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Synagogue I,2015
Pencil on paper, diptych, 200x150 each unit
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From Ha-Cheder (The Room), 2013
Video, 54 sec
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Cherub II,2017
Pencil on paper, 220x127
Private collection




From 7ehilla, 2017
Video, 8:32 min

Written and directed by

Yifat Bezalel (after S.Y. Agnon’s 7ebilla)

Participants
Hilla Vidor (Tehilla), Asaf Raveh

Videography

Yaniv Linton

Camera assistants
Anatoly Radchenko, Zoe Harodi

Video editing
Margarita Linton-Balaklav

Production
Ester Grego, Avi Gibson Ber-El

Production assistant
Guy Ron

Lighting
Noam Huber

Sound and post-sound
Hezi Davidian, Gilad Leshem

Set design

Yifat Bezalel, with the assistance of Naama Erez and Bat-Sheva Shapira

British soldier costume courtesy of Ata
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BIOGRAPHICAL
NOTES
»

Yifat Bezalel was born in Israel, 1975; lives and works in Tel Aviv
1998-2002 » BFA, Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, Jerusalem

Selected Solo Exhibitions

2010

2011

2012

2013

2014

2017

» “Vitam Impendere Vero” (To Devote One’s Life to the Truth),
Gowen Contemporary, Geneva

» “Sought City,” Marie-Laure Fleisch Gallery, Rome;

curator: Giorgia Calod

» “Conclusion of a Timeless Tale,” VIDA Museum, Borgholm, Sweden;
curator: Sandra Weil

» “Motherless,” Gowen Contemporary, Geneva at “Drawing Now”
art fair, Paris

» “A Pit Talk,” Gowen Contemporary, Geneva at artgenéve salon
d’art, Geneva

» “Tehilla,” Tel Aviv Museum of Art;

curator: Dalit Matatyahu (cat.)

Selected Group Exhibitions

2009

2011-12

2013

2015

» “Paperworks,” Ticho House, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem;
curator: Ronit Sorek (cat.)

» “Alice in Wonderland,” Tate Liverpool and Kunsthalle Hamburg;
curators: Christoph Benjamin Schulz, Gavin Delahunty,

Eleanor Clayton (cat.)

» “Israel Now: Reinventing the Future,” MACRO Museo d’Arte
Contemporanea Roma, Rome; curator: Micol di Veroli

» “I Am that I Am,” as part of the exhibition cluster “Personal
Structures,” Palazzo Bembo, a collateral event of the 55th
International Art Exhibition, Venice Biennale;

curators: Francesca Crudo, Sarah Gold, Carol Rolla,

and Valeria Romagnini (cat.)

» The Deutsche Bank Art Collection, Frieze London;

curator: Alistair Hicks

» “Without Flour,” The Negev Museum of Art, Be’er Sheva;
curator: Marie Shek

Grants and Awards

2010

2014

2016
2017

» Grant for special projects in art, Yehoshua Rabinovich Tel Aviv
Foundation for the Arts

» Creativity Encouragement Award, Israel Ministry of

Culture and Sports

» Rappaport Prize for a Young Israeli Artist

» Grant for special projects in art, Yehoshua Rabinovich Tel Aviv
Foundation for the Arts
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47 Rachel Verliebter

included in the masculine. As such, she mirrors a
tradition of marginal Kabbalists, unlike Agnon’s
character who was inspired by the mainstream
school of kabbalistic thought. In Bezalel’s film,
the games of shadow between the sun, Tehilla,
and the moon, reflect Rabbi Moses Cordovero’s
positive approach, which perceives the moon as
a celestial body that is always full and whose lack
is nothing but an optical illusion resulting from

face of reality in its entirety. The masculine and
the feminine, the two faces of the androgyne,
are reunited within her, as the primordial
equality between the two lights announces her
redemption. Whereas in Agnon’s story she needs
the narrator to compose the letter for her, in the
film she writes it herself, creating a new world in
which the two lights shining from within help
her give birth to the world to come. The sacred

its invisibility whenever it is

not lit by the sun. Therefore,

the moon’s lack lies in the

eyes of the beholder and in

the light that he casts on her.
In depth psychology,

the moon symbolizes the

unconscious and creative

intuition. Jungian analyst

Esther Harding reveals

the dynamic abundance

of emotional cycles ruling

the feminine psyche that

is related to the ancient

moon goddesses.” Along the

same lines, Erich Neumann

emphasizes that the moon

is connected to the other,

matriarchal consciousness

» Cutting the Shoots: The Worship of
the Shekhinah in the World of Early
Kabbalistic Literature (Jerusalem:
Magnes, 2015), pp. 60-90 [Hebrew];

Shifra Asulin, “The Flaw and its

Correction: Impurity, The Moon, and
the Shekhinah: A Broad Inquiry into
Zohar 3:79 (Aharei Mot),” Kabbalah:

Journal for the Study of Jewish
Mystical Texts, vol. 22 (2010),
pp. 193-251 [Hebrew].

22
M. Esther Harding, Woman’s
Mysteries: Ancient & Modern, with an
introduction by C.G. Jung (Boston &
Shaftesbury: Shambhala, 1990).

23
Exich Neumann, “The Moon and
Matriarchal Consciousness,” The Fear
of the Feminine and Other Essays on
Feminine Psychology (Princeton, NIJ:
Princeton UP, 1994), pp. 64-118.

24
Isaiah 30:26.

that is essential to the creative personality,

wherein the body and the emotions play a

central role.”

The creative Tehilla is preparing herself for

the end of time. By writing the letter with her

own words, not only does she amend the wrong

done to Shraga (whose name, meaning luminary

in Aramaic, is mentioned in the Midrash cited

above), but she mends her inner world and the

marriage is now taking place
inside her, as is written in the
book of Isaiah: “The light of
the moon shall be as the light
of the sun, and the light of
the sun shall be sevenfold.”*
Following the traces of the
Kabbalah, Bezalel’s visual
language restores the spiritual
femininity likened to the

moon to her full glory.
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not the solitude crying out of Tehilla’s story.

In Bezalel’s version, the invisible storyteller
corresponds to the absent God. In a space where
far more is hidden than revealed, a constant chess

game is being played between the immanent

world and the supernal
world undil, with hindsight,
human consciousness
comprehends that they
are one. In this sense, the
figure of Tehilla functions
as a transitional object. To
let herself lead a mundane
life, the artist’s yearnings
for absolute holiness are
projected onto Tehilla like
a confession about her
incapacity to bear such an
ascetic lifestyle as a woman.
In the video as well
as the exhibition, what
happens behind the scenes
becomes essential. Bezalel’s
search for ways in which
to express these moments
of revelation relates to the
paradox inherent in art
and religion. The common
denominator linking these
two realms is imagination.
Bezalel’s visual language

seeks to comprehend inner

revelation, whether in art or in religion, and thus
attunes language’s relation to imagination.

One of the symbols of imagination inhabiting
her works from the outset is the moon, reflecting

the nocturnal consciousness as an ethereal time

Rachel Verliebter

17
Genesis 28:12.

18
See Bracha Zak, The Gates of
Kabbalah according to R. Moshe
Cordovero (Jerusalem: Bialik, 1995),
pp. 232-235 [Hebrew].

19
Babylonian Talmud, Tractate Hullin,
60b: “R. Simeon b. Pazzi pointed out
a contradiction [between verses].
One verse says: ‘And God made the
two great lights’ (Genesis 1:16) and
immediately the verse continues:
‘The greater light... and the lesser
light.’ The moon said unto the Holy
One, blessed be He: ‘Sovereign of
the Universe! Is it possible for two

kings to wear one crown?’ He answered:

‘Go then and make thyself smaller.’
‘Sovereign of the Universe!’ cried
the moon, ‘Because I have suggested
that which is proper must I then
make myself smaller?’ He replied:
‘Go and thou wilt rule by day and
by night.’ ‘But what is the value of
this?’ cried the moon; ‘Of what use
is a lamp in broad daylight?’ He
replied: ‘Go. Israel shall reckon by
thee the days and the years.’ ‘But it
is impossible’, said the moon, ‘to
do without the sun for the reckoning
of the seasons, as it is written:
‘And let them be for signs, and for
seasons, and for days and years’
(Genesis 1:15). ‘Go. The righteous »

for prayer and artistic creation. In contrast to
the striking sunlight, moonbeams shine as softly
as a drawing. In the exhibition, this motive
appears in the scene where Tehilla is seen reading

Psalms on a ladder, illuminated by moonlight.

Her mysterious expression
bears a similarity to the
drawing Messira (Transmission)
(2012) which was inspired
by Bernini’s sculpture Blessed
Ludovica Albertoni (1674) —
reflecting the archetype of the
Divine Mother. In kabbalistic
literature, the ultimate
female is symbolized by the
moon and by the figure of
Mother Rachel weeping for
her children, whose spirit
she manifests. Tehilla thus
integrates such feminine
entities as Rachel, Knesser
Yisrael (assembly of Israel),
and the moon. In Agnon’s
story, Tehilla is a divine entity
who, like a mother-bride,
mediates between the absent
God and his believers. Like
the Shekhinah, it is from
nothingness that Tehilla
nurtures her creatures.

In the exhibition, “moon

rays” are projected onto one

of the drawings by means of a flashlight placed
on the same ladder on which Tehilla sits in the
video. In Jewish mysticism, the ladder on which
the mystic climbs on his visionary ascent to

revelation, like Jacob in his dream, symbolizes

the oscillating consciousness of ratzo vashov,
running to and fro between heaven and earth:
“And he dreamed, and behold a ladder set up on
the earth, and the top of it reached to heaven:
and behold the angels of God ascending and

descending on it.”" Te-hilla, the angelic woman

whose name connotes the
Hebrew word for halo (hilla),
stands under the sign of the

moon that is fully lit only

once a month. As a symbol of

the secret, the moon reveals
herself only occasionally. She
is identified with the cycle of
birth and death, creation and
decay, and in its waxing state,
the pregnant crescent moon
serves as a powerful image
of the Messiah’s soul in its
conception.'®

According to the Midrash,
in a mythical, unknown time
a cosmic drama unfolded,
turning the relationship
between the great lights
from an equal to an unequal
one. In a Talmudic dialogue
between the moon and the
Creator, the moon refuses
to accept her diminution."”
According to this radical

rabbinic interpretation,

God erred when he diminished the moon, and
henceforth a monthly sacrifice had to be offered to

atone for his sin.

As mentioned above, in kabbalistic literature

the moon is identified with the female archetype

IN THE SECRET OF THE MOON: TEHILLA

» shall be named after thee as we
find [righteous men shall be named
‘the Small’ after the moon which
was reduced to become the small
luminary] - Jacob the Small [Amos
7:2: How shall Jacob stand? For he is
small], Samuel the Small [Tractate
Berachot 28: A renowned Tanna of the
first century, called ‘the Small’ on
account of his humility], David the
Small [1 Samuel 17:14: ‘And David was
the youngest (smallest)’]. On seeing
that it would not be consoled the Holy
One, blessed be He, said: ‘Bring an
atonement for Me for making the moon
smaller’. This is what was meant by
R. Simeon b. Lakish when he declared:
Why is it that the he-goat offered
on the new moon is distinguished in
that there is written concerning it
unto the Lorxd? [Numbers 28,15: ‘And
a he-goat for a sin-offering unto the
Lord’] Because the Holy One,
blessed be He, said: Let this
he-goat be an atonement for Me for
making the moon smaller’.»

20
See, for example, Zohar 1:181a,
1:233b, 1:249b, 2:145b.

21
On Nahmanides’s egalitarian
approach to this, see Haviva Pedaya,
Nahmanides: Cyclical Time and Holy
Text (Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2003),
p. 361 [Hebrew]; on the myth of the
diminished moon, see Zahi Weiss, »

shall be restored.
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symbolized by the sefirah (divine emanation)
Malchut, representing the Shekhinah, in the
sefirotic tree. The fault of the diminished moon
consists of her inherent darkness when she is far
away from her beloved, symbolized by the sefirah
Tiferet, corresponding to the sun. The patriarchal

approach considers woman to
be flawed like the moon, as a
small lacking luminary receiving
its light from the male-sun. The
reflected moonlight is frequently
interpreted as indicating the
passive and empty nature of
Malchut, “who has no light of
her own.” In the past, however,
the Shekhinah’s status used to be
more elevated than at present,
whereas in the future she shall
rise again and shine like the sun.
Therefore the description of

her lack of light refers only to a
temporary state. According to
Rabbi Isaac of Acre, in the days
of the Messiah, the Kingdom

of the House of David will
return, when Malchut and
Tiferet resume their original
equal status.”’ Hence the inferior
status of the Shekhinah in

exile is only a matter of time:
Although not yet visible to the

eye, in the future her stature

While signifying material lack, in the video

the impoverished Tehilla is seen through a lens

that challenges the concept of the moon as the
lowest sefirah, which has nothing of her own and is
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such, it is the psychological portrait of the heroine
that is of main interest to Agnon, bringing her
moral and inner virtues to the fore: “There was
an old woman in Jerusalem, nicer than anybody
you have ever seen. She was good and wise and
meek and charming. The light in her eyes spoke
forbearance and mercy, and the wrinkles in her
cheeks, blessings and peace. Were it not that
women are not to be compared to angels, I would
say that she was just like one of God’s own angels.
Another thing about her was that she was spry as
a youngster. The only sign of old age in her was
the manner of her dress.”"?

In the spirit of the
novella, the film features L
a young actress, thus
visualizing the heroine’s
spiritual side. Throughout
the exhibition a tension 12

emerges between the exterior

sources in Agnon’s fiction, see
Elchanan Shilo, The Kabbalah in the
Works of S.Y. Agnon (Ramat Gan: Bar
Ilan UP, 2011) [Hebrew].

S.Y. Agnon, »Tehilla,” Tehilla and
Other Israeli Tales,

help her write the writ of excuse to Shraga. The
humiliation of the rejected fiancé represents the
broken vessel, serving as a reflection of Tehilla’s
inner brokenness.

In the final scene, the narrator arrives at
Tehilla’s ascetic home and notices that it looks like
a house of prayer. Tehilla is sitting and waiting
amidst a minimalistic decor consisting of a table
on which lay a prayer book, a Pentateuch, and
a jug. Her face seems illuminated by a heavenly
light emanating from her praying. Another gaze
is present in the room and peruses her face:
Tehilla is “drawing” the letter to Shraga with

a pencil, while the male figure

On the centrality of Kabbalistic WatChlng her remains invisible.

Whereas in the story, the author
is a separate character from
Tehilla, in the video he is a part
of her. The shadow of the man

trans. 1. n.  completing the task symbolizes

aspect and the hidden aspect Lask (London & New York: Ram’s Horn her masculine side, acting as

of things: man’s nature and
heart, the spiritual essence within. In this sense,
Bezalel takes Tehilla beyond the confines of the
literary character, emphasizing the manifold layers
in her being. Between depths of old age and the
mystery surrounding the ancients, her vigorous
acts of lovingkindness reflect a youthful passion.
The film focuses on Tehilla’s inner
transformation: her soul belonged to Shraga, to
whom she was betrothed in her youth, but her
father annulled the match and chose another
bridegroom. After being struck by disasters
and losing her entire family, she devotes her
life to amending and atoning the sin of her
father, who did not ask for Shraga’s forgiveness.
Tehilla is waiting for the narrator to arrive and

Books, 1956), p. 11.

a creative force in the Jungian
sense. He sees the last of the water with which the
cleaners purified Tehilla’s corpse, hinting at her
approaching funeral, as the scene takes place in
an interim space between Tehilla’s worldly home
and her mystical home in the world to come. A
paper tablecloth is spread out on the table, and
the twenty-two letters of Creation are drawn on
it, as an allusion to the letters by which she made
the amends of the writ. This visual adaptation
accentuates the weight borne by words in a story
revolving around a broken promise in a world
where the word once had value, where it used to
be a vehicle for meaning.

In Agnon’s story, Tehilla’s name comes from

“Tehillim,” the Psalms that she reads every day
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at the Western Wall. She confides that as a child

she used to chatter, and then she accustomed

herself to speaking very little, for if she uses up

the words allotted to her, she diminishes her

days."® Tehilla believes that a certain portion of

words has been allotted for the whole of one’s

life in a world where every word is weighed,

as she explains to the narrator: “Certainly you

know just as well as I do that all a man’s deeds

from his birth to his death are portioned out to

him; and even the number of times that a man

should recite Psalms. But the choice lies with him

how many Psalms he should say each day.”*
According to the kabbalistic

language theory, speech creates

reality with the specific power

of every letter taking part in the

Creation of the world. The ten

Ibid., p. 19.

redemption to a time unknown. Bezalel’s
interpretation, however, suggests that it is not the
male narrator who signs the letter; rather, Tehilla
is the one redeeming herself by establishing a
connection to the inner masculine who brings
forth the drawing. By drawing the letter, she is
healing herself. When Tehilla is hastening her end,
it is not only her eternal home that draws nearer,
but the cosmic redemption of the masculine and
the feminine. Whereas in the story, the writing is
carried out by a quill dipped in ink, in the film

(as well as in the video Ha-Cheder) the medium
of drawing expresses restraint that awaits the right

moment, which characterizes

13
Ibid., p. 20.

14 quick pace in our modern

slow art, as opposed to the

world. The closing scene shows

15 a room without windows, and

Sefer Yetzirah 2:2.

utterances by which the world
was created were composed of
words made from letters, while
every letter represents a different
type of information and action
as enunciated in Sefer Yerzirah:
“Twenty-two Foundation letters: He engraved
them, He carved them, He permuted them,
He weighed them, He transformed them, and
with them, He depicted all that was formed and
all that would be formed.”" According to this
linguistic concept, the letters prescribe the shape
of all creatures, and their inscription serves as a
link between the elements of Creation: The letters
sealing the closing scene of Tehilla are like signs
of life in her infinity.

'This version differs from the ending of
Agnon’s story, where Tehilla passes away, knowing
that the reality that came to be postpones

a painting entitled 12 Sabbaths

16
On the mystical meaning of the
kabbalistic Sabbath customs, see yall:
Reuven Kimelman, The Mystical
Meaning of Lekhah Dodi and

Kabbalat Shabbat (Jerusalem: a snowy mountain, Bezalel
Magnes, 2002) [Hebrew].

(2017) appears through the
On a photograph featuring

painted a Sabbath table whose
white tablecloth melts-melds with the snow. The
table stands in a room at the heart of nature. It

is set for three people, yet one chair is missing,
and the guests are absent. The missing couple
represents the cherubs exiled from the Holy of
Holies, and the room is a vacant space lacking the
desired presence; it is the window to the heavenly
Sabbath where the sacred marriage (bieros
gamos)'® takes place. Tehilla, in her loneliness,

is counting the years that passed since she was
separated from her loved ones. The worldly
Sabbath seems lonely compared to the heavenly

one. It is as though even the absent God knows
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her prayer room, a confessional between an
oubliette and a studio, where her creativity is let
loose. The Hebrew title, Ha-Cheder, refers to the
classroom in which young children are initiated

into the study of the Scriptures. Similarly, the

thus manifesting the constant tension between the
hidden and the revealed, as the Zohar says: “Woe
if T reveal! Woe if I do not reveal.”

History of Fear alludes to the solitude

experienced by the believer who turns to his
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“entwined with each other,”® are connected to
the source of life. In the Sanctuary, the divine
revelation took place in the space of the gaze
between “two cherubim of gold.”® In other
words, it is in the relation between the male and

delicate drawing seems to almost cover the naked
female figure who was separated from the male —
portrayed by Cherub I which refers to one of the
sculptures from Michelangelo’s unfinished Slaves

series.

video shows the private place in which the
artist explores the secret of her being, while
facing solitude. In her research of the ethos of
priesthood, the visionary ascent of the chariot

riders, and the story of the Shekhinah, she

discerns great loneliness with
which she identifies.

Featured on the floor is
History of Fear (2015) — a
drawing of the Temple’s layout
that embodies the trace of an
absent corporeality. A door
stands wide open into nowhere
at the center of the drawing,
inviting us to contemplate
the infinite. The Temple’s
chambers drawn on the floor
resemble a trace of the physical
Temple in its absence. In the
seventh chamber, home of the
Holy of Holies according to
Hekhalot literature, the eye

encounters the nothingness

hinted at by Psalm 121: “My help comes

2
Psalm 121:2: “My help cometh from the
Lord, who made heaven and earth.” It
is worth noting that in the Hebrew
source, the psalmist chose the woxd
ayin, nothingness, to depict the
divine helper.

3
Zohar 3:127b Idra Rabba: “R. Simeon
sat and wept, and said- Woe if I
reveal! Woe if I do not reveal. The
comrades who were there were silent.
R. Abba rose and said to him- If it
pleases the master to reveal, as it
is written, ‘The secret of the Loxd
is with those who fear Him’ (Ps.
25), and these comrades are fearers
of the Holy One, blessed be He,
and they have already entered the
assembly of the Tabernacle, some of
them have entered and some of them
have departed.”

4
Exodus 25:8.

God until the latter succeeds in germinating
the inner transformation prescribed by the verse
“and let them make me a sanctuary, that I may
dwell among them,” whereby the internalized

experience of the encounter with the Divine

dwells in the human heart.
This process is similar to

the psychological change
undergone by the High Priest
on the eve of his entrance

into the Holy of Holies. In a
similar manner, the artist faces
the shrine of creation as she
invites viewers into her private
temple: a space reminiscent
of one’s own Holy of Holies,
hidden from view, at times
even from the heart. Given
that both the first and the
second Temples were regarded
as axis mundi, the world’s
navel, their destruction altered

something in the fabric of the

universe. In the shadow of the exhibition’s images,

the female that the deity 5

Babylonian Talmud,
Tractate Yoma 54a-b.

6
Exodus 25:18.

manifests itself: “And there
I will meet with thee, and
I will speak with thee from
above the ark-cover, from

7

between the two cherubim Exodus 25:22.

which are upon the ark of 8

the testimony.”” Whereas 2 Chronicles 3:13.

9
The kabbalistic concept of Nesirah
they faced each other, “and  depicts an in-depth image of the myth
of human development occurring in the
process of individuation of Adam and
toward the house”® — the Eve. A well-known version of this
myth is exemplified in Plato’s dialogue
The Banquet. According to the Midrash
Genesis Rabbah 8, Adam and Eve were
initially connected back to back,
and the process of Nesirah (literally
‘sawing off’) separated them into two
different beings who, from now on,
would face each other. Lurianic Kabbalah
conceives of the process of separation
of this androgynous figure into the
principles of masculine and feminine as
a shift from a state of back-to-back to
a state of face-to-face. This myth would
later be linked to the birth of the
soul, being androgynous by nature; see
Haviva Pedaya, “The Body of Nesirah and
Individuation,” in: Baruch Kahane and
Devorah Nov (eds.), Encountering Self:
Individuating through the Path of Life

in the days of the Temple
their faces were turned

distance between the
drawings Cherub I (2017)
and Cherub 11 (2017),
placed at opposite ends of
the space, alludes to the
Nesirah,’ the separation
experienced by the lovers.
Henceforth, like the
primordial androgyne,
they find themselves

in a perpetual state of

longing to reunite and

Bezalel’s art echoes the
cosmic rupture that came
about between the male and
the female in the aftermath
of the destruction and the
exile imposed on the feminine
Divine presence, who
refuses to accept this state of
desolation; as evinced by the
famous Midrashic saying:
“Even though the Temple
was destroyed, my Shekhinah
stands there. R. Aha said, the
Shekhinah never moves from
the Western Wall; as it is said
‘Behold this one stands behind
our wall (Song of Songs
2:9)°719 In her journey, the
exiled Shekhinah is described
as returning to caress and kiss
the Temple walls, holding on
to its columns, refusing to
leave her house.

The legend of destruction

from the void.”* This metaphysical void is also
reflected in the emptiness of the bare walls: with
the exception of the wall on which the video is
projected, all the walls are bare. The viewers stroll
through a landscape of monumental drawings
resting on back frames. The drawings stand, like
installations, on coulisses which are not concealed,

but rather show what happens behind the scenes,

something broken which resonates from that
destruction bleeds into contemporary reality.
Inspired by the Talmudic tale about the
destruction of the Temple, Bezalel created two
drawings portraying abstractions of the myth
of the cherubim lovers who were found in an
embrace in the Holy of Holies. The male and
female cherubs, described by the Talmud as

look at each other, face

(Jerusalem: Rubin Mass, 2014),
to face. Like a ghost pp. 297-333 [Hebrew].

that departed from the 10
Midrash Tehillim,

original, an interpretation
of Salvador Dalf’s My
Wife, Nude (1945) hovers over Cherub I, hinting
at the feminine Divine in her nakedness, after

being banished from the destroyed Temple. The

is a recurring motif throughout
the video 7ehilla (2017), which
is based on the novella of the

Psalm 1. same name by Shmuel Joseph

Agnon. Inspired by Agnon,

who studied Kabbalah throughout his life,"" the

film 7ehilla was conceived as a tale of holiness in

which Jewish mysticism plays a central role. As
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In the exhibition “Tehilla,” Yifat Bezalel explores
the destruction of the Temple and the cultural
shift that took place in its aftermath, when the
once-tangible House of God was replaced by faith,
manifesting the lack of an external abode. Against
the primal fear arising from this void, Bezalel
invokes a series of images of a home that is gone,
but not silent.

By turning mystical allegories originating from
kabbalistic myth and literature into contemporary
images, Bezalel reinvents the image of the
Shekhinah, the feminine aspect of divinity, and the
objective of the priest’s service in both the lower
and the supernal Temple. Her works visualize the
aesthetic experience of the invisible along with

the awe and fear evoked

1
In Lurianic Kabbalah, the concept . .
of “reshimu” refers to the residue IEpIreésentations Ofemptlﬂess,
that is left in the vacuum after

the contraction (tzimtzum) and . .
departure of the infinite light drawing techniques that create

that preceded creation. To enable an airy image. Hers is an art in
creation to take place, this light

of the infinite had to contract the shadow of faith: her visual
itself, leaving a vacant space.

This space is marked by a trace of . w ) N
primordial light. is intangible — the “reshimu” of

by this vision. Displaying

her works constantly seek

language traces a shadow that

belief, the residual impression
of her encounter with creation.! Though technically
meticulous, the drawing resembles a vestige in its
appearance, a ghostly trace of the brush that passed
over it.

Upon entering the exhibition, viewers encounter
the video Ha-Cheder (The Room, 2013), which
combines realistic photography with animation
comprised of drawings. In this self-portrait, Bezalel
seems to be drawing the exhibition from within her

based on different standard versions, room, on an endless river of paper, as the visitors

including the Jewish Publication
Society of America Version (JPS) and

the King James Version (KJV).

come in. The video offers an exegetic reading of

Virginia Woolf’s A Room of Ones Own, showing
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of creation unfolding before us as a collection
of screens-images, which are reflected in one
another and shed their light on each other. The
light, which by its very nature is a condition for
seeing, is, of course, also a basic condition for
the physical existence of light-mediated images,
and even more so — for the act of interpretation.
Light-related idioms pave our way there: To
enlighten us, to see a thing in the light of
another, or to see the light, which signifies the
mystical extreme of the search for illumination,
enlightenment, elucidation,

explication. 9

. . Alan Mintz, Hurban:
Tehilla’s heart’s desire z

the historical crisis of the abolition of sacrifice,
and constituted a visionary world view whereby
the priestly and Levitical tradition of service in
the Temple was shifted from the earthly to the
heavenly."

Reading 7ehilla as a video work embedded
in the written text reveals a relationship between
virtuality (like that of the projected image)
and the surrounding corporeal world. Unlike
cinema, which allocates a designated space for
the emergence of the imaginary, video art works

are installed in the gallery
space, often next to other

Responses to R . .
P exhibits, and in relation to

Catastrophe in Hebrew Literature

is to infuse meaning into

her anguished life, and by

(Jerusalem: The Bialik Institute, an active, wandering viewer,
2003), p. 49 [Hebrew]; see also:
Alan Mintz, Hurban:

whose gaze is involved in this
ReSpOnSES to

analogy (discussed by many  catastrophe in Hebrew Literature  differentiating relationship

scholars) also in Jerusalem

life after the destruction 10
“From Earthly
Temple to Heavenly Shrines:

Rachel Elior,

of the Temple — a rift that

(New York: Columbia UP, 1984).

and concurrently constitutes
it. The beam of light (Tehilla)

is embodied as a means (at

spawned two channels of ~ Prayer and Sacred Song in Hekhalot the artist’s disposal) to project

projection whose gist is the

Literature and its Relation to
Temple Traditions,” Jewish Studies

an intricate image, whose

conversion of the material ~ quarterly, vol. 4:3 (1097): 217-267. conditions of creation owe to

for the spiritual: one — the

replacement of the ritual of sacrifice by textual
ritual — is described by Alan Mintz as follows:
“The sages were well aware that they were living
in a period in which the channel of prophecy
has been sealed, and the Shekhina was exiled
from its worldly abode. Authoritative religious
figures could no longer expect a direct divine
revelation. Only one source remained through
which to discover the will of God: the Holy
Bible. The Temple was destroyed, but the text
remained intact.” The other is revealed in the
poetic-mystical work that came to be known as
the “Hekhalot and Merkabah literature,” which,

according to scholar Rachel Elior, emerged from

the emergence of the physical

dimension (the narrator). A correlation between
these dimensions occurs in the story when the
flood of light — the daily routine of Tehilla,
who is subjected to a deterministic regularity
of prayer, keeping the commandments, and
charity — is shifted to (superimposed on)
the figure of the narrator, who is shrouded
by doubt. The result of this overlapping is
the testimony: the writ of excuse addressed
to Shraga, which waited 93 years for the
conditions of its appearance to emerge.

What is that testimony if not erosion of the
image’s signed and sealed dimension? Will the

reader accept the decrees of fate (the death of
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Tehilla’s two sons and her daughter’s conversion,
which is likened to the destruction of the
Temple) as equals (in the sense of “the fathers
have eaten a sour grape, and the children’s teeth
are set on edge”), as implied by the identity
between the date in which her betrothal to
Shraga was broken off and the date of her son’s
death, and the identity between the dates of the
destruction of both Temples? Perhaps under the
guise of the popular motif about an old woman
who has taken a letter of apology to the grave,
Agnon is formulating a more radical truth
about the fragile nature of the
imaginary and its ramified
relations with the real? What
is the validity of the images
by which we live and construe
our lives? Is it the manner of
the projected image to fail us?
“[S]uddenly she added:
We are in the hands of the
Lord. But instantly she was
annoyed with herself for
saying that. Who had said it? Not she; she had
been trapped into saying something she did not
mean. She looked up over her knitting and met
the third stroke and it seemed to her like her
own eyes meeting her own eyes, searching as she
alone could search into her mind and her heart,
purifying out of existence that lie, any lie.”"!
Doubt takes hold of Mrs. Ramsay, rebelling
against the seductiveness of the stroke and the
sense of oneness with the world it instilled in
her; as if she were caught in an experience that
melts the human with the inhuman, and in
the theist language by which it is customarily
represented. Because the mystical experience, as

Martin Corner observed, emerges in Virginia

Woolf’s writing in two distinct varieties: in the
form of the experience presented here, which

is typified by fusion of the imaginary into the
real, and in the relationship with the imaginary
which, simultaneously, preserve the distance
demanded by reality; the “’fusing’ and ‘“facing’
experiences.”?

“She praised herself in praising the light,
without vanity, for she was stern, she was
searching, she was beautiful like that light. It
was odd, she thought, how if one was alone, one
leant to things, inanimate things [...]; felt they

expressed one.”" This is the

11 fine literary scalpel which
Woolf, To the Lighthouse, p. 46.

infiltrates the gap between

12 the ode to light (7ehilla) and
See Martin Corner, “Mysticism and
Atheism in To the Lighthouse,”
Studies in the Novel, 13:4
(Winter 1981), pp. 408-423.

the risk in succumbing to its
temptations; a resounding

reminder of the steady light

13 of the projector which has
Woolf, To the Lighthouse, p. 65
[emphasis mine; D.M.].

neither compassion nor
regret, and does what it
deems right.
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in the tension between lifting a finger here

on earth, and a divine decree from above.

This presence constitutes a resistant space for
wallowing, intimacy, touch, ostensibly marking
a spot outside the circle of light in which

the nameless narrator stands, as if he were a
bystander, an onlooker, unfolding the story of
his acquaintance with Tehilla as a sequence of
random encounters in a near-identical pattern
of a split point of view.

‘The narrator first encounters Tehilla while
wandering in search of the rabbi’s house: “Come
along and T'll show you, said she to me. No
need to bother, said I to her, just tell me where
it is and I'll find the way. At this she smiled
and said, Why do you
mind if it is given to an old 5
woman like me to fulfill
a commandment If it’s a
commandment you're fulfilling, said I, then by
all means enjoy the privilege; but give me this
can you are holding. Why, said she smiling, do
you want to make the commandment less? I
certainly don’t want to make the commandment
any less, said I, but only to lessen your trouble.
It isn’t any trouble at all, said she, but a
privilege, for the Blessed Holy One has given
His creatures the strength to attend to their
needs with their own hands.”

This is an exchange of standard words,
cliché manners by which Agnon sketches, in
his honed language, a description of a struggle
bound to repeat in their following encounters
as well. The narrator is drawn to Tehilla’s
light, but at the same time he wishes to keep
a distance, which is perceived as one “means”
of seeing. The restraint of their struggle lies
not only in Tehilla’s gentle talk, but also in the

Ibid., pp.

dialogic nature of the encounter through and
to which the author’s worldview infilcrates. Per
our context, Agnon’s multi-hued interplay with
truth and doubt, decrees of fate and free choice,
is a dance oscillating between the light of
fiction and the shadow of the real, which is also
embodied in the presence of the image projected
in the gallery space. Its elusive essence — and
there is nothing new about that — is a lodestone.
It mesmerizes the viewer to its light in the
darkened space, and to its movement vis-a-vis
inanimate objects. But the most fascinating
moment is the moment of interfacing between
the viewer’s physical presence and the beam of
light casting the image; a moment in which

the mechanical indifference

of the projector is reversed,
e and it forthwith becomes an
object of plea. That moment
— which is experienced as an interruption
to the viewers who opted for a safe distance
from the image, and therefore they implore
that one viewer to remove his silhouette from
the picture — that moment holds the irony of
the image’s migration. Its partial shift from
the projected surface to the viewer’s face and
body, superimposes imaginary layers — the
layer of doubt and disbelief atop the layer of its
suspension, and the layer of fiction on the layer
of reality.

“[Alnd pausing there she looked out to
meet that stroke of the Lighthouse, the long
steady stroke, the last of the three, which was
her stroke, for watching them in this mood
always at this hour one could not help attaching
oneself to one thing especially of the things one
saw; and this thing, the long steady stroke, was
her stroke. Often she found herself sicting and
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looking, sitting and looking, with her work

in her hands until she became the thing she
looked at — that light for example.”® Not even
a shadow of doubt gnaws upon Mrs. Ramsay’s
existence as she looks toward the lighthouse.
Doubt will creep in soon enough, but for the
time being her entire person observes. At the
heart of Woolf’s literary universe towers the
lighthouse — an island of stability within the
transient and evanescent, which illuminates the
novel’s protagonists, sketching their unfulfilled
desires. The vertical shape

on the horizon is revealed

as a stylistic and thematic
apparatus which centralizes
but does not control, allowing
each character operating by its
light to live in its own “dream
world.” Its effect on the reader
inspires the sense that he is
becoming the very thing he is
reading, and that “thing” is a
bodiless world, due not to a lack of clarity, but a
lack of stability.

The “moving image” which Woolf
introduced in her work follows from her
ambiguous relations with photography and
the cinematic medium, a relationship that
informed both the nature of the perception of
reality and the search for meta-linguistic modes
of representation. In her essay “The Cinema,”
Woolf characterized the observation of projected
images: “We behold them as they are when we
are not there. We see life as it is when we have
no part in it. As we gaze we seem to be removed
from the pettiness of actual existence.”” The
nature of the gaze sketched here calls to mind

Mr. Ramsay’s occupation, as explained to Lily

6

Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse
(Ware, Hertfordshire: Wordsworth
Classics, 2002), p. 46.

7

Virginia Woolf ,
Collected Essays, vol. II
(New York: Harcourt, Brace &
World, 1950), pp. 267-272.

8

Woolf, To the Lighthouse, p. 17.

Briscoe, the painter character in the novel: “She
asked him what his father’s books were about.
‘Subject and object and the nature of reality,
Andrew had said. And when she said Heavens,
she had no notion what that meant. “Think of a
kitchen table then,” he told her, ‘when you're not
there’.”®

'The epistemological discussion of our
perception of the world, following the heritage
of Platonic idealism, will split into two stances
with regard to the projected image. One pertains
to its innate contradiction,
being an absorbing, seductive
and captivating image which,
concurrently, highlights
our absence from it; the
“The Cinema,”  other involves its ability to
highlight the imaginary as
a thought pattern, such as
the one introduced with
sarcasm in Virginia Woolf's
description of Lily Briscoe,
who, whenever she thought of Mr. Ramsay’s
occupation, clearly envisioned a large kitchen
table: the ideal of a table, and at the same time —
the physical table used to produce his books. As
opposed to the projector installed or suspended
in the gallery space, whose instrumental
presence we wish to conceal as the emergence
of a rabbit without a hat, the “illuminating
apparatus” in both Zehilla and To the Lighthouse
is a subject or an exposed object, whose visibility
is essential. At the same time, the gaze in both
works, more than it is turned to the “apparatus,”
is activated from within and in its field of
influence. That field — whose boundaries will be
sketched amid Jerusalem’s alleys, in southwest

England, or in the gallery space — is a realm
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A woman is drawing in her drawn room. She

was once a homeowner but tired of that home

and left it, knowing both equally, the home of

tangible existence and the abode of art.! She

has opted for a force that seems to shift her

wanderings to the innocence of the traditional

1
Paraphrasing of the conversation
with Hanoch of Szibucz in S.Y.
Agnon’s novel A Guest for the
Night, in which he opines about
the art of theater, and by
extension — art in general;
S.Y. Agnon, A Guest for the Night,
trans. Misha Kouvish (New Milford,
CT: Toby Press, 2014), p. 112.

Jewish shtetl, and chose to
bathe in the time of the
old Jewish community in
the Old City of Jerusalem,
which glows with Agnon’s
language, the language of
the Mishna and Aggadah,
like a midrash that stands
firm in its clarity. She knelt

to draw the contours of the destroyed Temple

and the houses of prayer erected in its place with

a pencil whose substance dissipated, so as to

summon heavenly shrines into her heart and seek

answers in spiritual realms.
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And I, who knew her, but know not why “it
is ordained for every man whom he is to know,
and when he is to get to know him, and how,”
follow her impressions; my eye is contracted
and cannot discern any innovation whatsoever,
except from its own perspective. It cannot but
assume the visual work as the result of Agnon’s
literary oeuvre to which it looks, as an intention
embedding innocence and irony. The splendor
of the ironic is greater and more plentiful for it
than the innocence, due to its revealing quality.
Because the imperative to inquire repeatedly
is innate to Agnon’s language, and like it, also
the impotence of exegesis, whereby “you take
cobwebs and stick them
together with other cobwebs 2

and say, It’'s a magnificent

palace.”
The drawn room of the
drawing woman is cast on
. 3
the gallery floor, absorbing Ibid.. p.
layers of projection processes.
4

These originate in drawing
the room from above (with
pencil on paper), followed
by virtual insertion of the artist’s drawing figure
into it, and their fusion into an image whose
secret lies in the active material causality of its
production. Is there a purpose to the act of
drawing recorded on video? The video’s editing
in a loop captures the lines drawn (on paper?

on the floor of the room? on the gallery floor?)
in a continuous present of erasive writing,

of material existence which gives way to the
immaterial. The ripple of white light bathes

the space of the room, moving indifferently,
ignorant of the projector’s light to which it owes

its existence.

S.Y. Agnon, “Tehilla,” in Tehilla
and Other Israeli Tales,
trans. I. M. Lask (London and New which was ruined and that
York: Ram’s Horn Books, 1956),

p. 11.

Ibid., p. 11.

The image’s projective quality — the
projected image or projection as an act of
drawing, due to the hand’s stubborn aspiration
to draw the light — is at the focal point of Yifat
Bezalel’s work. Its variations will be elucidated
here not through the mediumal-technological
context, but rather through the drawn realms of
language.

S.Y. Agnon’s novel 7ehilla (to which Bezalel
refers in her work) and Virginia Woolf’s 7o rhe
Lighthouse are as far removed as the length of
the light beam passing over their spines; they
differ in origin and language, in the theological
point of view of one, and the atheist viewpoint

of the other. Nevertheless they
come together in the sense of

destruction and loss of that

in which ruination is a-priori
embedded, before it ever
. occurred. The yearning for
the insubstantial foundations
of being is constituted in
both these texts in tangible,
quintessentially visual manners
to form a near-mechanic “apparatus” which
sheds its light on every object and anyone
standing in the range of its projective action.
“There was an old woman in Jerusalem,
nicer than anybody you have ever seen. She was
good and wise and meek and charming. The
light in her eyes spoke forbearance and mercy,
and the wrinkles in her cheeks, blessings and
peace.” Tehilla, the beam of light in Agnon’s
story, projects all that is pure, refined, and
stable in the religious Jewish way of life on her
surroundings. Her many deeds and measured

words present a life shrouded in determinism,
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The drawn settings introduced by Yifat Bezalel,
recipient of the 2016 Rappaport Prize for a
Young Israeli Artist, conceal art’s illusive magic.
Combining drawings in graphite pencils and
video projections, her work is underlain by a
yearning for the transcendental and is centered
on the intricate relationship between fiction and
reality.

Bezalel’s early series of drawings were
populated by childhood scenes in which she
explored the figure of Alice, as perpetuated
in the illustrations for Lewis Carroll’s books
Alices Adventures in Wonderland and Through
the Looking-Glass. The illustrated figure,
duplicated and cropped, was depicted on the
verge of wakefulness and falling into the abyss.
'The journey through the rabbits hole, which
represents a transition between dimensions, seems
to continue in the present exhibition through
the figure of Tehilla. S.Y. Agnon’s righteous
heroine anchors the entire exhibition around
her, stretching overt and covert lines between

an exegetic reading of the literary work and the

components of Bezalel’s spatial installation.
'The exhibition has been made possible
through the generosity of the Rappaport
Foundation, founded by Ruth and the late
Bruce Rappaport with the aim of advancing and
supporting Israeli art. The Rappaport Prize is
awarded annually to two Israeli artists residing
and operating in Israel — an established artist
and a young artist. We would like to extend
our deep gratitude to the Foundation headed
by Ruth and Irith Rappaport for the ongoing
contribution to Israeli art in general and the
Prize in particular. Thanks to my colleagues
on the jury: Ruth Rappaport, Irith Rappaport,
Chami and Lazar Fruchter, Anat Matalon,
Doron Sebbag, Rivka Saker, and Ellen Ginton.
Heartfelt thanks to Yifat Bezalel for
the great privilege and pleasure of working
with her. Special thanks to Keren Bar-Gil
for supporting Bezalel’s work and for the
fruitful collaboration. Profound thanks and
appreciation to Dalit Matatyahu, the curator of
the exhibition, for her thorough work, and to
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the Department of Israeli Art for the assistance
and support. Thanks to Rachel Verliebter

and Dalit Matatyahu for their enlightening
essays in the catalogue. Sincere thanks to all
those who took part in the production of the
exhibition and catalogue: to Avigail Reiner for
the catalogue’s meticulous design; to Daphna
Raz for editing the text; to Daria Kassovsky
and Rachel Verliebter for the English version;
to Elad Sarig and Dror Warshawsky for
photographing the works; and to Raphael
Radovan and Iris Yerushalmi for their crucial
role in implementing the exhibition. Warm
thanks to all our colleagues in the Registration,
Conservation, Mounting, and Lighting
departments. The realization of the exhibition
was aided by many additional members of

the Museum staff and by other individuals.
My thanks to them all for the invaluable
partnership.

Suzanne Landau

Direcror
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