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In the beginning was a space. I saw it and fell
in love, and so I wanted to work in it and invite
artists for dialogue and collaboration. Thus I
became an artist-curator.’

When I was asked to select an artist whose
presentation would express my curatorial
practice, I approached photographer Galia Gur
Zeev—an artist with whom [ have collaborated
in the past. Initially, the need arose to mark
the point of departure in the space. I wanted to
transform the given space into a self-reflexive
space. I called it “Given.”

Choosing the project’s title, I wanted to conjure up
the memory of our forefather, Marcel Duchamp,
and his two key works: Given 1. The Waterfall

2. The Tluminating Gas (Etant donnés : 1° la chute
d’eau; 2° le gaz d’éclairage), 1946-1966, and The
Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even (aka The
Large Glass) (La mariée mis & nu par ses célibataires,
méme), 1946-1966. Each of Duchamp’s works

is divided into two. “Given” is typified by a
dichotomy between interior (“gas”) and exterior
(“waterfall”), and a physical separation between
the viewer and the work. By means of a door with
peepholes, the “interior” is exposed depicting an
“exterior” space, with a nude woman reclining

on a surface of twigs and branches. The Large
Glass is likewise divided into two: bride above,
bachelors below. Both sections strive to unite in an
encounter that will never be realized.

I perceive a correspondence between the
inability to separate and the inability to connect.
From this eternally insoluble frustration I set

out to create two entirely identical spaces—two
parts of a single whole. It is an exact duplication
where an identical “given” appears in each of
the twin spaces. This duplication represents the
split identity of an artist-curator. It challenges
the ability to simultaneously assume two
identities that strive to unite, yet struggle against
one another.

To my mind, every curatorial act is an act of
duplication which brings the return of the
artist’s repressed identity to the surface. In

the entity “artist-curator,” which generates a
repetition of the repressed identity, however, the
duplication is twofold. In this context one may
mention the Freudian concept of the “uncanny”
associated with the return of the repressed.

It is a disconcerting return of something

once familiar, which is now experienced as
foreign and estranged. The equivalent German
word, unheimlich, denotes unhidden, namely
something which ought to have remained
hidden and secret, but has come to light. The
return to the uncanny place is forced on the
subject by virtue of what he is reluctant to learn
about himself.

The uncanny return of the repressed exposes
not only the artist repressed within the figure of
the curator, but also the curator repressed within
the artist. For this reason, the double space

is, at once, a divided space and a compound
space. It is comprised of two spaces—front and
back. Six doors mark the duplication of spaces,
their identity and difference, allowing passage
between them and introducing the question:
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What precedes what? Does the artist precede the

curator, or vice versa?

Galia Gur Zeev's work Watchers is presented

in the front space, at the foreground of the
work, upon the crucial first encounter with

the viewer. One strip of photographs, running
along all the walls of the space, features figures
photographed against a black background.

The subjects’ direct gazes seem to pierce the
camera so that it feels as though they are
actually present in the space, as a reflection of
the exhibition viewers. The work, featured as
part of a project which is, in itself, contained
within a super-exhibition, delves into the power
relations between artist and curator, wondering:
What power does the work have to stand alone,
without words; to look directly not only at the
viewer, but also at the curator, and ask: Who is
looking at whom?

The back space—as a type of repressed
consciousness, the behind-the-scenes of what

is visible in the foreground—presents my

own work, One Hundred Words—a furrowed

text which cuts the space, metaphorically
declaring the “curatorial text” as an idea which
constitutes the exhibition’s physical as well as
thematic walls. The personal text, masquerading
as a “curator’s footnote,” forms the viewers’
movement in the space, mirroring the artist-
curator conflict. The viewers, accustomed

to using the text as crutches, as inevitable
glasses without which the exhibition cannot be
decoded, now return to observe Watchers, only to
reencounter, in a second, closer look, their own
reflection, this time slightly different perhaps.

— Merav Shinn Ben-Alon
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1. Between 2003 and 2006 | was curator of the Art
Gallery at Tmuna Theater, Tel Aviv. To the gallery’s functional
space, which serves as a passageway between the theater
halls, | invited artists to confront its limitations and create
installations inspired by its features. The transitional space
thus became the underlying theme of the “Passage” project.
The I7 installations, each of which functioned as a one-
person exhibition, in fact transformed into a single group
exhibition which extended over three years.

2. Sigmund Freud, “The ‘Uncanny’,” in James Strachey,
Albert Dickson eds. The Penguin Freud Library, vol. 14: Art
and Literature, trans: J. Strachey (London: Penguin Books,
1990); Ruth Ronen, “The Uncanny,” Art and Its Discontents
(Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2010), p. 61 [Hebrew].
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The night before we broke up was the anniversary of his father’s
death. He knew the whole family would be there, so he proudly
hung in the middle of the living room a painting | had dedicated
to him. It had white pencil on red paper. | remember the looks of
the guests darting between me and him. Only he and | knew that
this was our last night together. We agreed that | would stay at
his place that night and after that no more. The last time h;ad the
same feeling as the first time, that time when we left the bayracks
together and stood outside and talked until it became colt[ and |
started shivering, and he hugged me, and | could feel hi§ rifle
hardening against my body. The morning after the gathering he
walked me to the bus stop. I'll make the break, he said. And left
a scar.
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Merav Shinn Ben-Alon -
@

(Translated by Gabriela Cohen)
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