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xvi

at them is a double or triple gaze, making us ask who these feminists
are, and what drives a woman to define herself as one.

The women photographed in the book are my friends. All of them have
feminist awareness, but none are politically active in this field. I wouldn’t
like to define what makes them feminists; I'd rather talk about the conflict
they live in, on the personal level. All of them have a family, a home,
a career. In this series I wanted to deal - in an amused, ironic manner
- with the price women pay for their wish to be whole. I am talking
about the exhaustion, the overload; the fact that all the traditional roles
at home remain as they were — doing the laundry, folding, cooking for
the children - while in addition there is a job, and all the activities that
are intended to enrich life. That's why the women are photographed in
very unfeminist situations. They are struggling with polar extremes that
pull them in opposite directions. There is also pressure from without,
as well as from within, to be thin, pretty, youthful looking — which also
demands effort and energy.

Thinking about the relation between these images and that of Dr.
Yarden’s wife, she seems to be more at peace with herself.

That’s what it looks like, because my mother lived for the fagade. She
cared much more for the way things appeared outwardly than for
reality. The truth is that behind the image of the whole, calm person
seen in the photos hid a woman who had been depressed for most of
her life. This may have stemmed precisely from her need and effort to
keep up perfect appearances for years. That image was a cover story for
what was really there, and did not allow her to admit that there were
problems that needed to be addressed. In contrast, my friends do not
present a fagade, but rather show themselves to the camera as they really
are, including their conflicts. They are utterly authentic, and this is their
strength. Presenting my mother in the book along with the Feminists
series continues the discourse about exposure versus concealment.

The book is very “neat” - both in its design concept and the formal
concept of the photographed images. What was the idea behind
this?

It is an intuitive thing; it’s the way I look. But it is also a conscious
act. Since I expose difficult matters in the book, I felt the need to calm
and refine, to produce an opposite quality. While there is a disturbing,
undermining voice in some of the works, the photographs of daily life
are meant to convey a sense of enjoyment outside the bounds of the
drama. These photos intend to balance the chaos, take the intensity
down a notch. The calm and order of both the book structure and the

images are meant to enable the viewers to take a breath, even have
fun and enjoy themselves, to cook and taste. Presenting these images
in conjunction with undermining contents enables me to convey the
feeling that any situation can turn from wonderful to horrifying. The
book thus exists on the thin, unstable boundary between innocent
situations and distressing ones, and the transition between them can be
sudden and unexpected.

Your own text in the book also speaks about duality. I believe such
duality is part of the hurt you’ve experienced.

Yes, the duality of something both pleasant and horrifying. That was my
experience when growing up. There were many pleasures, good times
and vacations abroad, fine food, money, culture, education - and at the
same time, under the thin veil of that domestic harmony, other things
happened that were quite the opposite; the type you don't talk about.

The family album is an attempt to create a heritage to the family cell,
but a deep look can reveal the gaps in it. An artist may, in his or her
playful way, read that family album critically and create an alternative
family heritage, modified and updated to fit his or her own needs. In
the Family Meal before us, materials of the past are mixed with current
everyday materials, like a diary. This mixture turns an oral personal
history into a vivid life-story, which is open ended and may continue in
unexpected ways.
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they are also more true to reality, because a person who experiences
hardship does not become that hardship. A woman who has breast
cancer does not turn into breast cancer; she has a whole life other than
dealing with that illness.

I hear you speak of containment. What you’re actually saying is
that when any issue is thrown at us in its raw form, invasive and
unbounded, we can’t see anything else. By describing it in your
language, you are saying that refinement, processing, and control
are needed.

Yes, when hardship is hurled at us in the raw, we cannot feel the
person, his or her strength and manner of dealing with that event.
Processing, distancing and interweaving things into a broader fabric of
life enable people to regard the personal story and contain it, while also
seeing it as part of a wider social phenomenon. To my mind, there is
a close connection between the personal and the social spheres. When
shocking things happen to an individual, they usually stem from a
twisted social order that enables them. The more we become aware of
it, the bigger is the possibility of changing it.

There are other interesting aspects to the book. Feminism in the
1970s, as I had witnessed it, was very concerned with the relation
between representations of femininity in photography and the
exploitative aspect of photography with its inclination to objectify
the body. Some photographs in the book do exactly that. ’'m talking
about the fragmented body images.

It is a deliberate attempt on my part to reflect the very gaze you are
referring to: a particular male way of looking that objectifies women,
and that many women experience daily. This was an attempt to put
myself in someone else’s shoes, and make the viewer experience the
type of gaze I have experienced as a child, a girl, and a woman - and
not just me. It is a way of looking that makes you feel uncomfortable; a
diminishing, reducing, nullifying, appropriating gaze. I have often felt
in danger when facing it.

The recipes in the book make me think about the family photo
album, which is designed to convey a sense of harmony. That is also
the function of the recipes here. They are an expansion of the photo
album.

That’s right. That is exactly the case from the point of view of the sort
of food they stand for; these are recipes for particularly fine gourmet
meals. They represent my mother’s creative side. These recipes were not

chosen randomly. They formed part of major social events in our home.
My mother’s cooking was famed among her acquaintances, and they
all wanted to take part in these events. Indeed, her meals presented a
perfect, wonderful appearance, just like the family photo album.

I would like to take this idea one step further. Could you talk about
the association you create between body parts and the recipes? It isa
very particular association.

One aspect is related to body image, to the relation between food and
body. But the dominant reason for choosing this manner of presentation
is to be found in the relation between the titles and the images. Under
each recipe-cum-body part, there is a title designating a type of dish:
first course, main course, etc. I wanted to raise the question: which is
the served dish, the girl or the recipe? The intent was to emphasize the
feeling created by the disturbing gaze I referred to before, the objectifying
gaze. The body parts were also chosen for their vulnerability, such as the
back side of the knees or a shoulder.

When you write Dr. Yarden’s wife, are you referring to your mother?
Yes. That’s how she used to present herself. To me, it’s typical of a whole
generation. When we came back to Israel, we lived in the: well-to-
do Neve Avivim neighborhood, and many women in our apartment
building presented themselves as their husbands’ wives.

The titles are an essential part of the book, adding other dimensions
to the works. The title Dr. Yarden’s Wife is powerful, expressing
anger.

Perhaps. It seems more ironic to me. It is meant to convey a worldview,
but maybe there is also anger at my mother’s way of thinking, at her
belief that women needn't stand in their own right. She believed that a
woman is only significant if she has married well, and that the husband’s
role is to care for and look after her. This dependency freed her from
taking responsibility as a wife and mother, and answered her need to
remain a child - a position in the family which she insisted on. From
that stance, she believed that it was my role to protect her and not the
other way around. Ultimately, the title “Dr. Yarden’s wife” was nothing
but a stage set; a place in which to hide from reality. There is indeed
anger in this work, but it isn’t personal; it is not only my voice in the
book, but a broader range of voices that I echo.

The book stems from a very personal place, while trying to reverberate
with other voices too. Let’s talk about the Feminists. The way you look

XV



xii

photography. This also had to do with Antonioni’s film Blow Up (1966),
which I watched a lot at the time, and also addresses these issues.
Have you ever tried to figure out the relation between your father’s
photographic activity and the fact that you are a photographer
yourself?

Of course, the relation is quite straightforward. Watching him take
photos, as well as looking at them afterwards, have affected me deeply.
The restrained gaze in my photographs is linked directly to his way of
photography; there was never any overt emotion in his photos. Since our
shared days of photography were magical moments for me, I must have
felt the need to reconstruct the experience. He was an amateur, mostly
taking pictures on weekends and holidays, so for me photography is
associated with a sense of freedom. At the same time, watching him
take pictures made me feel that one can hide behind the camera. These
two elements — freedom and hiding - have definitely had an impact on
my choice.

Remembering your final project in Bezalel (1986), I wonder about
the connection between the works you showed then and Family meal.
In both cases, you put a lot of attention and effort into thematic
perception, into editing.

Yes, editing has always been an essential part of my work. I think it has
enabled me to reexamine reality. If it is possible to reread reality, then
there is hope of understanding, perhaps even repairing it. I have worked
a lot on the editing of this book and its internal structure. I wanted
to integrate different materials in it while speaking clearly. My interest
was in structuring a rhythm of observation that creates, charges and
discharges tension; a rhythm which generates a non-narrative story that
shifts from the personal to the social, while creating a cumulative visual

and emotional experience.

I am very interested in the “blind spot” mentioned in your own text,
within the context of the family album; in your thinking about how
the repression mechanism works, about these “mental pockets” in
which we see without noticing, or without wanting to understand.
Because apparently what we photograph is a testimony to what is
actually there. In fact, many people may miss much of what the book
contains.

I think that is part of my investigation, how much to reveal and how
much to conceal. What is the minimum exposure needed for people to
see. I am often surprised, because even when I really show, not everyone

sees. I am interested in the mechanism of exposure and concealment,

and their relative measures. When there is over-exposure the work
turns yellowish, causing estrangement and preventing discussion; when
the exposure is more subtle, it is easier to deal with. Presenting the
complexity in my family home and the hurt my father caused me as part
of a whole texture of life, which also includes extensive preoccupation
with the present, makes it easier for the viewers to deal with these
materials. But at the same time my way of presenting these issues leaves
the viewer free to choose whether to see or not to see, whether or not
to be a witness.

You mentioned Blow Up, where the photographer, the movie’s
protagonist, witnessed a murder and even documented it. The
photographed proof disappears, and he is left alone with that
gnawing knowledge.

I think that the element of documentation in photography preoccupied
me greatly when I was going through the family slide archive. I was
interested in examining the reality presented in them as compared with
the image in my memory. The connection between documentation and
testimony was also important to me. In Blow Up, the photographer
documents without being aware that he is a witness, only discovering that
a murder had occurred in retrospect, when he looks at the photograph
he had taken; but the actual evidence of that discovery disappears. To
a certain extent, this may be what I am doing in this book: I turn the
viewers into unknowing witnesses, who can only detect the pieces they
have missed by examining the photographs carefully; but there is no
evidence of this discovery either, other than what is engraved on the
mind, since there are usually no witnesses to what happens at home.

When I think of the language of hints and clues you employ, it
reminds me of Ida Fink, whose book is in one of the book stacks
you photographed. She can write about shocking things in a very
minimalist fashion, allusively. She doesn’t tell us everything, which
makes what is told even more shocking.

That is the mode I feel most comfortable with. This language enables me
to build up tension gradually, as things slowly seep into consciousness
and the stable image of reality is gradually undermined. It is also a way
of interweaving the hardship into a whole, layered, texture of reality.
This leads to a better understanding of the circumstances, increasing
the chance of viewers being disposed to confronting what they discover.
When hard contents are revealed directly, it is harder to take them in
and contain them. When they are depicted as part of a whole life story,
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Following Family Meal
Nurit Yarden in Conversation with Shuka Glotman

The socio-cultural world into which a person is born is a fabric
made of different threads, internalized by each person in his
or her own unique way. This fabric includes - at least in the
industrial world - a net of common photographic coordinates:
each of us has a first photograph of ourselves; a photograph that
accompanied us at a particular period of time, as a memorial
to an absent presence; a first photograph we took ourselves,
thereby turning from photographed subjects into potential
photographers. The family album, in its varied manifestations,

leans on these foundations.

Try to think of the first photo taken of you. Could you describe it?
The first photo I remember is one of the childhood photos appearing
in the book. My Dad took it in one of our family picnics, when we
were living in Paris. You can see my mother in the background, taking
something out of the trunk of a green Peugeot, and me standing in
lovely Shabbat clothes, with glasses on and a red ribbon in my hair,
offering a flower to the photographer. I seem to be comfortable in front
of the camera, and appear to like being photographed. This is one of
the most significant photographs for me, because it shows a moment of
intimacy and closeness with my father, before things went wrong. That
was the time when my father started taking pictures more intensively
and became an amateur photographer after he had bought a good
Pentax reflex camera. I used that Pentax camera during my first two
years in the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design.

Asyou say, there was a camera at home, and your father started taking
photographs intensively. Did he ever let you take pictures yourself?
I used to go on photography ventures with him on weekends, from age

six to nine. My role was that of assistant photographer. I carried the
lenses, but he never suggested that I take a picture. I don’t even recall
him letting me look through the viewfinder. I mainly had a sense of
holiness— that he was sharing these special solitary moments with me,
and letting me know something of his inner world. We would get up at
six oclock in the morning on Saturdays or Sundays, and leave the house
when my mother and brother were still asleep. Wed start the morning
in a café, with a croissant and a hot chocolate, and then wander through
Paris, which is empty and quiet on weekends. It used to surprise me
that although there are many gardens and special spots in the city, he
would mainly choose to photograph general views of empty streets. I
used to wait for these photography days all week. Every once in a while
we would have a slide-projection evening at home, during which wed
project the photographs on a screen in our living room.

So youd also look at the photographs whose taking you witnessed?
Yes, although he usually showed the photos featuring the entire family,
not the empty Paris ones. His slide archive came into my possession
only when he left Israel, at the end of my studies in Bezalel, and then I
could look through it and remember our photography days together. I
found dozens of very nice photos of Paris. Photographs without people,
without me, either; only the empty city.

Did he go on taking photographs when you returned to Israel?
Alotless. During this period he mostly photographed the family on trips
abroad. These were classic family-album snaps, in which we looked like
a happy family. All of these snaps show us standing up or sitting down,
surrounded by views of quality resorts in Europe; some of them appear
in the book, like the images interwoven into my Home Page series.

I am interested in the particular moment when you got your father’s
slide collection and looked through it. What did you think or feel?

I was very moved, and since then I have been working a lot with these
materials. That was my way of attempting to find out something, to
solve the enigma. All family photo albums look more or less the same.
Everything seems to be fine in them. Our own family album would have
made people envious. I wanted to study it, to take it apart and examine
whether anything in it attested to what was actually happening at home.
One of the things that surprised me the most was the gap between what
I saw in the photos and what I knew. The photographic style of family
albums only deals with appearances, and that’s why studying these

materials led me to an interest in processes of revealing and concealing in
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sweetly whipped, the dessert (pears in snow, lemon parfait, or sorbet).
Thus a cycle of six appetizing meals relate a narrative of pampering
domesticity, which is also reflected in the photos scattered among them:
pitchers of cream and mint lemonade, tableware and tablecloths, and
handmade cross-stitch embroideries that say: Home is where the heart
is.

As if separating speech from voice, Nurit Yarden has severed cooking
from the pleasure of eating and has refused, in effect, to take on that
daily practice; adopting, as it were, a “masculine” tactic, allowing herself
to take pleasure without any preceding effort... And yet she blends her
visual materials meticulously and skillfully into her own lethal parfait:
like a film screened in slow motion, frame by frame, it is permeated
with the covert interweaving of family with sexuality, perfect education
with abuse, dependability and security with calamity and suspicion.
These recipes, bearing the knowledge of fine cuisine, have turned in
her hands into an accusatory document even while emitting the lovely
smells of the kitchen.

Scrutiny of the numerous verbs in the recipes reveals an active, violent

» o«

language: the housewife is required to “beat eggs,” “grate carrots,”

«

cut,” “dice,” “boil,” and “freeze” Every once and again she also “rubs,”
“squeezes,” and “rolls”... She “inserts” and “pulls out,” “squirts” and
“grinds” The culinary language of the kitchen suddenly sounds like a
faint echo of activities carried out in other rooms, and their immaculate
writing, deaf and impervious to any other meaning, provokes a sense
of unease. But that discomfort is soon covered up by good virtues:
order and cleanliness, good taste, modesty and restraint. Nurit Yarden’s
photographs would never allow the milk to overflow, they stand for self-
possession and moderation. Under the title Watermelon, for instance,
she shows an empty plate on a tablecloth-covered table, with a fork lying
across it. The watermelon slice has already been eaten, and only scraps
remain on the plate: some seeds, and two small red shreds of the eaten
fruit’s flesh; pinkish droplets, threads of the fruit’s crisp flesh, like pale
blood, lie in the bottom of the plate, neither crying out nor protesting.

The Boeuf Bourguignon and the Strawberry Charlotte, the dicing and
the whipping, are the background noise to the lives of the photographed
women in the book: a group of the photographer’s friends, which a title
designates as Feminists, occupied by — what else? - cooking, laundry
folding, abdominal exercises, and the application of an anti-aging
cream... Trapped between feminist declarations and their traditional
female roles, it seems that they haven't quite resolved the secret of their
double life, which is inherently paradoxical. The theme is metaphorically
continued in the series Women from my Shelf. photographs of stacks of

books, all written by or about women: Cindy Sherman, Donna Tartt,
Elsa Morante, Yehudit Hendel, Lea Aini... Is it by chance that Yarden
chose to photograph this feminine literature on a well-stretched light-
blue fabric, with the volumes laid out on top of each other like lasagna
layers in a baking pan, rather than in the customary upright arrangement
of books on shelves?

Enlisting her friends as well as women artists and writers — her allies
in the feminine space — Yarden turns these six gourmet meals into a
general scheme, comprising six complex views of the home interior
and of relationships in the family institution. She also inserts the
flicker of pages from news websites, identifying the place and time of

»

occurrences: “a combined operation in the Gaza Strip”; “Double terrorist
act thwarted in Tel Aviv”; “Six Palestinians killed”; “The invasion of
Iraq” - all accompanied by a banner: “A great vacation in Croatia and
Slovenia” In each Home Page corner there are photos from her own
family album, taken on family vacations: her mother in a red sweater
against a backdrop of green forests; her father in a stylish silk blouse;
father and Nurit sitting in a coffee shop on a Swiss mountain slope, a
pipe stuck in his mouth and his arm around his little girl’s waist...
Refusing to shut itself in between the stove and the pantry, Nurit
Yarden’s recipe book appends to itself that complex, multi-channeled
reality. Desires seep into calm still-life formations, and the war in Iraq
is absorbed into the veal stew in the oven. Nurit Yarden seats all of these
around the lovely dishes and fine recipes, blending the horrendous and
violent with the beautiful and tasty. There, around the table, it is unclear
where the gaze is unleashed from, whose nostrils widen in anticipation
of the kill, and who is about to lay his hand upon whom - but the
identity of the cherry is unmistakable.

Bon Appétit!
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First Course / Main Course / Side Dish / Dessert

Tali Tamir

Oil / spread / mix / peel / press / beat / add / chop / mince /
remove / brown / take / boil / fry / return / add / pour / beat /
spread / scrape / rub / arrange / cover / shred / spoil / roll /
sprinkle / dissolve / remove / wash / daub / place / warm / stir /
mash / boil / lower / leave / dry / stab / set down / chill / spread /
arrange / store / grind / pour / sauté / flame / cook / cool /
freeze / turn / serve / mince / chop / assemble / sift / cut / spice /

insert

Nurit Yarden offers a generous, intimate gift: Six gourmet meals from the
recipe box inherited from my mother. Her mother, whom she calls Dr.
Yarden'’s wife, was an excellent cook, an artist of the kitchen whose meals
were esteemed among acquaintances and friends, weaving around the
family table webs of addiction to culinary pleasures and their comforts.
When she died, her daughter inherited her recipes, but rather than going
into the kitchen, tying an apron around her waist and continuing the
glorious tradition, she chose to put these recipes of female knowledge
and good taste into an artist-book mold, spreading out in each page -
just like fricassée layers in the oven - layers of texts, images and words.
At the bottom of the “pot” she placed a word - a title — whose function
resembles that of the pea under the mattresses on which the princess
slept: “pricking,” upsetting, and keeping you awake, like a grain of hot
pepper in sweet compote.

The culinary format of the gourmet meals from the kitchen of Dr.
Yarden’s wife dictated the booK’s structure, as if it were a universal
formula: a finger-licking first course to start with (artichoke fricassée, or
moussaka); then comes the main course, a meat dish (veal stew, Boeuf
Bourguignon, or fish with capers), along with side dishes — steaming
hot and great smelling (suzette or Dauphinoise potatoes); and finally,
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