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Art’s enchantment is not readily decipherable, even though, like life itself, it has existed since the dawn of humanity. Art inspires people to touch and be touched, to dream utopian dreams, and thus open the windows of their soul, often mirroring the mindsets prevalent in their society. Such is Boaz Tal’s exhibition featured at the Tel Aviv Museum of Art: beautiful and poetic, but also subversive, tantamount to a sociological text that first and foremost attests to our post-Zionist condition.

I will not refer to the technical-artistic aspect of the exhibition – that I will leave to others who are more competent than I to do so. However, I would like to mention the photographic and color techniques that, along with the allegories depicted, generate in the viewer a sense that s/he is coming face to face with icons belonging in the canon of the Western Christian tradition. The artist, however, appropriates these allegories from his position as a Jewish, Israeli "new man" in 21st-century Israel, and transforms them.

I would like to discuss the clear, unequivocal message emerging from the show – a celebration of individualism, namely, an ode to the individual who creates his own world, his own identity, and thus molds the meaning of his life. 

The exhibition is a work of art in four chapters. The title of the first chapter, "After the Fall: The Artist’s First Wife," attests to the sources of inspiration on which the artist-photographer draws: the concept “after the fall” evokes religious associations, but also alludes to contemporary sources, such as Arthur Miller’s play, After the Fall, written after the death of his first wife, Marilyn Monroe. The Artist’s First Wife is also the title of a well-known painting by Rubens, which is a part of the canon of Western art.

In this chapter the artist presents the essence of life as he perceives it, namely, motherhood. Motherhood may indeed be painful and frustrating at times, but it is also the greatest gift nature has granted woman and the source of perfect bliss. At this stage it seems that Tal observes but does not internalize motherhood, as anyone who loves his child, whether it is his own flesh and blood or his child by choice, is capable of doing. Out of “motherhood” the child is born – the light at the end of the show, who, in the final chapter, lights up the artist’s world and life. Light and happiness, but not too much – allegro non troppo.

Entitled "Study of Male and Female," in the second chapter, through his quest for identity, the artist strives to fathom the meaning of the relationship between man and woman. The battle of the sexes is evident here, the emphasis being placed on what the artist perceives as the victory of women and their domination over men. However, despite the battle, there are brief moments of bliss and serenity, minor bliss, and in these moments the artist is even willing to efface himself in part and blur his head, as he does in Self-Portrait with My Family, Playing Chess with My Father, 1991 (cat. 6). In the next photograph too, Self-Portrait with My Family, "The Potato Eaters," Homage to Van Gogh, 1990 (cat. 3), modeled after Van Gogh’s famous painting, Tal depicts moments, albeit gloomy ones, of familial intimacy. The wretched poverty of the original Van Gogh is substituted by a fragile, transient intimacy, threatened by the outside – by the very flux of life in time and space. The sense of gloom is intensified by the choice of black-and-white photography, the extremely dark color scale incorporating only sparse spots of light.

The photograph concluding this chapter, Study of Male & Female, after "Le Dejeuner sur l’herbe," 1990 (cat. 5), conveys a more placative atmosphere, but it too contains that same sense of gloom. It is a black-and-white photograph where the lawn is not a lawn, but rather a burnt down grove in an Israeli landscape, and unlike the original painting, there is no meal in sight. Yet, it is here that the artist begins to get in touch with himself and with the “maternal” within him, while conducting a true dialogue with his daughter who pleadingly turns to him. The female nude symbolizes the natural mother-child relationship, that profound bond the artist gradually unveils, after a long process of trial and error. It is important to note that this is “maternal nudity,” whereas in Manet’s painting the nude is meant to be erotic, at least in the artist’s machoistic eyes.

In the third chapter, "After the Fall, Study of Male and Female," the artist learns to live with his newly acquired identity, as a man who relates to the “feminine” within him and draws strength from the women around him. In the last work he partly disappears, voluntarily, within this source of strength. In this chapter the artist conducts a dialogue with the women around him, one which is more attentive and content than the power-minded dialogue we witnessed in the previous chapter. Testimony to this are the photographs' color scheme and the bodily gestures of both the man and the women.

In the final chapter, "The Adoration of the Child," Tal discovers himself and his deep identity. The title is taken from the Christian tradition of the adoration of the Infant Christ, and here it alludes to the private religion of the artist and the female members of his family. The parent gives life and the child endows life with meaning – even if this relationship involves suffering and harsh confrontations. This is the real bond, which is clearly evident in the last photograph.

The exhibition as a whole is a “self made” biography, in which the home is virtually the only space where life transpires. It functions as a sanctified realm for the artist and his family – for the individual – where he, and he alone, sets the rules. Here, the boundaries between female and male, child and adult, Jew and Christian, domination and submission, joy and suffering, dissolve, and the body plays a key role as a site of pleasure and pain, rebellion and control, freedom and threat. 

The enchantment of art, as I have said, lies in its constituting a whole world, full of emotions, dreams and declarations, or in a word – life. Boaz Tal’s photographs are suchlike; they may be read as an individualistic manifesto, and precisely for this reason they form a sociological text attesting to our experience as Jews-Israelis in the here and now. These works celebrate the individual, the home and family and are a kind of death certificate of the collective-Zionist ethos. In this poetic creation, in the old-new sanctified realm of the home, society is denied access. In Tal’s body of works there is no reference to Jewish solidarity, let alone human solidarity, and it is but a faithful depiction of the current state of affairs of a society in which homo homini lupus est ("man is a wolf unto man"), where each individual is selfish, calculated and cruel; an accurate reflection of the state of affairs in a society where each man is for himself and those related to him alone. The question then arises, what might happen when the home – the most dangerous place for women – becomes the place sanctified by society as a whole?

The artist’s affinity to Western culture indicates yet another phenomenon characterizing many of us today as Jewish-Israelis: our head is in the West, our body – in the East, and our soul – in-between, and there is no connection between them, just as there are practically no Oriental motifs in Tal’s work. As far as the cultural aspect is concerned, it appears that the “New Middle East” has fallen into a deep slumber, that the war marches will but sustain it in a terrifying, alienating, frustrating standstill. Yet, despite the pain, the frustration and despair, despite the drums of war and hate, the same light that has accompanied and sustained Tal throughout the bulk of his works still prevails – the children. The centrality of the child in the life of the ever-so-individualistic individual is a distinctive Jewish-Israeli invention, a kind of hallmark of today's Jewish Israeliness. The individual who sets the child at the focal point of his life declares the miracle of life and his belief in man. It thus follows that a society that places children at its center is one that wants to live on and believes in the future. It is perhaps this link between postmodernism and the centrality of children that will teach us to take off the military uniform and relate to the others within and around us. Blessed be all children of the land!!! Deliver us, O children of the world!!!

