Drawings from a Polygraph
Five Comments about “Five Legs”
Shoham Smith

1. A Polygraphic Novella

In our first conversation, Merav Shinn Ben-Alon told me
that she had written “something.” Not exactly a graphic
novella, not exactly an Artist Book, “something.” She said
I should come to the studio to see it.And that’s what I did.
I went, I sat, and for 30 or 40 minutes I didn’t raise my
eyes, I didn’t breathe, I didn’t feel the icy air-conditioning
on my bare skin, and I didn’t move. Only my right hand
slowly lifted page after page after page. And it was the
same when I re-read it, and each time I read the sentences,
“Your sister was here yesterday,” “Our sister wasn’t here,”
“We have no other sister,” “We know,” “And there’s another
one too,” it was a punch in the guts. Goosebumps every
time, and the wonder never fades. It’s the kind of story
that doesn’t let go. But only now, all at once, am I struck
by the similarity between my first, powerful experience of
reading the draft and another experience, from another
time, when I had to take a lie-detector test. Not a dramatic
interrogation but a bureaucratic procedure I was required
to undergo following a work accident and a request for
compensation. I entered the room totally convinced of
the facts and my truth, but when I sat wired up in the

interrogee’s chair, I was undermined by the tension and
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the situation, as well as the possibility - even if only
theoretical - that I might speak a non-truth. Until this was
proven, in the silence that prevailed between question and
answer, I was simultaneously a speaker of truth and a liar.
I was apt to believe this myself. I was apt to believe anything.
Reading “Five Legs” has a similar effect: Our confidence
in the facts of our lives, in the most absolute certainty, is
shaken. It seems to me that I have discovered the genre to
which this singular creation belongs.

“Five Legs” is a polygraphic novella, a personal instance of
a graphic novella that tells a story in various ways, visual and
verbal, and at its essence has something of the polygraph,
which absorbs and records the unwitting responses of a
person, to reveal whether s/he is lying. “Five Legs” is the

evaluative printout that emerges from the lie detector.

2. Anti-Soap Operas

We are presented with a plot that could power a television
soap opera; a jaw-dropping tale told in the most
antithetical way when compared to the sensational, the
explicit, the flagrant and the shrieking style of that genre
of TV show or its literary equivalents. Here we have a
tragedy alluded to in the structure of the five chapters,
in the use of the color red which appears in several of
the drawings as bleeding and in others as a thread that
may symbolize a blood relative, yet the bleeding is always
under control, restrained; sometimes it’s the jam in a

sandwich or the filling in a cake. In Shinn Ben-Alon’s case,
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what is shouted from the rooftops in the popular genre
is kept silent or whispered in a handful of words, white
spaces or minimalist sketches in her characteristic style,
drawn with a standard Pilot pen. This quiet, humble whole
creates an immediate intimacy with the reader, invokes
great apprehension and a passionate curiosity to fill in the
gaps which are an inseparable part of the tapestry of the
work. Like in detective stories or thrillers the reader found
herself impatient to turn the pages quickly, yet at the same
time, and while employing the very same means, all the
delay mechanisms inherent in art are mobilized here. The
reader is likely to tarry and examine the characters for
a practical reason - the desire to unravel the symbolic
meaning embodied within them and in order to solve
the “mystery” - but also simply because such strong,
enigmatic, and disturbing images tug at the eye and
the heart. An example of such an image may be found on
one of the first pages above the sentence, “Your sister
was here yesterday.” In a drawing (page 15) which is a
tribute to the work “Le miroir” by Paul Delvaux (the book
is rich in such gestures), a woman is depicted dressed in
her best clothes gazing into a mirror or a painting from
which her naked image in the external world is reflected
back at her. This Surrealistic illusion evokes reflection
about the relationships between the internal and the
external, the private and the public, reality and artistic
representation, and transforms the concrete “Your sister
was here yesterday,” into an unsettling phrase charged

with significance. Reality isn’t necessarily what meets
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the eye. I imagine that even someone to whom such a
distinct insight (or something similar) does not occur as
s/he reads will still be aware of the illusion. The task of
reading is always an active one, and this is also the case
when the process of perception is subliminal. Naturally,
the more complex the text - and the text in graphic
literature is always complex - the level of involvement
required of its adherents is proportionately higher. The
reading and contemplation of “Five Legs” involves a
process of classification and categorization of images, the
identification of recurring themes, patterns and series,
and mainly a range of variations of pairs and threesomes.
Even the chapter names correspond to this segmentation:
Hospital, Cemetery, Convalescent Home, and the
additional pair, Basement and Box. The most prominent
images are legs, shoes, chairs, ladders and stairs, windows
and doors, some of which are recognizable from the
artist’s earlier pieces, from a kind of personal image bank,
an archive of fragments, which appear in her work. As one
would expect, legs are a central motif, appearing first in
the enigmatic title which describes an entity that doesn’t
exist in nature. “Five Legs” are inherently something
asymmetrical and unstable, and most of the legs that
appear in the drawings convey this impression. Only
a few are arranged in the familiar pose of a pair of legs,
standing, planted on the ground, and in this context it is
important to note that “ground” in the drawings of Shinn
Ben-Alon, is the white space of the page. At times they are

replicated, crossed over each other in an acrobatic act,
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sometimes detached, disconnected from the body to which
they belong, bleeding, and the influence of the duplication
conjures a sense of deception and instability. The silence
in which all this takes place heightens the tension.
We simultaneously read about and hear the ticking of
the time bomb that was placed in our laps and is liable
to explode in a series of controlled detonations, each of
which is a climax in the drama of discovery. The daughter,
currently in the role of storyteller, reconstructs the
narrative of revelation and the reorganization of reality

by presenting it to the reader.

3. Cover Story

In Convalescent Home, the third chapter at the heart of
the novella, a national layer is added to the story, and a
troubling affair from the history of the State of Israel
is exposed to the reader - the interrogations of Israel
Defense Force POWs who returned home after the 1973
Yom Kippur War. Due to security considerations the
state sought to ensure that those who fell prisoner had
not divulged military secrets. The interrogations were
held at the “Safe Haven” (in this context an ironic name)
convalescent home. The artist’s father was one of the
interrogators, and after he died a box was discovered at
his office containing letters he had written following
the investigations, recommending that decorations be
awarded to soldiers who did a good job keeping secrets

and fabricating convincing cover stories. The artist took
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these letters - visual and textual artifacts — and censored
them as she saw fit, in an ironic act that subverts the
country’s nationalization mechanism.It is hard to imagine
a wider gap between the accepted reasons for censorship
- to defend a country’s security, or safeguard the right to
privacy — and the motivations of Shinn Ben-Alon: criticism,
commentary, reinforcement of narratives, attribution
of meaning, and perhaps even ridicule. The censored
letters allow the viewer to experience, in miniature
scale, the frustration involved in facing the force of the
establishment (expressed through white rectangular
omissions) which possesses and controls information,
while the scant phrases that remain following the artist’s
interference reveal something of the ethics of militaristic
culture. In one of the recommendations to award a
decoration to a former POW the father writes: “This
cover story was sustained for the entire duration of his
imprisonment.” This sentence is also valid with respect to
his life story. The father, we might say, fell prisoner to life.
It is tempting to view the letters as a metaphor for the life
of a man who internalized and even sanctified the military
culture of secrecy, applying it to the most intimate realm
of all. But isn’t this always the way between parents and
children? Entire segments of the lives of the people closest

to us remain sealed off.

4. A Problem with Perspective

The second chapter, Cemetery, comprises the text of a

conversation or interview with oneself whose purpose is

7N AW - YK 0NN DK .DWIDWN
TN NInKa %1 - HKIVOPYI TMIIN
T DIMIAT DR A9IYD LT NIRAD
AwnY awp mInn Sw ankSan Paan
m%pna mMawoa A e 51 avd Sy
;TN NAvna Sy man - iy nbonb
mrywvINa A% - VAL NYIY Sy MY
PPN, N1IwAs  NMpha PSR- Y Sw
DMITAA .TOAAT O3 "9IKY ,YIPwn 07w
TDIYD DMINYNT DANONA DMWHRN
71137 9130N2 PPBAK 1WTA MOInaY oA
125102 D%1An) *Tonn M3 5 aTmnya
11 v yTna pranmni (05 mpnn
AAKS DA INNIw DwYnT DM
Sw IR MNKT HY 0 IN5N NANKT N2IYN
my5nian naxa .nwomv o nann
71073 D" ;AR AN NAWD MY Npavns
/7w 1Imaw (a1 9o qwna myn prnn
AR WIRT 178 1235 DA pn 1T vwn
nIXAY non .ovhan awa 501 MY Son
OxX1 D1BIW DIX MAY T71DLH DANINA
MK 9 MM RAYT 700 MAIN DR WP
"2 TN 3 AT 7R ORT 92K AN weRa Sy
DWIAKT 7NN DMO5W DWvpn 20151 0NN
217182 010N 1IN AN SR Dpa

T2PHOID NNyl 4

5w 5%nn 51an /1mby na’ awn pasn
D172 MM INDINW MYV PIRM X 1w



to recall the day of the father’s funeral. As in other parts
of the novella, here too the basis for the text is paper
from the lab or the bureaucratic world, in this case graph
paper. The text is centered, printed on white rectangles
reminiscent of the oblong shapes in the censored letters
from the Convalescent Home chapter. The subject is
different, but the essence reminds us that absence, what
is lacking in one place, is likely to be that which is present
in another. The same idea is expressed in the pages of
office stickers (which were found in the father’s boxes)
that function as an underpainting for drawings in danger
of being torn off. This chapter, perhaps inspired by the
abstract nature of death, which is an absence, contains
only two drawings, one at the beginning and one at the
end. Here the artist quotes herself. In one drawing we see
her walking in Pogulianka Forest, at the site where Jews
were massacred during the Second World War (a similar
work of large dimensions named “Latvian Forest,” was
included in an exhibition by the artist in Hamburg, in
2016); in the second drawing we see the same exposed
tree trunks, a distorted rectangular shape trapped
among them, tilted slightly upward, filled in with short
lines. In our first conversation when I finished reading,
I mentioned that I didn’t understand this drawing, that
I had a problem comprehending what I was looking at.
“It’s a memorial in the forest,” said the artist, but I still
had a hard time seeing it. It looked wrong to me, careless
and distorted, too small in relation to the trees. The artist

agreed with me that the illustration suffered from a
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problem with perspective, but insisted that it was
essential there. Now I find myself agreeing with her.
A distorted drawing with a problem with perspective may
be one of the best ways to depict that which is impossible
to portray, to perpetuate - even if in an elusive way -
the silence and disconnect from the past which were an
inseparable part of the experience of the Second and Third

Generation of Holocaust survivors.

5. Under the Ceiling Fan

The artist also has boxes. In one of them she found her
diary from the summer of 2011. Samples from the pages
of the diary comprise the concluding chapter - Box. Here,
life is buried in its rawest phase, exposed, uncensored.
From here is extracted the life that insists on adhering to
its routine, all that is beyond the tale that the artist has
chosen to disclose. Always that which is chosen is only
partial. In the final pages the story cracks open and
the daughter finds her way out, from the isolation of the
hospital corridors and the institutions where death is
awaited, subsisting at a remove from time, outward into
the world, into life, into the city and society. Now that she
has cast off the burden of her father’s secret, the daughter
is able to emerge from her shell to join the demonstration,
to engage with others, to demand justice for all and for
herself. Now she is able to make her voice heard, and yet at
the same time, just as it began - intimate, minimal, prosaic

- so the story comes to a close.
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