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OREN ELIAV:
TOUCHING SURFACES

NORMAN SAADI NIKRO

Norman Saadi Nikro specializes in critical cultural
theory. He received his PhD from the University of New
South Wales, Australia, and is a Research Fellow at the
Zentrum Moderner Orient in Berlin. He is currently
writing a book on the significance and resonance of
auto/bio/graphy in the work of Edward Said.

POINT OF DEPARTURE

Just paint twisting and twirling across
the canvas, describing nothing but itself.

L
— Oren Eliav

Coming to stand before Oren Eliav’s paintings
for the first time, I was immediately struck by
a certain tension reverberating across their
surfaces, constraining my viewing of them. I
had dropped into Eliav’s temporary atelier in
Berlin while he was here for a visiting residency.
This was in March 2013, and I recall the dull
winter light filtering through the windows,
barely making an impression amidst the
incandescent lights in the studio.

The two relatively large paintings
hanging on adjacent walls were a work titled

P-1° and one of his Stained Glass

Peter
canvases,”” both from 2012. The former
exercises a series of red-yellow, parallel
chords set in relief against a deep blue,
while the latter is dominated by an emerald-
green kaleidoscope of disjointed, overlapping
bits and pieces, barely contained by the
thin, superimposed, lattice-like frames.
Both paintings had been included in Eliav’s
exhibition “Call and Response” at Braverman
Gallery in Tel Aviv (2012).

As I moved around to dodge the stark
lights bouncing off the canvases and find
an appropriate point of view - perhaps lured
by what one critic has described as “the
deconstruction of the experience of looking™ -

1 “Leah Abir in Conversation with Oren Eliav,”
in Oren Eliav: Two Thousand and Eleven, exh. cat. (Tel
Aviv: Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2011), 74.

2 Rotem Rozental, “Oren Eliav,” Artforum
International Magazine (January 2013): 1, available at
artforum.com/index.php?pn=picks&id=38754&view=print.

I realized that any settled point of view would
be difficult to find and sustain. This, I thought,
had more to do with what can be called Eliav’s
paratactic rhythm of application - a rhythm
attending to the surface of the canvas as a
collage shaped by gaps, fissures, and spatial
intervals.’ This unsettling rhythm constrains the
viewer to work towards a coincidence between
his own perspective and the compositional
perspective. It may also have to do with the
insistently fleshy, restless clash of pigment,
shape, and color, which thwarts a semblance of
form, balance, or composure. This physicality,
lending itself to an ethereal, atmospheric play
of color and light, underscores the limits of an
aesthetic sensibility defined purely in symbolic
or iconographic terms - foregrounding a
desired, though impossible spirituality.

This skirmish between the material and
the figurative, the sacred and the aesthetic,
the primal and the spiritual, is central to
Eliav’s preoccupation with Christian imagery
and its iconic inventory in Byzantine, Gothic,
Renaissance, and Baroque architecture and
visual arts. In an important respect, this
skirmish underlies Eliav’s deconstructive
concern with art history’s definition of
movements (associated with the conventionally
modern) and periods (associated with the
conventionally classic). Such definitions tend
to flatten history into a manageable dualism
of “present” and “past,” largely defined by
recourse to a history of ideas. Conversely,
Eliav’s painterly engagement with art history
strives to disrupt any neat temporal sequence.
For Eliav, it seems, the present has always

3 I 'am building here on the use of the term
“parataxis” to describe the placing of clauses or
phrases one after another, without words to indicate
coordination or subordination.



to work towards producing, and not merely
assuming, avantage point from which the past
may come into view as past.

Eliav’s Ceiling (2011)P ™ and the
excessively large Floor (2012, now at the
Fondazione Sandretto Re Rebaudengo in
Turin)® " are two examples of works in which
the traces of a temporal trajectory articulate
the rhythm of the composition. Both these
canvases employ the semblance of a vanishing
point whose culmination is curtailed by the
frame, which works to qualify the fervor of ideal
associations. The temporal movement thrown
across the surface transpires as a series of
breaks and punctuations, intervals and fissures,

construed through the paratactic reverberations.
These temporal breaches or intervals woven into

the surface of Ceiling are rendered all the more
uncanny by the painting’s cylindrical curve,”
which progressively becomes more acute as it
moves from one side to the other. The temporal
rhythm stammers across a series of plate-like
segments or sections, whose breadth becomes
more circular and narrower towards one side

of the canvas. Despite the segmented series of

plates, I couldn’t help thinking of a time-tunnel,
though one in which temporal succession moves

in fits and starts, hardly suggesting a linear
pattern or consonant rhythm.

Drenched in deep orange-red, the
excessively mannerist panels seem almost as
though they had been molded, highlighting
their materiality and physicality. In its
precarious balance between the trajectory
narrowing towards a funnel-like aperture and
the segmented blocks suggesting a paratactic

4 Modeled after the Map Room of the Vatican,

as Galia Yahav observed in “Oren Eliav Dismantles the
Church,” Ha’aretz, January 2, 2013, available at http://
www.haaretz.co.il/misc/article-print-page/1.1898960

temporality of contiguous breaks and ruptures,
Ceiling draws attention to movements and
periods, space and time, as almost graphic,
material artifacts - leftovers or haunting
remnants of a historiographical practice that
prefers to neatly fold both time and space into
the epistemic fervor of ideal inventories.

8 POINT OF DEPARTURE

Stained Glass, 2012, oil on canvas, 270x200, Dubi Shiff Collection
91w 11T qoIX ,270x200 12 7V 10w ,2012 ,Stained Glass

Peter, 2012, oil on canvas, 182x250, Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC

00T I0A'WIT,N0DTIO 710 Q01X ,182%x250 12 7V 1nw ,2012 12019
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Floor, 2012, oil on canvas, 300x200, collection of Fondazione Sandretto Re Rebaudengo, Turin
171710 ,113TIX21 N1 107 TI0 117 Q0IX ,300%200 , 12 7V 10w ,2012 ,nox

Floor (Reflection), 2014, oil on canvas, 300x200, collection of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem,
purchase, "Here & Now” Contemporary Israeli Art Acquisitions Committee, Israel
X127 NIATTIA NWIDT,017WINT, 78U IXITIN 901X ,300x200 12 7V 10w ,2014 ,(Monwn) nox

7N, TN7XIWT NIINX NWIDNT7 "1V XD
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Ceiling, 2011, oil on canvas, 140x220, private collection
1079 01X ,140x220 727y 10w ,2011 AN
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Stained Glass, 2012, oil on canvas, 230x130, Oli Alter Collection, Tel Aviv
1IXT7N ANTX 171X 901X ,230x130 727V 10w ,2012 ,Stained Glass
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MATERIALITY OF THE IDEAL

By revoking the perspectivist illusion
of the third dimension, painting was to
regain the mastery of its own proper
surface. In actual fact, however, this
surface does not have any distinctive
feature. A “surface” is not simply a
geometric composition of lines. Itis a
certain distribution of the sensible.

— Jacques Rancieére, The Politics ofAesthetics5

In turning now to a consideration of materiality
in Eliav’s work, I want to note James Elkins’
attempts to direct art history towards a
discussion of “what painting is.” Not paintings,
or a painting, but the practical exercise of the
craft of painting. “Perhaps because they are
uncomfortable with paint,” Elkins suggests,
“art historians prefer meanings that are
not intimately dependent on the ways the
paintings were made.” In Eliav’s case, the
process by which a painting is made oscillates
between transitive and intransitive modes of
application - directed towards and working
on avision, idea or concept, while having to
negotiate the implacable material and physical
limits of both pigment and the canvas.

To follow Elkins’ compelling insights,
ideal or conceptual associations evoked by
a painting have to occur “in the paint” (his
emphasis), as a practice of material application.
“To an artist,” he writes, “a picture is both a sum
of ideas and a blurry memory of ‘pushing paint,’
breathing fumes, dripping oils and wiping

5 Jacques Ranciére, The Politics of Aesthetics,
trans. Gabriel Rockhill (London: Continuum, 2004), 15.

6 James Elkins, What Painting Is (New York:
Routledge, 1999), 2.

brushes, smearing, diluting and mixing.” The
material itself enfolds memories of its physical
manufacture and application. But as Elkins
further notes,
such memories are not usually part of
what is said about a picture, and that is
a fault in interpretation because every
painting captures a certain resistance of
paint, a prodding gesture of the brush,
a speed and insistence in the face of
mindless matter: and it does so at the
same moment, and in the same thought,
as it captures the expression of a face.”

Note the inflections Elkins employs, as he
writes “in interpretation,”“in the face,” and “in
the same thought,” and not of, for or about.
So that he can go on to ask:“What kinds of
problems, and what kinds of meanings, happen
in the paint? ... What is thinking in painting,
as opposed to thinking about painting?”
(emphases mine).

Approaching the physicality in which
Eliav manages to sustain what we can call his
attempt-to-paint (to adapt Derrida’s notion of
an “attempt-to-write”), I want to speak about
a painterly encounter as an implacable and
insistent real. This real, I want to note, is just
as enabling as it is limiting. It concerns the
instant in which Eliav’s brush touches the
surface of the canvas he is working with. As
an analogy, I think of those moments when a
writer sits down to articulate his ideas, only
to experience an unexpected emergence of
unforeseen, related themes. Marks on either
a blank white page or a blank white canvas,
similar to music notation, have always to work

with bits and pieces of time and space.

7 Ibid., 2—3.
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As I intimated above, the physicality
of this insistent real confronts the artist
with material limitations. Yet the surface,
to borrow from Deleuze and Guattari,
can rather be experienced as a “zone of
proximity” or “threshold of intensity,”® so that
ideal figurations are always shaped by the
application of material to the surface of the
canvas. In other words, the surface of a canvas
not only poses a limit to ideal associations, but
is also an enabling physical condition of an
artist’s work. By attending to the physicality of
the surface, we can better appreciate how work
in the artist’s studio (fumes, dripping paint,
palettes, brushes), does not lead to either real
or ideal, but is the real.

Rather than approach Eliav’s attempt-
to-paint in reference to a deconstructive
momentum attuned to a disassembly of ideal,
figurative or conceptual associations, then, I
want to focus more on how he engages the
history of art in respect to whatwe can call
material archaeologies. With Eliav, emblematic,
iconographic elements such as drapes,
curtains, sheets, robes, crosses, etc. cease to be
instances of a truth restricted to a disembodied
repertoire of discourse, becoming instead
imaginative or material resources. Michel
Foucault’s notion of “archaeology” is useful
here. In contrast to a predominating history of
ideas constituted by a fixation on periods and
teleological assumptions - which he relates
to an incapacity “to conceive of the Other in
the time of our own thought” - archeology is a
field within which truth emerges as a physical
practice, whose tremors are not restricted to

8 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand
Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian
Massumi (London: Continuum, 2012), 323, 60.

discourse but rather reverberate through the
folds and creases of materiality and style.”

The material embodiment of temporal
disclosure, we could say, involves the layering
or quilting of presents and pasts (not so much
their Othering), so that the past comes to
inhabit what is eventually stabilized in the
present. As Eliav says, “I'm trying to construct
a haunted present, to convey a sense of things
that belong in the past and suddenly come
to life or into movement in the present” (my
emphasis).‘OA common theme in commentaries
on Eliav’s work, this haunting can be regarded
as a splintering of both present and past into a
range of contiguous temporalities and ghostly
intimations - a hauntology." Moreover, this
hauntology strives to foreground the material
practice in which both present and past
emerge and become audible and visible. For
Eliav, hauntology is much more physical than
metaphoric - taking place as an encounter in
which he gathers his materials, approaches
the surface of the canvas, and works on an
(in)capacity to adequately paint what he had set
out to paint. This is due not only to the physical,

9 Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge,
trans. A. M. Sheridan Smith (New York: Pantheon Books,
1972), 137. Foucault defines the history of ideas as “the
discipline of beginnings and ends, the description of
obscure continuities and returns, the reconstitution

of developments in the linear form of history” (12).
Conversely, archaeology concerns itself with practices in
which the ideal is constrained to entertain its physical,
graphic application, its corporeal embodiment, the
contiguities of its spatial dispersion.

10 Julie Wolfson, “Oren Eliav,” Cool Hunting, August 8,
201, http://www.coolhunting.com/culture/oren-eliav.php.

11 According to Derrida’s notion of time being “out of
joint.” See Jacques Derrida, Specters of Marx: The State of
the Debt, the Work of Mourning and the New International,
trans. Peggy Kamuf (New York: Routledge, 2006).
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tactile encounter between his brush and the
surface of the canvas, but also to the artist’s
practice of his art as an engaged response
to the ways in which others before him have
applied themselves to a similar labor.

We can think of this enduring physical
real by considering the “relational” emphasis
Giorgio Agamben gives to his discussion of
“potentiality”: “to be one’s own lack,” he writes,
“to be in relation to one’s own incapacity”
(emphasis in the original)."” Standing before
the canvas and reaching out to its surface,
Eliav comes to experience painting not so
much as a failure to produce what he had set
out to accomplish, but rather as a realization
of his potential. So that rather than a negative
aspect of his labors, this failure is experienced
as a productive momentum. As Maurice
Blanchot eloquently puts it: “The work draws
whoever devotes himself to it toward the
point where it withstands its impossibility.”"
This “impossibility” or “failure” can also be
regarded as a productive refusal to measure
up to standard expectations of generic
classification, as well as to the all too nominal
sense of “the work of art” and “painting” woven
into such assumptions.

The tension between material and
figural, physical and aesthetic, or else historical
and symbolic, resonates in Eliav’s attraction to
Christian iconography. The material resonance
of this attraction makes it tempting to describe
his paintings as sites of transfiguration. This

12 Giorgio Agamben,”On Potentiality,” in Potentialities:
Collected Essays in Philosophy, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 182.

13 Maurice Blanchot, The Space of Literature, trans.
Ann Smock (Nebraska: University of Nebraska Press,
1982), 87.

can be seen, for instance, in his Deposition
(2012),P # which engages Giovanni Bellini’s
canvases of the mid- and late-fifteenth century.
Yet Eliav’s paintings do not so much thematize
transfiguration as an appearance of spirituality,
as figural associations wrested from their
material constraints. Rather, his Transfiguration

paintingspp' 70, 96, 108, 124

foreground the material
surface from which any sublime association has
necessarily to emerge. In this process, pigment,
brush, knife, canvas, sponge, light, and touch
cease to disappear behind iconic or ideal
repertoires. They become expressive materials
in their own right, physically giving shape
to the contours of figurative associations."
This striving to paint an emerging, inchoate
appearance of transfiguration as a material
rather than spiritual or conceptual presence
explains, to some extent, the abundance of
pigment applied to the canvas. It is as though
Eliav uses pigment to mold a particular shape,
rather than paint its outlines.

One of his Deposition paintings

. 25 .
P-2 makes obvious reference to Peter

(2012)
Paul Rubens’ Descent from the Cross,”*° from
the second decade of the seventeenth century.
By Ruben’s time, Descent and Deposition
paintings had become a well-worn theme in

both painting and sculpture, while departing

14 As Eliav himself noted in an e-mail
correspondence with the author, “What the

painter — and | believe any painter — wants, is to have
his paint transfigured. Even the most mimetic painters
who strive to make paint as implicit as possible, and
abstract painters who use paint as an explicit tool,
cannot suppress the hope for a miracle — the hope that
their craft materials will come to exist as something
else, something even a little bit different from just
paint. Painters wouldn’t be painting otherwise.” Unless
otherwise noted, all statements by Eliav quoted below
are from conversations and written correspondence
with the author, 2013-2016.
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Peter Paul Rubens, Descent from the Cross,
ca. 1617—1618, oil on canvas, 297x200, The State
Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg

from the ethereal semblance of earlier works,
which by contrast were characterized by their
light colors and smooth surfaces. And yet,

they maintained one important and recurrent
characteristic of the genre: flowing folds

of drapery depicted through a semblance

of light and shadow, or chiaroscuro, whose
usage extends from Fra Angelico in the
fifteenth century to the gritty, somber effect
produced by Antonio Ciseri in the second half
of the nineteenth century. In response to this
inventory, Eliav's application of paint as a mode
of resistance to spiritual and ideal associations
renders it a material in which creases and folds
come to appear as the surface of the canvas. In
other words, he foregrounds the very repertoire
incorporated into a Descent painting as a
narrative, or else historical, inventory.

Eliav’s appropriation of art history
concentrates on a more genealogical sense of
such repertoires and inventories. So much so
that in the previously mentioned Deposition
that engages with Bellini's composition, a
close-up depicting the shadowed head, arm and
upper torso of the Christ figure, the painting is
dominated by the creased and bloodied folds
of the white drape.P? #"* These bloodied folds
provide a glaring contrast to earlier works by
other painters in which the sheet covering the
Christ figure remains mostly unmarked, save
for a few drops of red that appear as a polite
reference.

In addition to foregrounding Eliav's
preoccupation with the materiality of art-
making, this concentration gestures towards
the contiguity of foreground and background,
appearance and disappearance. Moreover, as I
noted above, it reveals how he uses pigment to
mold, rather than paint, the contours of barely
distinct figures and motifs. This application
of pigment sometimes becomes acutely self-
referential, as in his other Descent canvas
(2012),P “* which mimics a relief of the theme.
Moreover, by concentrating on the sheet that
covers and potentially dis-covers the Christ
figure, Eliav draws attention to the phenomenon
of a shifting surface caught up in exchanges of
visibility and invisibility.

20 MATERIALITY OF THE IDEAL
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Deposition, 2012, oil on canvas, 150x100, collection of Tiroche DelLeon and Art Vantage PCC Ltd.
IR0 OIX 171 NIR7T Wi qoix ,150x100 , 12 7v 10w ,2012 ,Deposition
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Deposition, 2012, oil on canvas, 130x80, Dubi Shiloh Collection
n'7'w 1217 qo1x ,130x80 , 12 '7v 10w ,2012 ,Deposition
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Untitled, 2011, oil on canvas, 150x150, Hagit and Ofer Shapira Collection
X110W 1011 NN qoIX ,150x150 ;127 10w ,2011 , MmN X7

PHENOMENOLOGY AND THE LABOR
OF PAINTING

What we call his work was, for him,
only an attempt, an approach to
painting ... he wanted to depict matter
as it takes on form ... the outlines,
angles, and curves are inscribed like
lines of force; the spatial structure
vibrates as it is formed.

— Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Cézanne’s Doubt'”

Another way of approaching the theme of
touching surfaces in Eliav’s work is to consider
the phenomenological contours of T. J. Clark’s
reflections on his encounter with two paintings
by the seventeenth-century artist Nicolas
Poussin. For Clark, the phenomenological
register in the paintings has to do with the
circumstances of his viewing - his capacity to
look at the paintings while they in turn look
at him, questioning how he frames what he
presumes to be present to his sight. What
comes to transpire through this encounter is his
emerging capacity to translate the temper of his
thought into the labor of his writing practice.
The force of Poussin’s painting(s) — the tension
between finished product and the physical
application of materials to the canvas (in other
words, between the nominal and verbal) -
becomes an occasion for Clark to practice his
attempt-to-write as a response to Poussin’s
attempt-to-paint.

Clark strives to “write a reaction to” his
physical proximity to the two landscapes, “not
a theory of them.” This is not to deny the value

15 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Cézanne’s Doubt,”
in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader: Philosophy and
Painting (Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1993), 65.

and relevance of a theory of painting, but rather
to emphasize how, as Clark says, “a theory of

a painting comes into being - how a painting,
as opposed to a proposition or a narrative or

a geometric figure, instigates and directs an
enquiry into what it is saying.”" This “coming
into being,” then, relates not merely to a theory
of painting, but more emphatically to what
Clark calls “Poussin’s process of manufacture,
as opposed to describing the main lines of his
end product.”"’ Clark is concerned with the

way in which the differential (rather than the
referential) aspects of a painting’s parts gain
material visibility, and in doing so work to put
into relief other bits and pieces of the painting.
The attempt-to-paint comes into view through
the attempt-to-write, by way of “a quality or
inflection of thought, not merely the expression
of a thought already formed.”"® Through this
encounter, the significance of the painting, for
Clark, emerges from the relational comportment
of its parts, and not from what could be
conceived as awhole.

Building on this phenomenological
sense of an encounter tuned into a relational
comportment of parts, I want to continue
exploring the relationship of touch to
surface. In Eliav’'s work, the on-rushing play
of light, shadow, color, and contour sets off
a semblance of outlines so transient and
ephemeral that what comes into view are not
so much outlines but rather their emergence
from a background that stubbornly refuses to

16 T. ). Clark, The Sight of Death: An Experiment in
Art Writing (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006),
82-83.

17 Ibid., 42.

18 Ibid., 54.
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allow them any distinct, formal relief.”” A good
example is Floor (Reflection) (2014, collection

),P® whose

of The Israel Museum, Jerusalem
intense yet abruptly curtailed vanishing point
appears as a series of ellipses (in the double
sense of an oval and an omission signified by
a series of dots with intervals between them).
As the concentric pattern recedes and the
application of paint becomes increasingly
smudged, the background smear works to give
an illusion of a concise geometric outline
in the foreground. Form and outline remain
entwined with, or dependent on, the apparent
formlessness of their painterly environment.

This uncertain relationship between a
figure or shape and the lines that contain it
renders the surface of Floor a site of resonating
impulses. In the foreground, the six-pointed
stars have an anamorphic effect, constantly
transposing themselves into tripartite cubic
figures. The predominating colors in Floor
are a rather prosaic black and white, as well as
careless dashes or streaks of light blue. The
painting simulates words on a page or else
musical notes, whose composition is shaped
by the temper and tempo of their constitutive
intervals. Merleau-Ponty, suggesting a
similarity between the labor of writing and
that of painting, asks: “Butwhat if language
expresses as much by what is between words as
by the words themselves? By that which it does
not ‘say’ as by what it ‘says’?"%

In music the graphic sequence of
notes imposed on a white surface, as well
as the aural register of their transmutation

19 In our email correspondence, Eliav has said that
he “never uses outlines,” and “works by layering shapes.”
December 9, 2013.

20 Merleau-Ponty, “Indirect Language and the Voices
of Silence,” in The Merleau-Ponty Aesthetics Reader, 82.

into sound, necessarily encompass a series
of gaps and silences whose temporal and
spatial composition are just as constitutive
as the marks and sounds themselves -
just as the written word and its verbal
articulation requires gaps and punctuation
to become sensible. This is to suggest a
phenomenological register in which silence
and absence work to put sound and graphic
marks into relief. Yet it also suggests how the
aural significance of aword or note emerges
in a relational field inflected by polyphonic
and dissonant intervals of space and time -
absences, silences, or vacant spaces between
shapes and sounds, which only come into
appearance or acoustic intonation once they
work within a relational field of contiguities.
And yet Eliav’s attempt-to-paint strives
to foreground the tension resounding and
appearing between sound and silence, black and
white, smudge and line, mark and gap, force and
form, referential and performative. In this vein,
Hila Cohen Schneiderman makes the compelling
observation that Eliav’s “work constantly
challenges vision’s authority and encourages
us to engage all our senses in order to grasp
that which is beyond conceptualization.””
I'would only insist that vision remain
included in the engagement of the senses,
and in what comes to be grasped “beyond
conceptualization.” Accordingly, we can note two
interrelated axes of contiguity: that concerning
the tension between touch and sight, and that
concerning the tension between the visual and
aural, perhaps best represented by Eliav’s earlier
Choir paintings (2007), and by his seemingly
puzzling designation of a group of paintings by
the title Listener (beginning in 2011).

21 Hila Cohen Schneiderman, Oren Eliav’s schir
residency brochure, 2013, 3.
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Listener, 2016, oil on canvas, 50x50, Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC
20T 1013w ,N0OTIO 110 qDIX ,50%50 , T2 7y 1w ,2016 ,A1TXD
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Untitled, 2011, oil on canvas, 140x190, Doron Sebbag Art Collection, ORS Ltd., Tel Aviv
XN NV DXAXIX 120 11T q0IX ,140x190 12 7v 10w ,2011 ,mmd X'77




Ceiling, 2012, oil on canvas, 200x270, collection of Braverman Gallery, Tel Aviv

2AXT7N NN NM71 oI ,200x270 72 7V 10w ,2012 N
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VISION AND TOUCH

The abstract line cannot be defined as
geometrical and rectilinear. What then
should be termed abstract in modern art?
A line of variable direction that describes
no contour and delimits no form.

— Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,

A Thousand Plateaus’”

Most painters have an acute sense that at
some irreversible point they are going to
have to surrender touch to vision. And yet this
transformation does not occur once and for all,
but is part and parcel of the labor involved in
work at the canvas. We could thus say that Eliav’s
movement towards and away from the surface
of the canvas is informed by the conflictual
relationship between touch and sight, physical
real and conceptual ideal. As I have suggested,
Eliav does not paint the outline that makes a
figure visible by separating its form from its
surroundings. Rather, the figure comes into relief
through the tonal and layered application of
paint: “While painting, I tend to focus on ‘blocks’
or areas of paint rather than on lines. These
can be small - even a single brushstroke can be
defined as such a narrow ‘block.™

This concentrated layering relates to his
incessant testing of the flat plane of the canvas,
as evident in his previously mentioned painting
of a relief of the Descent as well as in paintings
such as Helmet (2010), Head (2011),” ** Bell
(2010), and the diptych Torque (2011).P ™ These
somewhat Baroque paintings of the ornamental,
in which the object and its figurative
associations come into view through painterly

22 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand
Plateaus, 551.

excess and the defiance of any self-contained
form - indeed, through a denial of objecthood
itself - exercise a simultaneous denial and
affirmation of the surface of the canvas.”

As Eliav has it: “By definition, ornament
exists on the surface of the object. From a
painterly perspective, it is the element that
produces the illusion that there actually is
an object there.”?* He thus does not set out to
paint a face or an object, but rather the layered
surface(ing) pattern by which a face or object
will come to appear. As he goes on to say: “In
order to paint a bell, for instance, I don’t really
need to paint the object itself, but can simply
paint the ornamental pattern on its surface.”®
The illusion of painting lies not so much in
its imaginary, trompe l'oeil effect, but rather
in underscoring the limits of the surface. In
this way we can appreciate Eliav’'s puzzling
notion, which I have placed as an epigraph to
the first part of my essay: “Just paint twisting
and twirling across the canvas and describing
nothing but itself.”

Technically, this is a remarkable feat,
which involves a capacity to work on the
canvas while simultaneously entertaining
its optical coordinates as seen from a few
meters away. But rather than oppose haptic
and optic experiences, we could thus say that
if Eliav’s labors involve an arduous process
of transposing vision into touch, then this is
possible only by a simultaneous transposing
of touch into vision. The thick application of

23 In our conversations, Eliav has mentioned the
sometimes highly complex nature of the moment when
the brush touches the surface of the canvas.

24 Eliav, in “Leah Abir in Conversation with Oren
Eliav,” 74.
25 Ibid.
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pigment implies the impossibility of separating
vision from touch, so that they do not so much
oppose one another, but are constrained to
accommodate each other. As Eliav himself puts
it: “A painting has a double presence. It can act
as awindow, so we look ‘through’ it and things
are sort of ‘in there.” But it also has a material
presence, as an object hanging on the wall with
its own surface qualities and physicality.”?
What is compelling about Eliav’s
work is that he learns about his painting by
painting, in the exercise of painting itself, not
through an idea or concept of what painting
should be. However we may reference certain
formulations of what painting is, for him its
most pressing significance, or resonance,
has to do with applying paint to the canvas
and exposing the limits of the surface - limits
that can be regarded as relational thresholds.
I came to appreciate this when talking to
him in Berlin, as we discussed the arduous
process of transfiguring an idea into (and not
through) the materiality or graphic sonority
of its representation. Eliav related this to the
many “hollows” appearing in his paintings -
portals of sorts insinuating themselves on the
surface:PP-“%- 48
The paint eventually hits this boundary,
or membrane, that is the canvas. You are
bound to stay forever on this side of the
membrane, whereas your ultimate desire
is to cross to the other side, or at least to
suggest there is another side to begin
with. The hollows that appear in the work
are not really hollows, because they are
actually painted, so this might offer some
sort of a solution for this clash between
desire and impossibility.

26 Eliav in Wolfson.

The hollows are thus both a solution to

the impossibility of going through to the

other side - of giving up the materiality and
physicality of his practice to the ethereal
contours of association and imagination -

and the very site where the canvas comes to
obstinately insist on itself as a material surface,
and not merely a window. The truth of his
paintings comes about in the act of striving to
both deny and affirm the flatness of the surface.
To adapt some insights from Laura Marks’ work
on cinema and photography, it is the ability of
Eliav’s practice “to make contact with a thing’s
material presence that gives these works their
unsettling power,” through “objects that look
inert but contaminate the discourse of truth
surrounding them."”’

And yet the truth of Eliav’s paintings lies
neither in their correspondence to a referential
or historical real, nor in their challenge to
particular modes of seeing and conventional
patterns of association. Like Rodin before him,
his work makes sense only as the material he
works in and with (not on) responds to the
touch involved in its physical application. Both
Eliav and the surface thus come to endure
what we can call (following Lacan’s tuché)® a
traumatic encounter with a real - that instant

in which the brush and pigment touch and

confront the utter physical limits of the surface.

In his The Truth in Painting, Derrida
adapts the framing term passe-partout to refer
to both a key leading to an opening, and to

27 Laura Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural
Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2000), 104, 110.

28 Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts
of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.
W. Norton, 1998), 53.
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a frame within the frame that performatively
puts visibility into relief. Similar to Eliav’s
abruptly curtailed vanishing points, the passe-
partout suspends any definitive distinction
between outside and inside, or representation
and expression. As Derrida has it: “One space
remains to be broached in order to give place
to the truth of painting. Neither inside nor
outside, it spaces itself without letting itself be
framed but it does not stand outside the frame.
It works the frame, makes it work, lets it work,
gives it work to do.”® Inhabiting the very labor
of Eliav’s work - its pleats, folds, breaches and
constitutive intervals - the truth of painting
comes to be affirmed in terms of its practice

rather than in terms of a coordinating structure.

29 Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, trans.
Geoff Bennington and lan McLeod (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1987), 11—12.
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LISTENING

How I paint it | do not know myself.

I sit down with a white board before
the spot that strikes me, I look at what
is before me, | say to myself that that
white board must become something;
I come back dissatisfied — | put it away,
and when | have rested a little, | go to
look at it with a kind of fear ... But after
all I find in my work an echo of what
struck me.

— Vincent van Gogh, Letter to Theo van Gogh,

September 1882°°

The echo that strikes van Gogh could be said
to be the “white board” that “must become
something.” The echo reverberates into a
practical exercise of applying paint to the
canvas, and resounds into the tenor of an after-
vision that strives to accommodate a sense of
finitude, perhaps also a sense of “failure.” I want
to more directly approach this reverberating
echo that hollows out, and hence reiterates,
the surface by addressing Eliav’'s ongoing
Listener series, first initiated in 2011. This
series includes variously-sized paintings of
anonymous, singular faces, almost all male. A
common aspect of these portrait-like paintings
is that the faces are all unformed, or not quite
formed, which has the effect of drawing them
towards a sense of natality, or birth.

The face, like the surface, is composed
by effacing any final form or substance. Nearly
all the faces are rendered indistinct and barely
visible, sometimes appearing behind a screen
(alluding to a confessional),” ** or partially

30 Vincent van Gogh, The Letters of Vincent Van
Gogh, ed. Mark Roskill (New York: Touchstone, 1997), 167.

smudged with streaks and dabs of paint.PP- 7% °¢
In one painting (2011), the facial features

are simply absent, except for the eyes and
nose.” * while sometimes an eye is hollowed
out (2011).>™
said to be echoes of their own images.”

The faces themselves could be

Eliav says that he “plays with the
idea that every painting has a sound that
encompasses within itself a multitude of
echoes, distortions and reverberations."

This comment has numerous connections,
including his critical engagement with the
history of art. Many of his paintings of faces
reverberate through the work of other painters,
although he responds more to their painterly
rhythm, rather than to art-historical examples
of particular periods and movements: “Rather
than thinking of the history of art as a tall
building whose many stories are stacked one
atop the other, or as a linear progression that
moves upwards like a staircase,” Eliav says,

“I imagine avast hall or cave, or even an
enormous cathedral - an acoustic space that is
full of echoes and reverberations.”

In the portraits, the obvious reference
to the work of courtly European painters is
given expression in terms of ornament, dress,

31 Eliav’s response to this last sentence is worth
quoting, as he also refers to his work with photographs:
“The images themselves are of other, already existing
portrait paintings (Jacopo Bassano, van Dyck, Rubens
and more) ... | take (or find) a picture of a portrait
painting (gravitating towards Renaissance and Baroque
works, where the lighting is strong and emanates from
a single source). Then | use it as a template or structure
to create my painting on top of it. So in a way | paint a
"face’ over a ‘face,” faces competing with, enhancing or
canceling each other.”

32 “Leah Abir in Conversation with Oren Eliav,” 75.

33 Ibid.
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and pose - the well-worn pattern of shoulders
in semi-profile, often with the face turned
towards the painter/viewer, or else with a
solemn gaze drifting off to the side. Emerging
through streaks, dabs, transparent shrouds and
lattice-like applications of paint, the inchoate
faces parallel Eliav’s sense of the canvas as

an inchoate surface.” In this process, what
comes into view always implies a field in

which contiguous elements are constrained to
withdraw into invisibility. Just as one engages
an audible environment in which sounds

come to stand out from other sounds, a field

of vision always enfolds relationships to other
sights withdrawing into the background.

To say that a person or incident or event is
phenomenal is precisely to say that it stands
out within a field of vision. With Eliav, both
face and surface come to appear as present
only through their layered relationships to what
surrounds and exposes them as an appearance
of unconcealment (aletheia, truth), to borrow an
important term from Heidegger’s early attempt
to revive the pre-Socratic understanding of truth
as appearance.”

34 Again, | quote from Eliav’s response to this,
including his emphasis: “the face in the painting is the
face of the painting.”

35 Etymologically, “surface” carries at least two
meanings, verbal and nominal. We say that something
has surfaced, or has been brought to the surface, so that
the surface signifies the outer limits of something. And
yet the prefix “sur” carries a sense of over and beyond,
of an addition signified by the related surfeit, an excess.
The post-Baroque style of Eliav’s work suggests an
extension of surface into surfeit, or else an employment
of surfeit to direct attention to surface (if we consider
how his painting of ornamental and mannerist excess
corrupts a semblance of a smooth or flat, self-
referential surface). Both face and ornament, we could
say, emerge not as a denial of the layered surface, but
rather as its affirmation.

These relationships are integral to
Eliav’s efforts to paint sound, to bear witness
to an overestimation of the visual through
an underestimation of aurality. And yet this
relationship between sound and sight can
only make sense if we ourselves attempt
some sort of leap towards appreciating how a
phenomenological experience of sound can
indeed be visualized and painted. As Jean-Luc
Nancy remarks in his book Listening:“Sound
has no hidden face; it is all in front, in back,
and outside inside, inside-out in relation to the
most general logic of presence as appearing, as
phenomenality or as manifestation, and thus as
avisible face of a presence subsisting in self.”*

Such a phenomenology of sound is
further explored by Daniel Barenboim’s
notion of “the audibility of a score.”’ In
fact, I find Barenboim’s relational lens®
congenial to considerations of how Eliav’s
painterly style grapples with both aural and
visual intimations. The very question of
contiguous relationships between vision and
sound in painting is difficult to pose, not
least because of the conventional designation
of “visual art” and the predominance of the
visual in painting,’” which has excluded the

36 Jean-Luc Nancy, Listening, trans. Charlotte
Mandell (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), 13.

37 Daniel Barenboim and Edward Said, Parallels and
Paradoxes: Explorations in Music and Society (London:
Bloomsbury, 2004), 33. The “score,” Barenboim insists,
“is not the truth. The score is not the piece. The piece is
when you actually bring it into sound.”

38 Much like the relationship between a theatrical
play and its physical enactment on stage, whatever
transpires as “the truth” of the score comes to take
place in respect to the resonance of the sound, its
capacity to render space and time a tactile material that
can be stretched or contracted, depending on a note’s
relational comportment.
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possibility of considering painting in relation
to sound.*® This predominance implicates
certain gendered, sexualized, or racialized
socio-cultural fields in which vision does not

so much render experience passive (as is often
declared), but maintains its own existential and
epistemological value as a source of knowledge
and truth.”

Sonorous, acoustic streams or currents
are usually taken for granted, filtering through
what the eminent sonic phenomenologist Don
Thde calls “the field-shape of sound.”*? Ihde
notes that this field involves currents of both
“surroundability” and “directionality,” the
focused attention of the latter (on a particular
sound as either readily identifiable or readily
unidentifiable) always immersed in the
unfocused noise of the former.> We may thus

39 I have benefited from a critique of the visual
in art criticism by W. J. T. Mitchell, What Do Pictures
Want: The Lives and Loves of Images (Chicago:

University of Chicago Press, 2005), especially chapter 16.

40 By “visual,” | mean that something comes within
view to the extent it conforms to and reproduces patterns
and modalities of seeing. Yet such patterns also promote
the value of sight while devaluing the other senses, such
as listening to sound (which together blur any hard and
fast distinction between passive and active registers).

41 We can say, as an example, that many (myself
included) tend to see the carpet of snow, and remark
on how lovely it looks, forgetting that the carpet

of snow works to aurally cushion the octaves of
surrounding sounds, affecting how one moves in and
experiences an embodied sense of environment. This
phenomenological sense of the significance of snow
would have to be tempered by acknowledging that for
social and material practices, intersections between
sound and sight have varying significance and varying
patterns.

42 Don Ihde, Listening and Voice: Phenomenologies
of Sound (Albany: State University of New York Press,
2007), 76.

conceive of a relational pitch in which vision
is rendered accessible in respect to the “field
shape” of sound that Eliav attempts to paint - a
“vast hall” or “enormous cathedral ... full of
echoes and reverberations.”** We have thus yet
to pay adequate attention to the way in which
Eliav’s painterly style works to quilt together
these two modes of sensibility - visuality and
audibility. “The first movement implied with
the Listener paintings,” Eliav wrote to me, “is
from the obvious visible aspect of a portrait - a
painting looking back at you - to a less expected
realm of sound.”

In acknowledging how a painting looks
back, viewers are constrained to consider
how they look at the painting, and perhaps
how what they see has some dependence on
what they do not see - on the very frame that
encompasses a field in which (in)visibility
becomes possible. The canvas, according to
Eliav, “acts as the ultimate barrier between
two locations.” He is referring to his Listener
painting of what appears to be a priest in a
confessional,” * whose face appears in the gaps
of a latticed surface, listening to a confession
that of course is audibly inaccessible to us. But
this inaccessibility reveals how the painting
resists a coincidence of perspectives, resists
any singular or ideal interpretation. Eliav goes
on to make this point: “So by acknowledging
the title, as aviewer and painter, I know I am
being deprived of something, that I am ‘not

399

getting the full picture.”” In an attempt to work

43 “| go to the auditorium, and, without apparent
effort, | hear the speaker while | barely notice the scuffling
of feet, the coughing, the scraping noises.” Ibid., 75.

44 At the same time, | wonder if, for Eliav, sound
can be regarded as a relief from the arduous encounter
of the brush with the implacable resistance of the
canvas’s surface.
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towards getting, perhaps, a “fuller picture,” we
can observe that Eliav has painted the latticed
barrier as a (sur)face by means of which voice
and listening - or currents and waves of sound -
resonate and become (in)accessible.

The title Listener, then, not only
references the appearance of a priest in the act
of listening, but also works as a provocation,
reminding viewers that what is seen does not
exhaust what can be seen, and that seeing has
some dependence on the other senses. To be
experienced meaningfully, one or another of
the senses has always to be quilted with the
others, informing capacities to see, hear, feel,
smell, touch, or think with “directionality,”
to again use Ihde’s term. In “pushing back
what is seen to give some room to what is not”
(Eliav), viewing may come to be appreciated in
terms of what is constrained to withdraw into
silence - indeed, may come to be experienced
as a physical encounter, and not merely as a
replication of an ideal expectation.

In his more recent paintings, the quilting
of sound and sight dominates the surfaces of
the canvases as an extension of his Listener
series — both in portraits excerpted from larger
canvases of northern Renaissance painters and
in a series called Procession. One Untitled
work (2014)P ™ suggests a person’s torso and
head emerging in an almost successive wave
across the canvas. The figure appears through
the vibration of sound, reminding me of those
peculiar images produced by a pregnancy
ultrasound scan, in which sound waves are
emitted and bounce off the amphibious baby
and its environment, returning as vibrations
that are transposed into screened images.

To my mind, this image is an almost perfect
association for Eliav’s interweaving of these two
sense modalities.
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Listener, 2011, oil on canvas, 40x30, private collection
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53



54

Listener, 2016, oil on canvas, 50x50
50x50 ,12 7y 10w ,2016 ,TXN

Listener, 2011, oil on canvas, 50x50, collection of Elad Sarig, Tel Aviv
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50x50 ,12'7v 10w ,2015 ,1TXN

59



60

Arm, 2011, oil on canvas, 100x150, private collection
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FOUNDLINGS OF HISTORY

I occasionally experience myself as a
cluster of flowing currents. | prefer this
to the idea of a solid self, the identity
to which so many attach so much
significance.

— Edward Said, Out of Place: A Memoir*®

In his 1989 memoir, Edward Said
presents his personal history and Palestinian
historiography as fractured narratives. It
seems possible to draw a connection between
the sense of self and history he delineates
and the aesthetic and thematic impulses
underlying Eliav’s recent work. Similar to
Said’s critique of knowledge as stereotypical
cultural repertoires, Eliav strives to foreground
the effect of recycled inventories.

In his latest cycle of canvases, Eliav
extends his preoccupation with Christian
devotional painting, concentrating mostly
on northern Renaissance and Netherlandish
altarpieces from the second half of the fifteenth
century. Included in this cycle are the series
Infant, Procession, and Conversion, as well as
recent works from the series Listener (all from
2015). Some of these paintings were included
in “Advent,” his exhibition at Galerie Suzanne
Tarasieve in Paris (2015). Most of the paintings
shown at this exhibition, especially from the
Infant and Conversion series, engage northern
Renaissance triptychs, which are made up of a
central panel with two narrower panels attached
by hinges, so that they can be closed over the
center. Among the triptychs that Eliav engaged
with are Adoration of the Magi paintings by

. 65
)P

Hugo van der Goes (ca. 1470 and Rogier

van der Weyden (ca. 1455), which illustrate the
biblical narrative of the three wise men visiting
Mary upon the birth of Jesus. Other triptychs
include Hans Memling’s The Donne Triptych
(1470-1478), Adriaen Isenbrant’s The Life of the
Virgin (ca. 1521), Joos van Cleve’s Holy Family
Altar (1530), and Dieric Bouts’ The Pearl of
Brabant (ca. 1467-1468) P *

The Tarasieve Gallery itself is a rather
peculiar exhibition space, more like a number
of adjacent, open passageways marked by
square and rectangular columns, and further
bordered by a number of enclaves. This
spatial eccentricity was complimented by the
contrast between Eliav’s oversized canvases,

a couple of which seemed to occupy almost

the whole surface of the wall, and his relatively
small portraits. In some instances, to view his
canvases I had to stand in another enclave, or
else direct my view from around a corner, all
the while trying not to let the columns obstruct
my view. Somehow, it always seemed difficult to
see the paintings as whole. Eliav, who had used
a 3-D simulation of the gallery space to decide
on the placement of his canvases, seemed to
have relished the opportunity to further corrupt
any possibility of a settled viewpoint. This
fluctuating movement and errant perspective
are similarly incorporated into the paintings,
which convert temporal impulses and spatial
configurations into painterly exercises of
fracture, fragmentation, and dislocation.

In an interview with Tami Katz-Freiman
for the catalogue of his Paris exhibition, Eliav
recalls traveling around Germany in 2013 and
coming across altarpiece paintings in various
museums.“® What seems to have fascinated

45 Edward Said, Out of Place: A Memoir (New
York: Vintage Books, 2000), 295.

46 “On the Miracle of Representation: Tami Katz-
Freiman in Conversation with Oren Eliav,” in Oren Eliav, exh.
cat. (Paris: Galerie Suzanne Tarasiéve, 2015), 15—19.
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Dieric Bouts, The Pearl of Brabant, ca. 1467—1468,
oil on wood, 61x113, Alte Pinakothek, Munich
© bpk | Bayerische Staatsgeméaldesammlungen

him in the altarpieces he discovered during
this trip was not so much the style of one
painter or another, but rather how certain
repertoires, iconic attributes, and patterns of
application were repeated in different triptychs.
Once again, Eliav directs his interest to the
physicality and materiality of such attributes,
reworking them into performative sites of
discomposure.

Eliav's Transfiguration paintings
(2014)’pp. 70, 96, 108, 124

in Paris, express this discomposure, rendering

which were not exhibited

any semblance of a frame radically aberrant,
stripped almost entirely of its meaning. Whereas
Raphael, for example, applies color to designate
particular characters in a narrative, Eliav

applies color, shadow and light to bring about

a sense of resonance. And whereas Raphael
paints a transfiguration of Christ, Eliav paints

a transfiguration of the painting’s frame into a
site of multiplying frames that are seemingly

at odds with each other, following different
trajectories. The multiple frames of the triptychs
thus awakened Eliav’s interest in challenging the
rigidity of frames within his own paintings.

Eliav’s preoccupation with the citational
style and form of European devotional paintings
transposes the narrative and pictorial regimes
governing them into sites of critical address
and response. As Katz-Freiman remarks: “By
dismantling and re-arranging historical modes
of painting, he provides a contemporary
perspective on traditional iconographic
formulas.”” Addressing these citational
references, Eliav reminds us that the framed
pictures regarded as works of art and discussed
in terms of their style previously embodied very
different impulses. Devotional icons contained
specific hermeneutic attributes, although
such impulses are often subsumed by linear,
anachronistic assumptions informing histories
of “art.”

The setting of a museum, to be sure,
constitutes a very different mode of resonance
than that of a church in which the altarpieces
were first exposed. Encountering them in a
museum, Eliav is very much aware that he can

47 Ibid., 15.
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only view these devotional icons as works of

art: “There were many gems there and I was
entranced by them; they were so beautiful and
hypnotic. They seemed to have an ability to pull
you in, unfolding more and more details the
more you looked at them.”*® Eliav’s experience
of being “captivated” (Katz-Freiman’s term)

by the paintings includes his sense of his
incapacity to experience them as devotional
icons or scriptural narratives.

Hans Belting is one contemporary
scholar who recognizes that to refer to
devotional paintings according to aesthetic, art-
historical categories is problematic, given that
they were not initially made and experienced
according to such criteria. “Art history,” he
writes, “therefore simply declared everything
to be art in order to bring everything in its
domain, thereby effacing the very difference
that might have thrown light on our subject.”
Belting further discusses the impact of
emerging pictorial practices that foregrounded
the power of citational references, transposing
icons into art. As he notes in his discussion
of Joos van Cleeve’s early sixteenth-century
Madonna and Child: “The Madonna, we now
notice, in fact is an image of a Madonna,
repeated in the new work as if the painting were
quoting its own history.°

Belting’s insights can be adapted
to highlight the way in which Eliav relates
his labors to a historical juncture when art
and religion emerged as coeval modes of

address. Belting refers to this juncture as
“the dual tradition.” By this he means that art
(perspective, shape, aesthetic style, spatial
arrangement, history, etc.) did not develop
as a departure from devotional images, but
that a split between art and religion was
complemented by a split between religion
and theology. In other words, where a standard
linear history of art would say that art emerges
from and departs from religion, a more
paratactic notion of temporality would note how
religion itself takes on certain, emerging modes
of temperament and practice. Accordingly,
Belting observes that “the dividing line was
not between the religious and the secular
image. It separated, rather, an old concept of
image from a new one.”' He argues that people
did not experience two kinds of images - a
devotional icon and an aesthetic exemplar - but
rather “images with a double face, depending
on whether they were seen as receptacles of
the holy or as expressions of art.”** In this
fashion Belting transposes a developmental
historiography of present and past into a
constellation in which past and present exist in
a layered relationship. In effect, his genealogy
recognizes multiple temporalities strewn across
the wastelands of historiography, revealing
how the sacred and aesthetic, the allegorical
and the historical, are differentially entwined
as foundlings - orphans of a historiographical
temperament that prefers distinct foundations
construed through periods and movements.
Indeed, what interests Eliav is precisely
how the altarpieces embody modes of both
devotional faith and aesthetic faith. In response

48 Ibid., 17.
49 Hans Belting, Likeness and Presence: A History
of the Image Before the Era of Art, trans. Edmund
Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 9. 51 Ibid., 458.
50 Ibid., 475. 52 Ibid.
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to a question from Katz-Freiman concerning
“the ability of a painting to be avehicle for
religious feelings,” Eliav says:
Yes, indeed. I like the idea that looking
at a painting was a way of praying.
These altarpieces had a clear liturgical
function; the way you looked at them
was supposed to be part of the act
of faith itself. You see, these objects
existed before what we call art and art
appreciation. The relationship between
the viewer and the work was completely

different from what we have now.>

Eliav is acutely aware that whether as
devotional icon or art, the image has always to
rely on a certain faith if it is to be encountered
beyond its physical presence. “To make a
painting happen for you,” he says in the same
interview, “you need to believe it's not just an
object. Since it cannot be proved that there
is indeed something beyond its materiality,
painting always asks you for a leap of faith.”*
This leap of faith resonates in the smaller
canvases included in “Advent,” his exhibition
in Paris - portraits of figures extrapolated from
the triptychs. In these close-ups of their faces,
Eliav has tried to depict the rapture directing
their gaze to the central scene of mother and
child PP- 4" 3% 7475120 Although excised from
their pictorial context, they maintain the
directionality (in Thde’s phenomenological
sense of the term) of their gaze. They express
looks of wonder, fascination, reverence and
captivation, as they stare at the scene of the

infant Jesus sitting on the lap of his mother.

53 “On the Miracle of Representation: Tami Katz-
Freiman in Conversation with Oren Eliav,” 17.

54 Ibid., 19.

In this fashion, Eliav not only foregrounds how
directionality is both part of the scene and apart
from it, but also suggests that while viewing

a painting at an exhibition one can both refer
to the painting and inhabit the environment in

which a painting is viewed as art.

Eliav speaks of his work as a site of resistance
to a “single understanding.” As he remarks,
“The best way to see a painting is to imagine
it in the process of being formed, as if through
the eyes of a ghost painter who stands between
one’s eyes and the surface of the work.” There
is a certain current of energy that runs through
this process, a current that could be described
as an arduous altercation between application
and expectation. And yet this current can also
be found when standing before the paintings
of others, with patience enough to consider
what Eliav refers to as “a multilayered event
that will eventually be a ‘painting’” - though
an event, I want to add, that comes into being
in the physical experience of moving in and
through the time and place of viewing. “The
visual regime we live in,” he adds, “makes this
sustained act of looking without summarizing
an almost exoteric activity.”

However we may develop certain
formulations of what painting is, for Eliav its
most pressing attribute has to do with the
exercise of applying paint to the surface of
a canvas. Painting thus transpires as a more
practical exercise of standing before a canvas
and applying touch to its surface, and in the
process fashioning further surfaces that deny
their being as mere surfaces. Somehow, he
wants viewers of his work to experience and
perhaps share the torment and joy, wonder and
exhilaration, excitement and despondency,

64 FOUNDLINGS OF HISTORY

Hugo van der Goes, The Adoration of the Magi,
ca. 1470, oil on wood, 147x242, Geméldegalerie, Berlin
© bpk | Bayerische Staatsgemaldesammlungen

with which he works on and exposes the limits
of the surface.

In practicing his craft as a learned
response to the work of other painters, Eliav
orphans his works from histories of movements,
periods, structured narratives, and related
repertoires of ideal associations. The truth of
his paintings thus cannot be founded through a
semblance of lack or an economy of negativity,
which tend to regard the value and significance
of the work of art in terms of its recuperation of
an ideal, of reconciliation and remembrance.
Truth has rather to be engaged as a foundling,
an anonymous, fatherless infant found floating
in a cradle of bulrushes - a deserted remainder
and haunting revenant set apart from a readily
available heritage. The foundling is at once a
casualty of history and an agent for the making
and telling of history. Art itself, for Eliav, has
always to be initiated as a foundling of history,
an orphan of histories of art.

FOUNDLINGS OF HISTORY
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Infant, 2015, oil on canvas, 270x200
66 270x200 ,127v 10w ,2015 Infant 67




68

Rest on the Flight into Egypt, 2015, oil on canvas, 200x150, Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC
J0.T 10T ,NVDTIO 1310 qDIX ,200%150 ;72 7v 1w ,2015 ,011¥N7 Aan™Man nyva nnin

Rest on the Flight into Egypt (Reflection), 2016, oil on canvas, 200x150 Transfiguration, 2014, oil on canvas, 175x270
200x150 ,12 7v 1w ,2016 ,(M19j7nwn) 01IXNY Nn™Man nva ann 175x270 ;12 7V 0w ,2014 ,n1X111190110
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Torque, 2011, oil on canvas, diptych, 140x190 each, private collection, Tel Aviv
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Listener, 2016, oil on canvas, 50x50
50x50 ,117v mw ,2016 ,1TtXD

Listener, 2016, oil on canvas, 50x50
50x50 ,12 7 10w ,2016 ,TXN
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Procession, 2016, oil on canvas, 160x300, collection of Braverman Gallery, Tel Aviv
76 21X77N 1NN A1'71 qoix ,160x300 72 7v 10w ,2016 ,Procession




Untitled, 2011, oil on canvas, 150x150, private collection
1079 qOIX ,150%x150 ;72 7v 10w ,2011 ,nand X'77

Pages 80-84: Installation views from the exhibition “Call and Response,” Braverman Gallery, Tel Aviv, 2012
2012 ,212x~7n 107102 n'7a,“Call and Response” na1nvna naxn nixan :84-80 My
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Listener, 2016, oil on canvas, 50x50
50x50 ,12'7v 10w ,2016 ,"TXND

Infant, 2015, oil on canvas, 135x120, private collection
1070 qDIX 135x120 , 12 7v 0w 2015 Infant

Transfiguration, 2014, oil on canvas, 200x270, Tiroche DeLeon Collection and Art Vantage PCC Ltd.
IX0I 0IX 71 IX7T WIN qoIx ,200x270 ;72 7V 1nw ,2014 ,n1X111190310
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Stone, 2016, oil on canvas, 200x230, collection of Judy and Muky Abramovitz

98 Y12I0I2X 1711 1712 q0IX ,200%x230 , 727y 10w ,2016 ,1ax
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Stone, 2016, oil on canvas, 204x114 Flight into Egypt, 2016, oil on canvas, 228x119
104 204x114 1279 1w ,2016 12X 228x119 127y 1w ,2016 ,0MXN7 NnNn™Man 105




Infant, 2016, oil on canvas, 200x180
200x180 ;12 7v 1nw ,2016 ,Infant

Listener, 2015, oil on canvas, 30x30 Transfiguration, 2014, oil on canvas, 200x260, Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC
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Infant, 2016, oil on canvas, 200x200, private collection
10719 qo1X ,200%200 ,72 7V 10w ,2016 ,Infant

Dpn N2 nan By 12 poy? wow nx Hon ams” AT
XY DX OpRR RIT,7IN K1 0739 XD 1730 5w NaRD
TInn N *am X 1301 MR M3y TwarY Pan
TwaRM ,TY? A% 03 ,N30A7 DR T°2yH X .NIaonb
N 2ROR S xa 2enmay nb ima mayb b
,1P219°p2 17283 — MInRT NORDR 0¥y NR»pnn
PPLPIBM MM MR N22pH1 — IPMAA 1°Yow3
5y=1an bw vnana opna

Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, trans. 28
Geoff Bennington and lan MclLeod (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1987), pp. 11-12.

X7 oW NPV TN AR I 732
7% 0°°p 02w 1ma? nnab W vawn T3> menb
DYDY 1PN O°NNDN L2yR MR Uv 71w
,0°171%1 P71 071 %3 ,0°NN NARA XY 07 ,7712y3
MwanaR Mws 1INE3 waw? 0wy on 19
SNIR wARR NWORATI0N? PN P2 DRI

mEn® n213°1 700 YW 7°ya% Nne on o nnen ,maed
121,770 PR NPIRINA DR Mo 2w 187
,NRW N2, MPpya T°YR 720 12w 0pni 03 0N NYa
5w NN 1PN P RDY ALY 2390 1IMANI DTy By
nya N5 nAwRHAw 79ye0 72ann aRTHR Hw vy
XD PRARD 10°3 .ALWATID DY oMLY DX AR 731Y2)
ma% ,y1Ppm D12°%0 DY 0pn AMY Sw 132100 IR
X°1 1277 Sw DPmInT Mnoin oy yan qx»%” nh1oon
NIYXAR2 ,“IYIYRn M5 DR 79K MTAY? Apaynw
NN MW DR 0°Y331 DIR 0°WPIR 0°K13W DU
26,4omR AP pnn

N2 KD 13103 2RVOR PR W NRRT IR
XD AX1 0700 NIwHn X 017197 2% 01°3 oXINA
NTP2PHRUXION N3N 02”07 A7°K7 *IDIN 11NN
P3N 1718 7717 OINK 1M ATRITIINIP
TIY1 — PHY XD — T2W RV WNNT 120 0w Dwn Pl
=319 O3 AN°PX 03,792 NP8 1NN o0 Yan®
5w tuché 3w1an Mapya) Mask 1n°aw nn oomn nown
12w Y37 IR — "wHnn 0y "umIRI0 wann 7 ORpR?
mM>1237 Oy 0°7TIANMY MYl 0°YMI Yazm vnonn
J2w nown=1n v 0°vomna 07ren

DDA AW 77T PRRA 717X NAKT 1NN
nnane 17 onNN? 7710 ,“1W1000” ,MAANT T1I0R
N301-7IN2"N1301% 1M 3377 AN MNDY WaRMA
TR NITIPI 12 .72°0RT070 192 NIXAI T hany
manan %3 Anwn w1908 ,ANOR DY NN Mmvpn
2MDW 92 71721 M 172 X 0191 I 172 Nobmn

Laura Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural 26
Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2000), pp. 104, 110.

Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts 27
of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W.
W. Norton, 1998), p. 53.

¥am 7RI 111



NR 77735 797, Twnn KIT.DPTINT X 0°197
DR P71 RYR wRn NIX 780 w71 XD IR Swnb nnyen
Ny 130 v RwRD 245w nownan bw Moy
%123 NWATR N XOX 7Y N7Y0N DPERA XPNT XD
N2XAY ,ANOR W 177127 DX 1720 1073 70 . ownTIe
227yNRw Ya3” 71 MM WK PIET Sw 01
L7292 13y DX IRNM PR DpHn M Snanm

WAL NIn DY 19w 10X NN 2T, 07300
DR 712wna np1? 1My 720 5y T2y? KA R
PRTM? MR AW 253 12w NPYOIRT MORITINIPA
AMYPY) MYORTIT NN DX 2°%7° Dpna 070 1193
OXRW ,72172 RIDX 1071 NPDOWRA 7 210 (Wi v
n3°e7 Yw ymIRA 720 NP9 289K Yw 1NoRDn
712D MYIPRI P71 IWORNA 1277 2T ,YInY 1R
¥ax Hw 12°10 725w DRI .APRT? Yann Sw Nt m o
DK 07,791 Y3 777K 172 92 1071 RO nynwn
S WP DX 1T IWORD 0°¥9IRM KPR 7T DX 7T 01M0
D12 X7 .719193 NN W 1RD” ,ANTOR MR *D3
D12°23 1 02127 Y (AN 72 ,11eno Piyab
IR NP0 NN 03 12 w0 DaR 10N R ‘ow
133,15 NIPTE DMK OY P DY M12N7 DPPIND
2 «mow 719 1R 5T

17 R DR MyIown IR7OR v mmayn
X2 7R3y 1R NP2, MYSRRA 1180 By
1Y LNTAY MAR I 71 DY 2w R 10YI? Tyan
NNIT® DY IR P NI R D100 Mynwnn
1073 0P ,MowATIe M9 NEYwm T3 by yax
17"2722 MY *NAMYWD NXRT *N327 .AON? °503 DN N
TTA? IR NPIAY 11°Y1 13700 P yRIRan Thann by
ANDR LNZ1Y 1Y N2TEAR PUTAAR MR D 07
1IN PPN “B°nna” R “0°p I 0vPbn”h onvnn
=10 by DN oon 0w pyn S ™ ny nmsn
;11272 own

I 0PI — AT 21237 DX wAD Y237 Moa

ARWTD 11773 ANK LTI T2 KW 7372007

27 "Dy, “AXT7X 1IX DY NN 11X X771, ARTT7R 23
.0V ,0v 24
.9 NV 7197 ,1109711 DV NN1WA X7 25

112

YA 117K

MUNIXAD VYOINA 170 NX V' TANY 1N XY
NIX 1'TANT W1 X19X TXD .TNX 11122 V1D IX
NI 7V2 17 7N1I7TINDD NIINXA VYOINA
12X1 IXNIN DIV DLIYD 1II'XY ,AINYD
.NIX DIV DNIN

21 ’
DY 97X ,IXLVXIA 07791 T7T '1'T —

°nDa AP YR *D ANXIYa 0N 0°17%0 2
PYRTID0IY X LIORT? YIAT DR Y2197 0Dy 13707
"5730°K PON RO KPR, TANDY NAX DWRAND AR T
DX ARVOR DW INYINY M7 1003, 1730 NIRDAN
¥an 172 LP 2RI NITDIRM 1IN ARYM I T2
IIRONW 203 23T [PYIM PTER "wRni P2 TR
71 ©°29 IRDMA NP DX X KXY 2ROR Y5
MZA,NRT 0P .IN2730M INTIDN MY¥HN2 NIN2m?
Y237 NNAN Dw MW 0710 MYIHAN2 N9
OMp2 X2 TPRNAR A1 23R 77N PIRWD” 1270
nrav 0v9197 PR .Ya% DY 0°nown3 X ‘0°p192°2 KON
T3P NINI AT PNon DR 19°R — 0Ty
ST I ‘127D

ML P2 NTAND APAY Mep AT 1N 127
,Descent ,>°y% IRINWY 11¥3 1373w *B , %7 T2 Pw
D% 03 113 ,29377 ATNAN YWY ©°P2n RN
,(2010) TIDYO ** ™¥,2011) WX ,(2010) NTOT 32
b orprka o ™ Yot A Novwe M
NTIRIZIONT DPPAINRT O°2ANM Y ,0°NL°Y W 178
P8 MBIy NIYSRR 12 MIwRIN N1P27Y1e7
WYND — ARXY M1 DTN A% 93 91 noInm
1Y NY2 ,00wnnn — AsY NPRENT NYhw my3nKRa
1277 %2727 5w nown~1n Sw MRl 7920w NN
707 Yw nown=1 by 07pnn 1MUYa yaun” AR
vEM 0w WO MRWR DR 1370w AT R LATITE 70020
JDPP2IR IR 0712 7XY wpan 1K X100 2.45503
D°93Nn ANYEARIY NT21M7 NOWR™3D N°330 DX K9R

Deleuze and Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus, p. 551. 21

VN N1'N7 7121 212710 NND AX17X 1910 Y MINTWA 22
A1XN 7Y NOWNT1I92 710000

Listener, 2011, oil on canvas, 150x150, Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC
JDOTI0INWIT,N0OTIO 10 901X ,150x150 72 7y 1w 2011 ,1TtXn

113



114

Listener, 2011, oil on canvas, 50x50, private collection

1019 qDIX ,50x50 , 72 7V 0w 2011 TR0

Listener, 2011, oil on canvas, 150x150, Oli Alter Collection, Tel Aviv
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Infant, 2016, oil on canvas, 125x250
125x250 ;12 '7v 10w ,2016 ,Infant
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Infant, 2016, oil on canvas, triptych, 260x480 (side panels: 260x150 each; central panel: 260x180),
Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC

(260180 210 N17 ;X732 260x150 :T¥ MiN17) 260x480 11210010 72 7y 1nw ,2016 ,Infant
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Listener, 2015, oil on canvas, 50x50
50x50 ,12'7v 10w ,2015 ,1TXN
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Conversion, 2014, oil on canvas, 160x300, collection of Nicole Julien-Mattei, Paris
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I Was Told Your Eyes Would Shine, 2013, oil on canvas, 270x200, private collection
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Procession, 2016, oil on canvas, 135x120, Tony Podesta Collection, Washington, DC
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Procession, 2014, oil on wood panel, 60x80, Jacobs Family Collection, London
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Stone, 2016, oil on canvas, 180x260, private collection
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Conversion, 2015, oil on canvas, 160x300, private collection
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Untitled, 2014, oil on canvas, 240x200, collection of Braverman Gallery, Tel Aviv
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