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P. 2: Untitled, 2011
Oil on canvas, 116x92

2011 , 7D X77 :2 'y
116x92 , 717V 1nw

MINKS 273K %N PIRTIN
TMY 12TIM ‘BB WK VIR 9721

MYY TINXT D''A7X :IX'7X 111X
2010 NWH My HRW? 1YY vIIBHT ©ID 1T

,A30 71717 ,1190n My ,uMBeN N DLW N3N
M1y 13777 /818 1IN OX

"YW 21 77N 17D W 01 1N
2011 Y01 21
19V LENIT O9IR

1217V

MINDITTLW 7T NIVIX
WwATT 2270 15N
X2 RS 019227 DK INTIK TN STIRN

n7vy

QIRDIMVW 7T ARON TR 1Y

DY 1ITIVO — M MIAR RDW K TRDTI IYY
QITTITY FI7IX :DOPL NITY

1"Po YD 931K mom

AW TYOR Y

n"Ya NIDDTT ALY §13™M1 D197

1273 X AM0 102 N1 Y3

NIAX 1Y 19 BR KYK (902 7150 PaKiT qoIRn nmavit 93

4/201 'Vp ,MINKY 212K 5N TR ,2011
978-965-539-028-5 1"Non

131 5y Sw 1S wpan o1 qno

P. 1: Listener, 2011 2011 ,1"txn:1'ny
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Oil on canvas, 150x150 150x150 , 717V 1nw Oil on canvas, 150x150 150x150, 717V 1nW
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Serge Tiroche and ST-ART Collection, Tel Aviv 1'ax ‘7N ,ST-ART NDIX1 WM 1D




Chandelier, 2009 2009 miwN11
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Oil on canvas, 145x260 145x260 ,71 7V 1Y
Yaffa Braverman Collection, Tel Aviv 1'IX 77 ,]N713 19 0IX
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Oil on canvas, 150x150
Oli Alter Collection, Tel Aviv
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Sparse Annotations on the Work Of Oren Eliav
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-1-
This essay is based in part on
an earlier text about Oren
Eliav's paintings, which was
published in conjunction
with their presentation at
the 2010 Liverpool Biennial.
The text is available on the
Liverpool Biennial website at:
http://biennial.com/content/
LiverpoolBiennial2008/
International1l0Touched/
TheHumanStain/OrenEliavl/

Overview.aspx
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Maurice Merleau-Ponty, "Eye and

Mind," translated by Carleton

"associated bodies" awaken together with one’s own body. It is there that the "others"
who are not necessarily of one’s own species, yet who inhabit the self and whose self
one inhabits, all come together. And while this multitude of others is not generally
visible to the naked eye, art enables the individual to perceive the plural presences
that co-inhabit the self.

Eliav’s paintings, which do not directly address current social or political concerns,
facilitate precisely such a psychological survey of the other, which paradoxically
leads to a process of self-analytical introspection. What truly counts is their intrinsic
ability to bring together a plethora of mute entities whose existence transcends
temporal and geographical boundaries, encouraging them to speak. Eliav maintains
that his paintings remain incomplete until these characters - or rather, "visitors" —

ultimately come to life. Indeed, the tension and power of his works solidly reside in

. ’ the realm of the unspoken: in what is about to be said, in that which (regardless of all
Dallery, in James Edie (ed.), The
Primacy of Perception Evanston: our efforts) remains inaudible. So that while the "familiarity" of Eliav’s paintings is

Northwestern University Press,

1964, pp. 159-190. Originally
published in French as L'CEil
et I’Esprit (Paris: Editions
Gallimard, 1964).

undoubtedly an initial eye-catching device, their ability to truly captivate us becomes
clear only after a long period of sustained attention. Allowing each image to emerge
from the two-dimensional realm of the canvas is a time-consuming process: one that
will reach its conclusion only when these ghostly presences finally find a voice of

their own, and tell their stories.

Lorenzo Fusi was the International Curator for the 2010 Liverpool Biennial. He is a
former curator of SMS Contemporanea and of Palazzo delle Papesse in Siena, Italy.
Fusi has curated numerous exhibitions worldwide, including exhibitions of works by
Christian Boltanski, Gordon Matta-Clark and Annette Messager, and has collaborated
with artists such as Olafur Eliasson and Jenny Holzer.

Listener, 2011 2011 ,1'IXN
Oil on canvas, 197x147 197x147 .72 7V 1nw
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unconsciously driven towards what is pre-selected and therefore "safe" — a manner of

identification that is most clearly evident in the realm of representation.

Oren Eliav’s paintings are richly layered and insistently worked, so that the pigments
seem to melt into a dense accumulation of sediments. These captivating canvases
exude an allure that may well be defined as a disconcerting familiarity. Eliav’s
relation to art history is evident: his works bespeak an awareness of the work and
legacy of celebrated Western painters, and are informed by the spirit of classical
painting. Indeed, there is not a single detail, portrait or scene portrayed by Eliav that
does not ring a bell. Alluding to the work of a wide range of both old and modern
masters (Caravaggio, Veldzquez and Francis Bacon, to name a few), his compositions
appear instantly recognizable, and yet disturbingly strange. Upon closer inspection,
moreover, most of these perceived similarities dissolve. The apparent familiarity
of Eliav’s imagery and the seductive ease of his gestures thus strategically engage
the viewer in a seemingly harmless game, while challenging and undermining his
expectations. And while Eliav is certainly interested in ornament and decoration
(both almost taboo in contemporary art), his oeuvre bespeaks a fascination with a

very different, unsettling form of beauty.

The representational language of painting, and especially of figurative painting, is
deeplyrooted in most cultures. Yet thislanguage is often disregarded by contemporary
critics as too facile or "comprehensible," too popular to be taken seriously. This
attitude of disregard, moreover, is especially pronounced when the relationship
between painting and tradition (a demon that most avant-garde movements have
tried to eradicate) is indisputably evident. Examined from this perspective, Eliav’s
paintings, which are too disquieting to be broadly popular, may initially seem too

reactionary to please the intellectual elite.

Yet as Maurice Merleau-Ponty maintains in his essay "Eye and Mind," in painting
we cannot trace a linear hierarchy of civilizations; it is thus pointless to speak about
progress, because painting (beginning with its earliest manifestations) already stands
at the end of what is yet to come, encapsulating at once past, present and future.

Most significantly, Merleau-Ponty argues that art (and especially painting) demands

a shift to a new locus — to an emotional and intellectual dimension where all the

Sparse Annotations on the Work Of Oren Eliav
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Distracted by a variety of sensorial and multi-directional stimuli, oversaturated
with information, persecuted by the mass media’s claims for attention, it is almost
impossible to stand still and resist the temptation to move on. With the seductive
promise of something more and better constantly resounding in the air, the fruition
of art generally happens alongside something else: it is seldom a moment of full
concentration on the uniqueness of what art can provide. What, then, makes us

. judge an artwork worthy enough of spending some time in front of it? And what are

o -y
. .-r?'f'.-ff‘_..-r .

R e e A P P the criteria we follow for intuitively taking such a decision?
e P
e

- = |
s o = HE In attempting to answer this question, I do not aim to provide a sociological or
& od r : 3

epistemological analysis; rather, I hope to point to what I find interesting about
the work of Oren Eliav, albeit by means of a somewhat elliptical journey. A touch

Baroque, I admit, but so is his work.

Upon entering a museum gallery, the viewer is generally attracted by what he or
she are already familiar with — an initial phase or moment that may be defined as
“recognition." The sense of familiarity produced by a recognizable image (this sense
of déja vu) is indeed a major catalyst for attention. Yet by recognizing something
we already know, we basically validate a selection made by an external agency that

supposedly has the authority to make such a choice on our behalf (i.e. art history,

education, specialized literature); in other words, we delegate this agency the right

to determine what is worth looking at. This fatal attraction suggests that we are

Torque, 2011 2011 27
Oil on canvas, diptych, 140x190 each X" 140x190,112'02" 7,717V |NW
Private collection, Tel Aviv 1'IX ‘71,00 DX
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L.A.

L.A.

One important issue that arises from our conversation concerns the time of painting.
In contrast to other types of pictures, the construction of a painting does have
duration; this quality produces a very specific type of observation process, which
itself evolves in time. When we connect one brushstroke to the next, we have a sense
of something in the process of becoming. At the same time, the continuous and active
present of the painting is always made of traces, of signs of something that happened
in the past. That is why we have a special interest in the painterly process. How do
you think of temporality in relation to painting? And, to use the terms employed
by Henri Bergson, is the time of painting linear time or "clock time," or rather an

"internal" or "subjective" time?

We spoke of the disappearance of the self that sometimes takes place in the studio,
and this experience also has a temporal aspect. When you disappear, you have no
idea how much time has elapsed. This also brings us back to the attempt to imagine
a sound for every painting, which is related to the attempt to introduce duration and

temporality into a medium that is purely spatial.

Time is obviously very relevant to this exhibition, as it was to your most recent solo
exhibition, "They’ll Never Wake Us in Time."

Yes. Where are we located in time? What process unfolds in the course of creating
or observing a painting? The idea for this title was based on a personal experience,
which is probably familiar to most people: You lie down to take a short afternoon
nap, and wake up several hours later. It’s really awful to have to wake up at the end of
the day, a beginning that is also an end. I tried to expand on this particular sensation
and to use it as a metaphor for historical time, and for "beginning" and "end" in the
larger sense of these terms. The disruption of linear time is the vantage point from
which I like to work. This exhibition title ties the paintings to a hoped-for process
of awakening. And this process is dependent on a prolonged gaze that unfolds over

time, a gaze that not only contains the image but also operates within it.

Leah Abir is a writer and curator; she curated Oren Eliav’s 2010 exhibition "They'll Never
Wake Us in Time" at Braverman Gallery, Tel Aviv.

* Oren Eliav and | discussed this question in the course of a public talk at Braverman
Gallery in Tel Aviv on July 9, 2010, in conjunction with Eliav's solo exhibition "They'll
Never Wake Us in Time." The following series of questions and answers are based on
a transcription of our conversation at the gallery, with the addition of remarks made
in the course of previous and subsequent conversations and written correspondence.
Special thanks to Orit Bulgaru for her assistance in transcribing this conversation.

T Pu*#ﬂl’:d}w o .-“"J"

-

i e

gy

e [/ prrs A-’;;; /:fa’.r
=
h...__-» C /’j)‘
g ¥ f

Torque, 2011
Oil on canvas, diptych, 140x190 each
Private collection, Tel Aviv

P

.

#,
PSS

H”'”‘: }IH J' ]-

J!
.-"I

&

2011 Y7
X"2 140x190 ,112'0A'T, 71 7V 1NV
1'IX 771,'012 \DIX



Leah Abir in Conversation with Oren Eliav

69

O.E.

L.A.

Painting is a two-dimensional surface that insists on being perceived as three-
dimensional, and is thus illusory on the most basic level. It is simply wired that way. I
can rely on this to produce something additional, a certain subcategory of illusion that
is defined as "trompe l'oeil." When we are faced with an instance of trompe l'oeil, we
are simultaneously confronted with more than one type of input. This may be related
to what we were speaking about earlier — the attempt to undermine vision as the sole
and final authority concerning reality. Optical illusion constantly brings us back to
the most basic question concerning painting, which is also the most important one

in my opinion: "What do I see?"

Asforthe term "fiction," I often notice that people have aneed to probe therelationship
between my work and my personal life. That is, they expect some kind of compatibility
between my biography and my paintings. I don’t really know why cinema doesn’t fall
into this trap. Painting, meanwhile, seems to be cursed by this insistent assumption
that there is an implicit or explicit biographical connection between the artist and his
work. Even when the artwork in question has a fantastic or surreal dimension, it is
still required to have a relation to some personal experience or character trait of the
artist. But for me painting is indeed fictional in the sense in which you defined this
term, and exists as an independent realm with its own laws.

In Lynch’s case, for instance, there is no clear connection between the man who
practices transcendental meditation and promotes world peace and the cinematic
cosmos he has created over time. The meaning of his cinematic images is produced
through their relation to one another, rather than in relation to something that
Lynch is trying to "express." Fiction, as defined in this context, enables me to give
myself over to a world that is created and sustained from one painting to the next,

based on an inner logic that is not necessarily related to me as an individual.

I think that one of the conceptions that haunt painting is related to the term
"expression." According to this conception, a brushstroke expresses — that is, provides
direct or indirect access — to the painter’s mood or mental state. In my eyes, this
conception greatly restricts any reading of painting or painterly action. It locates
both the form and matter of painting in a very specific context, and does not enable
us to examine their complex interaction with the viewer. In addition, it produces

a very specific image of the artist — a confessional one. What do you think of this
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conception? What does it mean to "express something" through painting? And is

there a confessional aspect to your works?

The flipside of the confessional mode is the voyeuristic mode: on one side of the
canvas is an individual who is suffering, is in love, or is frustrated or elated. On the
other side of the canvas, meanwhile, is someone who is nodding with empathy. The
crazy person on one side makes the person on the other side seem normal. The viewer
gets a certain sense of satisfaction — "I'm actually fine. And now I'll go grab a coffee at

the museum cafeteria."

I don’t think my biography, or my personal desires and emotions, have any
significance in the context of my work. They can, of course, impact my work at the
studio and the decisions I make, and it is obvious to me that everything that happens
in a given painting is a direct function of my actions and thoughts. But painting
is clearly not reflective of my personality. On the contrary, I think that during
my best moments of work, I am actually not there. I mean that after two or three
hours of painting, when I am totally focused on what I am doing, I sort of move
aside, and see the painting as an independent entity that just appears before me.
This position enables me to simultaneously be both the creator and the first viewer
of my painting. [ can experience the painting as an autonomous presence that is
revealed to me: a guest (this, by the way, happens most often with the portraits).
In any event, I don’t like to think of myself as the starting point, or "source." I don’t
like the exaggerated importance given to the artist. I prefer to think of myself as
someone who arrives, leaves, disappears for a while, and then comes back with

something.

The images in Oren Eliav’s paintings perform, manifesting themselves to
an audience. Architectural elements (an ornate altarpiece, a decorated
ceiling), objects and clothing (a cape, a helmet, a bell), or figures whose
essential mode is one of performance (musicians, orators, or royalty)
all present the viewer with startling abundance. Yet these images are
hollow containers, whose presence is established through their own

elaborated surface.
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fingertips. But above all, I fall back on a kind of imagined sense of hearing. As I said
earlier, the metaphor of a voice, or sound, endows me with the freedom necessary
to move, think and paint. I try to think not how things look, but rather how they
might sound — metal hitting on metal, a faraway whistle, a low and muffled "boom,"
and so on. Often, the objects I paint are hollow and have volume, so that they can
actually produce a sound and thus break through the silence of the visual wall. For
me, the thought about sound opens up onto another dimension when one sensory
dimension collapses. It’s another border that can be crossed.

We are used to thinking of sight as the most reliable of the senses. Let’s imagine, for
instance, a situation in which we hear some kind of strange rattling sound coming
from the basement. What is the first thing we would do? We would obviously go
downstairs to determine, with our own eyes, what the source of this rattling is. For
us, then, vision entertains a privileged relationship with some kind of objective
truth. And since my "job description" is largely based on engaging the sense of sight,
I also am familiar with the loopholes, the various forms of illusion and deception
associated with vision, and with the fact that one cannot always trust one’s eyes. I
think my use of the metaphor of sound is related to my attempt to extricate from
painting something that is incompatible with its very essence. It is impossible for
painting to have duration like music, or to move through space; but this can be

imagined.

In response to your description of the imaginary realms you associate with
painting, I would like to turn to one of the most common terms in the discourse on
painting - that of illusion, of trompe l'oeil. When we speak of a "painterly illusion,"
we are usually referring to a form of deception of the kind conjured up by magicians.
I would like to offer an alternate term — "fiction" — which is also related to the term
illusion, yet which is usually used in relation to cinema rather than painting. In
contrast with the term "illusion," the term "fiction" endows the author of the work
with the license to create a world that is not beholden to reality, one that has its own
independent existence and laws. This tension is clearly present, for instance, in the
films created by David Lynch - one of your favorite filmmakers. His work bespeaks a
constant preoccupation with the realms of illusion and fiction, and with the points
of encounter and passages between them. How do these two terms function in your

works? And do you prefer one over the other?
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religious experience capable of transporting them to another dimension. Ornament
enables the eye to engage in a slower process of observation, and is thus capable of
producing an experience of suspension, waiting, and contemplation. The encounter
between eye and ornament, and the patience and degree of absorption it requires,
embody the promise of some form of revelation, some experience of transcendence
born of the sustained process of observation. When an ornament collapses in my

painting, it takes the sublime down with it.

Eliav's painting first follows the images, and then follows itself.
It works from up close and from within — a proximity which no longer
allows sight to rely on reason. So that although he creates highly detailed
images, his paintings do not break down into individual components
when they are examined up close, and we do not attain a sharper view
of them. Rather, the movement of drawing closer to them gives rise to a
process of decomposition into lines and drips of color, swirling
brushstrokes and scattered smudges of paint. In these moments,
in which painting traces the movement of ornament, decorum gives
way to the simple, concrete quality of the craft of painting. This
is also the point at which sight ceases to function as an organizing
sense or as metaphor for the order of things or for a worldview, and
is reinstated as a basic, corporeal, palpable sense; it approaches the

senses of hearing and touch, and intermingles with them.

You just mentioned the terms "sound," "echo," and "acoustics." An echo is another
kind of spectral repetition, while acoustics is related, as I see it, to a bodiless presence
or movement that links together sounds, or voices, with the surrounding space. How

do you perceive the role of the senses in your work?

It often happens that when I spend long hours working in the studio, my sense of
vision is somehow altered. As a result of the prolonged effort my sight gets foggy, and
there’s this blur or even some sort of blindness. I can no longer completely trust what

I see, and so I turn to rely on other senses - for instance, by making more use of my

Queen, 2009
Oil on canvas, 200x145
C-collection, Lichtenstein

2009 ,127n
200x145,717v 1n¥
1mpwWILd'7 ,C-Collection



Leah Abir in Conversation with Oren Eliav

75

At the same time, painting has a very long history. When we turn to painting, we
know how to approach it based on prior experience. Every painter, from the moment
he touches the canvas with the brush, becomes part of this history of precedents. The
same can be said of the viewer observing the painting. Over the centuries, certain
conventions of creating and observing paintings have been formed. This enables me
to invite the viewer to an encounter with an environment that may initially seem
familiar, and to then undermine his expectations or imagine a new and less familiar
world. Even the wildest figments of the imagination are based on familiar things. In
a practical sense, tradition is a convenient runway from which I can take off, and this

is the reason I make use of it.

I try not to think in conventional art-historical terms. When I walk through a
museum, | encounter paintings from a range of historical periods, which are all
spread out before me simultaneously in space. Rather than thinking of the
history of art as a tall building whose many stories are stacked one atop the
other, or as a linear progression that moves upwards like a staircase, I imagine
a vast hall or cave, or even an enormous cathedral — an acoustic space that
is full of echoes and reverberations. In this metaphorical space, which I call
"the history of art," I play with the idea that every painting has a sound that
encompasses within itself a multitude of echoes, distortions and reverberations.
The way I see it, my paintings are simply echoes, sounds or reverberations in this vast
space, where they collide with other sounds and echoes. This acoustical metaphor
catapults me into a state of imagined movement, which advances through time and

space just like sound.

Objects and forms in Oren Eliav’s paintings expand and stretch out, arch
over from one edge of the canvas to the other, multiply and leave traces
and trails of vapor across the entire canvas. The painterly process gives
itself over to the excess and pathos inherent to the performance of
rituals. At the same time, the rich and variegated surface both conceals
and reveals the exaggerated, senseless dimension of such practices. One
brushstroke joins another as they accumulate in front of the viewer,

forming a presence in the process of becoming. The suggestive viewing
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process through which color is transformed into smoke, vapor, or light is
also a process of awakening, which activates the images in a continuous
present. Yet every brushstroke also alludes to the ancient past of the
medium of painting and to its earlier manifestations. In this manner, the
images in Eliav's paintings partake of a realm in which lavishness and

extravagance coexist.

I would like to ask you about the relations between the forms and things in your
works. From a historical point of view, it seems to me that the moment painting
did away with things - that is, the moment form was "liberated" from the need
to represent or describe reality and became an independent value, painting itself
became a thing. The object did not disappear, but rather returned even more
emphatically as the painting itself. This tension between form and thing is evident in
one of the most basic elements of painting — namely, color — which is simultaneously
a chromatic presence and a material (paint on a support). In your paintings, I
would like to suggest, these relations are more complex, especially when you paint

ornamented objects.

Ornament is a very interesting case to consider. By definition, it exists on the surface
of the object. From a painterly perspective, it is the element that produces the illusion
that there is actually an object there. In order to paint a bell, for instance, [ don’t
really need to paint the object itself, but can simply paint the ornamental pattern on
its surface. At the same time, the ornament is "its own boss"; it is an autonomous,
independent presence - just paint twisting and twirling across the canvas, and
describing nothing but itself. A painting of an ornament, as I see it, enables you to

simultaneously paint the object and paint on the object.

Inaddition, ornament plays on the expectations of the viewer’s eye. The winding forms
and repetitive patterns lure the gaze, inviting it to follow them along an anticipated
course. But for me, ornament offers an opportunity to divert the eye off this path, and
to turn unexpectedly in a different direction, disrupting its expectations. And where
exactly, you might ask, did we think we were going? My answer to this is that it is no

coincidence that ornament is often found in places where people expect some sort of
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At the present time, painting and the discourse on painting are both
haunted and haunting. Nothing seems to simply attest to its own
essence or to define itself in a stable manner. The questions that are
currently being asked about painting, moreover, circle endlessly around
the concerns they examine; they thus become increasingly entangled,
coming finally to circle around themselves. Yet what, exactly, are the
things that haunt painting today? And how are they given expression in

Oren Eliav’s painterly process, and in the paintings themselves? *

Among the ghosts that haunt painting are its past and history — specters that have
a demanding presence in the context of the present. Your works allude in various
ways to paintings from the past, in terms of both your imagery and your technique.
For this reason, there is a common interpretive confusion regarding your artistic
strategy, which is often regarded as a form of historicism, or as a simple return to the
past. In my eyes, your relationship to the past, and your movement towards it, are
much more specific and complex. How would you describe your engagement with the

past in relation to your thought process and work on the paintings?

The "past” in my works is only an appearance. I do not deny the presence of painting’s
history in my work, but I am certainly not an art historian, and I'm not attempting
to produce art that comments on, builds on, or seeks to improve on a certain style.
Any attempt to define the "style" of my paintings will result in the dissolution of
whatever definition is offered, since my work can be identified neither with the
Baroque, nor with Rococo, Romantic, or Renaissance art, and so on. The fact that the
things in my paintings appear historical, yet are not actually historical, gives rise to
an intermediate space, a limbo that exists between different worlds, and which is not

subject to conventional historical rules.
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-1-
All statements by Oren Eliav are
quoted from conversations with
the author of this essay in 2011.

9.
A class of musical instruments in
which a resonant solid material

vibrates to produce sound.

-3-
Emmanuel Levinas. Totality and
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority,
translated by Alphonso Lingis,
Pittsburgh: Duquesne University
Press, 1969.

_4-
Hagai Kenaan, Emmanuel Levinas:
Ethics as an Optics, Tel Aviv:
Hakibbutz Hameuchad, 2008,
p- 58, in Hebrew.

_5.-
Ibid., pp. 70-71.

The pendulum movement shaping Eliav’s works creates an oscillation between
the painting’s interior and exterior, between appearance and disappearance, while
introducing the viewer to another way of reading the tools of abstraction. On the one
hand, Eliav does not attempt to create a window onto reality; at the same time, his
works are not entirely concerned with the concrete presence of color as autonomous
matter. His paintings call the viewer’s attention to the act of looking and to the gaze
itself. They produce a moment in which it seems to us that a certain thing appears in
the world in order to signify something else (that is, to represent); instead, however,
this thing undermines the very existence of the “original,” disrupting and even
effacing it.

Ceiling, 2010
Oil on canvas, 145x220
Private collection, Tel aviv
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longing for totality is the longing to contain an infinity that cannot be contained.?

According to Levinas, there exists an underlying tension between the structure of
the longing for totality, which has shaped the evolution of philosophy, and totality
as an unattainable dimension of reality. In traditional philosophical thought, the
yearning for the containment of infinity manages to realize itself only in the context
of a false reality, where infinity is transformed into a mere concept.* Levinas, by
contrast, describes a form of infinity that is no longer a concept. He seeks a different
relationship to infinity, which he finds in the human face. The face, as he sees it, is
a living presence that gives expression to infinity. He describes it as analogous to a
“third person” who is neither “I” nor “you,” and who is always positioned at a certain
removal. The face remains invisible even when it is turned towards us; indeed, it is
present in its absence. This, according to Levinas, is the unique presence of what will

never open up before us; of that in which we will never be able to identify ourselves.®

Levinas demands of the observer to take responsibility for seeing and listening
differently in a period and culture characterized by an inflation of images and the
absence of a clear horizon. Using Levinas’ terms, one can thus describe what may be
glimpsed through the apertures of light or darkness in Eliav’s paintings, and especially
in his portraits, as a kind of “third person,” pointing us towards a dimension that
does not belong to the space of reciprocity between “I” and “you.” This “something”
or “someone” is not beholden to the rules of perspective; that is, it is not part of the
dynamic field in which the self is rooted, and which is shaped by a subjective point

of view.

The objects in Eliav’s works have no clear outlines, their contours shaped instead by
the play of light between figure and ground. Yet even though the boundaries of the
objects are undone, every composition manages to maintain a carefully consolidated
internal system. Eliav treats the objects in a wittily refined manner, alluding to them
without actually circumscribing them. The forms are not entirely detached from
their surroundings, while the multiple layers of color appear to each be illuminated
by a different light source, forming what Eliav describes as a “flickering membrane”

between the canvas and the viewer’s gaze.
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Eliav’s dynamic compositions are shaped by loose brushstrokes; they do not
describe things in great detail, yet nevertheless lend them a rich and highly
ornamented appearance — an illusion which relies on the viewer’s cultural memory.
This form of illusion first appeared in his 2006 solo exhibition “Visitors” (Givon
Gallery, Tel Aviv), which centered on the experience of the tourist as a pilgrim
undergoing a semi-religious, ritualistic experience. Eliav’s seductive and colorful
works, a combination of digital photography and oil painting, amounted to a series
of mirage-like performances. Two years later, in 2008, he participated in the group
exhibition “Demons” at the Bat Yam Museum of Contemporary Art (curators: Naomi
Aviv and Leah Abir). Among the paintings included in this exhibition were ones of an
elaborate pipe organ and of a cardinal’s gown suspended in midair. Other paintings
featured haunting and unattainable figures, which seemed to dissolve into the
background. According to Eliav, “Every painting is a sort of limbo — an intermediate
state between present and past, in which things manage to break through the

darkness one last time.”*

Eliav appears to be quoting various details culled from the works of various old and
modern masters; yet these details are processed and manipulated in his paintings in
an entirely new way, so that they seem to be coming into being before the viewer’s
eyes. The painting Ceiling (2010, see p. 82), for instance, captures just one small
area of a cathedral dome and of the round oculus that serves to introduce light into
the building’s interior — an aperture which, in Christian iconography, is a symbol
of infinity. By choosing to depict only a part of the dome, the artist structures
an ambivalent gaze that simultaneously glorifies and undermines its majestic
appearance. The cropping of the image underplays the splendor of dome, while
hinting at the impossibility of taking in the vast structure in its entirety. The sunrays
penetrating through the oculus simultaneously illuminate its decorative frame and
surround it with a foggy haze. This interplay between concealment and revelation
is similarly evident in the painting Queen (2010, see p. 77), where the woman’s face
is a dark hole framed by a brightly lit, intricately patterned lace collar. As Eliav
himself notes, his layered images aim “To emphasize the darkest shadows and

brightest highlights, so that the middle seems to gradually empty out.”

These apertures of light or darkness continue to appear in the group “Listeners”
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(2010), part of which is included in this exhibition. These paintings are shaped by a
distinctly contemporary interest in the blurring of boundaries and the disruption of
conventional forms, in otherness and in hybridity. The blurred figures in this series
are captured in states of heightened attention and concentration. Most of them are
busts portrayed in full or three-quarter profile, so that one eye appears especially
prominent — while the other is yet another black hole opening up onto infinity.
These figures resemble hollow echoing chambers, as if they were containers designed
to amplify the resonance of a voice or sound. It seems that Eliav is requesting the
viewer to actively ignore the visual dimension of the other — that is, the “listener’s”
face. Instead, he calls attention to the non-visual dimension of his presence and to
the inaudible sound that the figure is “listening” to, while underscoring the tension
between near and far, the seen and the unseen. This request is incompatible with
our basic conventions of looking, as well as with our intuitive understanding of the
relationship between foreground and background, appearance and essence, what is

visible to the eye and what remains hidden from it.

Like the opening onto a hollow container that is the “listener’s” eye, the painting Bell
(2010, see p. 24) depicts an object that contains, or imprisons, an empty inner space.
The painted bell seems to be an enlarged image of a smaller object, which shines and
reflects light like a delicate jewel. This idiophonic? musical instrument is associated
with various rituals, including prayer; in Eliav’s painting, it comes to resemble an
envelope containing a secret. Its swinging movement is depicted in such a palpable
manner, that the viewer can almost hear its peal and experience the duration of the
sound. In the painting Chandelier (2009, p.21), the crystal fixtures emit a bewitching,
sparkling light that has an illusory quality, like a baroque vision of light. Here too,
the illuminated aperture appears as a gateway of sorts, leading into the interior of
the painting. The angle at which the chandelier is positioned transforms it from a
light-emitting object into a hearing device of sorts, like a gigantic ear turned to one
side. By tilting the chandelier, the artist seems to be turning his gaze to another

world, to another form of seeing.

The dark or bright apertures leading into an infinite inner space, and the dialectic of
light and darkness in Eliav’s paintings, call to mind Emmanuel Levinas’ discussion

of the theme of infinity. In his book Totality and Infinity, Levinas argues that the
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ON OREN ELIAV’S PAINTINGS
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The recent paintings by Oren Eliav, recipient of the 2010 Rappaport Prize for a Young
Israeli Painter, are suffused with beauty, mystery, and a sense of majesty. These
works feature numerous details: a metal bowl, a torque, a lace collar, embroidery
work and different forms of ornamentation, a portrait of a woman, a portrait of
a man in profile, and allusions to various architectural structures. The sources for
Eliav’s paintings are various - including etchings, prints, photographs, and images in
other mediums. Yet these paintings are not “representational” in the conventional
sense of the term. Among other things, they are concerned with the disruption of
vision, often divesting it of its traditional functions. Eliav ascribes great importance
to the translation of the visible; this act of translation, however, becomes a means of

disruption rather than a description of what is seen.

Eliav’s works bespeak a passion for painting. They are characterized by a boldness
that is typical of large-scale works, while the carefully calculated brushstrokes reveal
a sense of restraint. Rather than using line to define form, the artist privileges color,
which accumulates on the surface of the canvas in layered patches. At times, the
composition seems to be almost overtaken by these independent areas of color,
which spread out over the surface of the canvas like a lacework pattern - so that
the viewer is required to observe the works as if looking through a camouflage net.
The things depicted in his paintings cannot be fully grasped, always remaining

partially concealed and invisible. His works evolve around the gap between the

seen and the unseen - a space that is the locus of an elusive truth, which cannot be

captured solely by the eye.
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of Arts and Design, Tel Aviv (2009). Solo exhibitions include: “Two Thousand and
Eleven,” Tel Aviv Museum of Art (2011); “They’ll Never Wake Us in Time,” Braverman
Gallery, Tel Aviv (2010); “Saddle,” Ashdod Museum of Art (2010); and “Visitors,”
Givon Gallery, Tel Aviv (2006). Selected group exhibitions include: “The Human
Stain,” Liverpool Biennial (2010); “Wild Exaggeration,” Haifa Museum of Art (2009);
“Recipients of the Young Artist Prize, Ministry of Education and Culture,” Museum
of Art, Ein Harod (2009); “Demons,” Bat Yam Museum of Art (2008); “Digital
Landscapes,” Genia Schreiber University Art Gallery, Tel Aviv (2007); “Three Bezalel
Graduates,” Givon Gallery, Tel Aviv (2004). Eliav is the recipient of the Rappaport
Prize for a Young Israeli Artist (2010); The Young Artist Prize, Israeli Ministry of
Education and Culture (2008); The Excellence Award, Bezalel Academy of Arts and
Design, Jerusalem (2008); and the America-Israel Foundation Prize (2004).Oren
Eliav’s works are featured in public and private collections in Israel and abroad.

“two,” 2010
Oil on panel, 30x30
Private Collection, Tel Aviv
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FOREWORD

Oren Eliav is the recipient of the 2010 Rappaport Prize for a Young Israeli Painter.
This exhibition of his works was made possible by the Rappaport Foundation, which
was created in 2006 by the late Baruch and by Ruth Rappaport. The Rappaport
Prize is awarded annually to two Israeli painters residing in Israel — an established
painter and a young painter. The recipients of the 2010 prizes are Sharon Poliakine

and Oren Eliav.

We are grateful to the Rappaport family for their generous contribution, and for
their commitment to the Tel Aviv Museum and to Israeli culture more generally; to
Irit Rappaport for her activity on behalf of the Museum; and to Anat Matalon and
Doron Sebbag, who serve as members of the prize jury alongside representatives

of the Rappaport family and of the Tel Aviv Museum.

I would like to extend my thanks to all those who contributed texts to this
catalogue - Lorenzo Fusi, Leah Abir, and Varda Steinlauf, the exhibition curator -
for offering a range of new perspectives on Oren Eliav's work. Thanks to Braverman
Gallery, which represents Oren Eliav. Thanks also to all those who participated in
the production of this catalogue: to Guy Saggee and Avihai Mizrahi from Shual
Design Studio for their original catalogue design; to Orna Yehudaioff for editing the
Hebrew texts, and to Talya Halkin for the English editing and translation; and to
Elad Sarig for his highly professional photographs of the works.

Thanks to all those collectors who have generously lent works to the exhibition.
Thanks to the Tel Aviv Museum of Art's Registrar and Conservation Department —
to Shraga Edelsburg, Alisa Padovano-Fridman, Shoshi Frenkel and Maya Dresner.
Thanks to Tibi Hirsch for hanging the works. Finally, thanks to lighting technicians
Naor Agayan, Eyal Weinblum and Lior Gabai.

Mordechai Omer

Director and Chief Curator
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