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ARTS

Eetta Prince-Gibson

E
LIAHOU ERIC BOKOBZA DE-
scribes himself as a conceptual
artist. "First, I think about the idea
that I want to present," he explains.
"Then I give it content, context, and

artistic form."
Having exhibited in individual shows

locally and abroad, including the prestigious
Martin Gropius Museum in Berlin, Bokobza,
43, is considered one of Israel's leading
artists. And yet, unlike most of his contem-
poraries, whose works look to the interna-
tional art scene, Bokobza's work is locally
grounded, addressing issues that most other
Israeli artists would rather ignore.

Diminutive and intense, Bokobza wears
wire-framed glasses and speaks with a soft
French accent that lends a cosmopolitan flair
to his articulate Hebrew. He has just com-
pleted his sixth solo show in Israel, entitled
"Bezalel Version B," which was commis-
sioned by the Artists' House, located in
downtown Jerusalem in the original Bezalel
Art Academy buildings.

"The B," he explains, "stands for my own
name. And it stands for the 'other,' the
Mizrahi [Eastern, or Sephardi Jewish] Israel
that was discriminated against. And finally,
the B stands for the fact that this entire exhib-
it is based on truths that never happened."

Using historical documents and materials

Tunisian-bom Israeli artist Eliahou
Eric Bokobza challenges basic ideas
about art, authenticity and reality

n Place, Across Time
characteristic of Israeli art during the period
of Boris Schatz, the legendary founder of the
original Bezalel School of Art, Bokobza has
telescoped time and aesthetics into an imagi-
nary "retrospective" homage to six Mizrahi
artists — Habib Sasson,Ya'akov Mizrahi,
Harim Mahboub, Rahamim Ezra, Yehuda
Nahmias, Yaacov Mizrahi and David Serry
— who worked at Bezalel but whose talents
were ignored by Schatz. Bokobza conducted
actual historical investigations, roaming
through archives and probing forgotten boxes
in moldy storage rooms to locate some of the
original materials produced by these six
artists, mostly sketches and preliminary

designs and a few photographs.
Committed to "the concept, rather than

than objective truth," Bokobza felt at liberty
to then use modern tools and digital methods
to reproduce, enlarge and enhance his dis-
coveries for the "retrospective" exhibition.
"That is the postmodern part of me," he
explains. "The source and the original are not
what matters. The image created is what mat-
ters." And in true postmodern fashion, he has
used these images to deconstruct the
Orientalism, Zionist myth-making, ethnic
discrimination, and the history of Israeli art,
rooted in the Bezalel School.

Founded in 1906 by Boris Schatz (1867-

1932), the Bezalel Academy of Arts and
Crafts in Jerusalem strove to foster a national
style of art among its students. Schatz was
born in Lithuania, but, like many Zionists of
his time, he came to view the Holy Land as a
magic fantasy, the reincarnation of the
Biblical landscape of his ancestors. Despite
his training in Paris, Schatz rejected
European modern trends and created Jewish
and Zionist icons, such as the classic draw-
ings of David's Tower and Rachel's Tomb,
based on the pioneer ethic and the flora and
fauna of the Land.

As Dalya Makovich and Ktzia Alon, cura-
tors of "Bezalel Version B" note in their
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ARTFUL DECONSTRUCTION:
(Far left) For Bokobza, Herzl's
costumes symbolize different
perceptions of Israeli reality;
(Above) Bokobza painted his
own portrait as part of his
imaginary retrospective;
(Left) A Mizrahi artist at Bezalel,
Habib Sasson was relegated
to second-class status

introduction to the catalogue,
Schatz "saw himself as prophet and
Zionist propagandist, bringing a
message of aesthetic and spiritual
redemption. His artists were asked
to play an active role in this vision."
But Schatz donned a long-flowing
jalabia (robe) to walk through the
streets of Jerusalem, and his ethos
was heavily tainted with a roman-

tic Orientalism that ignored much of the real-
ity of Palestine. He clearly gave preference to
the Ashkenazi artists of European descent
and denigrated the Mizrahi'im who worked
at Bezalel — even though many of these
Mizrahi'im that Bokobza brings to life in his
"retrospective" were born in Jerusalem, and,
for them, the scenes that Schatz attempted to
romantically recreate were actually part of
their native scenery.

Art has different meanings in the East than
in the West, Bokobza explains, but Schatz did
not realize this. "Eastern art is an installation,
such as the classic Eastern garden, where
nature, the ceramic tiles, and the sound of the
flowing water all combine. In the East, art is
intended to provide enjoyment, to cover over
unpleasant reality. In the West, art is meant to
be representative and it's based on the princi-
ple of vanitas, reminding the observer that life
is short and often difficult. Maybe that's why
perspective is so important in Western art,
while Eastern art is flatter, more colorful,
naive, and easy to look at."

B UT SCHATZ IGNORED THE
artists who could have contributed
an authentic Eastern perspective.

"Schatz's version of the East was more like
Arabian Nights than the Arabian Nights
themselves. It was naive, but also kitschy and
artificial. If Schatz had not subjugated them
to his romanticized Orientalist mold, who
knows how these artists, some of whom were
probably also trained in the West, might have
impacted on Israeli art?"

In the catalogue, Markovich and Alon
point to the ethnic and gender divisions at
Schatz's Bezalel. The division of Bezalel-
style work, they write, destined the Mizrahi
artists for the workshops that created local
crafts and folkloristic art, while artists who
had come from Eastern Europe filled the
prestigious positions of creators of fine art.

Bokobza acknowledges that there is no
evidence that the six artists whose works and
"portraits" he exhibits viewed themselves as
a group or felt discriminated against and
deprived. Nor is there any way of knowing.
But he doesn't care. "Of course I have manip-
ulated historical reality," he declares. "As a
conceptual artist, I manipulate to present the
idea. Through these six figures, partly real
and mostly imaginary, I bring up t a larger
point, about Bezalel and about the oppression
of the Mizrahi'im, the discrimination and the
stereotyping."

And, he adds, it is well-known that most'
of the Bezalel silversmiths and weavers, for
example, were poorly paid and that some
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of them were children.
Had I lived at that time — and had I been

accepted to the Bezalel Academy, which is
unlikely — these Mizrahi men would have
been my colleagues, maybe even my friends.
My fate might have been like theirs. So I have
named them, and given them the artistic pres-
ence that Schatz and Bezalel never gave them.
But I telescoped that presence into the future."

Simultaneously paying homage to Schatz
and ridiculing him, Bokobza has painted the
six portraits of his Version B group in an
exaggerated Bezalel style, so that the phony
Orientalism is unmistakable. It is as if
each of the artists was invited to pose
against the background of their own
real or imagined works. The colors are
naive and happy, almost carnival-like,
the eyes wide and round. And each
artist sports a heavy black mustache —
because, Bokobza notes with a grin,
"after all, according to the stereotype,
all Mizrahi men.had mustaches."

Bokobza points to his "portrait" of
Habib Sasson. In photographs from the
times, he says, Sasson often appears in
the center, surrounded by others. He
was handsome, most probably charis-
matic. Yet he was relegated to painting
scenery for Bezalel productions, which
was considered second-class work, a
type of "by-product of the true art."

It was Sasson who constructed
Bezalel's famous ornate doors accord-
ing to a design by artist and Bezalel
instructor Ze'ev Raban -- but until
Bokobza's exhibit, Sasson's contribu-
tion was never formally acknowledged.
"Sasson was a craftsman, but he was
also an artist," Bokobza says. "He was
Eastern, but he was also Western and
secular. And he was forgotten.

who made them, but with the generic name,
"Bezalel Work." And so Bokobza, although
he names these forgotten artists and removes
them from the Bezalel collective and the uni-
formity that Schatz imposed on their creativi-
ty, has chosen not to sign these portraits either.

In another work, finished in 2004, that has
attracted extensive media attention, Bokobza
created a limited series of lithographs of
Theodore Herzl, dressed in his underwear.
The fly is decorated with Jewish stars.
"Maybe Herzl woke up and looked at his
underwear and thought about the Jewish

Wi\\ \ K f HEN WE EXAMINE THE
history of Israeli art, we see
that almost no Mizrahi'im

ever made it into the canon," he says. "There
were, of course, Mizrahi artists, but the histo-
ry of Israeli art has been written by
Ashkenazim, and from their perspective."

Bokobza has included himself in the pan-
theon of imagined portraits, with the same
round eyes and black mustache, even though,
in reality, he is clean-shaven. And he has
painted a large necklace around his neck,
with a Hai ("life") charm. "After all," he
explains, "I'm the only one in this group
who's actually alive."

Works of art created during Schatz's time
were not signed with the name of the artist

state," Bokobza quips, reminding observers
that Herzl apparently, at some point in his
life, also worked as a model. Surrounding
Herzl's almost-naked figure are numerous
costumes with tabs attached, paper-doll fash-
ion. "The observer can simply choose the
costume he or she likes — the colonialist
British soldier, the ultra-Orthodox Jew, the
coat, or the gentleman's suit. Each of us can
imagine Herzl as we wish to — and each of
us can understand the State of Israel as we
wish to."

Recalling the commercial kitsch of the
Bezalel school and Schatz's active commer-
cialism, Bokobza has even created a sou-
venir shop as part of the Bezalel Version B
exhibit — again using modern techniques to
mass-produce Bezalel-like images, like
camels and palm trees, on popular items

PRESENT
HISTORY: Eliahou
Eric Bokobza's
recent exhibit,
Bezalei Version B,
focuses public
attention on
forgotten Mizrahi
artists

such as mugs and T-shirts.
Playing with the sense of time even far-

ther, he's created a carefully carved duo of
robots, with telly tubby-like screens in their
centers, also embellished with Rachel's
Tomb and David's Tower. Yet, he says, Ze'ev
Raban, despite Schatz's dictates, was also
infatuated with Japanism, which was popu-
lar at the time, and so the robots have
characteristics reminiscent of today's Japa-
nese animations.

For Bokobza, these works also raise com-
plex questions about authenticity and identity
in art and in his own life. He points to a series
of lithographs illustrating Israeli and Jewish
holidays and festivals. That is not a
subject that current Israeli art, especially in
today's Bezalel Acad-emy, which seeks to

break free from local-
ism, is interested in.
Jewishness and Is-
raeliness are consid-
ered anachronistic.

Yet, he says, "I
have never felt fully
Israeli. In high
school, I made
myself into the ulti-

mate outsider, and I even was quite accepted
as the different one."

He continues, "I am Mizrahi. I was born
in Tunisia. But my mother was a soprano
with the opera of Tunis and my father had a
PhD in law from the Sorbonne. I studied
piano for 14 years. Can a Mizrahi named
Bokobza play Bach? I do. But that is not
what people, when they hear my Mizrahi
name, would expect from me. My father had
a friend who was a senior pilot in the
Tunisian national airline. But when he came
to Israel, he was sent to Dimona, to work in
the factories, because he was Mizrahi.

Does that mean that I am not authentic
because I am an artist? That I am not true to
myself? Or that I am stereotyping and limit-
ing myself by dealing with the topics that I
deal with?"

He does not answer his own questions,
noting that he had always wanted to be an
artist, but that it was only after he had com-
pleted a degree in pharmacy and owned his
own drug store that he allowed himself to
study at the Pollack-Kalisher School of Art in
Tel Aviv and become a full-time artist.

Schatz's Bezalel closed down in 1929 and
the current Bezalel Academy is conceptually
and ideologically far removed from its name-
sake. Yet, Bokobza concludes by saying, "I
feel as though I were a graduate today of the
school that no longer exists." •
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