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84x150,1™1 7V D17XTM j7"7*1{7X ,2006 ,771) DV WX

Man with Crown, 2006, acrylic and photograph on paper, 150x84



175 111 MDIX X" 69x99 ,1™1 7V 1112"V1 777X ,2002 ,0°D10

Horses, 2002, acrylic and pencil on paper, 99x69 each, collection of Benno Kalev
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150x90,11 7V JI1ADYN1 D17XT ,i7*7{7X ,2006 , WV
Moth, 2006, acrylic, photograph, and envelopes on paper, 90x150



67x160,T1 7V {7"7"1{7X ,2005 ,7111;71 71111 :YNNWN ;72x158 ,T1 7V {7"7"1{7X ,2005 ,1X J1"1 :]'N"'N
Right: Floating House, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 158x72; left: Rotten Bulb, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 160x67
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173 111 MUIX ,100%60 ,1*"1 '7V 11121 j7*'7*1{7X ,2003-2000 ,Morire d’amore

Morire d'amore, 2000-2003, acrylic and pencil on paper, 60x100, collection of Benno Kalev
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29.5x21,1"1 7V 1" T1 {7"7*1{7X ,2002,0°N12 7 22
Bougquet of Flowers, 2002, acrylic and ink on paper, 21x29.5
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11L1IN 7V 2M'DATTON 30T Y7V ,1'T,017X71,2006 , TAViT "IV JIX 1717 :1'7UNn7

7ML 7Y 9DAINTUNI D717 D17XT1,2006 127041 *1°W JIX 1717 :7vn'7
Above: Gouging the Slave's Eyes Out, 2006, photograph, ink, gold leaves, masking-tape on monitor
Below: Gouging the Queen'’s Eyes Out, 2006, Xerox photograph and masking-tape on monitor



215x127,T1 7V i7*7"1{IX ,2004 ,;71X 7V W1

Eagle on a Cliff, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 127x215
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120%150,11 7V 17 *"7V1 {7*7"7X ,2006 I INn7V
Mademoiselle I, 2006, acrylic and gold leaves on paper, 150x120



150x84 ,1™1 7V D17XT1 j7*7"1{7X ,2006 ,T"1DV

Female Spider, 2006, acrylic and photograph on paper, 84x150
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117x150,1™1 7V 2"DAI{7UN1 NADYN ,i7*7"{7X ,2006 ,i1TNI

Female Dwarf, 2006, acrylic, envelopes, and masking-tape on paper, 150x117



120x150,1™1 7V 17 *7V1 {7*7"1{7X ,2006 Il In7Y

Mademoiselle I, 2006, acrylic and gold leaves on paper, 150x120
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103x102,T1 7V {7"7"{7X ,2004 ,]wVn 17

Smoking Heart, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 102x103



(7NNYYT 1'NN AIDNYT ;11271 17 ; W1 :TRNYT 1"'N'N A7Un7

N2 50x60,171 7V 1119°V1 j7*7"{7X ,2004 ,07317X D'N12 ;1710
Above from right to left: Eagle; Nest and Bird; below from right to left:
King; Elongated Flowers, 2004, acrylic and pencil on paper, 60x50 each
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(7NNYT 1"'N'N DAY ;71212 1712 ;177 TN :'TXNWT7 1'N*n A7Vn7

N"J 50x60 ,171 7V 11121 {7"7M{7X ,2004 711X DIV ; JIDTW1 YV
Above from right to left: Unicorn; Crying Crown; below from right to left:

Tree in Autumn; Floating Eyes, 2004, acrylic and pencil on paper, 60x50 each



200x220,T1 7V {7"7"{7X ,2005 ,0"T171 O*'NY
Pink Sky, 2005, acrylic on canvas, 220x200
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200%220,T1 7V 777N ,2005 ,07TTI1 AT

Field of Loners, 2005, acrylic on

174
canvas, 220x200



96x110,T1 7V {7*7"1{7X ,2006 ,U1IV1

Longing, 2006, acrylic on canvas, 110x96
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94.5x110,T1 7V {7*7"1{7X ,2006 ,i1IDIX OV 71N

Blue with Antenna, 2006, acrylic on canvas, 110x94.5



86x113,T1 7V {7"7"{7X ,2006 ,J127w1 D*T1N1

Autumnal Pinks, 2006, acrylic on canvas, 113x86

36



37

81x90,T1 7V {7*7"1j7X ,2006 , T1j7*1

Dance, 2006, acrylic on canvas, 90x81



2005 ,1"1X 771 ,12W 117X 1"172,"La Vie en Rose” f1D1MVNA 11710 775 van

General view of the exhibition “La Vie en Rose,” Alon Segev Gallery, Tel Aviv, 2005






260x210,T1 7V {7"7*1{7X ,2004 I 717271 T
The Big Pink I, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 210x260
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260x210,T1 7V 7"7*1{7X ,2004 Il 71721 T1711:1
The Big Pink Il, 2004, acrylic on canvas, 210x260



5x20x15 ,]1D1j7 7V D17X711 1°T,2006 ,"TX111 DID
Horse in the Wadi, 2006, ink and photograph on cardboard, 15x20x5
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30%30,T1 7V j7*7"{7X ,2003 ,712"Y 711

Bird's Leg, 2003, acrylic on canvas, 30x30



173111 \DIX,21x33 ,71"1 7V {7'7"j7X ,2002,N12 XN

Half a Flower, 2002, acrylic on paper, 33x21, collection of Benno Kalev
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'Y TTIV DX ,29.5%21,"11VAX 11017 7V i7*7"7X1 112"V 710N ,2004 , 17170 OWA

Golden Rain, 2004, carving, pencil and acrylic on colored cardboard, 21x29.5, collection of Oded Shatil



173 111 MDIX ,60x180 ,1™1 7V DI7XIN {7*7"{7X ,2004 770
King, 2004, acrylic and photograph on paper, 180x60, collection of Benno Kalev
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30%30,1"1 7V {7*7"M{7TX ,2003 , JIIAT1IX W17
Three Chimneys, 2003, acrylic on paper, 30x30



15 111 \DIN,18.5%24 ,V1X¥*1 11ID17 7V f1L™IN 2002 ,JWVY

Smoke, 2002, carving on oak tag, 24x18.5, collection of Benno Kalev
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D11 T1X 117T0N2 1111 Y 71, J111170 *7 1%1 X7 IAT 1JTIN1

21x29.5 ,"11V1X 11017 7V 1112"V,2003 ,*7 D111 7w
Back Then | had No Windows, Only a Row of Bulbs in a Long Corridor and a Poster
of Bruce Lee, 2003, pencil on colored cardboard, 29.5x21



560x210,T1 7V {7*7"1{7X ,2006 ,(f1171X1 *7 D1117) ;71201 N1V

Bamboo Forests (To Bruce Lee with Love), 2006, acrylic on canvas, 210x560







,2006 ,0°W111 "IV :71IDNY ;N101 WNY :A17UN7

N"D 19x19,2"DAI{7TUN1 11 MN7X 7V DD
Above: Sun and Flower; below: Two Cypresses, 2006,
picks on paper plates and masking-tape, 19x19 each
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27%40.5,1TAN 1T 7V 1"T1 1"'1 "1°11,2006 , (i1 TXN"7X D*11D) 1717171 D110
Green Tunis (Tunis El-Hadra), 2006, paper clippings and ink on a magazine page, 40.5x27



54x119,JID{7 7V 11121 1*T,1™1 *1'11,2006 , 112
Wing, 2006, paper clippings, ink and pencil on cardboard, 119x54
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38.5x45,1TAN 1T 7V i7*7"37X1 1*T ,1""1 "1'71,2006 ,]&1N
Breastplate, 2006, paper clippings, ink and acrylic on a magazine page, 45x38.5
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21%29.5,1"1 7V 1112"W1 j7*7"{7X ,2005 , "7 DN ,*7W 71°1 "7V 1111
Mein GroBBer, mein Heim, mein Leben, 2005, acrylic and pencil on paper, 29.5x21
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— "“Artik 4," Recipients of the Scholarships and Awards

America-Israel Cultural Foundation . .
2004 - Prize for a Young Artist,

Scholarship exhibition,
P The Ministry of Education,

The Museum of Israeli Art,
Culture and Sport
Ramat Gan, Israel .
— American-Israel Cultural
— "“Here and Not From Here,"”
The Neri Bloomfield Academy
of Design and Education, Haifa
— “Sister,” The Artists' House,
Jerusalem
1998 - “The House in Musrara 3,"

Musrara Gallery, Jerusalem

Foundation Scholarship

2003 - Eugen Kolb Foundation Award,
Tel Aviv Museum of Art

1999 - The British-Israeli Foundation
Photography Award

1998 - American-Israel Cultural

) ) ) ) Foundation Scholarship for
- “Seeing with Your Fingertips,"”

The New Art Workshop,
Rishon Lezion, Israel

1997 - "60 Horse Power," installation,
Wadi Nisnas, Haifa

- "“Henna," Beit Hagefen Gallery,

Haifa

1996 - “Artik 3," Recipients of the
America-Israel Cultural Foundation

Painting and Sculpture
1996 — American-Israel Cultural
Foundation Scholarship for
Painting and Sculpture
1994 — American-Israel Cultural
Foundation Scholarship for
Painting and Sculpture

Scholarship exhibition,
The Museum of Israeli Art,
Ramat Gan, Israel

1995 - “Gathering on the 5th Floor,"
New Central Bus Station, Tel Aviv

Installation, The Protestant Church,
Wadi Nisnas, Haifa
— "Point," Pyramida Center

for Contemporary Art, Haifa
— "Artik 2," Recipients of the
America-Israel Cultural Foundation
Scholarship exhibition, The Genia
Schreiber University Art Gallery,
Tel Aviv University
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1970 —

2000-2001 -

1997-1999 -

1992-1995 -

2006 -

2005 -

2003 -

2000 -

1999 -

1998 -

Khen Shish

Born in Safed, Israel
Lives and works in Tel Aviv

Studies

The New Seminar for Visual
Culture, Criticism and Theory,
Camera Obscura School of Art,

Tel Aviv

MFA, Bezalel Academy of Art and
Design and the Hebrew University,
Jerusalem

BFA, The Art Institute, Oranim
Academic College, Tivon, Israel

Solo Exhibitions

“I Was Kidnapped by Indians,”
The Art Gallery, University of Haifa
“Transit,” Kodra, Thessaloniki,
Greece

“La Vie En Rose," Alon Segev
Gallery, Tel Aviv

“Birthday,” Hagar Art Gallery,
Jaffa, Israel

“Buongiorno Giotto,” Department
of Photography Gallery, Bezalel
Academy of Art and Design,
Jerusalem

“Untitled (The Goat and the
Sesame),"” Antea Gallery, Jerusalem
“Part Time Witch,"” The Artists’
House, Jerusalem

2006 -

2005 -

2004 -

2003 -

2002 -

2000 -

1999 -

Selected Group Exhibitions

“Sigalit Landau, Gal Weinstein,
Khen Shish,” Alon Segev Gallery,
Tel Aviv

“Omanut Ha'aretz 5," Reading
Power Station Compound, Tel Aviv
“Recipients — Prizes in Art and
Design from the Ministry of
Education, Culture and Sport,
2004," Tel Aviv Museum of Art
“Intensive Care," Alon Segev
Gallery, Tel Aviv

“Young Israeli Art," Tel Aviv
Museum of Art

“The Promise, The Land",

O.K. Center of Contemporary Art,
Linz, Austria

“There are Flowers,"

Line 16 Gallery, Tel Aviv

“Scar," The New Gallery,

Teddy Stadium, Jerusalem
“Bodycase,” RAM Foundation
Gallery, Rotterdam, Holland
“Mother Tongue,” Mishkan
Le'omanut, Museum of Art,

Ein Harod, Israel

"Paris-London 1999-2002," Video
Art, Herzliya Museum of Art, Israel
“Exile," as part of “Multi-Exposure:
Recipients of the British-Israeli
Photography Award exhibition,"”
Hamumche Gallery, Tel Aviv;
Wigmore Fine Art Gallery, London
Biennale degli Artisti Giovani,
Rome, Italy

Ami Steinitz Gallery for
Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv

“Look Mamma Look," as part of
“Art Focus," The Art Gallery, Old
Bezalel Building, Jerusalem






7" Sara Chinski, “Eyes Wide
Shut: The Acquired Albino
Syndrome of the Israeli Art
Field," Theory and Criticism
20 (Spring 2002): 57-87
[Hebrew].
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grid lines: the black rays and the threatening testicle-like mask. The hybrid
composition generates a complex range of cross-breeds: man and demon,
man and machine, man and flower. The various crosses confront the viewer
with an intimidating anomaly that refuses to be categorized. Anomaly too,
as noted by Kristeva, is a type of black abjection. Shish presents the black
(Mizrahi, Arab) woman who is not represented in the white canon. From
these materials she concocts high art which seems to have undergone
sublimation and refinement that furnish it with the conditions of visibility
at the University's Art Gallery.

Shish disgorges herself anew in the figure of the black demons which
she releases. Darkness thus functions also as a violent womb cutting the
body in two: tearing life from it. In some respect it is the womb of black
magic applied to Israeli art. Shish has explored materials pertaining to
her Mizrahi (Eastern) identity throughout her artistic career. In the piece
Rather Nice presented in the exhibition “Birthday,” she appeared as a
black demon casting a renewed visual image in the figure of the “Black
Panthers.” Alluding to a classical work by Goya, The Royal Family, from
which she extracted the figure of the Spanish Queen, Maria Luisa, Shish
gouged the queen's eyes out, thus implying the symbolical gouging of
Golda Meir's eyes. Next to the work she wrote in wounded letters: “Rather
nice," paraphrasing Golda's remark to the Black Panthers. In the current
works the concrete political protest undergoes abstraction. The black
struggle is aestheticized: from a concrete image it transforms into a black
thicket. Israeli art has been said to use “bleach” or “whitening powder" to
imitate the West;” Shish, on the other hand, seems unafraid to invert the
Western substance and subject it to local processing. Thus, for example,
in a series of portraits featured in the exhibition, she plucks her own eyes
out. Whereas in Eyes (Hagar Art Gallery, Jaffa, 2003), floating eyes were
extended across elongated canvases, now the eyes are blocked and gelded,
turning their gaze inward.

The dark images unfolding on the paper sheets concurrently embody
both injury and threat. The dwarf girl is monstrous and helpless, the
demon is domineering and devouring, and the deadly weapons resemble
a wilted, drooping flower. The works thus present contradictory tension
lines: abjection and aesthetics, impurity and beauty, political protest and
personal depth psychology.



The chaotic journey in her work resembles a tangled thicket groping
for a foothold for its roots. The “root journeys” popular in Israel reduce
memory to a specific time and place, and are usually conducted in defined
geographical sites. Shish embarks on a symbolic journey that deviates
from the prevalent touristy itinerary. Her journey does not take place in
sites that underwent cultural processing and became encoded in Israeli
memory as markers of exile or tradition. She takes a private journey into
biographical, political and emotional realms. At times it seems as though
the entire trip maps the sites of danger lurking in her way by means of
“black flags" which she scatters along the way. In a work depicting a black
figure drawn with mere contours, Shish quotes Diego Veldzquez's painting
Las MeninasP-?7, depicting the Infanta Margarita and her companions:
her ladies-in-waiting and the dwarf girl commissioned to entertain her.
The mirror positioned behind the princess's back reflects the figure of
Veldzquez who documented the event. It is an intricate piece with multiple
implications, but Shish seems to have chosen to emphasize a different
aspect altogether. Her work fuses the figure of the distorted dwarf girl
with the figure of the princess and with her own figure as a painter. Shish’s
“dwarf" appears like a marionette hanging by a thread. Invisible strings
activate the solitary black figure whose hands are extended in a gesture
of helplessness and sadness. The “dwarf's” head is dropped and defeated,
and her legs resemble a distorted pair of crutches. In subsequent works in
the series the figure of the dwarf girl undergoes a set of transformations.
She is eaten up by a devouring demon who transforms into a threatening
pirate. Ultimately, he comes to resemble a deadly weapon and a black
angel with a golden crown hovering above his head. In the final work
the prince loses his mimetic hooks, transforming into an abstracted
display reminiscent of the molecular structure of an atom. The atom has
been fixed in modern culture as a sign of science and progress, and as
a symbol of destruction and death. Shish thus generates an apocalyptic
perspective — an Armageddon — represented by an upside-down atomic
mushroom. The skeletal doe starring in another work appears like a survivor
from this event. Her big eyes, pierced with black holes, look at the viewer
and at an invisible horizon with an empty, torn gaze.

This chaotic sequence contains both male and female elements: the
breasts, womb, flower, dwarf and doe, blended with aggressive, phallic
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which Shish exposes to the light made? The scale of impurity ranges from
the most intimate and personal to the social, primordial and transcendental.
The abject is the map of the invisible, map of the black soul, the Jungian
“shadow" and dark forces inhabiting the subconscious. Kristeva called it
the “Black Sun": “"Out of what eerie galaxy,” she asks, “do its invisible,
lethargic rays reach me, pinning me down to the ground, to my bed,
compelling me to silence, to renunciation?”?® Shish's works also seem to
extend penetrating rays of sadness originating in a deep dark sun. The
black sun shatters on the paper with seething melancholic lava. The image
of the sun was generated by the delicate, minimalist flower characterizing
Shish's work. By enlarging the image to monstrous dimensions, the
flower-turned-sun exposed the beastly, threatening facet planted in
the morbid field. In the exhibition “La Vie en Rose" (Alon Segev Gallery,
Tel Aviv, 2005), the flower field collapsed under an excess of pink
sweetnessPP- 3839 The saccharine veil drowned the minimal barren black
flower in vivid pink. Such were also the black and pink hearts that flooded
the frame in the exhibition “Birthday" (Hagar Art Gallery, Jaffa, 2003).

In other works, the morbid “eclipse of the sun” emergesin a threatening
beastly guise: as spiders and cockroaches. Arachnids, reptiles and insects
are perceived as the lowest life form, therefore the most abject. Their moist,
sleek, parasitical presence, emerging from the gutters, invokes feelings of
horror and queasiness. The wretched, filthy existence is dichotomous to
order and cleanliness. Hence, its comparison to other human creatures is
perceived as especially degrading and humiliating. Shish takes the viewer
on a journey to “the territories of animal,"* a voyage into the jungle
of existence, into the heart of darkness. She conducts this journey of
liberation in unmapped areas, in sites of anxieties and fantasies. Shish's
journey inversely simulates the voyage taken by Kurtz, protagonist of
Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness.® Conrad leads the reader into the black
abyss, as interpreted by the white man: the European Kurtz penetrates
Africa, losing his soul. Blackness emerges as a beastly jungle immersed in
madness, as a phenomenon refusing to be categorized, as deviation, as
perversion: “The abject is perverse because it neither gives up nor assumes
a prohibition, a rule, or a law; but turns them aside, misleads, corrupts;
uses them, takes advantage of them, the better to deny them."®

Shish goes out into the heart of darkness, into a senseless jungle.
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In the exhibition at the Art Gallery, University of Haifa, Khen Shish unfolds
an uncanny, overwhelming typology of the powers of horror: all-devouring
holes and black sun, spiders and cockroaches, womb and witchcraft — all
entwining the collapse of the ability to symbolize and give meaning. Shish
shatters the black chaos on thin white paper. Julia Kristeva marks the
turn to the blank page as one means to define abjection: “Throughout
a night without images yet buffeted by black sounds; amidst a throng of
forsaken bodies beset with no longing but to last against all odds and for
nothing; on a page where | plotted out the convolutions of those who, in
transference, presented me with the gift of their void — | have spelled out
abjection.”" Abjection is an articulation of dirt, filth, contamination. The
search for it is a type of obsession. In the attempt to put it into words and
lend it meaning, it assumes explicit visual form as well. Shish formalizes it
in the figure of dark, black images, duplicated, in a ritualistic motion, on
the creases of the paper. Her artistic practice thus resembles a “ritualization
of defilement."?2

One source of inspiration for Shish is canonical artist, Francisco Goya.
Like Goya's famous painting, The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters,
Shish, too, releases reason in favor of the dark monsters dwelling in the
subconscious. She has renounced the narrative frame generated by the
sleeping youth. In her world the monsters acquire a dreamless reality. The
monstrous, defiled, abject is a part of life. Goya's series of black paintings,
portraying distorted figures, cannibalism and madness, includes the work
Kronos/Saturn Devouring One of His Children, namely time devouring
the whole of mankind. The ruins of the passing time render the violence
inherent in the historical process present. Similarly, Shish's works do not
provide songs of praise for everyday life. She chooses to signify only the
sites of chaos and destruction. From what materials is the toxic nuclear dust
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near-invisible stain of tears or a carving on cardboard. Its other facet is the
overflowing excess.

Beyond the eroticism and risk (in terms of art), the surplus and the
emptying, the works' master narrative is the oscillation between great
beauty and the ongoing attempt to mutilate it — the painting itself and the
viewing experience following from it; between the poetry and lyricism of
a solitary flower and the Baroque quality and excess of the scary, bigger-
than-life black monsters whose black is stained with touches of gold. The
large figures indicate that Khen Shish does not fall into stereotypical male-
female categories. Her pink is not of the saccharine-sweet sort, but rather,
like the gold — originates in the great gestures of Baroque, in going all the
way, to the end of the color's ability to scream itself out loud.



flowering field from a row of scribbled lines, calls to mind the nature of Cy
Twombly's ostensibly-undomesticated but, in fact, ever-so-cultured lines.

The most poetic of Shish's images is the flower. It is also the most banal
and hackneyed of images, and it emerges in her work in every possible
form: a single flower rendered in pencil on paper, a field of black flowers
painted by the fingers on canvas, stems in pencil and blue stains, flowers
in black and gold, a feeble, wilted flower.

Diametrically opposed to the flowers are the scary figures created over
the past summer monthspp- 25:26: 28 They evade unequivocal identification,
yet conjure up monsters or medusas. These are large winged creatures,
their bodies collapse under the weight of two giant lungs, possibly a
flowing female bosom; on occasion they sport feelers. They are painted in
black and gold.

At first sight, everything in these paintings is wild and vibrating. On
a closer look, it becomes evident that the painting is anchored in the
tradition of modernist painting — Picasso's Les Demoiselles d'Avignon,
De Kooning's large women. Unlike the male artists who have thrust
the violence of formal deconstruction at their female images, Shish's
monsters are “creatures” more than figures with distinctive gender
identification.

The painting's expressivity and great urgency convey the sense that
every paper, every line, is autobiographical. In effect, however, it is hard to
extract narratives from the works, not in the immediate, restricted sense of
the word. For instance, a great bamboo forest extending over a powerful
panorama is devoid of a specific biographical origin, but the atmosphere it
conveys —a thicket whose roots are in the air, white darkness, vertical trunks
linking the upper and lower worlds — requires no narratal interpretation.
The atmosphere is existentialPP-59-51, It is the forest of life. The layers of
paint applied one atop the other, concealing and revealing, are the canvas's
biography. As in the video piece where Shish sings a love song: the story
behind becomes secondary to the very daring to sing aloud with a single
line.

The painting —and the video, or TV pieces, or cardboard objects — are all
incarnated as manifestations of art striving to refine the artistic experience
into its basic and most fundamental constituents, while shedding anything
that appears redundant. One facet of this move is the single line or the
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yearning for a faraway love. Basic and desperate, running the risk of being
as sentimental and romantic as one can be. Her eyes are torn. The violation
of the eye and elimination of the gaze may be read, in this case, almost
as embarrassment for the unmediated directness she has nevertheless
allowed herself under the definition of ‘art work.'

This brings us back to the Surrealist condition transpiring in her work,
not only through the images' metamorphosis, but also through belief in
radical acts and their effectiveness. Shish's radicalism takes place entirely
within the field of painting and art objects. The art world is the arena
within which she operates, the one from and in relation to which she
invents herself, transgresses, wrestles.

In her texts about Shish, Tal Ben-Zvi places her in the Mizrahi (Eastern)
context. She perceives Shish's art as oscillating along the scale of Israeli and
French Tunisian Orientalism (her parents’ origin), pinpointing a biographical
meaning in the black.> But the Eastern black is but one aspect in the broad
range of meanings ascribed to “black,” among them black-on-white as
a classic of Western painting. When asked who her favorite artists are,
Shish answers without hesitation: Picasso, Giacometti, Rothko; artists of
the Western modernist canon.

Rothko enables her to speak of art in such terms as sanctity, miracle, a
believers' religion. In Giacometti's case she relates to the ultra-fine, needle-
thin figures covered with the artist's fingerprints. She imagines him holding
the lump of matter in his hand, nullifying it until it becomes a quivering
line. Shish's single-stemmed flowers strive to reach that place, on the verge
of nullity. “Every time | paint the elongated flowers, | want Giacometti to
see it," she says.

The affinity with Picasso seems to be due to the inventiveness, the
flexible pendulation between materials, and also — the infinite abundance
of works. Shish belongs to the species of productive artists. On the scale
between Picasso and Duchamp — the obsessive producer versus the work-
avoider — Shish is the overflowing artist. Her work may be described in
terms of lava — boiling from within, erupting. Time and again. Endeavoring
to flood the world with her works, like Picasso.

In Israeli art she ought to be linked with distinctive line artists, like
Aviva Uri and Raffi Lavie, and with a conceptual-expressive artist, such as
Moshe Gershuni. The ability to produce poetry from a single line, and a



possible — the thing itself, in the most unmediated manner. Shish places
pieces of paper on her weeping eyes, saturating them with a mixture of
tears and runny makeup... Something about this moving act seems to say:
a tear is a tear, not a metaphor, nor an allegory.

Flooding the World with Paintings

The images in Shish's works may be divided into vertical, linear and upright,
as opposed to sprawled, containing and orbicular. On the one hand - the
stems and trunks, the bamboo stalks and gallows all slice the canvas or
the paper with straight lines; on the other hand - the eyes, the apples,
the flower vases, the suns, and the houses are womb-like and embracing.
Most of them are images pertaining to nature, albeit there is something
unnatural and incorrect about them all. The houses are always bottomless,
like the vases; the trees hover in mid-air, and the roots, if there are any,
become bird's legs or crutches. Something is principally missing, crippled,
and irreparably distorted.

The tension nourishing the paintings stems from the antithetical
positions motivating the act of painting: on the one hand, recognition of
the fundamental flaw, and on the other — the wondrous ability to create a
whole world with a single line, whether in pencil or brush. Drama, pathos,
breathtaking beauty. Something has happened. A flower withered, but
with it something in the world has shattered. In this respect, concurrent
with the direct confrontation of obscenity, to use Bataille's words, or “the
horror, the horror,” as the last words of Kurtz from Heart of Darkness, or
the wallowing in abjection, as Kristeva calls it — the stand taken by Shish
vis-a-vis the art world is entirely romantic; it is the belief in the power of the
single line to say something meaningful, in the unmediated directness of a
painting executed with one's fingers, in a drama transpiring on a 6 m-wide
canvas, in the thrill of attaching cardboard to photograph, in touching art's
most fluttering materials. Risking (self-humiliation, over-exposure) and
renouncing all defense mechanisms.

Thus, for example, in a video piece created recently, whose format
resembles the TV works, Shish faces the camera, frontal and motionless,
singing unaccompanied a song she has written; a love song, a song of
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round treetop, they suggest eyeballs. At the foot of one of the trees one
can just barely identify the word “Safed” bursting forth from under coats
of white paint. The roots of the tree are like bird legs; from a different
angle, they resemble crutches.

Either way, on the tree or next to it, the pink rings/fruits/eyes are
incredible in their unexpected sensuousness. Their pink flesh on the black
tree, against the backdrop of the white canvas, transforms the image into
a type of vibrating Tree of Knowledge marking temptation and imminent
disaster. “[Flor the first time, | saw her ‘pink and dark’ flesh cooling in the
white milk,” as the boy in Story of the Eye describes Simone on their first
sexual encounter, when the girl sits naked before him in a saucer of milk...3
Henceforth the pink, white and black will evolve into a story that breaches
the boundaries of pleasure beyond any reasonable probability.

Shish's tree grows pink round eyeballs. The fruit of knowledge is
associated with seeing and the gaze; the eye emerges as a dangerous,
erotic organ, binding pleasure and sensuality with torment and pain. Eros
and Thanatos, in Freud's terms, sustain the existential experience; Shish’s
works swarm with sensuality, alongside an ever-present lurking threshold
of death.

The perfectly round fruits also bring to mind Pauline Réage's Story of
O*from the 1950s, another novel transpiring between the pornographic
and the metaphorical. A woman named “O" goes from hand to hand
as a pure object. She transforms into the very form of the letter of her
name - a round eyeball, a ripe fruit. The round shape symbolizes her
being an absolute receptacle, ostensibly signifying her humiliation, but
paradoxically it is also a sign of power — a perfect, self-containing form,
yielding by virtue of its love.

This is also the dialectic conveyed by the fruits of Shish's trees and by
many of her other works: great hermeticism alongside sadomasochistic
violence. The painting is the world, and requires nothing but itself, and
forthwith — it also absorbs injuries and bruises, taking upon itself the fate
of being scarred, thrusting the volumes of anxiety and horror back at the
viewer.

Alongside the countless eye images appearing in the works in contexts
of violence and self-mutilation, there are also tears. The liquid discharged
by the eye. Not representations of tears, but rather — as much as



In the more immediate context of Israeli art, the iconoclasm applied
by Shish to her self-portraits calls to mind Yocheved Weinfeld's sewn
photographs from the 1970s or Hila Lulu Lin's manipulated photographs
from the 1990s onward. Weinfeld “stitched" her eyes onto black-and-
white photographs, blinding herself, mutilating, blocking the gaze. In the
1970s such an artistic act was read as one responding to the woman'’s
place in the history of art — the one intended to be looked at, the one
denied the right to look back. Weinfeld prevented her eyes from the viewer,
radicalizing the incorrectness inherent in presenting a wounded, bruised
female face. Hila Lulu Lin, via more progressive photographic techniques,
inserts egg yolks or raw red meat into her photographed eyes. The effect
is startling, uncanny. The interchangeability created by Lulu Lin between
the eye and the egg, like the images’ metamorphoses in Shish's paintings,
is associated with the eye's incarnations into an egg, a sun, and a bull's ball
in Bataille's Story of the Eye, a book which came out concurrent with Un
Chien Andalou, in the prime of the Surrealist years.

The relevance of Story of the Eye to Shish’s art lies not in the external
plot — an account of the radical sexual experiences of a boy and a girl - but
in the metaphors, the essence stemming from the depicted objects and
their metamorphoses. The eye in Bataille's story deviates from its ordinary
function, becoming a key erotic organ. Eroticism manifests itself in radical
forms of transgression and risking, culminating in death. The centrality of
the eye in Bataille's story, which at the time was considered outrageous
and pornographic and was published under a pseudonym, echoes the
eye's presence in Shish's paintings — a libidinal eye; sensual and total. Even
when it incarnates as a burnt bulb of sorts or a sun with rays, appearing as
if it had just emerged from Picasso's Guernica, and soon thereafter, when
it resembles an illustration for (Kristeva's) Black Sun, as elaborated by Ktzia
Alon and Dalia Markovich in their catalogue essay, and even more so — as
(Bataille's) Rotten Sun. In any event, it is an eye-sun that does not appear
in its luminous, bright, comforting form, but rather through its violent,
dangerous, destructive energy.

In a series of paintings from the summer of 2006 Shish depicted black
trees with pink fruits. Their identification as fruits is a mere automatic
conditioningP-3¢. A more accurate description would be pink circles, round
and very beautiful, flowing from the tree downward. Dissociated from the
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Dali and Bufiuel's film is an anchor that calls for elaboration, to examine
through it not only the lure-repulsion relationship which Shish activates
toward the viewer, but also the meaning of the Surrealist condition with
respect to her works in general. In the Surrealist agenda the eye emerges
as a disturbing, meaning-generating organ, whose ability to observe the
world is the least of the qualities attributed to it. The Surrealist eye is seeing
and blind, erotic and provocative, disconcerting. Seeing is perceived as
dangerous, disastrous, subversive. The paintings of Max Ernst, André
Masson, or Joan Mird contain eyes —isolated, taken out of the (reassuring)
context of the face, usually shut, indicating that the real observation is
directed inward, into the subconscious, into dream, into the repressed layers
of consciousness. Sleep and blindness were perceived as the privileged
conditions of seeing. Not incidentally, Oedipus, who blinded himself in
order to see the truth, is one of the heroes of Surrealism.

The eye plucking in Shish's works is executed on Xerox prints of self-
portraits. Shish attaches these black-and-white Xerox photographs with
masking-tape to television screens, tearing the pupils out. The television
is turned on in its most basic mode: a flickering blue screen devoid of
an imageP-23. When the eyes are removed, the screen's blueness bursts
through. Itis sky-blue, bright blue of Gothic stained glass — and at the same
time, obviously, it is the most synthetic, technological blue, an alienated
and impersonal blue of staring.

The television's muteness complements the castration of the eyes and
the hollow dazzle of the blue screen. Something is blocked, something is
sealed, something doesn't want to be said, to see or be seen. What is it that
the eyes do not want to, or cannot see? Bataille will claim it is obscenity.
To decent people, he writes in Story of the Eye, the universe seems decent,
because they have gelded eyes, “that is why they fear lewdness."?

For a while it seems as though art's solution for the seeing/non-seeing
paradox is introspection, looking inward like the Surrealist eye. A temporary
solution. Salvation will not come from there. Shish plucks the eyes out, but
then paints the obscene: big black monsters. A purulent abscess that bursts
under the burden of black and gold.

And there is also Picasso’s solution, which Shish adopts as well: to
create as much as possible, to postpone observation (namely, the criticism
and reservations) in favor of practice. Transgression and excess.
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Story of the Eye

In the past ten or fifteen years, during which Shish's artistic language
evolved, an image bank has crystallized repeating itself over and over in
different incarnations: flowers with drooping inflorescence, trees whose
roots are in the air, upside down crowns, reclining hearts, light bulbs and
sun, bird's legs, leaves that are also tears that are also nooses, horses,
houses with chimneys from which smoke billows. Most of the images
contain some anomaly - the crown is inverted, the heart lies down, the
flower is wilted, the house has no foundations. They are conductors of
beauty, yet contain an impairment, their beauty is upset.

We shall still return to what appears to be the ongoing disfiguration
of beauty, but during the acquaintance phase with Shish's artistic world
one ought to linger on the image most present in her works — present,
metamorphosed, reemerging in the form of another image: The eye. Eyes.
Countless eyes.

The eye sometimes appears as a leaf; it may, all of a sudden, float on
its own on a large pink canvas. At times it is torn from a self-portrait
photograph or crossed out with aggressive masking-tape strips. Itincarnates
into the image of a light bulb. It can be identified in the hangman's noose,
while at other times it is a flower. It is at once poetic and violent. The
violence is directed primarily toward itself: a plucked, torn, absent, covered
eye. At the same time, the empty gaze directed at the viewer from the
works is startling and deterring. Inevitably the viewer becomes a part of
the reign of terror of what Bataille calls “the gelded eye.""

Mutilation of the eye through its isolation and introduction to a
dual position — a wounded eye which, in turn, “wounds” the eye of the
beholder — recalls a famous historical precedent: Dali and Bufiuel's joint
film from 1928, Un Chien Andalou. The camera lingers on the slicing of
an eye. The horror invoked by the images is especially overwhelming since
it involves the very organ by which we observe the horror. The seeing
eye is also the one that refuses to observe the horror. Something in the
self-mutilation directed at the viewer infiltrates Shish's works in various
ways when she cuts her photographed eyes, tears them, covers and
mutilates, only to re-draw them, in their full splendor, black on pink, black
next to gold.
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paper scraps, brutally stapled togetherp-53. And all these — flamingo and
Bruce Lee and virgin-white envelopes — Shish covers with stains of black
and gold, spoiling and exalting them at the same time, crushing and
trampling, redeeming and sparing.

All this drama is spawned by industrious manual labor, the type of
practice reminiscent of handicrafts, in fact roughly calling to mind the
things she used to do as a child in Safed — “things,” before they ever
became works — and more accurately, the motivation that spurred her: the
hands work while the mind is elsewhere. The gestures of the hand lead the
practice forth, the mind has not yet accounted for what the hand already
executed. Only later will she muster up the courage to look at them — the
cardboard boxes, the envelopes, the creased papers — and christen them
as artworks.

One may also discuss this in terms of “unplugged,” in the sense of a
return to the basic and primal, to the most unmediated. Pencil on paper,
paint on some kind of surface, scissors and glue; painting with one's
fingers, singing a love song. Collages of magazine pages and cardboard
assemblages that come together to form amulets or decorations of sorts;
kindergarten and occupational therapy type of works. And lo and behold:
the more we thrust artistic insults at them, the higher will the works rise
above the cliché and transpire as a genre all their own, inventing themselves.
Flowers and flower pots made of leaf- (or eye-, or tear-) shaped paper
cutouts, reminiscent of Asim Abu-Shakra's sabra pots or, alternatively, of
Van Gogh's sunflowers, while at the same time resembling nothing but
themselves. The context, in any event, will be expressive.

Returning to Safed as an allegory, then.

Safed as an allegory for the primal, primeval place that doesn't-yet-
know-it-is-art; an allegory for the tuber from which the artist will later
blossom; an allegory for a state prior to knowledge and education and
acquaintance with the history of art. In this respect, Shish's art still transpires,
to this day, on the scale between preservation of that raw, formless lava
that motivates the artistic practice, and the skill and command acquired
over the years. She oscillates along the axis between erupting intuition and
profound understanding of what she does; between vegetable cardboard
boxes and Rothko's sublime; between Safed and London, Paris or Berlin.



On Excess and Renounciation

Ruti Direktor

Back to Safed

Khen Shish was born in Safed. In her childhood, she recounts, she used to
wander in the wadis, by herself, daydreaming in reverie, collecting leaves
and flowers, cutting papers, coloring and pasting. At 20 she began studying
art at Oranim College. Then she went to Europe and lived intermittently in
Rome and in Jerusalem for several years. She spent some time in Paris and
in London, and two years in Berlin. Now she lives in Tel Aviv.

Safed is the beginning and the source, the great big womb from which
everything springs, erupts, and whereto it all returns. But the Archimedean
point of her art is actually London. During one of her first trips to Europe
Shish arrived at the Tate Gallery, where she saw Rothko's paintings, the
crimson-maroon series. In Rothko's room she experienced a moment of
what may be termed illumination or revelation. There she realized that
what she sought in art was no less than the rarity of the sublime upon
which Rothko had touched. Her path to the sublime, as may be seen
today, in retrospect, would follow from the lowly, wallowing and soiled,
from suicidal artistic acts that sometimes stem from the multiple and the
excessive and the overflowing, and sometimes are embodied in a single
line and great renouncement.

In recent months (Summer 2006) Shish began working with cardboard
boxes she finds on the street, papers of various kinds which she treats
as materials, and photographs she cuts from magazines. She clips, cuts,
and glues, staples together, wraps-bandages with masking-tape, covers
with stickers. The wide open mouth of a bear is fused into Bruce Lee's
face; white envelopes are attached to one another, transforming into a
mound of open-closed tongues; a paper birthday plate becomes a round
surfaceP-52; pinkish flamingo photographs are covered with leaf-shaped
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