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The first subject that | want to speak about with
you is landscape. This subject engaged you a lot in
your early series of works.

In the works | created during the final period of
my studies at Bezalel and during my stay in New York
in the two years after those studies, landscape interested
me in the context of speaking about the experience of
being in a distant place. Today my need to draw inspiration
from landscape exists less in the works and more in my
life. I've chosen to have this talk here, in Hayarkon Park,
because this place is an integral part of my studio.
| come here a lot, to concentrate and to develop ideas.
The house | live in, very close to here, used to be my
grandmother’s, and | remember this bench from my
childhood. Coming here is part of being at my place.

Were you also thinking of the experience of a
“distant place” in the works you showed at the final-
year exhibition at Bezalel?

Yes. To travel is not necessarily to board an
airplane. To travel is to look at things from a certain
distance. | think that at that time | made use of
conceptual tools in order to gain a distance from
speaking about myself. Even though | wanted to, it
was difficult for me to touch upon personal materials.
Today | seek a source of inspiration in the things
close to me, not in longings for distant places.

Looking back, was the period in New York
meaningful for the shaping of your artistic practice
and your career?

The two years | lived in New York were the
exposition, the first chapter that already contains all the
components of the story. | had a studio in a basement
in the West Village, and there | did things like creating
and exhibiting in unconventional spaces, exploring

combinations of text and image, as well as teaching
and building a community of students. Things | began
doing there are today central aspects of what | do.

What kind of reality did you return to in Israel?

| returned to Israel in a good period, when Rabin
was Prime Minister and there were the peace accords
and there was hope, but on the personal level | was
met with a difficult reality.
At home there was the coping with my mother’s illness,
and outside there were the difficulties of absorption
of a young artist who had completed her studies and
had to face the realization that she didn’t have a
profession. The drive to return to the circle, to work
in the studio and to teaching, was opposed by the
desire to be with my mother during the last year of
her life. It is only today, at a distance of ten years,
that I'm beginning to touch on that trauma.

In that period you continued painting and drawing
in black-and-white and in gray hues, and the subjects
of your works drew their inspiration from the Vanitas
paintings (a still life with a skull). A long time passed
until color returned into your works.

Despite my basic love of color, it is a component
that | neutralized in myself at a certain stage.
The decision to work only with black-and-white
stemmed from the desire to be reductive and minimalistic
in speech. This was a kind of internal severity, which
with time allowed itself to be released.

After a hard period of coping with family difficulties,
you yourself became a mother. What interests me is
this transition, and how it has influenced your work
and your coping with your career.

Most surprisingly, the tremendous fears | had
before giving birth made way for a very serene
and confident feeling. Very slowly, without actually

planning it in advance, | arranged a comfortable corner
of the house for myself, and it became my studio.
Those were fruitful years, in which | managed to integrate
life and art in an inseparable way.

Is this where you made the transition from your
concentration on landscape in the past to your
intensive engagement with the body in the present?

Yes. | found myself returning to the primal place,
to the image of the navel - the only organ that lacks
any function in the body, the scar that marks the place
of separation from the mother. In this period the major
series of “Navels” and “Breasts” (1995-1998) were
born. During three years | painted hundreds of navels.
The repetition turned into an independent image dealing
with the inability to separate. Recognition of this led
me to a release and to a desire to touch the wound.
The moment | touched the primal component of pain
and wounding | found the right distance that enabled
me to deal with things like an untrammeled image. In
the “Skin and Wounds” series (1999-2000) the canvas
becomes a simulation of my physical sensation.

In these works you arrived at a kind of painterly
surgery or painterly closing of wounds. These are
actually your “parting works” from painting.

Those series turned me into a “serial painter”
and created a distancing mechanism, which in the end
led me to a wall and constrained me to ask questions
about how to continue working and about ways of
execution. Separation is today the central theme in
my works.

At this stage you also understood that you
no longer have a need for a defined work place.

The process of separation took place on all the
levels. On the level of place as well. My way of working
changed and this led to a change of needs - | diminished
the physical space and increased the mental space.

At the same time you began working in a diversity
of ways of expression, not only in painting.

For many years | saw painting as a kind of religion,
one which does not allow other components to mix
with it. | felt a need to liberate myself from the exclusivity
and the closed character of painting as my sole means
of expression, and to make room for different contents.
It began with scratching and writing on the canvas and
later on anything | found around me.
That is how | arrived at the “Stitches” series (2001),
in which | stretched old shirts on painting frames from
which | had stripped the canvases. The shirts were
stretched with their inside, which touches the skin,
facing the viewer and exposing the texture of the
stitching and the memory of the body.

These works, through a process of scanning,
became photographs. Is your dissociation from painting
leading you to a process of dissociation from the
objects of art?

The need to open and to release led to writing

and to a desire to create a dialogue between writing
and art. What interested me was the place where
these two elements can function together as one
essence without overshadowing each other. The
process began from an exploration of the connection
between object and text (in the work Storyglass), and
later led to the installation that incorporates writing
on the wall.
The personal-narrative writing incorporated into the
visual world enabled me to develop an intimate dialogue
with the viewer, to cause him to stay with the work
a while and to dictate his movement in the space.
My work process has turned around. In the past,
it began with the painting and then came the quest
for an exhibition space. Today, the process begins in
a space. The givens of the space and the limitations it
dictates become a source of inspiration, and to this place
| bring my private contents.
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Merav Pink Sleeves, 25x25,25x20, oil on canvas
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Merav Rezome, 40x25, Ink on T Shirt

T2 |nW, 1999 ,9 'ON NN 01
Ram Baldness no' 9, 70x70, oil on canvas
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Merav Cut, 40x40, oil on canvas Ram Baldness no' 4, 80x80, oil on canvas
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7299 9009 ,2001 ,(019) 1 'ON 27 D1
Ram Heart no' 1, 50x60, Pastel on canvas




N271VN NEdL ,2003,(0719) N2NN 1P 0
Ram Love Wall (detail), 2003, Mixed tachnique
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Merav Shinn Ben-Alon’s engagement with skin was later directed to the cloth of the inside-out shirt (that
experiences the contact with the skin) stretched on a wooden frame as if it were a canvas - a last gesture to
the ritual of preparing the canvas and stretching it on the frame. The old shirt cloth carries a memory of
accumulating moments of life - the body that was covered by the cloth and the cloth that covered the body
- and makes possible an experience that is tactile, sensual, erotic, in addition to the optical experience embodied
in the painting. The next stage in her work - her engagement with stitches, holes, closing of wounds - traversed
diverse artistic means of expression and opened up to contemporary technological possibilities such as
photography and scanning.

The latest work by Merav Shinn Ben-Alon, done a short while before the opening, is a wall installation that
incorporates work with red thread and a narrative text composed by the artist and handwritten by her on the
wall. Already in 1991, at an exhibition in her studio in New York, Merav Shinn Ben-Alon incorporated both works
in painting and texts (a sort of lexicon of concepts), in an endeavor to develop an additional experiential layer
of writing, language, language and speech. For ten years after this, Merav Shinn Ben-Alon devoted herself to
painting while processing events from life that seeped into the depths of her work. Now she has again found
the words she needs, and today she is engaged in a dynamic of examining the connection between text
and image.

If in Merav Shinn Ben-Alon’s works the pictorial landscape contains an implicit promise of meaning, in the works
of Ram Samocha the promise of meaning is implicit in the power of the image and its endless contexts from
the traditions of art (Rembrandt’s shell), advertising (a button, a coffee bean), design, and even science
(a chain of chromosomes). An examination of the image’s pictorial power provokes a charged discussion about
the “aura” of the artistic, about the “fetishism” of the commercial object, and touches on the course of action
initiated by Pop Art in the 1960s. What does the image contain within itself beyond the depiction of a banal
object? What is the secret of the magic that has been instilled into the structure, the texture, the subtle
tension of the encounter between object and background?

Ram Samocha works in a direction that is opposite to that of Merav Shinn Ben-Alon: he creates a critical
distance, seeks for the meticulous, the self-conscious, the designed and the controlled - that which is almost
not a painting yet still is a painting - and for an enigmatic world. In the early '90s his paintings of objects
were incorporated into three-dimensional objects that he created in epoxy and silicone. But study of
the image demanded a commitment to painting, to illusion and to the craftsmanship in it. In the mid-"90s,
delicate overlapping layers of color in pastel shades were already building the presence of the object in his
works. The struggle with the fragile boundary that accords the image the radiance of its existence or
enables the void to emerge, led the artist to negotiations with texture and surface - an external aspect
the study of which might lead to the exposure of an internal essence and to a clarification of the essential
affinity existing between them. From here, the series of works from the late '90s developed: eggs,
mustaches, the breast, bald pates. The concentration on the texture was directed to the boundaries of the
painting, to its minimal means and to the increasing identification with drawing, which has always been
a significant medium in his work.

Samocha’s engagement with body parts such as a breast or bald pates, and his concentration on hair, touch
upon questions of change in the course of time. In other words, one can describe this as an engagement with
the breakability of drawing, with the breakability of the line, with a dynamics of construction and collapse as
entailed in one another. Paradoxically, the drawing became the organizer of a system that is anchored (perhaps)
in absence, in the void of the paper. The works in painting, which became painting on the verge of drawing,
as well as many drawings (some of them very large) convened, side by side, the regimented implicit in the
hidden intimate, the organizing implicit in the sensual, that preserves the enigma of sexuality and ambiguity
that nestles in the disintegrating image.

In the exhibition gallery, opposite Merav Shinn Ben-Alon’s wall work, Samocha created the Love Wall, which is
composed of a network of lines done in rapid, repetitive, quasi-decorative drawing. The expanding network of
lines has a significative character that preserves strata of experience and memory in the ostensibly designed
facade. In the center of this wall networked with drawing, a heart work - a painting on canvas - in radiant red,
was hung; hovering or perhaps pulling inwards, integrating with the seemingly transparent of the pencil drawing,
or, better - celebrating the autonomy of a painting in space.

Merav Shinn Ben-Alon’s work is done from a position of nearness, of such closeness that vision is blurred and
the sense of form is dimmed, out of a drive to arrive at the first link in a chain of meanings and events.
By means of language and various media and means, she creates a response made up of many diverse layers
of sensation and formulation that do not overshadow one another. Ram Samocha takes the cleanliness of the
image to the verge of the graphic and, in the final analysis, to the structural complexity of the texture. The
organizing meta-logic that underlies every process and structure does not simplify the enigmatic secret of the
composition; rather, it augments it. Even though the work process appears to be controlled, rational, something
in the form and the context goes beyond the conception of the familiar, and surprises the viewer.

In the works of Merav Shinn Ben-Alon and Ram Samocha the engagement with the body takes on a private and
personal context. In the charged political climate of Israel, on the background of wars and terrorist strikes, the
two artists choose to preserve the continuity of the little moments, the intimate, the bodily, the near, not the
heroic or the victim-focused. They seek to expand the intimacy of their collaboration to various spheres of
life - to the street, to the gallery, to interaction with diverse spheres of action and contextual fields.
“Collaborators” at the Museum of Art, Ein Harod is a political statement with implications for the personal
and the social spheres.



Galia Bar Or

Merav Shinn Ben-Alon and Ram Samocha have in recent years initiated projects that have undermined the usual
distinctions between artist and curator, between a home and an exhibition gallery, and between an art audience
and a random audience. Even at the Museum of Art, Ein Harod, their action went beyond the particular context
of an exhibition at a museum. It is customary that art curators in museums determine the contents of the
exhibition, the manner of display, and also situate its contexts. Quite often the artists have no part at all in
the process of exposing their work and its ramifications. Merav Shinn Ben-Alon and Ram Samocha chose to
exhibit together and in many senses acted as artist-curators who are involved in all the stages of the work
on the exhibition and who seek their audience in a place where it is still possible to “collaborate”, to create a
reciprocal attentiveness, to bring about conditions for dialogue.

It is the policy of the Museum of Art, Ein Harod to support the work of artist-curators. In the past the museum
has already held exhibitions that were outcomes of projects based on the artists’ freedom to actualize their
own distinctive angle of vision in the museum space. Thus, several years ago, in the very same gallery used
for “Collaborators”, we showed the “Gracelands Palace” project (1997), curated by the German artist Andreas
Schlaegel, and held the “The Disaster of Love” exhibition (2000) curated by the artist Galia Yahav, and the
“l Hate You in June” exhibition (2000) curated by the British artists Patricia Eliis and Ulli Knall. In these projects,
the artists extended - by means of the Museum - discussion that had developed in their inner circles and
became stabilized in the course of collaboration with their artist colleagues. They determined the character
of the work in the Museum and the essence of the encounter with the public.

The dialogue between Merav Shinn Ben-Alon and Ram Samocha is specific and preserves an intimate framework
of two individuals, a woman and a man (both with families of their own), who for more than ten years have
chosen to share aspects of their life and their art with one another. The exhibition at Ein Harod emphasized
the separate place of each of them in two wall works that faced one another, and the points of meeting between
them became clear in the space as a whole and in the groups of works that were put together.
The artists’ names were not marked beside the works, only in the list that was shown at the entrance to the
exhibition. The presentation became a collaboration in the deeper sense of the word, without constricting the
work of the individual, which serves it as an essential point of departure.

To the exhibition space - a classical, broad, white and high-vaulted museum gallery - the artists brought an
intimacy of daily collaboration and traces of the Tel Aviv studio where they recently showed their works jointly
(July 2002). Their work in the exhibition space, like painting the vault of the dominant ceiling a murky pink,
gave the gallery a new face, a flexibility and a capacity to contain. For their work at the museum, in the
exhibition and in the catalogue, the artists had interiorized conclusions drawn from their experience in the
various domains of art: study, teaching, work in the studio, exhibitions, personal and journalistic writing,
curatorial work, and work in alternative spaces.

The “collaboration” between them, which began in the early '90s, has grown deeper over the years and has
influenced their thinking, the way they act, and the character of their work. The two artists, together and
separately, have developed channels of presentation and communication that are different from the institutionalized
ones practiced in commercial galleries and in museums.

Although the starting-point of the collaboration is the work of the individual, it appears that the prolonged
and intimate dialogue between the artists has created a kind of attentiveness that is unique in the local context.
This an attentiveness to layered processes of slow and incessant, masculine and feminine, mental and physical
change, and a struggle with an identity that becomes blurred and is built anew. For both artists, the engagement
with the body, with anxiety and pain, is conducted from a standpoint of intimacy that facilitates a direct and
sober contemplation of what is interiorized in the features of the body that remembers - in scars, in bald pates,
in absence. The traumas of the body are mundane, banal, lacking in pathos, and the constant wondering about
the body’s transformations with its layered aspects is an inseparable part of the dynamics of life.

In the intricate connection that has been built between the artists’ works over the years, a subtle yet essential
distinction between the different (and at times polar) character of their individual bodies of work has not
become dimmed. Since the outset of her path in the early '90s, Merav Shinn Ben-Alon has developed the
landscape context in monochrome painting. The affinity to the landscape aspect is also discernible in those
of her works that deal with still life and with women’s body organs, and is meaningful for the way she
constructs space and for the essence of the dialectical tension between nearness and distance, appearance
and absence - important components in her work.

The landscape context is meaningful also in the design of paintings of a certain character - the kind that contain
concretely, but also metaphorically, strategies of camouflage and blurring. The character of this kind of painting
resonates with an approach of trust in the medium of painting simultaneously with a conception that is in
principle skeptical with regard to the promise that glimmers there. In the broader context of contemporary
art, it is relevant here to mention Gerhard Richter, and to create the affinity (both artistic and biographical)
to the local link, Itzhak Livneh and Larry Abramson, Merav Shinn Ben-Alon’s teachers during her studies at Bezalel.

In this context, the act of painting and drawing is perceived as reflexive because it intrinsically entails a
discussion about the elusive relations between artistic practice and the “original”, and it leaves traces of a
tireless endeavor to grasp an essence that cannot be captured. The act of painting accumulates meaning in
an endeavor to reconstruct a dim memory that has been suppressed beneath the threshold of consciousness,
or in a groping for an event that preceded consciousness; an event that cannot be located by means of memory
and that continues to trouble the mind for an elucidation, like a concealed source. The body is a stronghold
of memory that bears the imprint of events anchored in a distant past (birth and separation from the mother’s
body, for example) and also a site of a fluid identity and of frequently changing physical and sensory experiences.

This model dictated to the artist a quest within the medium of painting, and only in this medium, and it was
right for her as long as she dealt with body organs such as the navel - which is also a landscape, sealed and
stained with the separation from the mother’s body, suffused with a sensuality in which the sense of loss
already nestles.The shift to dealing with skin and with stitches (closing of wounds) in the late ’90s led her
to deliberations that dictated more radical means to her and pushed her to break through the circular frame
of the painting. This breakthrough enabled her to go beyond the slow duration dictated by painting, beyond
its long tradition and its ritual (the preparation of the canvas), and, primarily, beyond the sense of muteness
that stems from the detailed treatment of the hidden, non-explicit, and so cultural elements of this medium.
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u Ram Red Drawing, 46x64, Masking tape on paper
e -

T2 |[DW ,1995 ,(TW) NN NT7 270
Merav Untitled (Breast), 120x140, oil on canvas

V2X DI'1'X,2002 ,909 y'n 20N
Merav Raspberry Syrup, 45x30, Color




Ram Double Drawing (Nest), 360x150, Mixed tachnique 7™ "% 0Nol V'9711,2001 ,(]P) AIT DIWN DY
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T2V [DW ,66x48 ,58x36 ,1999 ,0'WXO J'VO'T 2N
Merav At the last week of the millennium, oil on




T2 79 [pW,1998 N2 D1
Ram Home, 80x60, oil on canvas

N271YN 2p*d0V ,2000 ,AW2N 2D
Merav Bandaging, 25x25, Mixed tachnique

T2 |pW ,1994 .01y D1
Ram Eyes, 40x36, oil on canvas
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T2 |nW ,1996 ,112'N D1
Ram Connection, 50x50, oil on canvas
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M99 1T, 1998 1w
Ram Hairy Drawing, 28x35, Ink on paper
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When did you start painting?

| came to painting through a failure. | wasn’t
accepted into a prestigious humanistic high school,
so | had to look for another school. That’s how | got
to a technical high school, on an applied arts track.
Until then | hadn’t thought about this direction, because
I'd never painted as a child. At this school | was exposed
to a vast range of fields that were new to me: painting,
drawing, graphic design, ceramics, art history, and
many other fields of creativity that started interesting
me and that | received positive feedbacks in.

Did that surprise you?

[t connected me. When | graduated | knew | wanted
to be an artist. During my army service | used to get
home once every two or three weeks, close myself in
a room and paint incessantly.

And then you decided to study at Bezalel?

Yes. | arrived at the Art Department at Bezalel in
a period when the declared direction was freedom of
learning, but the actual feeling was of a lack of openness.
My third year, as an exchange student in New York,
was very significant for me. There the approach to art
studies was more classical, but through that | managed
to clarify my way to myself. The use of drawing as a
way of self-expression started to crystallize and became
an important part of my work.

But after you graduated you went on working
in painting and sculpture.

| felt that painting and sculpture were both fields
| urgently needed to deal with. At that time my paintings
became more and more graphic, even though | worked
on them a long time with many layers of paint and an
endeavor to build a depth.

The three-dimensional objects intentionally looked like
images of traffic signs or stylized logos.

And yet, the works didn’t become any clearer
to the viewer.

No, not clearer. Despite the use of graphic and
advertising language, the works are introverted and
ask the viewer examine them and relate to them for
another few moments.

| want to ask you about the process. Where do
the images come from, and how do they turn into
a series?

After a long and sheltered period of studies | had
to find a profession | could earn a living from, and a
framework of independent study that would enable
me to go on and develop. That’s how | got into doing
paste-up work in an advertising agency and writing on
art and design for a newspaper almost concurrently.
Both these things influenced my studio work a lot.
The ideas for the works that were done in this period
(1993-1998), which I call “the smooth ones”, came
from intensive leafing through advertising magazines
and image-bank books.
From these | adopted images such as a loaf of bread,
a button, a cock’s comb, hands, balls, mustaches, etc.
In the paintings themselves there was no repetitive
thinking. Each image was done for itself. In drawing,
however, I've always worked on a series.

What were the subjects that engaged you?

Mainly subjects connected with identity and with
sex. | wanted to explore conventions and stigmas
connected with masculinity, to ask questions about
relations and examine the sources of certain fears.
Through the later works | also tried to speak about
the complexity and vulnerability of the conjugal and
the family cell.

What role do the names you’ve given the works
have?

The names came later. | understood that they
could bring the viewer closer to the interpretation that
| choose to give the works.

Can you speak of a moment that was a turning-
point in your career, as you see it?

| think it was the moment | understood that | don’t
have to wait for someone else to do things for me.
Gradually the drive to express myself in fields that are
complementary to studio work grew stronger in me.
| decided to initiate and curate the “Explosive Drawing”
exhibition at Hamumheh Gallery in Tel Aviv (1999),
because | knew a distinctive creative process in the
field of drawing was taking place in Israel, that had not
yet attained to exposure or been exhibited.
This was a journey | set out on from a feeling of
loneliness in working in the studio. | was looking for
partners to a gaze, people | really want to come in
contact with. To this day I’'m in contact with many of
the participants in that exhibition.

| remember people asking at the time if it was
OK that the curator was also a participating artist in
the exhibition.

The exhibition’s point of departure came from
the questions, the quests, and the processes | had
been through in my creative process. The choice not to
remain outside it seemed to me the most correct decision.

And in retrospect, it worked well?

It taught me that the combination of activity as
an artist and activity as a curator enables me to express
myself in @ more precise manner. It made clear to me
that the works have to come out of the studio in real
time, even if that means putting them on the street

for a showing of several hours so as to know they’ve
lived a life and have attained to exposure.

And that also led you to the “Baldness - Farewell
Exhibition” (2000), a year after “Explosive Drawing”.

At that time | left the apartment I'd lived and
worked in for six years, and moved in with my wife-
to-be. | decided to part from the apartment, and to
turn it into a display space for a month. That was a
parting exhibition from “being alone”.

At this exhibition you showed the “Baldness”
series. Would you call that a series of paintings?

These works are sequels to the “Hairy Drawings”
series, which | showed at the “Explosive Drawing”
exhibition. When | started the series | thought | was
continuing my engagement with hair, with covering,
but | very soon understood that the component that
interests me in this context is actually the balding,
the exposure and the vulnerability.

“Baldness” is a series of oil paintings, but from the
point of view of the language, it is undoubtedly drawing.

Was this your parting exhibition from painting?

I've parted from the frame of the painting. After
“Baldness” and the move to the new studio, | found
myself stretching paper over the entire wall and using
graphite and charcoal to create large-scale drawings,
which in the end required a painterly attention.

What leads you now? Still the image?

The image is already in there. Today what interests
me is the action. I'm on a continuous quest for basic
signs of expression of a way, of connection and of
building. I start from a physical-mechanical motion and
the image comes up out of the accumulation of the
paper, the wall or the screen.
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Best Student of the Academic Year

Sharet prize The Helena Rubinstein Cultural Foundation

Graduation with honor. First prize winner, the Marie Fisher Foudation

Student Exchange, Parsons School of Design, N.Y
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