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Home away from home
BARRY DAVIS

aving viewed numerous exhi-

bition lineups at the Jerusalem

ArtistsHouse over the years can

declare,wholeheartedly, that under the

steady hand of directorRuth Zadka the

venerable institutionhas produced its

fair share of intriguing, thought-pro-

voking rollouts.However, have never

feltsuch seamless common themat-

ic sensibilityas that which fuses the

current quartet of shows. “It wasn’t

planned that way,” says Zadka. “You

know, sometimes you startsomething

and you don’t know how it will work

out.” Sounds like pretty concise defi-

nition of the artisticprocess in general.

The works, which will be on display

through to October 2,are exciting,mov-

ing, shocking, evocative and run across

practicallythe fullgamut of emotions

and cerebralspectrum. The Mis(s)placed

photographic showing by Noa Livnat

Agmon ticks those boxes and then

some. For the past few years Livnat

Agmon has been dividing her time

between Israel,where she was born and

bred, and Britainwhere her husband is

currently studying. The parenthetical

slot in her exhibition titlereferences

feelings of detachment and searching

for sense of belonging as she oscillates

between very different cultural and

socialmilieus.

“The brackets in the titletalk about

the emotion of missing something,

somewhere,” explains Livnat Agmon.

“Itisabout not being entirelysurewhere

you are, and where you belong. There

are painful feelingsof terribleforeign-

ness.”

It is very much “neither here nor

there” scenario that feedsinto the show.

It is about the yawning cultural and

physical chasms between the photogra-

pher’s homeland and the alien society

in which she spends much of her time,

and about looking forcommon ground.

In Mis(s)placedLivnat Agmon triesto

almost force the two disparate worlds

together. That fueled her choice of

monochromic-visual presentation

which nullifies the discrepancies

between Israeland the UK in terms of

the intensity of natural light,and the

vibrancy of the meteorological and flora

color palette.

That comes acrossclearlyin her Patch-

work exhibit, four by four rectangular

composition with images of spindly,

sparsely leafed, tree branches against

celestialbackdrops. Itisalmost impossi-

ble to discern which were taken here

and which in England. The emotional

tug-of-warisfrozen there,and presented

in starkyet confusing terms.

Aching pining notwithstanding,

Livnat Agmon says she gradually began

to take more positiveapproach to her

peripatetic circumstances. “I tried to

marry the best from here and the best

from there,and create new domain.” It

is recurringtheme in her evolving oeu-

vre.“Ido that quite lot. take an image

from the past and an image from the

present, two entities which wouldn’t

normally meet, and try to generate

some possibilityof that taking place.”

Livnat Agmon wants to confuse her-

selfand, thus, us too. “I like to mess

around with my memory so, when

look back on them few years down the

line, wonder where they come from,

and what belongs where.”

The perception of displacement, and

indecisiveness,alsoliesatthe core of Itai

Ron-Gilboa’s Heavy Air installation-ex-

hibition.The centerpiece of his princi-

pal display area features three iron

frames, alltallenough and wide enough

for the viewer to slip into but, once

there,you wonder whether, in fact,you

are insideor stilloutside.

The skeletalobjects are made of thin

black iron rods which, while they are

patently designed to accommodate us,

do not imbue any feeling of refuge.

“There are boundaries here, and the

absence of boundaries,” Zadka observes.

Similar to the anthroposophic educa-

tional way of thinking, whereby small

children are encouraged to dot the “i”s

and crossthe “t”s,by intentionallyleav-

ing out finernatural details,Ron-Gilboa

notes that “absence is more powerful

than presence.” This prompts questions

of meaning and purpose. “His works

offeran interestingview of the relation-

ship between empty and full,creating

simultaneous awareness of matter and its

absence,” explainscuratorGalitSemel.

The detachment-attachment balanc-

ing act also informs the spread of

appealing cardboard cutouts, suspend-

ed in iron rod shapes that echo the

aforesaid triptych centerpiece. One

which particularlycaught my eye shows

tree with all the expected arborous

accoutrements foliage, branches,

trunk and roots only the treedoes not

feelrooted at all.

The limbo mindset isalso evident in

the clutch of paintings on the walls

eitherside of the largemetal frames. “I

used the plasticbacking that you peel

off wallpaper rolls,”says Ron-Gilboa.

The choice of eminently inappropriate,

and unaccommodating, base material

was based on both ecologicaland logis-

ticalconsiderations. “Itis cheap sub-

stance and it doesn’t allow you to

have much control over how

the paintings come out,” he

adds with smile.Indeed,

the predominantly

pinkish-leaning works

seem to leak out in

every which direc-

tion. The lais-

sez-faire approach

produced fetching

results,and itisfun

to try to reconnoi-

ter the path of the

meandering direc-

tionlesspaint made

across the plastic

surface. “It is also

about transparency,

in all senses of the

word,” the artist

adds, harking back to

the focal point of

his exhibition.

NOA LIVNAT AGMON looks foridentity
and common ground between Israel
and her adopted home of Britain.
(Noa LivnatAgmon)

NOAM OMER’S emotive stylesomewhat softensinhisceramic
work. (ArielYannay Shani)

INSIDE AND OUTSIDE overlap inItaiRon-Gilboa’s“Heavy Air”installation-exhibition.(EladSarig)
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There is pervading sense of yin-yang

counterbalance between Heavy Air and

the neighboring Nephilim showing by

Noam Omer. It is suitably named

spread,with the referenceto the biblical

outsized charactersinferringgreatphys-

ical strength but also vulnerability,

much likeRon-Gilboa’s offering.

“There is common denominator

between the two exhibitions,”Zadka pos-

its.“Itai sets boundaries and he also

breaches those boundaries. Noam, mean-

while,alsohas borders and exceeds them.

Then again, there are some marked

discrepancies between the adjoining

shows too.While Ron-Gilboa infuseshis

works with delicacy and fragility,Omer

exudes relentless feral bent which

threatens to spillout of control.“At first

glance, Noam Omer’s works elicitan

experience of excess: surplus of imag-

es,an inundation, flood,eruption, visu-

alblast, congestion of linesreferringto

lines,stains referring to stains,” says

Semel who, incidentally,also curated

Nephilim. “Omer is total artist,”she

adds.

She could say that again. My mouth

unconsciously opened up into “wow!”

shape as entered the space with Omer’s

largecanvases. You are almost blown off

your feetby the torrentof oil,watercol-

ors, ink and charcoal that meet your

eyes,and heart.This isclearlythe prod-

uct of an intense mind and an unforgiv-

ing approach to venting artisticcreativi-

ty,come what may.

The dynamism of the Omer spread is

underpinned by powerful oxymoronic

marriage of “the tragic and the mun-

dane, the absurd and the logical,”Semel

notes.

You are drawn into the vortex of the

artist’sliving and work space, and also

repelled as the beauty and the mon-

strousness of his mode of expression

hits you, and hits hard. “Father Cruci-

fied”is plangent sounding board that

resonates across the pictorial layout.

One wonders how, indeed, Omer got

along with his dad and whether the

Jesus-likefigure,which pointedly jars

against any stock Christian iconogra-

phy, is meant as statement of evil

intent or as an expression of empathy

toward his parent. Away from familial

considerations, John Demjanjuk,

Ukrainian-American who served as

Nazi camp guard at Sobibor extermina-

tion camp, who was convicted forbeing

an accessory in the murder of tens of

thousands of camp inmates, gets suit-

ably demonic visualreading.

Distortion and amplification are very

much the name of Omer’s creative

game. “The works on view address

tragic-grotesque experience of exis-

tence,”says Semel. Indeed, there islittle

in the way of breathing space as you

work your way acrossthe paintings.But

it is hard to evade their mesmerizing

pull.

Things are littlelessintense in the

second Nephilim display space, over at

the far end of the Ron-Gilboa exhibi-

tion. While the largely monochromic

elements of the canvasses recur here,

the ceramic bowls and platesare gener-

allymore colorfuland, hence, convey

softerethos. That isnot to say that the

energy leveldrops here, but the pottery

paint polychromy iseasieron the eye.

And, ifyou get to pondering Omer’s

artisticpoints of reference,one look at

bowl with mostly red-pink bearded

face, augmented by some brusque

brushstrokes, puts one immediately in

mind of Van Gogh’s darkly tempestuous

Wheatfield with Crows. Whether Omer

consciously fed off the 1890 painting,

with itsfurtiveswirlinglinesthat heave,

ebb and flow,isanyone’s guess.But the

troubled sentiment isdefinitelythere in

the creativemix.

Monochrome reappears in the Tama

spread by Ruth Norman on the mezza-

nine floor of the century-old building.

The same goes forthe idea of home, and

belongingness. Norman was born in

Israelin the mid-1950s, the daughter of

German Holocaust survivors. And

while, in terms of geography, she grew

up in the Middle East her domestic cul-

tural backdrop leaned heavily in the

directionof Europe.

But, sometimes you have to stepout of

your natural habitat,and your comfort

zone, to discoveryour inner feelingsand

thoughts lurking beneath your external

cognizance. For Tama, Norman

immersed herselfin Persian folkloreas

she deconstructs and refashions figures

and motifs she espied in Persian rug

she came acrosswhile visiting friend’s

home.

Like Omer, Norman is sticklerfor

detail and digging into the minutiae

even when, for her, the visual and cul-

tural baseline is in the realms of the

extraneous.

Tama is the issue of an entire year

spent examining and deconstructing

the said embroidered fabric.All told,

Norman painted 48 fragments from the

rug,focusing on human figures,animals

and scenes taken from Persian fables.

The method she employed forpresent-

ing those vignettesisprettyremarkable.

Her technique, which she has honed

over some years,involves the use of cor-

rection fluid aka Tipp-Ex in various

degrees of dilution.

The couple of dozen or so of works

that make up Tama were created by

applying the white liquidto black paper.

Such is Norman’s expertise with the

unlikely tool of trade that she manages

to produce convincing storyscenes with

broad range of figures,and alsocreates

dramatic and amorphous textures and

landscapes.

The eponymous characteris girlwho

grows into womanhood, and tellsthe

storyof developing consciousness. “Pre-

ciselyin thiscomplex and foreignworld

of images, the artistfound an accommo-

dating space in which to tellher story,”

notes curator Meydad Eliyahu. The end

product is,indeed, compelling.

For more information: (02) 625-3653

and www.art.org.il

OMER’S CHARACTERS suggest physical
strength alongside vulnerability.
(ArielYannay Shani)

RUTH NORMAN deconstructs and refashionstraditionalPersianfiguresand motifs in
quest foridentity.(Leon Serfaty)

ITAIRON-GILBOA’S quizzicalcardboard cutout works convey sense of detachment.
(EladSarig)
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