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Spies, study, 2023
0il on paper | 23x32 cm

Heavyweight History, study, 2023
Oil on paper | 22x36 cm

“Basad” [With God’s Help], study, 2023
Oil on paper | 36x23 cm

Third Generation, study, 2023
Oil on paper | 24x29 cm
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Big Shoes, 2023
0il on canvas on wood | 20x20

Flying Star, 2023
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SELECTED GROUP EXHIBITIONS

2023 1\X, Di Yuan Museum, Gingko Gallery, Zhejiang Province, China

2019 Untitled, Steven Harvey Project Gallery, New York

2016 Golem, Jewish Museum, Berlin

2011 The 2011 Ministry of Culture and Sport’s Prize in Art and Design, Winners’
Exhibition, Petach Tikva Museum of Art

2010 100 Years Bezalel, Berlin

2009 Jerusalem Surface Fractures, The Jerusalem Artists’ House, Jerusalem

2005 Lights, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

2004 Traces II, The Jerusalem Artists’ House, Jerusalem

GRANTS & PRIZES

2020 The Israeli Lottery ‘Landau Prize’ for Arts and Science

2018 Ministry of Culture Award

2008-2010  The Artist-Teacher Prize, Ministry of Culture and Sport

2007 The Legacy Heritage Fund Prize, Tel Aviv Museum of Art

2007 Osnat Mozes Young Artist Painting Prize, The Jerusalem Artists’ House
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CURRICULUM VITAE

1971 Born in Kiryat Shmona
1979 Moved to Arad

Lives and works in Jerusalem
Lecturer at The Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Tel-Aviv: External studies program and Haredi

branch

ART EDUCATION

1999 Student Exchange Program, Art Department, Minerva Academy of Fine Art and
Design, The Netherlands

2000 BFA, Art Department, The Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Jerusalem

2004 Art History Studies, The Hebrew University, Jerusalem

2005 MFA, Art Department, The Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Tel-Aviv

SOLO EXHIBITIONS

2023 Me$ Us, Zolla Lieberman Gallery, Chicago

2022 Providence, Sommer Gallery, Zurich

2021 Building Bridges, Stefan Vogdt Gallery, Munich

2019 Kitzur Shulchan Aruch, Inga Gallery, Tel Aviv

2018 A Dwelling Down Below, Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art

2017 Void and Infinity, Froots Gallery, Beijing

2015 Jerusalem Tales, Art Salon, Vienna

2011 SUPERPARTNERS, Tel Aviv Museum of Art, Tel Aviv



about six million people here. But the sample gave us an inkling, it’s like a cover, that's what
this period gives us. All of a sudden, the Jews have woken up, the ghetto is back, the isolation.
Suddenly we are asking those questions again: Who are we, who is on our side, who is against

us, who is giving up on us, who is turning his back on us, who are our real friends, what agendas
are at work here? All these issues are relevant now, and in relation to the Holocaust, and if we go
further back, also to Pharaoh and the exodus from Egypt. Jews were always persecuted.

Within this absurd situation, Yad Vashem motivated me to create art again. My encounter with
Yad Vashem pried open a deeper level within myself. Even [ have no idea where it will lead me. It’s
like discovering a new part of myself, and far from being over, I see this process as just beginning.
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Number, 2023
0il on canvas | 60x110 cm

- 310, Azoulay - 55, and together, they made up the number I wrote on the arm: 31055.

Whom do [ belong to? Walter Benjamin has the figure of the “Flaneur”, the wanderer, he always
belongs and yet doesn’t belong, always part of the family but not, always on the inside but actually
outside.

E.M.R: Youembarked on this process with many doubts, and in the middle, it connected to current
events. Perhaps you can expand on the creative process that starts out with Holocaust memory;,
that historic national trauma, and ends up forging a connection in you with a new, contemporary
trauma.

S.A: We live in an age of covers. We make covers of everything: music, food, we are always in
a vintage period, things become fashionable again, but in a sample. We experienced a Holocaust
cover, a sample of the Holocaust. We got a sense, as a people, of what it means to experience a
pogrom, and we were in shock, as though our limbs had been amputated, and it was a wake-up
call. Obviously, there is no comparison between 7 October and the Holocaust - we are not talking



self, not the familiar alter-ego,
but the current figure with the
yarmulke and beard.

E.M.R: Have you never painted
yourself as a religious Jew?
Because bearded men do
feature in your work, but you
are saying that they are not you.
They could be you?

S.A: Perhaps.
E.M.R: And here it is you?

S.A: Here it is definitely me, and
you said [earlier] something

Portrait's wall, in the Exhibition: "Spirit of Creativity ", The Yad Vashem
Art Museum, September 2023 interesting: that this portrayal

is a kind of maturity. He stands

and looks at this pillar, and looks for eyes on the pillar. I can’t really explain it, but this painting is
the closest I can get to expressing how I feel.

E.M.R: Perhaps it’s also connected to how you viewed the portraits in the Art Museum. You really
looked those people in the eye. You came with the perspective of an artist who observes and
understands. You were amongst friends. I remember you looking at the portraits and connecting
with them. When I saw this painting for the first time, [ thought that perhaps it was conceived
after that encounter through your eyes, the eyes of an observer, a painter? What do you think of
that interpretation?

S.A: You're right, every time I came, I was looking for myself, where I fit in here. You know
that terrible expression, “This is not my holiday”. That's how the “Number” piece came about.
Most of my classmates were Ashkenazi Jews, so every Holocaust Remembrance Day, they all had
some kind of connection but I didn’t. I had to search, because socially, and ideologically, it was
important to have a connection. You think that perhaps someone in your family has a tattooed
number, maybe you have one grandmother who is connected - but you don’t. Like an artist or
an artwork that is searching for its identity. I tried to create a number in the same way I would
invent a secret code for my credit card, so I took the numerical value of my name in Hebrew: Shai
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parallels with the death marches and how hard it was to walk then.
S.A: The difficulty walking; it really is like walking with weights on your feet.

E.M.R: The painting “Three Generations” resonates with your work “History Upon Me” from
2009, in which we see the figure of an artist sitting on the shoulders of another artist, who, in
turn, sits on the shoulders of another artist. The English title for the piece is particularly relevant
for our purposes. It seems as though you have switched the weight of art history for the weight of
Jewish history or Jewish destiny.

S.A: The artist is always influenced by another artist, who is influenced by another artist in a
sequence of this nature. Those are the three generations. As a member of the third generation,
you ask yourself, what is this chain of Yellow Stars? For me, it symbolizes the “pop” aspect of the
Holocaust that has developed. It’s already an installation, these hanging stars. Like the flags on
Independence Day, there to provoke an emotional response. Here there are lots of hanging stars;
it’s like a party - a bereavement party.

E.M.R: Like the rituals of Jewish holidays, here we have the rituals of Holocaust remembrance.
The question of how we should mourn. And the fact that Holocaust Remembrance Day is a week
before Independence Day totally reflects that.

The figure hangs or adjusts the Yellow Star, it’s an event in the making. In other words, the story
doesn’t end with the third generation; it's an ongoing trauma, and it’s heavy. Although the figures
themselves are light, the subject is heavy.

S.A: Yes, it’s “heavy dressed up as light”, because the figures are schematic. My painting isn’t
heavy, it’s light, but the message is a little heavier.

E.M.R: All the paintings invite discussion, dialogue and contemplation. Perhaps the most
enigmatic of your pieces is “Jewish Eyes”.

S.A: [ think that this painting depicts me most accurately. When I saw the room designed by
Chanan de Lange, the “Book of Names” a room with the pages with all the names - I didn’t have
anyone to search for in the Book of Names. Who should I look for? I don’t have anyone. What to
do? I felt as though I was looking for eyes. Who has eyes like mine? Where are my eyes? I meet
someone and I say, these are eyes that [ know. This is called “Jewish Eyes”, because he is using
his eyes to look for someone. The figure is complex because behind him is a pile of shoes, he is
barefoot, his trousers are transparent and his hand is frozen. I'm afraid of what he might hold, but
[ don’t want him to be empty-handed. This is me exactly. For the first time, I'm painting my current



there is life in a place that has frozen over. We always say about oil paintings that they are “here
and now”, they are alive. When you reach the end, the climax of the museum, it’s dramatic, there’s
a kind of silence that envelopes you. Usually, when I talk about artworks, I need a little bit of
distance from them, but I'm talking about what I feel right now.

E.M.R: Tell me about the “Basad” piece.

S.A: That was the fourth artwork. I thought about the idea of a figure facing a mirror, and
about the concept of “Basad”, with God’s help. ] wondered where I stand on this issue, and [ spoke
to my son [Simcha David], who studies in a Yeshivah (Talmudical college). He attacked me a little,
saying, “All of a sudden you're looking for God?” We had a conversation, he came to the studio.
He asked: “What are you actually asking?” I didn’t have an answer. I was addressing this to a blank
mirror. When you look at a blank mirror, you see a reflection of the sky. Where does the light
come from? Where does the sky come from? Where does it all come from?

We always talk about God in Heaven, we look up at the sky, and then we write “Basad” on every
letter, every note. The “Basad” is always the first thing we write. And I'm asking an open question;
it doesn’t have a reply. You can ask where was God in this story, and where was He then. An
observant Jew has explanations for this, but they have never fully satisfied me. How can we, as
human beings, live with it? [ don’t know.

E.M.R: Like the title of your painting, “Bigger Than Me”. Ultimately, this question is also bigger
than all of us.

S.A: “Bigger Than Me” means it's beyond me, because that’s my feeling. It connects with every
moment and every time frame. The present too.

And then I thought about the figure with the enormous shoes, who tries to walk. The figure
holds a Star of David in the small picture, but in the big artwork, it didn’t look right to me, and I
wanted the figure to hold a Torah scroll, which again forges a connection between present and
past. Because a Torah scroll evokes Simchat Torah. This piece is called “Simchat Torah”.

E.M.R: Chagall and other Jewish artists have depicted this image of a Jew holding a Torah scroll,
the figure of the refugee before the Holocaust, or the survivor afterwards. You called this piece
“Simchat Torah”, but can it also be interpreted without any connection to current events? When I
look at your work, I get the sense that the figure you have painted is kind of your alter-ego. The
large shoes into which you step, as did your forefathers - could we also understand these shoes
independent of everything else? There are several layers of interpretation here. We can also draw
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painting, and then I feel confident enough to start on the larger painting. When I drew the sketch,
[ knew it was insufficient, [ knew that I needed to add some drama. I was filled with the urge to
take the color and rub it on the canvas with my hands. There are many hands at work here.
There is a common thread running through all these works, now that I think about it in retrospect.
The last time I visited Yad Vashem, I saw lots of children, and I thought, what will they experience
when they see this? What connection will they make to this work? All the works have that link
between past and present: the Jewish eyes, the shoe, the Torah scroll, the third generation and the
floating figures - it is as if they are all contemplating this experience, because the artifacts have
anthropomorphized. For us, for a younger generation, for a kid of 12 or 13, the artifacts are like
people whom they are meeting. They see a yarmulke, a shoe, for them these are things they will
experience. They won'’t be able to meet the people themselves, except perhaps on video.

E.M.R: Yes, that creates a tangible connection for people.
In which order did you create your pieces?

S.A: “Bigger Than Me” was the first, then “Jewish Eyes”, and thirdly, the floating figures. They
were created after [ was invited to see the Hall of Names, which I visited with my wife.

E.M.R: That image of you and your wife floating is, of course, a reference to Chagall. As opposed
to Chagall, who portrays a romantic experience, you are depicting yourself from the back floating
with her in the Hall of Names at Yad Vashem. There’s a very strong emotional connection here:
you embark on this journey together, and we follow you. It’s as though you are inviting us on this
voyage.

S.A: Exactly. There was a moment when we were there, just the two of us, and we were looking
at the pictures. And I saw us - it was as if I already had it somewhere. | saw us both floating
upwards, trying to reach, to see and identify the faces, the people, looking for someone familiar.
This quest of course reminded me of Chagall. There’s his painting, “Above the Shtetl”, another
classic.

E.M.R: Yes, “Above the Shtetl” and other works by Chagall. It’s interesting that you consciously
make use of specifically this image. With Chagall, its related to an outburst of emotion, full of
life and joy. And you take that representation to a hard place, heavy and challenging. There’s an
interplay here between the immense weight of memory and the identity of each and every person
in relation to it, as against the two of you floating, braving the laws of gravitation.

S.A: And the colorfulness, because she is wearing a red garment, and he is in white, suddenly



S.A: When I viewed the Art Collection, I felt like I understood the language - I felt familiar with
the artworks Suddenly I saw the colors. Oil paintings have a particular power. I saw oil paintings
in the art storage rooms and at some point, I said “I can’t anymore.” I couldn’t look at any more
artworks.

E.M.R: You said, “Enough” and I thought that you had seen too much for one day. But in terms of
the process,  understand now that you had reached the end of the stage of viewing the collections.
So, after that, you went to the studio and started to paint?

S.A: [ went to the studio and started to create art. My studio is like a big ship, which can sail
in many different directions. I felt as though [ needed to stop the ship, change course and adjust
the sails in the direction of this project. 1 was paralyzed
by the situation, like everyone here. We wept, we were in
pain, overwhelmed, on the brink. Even now. But it pushed
me to get up and start working. At this stage, I already had

a painting in mind. On one of my tours, I saw little Hinda's
shoe, and suddenly [ saw a cat inside the shoe, and then I

The baby shoe of Hinda Cohen, saw myself inside the shoe, in the midst of all this stormy red.
with the date of her deportation This piece became a contemporary blend that also moves
to the death camp carved into the

backwards: connecting with what had happened to us here

sole by her father. . .
Yad Vashem Artifacts Collection now, but unexpectedly veering between two worlds, two time
Gift of Pnina Eliahu, Givat Shmuel periods.

E.M.R: That’s interesting. You just used the metaphor of the
ship for your studio and spoke about sailing. You also painted
ariver of blood, you are actually continuing with the image of setting off on a journey...

S.A:  Yes, and many of my past images feature the figure of a man in a boat. The boat and the
water are recurrent motifs in my work.

E.M.R: Let’s look at the sketch for your first work. The drawing is actually in black and white,
without the red river. Is that how you started?

S.A: Usually, when [ have an idea, I make a pencil or ink sketch, which I then make as a small oil



Artist Shai Azoulay and Curator Eliad Moreh-Rosenberg in Conversation

E.M.R: At the beginning of your journey at Yad Vashem, you expressed your trepidation but you
still decided to go ahead. Why?

S.A: Because I'm a person who likes challenges, they interest me. It piques my curiosity to
place myself in new situations - it rejuvenates me.

In my creative process, I'm the type of person who spends all day alone in the studio. That is
a situation that has to be constantly revitalized, otherwise you're just replicating yourself. So,
when an offer like this comes along, I go for it. I guess that’s my personality. I imagine that there
are artists who would say that they can’t do it, it frightens them: who can compete with the art at
Yad Vashem? In hindsight, after completing the process, I see it as something that filters down,
like a conduit. That’s the kind of person I am.

E.M.R: Let’s talk a little about the process. What was your first reaction on hearing about the
Residency Program?

S.A: Inbal [Kvity Ben Dov, Director of the Cultural and Public Engagement Division] came to
the studio, and told me about the program. She consulted me, and we were both very excited
about it. After she left, I made all sorts of sketches. We had spoken about many things, including
[my] Eastern culture, and the indirect connection to the Holocaust through Israeli identity.

After she departed, | wondered where I fitinto this topic, how I can “step into its shoes”. I consulted
with people: Should I be focusing on the Israeli aspect or the Jewish one, on the connection
between the two, or on my criticism regarding the concept of memory? And then I went ahead
with it, and everything as if electrified, connected, the threads became interwoven, and I didn’t
have any more questions. I signed the contract on 10 October, after the devastating events of 7
October. Suddenly I felt as though those events had transported me to the Holocaust; I felt as
though a magic wand had taken us and put us in that time period, with those same feelings. It’s
different, of course; today I don’t really think the two events are that similar, but that’s what I felt
at the time.

E.M.R: When we met inside the art storage rooms, at one point you said: “That’s it, I've reached
saturation point.” Did you have that experience with the other collections too? Or was it specifically
the encounter with the Art Collection that you found overwhelming?”



("Bigger Than Me"), and in the figure of the religious Jew clutching a Torah scroll while striding
across the desert ("Simchat Torah"). Present and past collide in this instant. "Everything became
electrified, connected, as if the threads had woven themselves together... The events [of 7 October]
transported me to the Holocaust, and I felt for a second that we were there," explains the artist.
Most of the paintings created by the artist in the series displayed here transcend his personal
experiences and allude to the fate of the Jewish people: the wandering Jew, refugee or survivor
holds on to his heritage and faith despite the vicissitudes of history, and keeps moving regardless of
the questions that remain unanswered.

! Ellen Ginton, "The Illuminated Painting”, in Super-Partners: Shai Azoulay, Reuven Israel, (exhibition catalog),
Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 8.9-31.12.2011, p. 13



sophistication, Azoulay suggests
a literal interpretation of the
expression "Basad" with the sky
reflected in the mirror. It is worth
noting that Azoulay's depiction
presents a dialectical significance:
philosophical contemplation of the
concept Hester Panim (concealed
Divine Providence) on the one hand,
and an observant Jew's declaration
of faith despite the Holocaust on the
other. The image of the empty mirror
also relates back to Rabbi Nachman's
tale of two artists analyzed by Ellen
Ginton in Azoulay's exhibition
“SUPERPARTNERS” (2011), where
she links it to the Hasidic concept of
Bitul Hayesh (total self-negation).!
However, in the painting in front of
us, the artist preempts his creative

work with the act of faith inherent in
adding the inscription "Basad".
Azoulay shies away from predictable

History Upon Me, 2009
Oil on canvas | 221x182 cm
Bank Hapoalim Collection depictions of the Holocaust typified

in the harsh palette of blacks and
greys, and chooses instead to use bright, positive colors that lack pathos. The hardship and pain of
the Holocaust are not expressed directly in the paintings, but rather they appear in hybrid images,
through the fragility and transience of the situations, and express the challenge of confronting
Holocaust memory. When Azoulay does use familiar Holocaust motifs, he lends them personal
significance by integrating them into his artistic world.
The events of 7 October coincided with the beginning of Azoulay's creative process at Yad Vashem
and lend his works a contemporary significance. This is particularly noticeable in the river of blood



In most of the vivacious artworks in the exhibition, Azoulay portrays himself, integrating one
or more iconic symbols of the Holocaust: the Yellow Star, a striped prisoner uniform, shoes or a
tattooed number. This meeting of opposites creates a new world, almost naive and surrealistic in
essence. In this way, Azoulay develops a language that everyone can relate to, clear and direct at first
glance, but interwoven with condensed symbols pregnant with meaning.

In the painting "Jewish Eyes", for instance, the figure of the artist contemplates a pillar full of eyes,
while behind him we see a pile of shoes, mute testimony to their owners, who were murdered in the
Holocaust. During his visits to Yad Vashem, Azoulay shared that he felt surrounded by the eyes of
the victims, but he was also looking for his own black eyes, which he painted. To this we can add the
symbolism of the eye as protection against the folkloric "evil eye". It is worth mentioning that in this
painting, as in the artwork "Basad"”, the artist portrays himself barefoot and contemplative. Is he
expressing the dissonance between his cultural identity and the foreign world he has stepped into,
where he is vulnerable and lacks the basic equipment for this journey? Or should we be interpreting
this depiction as an expression of humility in the presence of revelation and sanctity, reminiscent
of the imperative issued to Moses to remove his shoes when standing before the burning bush?
Azoulay even explains that in this painting, he has portrayed himself for the first time the way he
looks today - bearded and with a large yarmulke, as opposed to the somewhat generic figure he has
used to portray himself in his works to date.

"Basad" is another example of the depth and breadth of possible interpretation in Azoulay's works.
The carpet on which the artist stands is a recurring motifin his work. As opposed to the flying carpets
he uses to float around his studio and outside of it, here the carpet on the ground is a traditional
Moroccan rug, which reminds us of his roots and the starting point for his quest for identity and
faith. The mirror he contemplates while dressed in the garb of the camp inmate does not reflect
him. Instead, the mirror is empty and shows the sky. Azoulay dispels this emptiness by inscribing
an iconic symbol of faith in the upper section of the mirror: "Basad" (Aramaic, lit. with the help of
the Heavens). In the same way that an observant Jew starts each new page with the invocation
"Basad", Azoulay responds first and foremost with a declaration of faith to the questions that plague
him while confronting the subject of Holocaust memory. With his characteristic iconographic



Shai Azoulay: Bigger Than Me
Eliad Moreh-Rosenberg

The quest to discover unchartered territory is a central motif in Shai Azoulay's work. To date,
his journeys have focused on different geographical and cultural spaces: he traversed the desert
panoramas of his childhood in Arad, stayed in an Ethiopian tent, flew on magic carpets to the
Maghreb and the East, swam in lakes and sailed imaginary rivers that led him to magical tropical
forests full of exotic animals. His thirst to discover new cultures also developed through studying
the history of art and the creative world of various inspirational artists: in the works of Marc
Chagall, he learned that poetic spirit allows to float above material reality; in Henri Matisse's studio,
he discovered wonderful treasures and even sailed to the far reaches of Ornamental Art; and David
Hockney's artworks revealed breathtaking vistas to him, full of life and daring colors.

Azoulay's journey at Yad Vashem takes him to unexplored territory,
to another time frame and culture. His artworks beckon us, the
viewers, to join him on a personal quest in search of Holocaust
memory and Jewish identity. The exhibition's title, "Bigger Than
Me", reflects Azoulay's trepidation when navigating the subject
of the Holocaust in the framework of his Residency Program at
Yad Vashem. He walked around the campus, visited the Holocaust
History Museum and the Museum of Holocaust Art, explored the

Yad Vashem Collections and plumbed the depths of the Archives. In
his words, the enormity of the tragedy and the weight of memory

Determination, 2013
Oil on canvas | 178x183 cm

made him feel "that he had stepped into shoes that were several
sizes too big for him". This was compounded by his apprehension
and sense of alienation in light of the fact that his family's heritage
is not related to the Holocaust. Despite the considerable challenge and his apparent inadequacy,
expressed both verbally and metaphorically in the size of the shoes depicted ("Bigger Than Me",
"Simchat Torah") and the barefoot portrayals ("Jewish Eyes", "Basad"), he steps into those enormous
shoes and sets off.

His encounter with the victims' faces in the Hall of Names draws him up into a vortex, a black hole
beyond the laws of gravitation where he floats hand in hand with his wife, in a nod to Marc Chagall.



The Residency Program run by the Cultural
and Public Engagement Division enables
artists from different disciplines to spend
time at Yad Vashem, and to gain inspiration
and develop new ideas from the World
Holocaust Remembrance Center's collections,
programming, personnel and panoramic
views. During this period the artists dedicate
their energies to the challenges of Holocaust

remembrance, in a unique encounter with a
different creative and human landscape.

In the fall of 2023, Yad Vashem inaugurated its Residency Program with artist Shai Azoulay. During
his time at Yad Vashem, Azoulay walked around the campus and explored its monuments and
collections, including those dedicated to art, artifacts, photographs and documents.

In the wake of this journey of discovery, he created the body of artwork currently on display in this
exhibition. After the exhibition closes, two works will be donated to the Yad Vashem Art Collection.

Director of the Residency Program:
Inbal Kvity Ben Dov, Director of the Cultural and Public Engagement Division



aum @
YAD VASHEM

Yad Vashem Directorate:
Dani Dayan, Chairman of the Directorate
Tzvika Fayirizen, CEO

Medy Shvide, Director of Yad Vashem's Collections Center Division

Shai Azoulay: Bigger Than Me
Artist-in-Residence
25.1.24-26.5.24

Yad Vashem Art Museum

Curator: Eliad Moreh-Rosenberg

Associate Curator: Orly Ohana
Curator Assistant: Liat Deissy

Exhibition Production: Iris Bar-Nir, Maayan Ohana
Registration: Michal Feiner-Rosenthal, Maya Shaham
Conservation: Noga Schusterman, Sarah Reichert
Hanging: Denis Shor

Hebrew editing: Yaffa Tzubery

English translation and editing: Amanda Smulowitz

Design, photography and production: Limor Davidovich, Einat Berlin, Yossi Ben David
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Thanks: Liat Shiber, Michal Spits and Talelle Kossowsky
Special thanks to Merav Kedmi, Director of Culture, Commemoration and Events Deprtment

This exhibition was made possible thanks to the cooperation of the various divisions and
departments at Yad Vashem.
All of the artworks on display are part of the artist’s collection unless stated otherwise.
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