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A man is lying stark naked on an outstretched rug, on a patch of lawn, amidst trees and bushes, surrounded by a woman, a teenage girl and two little girls, all clad in summer clothes. A straw basket peeking through the grass blades implies an outdoor picnic scene. The photograph is titled Study of Male and Female, After "Le Dejeuner sur L'herbe", 1990 (fig. XX); its subtitle indicates that this is a paraphrase of Le Déjeuner sur l’herbe by the French Impressionist Edouard Manet. A paraphrase, by its very nature, does not take pains to preserve the basics of the original composition to which it refers via variational changes, often radicalized to the point of ridiculing the original. Indeed, the positioning of the figures in the photograph does not correspond to that in Manet’s painting. Furthermore, in the latter’s work there are no children, but there is a highly stylized array of still life consisting of food stuffs and items of clothing.

However, it appears that the most radical alteration in the photograph involves an essentially content-related aspect. In Manet’s painting the two men are fully dressed, whereas the women are not – the one in the background is semi-naked, and the one in the forefront, dominating the work, is fully-nude. In the photograph, on the other hand, the posture of the man reclining on the lawn indeed alludes directly to that of the man on the right hand side of Manet’s painting, except that he is stark naked, while the women, as mentioned above, are clothed.

This photograph represents three major aspects characterizing  Boaz Tal’s artistic-photographic enterprise during the past two decades: He paints by means of photography; he corresponds with the history of (chiefly Western) art via photography; and he subverts gender conventions, or at least radicalizes their iconography to the point of remodeling them, by means of photography. Tal is an artist who never stops looking at the past with mixed feelings of explicit admiration and implicit ironic distance; an artist who endeavors to fuse painting, the “old” medium of visual representation, whose “death” is being announced time and again, and the “new” visual medium, photography, that was set in motion several decades ago, and is also fairly old by now. He is an artist who refuses to relinquish the contemplative absorption in the static visual object, whose disappearance in the dynamic-feverish-hysterical modern era was first diagnosed by Walter Benjamin. It is precisely Tal, the artist of photographed-painting and painted-photography, who turns out to be one of the last utopists of Israeli art.

Tal’s utopism does not rely on some fantastic Arcadia, an idyllic world of refuge from a threatening civilization. He is not versed in sensational transgression of the existing; on the contrary, he is entirely immersed in domestic, familial life-worlds, teeming with practical objects and located in daily, familiar space-setting contexts. When Tal converses with van Gogh’s The Potato Eaters, he does not produce an ideal type of a wretchedness scene in a poverty-stricken setting (as in the Dutch artist’s early painting), but rather locates his own version of the same work (Self- Portrait with My Family, 'The Potato Eaters', Homage to Van Gogh, 1990) (cat.  XX) in his private home, around a table. And while the table is indeed illuminated with lighting even more dramatic than in van Gogh’s painting, the decorative plant protruding diagonally against the backdrop of the wall on the left hand side of the photograph – a dark silhouette decoratively incorporated into the composition – testifies unmistakably to the nature of the setting in which the diners, Tal’s family members, “eat” the whole, raw potatoes placed on the table. However, even when Tal addresses a distinctly mythological theme, presenting his own version of "The Judgement of Paris" (Self- Portrait with My Family, The Judgment of Paris, 1993) (fig. XX), he avoids situating the scene in an ideal setting that befits the archaic nature of the occurrence; instead he sets it in his private living room, a room crammed with objects, items, pictures, books and videotapes, conveying a sense of a quasi-stylized “mess”. The center of the photograph is indeed occupied by a column in pseudo-Ionic style, which may ostensibly infuse the episode with a “classic” vein; but the switched on TV set next to Paris (who is all focused on handing out the apple), with the cartoon figure of Popeye the Sailorman projected on the screen, undermines the “classic” grandeur. Tal himself personifies Paris, whereas his wife and daughters play the goddesses: four female figures “to choose from,” from the little girl to the mature woman.

Tal’s utopism is thus devoid of the super-realistic aura and the sanctity of the future. Out of the cluttered materiality of the everyday, out of the naturalness of the domestic setting, of the habitual here-and-now, of bringing together those figures closest to him with their lush sensuality, their sweeping earthiness and their unaffected presence, despite the conspicuous stylizing interventions on the part of the artist – out of this abundant totality of worldly life he generates the otherness that counters the convention, that is likewise immersed in that very same life. It is precisely within that opulence of his familial-domestic surroundings – a setting that embeds the danger of sentimentality and petit-bourgeois provinciality, as evident in the works of many artists of the past – that Tal identifies the presence of another life. And it does not matter whether it is the cheerful joie de vivre infused in Self- Portrait with My Family, A Demonstration of Perspective, 1991 (cat.  XX), or that which according to its specified theme deals with the worst of all: Self- Portrait with My Family, Pieta with Notre-Dame, 1992 (fig. XX). In both cases an aura emanates from the photographs deriving not only from the oddity of the semi-surreal situation, but equally so, from the unaffected dimensions that captivate the viewer through the artificial (art) work. In this sense, it is not only the perspectival, practically Baroque foreshortening of the right leg of the dancing figure in Self- Portrait with My Family, A Demonstration of Perspective, 1991, that furnishes the photograph with its title, nor merely the angle wherefrom the family members observe her, which is different from the angle of he who beholds the photograph, but also – perhaps even primarily – the other perspective on life embedded in it: here is a work of (gestural) beauty transpiring in the midst of life, and here is a group of people that have gathered to observe it. What for? For the sole purpose of viewing the work of art. And all this takes place in the living room, a space in which other, essentially practical, bourgeois things usually transpire. Indeed, the group that has gathered to observe the act of demonstration (or perhaps they have laid there all the time, when suddenly the dance burst into the room), this group is all-absorbed in the transpiration, but this is not a non-concentrated concentration a la watching television; there is something ritualistic, something that goes beyond the mundane reality, about the faces and stances of the spectators, albeit it is conceivable that one of them may at any moment get up and walk to the fridge in the adjacent kitchen to take out some yogurt or fruit.

Tal’s utopism is thus revealed as willingness to be exposed to that which corporeal being conceals beyond what is visible via common practical-purposeful observation. For this Tal does not need to create conceptual counter-contours, nor, as said earlier, agitated phantasmagoric visions, which by their very nature undermine “reality” as a totality of instrumental practices. He simply exposes the sublime in normalcy, and in fact – is being exposed to it. This does not necessarily concern eye-pleasing and heart-stirring beauty (although such beauty too abounds in Tal’s photographs), but rather quite a bit of what Freud calls das Unheimliche or the “uncanny,” “fear of the mysterious,” namely, of something familiar that has been repressed, whose return as repressed is frightening precisely because it is associated with the familiar rather than with the unfamiliar. The fascinating etymological origin of this notion, discussed by Freud with remarkable skill, indicates that it refers to the mysterious and threatening that ostensibly derives from that which is unheimlich (unhomely), but which in fact are derived from the secretive concealed in that which is heimlich (homely): the familiar, in its status as secret, is the threatening; its mysteriousness stems from the secrecy imposed on it by way of repression. Tal’s familial-domestic setting, realms with which he is intimately familiar, functions in his photographs as the basis for a dialectic engagement with the secretive and mysterious concealed in that which is perceived as solid and safe.

The work Self- Portrait with My Family, Playing Chess with my Father, 1991 (cat.  XX), best illustrates this. The photograph depicts a domestic scene spanning three generations of the Tal family in a virtuoso composition of a group of seven figures. The autonomy of each of the figures is preserved in terms of their individual mode of concentration, their gazes that are turned to all directions, their postures, their positioning, and the type of affinity or non-affinity they maintain with the viewer, but at the same time, all the figures emerge as individual constituents of a whole that induces an enticing-menacing air of mystery. The source of the mystery lies partly in the fact that precisely the figure of the photograph’s author, the speaking subject ("Playing Chess with My Father"), appears utterly blurred, impromptu deconstructing the unity of speech and the gaze on the occurrences. Moreover, an intricate simultaneous occurrence takes place in the photograph, encompassing the drama transpiring around the chess table; the grandmother’s indifference to that drama, embracing her granddaughter while focusing, with a smile, on the camera that documents the drama; the autonomy of the young daughter who is immersed in her childish fantasies; and the location of the mother who observes the entire scene with a skeptical-contemplative gaze. Possibly pre-planned and modeled, possibly contingent, this concurrence may serve as a paradigm for the manner in which any human collectivity is constituted: the structure of the whole is forever comprised of an intricate system of practices which are individual to some extent; however, the significance and status of these practices are always determined in relation to some meta-individual whole. The issue of human communications (or lack thereof) in such collective frameworks, suggested by the remarkable photographic composition, is symbolically represented by the winding telephone cord, trailing from the bottom left corner of the photograph up to the telephone placed on a stool at the forefront of the room. The entire scene would have fallen apart at once, had the phone suddenly started ringing.

The combination of these artistic elements is powerfully manifested in a series of photographs in which Tal explores gender relationships. In Self- Portrait, The Artist in Landscape, 1991 (fig. XX), the artist is seen naked, standing in the darkness amidst vegetation depicted as threatening; his bodily posture, his hands covering his genitalia and his startled glance convey a sense of persecution, usually attributed to women in moments of sexual distress (as in the iconography of Susanna and the Elders). Tal is clearly trying to undermine time-honored conventions in this context. Indeed, the series of self-portraits from the late 1980s and early 1990s, staged as a series of Pietà scenes, is characterized by a radical transformation of the conventional role division in the traditional Pietà: rather than emphasizing the sorrow of the “mother” lamenting her “son,” Tal is concerned with the weakness of the “man” helplessly dependent on the mercies, support and protection of the “woman.” This particular emphasis is reinforced both by the fact that the traditional “mother” role in Tal’s photographs is personified by his wife (and in any event, by a young woman), and by the fact that the family children are full participants in the staged scenes. In some of the photographs the scene reaches qualities of expression identified in the works of the Old Masters. Such is the case, for instance, in Self- Portrait with My Family, Pieta , Homage to Eugene Smith, 1988 (fig. XX), in which close examination is required in order to identify the current setting in which it takes place. In other photographs, such as Self Portrait with My Family, Pieta with Notre-Dame, 1992 (fig. XX), the “classic” theme undergoes ironic estrangement by locating the entire tragic event next to a television set projecting an image of Notre-Dame Cathedral, with a twist suggested by the empty video cassette cover and furthermore by the domestic flip-flops found, ostensibly for no reason, at the foreground of the photograph. In other works, such as Self- Portrait with My Family, Recondita Armonia, 1991 (fig. XX), the gap between the figures embodying the subject itself (“Pietà”) and the setting – in this case, a nursery with a play-pen, bed, bookshelves and children’s drawings on the walls – is also taken to an extreme. The nudity of the man and woman and the “classic” nature of their postures acquire a playful corporeal relativizing through the diaper of the youngest daughter, still a baby, standing in the play-pen in the background. There is no telling where the woman’s gaze is turned, while holding on to the man at the center of the photograph – whether toward the man lying helplessly in her lap (which invests her with the role of “woman-wife”) or perhaps to the baby in the play-pen behind her (which leaves her in the role of “mother”).

This critical scrutiny of gender power and inter-dependence culminates in a series of photographs from the early 1990s entitled Study of Male and Female. Here too the afore-mentioned artistic elements are incorporated: references to the history of art, profanization of the “classic” aura by locating the occurrence in the domestic setting with its everyday, utilitarian objects, and subversive treatment of the traditional gender-minded division of roles. The man emerges alternately as physically defeated (fig. XX), as ridiculed in his somewhat bestial sexual desire (fig. XX) or as truly regressive, helpless, requiring the maternal protection of a woman (cat.  XX). On the other hand, the woman vanquishing him is perceived as anonymous in her victory (in fig. XX, the concealment of her face with earthenware befits the archaic presence of her sensous physicality), as indifferent to his lustfulness (in fig. XX, the victory posture of her right arm, reminiscent of the iconography of sculptures of military leaders in Ancient Greece, in keeping with the blank screen of the television operating next to her), and as spiritual in her forbearance (in cat.  XX her embrace supports the man, allowing him to suck her right breast, yet her gaze is turned upward, detached from him).

Is this, then, merely a formal reversal of the traditional relationships? A spiteful opposition to fossilized conventions? Exercises in disrupting the prevalent perception? An inkling of all these is indeed found in Boaz Tal’s works. They alone could have sufficed to lend his practice a unique status in the field of Israeli art, if only for the rare aesthetic qualities accompanying his piercing contextual statements, not as a mere opposition, but rather as an integral part. This is no trivial matter these days. However, it appears that beyond all these, beyond the irony, the sarcasm, the insinuations and the covert smile (in and of themselves immersed in profound earnestness and venerable, astonishing commitment), a great love shines through, a love that even goes beyond Tal’s ever-present familial contexts; a truly humanistic love, such that lends his utopism an emancipatory dimension and endless passion for the other within the existent, or more precisely – for the very feasibility of that other from within the existent. This is certainly no trivial matter these days.

