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The story of Man’s creation and its deconstruction, as told by the sages, centers around the episode of the “tree of knowledge of good and evil,” whose fruit we were forbidden to eat under the threat of a death penalty. Later on we learn that by violating the taboo of eating the forbidden fruit, customarily identified with the apple – subsequent to which Man became God-like, knowing the difference between good and evil – cost him his immortality and led to his expulsion from Eden. He was driven out along with his consort, Eve, as a mortal being (“for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.” Genesis 3:19), yet despite the gravity of the offense was spared immediate death. This is, in fact, the primordial forgiveness. The matter-of-fact explanation for the expulsion is shifted from the transgression itself, and is tied in with the fear that Man, if allowed to stay in the garden of Eden, would “put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever” (Genesis 3:22). The other woman in Adam’s life, Lilith, is omitted entirely; she was associated with an earlier epoch, albeit her incarnation in the sly, seducing serpent is quite feasible, let alone its being a manifestation of a current alternative entity. Satan too, is seldom mentioned, only in the Book of Job, which is quite regrettable. The notion of the testing of Man and his fall resurfaces here, a fall into a world that originates in bliss, as well as riches in the earthly context, and culminates with a death curse. Under such circumstances, faith alone is not enough. Someone will have to market the idea of redemption too. In the Book of Job, it is God himself who directly provokes Satan, awakening him from his slumber: “Hast thou considered my servant Job, that there is none like him in the earth…” (Job 1:8). More frequent appearances of Satan in our Scriptures would have given a better perspective and we might have been more careful back then, and certainly now. Some cultures chose to adhere to a fuller balance between the forces or to seek out rational alternatives; we will always have a problem with the Sheol, and we shall still get to that. The subsequent act in the story of the evolutionary transition from beast to human being, from savage to civilized – after eating from the forbidden fruit which caused Man to lose his innocence – our sages associate directly with clothing, albeit still quite minimal in scope and in terms of leaf design at that stage. Apparently, with knowledge, we also acquired consciousness, and with it, recognition of our most primal, and in fact our most fundamental, weakness.

No, it is not the sin of lust, which was committed earlier, when we were still unable to distinguish between good and evil. I am referring to the most visible weakness of all, which derives from, what else, helplessness – namely, shame. The weakness of uncovered appearance, without feathers, scale or fur, devoid of sharp tusks and claws. It is the anxiety of nakedness covered by a mere fig leaf. And we will still get to the humiliation. So we are concerned with the bare body of the “Naked Ape,” the wise ape. We, the last and most competent living creatures in the evolutionary chain, who were born without a cover, but with the ability to cover ourselves, who required tools as external instruments for existence to improve our prospects of survival, but were also capable and programmed to create them as well as enjoy their beauty even if they were purposeless. It was precisely at that initial stage, as aforesaid, that we were endowed with wisdom – indeed, that aforementioned ability to recognize good and evil – whereby we were supposed to confront the world. This is probably also when we were given the intrinsic tools for its pure and practical realization; the gift of speech and the digital hands, and with them – the ability to communicate, as well as criticize, if I may paraphrase Kant. All this, while constantly expanding the circle of social interactions from the direct interpersonal level to the middle planetary level, while constantly propelling collective bodies by mechanical means. 

The world of culture became our artificial creation based on the senses, memory and imagination. And we, the artisans, the craftsmen – having no other choice, and due to human limitations as much as the secondary advantages – found ourselves delighting in a new kind of joy unbeknownst to our predecessors, the joy of creation; not always for the sake of creating auxiliary objects designed to facilitate the confrontation with our surroundings, whether hostile or welcoming, but also for the sake of creating symbols and signs. Not only as artisans but as artists too, we were forced to confront the narrow gap between permission and prohibition, image and imitation, ritual and vision, religion and science. Perhaps it is precisely art that best captured the gap, manifesting the pre-eminence of man above the beast, the genome differentiating the human from the bestial; and to interpretations on this subject we are yet to come. According to Talmudic parable, art is also the Torah, the law; according to the Chinese – it is the flower worth toiling for. That pre-eminence is the imagination, the emotion, the soul; it is the key to our program for tragic confrontation of the universe, of the enigma of existence whose resolution may well lie amidst the buds of each and every flower, or the chirping of each and every song bird. After all, human beings are the only ones designed so as not only to enjoy sight and sound, but also to mimic and reproduce them.

The notion of returning to that primordial world from which our ancestors were banished due to the sin of consciousness and comprehension of the visible has never ceased to haunt us. The obsessive pursuit of the Lost Paradise has been and still remains the very foundation of the solace pinned on the routine of our existence, profane and festive alike, as a corrective experience aimed at drawing us once again nearer to bliss, namely – let us return while we are still alive, or else in the afterlife, to that goodly world without unnecessary obstacles. However, here, on that circuitous route, the most frustrating trap of all was hidden, the mine, with the fuse of illusion at one end, and disillusionment at the other. I am referring to recognition itself and to the ability to distinguish between good and evil, to acknowledge injustice even if nothing can be done, except to defy it, protest against it, and cry out in vain. Given such preconditions, the body is apparently incapable of expressing its helplessness, but only through an uncontrollable gesture, as though tangled in the branches of the Tree of Knowledge, where, sub-consciousness extends, forgotten, alongside the unconscious, pulling the strings. This is the background lacking in the pain reflected in the faces of Masaccio’s Adam and Eve Expelled from Paradise (c. 1427); a pre-lingual primordial cry, manifested in a persisting monosyllabic text. Not a cry of birth, but rather one of maturing.

When I first saw Boaz Tal’s “evolution” works (Self Portrait with My Family, Adoration of the Child, Polyptych, 2001) (cat. 35) in his Jaffa home, during the preparations for the show, this is how I perceived them: His daughters and their mother, his wife, pose on one side of the Tree of Knowledge, as it were, whilst Tal himself stands on the other – all of them seemed to be taking some journey back to the beginning, to the genesis of the human soul. Observing the mute body populating his enlarged prints – at this phase of our collective evolution and the manifestation of the reproductive work of art, far from the Middle Ages, the Quattrocento, the Renaissance, and everything assimilated ever since in our collective cultural consciousness, closer to Expressionism – I couldn’t avoid recalling Edvard Munch’s monumental Scream (1893) as well, which sounds even more discordant in the Norwegian original, Skrike, due to the onomatopoeia Munch carved on the lean body and gaped mouth of his terrified protagonist, standing on the wooden bridge that hangs over a piece of fiord. No one has managed to better prophesize and at once warn against what would soon thereafter come to pass, not far away, in that same Teutonic space, a mere generation later, and the nullity in view of the depravity, the offense against humanism, violation of the heart, the nude body, unclothed, unequipped, powerless; the captive, battered, humiliated body. In his prophetic poetics, Munch envisioned the Holocaust, or at least the possibility thereof.

Looking at the works scattered around Tal’s atelier, they all elicit in me the sense of a final photograph, the one preceding a harsh farewell, prior to a critical operation, going to the gallows, an execution. Photographs taken by the witness a brief moment before the calamity, prior to the collapse, when the crematorium doors rotate. Had there not been photographers around, who would have ever believed it. Frozen gestures, petrified postures (ill. @@). It is hard to document a wound, and even harder to do so when it seems that it is not open yet or that it will never heal. Fortunately, on the other hand there is a spark of hope, an album of recollections: the family, the kids going to school. All of them pose for his camera, as if on their own initiative, consenting to the documentation of the naive scene even before the conditions are clearly set; as though in order to remind those who will be too young to understand, or those who will not be born yet – as well as to those who will see pointed guns ready to be fired – that someone had forethought of them and decided that the truth must be laid bare without delay and that justice must show itself at once.

Looking at the collection of works, Muybridge too is conjured up among the obvious associations (ill. @@). The mother embracing her little son, then patting him on his rear end. The last days of chrono-photography. The series of still photographs is perceived as a sequence, and it is the blink of an eye that generates the sense of motion. The body is bent, bowing down, sprawled. From this serial lesson in anatomy the spectators are missing; in Rembrandt’s single picture, the latter – namely the teacher and his seven students – are standing around the torn body in a complementary semicircle. There we are concerned with pedagogy and a corpse, a lifeless body (The Anatomy Lesson of Dr. Nicolaes Tulp, 1632). In the studio one can create experimental climate conditions as in a lab. You can control the atmosphere. You can create both a paradise and a hell; you can even switch the signs at the entrance. The body, apparently, knows how to mourn and how to celebrate. Go figure out the differences when a celebration of blood is concerned. One’s position does determine one’s approach. Leni Riefenstahl was to reaffirm this thesis with the most incomprehensible naivete in her film Olympia (1936). She was a good student of Muybridge, as well as of Alexander Rodchenko, the engaged graphic artist of the ideal of Bolshevism, and even of Eisenstein, and she learned equally well from Rudolph Von Laban’s mass choreographies. She heroically perpetuated the athletes who took the pains to come to Berlin at the time a-la ancient Greek sculptures of gods and other heroes, with the added dynamics on both sides of the camera. She would rather forget Nuremberg, the uniform and the torches. All this, mere days before the extermination machine was to doom to asphyxiation and ashes those who were not invited to the preliminary ceremonies. Germany is a nation of thinkers and poets. Who would have believed nudity could once again be so athletic. History perhaps repeats itself, but at each turning point it has new solutions. Sixty years later Riefenstahl would ask for forgiveness for her part in the Human Genome Project, back then still on the level of race. She would do so in her still photographs of the Nuba tribe in East Africa, not far from the place where the bones of the ‘first Eve’ were uncovered by the anthropologist Leakey, who named her Lucy, due to associations that led him to the Beatles and diamonds in the sky. Riefenstahl’s associations led her far away from the Babelsberg studios in Potsdam, to naive Africa, where nothing was known of what had happened two decades earlier at the heart of crowning Europe. With the aid of the majestic Nuba shepherds and their beautiful women whom Riefenstahl depicted in traditional courtship rituals and primordial nudity, in an early version of trance, she once again managed to address the ethnic option with the utmost cynicism, under the guise of reportage and in the middle of the square. This was the pretext. What she can do with hundreds and thousands of extras we had already seen years before. Here she singled out the last survivors of traditional society, those who unheedingly appear most Aryan. Even back then, long before Carl Lewis and Venus Williams, Jesse Owens left Hitler no chance.

Tal’s option seems highly relevant here, and so is the topicality, and certainly the intimate view of the nuclear family. To go on living, to go on creating, to go on testifying; not to give up, only to be careful. The document lies in the depth of the frame, the metaphor – at the forefront. The everyday, the garden, the home, the land – authentic life; existence.

The Project of Enlightenment was terminated in the Auschwitz-Birkenau crematorium, with the burning of living human bodies in death factories. For neither dust thou art, nor unto dust shalt thou return. Thou art ashes, ashes. This is the Inferno on the other side of Paradise. The Old Testament entirely disregarded the Apocalypse, the Revelation; in the New Testament, it is the last book. It has no “genesis,” but only the borrowed one. The Bible ends in a historical point in time, with Chronicles; King Cyrus wants to rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. Ezekiel’s Vision of the Dry Bones already belongs in a future mythological world. In the Apocalypse of St. John there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the great dragon, namely the old serpent called Satan, which deceiveth the whole world, along with his angels (Revelations 12: 7-9). Satan will be bound for a thousand years; subsequently he will be loosed out of his prison, and in the aftermath of a War of Gog and Magog, he will be cast into a lake of fire and brimstone and shall be tormented day and night for ever and ever (Revelations 20: 6-10). Finally the vision of the heavenly Jerusalem appears, the Tabernacle, the Temple, the light to all the nations – Redemption. Who could wait that long? Teutonic mythology too has a planetary ending; the “downfall of the gods” after which not much will be left intact. This fatalism would make it easier for Nietzsche to affirm that “God is dead” (The Gay Science, 1882). Then Man's turn will come, as expected, in that very same Germany of all places. God will take with him to the grave, or wherever it is that he goes, the man whom he created in his own image and likeness. This correlation is called for. The process of dying seems to have began already in Heidegger’s Being and Time (Sein und Zeit, 1927), and Sartre in Being and Nothingness (1943) even exerts himself to rush it along and bring its end ever-nearer. Heidegger too, dedicates greater attention to “finality” than to “beginning,” and to death more than to birth. In Holzwege (Wood-Paths, 1950) Heidegger also addresses Nietzsche‘s aforementioned assertion. He notes that the essay’s original title was supposed to be “The Will to Power, an attempt to change all values”,1 and that it is the notion of “the will to power” that according to Nietzsche raises man to the status of an “Ubermensch,” a Superman. After “the death of God” there is room for the man whom he created in his own image and likeness, except he is asked to take one step forward, which might turn out to be one step too many. The positive side of the Fall, according to Heidegger’s analysis, is the exact equivalent of the famous doctrine of the “felix culpa” according to which the fortunate fall of the first man is a necessary pre-condition for Christ’s mission and Man’s ultimate redemption.2 If there are no volunteers, you have to look for victims.


The “New Man”, who possesses high aspirations, descends from the sky (by plane) amidst the Olympian clouds as if he were God himself, to bring the message of the New World to his subjects. This was the case in the prologue to Riefenstahl’s Triumph of the Will (1936). Later on in the film, the Führer is seen from a medium angle, standing erect in an open automobile, and all of Munich hailing him as his car passes. Behind the scenes of the Nazi Party Congress at Nuremberg, S.S. officers are seen playing around, the camera capturing them semi-naked, exposing the banality of what film scholar Georges Sadoul in his dictionary dubs their “bestial cruelty.”3 This was his Olympus. The Führer, they say, suffered from megalomania. In The Great Dictator (1940) Chaplin illustrates that illusion by Hynkel‘s bouncing of the globe-ball. In the equally ironic role of the Jewish Barber in the ghetto, he would make sure that the other, Heidegger’s “impersonal”, would not be forgotten. The end of the celebration took place in the bunker in nihilism and ended with nil. This was the journey into the roots of European culture. The Hellenic reference, Classical Greece, Rome too. Mythology, art, philosophy. The individual and the republic. In Riefenstahl’s case it is the body, in Heidegger’s case – language. Except that an unseen hand shifted the railway tracks on the way back. Athens – Freiburg, Sparta – Berlin. How could this have happened? Suffice it to mention the existence of evil; and it is not its banality that is so shocking, but rather its sophistication. The sophistication of evil. 

It is here that the difference between wisdom and revelation lies. It is interesting to note how many Jews delved into Heidegger’s doctrine, out of admiration. They must have found in it the answer to the “banality of evil”. Hanna Arendt was amongst the few who “broke the code”4, except that the forgiveness she – and possibly the others too – grant Heidegger the teacher, apparently expresses the very values that brought her in time to the United States rather than to Palestine. Haim Guri did not need Heidegger when he too covered the trial (In View of the Glass Booth, 2001)5. He was horrified by the indifference and could not fathom why it had happened. It was as if the sabra was not concerned at all.

Perhaps Jewish universalism never since resigned itself to the establishment of the State of Israel. Steiner still shares that feeling, and so do Derrida and Paul Celan. They found in him, in Heidegger, a colossal mentor, perhaps because he enhanced in them the feeling that through language, rather than through the body, they would be able to find a home and a land everywhere. With such a solution, who needs a soul.

In the late 1970s, while studying in Paris, I came across Roy Ajdeck’s?? works, among them his anthropometric self-portraits; like ‘post’ versions of Leonardo da Vinci’s ‘Manpower’ figure. It was then that I myself started engaging with orientations of the photographing body in relation to the photographed body in the cinema, beyond the lessons of painting and sculpture, ritual and theater. Nowadays all these affinities seem more necessary, including the lessons of media and ontology. This summer, on the eve of the show’s opening, the Berlin Schaubühne production Körper (‘Bodies’) by German choreographer Sasha Waltz was staged at the Tel Aviv Performing Arts Center. The piece was inspired by Waltz’ research in the Jewish Museum, Berlin. In reference to the performance, Yael Efrati wrote in Ha’aretz (July 8, 2001) about the deconstruction and re-construction of the body as a physical-architectural entity in an attempt to explore the skeleton, the nervous system, the skin, the blood and the organs. Back to square one, to the ribs and bones, but the rhythm has overshadowed the vision. Laban, Riefenstahl, Pina Bausch, Sasha Waltz… There is no escape; this is the infrastructure of the inevitable reference within the confines of the tool-less gesture. Tal will have to deal with this baggage in his still photographs, with the fixation of the moment and the surrendering facial expression – the place where the zero point overlaps that of 360 degrees, minus the certainty of bridging all gaps.

When I left the Tals’ home in the Zahalon neighborhood in Jaffa, which originally housed those families evicted from Old Jaffa, I noticed the family’s ever smiling Cheshire cat on the towering tree branch hanging above the entrance. Looking up I could clearly see through the lens of my video camera with which I documented the entire visit, that despite the perpetual smile, that cat has particularly sharp teeth. It doesn’t have to make any tools with which to hunt, nor did he ever read Alice in Wonderland, and I suspect he has no idea what he’s missing either.
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