Bezalel s second chance
Artist Eliahou Eric Bokobza makes
the centennial anniversary of the
founding of the Bezalel Academy
an occasion for approaching Boris
Schatz's activity from a new,
sometimes playful angle
By Smadar Sheffi
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ezalel Version B" is a deceptive and charming exhibition, a genuinely post-modern act by Eliahou Eric
Bokobza. It marks the end of the Bezalel Academy
of Art and Design's 100th anniversary festivities, which had
seemed to be missing something. Despite the brilliant move
of exhibiting works by academy graduates and by master's
degree students from throughout the world at Ben Gurion
Airport - an exhibition that reverberated widely (without
considering whether this was primarily due to the venue)
- it is indeed hard to say that the celebrations of what is
considered to be the birth of Israeli art reached the focus of
public discourse in any major way.
In the past year, the Jerusalem Artists House, where Bokobza is now showing and which was the original home of
the Bezalel Academy in 1906, has held three exhibitions following the activity of the family of Bezalel founder Boris
Schatz and three additional exhibitions dealing with Bezalel's early years. Bokobza presents a group show by artists who studied at the old Bezalel, Schatz's Bezalel, which
closed in 1928 (and only reopened in 1935). For his documentation Bokobza relied on the catalog for "Schatz's Bezalel," a
comprehensive historical exhibition held in 1982.
Haviv Sasson, Haim Mahbob, Rahamim Ezra, Yehuda
Nachmias, Yaakov Mizrahi and David Seri appear on the
school's enrollment lists of students and their works are part
of the permanent collection of the Israel Museum. (All the
works that were part of Bezalel Museum, next to the academy were transferred in the 1960s to the Israel Museum).
There is no information on their lives and work after they
left Bezalel, and Bokobza did not try to track them down. He
worked on the assumption that had he lived at the turn of
the previous century and attended Bezalel, he would probably have been one of those artists of Middle Eastern origin,
whom Schatz would have classified as being more suited
to creating crafts than art and then sought to use his skills
to create in an Eastern style that owed more to Schatz's
Orientalist perspective than to authenticity.
After his request to obtain the original works from the

A wort bv Bokobza: Critical

Bokobza's tribute to the works of Haviv Sasson.

by Zev Raban, is featured in three humorous drawings; they
attest to the considerable influence of European drawing of
the time, primarily French illustrations, but also of Viennese expressionists in the style of Egon Schille. A pair of
works depicts a Bezalel student, once as a humble and bent
job seeker and once as a street sweeper with the caption, "A
Bezalel Student Found Work."
The position Bokobza expresses is a critical one. This is
indeed not a protest exhibition and Bokobza does not deal
with correcting one historical injustice or another; but he
does ask about the place of Orientalism at Bezalel, about
the reciprocal ties between the very European dream of
academia and the desire to join the commercialized Oriental trend prevailing at the time, and about the problematic
nature of translating authentic Oriental aesthetics of those
artists of Oriental origin into synthetic Oriental aesthetics. Bokobza presents jugs with ornamental lettering by
Rahamim Ezra or a design for a hanukkiyah by David
Seri, all in a Middle Eastern style whose origin cannot be
determined - Persian or Islamic, earlier or later.
Bokobza took an item from each of the artists' works
and used them as a backdrop and recurring motif in the invented portraits that he drew. The portraits are all similar
in terms of facial features, but Bokobza, using stereotypical characteristics, offers a different Me story for each one.
He drew Haim Mahbob, who died in 1963, wearing a beret
and red scarf, and Rahamim Ezra in a pressed shirt and tie.
In his self-portrait, in an open sweater and T-shirt, he uses
the motif of large eyes which recurs in many of his works.
Bokobza's small solo exhibition deals entirely with motifs that could have appeared in works from Bezalel, from
Rachel's Tomb to elements related to the Jewish holidays.
These works, some from recent years and others created
for the exhibition, reveal the deep interest Bokobza developed in Bezalel works as early as the mid-1990s, when he
began his artistic career.
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Israel Museum was turned down, Bokobza used digital photos the museum gave him. (In the case of Seri, however,
the originals were obtained and used.) These photos were
processed, enlarged and different elements focused on, so
that the works in the exhibition are not reproductions of the
artists' work in the museum's collection (although the information posted alongside them, such as the dimensions, and
sometimes also the titles, are identical to the listing in the
museum collection).
Bokobza stressed the components that were of interest to
him, usually recurring motifs. Bokobza's tribute, if it may
be called such, to the works of Haviv Sasson are of particular interest. Sasson, who it turns out is the person who actually drew the famous doors of the Bezalel Museum planned

emerges from the images. Alongside the works with typical Bezalel materials, such as wooden book ends and picture frames (identical to those of the portraits), are T-shirts,
aprons and coffee mugs, the kind of peripheral items that
many Japanese artists sell on the Internet as a kind of spinoff of their works; several Israeli artists have done this too,
such as Zoya Cherkassky in her solo exhibition at the Rosenfeld Gallery some years ago. But the fact that Bokobza insisted on created most of the souvenirs from wood, as in the
days of Bezalel, certainly makes them unique.
Bokobza's Bezalel is a place that received a second
chance. Its archaism becomes enchanting precisely because of its contemporary nature, its combination of art and
craft, and above all because of the images that only appear
to be innocent.

