filmed subjects presented by Vertov, Warhol, and
Tan intensifies our experience of them as pure image. With the addition of the
subject’s voice, the moving-image portrait adds an extraordinarily compelling
dimension. In this regard, the short video portraits that American artist Joan
Logue has been making since the 1970s demonstrate the unusual spark that can
be provided by the subject’s speaking voice. In these portraits, figures such as
John Cage, Lucinda Childs, Jacques Derrida and John Baldessari are shown in
their living and working spaces. They are typically meditative and silent before
Logue’s camera; when they do briefly speak, the effect is jolting, as if a window

has suddenly been opened onto the subject’s interior life.

Considered in the light of such predecessors—and the list could be extended
to include works by contemporary artists James Coleman, Thomas Struth,
Gillian Wearing, Tacita Dean, Yang Zhengzhong, and Sam Taylor-Wood—
Hot/Cold takes its place as what Shvily calls an “improvisation on the portrait
theme.” She is keenly aware of the drawn-out crisis that surrounds portraiture
as a genre—a crisis she feels has been exacerbated by the growth of a media
culture that encourages self-confessional chatter as popular entertainment.
Hot/Cold confronts this situation by returning to a nearly zero-degree starting-
point. Shvily offers an inventory of the technical forms that shape the portrait
today, and she also highlights the basic human relations that exist between the
portrait’s subject, the artist and the viewer. By repeatedly interrupting the flow
of sounds and images that constitute these video portraits, Shvily sharpens the
viewer’s awareness of the countless visual and aural cues that we ceaselessly

employ to assess those who are portrayed.
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I Will Be Your Mirror: Efrat Shvily's Hot/Cold
Christopher Phillips

Efrat Shvily’s video installation Hot/Cold (2011) is both a continuation of
her earlier work and a striking departure from it. Hot/Cold marks a return to
portraiture, first explored in her remarkable photographic series Palestinian
Cabinet Ministers 2000 (2000). Created during a fleeting moment when peace
seemed on the horizon, these portraits of the newly appointed officials of the
Palestinian Authority in Ramallah employed a self-consciously formal black-and-
white studio style. Hot/Cold ventures into much more experimental territory,
raising fundamental questions about the degree to which we can really “know”
those whom we encounter through the mediation of the camera lens. In this
work Shvily consciously turns the viewer’s gaze from the visages of the supposed
“enemy other” of Palestinian Cabinet Ministers to the faces of the “intimate
other”—friends, colleagues, and acquaintances. “All my work is about seeing,”
Shvily says, inviting us to reflect upon the puzzle that seeing involves: it can
simultaneously be a vehicle for understanding the Other and a complex obstacle
to that very understanding,

Hot/Cold is meant to be exhibited as a group of seven plasma screens
loosely arranged on the same wall. Shvily intends for them to be seen all
at once, so that the viewer’s attention can easily move from one screen to
another during the work’s 20-minute running time. On each screen we see
a different sitter—five women and two men— each occupying the same
chair in the artist’s Jerusalem studio. Some are friends of the artist, some
colleagues, others strangers. They represent a range of ages, occupations and
origins (Arab, American, Russian, Ashkenazi, Sephardic). All of the sitters
volunteered to take part in the work.

All seven portrait sessions followed the same guidelines. Shvily instructed
each sitter to begin by sitting mute and unmoving before the camera for several
minutes, either gazing directly at the camera or looking meditatively away.
Then each subject suddenly relaxes, often breaking into relieved laughter, but
still remaining silent. Finally a conversation begins with Shvily, who is sitting

off-screen. Although these improvised exchanges often begin with a discussion

of the peculiar dynamics of the portrait situation, they usually shift quickly to

more personal terrain. Shvily sometimes poses blunt questions—*“What are

]

you trying to hide?’

that force her subjects to choose between self-revelation
and self-concealment. By the end of the portrait session, the initially wary and
reserved attitude of most of the sitters has melted, giving way to a flood of
words, gestures, and animated facial expressions. Some sitters appear to forget
about Shvily and the camera entirely as they recount childhood experiences or
acknowledge deep-seated desires and fears.

The viewer, however, is never allowed to forget Shvily’s presence behind the
camera. Each portrait is regularly punctuated by abrupt edits that shatter the
illusion of seamless continuity. Freeze frames regularly underscore the different
ways that we experience a still image from a moving one. The audio track
periodically goes silent, leaving us desperately trying to read the sitter’s lips or
decode the language of facial expression and body language. As a result, we are
suddenly aware of the many channels of information that we are instinctively
using as we try to decipher the people whom Shvily has placed before us—
physiognomy; attire, facial expression, posture, physical gestures, the grain of each
subject’s voice, the rhythm of their speech, the manner of their play with language.
Watching Hot/Cold, we gradually become convinced that we are coming to know
and understand these strangers as distinct individuals: Maya, Talia, Ruby, Razi,
Mimi, Julia, Lee He. But are we? As Talia, adroitly sidestepping the trap of being
understood too easily, remarks at one point to Shvily, “I am your mirror now; this

is terribly interesting.”

Considered from a wider perspective, Hot/Cold might be seen as part of a long-
running series of efforts by photographers, filmmakers, and videomakers to come
to terms with the crisis of the portrait in the age of the camera. Film theorist
Jacques Aumont observed that in the twentieth century, the spread of cinema
“ruined” the traditions of the painted portrait." Confronting enormous motion-
picture screens filled with close-ups of the human face, spectators became acutely

conscious of the expressive charge produced by the slightest movement of facial

1 Jacques Aumont, “Image, visage, passage,” in Passages de 'image, eds. Raymond Bellour, Catherine

David and Christine Van Assche (Paris: Editions du Centre Georges Pompidou, 1990), pp. 61-70;
Jacques Aumont, Du visage au cinéma (Paris: Editions de 'Etoile/Cahiers du Cinéma, 1992).
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reminded me of the days when I used to enter the room of my Yemin Moshe

house where Micha’s films and film catalogues were stored. I would look at
the black and white photographs of the movie stars, at their faces. As I flipped
through the album of the Palestinian cabinet ministers I could not help but
recall the similar pictures of the stars of the past, which I used to look at with
great pleasure in the days preceding the fall of the wall opposite Yemin Moshe.
Looking at the picture of Palestinian cabinet minister Salah Tamari, I imagined
it was the face of John Wayne.

Efrat’s world, from which she only rarely appeared for a visit to Yamin Moshe,
was alien to me. In my young eyes she seemed to arrive from the affluent, elitist
and cultural climate of the Rehavia neighborhood. But in Efrat’s later work I
discovered a world hidden from my own childhood: the scarred, tortured and
devastated world of the Holocaust survivors. I am referring to the video works
Open Closed Open (2006, the title is from Yehuda Amichai’s last book, where he
talks about questions of faith following the Holocaust) and Family Photographs
(2012). The first video work shows a Holocaust commemoration ceremony at Yad
Vashem in which participants stand in along queue until it is their turn to read the
names of those relatives who perished in the Holocaust. One hears the names of
the victims being read out by people whose faces are not seen. This work criticizes
the growing tendency in Israeli Holocaust commemorations to materialize the
suffering into an almost pornographic manifestation. Efrat’s grandmother, Aliza
(Else) Zaitchek née Blonsky, lost her entire family, save for her brother. Efrat’s
grandfather, David (Victor) Zaitchek, also lost a large part of his family. Efrat’s
world, even in my angry childhood, was steeped in the trauma of the Holocaust,
whether articulated or repressed.

In the second video work dealing with the Holocaust Efrat filmed a family
gathering at her aunt’s home. The climax of the meeting is the presentation of
two photographs of her great grandfather, Moritz Blonsky, grandmother Aliza’s
father. Blonsky was the owner of a textile store in Brno, Czechoslovakia and was
murdered in Auschwitz on December 3, 1941. In one photograph, taken before
the Naziinvasion of the Sudetenland and the occupation of Czechoslovakia, and
which remained with the family, Blonsky is elegantly dressed, as was expected
from a respectable, cultured, bourgeois merchant. In the second photograph,
which was taken a short time before he was murdered, we are shocked to observe

a completely different man who is yet the very same man. We see him now after

he had been forced to shut down his store and sell cigarettes on the black market
to support his family, and following his subsequent arrest and incarceration.
According to what the aunt has managed to discover, on September 2 1940,
Blonsky was caught and most likely imprisoned in the Brno fortress. From
there he was transported to Auschwitz where he spent twelve days during
which his photograph—that to this day hangs among the thousands of shots
of camp prisoners—was taken. His ears seem to be pricked up like those ears
of a terrified animal, his left eye is frightened and anxious, the right one looks
dreamily at a distant horizon that once was or will be, and out of his prison
uniform the tip of a yellow star touches our heart; it is like a kerchief in the
pocket of a nobleman.

One of the last series in Efrat’s work, Rehavia (2009), concerns the bitter
fate of Jerusalem. These photographs of dense overgrowth conceal something
that we are invited to expose: the ruins of Rehavia homes abandoned and left
for real estate tycoons. Photographs of once-pastoral gardens caught in the
thickets of their own wild beauty lament the coming of the barbarians. We too
have been occupied: Yemin Moshe has long been dead, resting in peace in the
deep pockets of the property owners who came from afar and remained far
away. A similar fate is now befalling Rehavia, once the source of my envy of
Efrat because she lived there. What Efrat’s photography leaves us with is this

beautiful memory of sadness.
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Moshe to visit her paternal grandparents, we did not even greet each other.

I interpreted her behavior as the arrogance of a rich Ashkenazi girl from
Rehavia, and she must have had her own explanation for why I snubbed her, or
maybe she had no explanation but was just totally indifferent to my existence.
I, though, was not indifferent, and in my memory I recall a unique moment
where we met for a brief exchange. I was fourteen and obsessed with books.
Every day I would borrow a new book from the Beit Ha’am library. One day I
chose Mao Zedong’s biography and took it back home. The book was lying on
the table when Efrat and uncle Micha came to visit. Her eyes fixed on the book
and she asked, surprised, who was reading it. I said I was. I do not remember
us actually talking but this was a moment of a certain fraternity, of equality.
Later everything returned to be as it always was. At that time I was no longer
facing the Jordanian wall that had been breached when I was twelve. Instead,
I was facing walls of prejudice. I did not know this then, but at the same time
something had cracked in the world of Efrat, my distant cousin, as well. The
breach in the wall before her revealed the pain of those on its other side, the
sons of the defeated and the occupied. The occupier faced the occupied,
confronted with his pain. A child from East Jerusalem stood before a well-
mannered, educated girl from Rehavia, and I stood in the middle, on the seam,
in Yemin Moshe, whose residents were being evicted to unappealing poor
neighborhoods. All of a sudden, with no border blocking it, Yemin Moshe’s
beauty was exposed to all.

I recall a second encounter several years later. Before joining the army I was
working for my uncle Micha in cinema theaters in Tel Aviv that showed the films
he distributed. One evening, as I was leaving his office on Allenby Street, I met
Efrat who was serving in the Intelligence Corps during her mandatory army
service. We were happy to see each other and exchanged a few words. I felt that we
were closer than ever, as though the fraternity born of Mao Zedong had warmed
up and the Maoist chill had been replaced by something more liberated, like a
good old Che Guevara. After Efrat completed her military service she went on to
study political philosophy at Oxford. Again an unbridgeable distance, wall versus
observatory, and now army service versus political philosophy; the cousins were
distant once again.

The third time we met was on a bus traveling from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

By then I was a first-year Hebrew literature student. It was a chance meeting.

Efrat was on a visit from Oxford and we sat and talked during the entire ride to
Jerusalem. I remember one thing she told me in particular, “Hegel’s philosophy
is impossible to understand.” There was no one else in my family who could have
said something like that. Yet again I discovered that although we were very close,
for some reason we remained far apart.

These three initial, important meetings, founded memory yet also undermined
it. All the meetings that followed, although few and far between, were a follow-up
to those three encounters of alliance.

Not long after she returned from Oxford, Efrat left for Italy to train in
operatic singing. When she returned home she worked as a news reporter
for Israel Radio, translated D. H. Lawrence stories and wrote articles for an
American newspaper. And then, one day, I met her at the Sherover Promenade
holding a camera. Since then she has not traded the camera for anything
else. This had been the gods’ decree ever since she was a child even when
she fled to other lands. The films, pencils, charcoal, canvases stretched over
wooden frames, palettes, the observatory...—all these artistic tools that had
surrounded her always, determined the picture as her destination; yet not as
in art for art’s sake, but a deeper, more just place, where art is also at the service
of other aspirations.

Not To Be Looked At, Efrat’s exhibition at the Israel Museum in 2000, was
her first I had ever seen. The works on show were black and white photographs
of empty and alienating construction sites, with houses before completion,
skeletons about to come to life, cold stones, windows revealing internal
darkness and all this built mostly in the Occupied Territories. I saw how Efrat’s
eye remained faithful to the cinematography she internalized as a child, to the
black and white Italian neorealist films: the industry, the alienation, the cold.
Who would live in the apartments of these unfinished buildings, in the rock-
strewn mountainous hinterland? It seems that the answer to this question lays
in her next series of photographs, in those days when peace between the Israeli
Government and the Palestinian Authority seemed attainable. Efrat had gone
to Ramallah to photograph portraits of the Palestinian ministers, the people
who were to form the Palestinian government within the borders that were to
contain the territories on which the unfinished homes of the previous series
were constructed. One thing that caught my eye as I observed the portraits
took me back to the past I shared with Efrat. The faces of the cabinet ministers
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that joins the current moment with the traumatic past, the general history with

the private, occurs against their will. They are forced to become witnesses of
the testimony, witnesses of the life story of a figure whom they have never met,
whose only uniqueness now is the fact of his death in Auschwitz. Thus in Family
Photographs too, the real drama of the work lies in the presence of time, where
historical, current and genealogical times merge. This point of meeting is also
the plane upon which the different layers of time documented in the time-
image acquire meaning in their appearance as signs of family resemblance. As
the camera moves over the faces of those present in the room, the viewer is led
to create family connections by likening their facial features to those of the
great-grandfather whose captured portrait has suddenly appeared in the family
living room. In this way his presence, albeit from a different time and different
historical reality, is embodied in the facial aspects of those present who serve as

links in a familial chain of witnesses.

Walls
Benyamin Shvily

Efrat Shvily is my uncle Micha Shvily’s daughter. Micha was a successful film
distributor in the 1960s and 70s, and later a film producer. Together with film
director George Ovadia he created the popular Israeli cinematic genre known as
“bourekas films.” As a distributor, Shvily imported films by great directors, like
Fellini, Antonioni, Bergman and others.

In the early 1960s I went to live with my grandmother and grandfather,
who were also Efrat’s grandparents. We lived in the Jerusalem neighborhood
of Yemin Moshe, opposite the walls of the Old City, from where, prior to the
Six Day War, the heads of Jordanian soldiers could still be seen poking out. Not
far from Yemin Moshe — though to me it seemed a world apart — Efrat lived
with her parents, Micha and Hanna, and younger brother Benni. They lived
on Ibn Ezra Street in the aristocratic neighborhood of Rehavia. Hanna was
a painter who had graduated from Bezalel. To this day Efrat’s parents live in
the same apartment. Although we were cousins Efrat and I had no contact. I
was a street boy living in Yemin Moshe, while Efrat, on her maternal side, was
the granddaughter of Professor David Zaitchek, head of the Pharmacology
Department at the Hebrew University and the founder of the Israel Astronomy
Society and the Planetarium, which at the time was located in Givat Ram.

I believe an artist’s life story is shaped in childhood. It can therefore be
assumed that while already in my childhood the Old City wall blocked my
horizon, Efrat, in those very days, had numerous and diverse sights open before
her. She may have traveled with her father to the Cannes film festival, to where he
used to go annually; she most likely attended national premieres. On her mother’s
side too Efrat was fed on pictures. Hanna’s paintings covered the home walls.
Moreover, I imagine my cousin flipping through drawing albums, catalogues and
journals full of pictures of glamorous movie stars, and, as if to rise above me (I
am a year younger than her), I imagine her beloved grandfather took her to the
planetarium to watch the kingdom of the stars.

This is how we lived, apart, alienated from one another: not close, but

distant cousins. And on those rare occasions when Efrat came to Yemin
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The real drama occurs in the third screening room. All that is seen in this

segment is a row of people awaiting their turn to read their assigned victim’s
name. The sound is that of changing voices struggling to give names, faces and
proof of existence of the dead. Through the three exhibition spaces the viewer
moves from a direct poignant firsthand account, to thrice-removed witnesses
rapidly delivering testimoniesinabold and confident, almostincoherent, official
intonation. The sound of these testimonies is constant and continues to resonate
all the time the imagery shows the rather silent row of waiting witnesses. Shvily’s
shift of gaze away from the formal ceremony allows an unexpected glimpse at
the workings backstage. As in the theatre, this glance exposes the illusion and
artificiality. Shvily’s gesture is reminiscent of Bertolt Brecht’s act of artistic
defamiliarization, which served as an effective critical and political vehicle for
artists of the historical avant-garde. Shvily’s camera lingers not on the drama
involved in the act of giving testimony but on the moment prior to it: a moment
when a community of witnesses is formed, where the ordinary turns sacred.
Some of the witnesses listen, most are busy doing something else. Some seem
impatient, other nervous. The witnesses shown in this segment are not direct
witnesses to the Holocaust; they have no authority to recount the disaster, they
did not see or experience the horror. Yet by participating in the ceremony they
are taking upon themselves the task of being a witness to the testimonies and
another link in the chain of witnesses. In contrast to the photographic logic of
the other parts of the work, this last room’s is different. Here Shvily utilizes the
“time-image” coined by philosopher Gilles Deleuze, where the main drama is
the duration."" The logic here works against the frozen time of photography and
does not allow its absolute cessation. Also, it is not a chronological movement
through time — from past to present and then future. Therefore, the time-image
allows the fragmented view of the witness chain, where different temporalities
and activities exist together continually. Here photography and documentary
have lost the ability to focus on one thing, and the stress is on the gaze created
by the multiplicity: the abundance of names and details, the array of voices
heard but not seen, the row of witnesses waiting their turn to take part in the

testimony rite. As a result, the time-image questions the testimonial act by

1L Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson and Robert Galeta

(Minnesota: Minneapolis University Press, 1989).

exposing the problematic mechanism in the creation of a witness community,
of producing and marketing Holocaust remembrance to the public through
official ceremonies. Through the logic of the time-image Shvily simultaneously
articulates and documents the inherent paradox and inevitable erosion of the
chain of witnesses to the loss.

Family Photographs also deals with the burden of witnessing, this time in a
private community of witnesses. Here, added to general and Jewish history is
the burden of family history. In this work, the artist’s family meets to hear about
afamilyloss 70 years earlier. The significance of this event is confounding. What
need is there to recount the life story, and especially the death, of this mysterious
figure, of whose existence many of those gathered to become witnesses were
until that moment never aware? The dominant figure in the work is a family
member who assumed the duty of witnessing. Although her motives for doing
so are not clarified or explained, she performs her duty with a sense of moral and
historical responsibility. She is determined to become a witness and formulate a
witness community around her.

According to Ophir, an individual that accepts the witness role is
committing to the infinite task that the commemoration project requires — the
never-ending duty of recalling the devastation and presenting the loss. The
energetic deeds of this family member as she seeks to find the circumstances
of her great-grandfather’s death in Auschwitz, as well as her immortalization of
his image in her paintings, and the sense of importance she gives to conveying
her findings to the rest of the family, mark her as an active participant in the
shaping of a testimony. Posed at the center of this event, in her authoritative
tone she presents a narrative from the few surviving fragments of information
she has managed to salvage. Her resourcefulness and intuition have led her
to the solution of the mystery — the unnatural death of the great-grandfather
in Auschwitz. He himself is encountered through this family member as
an image in her paintings. While the first part of the work is designed as a
unified and whole testimonial act, this familial community of witnesses slowly
disintegrates in the second part. In it, the rest of the gathered family members
try, together and alone, to see what can be done with this new information.
Demands to discover possible financial implications and comments about the
significance of the great-grandfather’s story for the official commemoration

bodies are raised. Yet for most of the family members, the act of the testimony
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loss by participating in an endless mourning. Ophir points to the problem in

the demand to bear the weight of the testimony that is expressed in Amichai’s
poem. The infinite loss, which is also an irreparable absence and a continual
presence, becomes a constitutive feature of Israeli/Jewish identity. As such
it is ingrained in mourning, and in its wake enslaved to remembrance. The
problematic of this situation, claims Ophir, is that it poses difficulties on
current Israeli political and social reality.’

Like Amichai, Ophir considers the testimony and memory of the Holocaust
a significant component of Israeli/Jewish identity. Ophir describes the dualism
where the past is woven into the present, and remembering into forgetting:
“To remember appears here as a familiar command - each generation must see
itself as if it survived Auschwitz, as if it experienced the revelation of savagery...
The demand to acknowledge the absoluteness of evil is at once the demand to
doubt, time and again, the testimonial act, the absolution of the destruction.”®
Yet Ophir is not content with abstract formalizations of the tension between
past and present, and the uneasiness of carrying the burden of testimony. He
also objects to the methods of Holocaust commemoration designed by official
Israeli organizations. The annual ceremony at Yad Vashem, argues Ophir,
cannot help but be instrumental and manipulative due to its aflinity with
official governmental mechanisms. It is in light of Ophir’s critique that Shvily’s
Open Closed Open, which sharpens disturbing questions about the future of the
witness chain , should be viewed.

Against the official witness community Shvily tests the intimate testimonies of
her own family in remembering her great-grandfather. In Family Photographs she
performs her witness duty and creates her own version of a witness community.
The two videos, in my opinion, are related and correspond. Together, they cast a
critical gaze at the act of shaping memory while taking into account its cultural
and political force.

As in Lanzmann’s Film, the act of testimony in Open Closed Open becomes a
performance: it is the video's subject as well as its medium. Yet the main difference
between Shvily and Lanzmann’s works lies in the presence of the passage of time.

In Shoah, coping with the memory of the Holocaust is immediate and direct.

9 Ibid, p. 32.
10 Thid, p. 33.

All those who appear in the film were actual witnesses — therefore the presence
of the fracture and pain is intensified. For them, being a witness is a role from
which they have no escape. They are committed to the testimonial act through
an understanding that only they can tell their stories. The sense of urgency and
necessity felt throughout the film stems from the ravages of time constantly
threatening to erase the physical remains as well as the immediate witnesses
themselves. The Polish landscape itself is a central motif of Shoah, acting as
evidence to the fact that the traces of the crimes and devastation have already faded
and disappeared. In contrast to Lanzmann’s film, most of Shvily’s participants are
secondary witnesses, those who are described as witnesses to the testimonies: the
sons, daughters and grandchildren of the survivors. Beside them are also those
who have no direct link to the event but have undertaken, for various reasons, a
role in the witness community — to give names and faces to the victims.

Open Closed Open is shown in three separate exhibition spaces. In the first
of these a looped single screen video shows the testimony of an actual witness.
With all his might, he attempts to recall the names of his family members killed
in the Holocaust. The forgetfulness, the confusion and the emotions that engulf
him gradually lead him to surrender in face of the impossibility inherent in the
testimonial act. Yet it is precisely this perturbation together with the breaking
of his voice that lend his testimony its authenticity and disconcerting effect.

In the second room two screens are set opposite each other. In one, an elderly
woman and her son, representatives of the first and second generation, stand
together to deliver their testimonies. Under his mother’s watchful eyes, the son
reads out the names of family members whom he never knew. In this way the
son enacts his role as a direct witness to his mother’s testimony. Another section
of the film shows a mother with her young daughter. The mother, who knows
the names of all the family members killed in the Holocaust, and even willingly
describes herself as belonging to a second generation of the Holocaust, functions
as an indirect witness to the testimonies of others. Despite the difference in the
status of the witnesses, all obey the ceremonial rules. Shvily’s camera captures
them in close-up frames, standing alone on the podium behind the microphone.
Even though it is a video work, it works according to the logic of still photography
portraiture, with a defined center and focus that capture one action only. This
method reflects the way the ceremony is documented and broadcast live on

Israeli national television.
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what, despite everything, is the role of the memory of the Holocaust in shaping
Israeli identity and current reality?

The awkward sense arising in the viewer of Shvily’s works is brought about by
the recognition of the inherent paradox in the testimonial act. In current reality
both testimony and memory have become hollow encumbrances. This uneasiness
is aggravated in light of philosopher Adi Ophir’s essay “The Finiteness of the Final
Solution and the Infiniteness of Loss.” Ophir defines the witness community and
the significance of the testimonial act against the Nazis’ Final Solution. He argues
that the Holocaust testimonies of European Jews are the diametrical opposite of
the logic and aim of the Final Solution. “The atrocious logic of the finiteness of
the Final Solution must be addressed seriously. The fact is that the ‘solution’ is
intended not only to remove the traces of the loss but also to end the horror, and
finally, to eradicate itself and the evilness embodied in and by it.”

Ophir’s argument is akin to the views of Lanzmann, Felman, and Laub:
the Holocaust is an event to which none can bear witness. Ophir mentions the
chilling fact that many among those killed in the Holocaust are no longer missed
by anyone, as they were killed along with their families, friends and acquaintances.
Therefore, not only today, more than half a century later, is there no one to mark
their absence as concrete individuals with names, addresses and a lived life; this
was so already in the summer of 1945. No one was there to experience the singular
hopelessness brought on by their death. This is the most profound loss — the loss
of those interested in the lost, which was the intended purpose of the eradication.
The importance of the testimony lies in the will to continue the debate on the
loss despite the Nazi attempt to make it vanish for good. In protest against the
perfect destruction, by forbidding the annihilation aiming to kill the possibility to
mourn, a testimony of the loss must be established. A witness, says Ophir, is one

who responds to the command to remember.

Despite the historical situation and against all odds, giving testimonial accounts
was a prime form of resistance to the Nazi regime during the war itself. The

purpose of this type of opposition was to preserve the infiniteness of the loss.

¢ Adi Ophir, Thinking for the Present: Essays on Israeli Culture and Society (Tel Aviv: Hakkibutz
Hameuchad, 2001) [Hebrew].
7 Ibid, p.30.

Polish resistance fighter Jan Karaski’s disturbing testimony in Lanzmann’s film

attests to this. Karaski was asked by the heads of the Jewish community in Warsaw
to enter the ghetto with them and witness firsthand the disasters occurring
inside. Following the war, testimonial accounts like Karaski’s became major
factors for preserving the gap — which must be preserved — between the Final
Solution and its full implementation. Equally, they preserved the gap between
the Final Solution and the infiniteness of the loss. Nevertheless, despite the vital
importance of the testimonial act, claims Ophir, it remains problematic due to the
attempt to transform it into official memory. Ophir distinguishes two possibilities
of Holocaust preservation and commemoration that have formed in Israeli
society. The first is reification, a process whereby a collective subject is shaped:
“Six million that are as one”®

Against reification Ophir sets the principle of personification. This attitude
was used by those in charge of the official Holocaust commemoration from the
late 1980s, in an attempt to give the victims of the Holocaust names, faces, and
biographies. The notion of personification constitutes the Yad Vashem project
and annual ceremony which is at the center of Shvily’s Open Closed Open. Yad
Vashem’s commemoration ceremony Unto Every Person There is a Name has
become the central event of the Holocaust Remembrance Day. The ceremony,
which takes place at the Yizkor Tent, is attended by Holocaust survivors,
family members, the general public, soldiers and high-school pupils. By turn,
each participant reads out a name, a birth date and the country of origin of
every victim in the Yad Vashem archive. Regardless of the difference between
reification and personalization of the loss, Ophir sees both as attempts to
cope with the same need: to give an image, or images, of what has been lost to
those who have not lost. To create a mass of interested individuals who have
lost someone and something that they never had to begin with. According to
Opbhir, to preserve the infiniteness of the loss is to cultivate an infinite culture of
mourning. The danger involved in this process is that the Holocaust is forever
commemorated as a desperate loss. In order to preserve this continual loss
there must be a subject that feels the loss as his or hers. According to this logic,
the Jewish people must form as a subjective collective and together preserve a

permanent interest in the loss, now and forever. Every Jew must take partin this

8 TIbid, p.31.
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Holocaust was “an event without a witness,” a conclusion corroborated besides
Lanzmann’s film by survivor testimonies from the Fortunoff Video Archive for
Holocaust Testimonies at Yale University.

According to Felman, Shoah allows us to see and understand the Holocaust
as an absolute historical event whose eternal certainty paradoxically places it
beyond the possibility of proof. The film turns the testimony into an object,
hence an event that tests and trespasses the boundaries of reality itself. The
need to expand the testimonial object in the film stems from its artistic force
and from the sophisticated creational process embodied in it. Lanzmann’s
utilization of the testimonies allows him to recreate a powerful account of
the Holocaust, leaving viewers deeply moved. By the end of the film they
themselves have become witnesses. By this method the film adds them to the
chain of witnesses.

Laub distinguishes three separate levels of involvement in Holocaust
testimonies in Shoah: the direct witness — which is the role of those who
were there; the witness of the testimonies of others — acting in the process of
recollection asa directaddressee of the testimonies, which is the role Lanzmann
assumed for himself; and witnessing the process of the testimony — the role
given by the film to its viewers.* Analyzing this process, Laub describes a chain
of testimonies, the bearing of a testimony from a firsthand/first generation
source to those following it. To Laub’s three levels of the testimonial chain I
would add another. This level is necessitated by the passage of time since the
events and is clearly present in Shvily’s video works: the commitment of the
witness of the testimony to continue the witness chain. In light of the increased
cultural and artistic interest in issues surrounding the Holocaust in the past
few decades, and as a result of the Israeli education system, many Israelis have
involuntary become links in the witness chain. The death or old age of the vast
majority of survivors has left the witnesses of the witnesses with the task of
forging a path that will follow the impossible demand to continue the witness
and testimony chain and establish the existence of a witness community. This
important and uncompromising struggle is present in Shvily’s works and is
treated ambivalently. Both works impel the viewer to engage in a critical debate

on the future of the Holocaust chain of witnesses in Israeli society.

4+ Tbid, pp. 75-76.

The title of Shvily’s video work Open Closed Open is taken from a collection
of poems by Yehuda Amichai. In I Wasn’t One of the Six Million: And What Is My
Life Span? Open Closed Open, Amichai describes how the burden of the personal,

the general and the Jewish history have shaped his identity, being and future.
Mythological and historical events, from the Exodus to the Holocaust, are ingrained
in his being due to their demand to be remembered by him. This state attests to a
continual lifelong and artistic struggle in face of the impossibility of escaping the
clutches of history. Thus Amichai relates his function as a witness of testimonies
who unwillingly carries the burden of the past which is at the same time an eminent
part of his identity. As an Israeli Jew he is compelled to take his place in the witness
chain against the corrosion of time and the erosion of everyday life that has made
this role exhausting. Under the weight of history and testimonies the poem leaves

no room for the presence of an individual subject. In Amichai’s words:

“Iwasn’t one of the six million who died in the Shoah.

I wasn’t even among the survivors.

And I'wasn’t one of the six hundred thousand who went out of Egypt
I still have within me that lust to search for living water

With quiet talk to the rock or with frenzied blows

Afterwards, silence: no questions, no answers.”’

According to Amichai, taking a critical approach to the object of testimony is
impossible. He finds himself trapped between Jewish history and the history of
mankind. This state of limbo between the tragic past and the future is brought
forth in Shvily’s video works. Her documentation of Holocaust remembrance
ceremonies, in their official and personal manifestations, invites the witness
community — neither one of the six million nor among the survivors — to
accept their duty as Israeli/Jews and continue the chain of witnesses for future
generations. But like Amichai, Shvily questions the demand to remember! Why?
What for? There is no escaping the discomfort these questions bring to light:

2 Yehuda Amichai, “I Wasn’t One of the Six Million: And What Is My Life Span? Open Closed
Open,” in Open Closed Open, trans. Chana Bloch and Chana Kronfeld (USA and London:
Harcourt, 2006), pp. 4-9.
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who experienced it firsthand to speak about it and bear testimony. This stance

gained its validity in the writings of survivors like Elie Wiesel and Primo Levy,
who understood their exclusive historical responsibility as witnesses. Theodore
Adorno’s statement that to write poetry after Auschwitz was barbaric was also
perceived as the binding ethical attitude for the visual arts. This directive was
seen as parallel to or referencing the second commandment of the Decalogue
on the prohibition of images, which suited the religious beliefs and customs of
the majority of victims. In light of this, writers and visual artists were confronted
with the difficulty of finding an appropriate model for dealing with the Holocaust.
Israeli artists who chose to deal with the Holocaust soon found themselves aligned
with Zionist ideology and the official mechanisms of commemoration.

In the late 1970s a marked increase began in artworks dealing with the
Holocaust. A number of factors contributed to this development: the passage
of time since the traumatic event provided a necessary buffer zone for survivors
confronting the difficulties involved in giving testimony. In addition, the
therapeutic leaning of survivors’ children — the second generation — was largely
channeled to artistic practices. The term given in research to this manifestation
is Post Memory. Historical and political shifts have also contributed to a more
vigorous public debate on the remembrance of the Holocaust. This has led to
the building of museums and official commemoration institutions. Significant in
particular is the overuse of the Holocaust by the “culture industry” - such as in
Hollywood films and popular television programs.

The appropriation of the Holocaust by the political establishment and the
cultural industry served as a catalyst for visual artists to deal with the subject as
well. Since the 1980s there has been a gradual increase in the number of museums
and galleries mounting exhibitions of art relating to the Holocaust. For the most
part, the artistic debate around this art tends to deal neither with the historical
facts nor with the attempt to commemorate the victims. The focus is rather on
the process of dealing with the disaster, and it includes the inherent dilemma
of representing the Holocaust, and its influence on contemporary ethical and
political notions.

An intriguing issue raised in artworks on the Holocaust focuses on the
complexity of the term “witness” and artistic practices that use testimonies as
their driving force. In these cases the testimony becomes both the subject of the

artwork and its artistic medium. Artworks dealing with the status of the testimony

have posed wide ranging theoretical issues that aim at redefining the terms witness
and testimony, as well as a host of connotative terms like a chain of witnesses and
witness communities — terms central to both of Shvily’s video works.

The act of giving testimony is the transformation of an experienced or
seen event into language, by the person giving the testimony — the witness.
This category is taken from the field of law and as such is intended for judicial
purposes, regardless of the measure of truth or justice inherent in it. Turning
a traumatic event into language and constructing it in a systematic and logical
narrative anchors the account in the cultural order. In fact, the testimony adopts
the historical narrative of the official ideology. Indeed, death camp survivor
testimonies in the years immediately following the war were used mainly as
judicial testimonies against those charged with committing the atrocities — in
the Nuremberg trials, Eichmann’s trial and other instances. Philosopher Giorgio
Agamben argues that this use of testimonies is the main reason why changes in
witness accounts since Auschwitz have been largely ignored.”

Historians generally tend to treat firsthand witness accounts with a measure
of suspicion since by nature they are subjective descriptions of events. In the
particular case of death camp survivor testimonies, these involve not only
validation of known historical facts but have also created a built-in therapeutic
survivalist mechanism. Exaggerating and adding fictional details in testimonies
are seen as ways of coping with the trauma. These aspects highlight the need to
rethink the term witness and the intricacy of its operations.

Claude Lanzmann’s 1986 film Shoah is perhaps the quintessential example
attesting to the inherent complexity of the testimonial act when transformed
into an artistic discourse. Lanzmann was adamant not to use archival footage
shot during the war in his film. As a result, his nine-hour film is based exclusively
on stories recounted by firsthand witnesses of the events — victims (Jews),
perpetrators (Nazis) and bystanders (Poles). Soon established as the paradigm of
Holocaust-related art, the film sparked many theoretical debates. Chief among
them was Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub’s Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in

Literature, Psychoanalysis and History, (1992).% In it, the writers argue that the

2 Ibid, pp.19-20.
2 Soshana Felman and Dori Laub, Testimony: Crises of Witnessing in Literature, Psychoanalysis and
History (London & New York: Routledge,1992).
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from one side and trees on the other, the voice again withdraws into silence,
and one can do no more but retreat into the close, intimate circle — perhaps the
last remaining solace. This is the space that Shvily opens up to the viewer in
one of her recent video installations, Hot/Cold (2011). Filmed in her Jerusalem
studio, it presents a number of intimate encounters with a group of friends and
acquaintances, sessions that range from verbal exchanges to silence - because
“Sometimes I, sometimes you, so badly need consolation,” to quote the lyrics of
one of the songs in Have No Fear at All. Presented together in seven channels,
the separate encounters of Hot/Cold form a community that unites not around
ideologies, national hopes, rites and myths, but human relations — and this,

perhaps is “the coming community.”

A Witness Chain: On Holocaust Remembrance in

two video works by Efrat Shvily

Orly Shevi

As part of the ongoing debate in Israeli society regarding the character and
centrality of the Holocaust remembrance, two video works by Efrat Shvily offer
a complex yet sober look into the un-representable. Open Closed Open (2006)
deals with official commemoration by documenting the memorial ceremony
Unto Every Person There is a Name, held annually at the Yad Vashem museum
in Jerusalem. Family Photographs (2012) centers on the familial recollection
of Shvily’s great-grandfather, who was sent to Auschwitz never to return. In
both works Shvily documents “witness communities,” groups of Israelis and
Jews united by a sense of their historical responsibility, of carrying the burden
of the past for the sake of future generations. The real drama in these works, I
claim, is not in the traumatic recollections, in the sense of loss and mourning,
or even in the testimonies of the atrocities. The uniqueness of the videos lies in
the way the artist meticulously shapes the temporal structure as a multifaceted
multidimensional model. In this model time becomes a real and continuous
image that erodes, corrodes and jeopardizes memory itself. In this essay I will
point out the ways Shvily challenges the traditional testimonial practices.
Her works draw attention to the paradoxical relations between recalling and
forgetting, past and present, which rise time and again in issues concerning
contemporary Israeli identity.

Dealing with the Holocaust in visual art in general, and in Israeli art in
particular, begins with a paradoxical and impossible situation: on the one hand
is the demand to remember and understand the past so that a similar disaster
does not occur in the future. On the other is the impossibility of representing the
Holocaust without damaging its extraordinariness and magnitude. This paradox
is known theoretically as the “aporia of Auschwitz.”! As a result, in the first three
decades following World War II artists were mostly silent on the subject of the

Holocaust, taking the position that its unimaginable atrocities allowed only those

! Giorgio Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and Archive, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen

(New York: Zone Books, 2002), p. 12.
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Nothing More, Dolar points to the momentous tension between the voice as

heard utterance and when silenced: “The absence of voices and sounds is hard
to endure; complete silence is immediately uncannyj it is like death, while the
voice is the first sign of life. And that division as well, the one between the voice
and silence, is perhaps more elusive than it seems — not all voices are heard, and
perhaps the most intrusive and compelling are the unheard voices, and the most
deafening thing can be silence. In isolation, in solitude, in complete loneliness,
away from the madding crowd, we are not simply free of the voice - it can be
that this is when another kind of voice appears, more intrusive and compelling
than the usual mumbo-jumbo: the internal voice, a voice which cannot be
silenced.”? Shvily, who started out by silencing the personal voice in favor of
the public, political and ethical one, and who sought to listen to the voice of
a blaring silence, has returned to this voice wiser but disillusioned, knowing
that there is no way out.'® It is a return to the inner voice, one that cannot be
silenced, even when it is ostensibly muted.

From this video-work on, Shvily dealt increasingly with Israeli themes:
after the “togetherness” of the Israeli sing-along, she dedicated two video
projects to Holocaust remembrance in Israel, both in the larger context of the
all-Israeli experience and that of the family circle. Open Closed Open (2006),
a video installation filmed during the national memorial day at Yad Vashem,
and Family Photographs (2012), which was shot in a private family setting. The
tension between a voiced utterance and its silenced counterpart is present here
as well, but in the context of bearing testimony."* This ongoing movement of
redirecting the gaze within, which runs parallel to a spatial shift from east to
west, is dialectic also in the sense of shifts back and forth in time: in her last
series of photographs, also shot in black and white, Shvily has been revisiting
her childhood landscapes, in both their physical and humane aspects, paying

homage to the intimacy of the old neighborhoods of Jerusalem where she grew

£ Dolar, op. cit., p. 102.

£ In this context it is worth mentioning a biographical detail: in an extensive interview, Shvily said
her dream of becoming an opera singer was shattered when she lost her voice. This was the result
of a misdiagnosis of her natural range during the course of her vocal training. She regained
her voice only after extensive treatment. See: Dalia Karpel, “My Fourth Career,” Haaretz Weekend
Supplement, July 10, 2003.

1 See the essay by Orly Shevi in this catalogue, pp. 37e-48e.

up and to her family biography. Her critical stance towards the Zionist ethos,
newly-revived through the massive building projects in the occupied territories,
has made way for a more personal outlook; she now regards its ideals with a
reflexive and sober eye: the national projects of conquering and building, the
extensive forestation and the effort to make “the desert bloom” - cultural strata
that are ingrained in the Zionist ethos from its beginning. These, like the Israeli
folkloric song tradition, played a considerable role in shaping Israeli identity.

In two recent photographic series, Shvily turned her lens to the houses and
gardens of her old childhood neighborhood in Jerusalem (Rehavia, 2009) and to
the pine forests that encircle the city from west (100 Years, 2006-2007). Moving
away from the alienated non-place they mark a return to places of domesticity
and familiarity — which, over time, have equally become foreign, strange and
“un-homely.” The gaze, however, is no longer as sharp, erratic and bewildered
as before, but rather a reconciled gaze of nostalgia and lingering. 100 Years, shot
in conjunction with the centenary of the Jewish National Fund (Keren Kayemet
LeYisrael, which headed Israel’s large forestation projects), shows the webs of
pinewoods close up, in large format black and white prints. The pines planted
by the JNF are foreign to their location; their beauty is captivating, evoking the
thick forests of dark fairytales. The tangled texture of the pines and branches fills
the totality of the frame, in a way that, to quote Shvily, “Leaves no way out, no
horizon,” dissimulating all traces of the place's former history, of the Palestinian
villages and agricultural terraces that once populated the landscape. Their thick
texture becomes a blind-spot — the photographic counterpart of the silenced
voice, which likewise exposes the complexities of a multi-layered reality in
ongoing conflict.'s

Another recent work, a video titled Roller Coaster (2008), was shot during
a bus ride from Jerusalem to Efrat, a settlement in the occupied territories, and
back. Shvily documented her journey back to the very territory that figured in
her first series of photographs, which she had not visited in a decade. The rattled
imagery presents the disrupted view of a landscape fragmented by a jumble of

highways, bridges and tunnels. With the view obstructed by a separation wall

L 100 Years was included in an exhibition titled A Blind Spot (2012), curated by Catherine David
and shown in Berlin. This was one of many exhibitions that dealt with the notion of the blind-

spot, which refers to things ostensibly hidden from vision yet latently observable in photographs.
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by the reception and interpretation of her two former projects, New Homes in Israel
and the Occupied Territories (1992-1998) and Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000
(May-September 2000), for which she was quickly recognized as a predominantly

political artist. Both were widely exhibited in Israel and abroad, and raised great
interest in a critical field strongly associated with an explicit critical stance towards
Israel’s occupation policy. To some extent, the critical tone so evident in her
previous projects remained in the following one: along with the empathy with
which she regarded her subjects, Shvily’s choice of examining Israeli society in its
time of crisis precisely through the sing-along underscores the unifying aspect of
this ritual-like practice, one that is clearly aimed at channeling patriotic feelings. The
songs it features stand for cultural hegemony and inclusive common denominators;
they are part of a canonical repertoire which, despite its heterogeneous roots, had
often turned its back on the very traditions it previously appropriated.

Yet Shvily’s critique involves a more obvious level of empathy: an ambiguous
stance on her part, key to understanding the dialectical process that has
since been evolving in her work. We may now see that the significance of this
particular work emerges fully in light of her previous photographic series,
both shot predominantly in the occupied territories — just as the importance
of rendering a group of singing Israelis arises in retrospect, from its position
on the timeline of her overall body of work. In Have No Fear at All, the gaze is
redrawn from the alienated territory in the east to be redirected within, toward
the familiar and domestic territory west of the Green Line. But this is not merely
an expansion of the visual scope; in a deeper sense, it is a disruption of a long
silence, a restoration of a voice once muted in the face of uncanny apparitions.

Shvily’s earlier series betray a sense of urgency. In the early 1990s, when
she embarked on her artistic career — after returning from a long studying trip
abroad — her choice of medium proceeded from this urgency. For her,
photography was a means for immediate documentation, allowing her to
capture sights too unseemly for the naked eye to accept and behold; apparitions
so ghostly that they seemed bound to fade: the massive residential enclaves
newly erected in Israel and the occupied territories, which had looked to Shvily
like menacing outgrowths on par with their surroundings. Her photographs
then were devoid of reflexive medium considerations, as to her the medium
was reserved for the gaze she cast on those views and built surroundings -

and through them, on a metaphorical level, on current Israeli society. In her

following series Shvily turned to the official portrait, extending her artistic
range to a genre that, contrary to the immediacy she sought in her first series,
necessitates careful technical preparations. Accordingly, we observe in the
portraits of The Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 the emergence of a dialectic
that would later continue to unfold in her works — whether in the relation
between the officials of the future Palestinian state and the ghost homes
massively implanted by Israel in Zone C of the occupied territories, or by the
appropriation of a photographic convention derived from the past, and more
specifically from the formal photographic representations of Israel’s heads of
state. And yet, here too Shvily was motivated by an urge to comment on current
events — the imminent progress in the peace process — and by a need to respond
to the lack of a formal Palestinian representation.

As we may see, from the profusion of her first series of photographs,
obsessively capturing hundreds of new homes in Israel and the occupied
territories, and on to the urgency that had motivated her into eternalizing the
faces of the newly appointed Palestinian cabinet ministers, Shvily switched to
a static video format, with her camera lingering on the familiar faces of fellow
Israelis singing in tandem. This transition, however, from frozen and silent
black and white imagery to moving images with sound, was not undertaken
in order to explore the bounds and nature of her artistic medium, just as the
juxtaposition of still and moving image — a recurrent theme in contemporary
photographic discourse - is not at the focus of her artistic project. For her, the
medium remained a means for exploring her subject matter — whether houses,
landscapes or people. The medium shift proceeding from the video discussed
here should be ascribed to a maneuver of a different kind, that of returning
the gaze from a “there” to a “here,” that of interrupting the blaring silence — a
movement which would inform her works from that point on.

With the occasion of a comprehensive exhibition, the opportunity to show
the group of singing Israelis along with the portraits of Palestinian cabinet
ministers — that is, of juxtaposing the moving images of the former, who sing
of love to their country, with the still, formal-like and hushed representations
of the latter - is presented. Such juxtaposition would locate the voice “At the

juncture of the subject and the Other.”"! In his enlightening book, A Voice and

11

4 Dolar, op. cit., p. 102.
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employ that theme — like Atay’s Rebels of the Dance — I would like to introduce
three more examples, which will help place Shvily’s Have No Fear at All in a
wider context, that of the folk-song in contemporary art and the larger discourse
of identity.

The first of these is Avanti Popolo (2002), a sound installation by Sarajevo-born
artist Maja Bajevi¢. A large number of loudspeakers, all black and rectangular
in shape, are scattered around the exhibition space. As viewers circulate around
them, hidden sensors capture their movements and operate the loudspeakers,
which play a selection of national songs and anthems, all recorded in situ by
the artist in solo, a-cappella performances. The soundscape surrounding the
viewers alters according to their steps and movements, at times consisting of
a single singing voice, at times of several, and at times of a multiplicity that
amounts to a cacophony. Bajevi¢ approaches the patriotic song both critically
and empathically, emphasizing its role in shaping an individual identity within
the framework of a national and collective one. Human chanting is also present
in the works of Danica Daki¢, she too of Bosnian origins; Daki¢ points to
the popular song as an agent of socialization and as a mediator of identities.
Surround (2003), a video exhibited at the 8th Istanbul Biennial, shows a ritual-
like gathering of seven people who sing and recite religious texts. Despite their
diverging languages, ethnic origins and religious affiliations, they are able to
form a unity through the act of singing. Lullaby of the Earth, another work by
Daki¢, is an open-air eight channel sound installation of lullabies from various
countries. Daki¢ installed the loudspeakers along bridges in several cities in
Central and Eastern Europe, symbolizing the possibility of bridging over the
divides of complex social and political realities.”

Bajevi¢ and Daki¢ certainly differ in their view of the folk song. Bajevic¢’s
work is more critical in tone, pointing to the folk song as an agent of hostility
and segregation, while Daki¢’s clearly demonstrates the possibility of a soothing
spiritual harmony. Nevertheless, in both we find a mixture of voices, idioms
and dialects, which clearly result from a heightened sensitivity on the part of
the artists to the multicultural situation — both in its enriching and volatile

potential. This heightened sensitivity can be easily ascribed to their experiences

7 Lullaby of the Erath was shown so far in Bratislava, Slovakia (2000), In Daki¢’s hometown Sarajevo
(2002), and most recently in Graz, Austria (2011).

of their homeland, which has suffered from violent ethnic conflicts. Shvily’s

work, on the other hand, features singing individuals who all share one and the
same culture, language and singing tradition. And still, all three artists address
political conflicts through the folk song, which they use to stress the fear
inherent in the decline of local traditions that are no longer able to exert their
consolidating and unifying function, especially in the face of a troubled reality.
Like Bajevi¢ and Daki¢, Shvily addresses the singing voice as a means to hold on
to one’s personal identity in a multivocal and multicultural reality. To borrow
the words of Slovenian philosopher Mladen Dolar, all three employ “The realm
of the voice beyond language, the voice which requires a more sophisticated
cultural conditioning than the acquisition of language”™- a post-language that,
thanks to the spectrums of intonation, timbre and intensity, is expressive of
things that are excluded from ordinary speech.®

In Shvily’s work, as in those of Bajevi¢ and Daki¢, the traditional folk song
appears not just as an agent of national and cultural identity, but also as an
element strong enough to withstand the pressure exercised by far-reaching
processes of social and political change. “Music is always the hardest asset
to abolish and exterminate [...] it is forever the last remaining mark of one's
ethnicity, the last surviving trait. By virtue of its memorial strata, which are
non-verbal [...] by its independency from exterior means of production, by the
pleasure it procures, and by its movement back-and-forth over and beyond the
present, music becomes the last-standing memory resource of the immigrant,
resisting the assimilating forces of his new society — a resource capable of rising

again even after its apparent death, like the phoenix.”

In the text accompanying Have No Fear at All at the Istanbul Biennial, Shvily
took pain to clarify her position, saying that “This project is an empathic study of
the Israeli sing-along. It offers dynamic portraits of individuals in the process of

becoming a group.”'* This was probably aimed at attenuating the impression formed

Miladen Dolar, A Voice and Nothing More (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2006), p. 29.

Haviva Pedaya, “The City as a Text, the Margins as a Voice,” in Where, Here: Language, Identity,
Place, eds. Israel Katz, Zeev Degani & Tamar Gross (Tel Aviv: Hakibbutz Hameuchad Publishing,
2008 [in Hebrew]), p. 128.

10 Shvily, op. cit., p. 2005.
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terrorism raging in the streets and disrupting normal life, Israelis en masse
reverted nostalgically to the past, which offered togetherness, certainty and
naiveté. Singing the old-time familiar songs about feelings of love to a country
and hoping for a better future offered consolation and helped Israelis fight their
fears and regain their confidence.”

The six songs included in the video belong to the prevalent repertoire of Eretz-
Israel songs that commonly are in sing-alongs and other types of social gatherings,
whether private, familial or public. They typically express a faith in a utopian
society and in the “human spirit,” while at the same time voicing doubts and
incertitude over the winding and uneasy road ahead, as well as a persisting need
for solace. The eponymous lyrics, Have No Fear at All, are from a popular Israeli
folk song based on an aphorism by Rabbi Nachman of Breslov (founder of the
Hasidic movement). They were set to music in the 1970s by Rabbi Baruch Chait in
the traditional Ashkenazi, penultimate stress. Initially sung in Hasidic gatherings,
the song was later adopted enthusiastically by the general public, making it a
popular standard in sing-alongs, and commonly accepted as immemorial Jewish
tradition. Another song included in the work is Our Path by Yaakov Rotblit,
composed by Izhar Ashdot. Our Path gained momentum gradually, but eventually
came to represent the hardships and dilemmas of an entire era. Its famous lyrics,
“Our path is not an easy one,” met with a large following at the beginning of the
second Intifada and the renewal of terrorist attacks — events which are also at the
background of Shvily's video. Originally though, as attested by Rotblit, these
lyrics were written in a personal context: “They took the ‘we’ of an unsuspecting
love song and turned it into the ‘we’ they needed.™

The canonical Eretz-Israel song, as it has congealed over the years, is usually
the combination of a lyrical poem set to a folk tune of generally Russian or Arabic

source, or to original music combining eastern and western influences. Based

o

Efrat Shvily, “And most important is not to fear,” in Poetic Justice, 8th International Istanbul
Biennial, ed. Dan Cameron (Istanbul: Istanbul Foundation for Culture and Arts, 2003), pp. 204-205.
Talila Eliram, Come, Thou Hebrew Song: The Songs of the Land of Israel — Musical and Social Aspects
(Haifa: Haifa University Press, 2005), p. 117. [Hebrew]. The remaining songs featured in the
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video are I Believe by Shaul Tchernichovsky to music by Tuvia Shlonsky, based on a folk tune;
Consolation by Rachel Shapira to music by Nurit Hirsch; The Blizzard Sweeps by Shmuel Bonim
set to a popular Russian tune; and the Hebrew cover version of Kalinka, a popular Russian song
by Ivan Larionov.

on these heterogeneous roots, it emerged as a constantly evolving tradition of

popular Hebrew-Israeli-Jewish folk music. The Eretz-Israel song, which had a
role in shaping and propagating the Zionist ethos, is described as belonging to
“A particular model of an invented tradition, [that of] popular songs of the 20th
century.” Such a modelis characteristic of modern national movements at large,
generating traditions “That constitute anchors for the creation of a national
identity” while allowing the expression of social and political transformations
and shifting identities.®

Addressing the Israeli sing-along phenomenon, Ariel Hirschfeld highlights
the dynamic of group and individual: “In its heroic age, between the 1930s and
1960s, the Israeli song had come to fuse an artistic lyrical and musical tradition
[...] with a popularized form of interpretation, a communal performance which
places the experience of “togetherness” at its center [...] The togetherness of
the Israeli song expresses one’s partaking in the Zionist identity (even prior
to the establishment of the Jewish state) [...] The song relies on its singers if
it is to persist. The individual yields to the togetherness offered by the song;
but this is by no means an obedient compliance, as each individual joins in
while keeping to his distinctive hoarseness and off-key tones — in other words,
to his non-musical being. The individual too needs the song; he seeks refuge
in it and partakes in the togetherness it offers, drawing his own identity from
it.”® Shvily’s use of multiple screens reflects this relationship: together they
form a group portrait. Each participant maintaining their distinctive tone while
remaining attuned to those around them. The fixed camera places viewers in a
state of visual and sonic alertness, making them active participants involved in

the emotional fluctuations emanating from the screens.

The folkloric and national song, as a nexus of social, historical and political
contexts, has become a popular theme in video and sound works of recent years.
This tendency is particularly strong among artists coming from areas of ethnic
and political unrest or from peripheral regions, such Eastern Europe and the

Balkans. From among the extraordinary wealth of sound and video works which

Eliram, op. cit., p. 30.
Ariel Hirschfeld, “The Israeli Song,” Haaretz, Culture and Literature Supplement, December 19,
1997. Quoted in: Eliram, op. cit., p. 117.
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Efrat Shvily: Forking Paths and Crossings

Edna Moshenson

The 2003 8th Istanbul Biennial was where I first saw Efrat Shvily’s video
installation, Have No Fear at All. The work is captivatingly simple, at once
delightful and disturbing. Touching on a very Israeli theme, it was shown inside
the spacious warehouse that housed the biennial's large international exhibition,
titled Poetic Justice. After its debut there it was shown again on different occasions
and contexts, in Israel and elsewhere. In my consequent viewings I have come to
think of Have No Fear at All as a key work in Shvily's artistic oeuvre, offering new
interpretative perspectives on her former photographic series. Furthermore, this
work seems to have oriented her work from that point on, either in photography
or video. Have No Fear at All was Shvily’s first attempt in video art, and the first
time she had directed her lens at Israeli society. This work marks a turning point in
which she established and deepened her dialectical stance towards Israeli reality.
Shvily was invited to participate in the Istanbul Biennial following the success
of her two previous series of works, which were perceived as intensely political
and related to current events. That year’s biennial featured a wealth of videos
and installations by artists from numerous countries, reflecting a broad theme
encompassing a host of pressing discursive issues: areas of conflicts and cultural
clashes, diverging ethnicities and nationalities, migration processes, accelerated
urbanization, globalism in its relation to language and national myths and rites
— issues still preoccupying the art world. Among the works shown were Kutlug
Ataman's 1+1=1 (2002), a two-channel video bringing the story of a Turkish-
Cypriotwoman. She is seen carrying two very personal and engaging monologues,
recounting a life lived under a split identity in the conflicted Greek-Turkish Island.
Another work was Rebels of the Dance (2002) by Fikret Atay, a Turkish artist of
Kurdish origins. This video shows two young boys chanting traditional Kurdish
tunes while performing a ritual customary dance. The short scene takes place in
the closed off entrance area of a bank in Batman, Atay’s hometown near the Iraqi
border. One of the boys drums on the ATM machine, providing the beat for a
wordless song that nonetheless sneaks in a few Kurdish words, a language that

was forbidden in Turkey for many years."

As I'wandered through the maze of darkened exhibition spaces, immersed

in their medley of voices and languages, I suddenly heard a voice chanting in
Hebrew, at once distant and familiar. The lyrics, as I had later found out (“This
whole world is a very narrow bridge” and “Our path is not an easy one”), were
from Shvily’s video installation. Following the voice came the images: the
installation is shown on five screens, each featuring a man or a woman singing
a sequence of six Hebrew folk songs, separately and in tandem. The installation
includes a total of 15 participants, with each screen showing a cycle of three
singing portraits. Anyone familiar with Israeli society would have recognized
typical faces of second or third generation Israelis, descendants of the glorious
Palmach generation.” And their songs as belonging to the corpus of Eretz-
Israel songs — a denomination often preceded by “the good-old” or “the good
and bygone,” as befits their nostalgic, and even elegiac, tone — attributes that
undoubtedly pertain to Shvily’s work as well.

Such nuances were probably lost, for the most part, on the biennial’s
international crowd. Translations of the lyrics, however, were available, but what
lent itself especially to reading were the singers’ facial and vocal expressions —
their countenance, intonation and grain. Moods were quick to alternate,
ranging from pleasure and contentment to sadness and gloom, while the vocal
tones escalated and descended from glaring, joyous roars to meek and subdued
mutterings, and the overall array of singing voices sometimes made way for
withdrawn silences. When viewed, the work mediated not just the range of
facial expressions commonly linked with the portrait, but also the range of the
human voice as a carrier of feeling — and, as I shall show, of social and political
undertones, as also the relation between individuals and groups.

In the accompanying text written by Shvily and clearly addressed to a
predominantly international audience, she linked the work to “The trauma
caused by the outbreak of the second intifada in 2000... Feeling distressed

with the present, with the failure of the peace process and with Palestinian

L Atay’s work, which was little known outside Turkey at the time, gained greater attention following
the biennial, and his Rebels of the Dance was screened internationally.

1

The video was filmed during a sing-along night in Meitar, a town near Beersheva. Shvily attended
numerous sing-alongs filming their participant until she had finally found, in her words, “the right
faces”” In the final shooting she was assisted by students from the Musrara School of Art in Jerusalem.
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Warhol’s series, intended for the 1964 World Fair, reproduced a set of
existing police mugshots. It was an experiment in creating “physiognomic
debasement” courtesy of New York’s Police Department. Visual amplification
and media transformation served Warhol’s critique of the official use of
photographic images of outlaws. Richter’s 48 Portraits, working in dialogue
with Warhol, was also originally conceived as a national demonstration. The
series was commissioned for the German Pavilion at the 1972 Venice Biennale.
It presented 48 heads of prominent dignitaries all painted in the same size
and organized in a fashion “Reminiscent of a hall of fame or mausoleum.”*$
Benjamin Buchloh notes that both Warholand Richter’s “pandemic collectives”
worked “at the threshold of the monument”: the same holds true for Shvily’s
Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000."

Shvily attends to photography’s prophetic potential, and this is surely
where the danger of these images lays. Their power does not come from
some outmoded humanistic appeal to the Face, but from how they collapse
a conventional linearity of the dimension of time. The historical process
embodied in them is likened to a loop confusing the identity of those Edward
Said called “the victims of the victims.” Growing up in Britain in the 1970s
and 80s I was used to hearing Margaret Thatcher deride Nelson Mandela as
a “terrorist.”"” At the same time, voices of Sinn Fein members (the political
wing of the Irish Republican Army, which now shares power in Northern
Ireland) were, as a result of government ruling, ventriloquized on television
broadcasts.'® Mandela, apparently, was a terrorist who, at some point, became
a saint. Similarly, members of various Israeli national freedom organizations,
like Etzel, Lehi and the Stern Gang ended up being publicly elected into the

political establishment.

1 Benjamin H. D. Buchloh, “Divided Memory and Post-Traditional Identity: Gerhard Richter’s
Work of Mourning,” October 75 (Winter 1996), p. 71.

1 Tbid, p. 76.

7 Aslate as 1987 Thatcher described the African National Congress as a typical terrorist
organization Independent 9 July 1996. http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/from-
terrorist-to-tea-with-the-queen-1327902.html.

1 In order to “deny the oxygen of publicity,” from 1988 to 1994 Sinn Fein and IRA voices were
required to be spoken by actors. The disjunction between the visual footage of a face and a
verbalized transcript was intended to produce a counter-revolutionary Brechtian distancing effect.

Shvily’s fascination with Warhol's Most Wanted series stemmed from her

own act of photographing ““Wanted Men, ex-prisoners turned ministers.”"’

She describes how Abdul Aziz Shaheen, Minister of Supplies, told her, as he sat
waiting for his picture to be taken, that “After 23 years in Israeli prisons I have all
the time in the world” Minister Ziyad Abu Zayyad recalled that the last time an
Israeli had photographed him had been in prison: “Right profile, left profile, and
full figure frontal shot.”*°

Shvily’s Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 were modeled on the 1948 portraits
of Israel’s founding fathers. She was asking her subjects (and viewers) to “Take
a step into the future,” but also asking them to recall a past.*! This future was
an echo, a visual echo self-consciously realized through the Deleuzian light.
Photography, Roland Barthes once observed, makes the there-then available in
the here-now. As Barthes noted of Alexander Gardner’s Portrait of Lewis Payne,
a thwarted assassin, his wrists shackled prior to his execution, “He is dead and
he is going to die.” Barthes dwells on a simple material-temporal fact: the camera
records a present that it transports in durable form into the future from where
with hindsight we already know what happened. But this is also the point at
which it undergoes an occultation into “this will be and this has been.”** This is
photography’s impossible—but endlessly achieved—double temporality. He is
dead and he is going to die. This s its loop (blasted from the continuum of history,
as Benjamin would say), turning linear succession into a disorienting curve in
which a recursive future becomes a past and the past is endlessly replayed. This
is where Shvily asks her sitters and her viewers to imagine a past that becomes a

future. You have not seen their faces. But you will, sometime soon.

Shvily, op. cit., p. 54.

20

2 Shvily, op. cit,, p. S5.
2L Shvily, op. cit., p. SS.
2 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography (New York: Hill and Wang, 1981),

pp- 95-96.
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Bourke-White and Caldwell expressed the perception that human beings are

more than merely photographic staffage. This view was confirmed when Caldwell
announced the proposed title for their publication, prompting Bourke-White to
reflect that “The name implied just what I had been searching for as I worked.
Faces that would express what we wanted to tell. Not just the unusual or striking
face, but the face that would speak out the message from the printed face.”"

Bourke-White’s work serves as an illustrating case for the search after the
physiognomic aura. This, according to Walter Benjamin, would finally be
banished once photography achieved what was “inherent” to it. In the meantime,
he conceded, the aura would find its “ultimate point of retrenchment in the
face”!" Bourke-White offers a passionate un-bracketed belief in the face and its
expressive possibilities; a commitment to the face as the only point of entry to the
soul through which her camera could gain access.

Efrat Shvily also deals with human faces, but uses a very different currency,
determined by the measure of their similarity to an existing aesthetic and a set
of expectations. Shvily does not present the faces as though they are able to
claim an authority devoid of history. On the contrary, her photographic faces
are commentaries on the way in which history invests certain kinds of faces with
authority while denying it from other facial types. Shvily is interested in the face
as a space of investment and expectation, the face as a zone of indoctrinated
tradition rather than humanistic fervor or biologic universalism. She narrates
her desire to produce “Respectable and distant images which would comply
with the rules of official portraiture: the body tilted to one side, unbalanced
side lighting ... I had in mind the 1948 portraits of Israel’s founding fathers.”?
The rules of official portraiture, especially regarding framing, background and
lighting, bestow on these intriguingly archaic and forward-looking images a
distinctive visual quality. The images are highly reflective and most have a high
degree of contrast. Light shines back from Saeb Erekat’s glasses and Hisham
Abdel Razeq’s face is unevenly lit. The sheen of these images, so meticulously

created by Shvily, recreate upon the flat surface some of the optical effects of

1 Bourke-White 1964, op. cit., p. 137.

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” in Illuminations, ed.
Hanna Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana, 1992), p. 219.

2 Shvily, op. cit,, p. 54.

viewing a silver print, of beholding precisely similar official images circulated
by governments and press agencies in the 1940s and 50s. These are Palestinian
cabinet ministers in 2000, but they look like cabinet ministers from 1948.

These images have never been exhibited in Israel, but were shown in
exhibitions in Berlin, Geneva, Rotterdam and Venice. The Israel Museum
expressed interest—but that was shortly before the outbreak of the second
Intifada. Hence in this context it is true that you have not seen their faces. Shvily
speculates that the reasons for not presenting them before local viewers might
have to do with the Orientalist desire to engage a collective and stigmatized
Other - devoid of the complications of individuated good and bad. This is
certainly plausible and echoes John Adams’s difficulties when mounting his
opera The Death of Klinghoffer. The controversy surrounding this work was due
toitsrecalling of events around the hijacking of the Achille Lauro by members of
the PLO in 1985 and the murder of Leon Klinghoffer, an American Jew. Adams
and his collaborators claimed that they sought to give an equal voice to both
Palestinians and Jews, most evident perhaps in the rousing opening choruses
of the “Exiled Palestinians” and “Exiled Jews.” The musicologist Richard
Taruskin accused Adams of “Romantically idealizing criminals.”® Adams’s
own conclusion, following numerous setbacks and delays he experienced when
attempting to stage this work in several locations, was that much of the world
simply does not want to hear Palestinian voices: “There is almost no option for
the other side, no space for the presentation of the Palestinian point of view in
a work of art.”"* Recent Israeli retributions over the Palestinian “temerity” in
seeking Observer status at the UN underline this continuing resistance. You
have not seen their faces and you have not heard their voices. Recall how for
Bourke-White the face was after all “The face that would speak out the message”;
a face that is essentially also a voice.

Yet in the aesthetic register in which Shvily’s images operate, faces serve as
more than simplistic quests after an archaic aura. Noting her debt to Gerhard
Richter’s 48 Portraits (1971-1972) and Andy Warhol’s Thirteen Most Wanted Men
(1964), Shvily, like Benjamin, knows that photography’s volatile potential — both

sophisticated and revolutionary - lies in a different direction.

B “Music’s Dangers and the Case for Control,” New York Times 9 December 2001.
14 Quoted in Martin Kettle, “The Witch Hunt,” The Guardian 15 December 2001.
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You Have Not Seen Their Faces

Christopher Pinney

Efrat Shvily’s Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (May-September 2000) is an
experiment in photographic prophecy and an exploration of the relation between
human physiognomy and the revelatory promise of the individual face. Shvily’s
series presents the twenty-two men, and one woman representatives of the new
Palestinian Authority. They are pictured in the post-Oslo glow of optimism, a few
months prior to the outbreak of the second Intifada.

The 1993 Oslo Peace Agreement seemed to point to a future independent
Palestinian state. A legislative council was established, a cabinet appointed, and
“Palestinian officials in suits and ties” went about their work." Yet they remained
invisible. The photographic project, initiated by Shvily shortly before the Camp
David summit, was intended to help “Establish the new Palestinian state with
dignified portraits of its ministers-to-be...Respectable and distant images”.?
Thus echoing Ariella Azoulay’s argument that the “Palestinians became citizens
of photography long before there was any possibility of their becoming citizens
in the ordinary sense of the word.”

The images are black and white quarter-length studies, some in a passport-like
frontal pose, complete with a curtain as backdrop, others with heads inclined in
ways that explore the constraints on individuality within the expectations of official
portraiture. All have a strikingly distinctive aesthetic, resulting from synchronous
bouncing umbrella-flash lights lifting the face from its background setting. Shvily
writes that she was looking for “Very standard ‘boring’ images similar to those
hanging in rows in practically every government ministry in the world.™

The faces have a shiny tactility, a visual form referring to a very specific

history of portraiture as well as to the way in which the camera has been used

L Efrat Shvily, Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (Rotterdam: Witte de With, Center for
Contemporary Art, 2003), p. 53.

Ibid,, p. 54.

Ariella Azoulay, The Civil Contract of Photography (New York: Zone Books, 2001), p. 131.
Shily, op. cit., p. 54.
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as an apparatus of hope. The faces are suffused with the kind oflight that once
interested Gilles Deleuze. Writing about G. W. Pabst’s film Pandora’s Box, he
noted that “There is the lamp, the bread knife, Jack the Ripper...But there
is also the brightness of the light on the knife, the blade of the knife under
the light, Jack’s terror and resignation, Lulu’s compassionate look.”® Deleuze
suggests attending not simply to content, to mere iconography and the banality
of the referent, but also to texture, grain, presence—what J. L. Austin, in his
account of performatives, terms the “perlocutionary act.”® This look, this light
is central to this set of images. Shvily dedicated the series Palestinian Cabinet
Ministers 2000 to her grandfather, the amateur photographer David Zaitchek,
whose photographs of early Israel inspired her. Shvily’s series seemingly
directs us forward to an imagined future that has yet to become. Accordingly,
this prophetic dimension will be the last considered in the following account.
First, let us consider what (we think) we can see in those faces, if only we are
allowed to see them.

Margaret Bourke-White, the pioneer (and strangely underestimated)
photographer of sharecroppers in North America, the USSR and India provided a
memorable eulogy to the face.” In her autobiography, published in 1964, Bourke-
White reflected on her photographic collaboration with her then-husband
Erskine Caldwell, You Have Seen Their Faces (1937). The farmers’ desperate state
startled her “Into the realization that a man is more than a figure to put into the
background of a photograph for scale”® Flash bulbs, to which Bourke-White
was soon devoted, quickly became instrumental for allowing her to capture
expressions as they crossed her subjects’ faces: “It might be an hour before their
faces or gestures gave us what we were trying to express, but the instant it occurred

the scene was imprisoned on a sheet of film.”

[

Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson (Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1986), pp. 49-50.

J. L. Austin, How To Do Things With Words (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962),
pp- 101-132.

This is perhaps the enduring legacy of James Agee’s sardonic critique in Let Us Now Praise Famous
Men.

Margaret Bourke-White (London: Collins, 1964), p. 134.

Margaret Bourke-White, “Notes on Photographs,” in Erskine Caldwell and Margaret Bourke-
White, You Have Seen Their Faces (New York: Modern Age Books, 1937), p. S1.
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Yet, in retrospect another possible reading of the Palestinian Cabinet becomes

possible based on Jacques Ranciére’s recent conceptualization of politics. For
Ranciére, political subjectivization is based not on the identification of shared
collective values held by defined social groups, but on the staging of appearances
in which subjects enact claims that both link and separate them from the common
social whole. Thus political subjects do not form definite groups but “surplus”
litigious names that enact or stage a dispute in relation to what is perceived as
common and universal. As Ranciére explains, “Freedom and equality are not
predicates belonging to definite subjects. Political predicates are open predicates:
they open up a dispute about what they entail, whom they concern and in
which cases”® Politics thus consists in the capacity to open up processes of
subjectivization that demonstrate a relation of inclusion and exclusion. In this
regard, a political subject cannot be “represented” by a pre-existing category but
has to be enacted or “performed.”

Can the DPalestinian Cabinet be read as performative rather than as
representative? I argue that it must be read in this manner because while it no
longer “represents” a historical or functioning cabinet (that in its turn “represents”
a state), but an incomplete cabinet without a state, it enacts an urgent persisting
demand for freedom and equality. The portraits of the ministers stand for political
subjects that are “in between” defined groups and classes, both present and
absent, not because they are “unreal,” but precisely because of their “split” reality
which consists in the fact that while they are excluded from the universal right to
self-determination and autonomy, they insist on a right for inclusion and equality,
a right that is fully recognized and justified by the world but is still not granted
by Israel. In the current catastrophic state of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict,
the problem is no longer simply to create another image of the Palestinians,
but to re-implement, within Israeli public discourse, the universal premises of
emancipatory politics. This task makes the presentation of the Palestinian Cabinet

in Israel for the first time more pressing than ever. Its time has come.

Efrat Shvily’s works in their consistent “deskilling” of photographic genres and

conventions function as critical interventions in the inert and deadening logic of

¢ Jacques Ranciére, “Who is the Subject of the Rights of Man?” in Dissensus: On Politics & Aesthetics,
ed. and trans. Steven Corcoran (London and New York: Continuum, 2010), p. 68.

political ideas and their material manifestations. In her New Homes in Israel and
the Occupied Territories the conceptual emphasis on an “idea” acquires a specific
significance when it is applied to the Zionist pioneering myth of possession
of land. On the one hand, by emphasizing the systematic order of building
environments the photographs expose an intentional policy of destruction and
expansion. On the other hand, by adopting the external gaze of a traveler among
what look like archeological ruins but are actually new buildings, the images
communicate in a powerful way the arbitrariness if not madness that is the
outcome of this insistence on an “ideal” order.

In a similar way, by “mimicking” the visual rhetoric of a monumental official
portrait, Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 shows both the impossibility of this
nationalistic form of representation today and its necessity within the visual
imaginary of Israeli politics. In this sense, it stages a demand for inclusion
and recognition by real subjects whose persistent struggle lends the series a
performative status as a form of intervention. This is Shvily’s unique contribution
to Israeli art: to using photography not simply as a form of documentation, but as

a weapon against the exclusive constitutive elements of Israeli collectivity.
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challenged the established hierarchical order: monumentalizing and honoring the

“other,” and at the same time ridiculing the celebratory and official representation
of “important” public figures.

A similar dynamic or tension underlies the production and reception of
Shvily’s Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000. While she wanted to create identical
professional “official” portraits of the newly appointed ministers, the photographs
themselves turned out to be quite otherwise. It becomes clear from the portraits
that the ministers were not certain as to how they should look as “ministers,” what
expression or pose would look “official” enough. Their expressions in the portraits
thus remain uncertain, ranging from the surprise and bewilderment of Maher
Al-Masri, minister of economy and trade, to the curiosity and embarrassment
of Ahmad Qurei, Palestinian Legislative Council speaker [pp. 87, 93]. Some,
like Abdul Aziz Shaheen, minister of supplies, seem to forget the request to
look “official” and express not seriousness but sheer joy at the occasion [p. 86].
Moreover, due to the ministers’ busy schedules some of the shooting sessions
were very short and Shvily was not given time to adjust the equipment and so
the portraits do not look identical but differ in relation to lighting, framing, focus,
and overall composition: the portrait of Dr. Nabil Shaath, minister of planning,
for example, looks slightly unfocused around the eyes and overexposed on the
left side of the forehead [p. 101]. Thus some of the portraits look more like a

3

deskilled “mimicry” of “official” portraits than straightforward ones because
they simultaneously monumentalize and de-monumentalize their subjects.

Yet, this tension might be the result of not only the concrete circumstances
of the photography session itself, but also the specific historical conditions in
which the photographs were taken. After all, in 2000 it was no longer possible to
imbue the official state portrait with the same values and prestige with which it
had been traditionally associated. The suspicion and often ridicule in which these
portraits are held has to do both with the modernist and avant-garde attack on any
form of mimetic realist representation and with the prevalent critical sentiments
toward political nationalism and imperialism ever since the two world wars and
the emergence of post-colonialist theory in the 1980s. This critical position with
regard to the legacy of official monumental state portraiture is evident in Gerhard
Richter’s important series of photographically based paintings 48 Portraits
(1971-1972). As Benjamin Buchloh has argued, Richter’s portraits operate “at

the threshold of the monument, assuming—even if reluctantly—its traditional

functions of official, state representation. Yet, at the same time, they criticize
these functions of legitimation, or at least they reveal the historical conditions
that foreclose any conception of monuments as significant representations of the
social subject and of social collectivity.”*

History, it seems, also decided the fate of this project. On September 2000,
while Shvily photographed Munther Salah, the minister of higher education, the
second Intifada broke out. The riots in Ramallah started a few minutes after she
left the city. Shvily never completed the project as only 23 of the 28 ministers were
photographed. In 2002 the cabinet was reshuffled and half of the ministers were
replaced. In this case, there were specific historical conditions that prevented the
artist from returning to Ramallah and refining the project by taking additional shots
of unsuccessful portraits rather than a conscious aesthetic position of deskilling like
in New Homes in Israel and the Occupied Territories. Her effort therefore to create
another “image” of the Palestinians within Israeli visual national consciousness
remained unfulfilled. The portraits Shvily has said, deconstructed themselves,
revealing an “authority without authority,” “a cabinet without a state.”® The Palestinian
Cabinet thus acquired a paradoxical epistemological status as an “official” historical
document for a political entity, a Palestinian state, that never materialized.

Once the second Intifada broke out, the Israel Museum decided to cancel Shvily’s
exhibition of the Palestinian Cabinet stating “that the time for it was not right.” In
light of the historical precedence of the removal of Warhol's Thirteen Most Wanted
Men from the New York State Pavilion, it becomes clear that the museum was worried
that the series would be read by the Israeli public as monumentalizing “criminals.”
The possibility that the museum, had it insisted on presenting this project at that
crucial moment, would be taking part in an important political task of ridiculing
and problematizing the populist presentation of the Palestinians as terrorists never
occurred to its directors and curators. The opportunity to present a “new image” of
the Palestinians as legitimate political partners was missed. Presenting the project
at that time would have opened the possibility, as Richter’s 48 Portraits indicates, to
challenge nationalistic racism and aggression on the one hand, while insisting on the

necessity and right for a Palestinian identity and state on the other.

* Benjamin Buchloh, “Divided Memory and Post-Traditional Identity: Gerhard Richter’s Work of
Mourning,” October 75 (Winter 1996), pp. 76-78.
2 Efrat Shvily, op. cit,, p. 59.
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and are therefore devoid of life. Their repetitious order excludes the contingencies

of living and the mundane disruptions of everyday life. Instead they evoke the
cyclic rhythm of myth which unfolds before or beyond historical time.
Furthermore, because of their emptiness and isolation, these anonymous
houses also appear as abstract models [p. 52], simulations of habitation forms
that exist independently of specific living environments. At the same time,
they display the tremendous efforts that are made in order to turn them from
abstract ideas and structures into real “places”: the leveling, smoothing and
cultivation of the land, the planting of vegetation, the paving of roads and the
preparation of infrastructure. Yet, rather than becoming habitable through these
measures, these structures are converted into menacing fortresses or military
fortifications whose sole aim is to intimidate invaders and control territories
[p. 48]. In a kind of Freudian twist the domestic (heimlich) has become uncanny
and threatening (unheimlich) [p. 34]. This is ultimately what the realization
of living environments under Zionist pioneering ideas amounts to: the

transformation of a “home” into a segregated danger “zone.”
23 Portraits

In 2000, while working for the Jerusalem Bureau of the Los Angeles Times, Shvily
wrote Yasser Abed Rabbo, then the minister of culture and arts, requesting his
cooperation in compiling a portrait archive of the Palestinian cabinet members
in preparation for the declaration of the Palestinian state. The complete archive,
she told Abed Rabbo, would be published in the newspaper and presented at the
Israel Museum and other art venues in Europe. Her aim, she stated, was to create a
new image of the Palestinians who, within the Israeli visual culture and imaginary,
were represented in an orientalistic manner as either naive primitive “farmers”
or as violent and cunning terrorists. Thus, in order to counter these modes of
representation, the portraits were meant to be official and respectful, “boring”
traditional images of statesmen similar to familiar state representations of Israeli
leaders, the kind of portraits one sees in the corridors, halls and offices of every
government building.

Since Shvily had never taken professional official portraits before, only
architectural and landscape views, and her aim was not to make expressive or

“artistic” psychological portraits, she studied professional photography guides.

Most of the portraits were taken in one of the meeting rooms at the parliament
building in Ramallah. The ministers were asked to come down from their offices
one after the other during their working hours. Shvily waited for them in a
room where against a curtain her 6x4.5 camera and tripod were positioned to
photograph the ministers once they arrived. Shvily thus constructed an artificial
“shooting booth” where every minister was to be photographed in an identical
manner using the same background and lighting.

During the shooting sessions, Ziad Abu Zayyad, a minister without portfolio,
remarked that the last time an Israeli photographed him was in prison where he was
photographed the way all prisoners are: right profile, left profile, and full frontal
view.> Abu Zayyad’s remark points to the double function of the photographic
portrait throughout its history. In the nineteenth century photography signaled
the democratization of representation since now not only the aristocracy but
also the bourgeoisie could have their portraits preserved not in paintings or
miniatures, but in the increasingly popular and technologically progressive new
medium of photography. Yet, at the same time as the bourgeoisie were representing
themselves they were also using photography to document and monitor all the
“other” members of society: the poor, the criminal and the insane. This led to the
creation of what Allan Sekula calls a “shadow archive” in which both the honorific
and repressive functions of the photographic portrait were joined together and
“every portrait took its place within a social and moral hierarchy.”?

This double function of the photographic portrait informs many artistic
projects—in particular, Andy Warhol’s appropriation of police portraits in
his series Thirteen Most Wanted Men (1964), which was commissioned by the
architect Philip Johnson to decorate the fagade of the New York State Pavilion
at New York’s World’s Fair. In this work Warhol combined his long-term interest
in anonymity on the one hand (as manifested in his Death and Disaster series
of 1962-1963) and stardom on the other (his colorful silkscreened celebrity
portraits). This combination was found to be too provocative and was removed

at the request of New York State governor Nelson Rockefeller precisely because it

S

See Efrat Shvily’s text in her catalogue Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (Rotterdam: Witte de
With, Center for Contemporary Art, 2003), p. 5.

Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” in The Contest of Meaning, ed. Richard Bolton
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1993), p. 347.
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Homes for Israel

The series New Homes was taken in building sites in Israel and the occupied
territories. These sites are photographed as “ideal cities,” empty, unoccupied,
unmarked by textual signs, and undisturbed by contingent interventions. There
are no significant differences between whether these new homes are built
as suburbs within the Green Line or outside it as settlements because in both
cases they display the anachronistic Zionist pioneering ethos of conquest and
possession of land and territory. What is pragmatically defined as “establishing
facts on the ground” ultimately results, as the photographs show, in nothing other
than complete blindness to the specific features (topographical, geographical,
ecological) of their surrounding environments. These sites are thus “ideal”
because they are constructed out of a domineering political “idea” rather than real
and specific engagement with a place and its local inhabitants.

By exposing the “idea” behind these building sites, these photographs
bring to mind the legacy of American conceptual photography. Following Sol
LeWitt’s famous statement that “idea is a machine that makes art,” artists such
as Ed Ruscha and Dan Graham created photographic series that followed a pre-
determined law or principle. Ed Ruscha’s series of photographic books, among
them, Twenty-Six Gasoline Stations (1962) and Some Los Angeles Apartments
(1965), all presented amateur-like snapshots which were seen as “exemplars”
or as a collection of “technical data” devoid of distinctive marks of personal
style and artistic quality. Thus, for example, when photographing apartment
buildings or houses Ruscha made no effort to correct perspectival distortions.
Photography enabled conceptual artists to challenge modernist notions of
originality and expertise by mimicking generic conventions of representation.
Behind the idea of “deskilling,” which received its formulation with Duchamp’s
Readymades, lies an effort to purposely evade artistic marks of distinction in
favor of what Jeff Wall famously called “marks of indifference.”” In a similar
manner, Shvily’s photographs refrain from exhibiting marks of expertise by

“correcting” vertical lines [p. 37], while enforcing in their number and focus a

1

L JeffWall, “Marks of Indifference’: Aspects of Photography in, or as, Conceptual Art,” in
Reconsidering the Object of Art: 19651975, eds. Ann Goldstein and Anne Rorimer (Los Angeles:
Museum of Contemporary Art, 1995), p. 266.

sense that what we see are ubiquitous “specimens” of the same — not necessarily

architectural styles, but relations between the building site and its surrounding
environment.

Shvily’s work thus communicates both a sense of amateur-like randomness, a
travelogue “document” or “report,” and a law-like systematic logic of construction
and habitation. This systematic logic manifests itself in the emphasis on seriality
and repetition since the sites are built out of identical housing units that seem,
because of the angle from which the photographs are taken, to spread endlessly
into the horizon [pp. 50, 58]. This of course indicates that these sites are not
developed individually or “organically,” every house in its turn, but are the material
products of a regulated economic and political policy. In this regard, this series
implicitly evokes Graham’s Homes for America, a photographically illustrated essay
published in 1966-7 in Arts Magazine, which focused on housing types that were
built in the American suburbs. Graham showed that what determined in advance
the design, size, and configuration of the identical houses were not individual
needs or tastes, but mass techniques of fabrication and standardization, as well as
carefully calculated construction methods that determined prices based on exact
amounts of lumber and the number of houses to be built.

While Homes for America exposed the economic capitalistic logic of industrial
production, Shvily’s series reveals the political territorial logic behind the
newly built “Homes for Israel” which are spread intentionally into the occupied
territories. Her work thus both concretizes and politicizes the conceptual notion
of the “idea as a machine that makes art” because it shows that an “idea” can create
not only art or “living machines,” but also political realities. At the same time,
it points to the arbitrary results and irrationality of this blind submission to an
occupying and colonizing idea, precisely through the casual snapshot and the
sense of photographic deskilling.

What distinguishes this series from the many photographic projects that in
recent years have been documenting the uncontrolled expansion of building in
the settlements is the way it exploits the muteness of the photograph in order
to convey a radical sense of spatial and temporal dislocation. Looking at the
photographs, it is not clear whether one is looking at ruins, houses that were
deserted by their inhabitants for some unclear reason [p. 21], or new sites that
are waiting to be inhabited [p. 59]. Constantly poised between the past and the

future, between the already and the not yet, these houses are never in the present
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Ideal Homes, Real Subjects:
On Efrat Shvily's Photographs

Vered Maimon

Efrat Shvily’s photographic work occupies a unique place in Israeli art. Her
early work, in particular the series New Howmes in Israel and the Occupied
Territories (1992-1998), was created during a period in which Israeli artists
turned a critical gaze toward the local landscape and its living environments.
Yet, while artists such as Gilad Ophir and Sharon Ya’ari employed professional
cameras and presented their works in large-scale prints, Shvily, a relatively
newly trained photographer who turned to photography while pursuing
other interests as well, refrained from displaying marks of professionalism
and expertise. Moreover, these artists, following the immense influence and
legacy of Hilla and Bernd Becher, often observed the specific topographical
and architectural characteristics of local sites through a systematic typological
model of analysis and comparison. In contrast, Shvily’s gaze remains one
of a casual wanderer, a traveler who suddenly happens upon a “curiosity,”
an unexplained “monstrosity” that is overwhelming in its magnitude and
terrifying in its effects on the natural and human environment.

This type of curiosity, almost astonishment, together with a fresh
enthusiasm for photography as a medium of communication offering
concrete interventions in the violent enduring logic of Israeli politics, also
marks Shvily’s Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (May-September 2000)
portrait series. This project came about spontaneously out of her excitement
over advances toward a peace agreement and the summit at Camp David
in 2000, bringing forth the promise of a Palestinian state. Less interested
in simply constructing an artistic oeuvre, Shvily employs photography as a
form of direct critical response that is meant to expose and deconstruct the
underlying myths of Israeli society. Myths that are constantly reinforced
through, among other things, unquestionable traditional photographic
genres and conventions, are subject in her work to a consistent conceptual
and political form of “deskilling.” Her work thus occupies a singular place

within the visual imaginary of Israeli art and culture.
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decision to emphasize their underlying ideas and principles over their
concrete manifestation, thus breaking away from prevalent documentary
practices. The writers chosen by Moshenson and Shvily for this catalogue
relate specifically to her works from this early series onwards.

The book opens with Vered Maimon’s essay on Shvily’s early series New Homes
in Israel and the Occupied Territories (1992-1998). Maimon analyzes the ways in
which the photographs give expression to a political-territorial policy rooted in a
capitalist economiclogic . The essay links this series with another groundbreaking
one, Palestinian Cabinet Ministers 2000 (May-September 2000), which is also
anchored in the political events of its time. This series, though originally intended
to present formal portraits, was marked by the time of transition in the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict and by the dynamics of the shooting sessions, thus adding
a nuance to the otherwise formal portraits and exposing the “Authority without
authority” This series is the subject of Christopher Pinney’s essay as well. Pinney
contrasts photographic portraiture as a medium of hope and the optimism that
led to the creation of the series with the dire political events which prevented it
from being shown in Israel until the present exhibition. .

Moshenson’s essay on the video installation Have No Fear At All (2003)
addresses the broader context of national folk-song sing-alongs — a common
event in Israel - around which Shvily’s work is formed. The essay illustrates the
phenomenon of public sing-alongs in the Israeli context as a manifestation of the
need to establish a safe haven and a sense of solidarity and togetherness at the
outbreak of the second Intifada. According to the article, this is a key work in
Shvily’s oeuvre which provides insights into the body of work that precedes it and
which, in retrospect, paves the way for her subsequent work.

Orly Shevi’s article discusses the structural character of collective memory in
Israel and the dialectics of Holocaust remembrance, while examining the history
of its appearance in Israeli art and discourse. The text analyzes two of Shvily’s
videos, Open Closed Open (2006) and Family Photographs (2012), that deal with
Holocaust remembrance both in its official context at Yad Vashem and in the
context of a private family memorial journey.

A biographical viewpoint by a family member emerges in Benyamin Shvily’s
article, which explores the sediments of internal family relationships. It includes
a social, class perspective associated with Shvily’s childhood neighborhood of

Rehavia, the subject of one of her recent series of photographs (Rehavia, 2009).

The book ends with Christopher Phillips” article on the video installation

Hot/Cold (2011) in which Shvily’s circle of intimate friends and acquaintances
are documented in prolonged sessions sitting across from her camera in her
Jerusalem studio. Phillips compares the work with the portrait tradition in its
later manifestations in experimental cinema and video art. Finally, looking
back in retrospect , he links the video to Shvily’s earlier series of portraits of the
Palestinian ministers.

All the articles offer a chronological-biographical dynamic that enriches
the contemplative aspect experienced when confronting the complexity of the
situation. This pendulum motion echoing throughout the book provides layers
to a multifarious discourse — one that avoids ideologism, while exposing the
antagonistic element, temporal and fragile, of the political basis undermining

official conventions structuring the hegemonic identity.
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Foreword

Galia Bar Or

This book, Point/Counterpoint: Works 1992-2012, accompanies the comprehensive
exhibition of Efrat Shvily’s work at the Museum of Art, Fin Harod, in the fall of
2013. Edna Moshenson, the exhibition’s curator and catalogue editor, chose to
present Shvily’s photographs and videos together with essays by various writers,
each of which focuses on an individual work or series of works. The articles
thus create a narrative continuity between the images, establishing a reciprocal
movement between theoretical and visual contemplation, between abstract
discussion and concrete engagement in the poetic and aesthetic dimensions,
where personal experience is embodied, saturated, and above all, multifaceted.
The chronological sequence of the catalogue is intended to provide an overview
of Shvily’s works from the early 1990s to the present. The accompanying essays
view these works against current photographic discourse on profound questions
of memory and history, media conventions, and cultural stereotypes, on the one
hand, and particular biographical, historical, and geographical realities, on the
other; root it, in short, in a time and a place.

From the outset, Shvily combined conceptual notions and empirical
perceptions, a habit not always obvious that spilled over from her professional
experience in journalism. The conceptual side of her work is already present in
her early works, and in particular in her reflexive relation to the photographic
medium itself, as well as to the systems of power relations exposed before the
gaze. In this context it is worth mentioning that before turning to photography
Shvily received a master’s degree in political science, a field of inquiry not
indifferent to questions of power and the complex interactions between the
Zeitgeist, norms, culture, institutions, society, and political decisions.

Upon completing photography courses at the Bezalel Academy of Art
and Design, Shvily exhibited a photography series of the rapid construction
of massive housing projects in Israel and the occupied territories. These
photographs, which had the rare distinction of being accorded seminal status
immediately upon their first exposure, were initially shown with no mention

of the places in which they were shot. This was done out of a conscious
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