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Purification Rooms

Gideon Ofrat

Translation: Nogah Davidson

Several years ago, the painter Jonathan
Hirschfeld told me about “the best
painter in Israel”, his studio neighbor in
25 Begin St., Tel Aviv. I assumed then,
that he was exaggerating, as artists often
do (for better and more commonly—for
worse) when sharing their opinions on
other artists. However, my encounter
with the work of Osnat Yaheli-Sarbagili
(b.1974) has taught me that she is indeed
a marvelous and most intriguing painter,
whose absence from the spotlight of the
Israeli art world is astounding.

I am not a fan of the wave of Israeli
“new realists”, from which only a select
tew deserve being regarded what I call
“contemplative figurism™, and even
fewer establish an individual, original
“world™. In my view, most of the post-
Hershbergian “new realists” support a

form of new academism, which does

1

not go beyond imitating the visible, and
at the expense of creating a coherent
spiritual space, one that combines the
depths of the soul with perception.
Osnat Yaheli-Sarbagili, who surprisingly

Bezalel Art
Department (not exactly the hub of

graduated from the

realism), integrates into her paintings
both uniquely skillful realistic painting
techniques and a richly profound
“world”.

Her paintings reflect a clear interest
in the entrance halls of apartment and
office buildings, the kind typically
found in extravagant luxury towers.
Osnat Yaheli-Sarbagili captures (first
with her camera, then with her brush)
a punctilious composition of a vacant
entrance hall and yields to non-personal
representation (non-personal in the

manner of her brush work).

Gideon Ofrat, “Contemplative Figurism”, inside the website “The Gideon Ofrat Repository”.

2 “Realists and the Subject of the World”, inside: Gideon Ofrat, Minor Art, Jerusalem, 2010, p. 107-118.



Meticulously, slowly executed (her
paintings demand long hours of work),
she creates the architectural marble
textures: the walls, the columns, the floor
tiles and more. Minimalism translated
into ascetic realism, created in few
color- shades with an inclination to the
melancholy of greys and beiges.

The representation gives the sense of
stagnation, like that of a mortuary or a
purification room, whilst, miraculously
what may be perceived as a detached
and utterly cerebral painting, is in fact
drenched with great despair—a mourning
painting. At this point, any critical
social-status related commentary is
undermined by the morbid, uncanny
(Unbeimlich) experience of alienation
and anxiety that prevails within “homes”.
Yet, instantaneously, the mystifyingly
perfect representation of an entrance
hall compels us to focus our attention
on the “surface”, the exterior facade of
marble plates which validate the question
of artificial appearance.

Aswe know, the Trompe Loveil (French
for “deceive the eye”) was a common
form of painting among the aristocratic
classes who could not afford the luxury
of original materials. Here, the Trompe
Lbeilhas formed into the language which
constitutes the paintings of Yaheli-

Sarbagili, a falsehood wishing not to
falsify, but rather, on the contrary, to
expose the fraudulence of the aristocracy
residing (or working) in those buildings,
and even more so, to expose the true
“fabrication” of our culture in which the
replica is the original in itself.

On the face of it, if we go by the
artist’s own statements, her interest lies in
the “analysis of architecture”—beginning
with the peripheral environment of her
home town of Kiryat Ekron (painted
between 2003-2005) and moving later
on to the contemporary entrance halls.
In accordance, the “nouveau riche” villas
(the emotionally removed representation
in her paintings recalls the removed
criticism in the villas and apartment
houses photographed by Efrat Shvily
in the early nineties) made way for
interior-decorations that showcase
examples of luxury and “bad taste”. And
accordingly, “the paintings deal with
local signifiers of the gold rush, with
ostentation, but also with the banal and
the familiar, all while blindly struggling
to achieve power and status” (as stated
by the artist). However, it is to her credit
to say that her paintings go far beyond
social criticism and anthropological-
architectural research in Israel, as important

as these practices may be.

Left: Planters, 2016 (see catalogue page 27), Right: Fountain, 2014, oil on canvas, 130x120, private collection, Israel

The painter remarkably represents
the junction of light and matter. The
minute details of “lobby” textures are
finely processed into one general texture
of entrance halls. Here, “life’—in form of
a “tropical” plant in a pot—is also no more
than a further affirmation to the presence
of death, so much so as one cannot decide
whether he is looking at a real object or
a plastic fake made in China. And so,
the stale decorativeness blends into the
overall sterile appearance, in which a
ceramic white pot blends in its turn into
the dead and deadening modernism of
architectural interior design. Hence,

the difference between a painting of a

planted pot or an empty pot—is small,
whereas the shape of the monumental
white pot can't help from recalling a tomb.

Her painting of a pile of stones may also
be seen as a memorial, even though they
are no more than another banal decoration
(meaning, kitsch) placed in the heart of
a nameless lobby fountain. And more:
the Snapdragon flowers planted in three
marble pots, near the entrance of one of
those luxury buildings, represent “nature”
that hasn’t even been allowed to develop
into a “garden”, but rather sentenced to
life in a trio of prison cells, or a reference
to potted plants left near the graves in a

burial ground.



Yaheli-Sarbagili provokes Modernism
as much as she utilizes it: a supporting
column standing in a foyer is the focus
of a vertical painting, like a distant echo
to Barnett Newman’s “columns”, while
the geometrically perfect floor tiles
may be seen as a slight reverberation
to Carl Andre’s “tiles”. Nevertheless,
the modernistic utopianism is a far cry
from the entrance halls depicted by
the Tel Avivian painter: the column is
nothing but an excuse for decorative
textures of cast marble, the same goes
for the tile textures, not to mention the
“Malevichian” black square surrounding
the column-indeed, just another
decorative element in the exhibitionistic
world of the celebratory bourgeoisie.

Inevitably, the light, is an artificial
fluorescent lighting (it is worth
mentioning that Israeli art has favored the
light of the electric bulb to that of the sun
for some time now?). This light and the
hermeticity of the artificial space distant

the paintings from their Israeli location:

they are nowhere and everywhere.
They are classic cases of “Non- Places”,
as coined by Marc Augé.* Of course,
exporting tropic exoticism (both real
and fake) to lobby plants abolishes the
possibility of locality even further.
Osnat  Yaheli-Sarbgili’s  entrance
halls are dead ends. They are existential
prisons, metaphors of emotional baggage
and human conditions. “No Exit”, like the
title of the play by J.P. Sartre. Even a look
outside from the large heavy windows
will only confirm more deadening marble
surfaces. Just as a look outside reveals
only death in Samuel Beckett’s Endgame.
Similarly, in a small selection of
landscape paintings, created by the artist
a few years back, we see a cellular antenna
resembling a palm tree (while transmitting
malignant radiation), while a real palm
grows at its feet (yet, it too is an imported,
decorative implantation and no more).
From a different direction, a restaurant
sign—‘Avazzi”, at the top of a building,

connects yet again between functional

*  Gideon Ofrat, “The Light Below and the Light Above: on Physical Light and Metaphysical Light”,

inside: Urim (Lights), eds. E. Bilski, A. Mendelson, A. Shinan, Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 2005, pp. 212-227.

*  Marc Augé, Non-Places, Verso, New-York & London, 1995.

5 Avaz (Hebrew: goose). “Avazzi” is a well known Israeli barbeque-grill restaurant [translator’s note].

¢ Friedrich Schiller, Of the Sublime—Toward the Further Eloboration of some Kantian Ideas, Translated by

Daniel Platt, Washington, DC: Schiller Institute, 2001.

modernist architecture and ideas of
commercialism (such as exhibitionism)
and death (such as the slaughter of
geese’).

Back to entrance halls: in her
paintings Yaheli-Sarbagili turns them
into a world of reflections: not only are
the marble surfaces deceiving in their
pretense to assert a certain truth (of social
status, mainly), but their reflection in the
glare of the floor gives the geometric-
minimalistic interior an effect of optical
illusion. So, the painter reminds us that
even the severity of high-Modernism
-of geometric minimalism-is too only a
painting, that is to say, an act of deception
that shakes the ground of high Platonian
truth beneath the feet of Modernism.
Surely this stands true in the case of the
column in one lobby painting, made of a
shiny metal that functions as a distorted
mirror. Now, the painter’s fiery game of
lights threatens to fuse the materialism
of marble and metal, but it too yields to
the texture of ostensible appearance and
the freezing void.

How does one survive the experience
of a “purification room”? Osnat Yaheli-
Sarbagili’s solution is clear: to paint that
experience. Each additional painting
of a lobby is in fact her stance in front

of the void and an affirmation to the

words of Friedrich Schiller at the end of
On the Sublime (1801):

“Let evil destiny show itself to us
face to face. Not in the ignorance of the
danger surrounding us—for this must
ultimately cease—only in the acquaintance

with the same is there salvation for us.”®
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In Conversation:

Tsibi Geva, Nogah Davidson, Osnat Yaheli-Sarbagili

Translation: Nogah Davidson

Osnat: I must say then when you
mentioned “Tsibi Geva”, I was shocked—
we are so different.

Nogah: You certainly are very different
and still, Tsibi was the first artist I thought
of when I saw your work. I immediately
felt you had a strong connection in the
sense that you both analyze the aesthetic
characteristics of Israeli architecture. Both
bodies of work reflect the face of Israeli
urban landscape. You both scrutinize
the external fagade of the country and
consequently express a strong statement
on deeper layers of our society.

Osnat: The first thing I thought of
in terms of our mutual interests was the
theme of the tile, which reminded me of
one of my earliest works. My parents have
an old villa in Kiryat Ekron, decorated
with large terrazzo tiles, commonly
known here in Israel as “sesame tiles”.
When I was a second year student in
Bezalel, I did a project in which I brought
a truck full of tiles they had left over from

when they built our house. I tiled the
whole floor of a gallery in Bezalel—the
“academic”, “high-brow” art institution.
You can say I infiltrated the space with
a foreign element, placed my parents in
the middle of the school. So my point of
view is different from Tsibi’s. I come from
an interest in the dialectics of periphery
vs center, of Mizrahi’s vs. Ashkenazi’s (or
Eastern vs. Western culture [franslator’s
note]). 1 took from one place and put it in
a completely different setting—created a
sort of mutation. I also elevated something
very low-brow. Which is actually, what
Tsibi also does in his tile pieces- taking
a very common image and turning into
a sublime abstract painting, elevating its
status and deconstructing its components.

Tsibi: I can easily see the connection
you made in terms of the exterior visual
appearance of Israel. My interest in
architecture came from a biographical
background, though I wasn't initially aware

of it. Only years later did I understand that

parts of my artistic practice were related to
the fact that my father was an architect.
I'suddenly remembered the times I would
go to his office as a boy and he had this big
desk with a wall full of shelves with samples
of tile patterns. Sure enough, when I first
started painting tiles, I worked within a
modular, serial method. In retrospect it
was similar to the arrangement you find in
an architect’s office. With many different
variations of tile patterns in different
colors, lined in a row. Seemingly accidental
color combinations that create improvised
systems of matching and matching orders.
There is certain overlapping but it is not
seamless. There is a series and a pattern
but it is an irregular pattern. This premise
developed later into my work with shutters
and security bars.

Osnat: The shutters are wonderful
works that I feel very connected to. It is an
image you can find in my works too. I view
them in the exact same way I view tiles.I see
them everywhere—look at the connections,
the visual overload they create—Israeli
architecture is an accumulated mass
of details stacked one on top of the
other, with haphazard connections
that accidently happen. I have never
understood how the chaos of the Israeli
landscape happened or why the Israeli

street has to look so messy and arbitrary.

Tsibi: The Israeli identity is disjointed
due to its lack of any cultural standards
and it comes through clearly in Israeli
architecture: nothing is built with any
substantial plan, with any tradition to lie
upon, people close balconies on their own
initiative, improvise. The project I just
showed in the Biennale went precisely to
those negligible areas—to the “dirt”, the
pollution of local architecture. The project
was based on leftovers—the remains,
the surplus, the improvised quality of
Israeli architecture. It is like “Vernacular
Architecture”  architecture  without
architects. Architecture that is based on
utilizing available resources. In Europe,
wherever you go, you can see history
reflecting in the buildings—you see the
cultural aesthetic tradition and how it is
maintained. Every new building relates to
an historical language. There is a discipline
towards tradition. Here you have nothing.
Everything here is recycled quotes of
countless inspirations. Everything is an
ungenuine reproduction. A patchwork
of styles in continuous conflict. This
whole place is pasted up and falling apart.
You see it in not only the aesthetics and
architecture of the country—those are only
the symptoms, the outward expressions.
This is a culture built on improvisation, on

disorder, on no tradition, on no respect for

11
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the past, on a penchant to erase everything.

Nogah: I think that Osnat shows, in her
last series, the contemporary Israeli desire
to present itself as a “New Israeli” identity.
The Israeli public are tired of living in
rundown socialist-era apartment blocks.
They want to live in “luxury” towers that
are marketed to them in “fancy” real-
estate jargon, usually in English: terms
like “Residency”, “City”, “Tower”, or
“Central”. Recent years have seen a massive
building boom in Israel, erecting new
neighborhoods in almost every little city—
“Young Ramleh”, “Green Rosh Ha'ain”,
“New Petach Tikva”. Mayors promote
gigantic real-estate projects in the hopes to
boost the city image as the ideal home for
young families of wealthy professionals.
Nevertheless, that image is of course also
fake since those “luxury” towers themselves
are built sloppily, saving on costs wherever
they can—from architectural planning to
building materials. With no long-term
thinking—within ten years all these
new neighborhoods look as derelict
as the apartment-blocks in the old
neighborhoods do.

Osnat: I work a lot with artificiality,
“bad taste” and exaggeration. It first
started with a series I made of villas in
Kiryat Ekron, the town I grew up in,
that essentially mix different styles of

architecture. Those works were about
fake, pretentious luxury. A whole fantasy
built on mock-ups, whole neighborhoods
designed on “show off” aesthetics that try
hard to look expensive but it is a phony
opulence. The theme of fabrication may
also be found in my technical method of
work—at first glance my works look hyper-
realistic, polished and precise to perfection.
However, if you look closely you can see
that there many slip-ups, for example in
how the perspective or the lines are drawn.
I purposely refrain from correcting those
mistakes because they serve the message
I want to convey—that when it comes
down it, everything is a front, covering a
fabrication. Although my works are very
thoughtful in their technical execution and
their social criticism at the same time, they
are a hoax—a joke at their own expense.
Tsibi: It is very true, although your
works seem lux they ultimately feel fake.
Osnat: When people first see my
paintings, they say, “Wow, theyre so
beautiful and glossy and realistic”.
Nevertheless, a further observation
reveals something completely different
under the surface. I realize that many
people do not recognize these aspects
of my work. Thinking I painted a nice
plant or a realistic painting that looks

like a photograph and that that is all

there is to it. Yet the so-called realistic
technique suits the ideas I am interested
in discussing: like high and low, or
prestige and falsification. My technique
characterizes my nature as a painter. For
instance, I know exactly what a painting
will look like when I start working, I know
what I want from it from the first moment
I approach the canvas. I see painters
that improvise and let the paint drip or
suddenly turn the painting upside down.
I think that demonstrates again the
difference between Tsibi and myself. I have
no dialog with the painting—I talk and
the painting listens. It obeys my desires
completely. The only “free” method I use
is to drip paint on the canvas, which I use
to create the pattern of the tiles. Yet even
then, it is a domesticated spill—a chaos
that I control. I am skilled enough to direct
the drip the way I want it. I set the rules
and the painting succumbs to my vision,
with no room for change in the process.
It has to be just so and if it is not I will go
over it with another layer of paint.I do not
invent as I go along and I do not reflect
during the process either. The painting
is subordinate to a certain idea with no
deviations mid-process.

Tsibi: However, you do have abstract
moments, when you paint a pattern of

marble, of Formica, and you let the paint

drip, even though you know how to
control it (because if it goes out of hand
it will not look as good). Those are the
moments where you create an island of
freedom within the generally controlled
scheme you have in your paintings. I
find that my own challenge is to let go
of the painting at the earliest stage I can.
I begin with something yet I try to have
it control me as soon as possible; have the
inner logic of the painting set the tone and
determine what is right and wrong for the
painting. I try not to impose myself on the
painting. I see it as a methodology to step
outside of the self and surprise myself. It
promotes personal growth. I try to paint
an “accidental” painting, like a graffiti
wall—which has lots of details, owners,
and beginnings. No one can tell where it
starts and where it ends, it has no alibi
or origins. You do not know from where
to start reading it. It is just there. I am
interested in creating a painting like that—
like an accidental event that sums up many
different actions. I look for it because I try
to avoid explaining myself. I have to let go
of the desire of being understood to others
and from the desire of understanding
myself. I see my acumens, if I have any,
as an internal part of the body, of the
entire organism. Similarly to a Buddhist

approach—it is an outlook that credits
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intuition and capabilities that exist inside
us beyond language.

Osnat: I on the other hand, try to conceal
my brush strokes. I continuously work on
erasing any tracks of human presence and
stay clear of any warmth or pathos of painting
gestures. Since the brush stroke is inevitably
a handprint, an emotion, an energy—I try to
wipe it away. I am preoccupied with a certain
act of concealment, so every action erases
itself so to speak.

Nogah: In that sense, the way you drip
paint is also a method of creating without
a handprint—of letting gravity create the
gesture, rather than yourself. The measure of
freedom an artist allows himself eventually
comes down to individual character. That
said, the artistic activity in itself is an act of
extracting something from your body or mind
and placing it in front of you as an artistic
object. Ultimately it is a need for reflection,
a desire to observe life. Even though you,
Osnat say: “I do not want my personal
handprint or my physical presence to show
in the works” and you, Tsibi says “I do want
to show—not only myself but this specific
moment’—at the end of the day, you both
simply observe life and culture. You meet
in the point where you are both more than
just yourselves. A point where your work is
more than a reflection of your own private

selves—it is a reflection of our culture.

Tsibi: Our method of work is different
but our perspective is similar. It simply
comes through in different stages—with
Osnat it happens during pre-production,
before she commences on the work, and
with me, I try to be influenced, engaged in
dialogue with the process, be open to chance,
to what surrounds me. It reminds me how the
surrealist movement was divided into two
groups—Veristic and Abstract Surrealism.
There were artists like Dali, Magritte and the
sort, with very realistic painting techniques,
but their work was based on trying to realize
formation of dreams and the subconscious.
When Dali decides to paint a burning giraffe
running on the beach, he executes it with a
realist technique, working with a zero size
brush. It is a long procedure that demands
tactical and technical thinking: how to direct
a fantasy. On the other hand, you had the
Automatists like Andre Masson that went
to a more abstract direction. Even Pollock,
who was a surrealist in his basic ideas and
spoke about Surrealism, sought to connect
the self through letting go of any rational
thoughts. In both cases, the ideas were
similar, in the sense that they both derive
from a connection to the subconscious, but
the means are entirely different. Like us,
they developed from the same root, the same
source, but went to completely different

directions.

Osnat Yaheli—Sarbagili

Born 1974
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Lobby, 2015, oil on canvas, 148x188
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Planter, 2016, oil on canvas, 80x70
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20 Pillar, 2016, oil on canvas, 151x100 cm
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Lobby, 2015, oil on canvas, 147x155
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Planters, 2016, oil on canvas, 147x130
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Above: Lobby, 2016, oil on canvas, 80x80
Opposite: Lobby, 2016, oil on canvas, 65x75
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Above: Lobby, 2016, oil on canvas, 90x80 cm
Opposite: Nirosta, 2016, oil on canvas, 157x88 cm
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Planter, 2016, oil on canvas, 80x70 cm
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