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0il on canvas glued to plywood, 18x20
Courtesy of the artist and Inga Gallery of
Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv
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desert paintings is the donkey.

It is associated with religious
iconography, the anticipation for
redemption, the messiah, but it

is a detached symbol; expectation
without the thing itself. It is an
earthly vehicle. The Hebrew word for
matter (chomer, An1N) is an anagram of
the Hebrew word for donkey (chamor,
11nn), and there is indeed a profound
correspondence between donkey and
materiality. The more I painted the
donkey, the more it became my self-
portrait. It is a hard-working, strong
animal, but it is not the star, it

doesn't have the aura of a stallion.

One of the elements linking your
desert paintings and your studio
paintings is the motif of ritual. The
occurrences in the paintings as a
whole are interspersed with rituals,
whether collective or personal. In
this respect, art and faith - not only
religious faith, but also faith which
constitutes your social, personal
identity - are under constant
investigation which painting tries to

confront each time anew.

I am surrounded by all kinds of
rituals. When you observe the Torah
and keep the commandments, there are
countless rituals; in the art world

there are lots of kings, gods, and

idolaters. Parenting is an ongoing
ritual. They all share the gravity,
impossible awe, and burden, the
unbearable weight, which I can bear
only with the help of humor, because
it inflates it, like a helium balloon,
enabling me to rise above it all, to be

and not to be.
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that contains a new iconography and
inspires a different atmosphere.

As opposed to the bustling studio
paintings, the desert paintings
convey something more minimalistic,
meditative. These scenes reinforce
the mystical dimension in the

works, which coexists, almost by
contradiction, with the acute insights
about man's corporeal motivations.
What is it that attracts you in the
desert, and how do mysticism and the

grotesque coexist?

Mysticism penetrates the painting
without my knowing. I think it stems
from my yearning for some miracle to
happen on the canvas. All the works
contain a degree of mysticism in the
air. There is a miraculous moment in
which something marginal, grotesque,
peripheral is given a chance.

The desert is my point of
departure. It is where I came from. I
grew up in Arad, on the margins, and
I dreamt of the center. It is where
I have a primal bond with nature.
This is where home is, my parents.
Coming to the desert always sets me
in motion. Within the whirlpool of
my life, the desert is a time tunnel
leading to a place where time stands
still. In this slowness, things look
different. In the desert paintings

I don't need many details. On the

contrary, every stroke is meaningful,
and every detail is examined and comes
out very slowly. There is no eruption;
the message in every painting is
precise. A tense, restrained silence
is created, yet it conceals a scream
which is being absorbed under the
surface. There is something about
the desert which takes a surprising
turn when it comes to painting. There
is an emotional baggage there, a
mystical experience, an illusion, and
there is also a very strong presence
of Israeliness from its tough place,
where its deserted parts emerge.

In terms of tradition and Jewish
history, there is a duality. On
the one hand, all the important
visions and miracles happened in
the desert (the splitting of the Red
Sea, the revelation at Mt. Sinai),
and on the other hand - immigration
too, the journey to Israel, always
went through the desert. To me it
represents the detachment experienced
by anyone who was settled in the
desert upon arriving in Israel.
Ultimately, those who realized Ben-
Gurion's Zionist dream of settling
the desert, are immigrants - 1like my
parents - who came from an observant
background, who dreamt of Jerusalem,
and not of a socialist state.
In iconographic terms, one of

the recurring images in the
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T.Y.

by movement, transformed from static
to dynamic, and lost its gravitation.
Something about the depiction as
well as the atmosphere created in the
painting, conveyed outward, became
mystical.

In the studio paintings I
always feel as though I paint the
"sensational" clichés of what we think
about the artist in the studio, about
the illusive aura of the painter -
impulsive, encountering his muse,
talking with his paints, a king in
his own kingdom. I realized that I
am attracted to painting the artist's
drama and chronicles, and especially
fascinated by the fiction which
contains the most raw materials for
the content of a reality show about
myself. I apply the structure of such
a show onto the artist's world, and
examine the "reality" which creates
the artist's "aura." I think that this
move stems mainly from the need to
understand how the power systems in
the art field work.

In this "reality," human conduct seems
to have the status of a surrealistic
spectacle. Not only is the figure of
the artist required to "give a show"
to those visiting the studio, but

it also seems that human existence

in the paintings is in a constant

state of performance and visibility,

S.A.

T.Y.

always conscious of the viewer's gaze
(whether a mountain climber, a Buddha
in the desert, or the artist alone in
the studio).

The viewing situation and the need
to produce a "show" in painting are
aspects with which I am preoccupied:
they are linked to the state of
painting, which competes for the
viewer's attention in a changing
world of screens and developing
technologies, and painting in such
aworld is a primitive act (and at
the same time, a perfectly natural
act, because every child paints).
The desire to combine movement,
gravitation, and flight in the
painting originates in the attempt to
compete with the photographic image
and the video screen. It is an act of
temptation for the viewers and for
myself. For me, the talent is to come
to the studio every day and confront
painting, its relevance, each time
anew, to see your failure every day
and draw conclusions, to concentrate,
to seek my identity, my place, and to
opt for the goatpath - the road not

taken.

Your "goatpath" leads you from the
studio to nature, and mainly to the
desert, which is the backdrop for a

large body of work from recent years
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is replete with fantasy, you describe
the alignment of powers at work in
the field of art - the relationships
of artist-curator, artist-collector,
artist-viewer, artist-Great Masters,
and artist-work of art - relationships
which are underlain by power games,
scorn, admiration, superiority and
insult, as well as the joy of creation
blended with horrorvacui. You seem

to conduct a tempestuous dialogue
with the forces operating in the art
world within the painting itself, as
a type of wrestling arena in which
you can give vent to frustration and
return it to the world in the form of
criticism imbued with self-humor. To
what extent are the studio paintings
a deliberate parody on the art world?
Or are you, in fact, operating as the
second artist from the aforementioned
tale, returning to the art world a
reflection of itself, which contains

your own reflection as well?

The space in which I play is,
ultimately, the canvas. This is where
I express my opinions, my thoughts,
and my criticism of the world, of
which I am obviously a part. I think
the only way to survive in this
brittle state is to employ self-
humor with which I can strike the
masochistic punching bag called art.

The artist-field relations have always

existed. There is constant subversion,
as it were, between the revolutionary
artist and the field, which is easily
bored and always waits for the new
bad boy to come and say that the
emperor is naked. In reality, there

is no such thing, because we all take
part in an apparatus subordinated

to the forces dominating it, which

is run by invisible people who don't
always understand art, and have other
considerations. We all like to feel
subversive, innovative, unique, and
to think that the world will discover
us after we die. As I see it, it's ideal
joke material.

The series of studio paintings
began with a painting entitled The
Visit (2007), which portrays a visitor,
a curator, leading two dogs on a
leash she holds in her hand, as the
painter kneels by the canvas, begging,
explaining, humiliated. It was a
moment which gave rise to more and
more ideas about the theme of the
artist in the studio, and his apparent
experiences; initially, it portrayed
all kinds of studio visits, and then
elaboration of details within the
studio, such as the table, floor, drops
of paint metamorphosed into figures
who converse with the artist. Later
on, the figure of the artist evolved.
It began rising and flying, and the

painting, which is always intensified
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the first time a human figure entered
my painting, and with it - the history
of art. T realized that history - the
history of the image, of art, of my
life - is not a sterile showcase; it
was meant to be used. Jeff Koons once
said something that stuck with me:
"You have to embrace your history."
From that moment my painting opened
up to introspection. I tried to take
all my knowledge and blend it on the
painterly level, and then my voice,
my need to belong yet not belong, to
test what belongs to me - all came
out. It was then that a group of studio
paintings began to take shape. I
started depicting my natural setting
from within, but also from without.

I tried to probe, through painting,
within the painterly situation, what
is inspiration, what is a studio
visit, what is Israeli painting.

I stopped insisting on precision.
Realism made me suffer. Once I rid
myself of this need, it gave way to
natural flux, eruption. The experience
of an artist in the studio is one

of solitude, but I tried to channel
it, through color and a light hand,
to a search for festiveness, for a
communicative langquage, and all
that - the yearning for happiness,
the escape from sadness-was
interwoven with the teachings of

Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav.

T.Y.

S.A.

T.Y.

Today your painting seems to be
guided by your imagination. The
paintings contain a narrative
dimension, as if you unfold a
disrupted, surrealistic tale in your
mind, and manage to encapsulate it
in a single image. How are all these

images and stories sparked?

The images originate in different
places. Sometimes they are spawned by
the efforts involved in fatherhood, by
life itself, by the everyday, and then
the imagination and inventiveness
are a starting point, a window of
boundless opportunities, a buoy on
which I cling to keep afloat. At times
the imagination follows from the
world of faith and the Jewish texts,
which are based on narrative as a form
of description and communication,
and from the undeciphered infinite
worlds in Rabbi Nachman's tales. The
frustration and absurdity vis-a-vis
our crooked world - which gives rise
to impossible situations, and can be
depicted only in painting - are also
a source for images. Sometimes the
imagination has to do with paranoia,
and the challenge is to convey it in

painting.

A large body of work in the exhibition
portrays scenes of the artist in the

studio. In your humorous way, which
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The early works contain, on the one
hand, instances of pedantic realism,
and on the other hand - a tendency
toward abstract, both of which you
later ostensibly "cast off." What was
your point of departure, and how did

it all proceed from there?

I started painting at 24, relatively
late. I always drew, scribbled things
in the margins of notebooks, but I
never studied in an orderly fashion.
At some point, while travelling in
Thailand, I painted the view seen
from the window. It was then that I
realized that painting may offer
total freedom, and this is where I
want to be. When I returned to Israel,
I continued painting and enrolled

at the Bezalel Academy of Art and

Design, where I focused exclusively

on painting, and started from scratch.

T allowed myself to be influenced by
my painting teachers: Yitzhak Livneh,
Joshua Borkovsky, Doron Livne. I came
from the sticks, from Arad, and landed
at Bezalel, the center of art, and the
establishment took control over me.

I felt that I must become a European,
"Ashkenazi" painter. The first thing I
"discovered" and adopted for a while
was an exercise in drawing light
through a fan. Afterwards I painted
shadows for three years. This was

how I learned to restrain myself,

T.Y.

S.A.

not to lose focus. I insisted on the
hue of the image, on realism - not a
realism of weights and measurements,
but of the observation of reality. In
that process of systematic study I
gave up the imagination which was my
point of departure, but I insisted on
precision, on learning to be accurate,
just as when I played soccer and
practiced with my weak foot. In my
BFA graduation project, following a
dialogue with Yaacov Mishori, I moved
closer to abstract. I painted football
surfaces which were transformed into

geometrical abstract.

In your BFA studies and thereafter
there were no human fiqgures in

your paintings, while today human
interaction is at the very core of
your work. When did the figures enter

the picture?

It started bothering me. I learned
how to paint the background, abstract
surfaces, atmospheric paintings. When
I started my MFA at Bezalel in 2005,

I realized I was no longer competing.
I already had children. The first
painting centered on a figure, Spit
(2005), is a type of self-portrait in
the figure of Hamlet, a man holding a
skull and spitting. I realized I had
to forgo everything I had studied and
let the painting burst forth. It was
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Taking the
Goatpaths

Tal Yahas

in Conversation with

Shai Azoulay

T.Y.

S.A.

T.Y.

The tale "Mirror Image," included

in this catalogue, presents two
archetypes of artists: one is diligent
and proficient, but predictable; the
other is lazy, but possesses a shrewd
originality. One is technical and
eager to please; the other is a rebel
with a conceptual approach. You are
one of the most diligent artists I
know. You come to the studio five

days a week and work for several
hours each day. At the same time, your
painting is filled with spark and
wild imagination. Where do you locate

yourself between these two types?

Both artists exist in me
simultaneously. Each has his place
and moment. Even when you work on
a painting where everything goes
according to plan, at some point it
begs the question: "So what? It's
boring," bringing to the fore a
disruption which takes the work to
the surprising, unplanned realm. I
think it is the encounter between
the controlled conscious and the
mysterious subconscious levels. One

cannot exist without the other.

Surveying your body of work over the
years, you seem to have undergone
several incarnations before
developing the painterly handwriting

identified with you in recent years.



All the painted birds and other wondrous forms painted in the first
man's side could be seen in the second man's side as well.

Everything the king had seen in the first man's section he also saw
in this man's section. Not only that, but even all the precious objects
and furnishings which the king had brought into the palace were all
visible in the second man's side as well. This found favor in the eyes
of the king.

The Essential Rabbi Nachman, Chayey Moharan No. 98, trans. Rabbi Avraham Greenbaum

http://www.azamra.org/Essential/mirror.htm
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Mirror Image

A certain king built himself a palace and summoned two men to decorate
it for him. The king divided the palace into two parts, putting one man
incharge of one half and the second in charge of the other. The king set
a time limit within which they had to complete their work.

The two men went off. One of them struggled hard to teach himself
the art of painting and plastering as best as he possibly could, and he
did so well that he was able to paint his part of the palace with very
beautiful and highly unusual murals of animals and birds and the like.
Everything was executed with wondrous beauty.

However, the second man paid no attention to the king's command and
did nothing whatever about it. As the date for the completion of the
work approached, the first man had already finished his side in all its
beauty and wonder. The second man then began to look at himself and ask
what he had done! He had wasted his time on futility and nothingness
without giving a thought to the king's instructions.

He tried to think what to do. He realized that in the few days left
before the time expired, it would be impossible even to teach himself
to paint let alone actually paint his part of the palace. The closing
date was almost upon them. But he had an idea. He plastered his entire
portion with a kind of shiny pitch. He plastered this dark pitch over
his entire section, and the pitch was like a mirror: it reflected
everything, just like a mirror. He then hung a curtain in front of his
section to act as a partition between it and that of the other man.

When the appointed time came, the king went to inspect the work
the men had done in the allotted time. He examined the first side with
its amazingly beautiful paintings executed with exceptional skill.
However, the other side was covered with a curtain, behind which
everything was dark: nothing whatsoever was visible.

Then the second man stood up and drew aside the curtain. The sun
was shining, and because of the pitch, which reflected everything like

a mirror, all those remarkable paintings were visible on his side too.
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deep in thought in Diirer's print
(Melancholia, 1514), which is surrounded
by geometric shapes, like Azoulay's
painter.

Non-sight, such as that of the
painter whose eyes are covered by the
hands of the woman standing behind him
in Painting under Concealment (2007), is a
type of disability. Azoulay perceives
disability as an allegory for the
difficulty in painting, as in Mouth
and Foot Painting Class (20077, Azoulay
regards these painters, the disabled,
with whom he identifies, as real artists.
Like the eye-covered painter, they
depict a still 1ife of a skull, the motif
of "memento mori." The joke is not on
them, but on the historical motif.

A comprehensive essay by Zeev
Kitsis, "Two Painters: A Mirrored
Story," is centered on the Hasidic tale
"Mirror Image."” Kitsis offers several
interpretations for the preference of
one painter over the other, discussing
the historical origins of Rabi Nachman's
tale. The later among these are Jewish
texts, but the earlier ones are Islamic
sources, which were preceded by a Roman
text. The ancient, Roman source is
Pliny the Elder's (23-79 CE) famous myth
about the two Greek painters, Zeuxis of

Heraclea and Parrhasius of Ephesus, who

14 Akdamot 22, Nissan 1999, http://www.bmj.org.il/userfiles/
akdamot/22/Kitsis.pdf [Hebrew].

decided to hold a contest to see who is a
better painter. According to the story,
as soon as Zeuxis exposed his piece -
grapes so lifelike - birds flew down and
attempted to peck at the painted fruit.
Zeuxis then asked Parrhasius to remove
the curtain ostensibly hiding his
painting, only to discover, to his great
surprise, that his colleague's curtain
was the painting itself. Zeuxis conceded
his defeat, saying: "For I deceived only
the birds, but you have deceived Zeuxis
who is a painter."

Kitsis cites Jacques Lacan's reading
of Pliny's myth, finding in it an analogy
to one of the modes introduced in
Hasidic thought as well. Lacan regards
Parrhasius's painting as expressing
the shattering of illusion and trompe
l'oeil, and the exposure to the Real. In
this respect, the curtain which does not
only veil, but also reveals - the real -
functions as the mirror created by the
second painter in Rabbi Nachman's tale.
Kitsis argues that the mirror ridicules
the first painter's pretension to imitate
reality. The emptiness in the mirror
is a variation on the Hasidic notion of
"self-effacement," intended to enhance
the only true reality, that of God. The
ability to use a joke in order to discuss
the gravest things is the very essence of

Shai Azoulay's works as well.
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1ll. 5: Shai Azoulay, Presentation, 2007, oil on canvas,

160x160, private collection

sanctuary of art. The desert as a place of
revelation always precedes the studio,
and the transition from one to the other
repeats itself eternally.

Going There (2009)™"

1

*is a "desert
painting" depicting two objects in
addition to the monotonous desert
landscape: on the left of the painting
is a small figure, the artist, walking
along a desert path which leads to a
large structure described as a building
frame comprising beams and an arched
roof. The artist marches toward the
structure with a branch in his hand.
Where does the artist march with the
branch? The expression "there" in the
title denotes, in Biblical language, the
place of the Temple, as in the expression
"a dwelling for his Name" which recurs
ten times in slight variations in

Deu’ceronomg.13 The structure in the

13 E.g., Deuteronomy 12:11:“a place which the LORD your God

shall choose to cause his name to dwell there.”
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painting has the architecture of a holy
building, but it looks like the studio:
the artist returns from the desert to
the studio. The structure appears not

as a real entity, but as a mirage. The
artist sees it, but it is not found where
it is seen. The same structure is also
discernible in another desert painting,
Orientalism (2009)‘“'6, which, for Azoulay,
connects his two painting types (the
studio and the desert) as it presents the
artist painting in the desert.

The illumination may also emerge
from elsewhere. In Hallucination (2010)““'19,
the artist fell asleep at the studio
table, his elbow and head leaning
against it, and his eyes are shut. What
is a painter whose eyes are shut? An
un-conscious painter. Something is
happening in the studio. The artist is
asleep, but the studio is wide awake.
The personified color stains are active.
According to Azoulay: "He sleeps here,
while something takes place there; and
then it happens." This is a key sentence
to Azoulay's work. A1l of a sudden
something happens, the painting changes
phases from conscious to unconscious
painting, and it has to do with
sleep, with shutting one's eyes, with
blindness. The figure of the artist here
is reminiscent of Francisco de Goya's
portrait in the well-known etching The
Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters (1797-1798),
but also of the figure of melancholy
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1ll. 4: Shai Azoulay, Spit, 2006, oil on canvas, 73x106,

collection of the artist

of Rabbi Nachman of Bratslav, "Deed of
Confidence," recounts the story of a
king who set out to seek an untroubled
subject in his kingdom. Chancing upon a
man who was happy with his lot, he tried
to shake his confidence and violate his
happiness, but to no avail.

Salame ooy: Graduate Show 2007, the
Bezalel MFA cataloque, features Azoulay's
painting Presentation" 5), portraying a
student (to all appearances) operating
a projector, explaining his work to an
older man sitting next to him." Here, the
shift from darkness to light in Azoulay's
work is concretely discernible, not
only in the type and quantity of light
in comparison with the darkness, but
also in the thematic transition to the
enlightenment of the artist's work and
the studio setting. In the text attached
to these images Azoulay wrote: "The works

I will exhibit in the graduates show

11 Cat.Salame 007: Graduate Show 2007, Bezalel Academy
of Art and Design, Advanced Studies in Fine Arts and
Photography, trans. Maya Shimony (Tel Aviv, 2007), p. 61.

engage with the actions of the painter."12
Light is a pivotal motif in mysticism
in general, and in Jewish mysticism
in particular, but it is not allotted a
conspicuous room in Azoulay's paintings
as an independent entity, only in
disparate cases, such as in the painting
Sparks (2007 *°. At the same time,
however, it is evident in the paintings'
brightness, in their illumination,
which is unfolded in their different
aspects. Azoulay presents his works
from recent years under two categories:
studio paintings (the earlier, at least
initially) and desert paintings. It is a
division which classifies the paintings
primarily according to the scene of
their occurrence. Furthermore, this
division has a biographical significance
as well: the studio is located in
Jerusalem, in whose vicinity Azoulay
now resides, whereas the desert is the
landscape of his childhood in Arad.
The studio of Azoulay's adulthood has
made for the emergence of the desert
of his childhood in the works. At the
same time, this is also a division of
sites with symbolic significance, in
which case the order is reversed: the
desert precedes the studio. In myth, the
desert precedes the Temple. The desert
is the site of Revelation, and the studio

is the permanent, closed space, the

12 Ibid., p.64.
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Sefer HaBahir (The Book of Illumination),
a 12th-century book of Jewish mysticism
whose name was extracted from a verse
in Job quoted in its opening paragraph:
"the bright light which is in the
clouds," (Job 37:21) referring to the
intensity of God's illumination.’

The sense of brightness or
illumination vis-a-vis the paintings
is reinforced, acquiring the pattern
of inversion in relation to Azoulay's
early painting, which engaged with
almost total darkness, with night
scenes violated only by twinkles of
light. "These were nocturnal paintings
from 2004. The Gilo neighborhood in
Jerusalem was under fire, and I painted
'bleeding paintings' at night [...] but
they were very black, and after a while

"2 Ihis

it made me sad and I stopped"(
was when Azoulay's transition from dark
paintings with little flashes of light to
the paintings I have called illuminated
occurred. Azoulay talks about the

painting which set the new painterly

“Rabbi Nehuniah ben HaKana said: One verse (Job 37:21)

o

states, ‘And now they do not see light, it is brilliant (Bahir)
in the skies... Another verse, however (Psalm 18:12) states,
‘He made darkness His hiding place. It is also written
(Psalm 97:2),‘Cloud and gloom surround Him.' This is an
apparent contradiction. A third verse comes and reconciles
the two. It is written (Psalm 139:12), ‘Even darkness is not
dark to You. Night shines like day — light and darkness are

the same’” Sefer HaBahir (The Book of Illumination) 1,

http://www.servantsofthelight.org/QBL/Books/Bahir_1.html.
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process in motion - Spit (2006),"" "

"A process of abandonment, rebelling
against painting. Rebelling against
everything I had learned theretofore. 'To
be' or to spit on that 'to be.' A painting
which marked the shift from the earliest
paintings." Hamlet's famous line in
Shakespeare's play, "To be or not to be,"
acquires a dramatic turn in Azoulay's
work. He spits on "to be," and interprets
the "not to be" in a Zen or Hasidic
(Chabad) fashion: effacing one's being,
self-nullification (bitul ha-yesh).

The transition from the early to
the late paintings acquires a sense of
brightening, where the bright painting
is an illuminated painting also in the
sense of the artist's enlightenment.
Once again, according to a traditional
Hebrew expression, it is a "transition
from darkness to light, from sadness to
joy." Hasidic jogw is not necessarily
self-evident; rather, it is cheerfulness

in spite of everything. One of the tales

10 The verse “Serve the LORD with gladness” (Psalms 100: 2)
became one of the major slogans of Hasidism as a whole.
When things are done cheerfully, with gladness of heart,
they are always more successful and whole, whereas
things done in sadness and dejection lead to lame results.
Bratslav Hasidism emphasizes the importance of joy in
worship, a regularly recited key sentence being: “there is
no despair in the world at all.” The prominence of joy in
Bratslav Hasidism is known primarily from the verse “it
is a great Mitzvah (virtue) to be joyous always”; Likutei

MoHaRaN Tanina 24.
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the mysticism of German artist Joseph
Beuys, after whose 1965 performance How
to Explain Pictures to a Dead Hare Azoulay's
painting was named. The painting depicts
Azoulay's thoughts about the meta-
painterly discourse, much like Beuys's
work. Azoulay replaces the European
animal with an Eastern animal, a donkey,
whose gaze in this painting is smarter
than the teacher's, further replacing the
concept "picture" with an equally tough
notion - "circle," which is associated
with painting in general, and certainly
with Azoulay's paintings, many of

which contain circles. The stick which
the artist holds before the donkey is
likewise a prevalent attribute in his
painting: once again, the straight line
and the circle. The practice of speaking
about pictures, of explaining paintings,
is highly sought after and widespread.
At the same time, it is a practice

whose credibility and necessity are
constantly challenged. We are dealing
with a situation which is both enigmatic
and frustrating.

Observation of Shai Azoulay's paintings
elicits an odd feeling: the paintings
appear brilliant, regardless of

the colors' brightness. The desert
paintings, for example, are usually
rendered with bright colors, but the
studio paintings not necessarily so.

Nevertheless, the sense of brilliance

1ll. 3: Shai Azoulay, Position #1 (from the series “Out-Post”),

right panel from a diptych, 2003, oil on canvas, 110x180,

private collection

exists equally in the studio painting,
maybe especially so. In Azoulay's work,
it is not the colors that are bright,
but the painting. One may say it has a
different brightness. In the history

of painting there are very bright
paintings, even white, which are all but
bright. In Azoulay's paintings there

is utter brightness. They are open,
entirely exposed to view. Exposed to the
vision of the all-seeing, as it were.
They are bathed in light which does

not emanate from a specific source. At
times the painting contains sources

of light, lamps, but they have nothing
to do with the painting's brightness

or brilliance. Often there are a few
shadows in the paintings, but they are
marginal, concealing nothing, and have
nothing to do with a particular source
of light. They appear arbitrary, a part
of a certain convention of painting.
Based on Azoulay's professed affinity
with mystical popular Jewish culture,
his painting may be dubbed "illuminated

(or bright) painting," as an allusion to
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God who created man or the peacock from
a drop, recalls a unique phenomenon

in Azoulay's painting. In many of his
studio paintings the space is filled
with drops of paint, surprisingly
revealed as minute people. Alluding to
one of these paintings, Vision of the Dry
Drops (2001 * and the phenomenon in
general, Azoulay says: "I was hiking in
nature and then I realized I was living
within color.’ The most powerful space
in which I live is that of color. I don't
make preliminary drawings: I work by
smearing paint. And the remainder, the
dripping, is like sperm, like a little
seed. The squirting of paint contains
something fertile, lush... I see figures
in it." Azoulay perceives the drops

of paint as drops of semen from which
human beings are created, just as in the
Midrash about the Creator. This is the
place to bear in mind the proportions
in Azoulay's painting, which are not

based on perspective of near/far, but on

importance or ostensible importance and

on fantasy, as in allegories. Jonathan
Swift's Gulliver’s Travels is one example
of such a play of proportions, which
Azoulay explicitly employs in his

painting Gulliver (2009 portraying

the giant painter tied by the little drop

men. Lewis Carroll's Alice’s Adventures in

8 Color and nature, like studio and desert, the two categories

by which Azoulay divides his paintings, see later, p. X.
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Wonderland is another possible example
of sudden size changes.

The painting To Explain the Circle to
a Donkey (2009) features the artist
kneeling before a white donkey - a
jennet according to Azoulay; in his
left hand he holds a stick and a
little circle, and in his right hand he
continues to draw circles in various
colors on the ground. In this painting,
Azoulay explains, he is "teaching the
jennet, who is smarter than me, how to
make a circle," adding that according
to the Jewish texts, once in the Mishna
and once in the Talmud, the donkey's
mouth (Balaam's she-donkey who opened
her mouth and spoke to him), is one of
the ten miracles created on Sabbath eve
at sundown. Azoulay uses the Hebrew
expression "bein ha-shmashot" (literally:
"between the suns") denoting dusk
or twilight - a combination of two
celestial bodies designating a special
time, the last minute before the Sabbath,
which was used for miracle making - to
discuss another connection, his two-
person exhibition with Reuven Israel:
"This link for me was the remotest thing
possible, but I felt that somewhere - up
there - it connects."

The miracle of the jennet's speech,
the miracle of linking the two artists,
binds two mystical texts together:
Jewish mysticism in the Midrash about

the creation of the donkey's mouth, and
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to thoughts about Jackson Pollock who
once said: I am drowning in drops."4

Discussing the bewitching hand,
the one which generates the unexpected
in the painting, which implements the
unconscious, Azoulay finally arrived at
the "Divine Hand." The analogy between
the artist's hand and the hand of God is
well established.” Johns's Device motif,
which emerges in his paintings from the
early 1960s and represents the artist's
hand, likewise conjures up the hand of
God stretched into the painting from the
outside and creating the world, as it
appears in medieval Christian painting.
God is the architect of the universe,
the geometrician(i"' 2), but God is also a
painter.

The reference to God as a painter
is also found in canonical Jewish
texts. Midrash Tanhuma, for instance,

reads: "There is no Rock (tsur) 1like our

Azoulay is referring to the drip paintings Pollock painted

[F3]

on canvas stretched on the floor. In this context, Pollock
said he was “literally in the painting.”

5 Anessay about an exhibition of French sculptor Auguste
Rodin reads: “The hand is symbolic. A central piece,
The Hand of God, uses a hand to symbolize the creator of
humankind. A huge hand cradles a nude man and woman,
who may be in the act of procreation themselves. Rodin
thought of the hand of the artist-creator as akin to the
hand of God the creator. Ironically, then: The hand of the
artist is not necessarily necessary”; Daisy Fried, “Hook,
Line & THINKER: After Cezanne, What? The Fine Art and
Careful Marketing of the Philadelphia Museum of Art’s
Rodin and Michelangelo,” at http://archives.citypaper.net/
articles/022797/articleco6.shtml?print=1.

1ll. 2: The Hand of God, Church of San Clemente de Tahull, vault

of the apse (detail), Museum of Catalan Art, Barcelona

God (1 Samuel 2:2), there is no painter
(tsayar) like our God,"s forthwith citing
five examples of God's superiority as
painter over the human painter. The
fourth of them asserts: "When a mortal
wishes to draw a form, how much paint
does he have to add until he completes
the form? Yet, The Holy One, Blessed be
He, forms the man from a single droplet.
Come and see this peacock, with three-
hundred and sixty-six hues of color.
And what was he formed of? From a white
droplet. And this is true not only for

a fowl, for even man was formed from a
white droplet, as is written: If a woman
has conceived seed, and borne a man
child [Leviticus 12:2], therefore it is
said: there is no Rock like our God." The

quote from Midrash Tanhuma discussing

Midrash Tanhuma, Tazria 2.

Ibid. see: http://www.thefoundationstone.org/en/

N o

holidays/148-midot-hayom-5770/3367-sefirat-haomer-as-

an-art-school.html.
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second "artist," namely the believer, is
intimate with the "king," with God, more
than the artist who operates exclusively
from the conscious.

One of the recurrent motifs in
Azoulay's paintings is the artist's hand.
In several of his studio paintings,
that hand is stretched from outside
the painting inward. In Painterly Event
(2007 "7, the hand is stretched toward
a rod on the margins of the painting. In
The Big Moment (2007) the hand is stretched
toward brushes in jars on the work table.
The artist's hand, however, appears in
the paintings in other modes as well,
not only when the artist paints, but also
when he performs other acts - analogous
alternatives - which he likens to
painting: watering lily pads, practicing
martial arts, feeding the fish, cooking,
conducting, or painting with his mouth -
it is all painting. According to Azoulay:
"The hand doesn't leave me throughout
any of the work stages. The hand is the
action, the hand is the contemplation of
painting, the hand of the worker, and also
the conduit (channel) - the bewitching
hand; the tale emerges from him [from
the artist, E.G.] - the Divine Hand."

The painting hand is also the guiding,
supporting, nourishing hand, especially
in the painting All I Need (2008)“""'

The artist's hand is a well-known

motif in painting. Such signatures

appear in many 20th-century paintings,
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1ll.1: Jasper Johns, Periscope (Hart Crane), 1963,

oil on canvas, 170.2x121.9, collection of the artist

including Jasper Johns's early 1960s
paintings, such as Diver (1962), Land’s End
(1963), Periscope (Hart Crane) (1963)0"'”, etc.
These paintings, through their titles,
point at the sea: the last title contains
the name of American poet Hart Crane
(1899-1932) who committed suicide by
jumping into the sea. The commentaries
ascribed the series to the memory of the
tragic event in Johns's consciousness.
But the artist's hand in the last
painting also replaces the wooden
stretcher bars or the ruler (Device,
1962-1963) which served Johns in earlier
paintings to smear a circle shape in

the painting. Thus portrayed within the
paint, within the painting, the hand
also signifies "drowning within the
painting," a motif with which Azoulay
explicitly identifies. Relating to the
paintings containing the color drops

motif, Azoulay discloses: "It later led
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Shai Azoulay asked to include "Mirror
Image," one of Rabbi Nachman of
Bratslav's tales, in the exhibition
catalogque; a Hasidic parable whose
protagonists are two artists and a

. (see p. 99)
king

occupied with the relationship between

. Azoulay's painting is

painting and Hasidism, or between
painting and religious modalities.
Discussing his work, Azoulay himself
paves the way to linking his paintings
to mystical and Torah-minded worlds.
His conversation with Tal Yahas in this
catalogue likewise begins with the same
Hasidic tale: "The tale 'Mirror Image,'
included in this catalogue, presents two
archetypes of artists: one is diligent
and proficient, but predictable; the
other is lazy, but possesses a shrewd
originality. One is technical and eager
to please; the other is a rebel with a
conceptual approach. You are one of the
most diligent artists I know. You come to
the studio five days a week and work for
several hours each day. At the same time,
your painting is filled with spark and
wild imagination. Where do you locate
yourself between these two types?," asks
Yahas, and Azoulay replies: "Both artists
exist in me simultaneously. Each has his
place and moment. Even when you work on a
painting where everything goes according
to plan, at some point it begs the
question: 'So what? It's boring,' bringing

to the fore a disruption which takes the

work to the surprising, unplanned realm.
I think it is the encounter between the
controlled conscious and the mysterious
subconscious levels. One cannot exist
without the other."’

Azoulay reads the tale - whose
typological structure is required to
highlight the subversive religious
message of its narrator (the supreme
authority prefers the spontaneous,
unpredictable, even impudent painter/
believer over the painter/believer
who takes the conventional path) - in
congruence with his praxis, as presented
in the question itself: I am both of them
at the same time. More than he needs
the second artist in the tale, Azoulay
seems to require the story itself: a
Hasidic tale addressing his own art.

In his reply Azoulay translates the
distinction between the two artists
into modern concepts: the first painter
represents the conscious, while the
second stands for the unconscious.
Through the notion of "unconscious", the
analogy between painting and religion
acquires additional dimensions. In this
context, the unconscious is the "divine
aspect" in man, or even the divine
itself. The unconscious confronts man
with unimaginable truths, with the Real.

Just as in the religious context, the

3 See “Taking the Goatpaths: Tal Yahas in Conversation with

Shai Azoulay,” p. 97 in this catalogue.
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her song - like Josephine the Singer,2
to use an example from high, allegorical
literature which addresses popular
culture (much like Azoulay's paintings).

The scene depicted in Azoulay's
piece indeed calls to mind folk tales.
Some aspects, such as the microphone,
may recall German Neo-Expressionist
painting from the late 1970s and early
1980s, which connected with young
culture. Other, more radical aspects
invoke the dynamics familiar from 1990s
paintings called "Neurotic Realism."
Azoulay's painting mode, which is
imbued with the act of painting, is also
linked with contemporary artists whose
painting may be said to "paint itself."
This implies not only that the painting
is self-conscious or that it contains
other paintings, but that the depicted
world is already painted, that "to be" in
this painting means "to be painted," that
the world is a painting.

But there is also something else,
something different, in Azoulay's
painting. It is narrative, popular, and
allegorical. It has an inkling of the
Sorcerer’s Apprentice style: magic which
might get out of hand. Reversing the
lyrics of the vulgar Hebrew song "What

2 Franz Kafka, “Josephine the Singer, or the Mouse Folk,” in
The Metamorphosis, The Penal Colony, and Other Stories,
trans. Willa and Edwin Muir (New York: Schocken Classics,

1988), pp. 256—277.
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He Does to Her," What You Do to Me deals
with ethical tension. The artist floats
and melts by virtue of the art critic's
song, and the entire studio is astir: the
pharmacy has gotten out of hand. Lack of
control is a creative force, but it can
also corrupt, and Azoulay warns against
this danger.

There is one detail in the painting,
in the background, outside the drama
taking place in its midst, which ought
to be mentioned at this point, since it
indicates a motif that runs like a thread
through Azoulay's oeuvre. On the far
wall, in the middle of the painting, is
a clock-1like image: several concentric
circles from whose center emerge two
hands, long and short, whose lengths
are the circles' radii. Relating to the
figure holding a rod and a circle in
another painting, To Explain the Circle to
a Donkey (2009 %, Azoulay once said:
"These are two recurring elements in my
work." The image of the clock on the wall
contains the stick and the circle, under
a different guise, but they also appear
in another image, much more prevalent
in the paintings: the brush and the
container in which it is held, whose
shape is usually that of a cylinder or
a truncated cone. The brush is inside a
circle. This repeated image will surface

again later in this text.
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Ellen Ginton

What You Do to Me (2008)°">*, like most
of the works in the "Studio Paintings"
cycle, features Shai Azoulay's studio.
Unlike traditional studio paintings,
however, what happens in many of
Azoulay's studio paintings, as well as
in this one, belongs to the realm of
fantasy: something that has gotten out
of control. A white canvas stretched

on a frame is placed on the floor,
unpainted yet. The painter hovers above
it, reclining, his body melting and
dripping downward. He is surrounded

by scores of bowls, cups of paint with
brushes, some still standing on the
floor, others floating in mid-air like
him, splashing paint in all directions.
The cause of the commotion is a female
figure, who stands aside holding a
microphone to her mouth. "She sings to
him," Azoulay says, "like an art critic,
and his self-esteem begins to fly

and rise; he becomes sacred, sublime,
losing gravitation. From 'someone

in the studio' you become someone

who is already elsewhere." From
another perspective, this woman is a

"singer" who charms the studio with

1 The artist’s quotes were drawn from conversations held
in preparation for the exhibition, 20m, unless indicated

otherwise.
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which resemble space vehicles, UFOs

of sorts. Each section contains an
encounter between the primordial-
ancient and the current, or even
futuristic. They indicate the affinity
between the archaeological or sacred
relic and flying saucers or a particle
accelerator. The "time tunnel" links the
archaeological with science fiction.
One may say that all the elements in
the exhibition - both paintings and
sculptures - are fixed in place, skewered
to poles or stuck in the desert, yet they
all yearn for the sublime and endeavor
to fulfill their innate potential of
ascent and hovering.

Another fundamental quality of the
featured works is color which sets the
artistic event in motion. Azoulay's
painting is entirely created through
the smearing of paint, which results
in transitions from the real to the
fantastical. Color for him is a stimulus
for a transformative discovery, for the
"big moment" of the painting. On the
one hand, the painting is constructed
from textures and broad yet restricted
areas of color: on the other hand, the
droplets of paint squirted in the
studio spawn unexpected, elusive,
uncontrolled painterly events. The

coloration in Israel's sculptures is

1 Anat Danon-Sivan, “The God Particle,” see cat.
Superpartners: Shai Azoulay, Reuven Israel (Tel Aviv

Museum of Art, Sept. 2011), p. 102

likewise delimited and typified by
vivid, brilliant blotches; even when it
is meticulously processed and clean,
it is nevertheless illusive and dreamy.
Furthermore, it ought to be noted that
the city of Jerusalem transpires in the
background of the works of both artists.
An excerpt from the poem "Chinese Art
and Greek Art" by Sufi poet and mystic
Jelaluddin Rumi (Jalal al-Din Muhammad
Rumi; 1207-1273) may shed light on the
mutual reflection generated between the

two artists' works:

... In that purity

they receive and reflect the images of
every moment,

from here, from the stars, from the

void.

They take them in
as though they were seeing
with the lighted clarity

that sees them.”

Jelaluddin Rumi, The Essential Rumi, trans. Coleman Barks

N

(San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1995), pp. 132—133. The
ancient text describes a scene in which one group of artists
cleanses and polishes a wall, to the point that the work

of another, rival artist group working nearby is reflected

in it. In terms of the spiritual message, the cleansing and
polishing in the poem are akin to meditative fusion into
the absence and void, which becomes the purity of the
open sky. See Ellen Ginton, “The llluminated Painting,”

p.100 in this catalogue.
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Ellen Ginton

“Superpartners” is a two-person exhibition
featuring painter Shai Azoulay and
sculptor Reuven Israel. The title of the
show, chosen by the artists themselves,
is a term borrowed from particle
physics, embodying the idea (based

on the theory of supersymmetry) that
every elementary particle of a given
type (fermion) has a presumed partner-
particle (superpartner, or sparticle)

of another type (boson). At the same
time, it also echoes titles of popular
series centered on superheroes, while
further insinuating that the encounter
between the artists spawns symmetries;
unexpected, even absurd, associations
between the scientific and the religious,
which are not without humor.

The body of work presented by each
artist is divided, although not sharply,
into two major sections: Azoulay
exhibits "studio paintings" and "desert
paintings." The former are interior
scenes, whereas the latter portray
outdoor occurrences. The desert and the
studio may be construed as wilderness
and temple, two sites of religious
myth which span anticipation, movement
toward, and everyday praxis. Israel
presents geometric bodies, which relate
to sacred and archaeological sites
while seeking the "ideal form," the

essence of things,1 alongside sculptures
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