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My Body is a Monument

The current identity discourse does not acknowledge

the fact that difference is essential to culture, and that
unresolved tensions are its living spirit. Hence, the concept

of multiculturalism means little, particularly in Israeli society.
Without detracting from the important success of the struggle
to give platform and voice to non-mainstream art, note that

it leaves us wearing the same lenses — lenses coloured by the
familiar, Western, and mainly masculine and white. Moreover,
it validates the Other mainly out of its own verification code.
Thus, the Other has indeed been assigned a significant role

in the ‘multiculturalism game’ and has been ‘'empowered’
thereby, but it remains outside the Israeli mainstream, which
still conceives itself as a homogenous and universal whole.

Consequently, the art of the male - and female - Other is
still measured by hegemonic standards, still conceptualized in
terms of the Eurocentric art-historical discourse. As a result,
the politics and practice that attend to difference preserve
an ‘us vs. them' mechanism that does not enable alternative
identifications and integrative experiences. The exhibition My
Body is a Monument, proposes to examine the various aspects
of artists' subjective identities as a flexible rather than a rigid
continuum, which produces a multi-layered fabric of identities
that make up Israeliness without solidifying it.

The artists presenting in the exhibition open a window onto
the personal and collective experience of being a woman and
an artist from a different community in Israeli society. Each
manoeuvres between her unique biography and a feminist
political discussion, as well as critical reflection about her
community and Israeli society in general. Most highlight the
human body and use it to examine the different and similar,
their exclusion and belonging. At the same time, they do not
ignore issues of ethnicity, sexuality, gender and race. All the
artworks, therefore, covey concepts of multi-layered identity
and protest against the shallowness of their subsuming under
any monolithic social category, be it 'Ethiopian’, 'Druze’,

‘Bedouin’ or ‘asylum seeker’.

Idit Toledano
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Mimi Tesema Sibaho

Tesema Sibaho’s works have no colourful tension, no reduction in the
intensity of the black. Itis highlighted against the whiteness in space. In
mainly white Israeli society, the black skin color has become a marker of
the Ethiopian Jewish community and one of the dominant aspects of their
identity. Black produces total, automatic and stereotypical identification.
Tesema Sibaho protests against these crude manifestations of racism, that
assume a relationship between biological properties such as skin colour or
bodily or facial structure and mental properties such as intelligence and
industriousness, or even moral values. She therefore highlights the colour
in her works by way of defiance: the white cloth that stands for purity in
Ethiopian tradition or the colourful embroidery are washed in black. In
her works, blackness is treated both as a marker of the cause of exclusion
and discrimination, and as a marker of uniqueness, tradition, and pride.
Tesema Sibaho challenges the viewer to reflect on racial inequality,
using black as a meta-colour, on which every identity and cultural aspect
is overlaid, thereby empowering the sense of absolute otherness. In
doing so, she rallies against what post-colonial theoretician Frantz Fanon
called ‘the metaphysics in which the Black is trapped”. Colours features
centrally in the human psyche, trapping the individual in a framework
of being. The individual's right to self-perception is denied, as she is not
available to sense the reset of her identities, attain the full experience of

her totality.

The dress as a decontextualized object often features in Israeli art. Bereft
of its familiar contexts, it is reread with emphasis on its importance as

a representation of that from which it has been removed. As a piece of
clothing, itis imbued with ethnic and religious identity and sociocultural
hierarchies. In Ethiopia, the traditional dress is white, and when Tesema
Sibaho washes it in black, she erases any identification of a different set

of values.
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Ameera Ziyan

Ziyan is a chemical-industrial engineer with an MA in art
from Haifa University. She has presented in individual and
group exhibitions in Israel and worldwide. Her works focus
on the social aspect of identity and of the female identity

and experience in Druze society. They reveal the invisibility
of the silenced and transparent, the distress of women in
traditional society. This society demands that women accept
the domestic ghetto as the realization of all their dreams, and
actualize themselves by raising children and performing the
household chores. As an artist whose talents are realized

in creative work and who is inspired by long, intimate
conversations with female members of her community, the
components and contents of domesticity represent for Ziyan,
in her works, the loss of their self-identity, with the kitchen in
particular marked as the site of their erasure.

In her photographs, Ziyan makes strategic use of the tension
between total erasure of the female image and its blurring and
encapsulation within objects and other markers of oppression.
The soapy foam on the homemaker's feet, the figure disappear-
ing within the saj, the convex iron pan Druze women use to
bake pita bread, and even the quintessentially Israeli terrazzo
floor, which flattens the figure of the woman sprawled over
it — all these signify the oppression in the women’s lives. At the
same time, her photographs emphasize an intimate preoccupa-
tion with the private body, only it is not identified individually
but generically, stressing the identity-less position of women in

the traditional society.
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Marwa Abdelkader

The artist’s role is to break down barriers, but Abdelkader, who
lives in the Bedouin town of Rahat, surrounds herself with a
prickly wall of cacti. After getting married and moving from her
parental home to live with her husband's family, as is still the
custom, she placed cactus pots around it to form a fence, as used
to be the custom in Palestine. This move may be interpreted as
the marking of a territory, but the cactus plant integrated in her
work can also protect her, allow her to grow both out of its routs,
out of herself, and beyond her culture of origin.

Throughout history, creative women have been relegated
to the local and domestic space, almost completely excluded
from public culture. Abdelkader uses a photography
technique identified with the modern West and with public
documentation and exposure to present women in traditional
dress engaged in embroidery — an art form long considered
to be a feminine practice of purely ornamental functions. Her
figures are indeed planted deep in the ground of heritage,
performing traditional work, but their cultural roots are also the
source of their growth. Thus, the artist examines dichotomies
such as those between tradition and modernity, prickles and
protection, and the longing for belonging as opposed to the

construction of an independent female identity.
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Salam Mamusha

Mamusha arrived in Israel in 1999. Today she studies art
education at Kibbutzim College. Her works deal with her body.
As an Orthodox Christian, she says, her community expects her
to cover and downplay her sexuality. Nevertheless, she insists
on violating social conventions and photograph her body and
copy the photos using painting technique. The transition to
painting reverses the alienation of the documentary medium,
making it more personal, more revealing. The physical reality
becomes an envelope for what goes in the artist’s thoughts and
in the depths of her soul, by cutting the body, she exposes her
psyche that deals with its difference. In a society that worships
both whiteness and slenderness. 'l love it’, she says, ‘that the
canvas can’t contain me — [ fill it to the very edge. That's me!’
Her amputated organs focus the viewers' eyes, making
them uneasy, forcing them to reexamine their normative and
cultural positions. In that, Mamusha seeks to question the
absoluteness of the beauty as represented by contemporary

Western aesthetics — slenderness and whiteness as the default.
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Zauadito Yosef Seri

Yosef Seri has a BA in art from Sapir Academic College, and
another BA from the Beit Berl College School of Art. She has
presented in multiple individual and group exhibitions, and
represented Israel at the 2018 Dakar Biennale.

Yosef Seri's works are produced in a special technique
based on ground coal mixed with polymeric materials. She
associates her use of coal with the memory of its smell that has
accompanied her childhood, particularly the two-year voyage
of her family through the Gondar Transit Camp in Ethiopia
to Israel. According to Yosef Seri, she has no memory of her
childhood. All she can remember is the smell of burning coals,
over which the women would prepare their dishes and roast
coffee. Thus, the material itself represents a subliminal memory
arising from the deep layers of the unconscious, and used by
Yosef Seri to create compositions that are a calculated risk to
examine the experience of transitioning from one culture to the
other, as well as her identity as a Black artist in Israeli space.

Blackness becomes a subject in its own right in Yosef
Seri’s hands. She presents the colour as an unreliable, fluid
evidence, which rises and transcends other markers that
distinguish between human beings. Her works protest against
the monolithic category 'black’ that produces a totalizing and
stereotypical identification, inviting the views to carefully
examine the differences and their meanings. Thus, using images
that conduct a critical dialogue with the stereotypes that label
the Other in Israeli society, she challenges the hegemonic Israeli
gaze and manifestations of racism against her community.

The Womb Cluster seeks to examine the nature of the organ

that purports to represent — and delineate — femininity. The

womb is the newborn’s home, nesting its difference and unique
characteristics, but in Yosef Seri's work it is black. In that as

well as in its other characteristics, it violates the expectation to
function conventionally: it lies outside the female body, exposed,
revealing its internality. It seeks to question the generalizing
similarity between individual wombs and its exclusionary
implications.

The same goes for Me 1, Me 2, Me 3 and Them and Us:
without morphology, outlines or boundaries, the objects
presented by the artist are unicellular organisms, lacking any
gender or racial identity, reproductions but not duplicates.
Reproduction enables to examine the general, the stereotypical,
with similarity questioning difference. But the history of racial
difference is coded in the material, allowing it the option of
taking a different form, to flow, like identity itself. Is form the
product of a melting process of the Ethiopian figure into the
Israeli melting pot? Or is it a form that does not comply with
social dictates? A form that is not determined in advance and
therefore does not subject the body to discipline or dictate the
norm, the ideal, hence allowing us to examine what motivates
stereotypical binarism but also the unquestionable similarity?

"I call them (the forms) Me. Once the viewer reads the
title, he reads Me, and this way | create a deceptive role play
between the viewer’s ego and my own’. The Other's gaze traps
you in molds that enable only one identity — White or Black.
Adding colourfulness on one side of several of the masks in
Me and Them highlights additional identities erased from the
essentialist perception of blackness, blending us and them into

an indistinct whole.
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Dafna Shalom

Photographer, video and multidisciplinary artists, Shalom
studied and worked in New York, and presented in multiple
exhibitions in Israel and Abroad.

Mavdil; Vocals and Music: Victoria Hanna. This video
installation is part of The Time-Specific Video Series, which
includes five works, all reinterpreting traditional rites of
passage. Through them, Shalom examines the necessity of
nationalism and Western-ness as dominant structures in Israeli
society and culture. The entire series challenges the convention
dichotomies of Jews and Arabs to create a spiritual space where
ashared Jewish-Arab identity can exist.

In this work, Shalom joins vocal artist Victoria Hanna and
uses the central Jewish texts of the Havdalah ('separation’) -
recited at the end of the Jewish week on Saturday evening: 'He
who separates [Mavdil] lights from darkness, sacredness from
profanity, Israel and the nations’. Shalom carves out spaces of
silence in the text and selects only a few words from it, thereby
creating a tension that becomes intensified in front of the chair
that burns like the bush from the Mosaic revelation. This way,
the artist gives the viewer enough time to reflect and undergo
an intellectual and interpretive experience vis-a-vis the text,
which becomes in the process contemporary and relevant. Like
the formative Biblical event in which God was revealed to
Moses in a bush conventionally considered to be prickly in order
to appoint him His messenger to freedom, so does the simple
chair burning in a field of thorns teach us that Israel are still
enslaved, still waiting for a spiritual leader.

Itis customary for the man to conduct the Havdalah
ceremony, only in Shalom’s Mavdil, it is a woman who weeps
the words, suggesting a hybrid, Arab-Jewish identity embodied
in one, a woman's body. Precisely in the gender- and even
ethnically oppressive religious space, the artist makes room for
Jewish-Arab feminine self-expression.

At the same time, on a parallel screen, the lament and
supplication in Hanna's singing, together with the use of sign
language, incomprehensible to most viewers, distract the
attention from the content of her words to her monotonous,
meditative hand movements — an aspect that calls for an
additional layer of interpretation that is not as intellectual,
and seems to be borrowed from a foreign, unfamiliar and

inaccessible ritual.

Nocturnal Scripts is a project that includes several series
of mixed-media scans and prints on Braille script. 'l integrate
Braille script in my work in several ways', says Shalom, ‘as a
metaphor for the experience of uncertainty and disorientation
and as a medium for processing the relationship between
aesthetics and ethics’. For the sighted individual, Braille is
cryptic, challenging familiar sensory perceptions, since faced
with its signs, the sighted majority experience what it feels to
be a minority excluded from language, space and society.

Come Onis based on the poetry of poet and author Tehila
Hakimi, whose writing paint the greyness of our world.

As a mechanical engineer, she connects the mechanisms

of the machine to those of language, and challenges the
subordination to material achievement and the mechanical
nature of modern work. At the same time, her poetry deals
with loneliness in the globalization age and the emptiness of

the preset-day society of plenty.

Come On

Come walk with me

Let go your bad syntactic rules

Shed your bad punctuation habits

Unchain the prepositions

Forget the question marks

Let letters frolic like children on a distant beach
Whisper them

As though writing your name on the sand

A sketch of headless girls in boarding house uniform stains
the Braille-inscribed Come On. The visually impaired sense the
poem and understand its content, but cannot see the drawing.
The visually unimpaired experience the rare realization that
they too are disabled - their understanding is uncertain, a
permanent situation for the visually impaired.

The girls seem uniform — the peacefulness and support
afforded by belonging to the community, clinging to reality.
But their price, states Shalom, is the loss of individual identity,
uniqueness, and the ability to live your life in full.

Shalom herself left a traditional community life behind her,
and she therefore lives her life in an ongoing conflict between
the yearning to be part of a coherent and protective collective

and the desire to shape a universal, individual free-thinking
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identity. Although I have rebelled, she says, I could not purify
my body from the rituals I have observed and experienced.
Only far from here, during her stay in New York, did she start
the process of deconstructing what she calls 'Mizrahi identity
conflicts’, a process that has refined dichotomies of belonging
and otherness, and at the same time has created a diffusion
leading to the formulation of an identity grounded in the

spiritual aspects of her origins.

Abekyelesh Belay

Belay immigrated to Israel in 1994. She started painting at the
age of 17, and studied acting as well as drawing and painting
with artist Maya Cohen Levi. She has a BA in the humanities
and social sciences from the Open University.

Using aquarelles and gloomy compositions, Belay dives into
the depths of her consciousness, shifting between her personal
history and the innermost reaches of her soul. Her paintings
seem to create a reality of their own, evoking a dream or a life
in a different place or time, but in fact planted deep in her own.
Belay deals with excommunicated figures, family relationships,
wandering and dissociation. Although the themes and images
are drawn from her own life, they carry the viewers away ona

vision motivated by mental storm.

Esther Akpan

Esther Akpan is a high school student. 'My hair is my power,
she says. Akpan photographs her friends from behind with
their faces invisible, the emphasis being on their air. ‘Every
culture brings its beauty and uniqueness. The beauty | bring
represents not only the external, but also the identity,

the culture I'm coming from. Connecting to the unique,
differentiating marker’, she says, ‘strengthens me in the face of

racismin Israeli society’
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Abekyelesh Belay
The Hand, 2020

Watercolour and
pencil on paper
500 x 700mMm
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Marwa Abdelkader
Sabara, 2018

93 x180mm
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Zauadito Yosef Seri 110 Q01" INTTIY
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Mixed coal technique, 620 x 330mm n”n 330 x 620 ,"0P1ART PAT ,0Na
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Dafna Shalom
From the series “Night Writings” (Hakimi), 2018

Mixed media on archival paper, scanography
1000 x 700mMm
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Esther Akpan
Untitled, 2020
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Ameera Ziyan
Untitled, 2019

Photograph mounted on Dibond
1500 x 1500mMmMm
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Mimi Tesema Sibaho IN2'0 NNOV NN
Untitled, 2020 2020 ,0W N9

Clothand yarn, 170 x 174mm n”n 174 x 170 ,0°vIN1 072
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Zauadito Yosef Seri

110 401" INTTIT
Womb Cluster, 2016

2016 ,0N1N 712WUR
Installation; fabric, glue, coal and acrylic P9MPRI ONA ,pAT ,T1 18N
2200 x 1450mm n"n 1450 x 2200
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