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Photogenic — Keren Anavy
"We learn to see a thing by learning to describe it." (Raymond Williams, 1961)

In this exhibition Keren Anavy (b.1974) presents a coherent whole of paintings made
over the past two years. The exhibition includes a series named Blood in the Gutter, which
consists of ten paintings all in the same small rectangular format, and three other paintings
in varying format. All works are based on images taken from local and global press, thus
creating a sequence of happenings taking place in varying times and places, yet all painted in
the same realistic style, devoid of idolization, which makes the borderline between painting
and photography less distinct. The series’ rectangular format, which brings to mind the front
page of a newspaper, is small and precise. The works deal with the relationship between
painting and photography and the perception of images, without ignoring their social and
political aspects.

Anavy follows and renews the artistic tradition of Social Realism." In this realistic style,
anti-heroic in its contents as in its status within the history of modernism, the painter and
the graphic language erase themselves in order to objectively convey events of their time.
The paintings are not expressive or emotional and, as opposed to historical painting in
which heroes and leaders are the subjects of matter and recorded in their hour of glory,
the emphasis is put on secondary characters, the ordinary man, the poor, the oppressed.
The simple folk are given a heroic status. Unlike the argument of historic realistic painting,
Anavy does not claim that her paintings are objective. She uses newspaper photography,
which lends validity to the events pictured, yet at the same time she points out the act of
witnessing, thus underlining the understanding that all testimony is within context and
serves a cause.

Social Realistic painters portrayed what they saw with their own eyes.? Anavy was not
physically present at the events depicted in her paintings. She experiences them through a
mediator — the photographer, the photograph. All images in the exhibition are based on
photographs from the local and global press. The photograph acts as the visual basis of the
painting and as the source of its contents. The selected photograph is processed and adapted
by the artist in color, size, emphasis, and focus. At times Anavy translates the whole scene
into painting, while at other times she isolates figures from their original context and places
them in a new, created one, thus changing the meaning of the information as perceived
by the viewer. She chooses to paint in classic oil technique and realistic style, avoiding
expressive dimensions through precise compositional cuts and delicate brush strokes.
The deliberate unmodern nature of the paintings emphasizes their contents, blurring the
borderline between photography and painting.

1 Social Realism: A branch of realism develped in the 19th century in France. Characterized by social and
political subjects and direct or hidden criticism of the social structure.
2 See for example Courbet’s painting The Stone-Breakers, 1849, Which depicts a sight seen by artist on the street.

The tension between the photograph and the painting causes a sense of uncertainty, we
wonder at first which of the two we are looking at. This ambiguity is the consequence of the
transformation from pure photography into processed photography, from an image created
mechanically into virtuoso realism, from reality into illusion, from existence into art. The
artist positions her art in the no man’s land between the concrete and the symbolic, thus
allowing the spectator space for personal exploration and experience. Anavy’s paintings
actas translation and postponement of the photographic image. Her technique of painting
is part of the overall strategy and statement of her art. She uses painting as an instrument
of criticism, capable of testifying as well as responding. Nevertheless, the painting is not
objective or documentary, but bears something new. The act of painting based on a
photograph allows the artist to keep herself at a certain distance. The reduced intensity of
involvement leaves a greater space for interpretation, on one hand, and aesthetic space for
dealing with matters of color and shape, on the other.

All the works in the exhibition, and in the series Blood in the Gutter in particular, depict
human scenes, in which the simple man is caught up in a crisis and experiences destruction,
disaster and ruin. Some events are natural disasters, such as earthquakes and drought, while
others are man inflicted, such as war, terrorism and conflicts. In all of them the disaster, be it
national, social, or economic, turns personal as its consequences change the individual’s life
once and for eternity. At first glance the paintings seem a documentary archive in which the
events are arranged, as if taken from an old encyclopedia, without sequence of time or space.
This feeling is enhanced by faded, almost pastel coloring. In fact, none of the paintings give
away tangible information. The story and its climax do not exist in the painting. All that is
left are the damages and ruins of the disaster that has taken place. The viewer must fill in
the gaps. The paintings focus on the moment after the event, and some even show banal
images. But these are temporal situations that turn into a constant, pointless existence. The
catastrophe does not occur as a temporal event but continues; the emergency situation
becomes the norm.

Anavy focuses on restrained occurrences without violence or direct aggression, a sort
of routine existence, drama deprived of its dramatic nature and pathos, in which reality
forces people to become the subjects of photography/painting. The sense of vulnerability
embodied in the works makes them universal. The paintings deal with extreme occurrences
in life that can happen to anyone, anytime. The individual occurrence is emphasized, as is
the fact that each one of us could have been the subject of the painting. The viewer becomes
witness, thus participant, and consequently responsible. What sets Anavy’s works aside are
not the historical events being portrayed but the way of depiction, conscious of being a
testimony, and the approach toward the viewer as a participant in that testimony.

The lack of continuity, the space and time leaps between paintings, bring to mind the art




of comics. On this subject Anavy says: "The series makes a reference to the gaps between
pictures existing in the world of comics.” The viewers fill in these gaps, basing themselves on
past experiences and their perception of reality. The gap is a void in which we see nothing,
which is why all our senses are put to work in this place, the place of the occurrence. The
series offers the viewer the opportunity to join what is visible as well as what is invisible."

Anavy chooses her images from numerous press photographs. Each of those photographs
is in turn an image chosen from a long sequence of frames — the huge number of options
that stand before the photographer as he faces reality. Anavy works under the postmodern
realization that a photograph has no absolute truth and it is not an objective quotation;
one can find only simultaneous, scattered and shredded happenings. Every choice and
editing is manipulative, influencing as well as interpreting. The artist even adds elements
of her own — details that do not exist in the original photograph, extreme coloring, sharp
compositional cuts — elements aimed at intensifying the dramatic occurrence. In painting
from photographs Anavy questions matters of representation and its conditions: picture,
viewpoint, camera, imagery, memory, oppression, terrorism, society, photographer, artist,
suffering, disaster. The artist is conscious of the medium itself; the medium is the narrative
and influences the events.

The use of photographs taken by another, often anonymous, person extends the customary
meaning of the concept of eye witness. So long as we encounter the photograph only in
the newspaper, we are able to perceive ourselves as viewers deprived of power to react and
free of responsibility. The artist consumes these images from a secondary source as well,
yet, instead of staying passive, she takes the images and recreates them in her own way. The
impersonal information turns personal and remains impersonal at the same time.

Whilst the act of photographing is fast and instant, as is its publication in the newspaper,
the act of painting is slow and transforms an impersonal medium into a personal one.
Creating the effect of photography using painting techniques causes tension between the
painful contents of the painting and the pleasure inherent in the artistic illusion. Moreover,
photography is perceived as a medium of memorialization and immortalization, an effort to
freeze time, preserve life — Rolan Barth’s perception, according to which every photograph
embodies death, which is materialized in the immortalization of the portrait, as in the
preservation of a ghost; "This was then and there". The encounter with death is a focal point
in the structure of the exhibition, which embodies the tension of the moment between two
deaths, photography and painting.

Anavy’s interest in modern existence and its consequences is apparent in her conscious
choice of photographs from painful occurrences. Rather than ignoring the harsh reality, she
exhibits and thus perpetuates it.

*In his book Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art, Scott Mccloud defines the gap between frames as a
gutter,a gap the reader must fill in himself based on what is dipicted in the frames adjacent to it.
*All quotations are taken from conversations with the artist.

Like Richter, Anavy is aware of the ability of painting to serve as an instrument of mourning,
compassion, and reinstating emotion. Richter identifies the difference between painting and
photography in the following way: "While photographs provoke horror, a painting with the
same motif conveys grief."> Anavy avoids any straightforward social or political statement.
Her aim is not for political art that serves a certain belief, nor is it for didactic art that seeks
to establish historical truth. Anavy’s focus is on our apathy to emotion and seeks to shake
it from its frozen state. The exhibition shows the tragic nature of the local and global reality
and the way it continues to disturb and reverberate through art. The statement embodied
in the works is that, as painful as the occurrences portrayed may be, everyday existence is
harder. "These occurrences happen all the time and are a kind of routine themselves. The
power of painting is in its ability to isolate the trivial sights and bring them to the status
of works of art, giving them longer life." On this matter the artist Abramson says: "The
banal, familiar object may provoke an involuntary memory hidden within the viewer, thus
bringing to life a forgotten world of the past."®

The works exhibit states of human and environmental destruction. As Richter putit: "Death
and suffering have always been a theme of art."” In every painting a human figure, caught up
in an inhuman reality, appears. The artist portrays the figures with restrained accuracy, the
emphasis put not on facial features or a specific portrait but on the bodily gestures, which
express varying levels of hardship and heartbreaking restraint. Most figures do not level
their gaze with that of the viewer but are preoccupied by their surroundings, mostly heaps
of rubble and ruins. The heaps turn into silent testimony of war, terrorism, earthquakes, or
homes that existed and are now gone. The heap is abandoned still life, existing in the void
between life and death, plant and stone. The works lie on the borderline between life and
death in order to talk about life.

A recurring theme in the works is the image of the child. This image, more than any other,
symbolizes life. The children are placed in the middle of the composition, their gaze leveling
with that of the viewer. The child is the one who absorbs and experiences the outcomes of
the disaster more then anyone, on the one hand coping, while on the other symbolizing the
hope for a better future. The series opens and closes with images of the Palestinian Hamas
movement. "The two paintings that open and close the series (the flying of the Hamas flag
by children and an image from the events of celebration after Hamas won the elections, in
which a two year old child dressed as a Hezbollah warrior is held up) are the most concrete
and act as huge brackets of the here and now, images of ultimate fear and evil." says Anavy.
Thus, the cynical exploitation of children for political matters — as talismans or as weapons
(sending them to harm others, using them as a shield) while taking advantage of their
weakness — is thus implicitly addressed by the exhibition.

® Susan Lando, Gerhard Richter, Israel Museum of Art, Jerusalem, 1995,p.17.
® Larry Abramson - The Pile, Felix Nussbaum, Osnabrueck, and Ein Harod Museum, 2005,p.24.
7 Susan Lando, Gerhard Richter, Israel Museum of Art, Jerusalem, 1995,p.10.



The works ask questions in relation to human ethics and morals in the political process.
The artist does not provide the viewer with solutions for the difficult situations she deals
with, but relates to these situations by painting and portraying them, stressing the feelings
of dread and embarrassment as we relate to others. She uncovers the gap between what we
think and what we do, what is under our control and what we are willing to put up with,
what we wish to achieve and what we actually do. "In my works I try to walk the line between
politics and escapism and wish to present the space in between. In this space the viewer is
invited to confront current political matters as well as aesthetic and artistic ones."

Taking a deeper look at the exhibition, one notices the collapse in every painting. pphysical
collapse of buildings, train stations, streets, lands, which create heaps of rubble and stones.
The sequence of heaps highlights the feeling of destruction and the subject of death. This
subject, appearing in all of the works, reaches its peak in the surreal natured painting, The
Doctors, where doctors stand in the midst of burning grounds and huge landslides, as well
as in the painting Untitled,” which consists of two parts and portrays a garbage heap. The
partition in this painting causes a close-up, on the one hand, and a feeling of never ending
continuity, on the other. The garbage, which could belong in any time or place, represents
the preoccupation with the earthly and low, yet, on the other hand, the painting technique
and aura around the heap lend it a sublime appearance. This specific painting is freer in its
brush strokes and coloring, combining the genre of landscape painting and that of still life.
"Ruins were always the starting point of something new. Ruins are the future, as all that is
will pass.” says Anselm Kiefer.”

Anavy’s repertoire ranges between documentary, almost cinematic, painting and dramatic,
picturesque and beautifying one. She conveys occurrences that appear on the news in Israel
and the world. Her works become part of the stereotypic archive of the Israeli collective
memory, and the general one as well. The painting named England depicts a spontaneous
reaction to a terrorist attack in a London train station. In the center of the format a girl sits
on the street’s curb, gathered in on herself in posture and gaze, by her lie bunches of flowers.
The flowers, the dying beauty of which symbolizes the fragility of life, are a spontaneous
Memento Mori created by the crowd. The artist chooses to portray the moments after
the disaster, the mourning, the moment in which horror and beauty meet, the horror not
directly present in the painting. She succeeded in capturing with utmost essentiality the
body language of human pain and suffering, in a universal sense. The aim is not to show
reality as it is but, in her words, to "express the impossible situation we got caught up in".

Anavy’s exceptional point of view is caught up and supported by the painting. The painting
represents an object — physically (note the thickness of the paintings’ ledges) as well as

# The painting depicts the collapsing of a garbage facility in the Philippines. The mountain of garbage was 15
meters high and spread over 300 dunam. Hundreds of people were killed when it collapsed.

* Anselm Kifer, quoted from Larry Abramson - The Pile, Felix-Nussbaum Museum, Osnabrueck, and Ein Haod
Museum, 2005,p.9.

philosophically, as gaze-object. The works portray dense environments that create a feeling
of choking, and in which the local and the global, the imaginary and the real, are interweaved
and tied together by an invisible rope, hoping to shock the spectator from his apathy.

Raz Samira-Diamant



