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The stage and the rift: Heidegger and Israeli art

Dror Pimentel

Abstract

Writing on Israeli art in light of Heidegger is a pioneering and subversive act:
pioneering, because it has not yet been undertaken to any significant extent; subversive,
because it challenges the exclusion of Heidegger from Israeli academic discourse due
to his Nazi past. The engagement with major works from the corpus of Israeli art
through a Heideggerian perspective proceeds along two paths, corresponding to
the two ways in which art is addressed in Heidegger’s essay “On the origin of the
work of art”: the first is associated with the image of a stage (the open); the second
is associated with the image of the rift (Rif), within which the strife between earth
and world unfolds. This endeavor proves fruitful to both parties: it broadens the
discussion of Israeli art, while enriching Heidegger’s discussion of art by introducing
new dimensions to the notions of the stage and the rift.

Keywords: Heidegger; Israeli art; aletheia; phenomenology; Ereignis

The origin of the work of art:
the stage and the rift

“The origin of the work of art” addresses art
through its impersonalization and ontologiza-
tion. It is impersonalized in that the place of
the human being is almost entirely absent. It
is ontologized in that art is examined as an
ontological medium that serves as a stage for
the disclosure of Being. The discussion of art is
preceded by a winding discussion of the “thing-
hood of the thing,” the necessity of which will
shortly become apparent. Spoiler: it has to do
with shoes. The argument proceeds by way
of negation: Heidegger rejects the central an-
swers given in the history of metaphysics to
the question of the thinghood of the thing.
Having cleared metaphysics out of the way,
Heidegger presents his own definition of the
thinghood of the thing, grounded on the dis-
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tinction between two modes of comportment:
readiness-to-hand (Zuhandenheir) and present-
at-hand (Vorhandenheir). The novelty lies in
the claim that the thinghood of the thing is
not disclosed in theoretical contemplation of
it (present-at-hand), but rather in its practical
use (readiness-to-hand).

Heidegger’s discussion of Van Gogh'’s paint-
ing A Pair of Shoes exemplifies this claim. What
is disclosed in use is not only the thing itself —
namely, the shoes — but also their “thinghood,”
that is, the Being in which they are situated.
However, Heidegger’s example is not free of
obstacles. First, obviously, shoes are not used
with the hands but with the feet. Thus, in a
Heideggerian vein, one might perhaps call this
mode of use “readiness-to-foot” (Zufiifenheir).
Second, all of this would have been well and
good had the discussion concerned the shoes
themselves rather than their representation in
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a painting. Heidegger elegantly skips over the
fundamental difference between the thing and
its representation, and justifies the use of repre-
sentation as answering the need for illustration
required for the clarity of the argument.?

From this point onward, the distinction be-
tween the thing and its representation is aban-
doned, and the shoes depicted in the painting
are treated as an actual thing. Moreover, the de-
scription does not in fact concern the shoes that
actually appear in the painting, but rather imag-
inary shoes belonging to a peasant woman.’
We will return to this gap between the painted
image and the written description later.

Here the principle of “readiness-to-foot”
(Zufiifenheir) comes into full view: the habitual
use of the shoes in the peasant woman’s work
in the field is what enables an encounter with
their truth, rather than theoretical contempla-
tion of them (Vorhandenheir). Heidegger then
expands this argument and constructs an entire
scene around it. Heidegger’s principal claim in
Being and Time resonates here as well: things
are not examined in isolation as objects — in
the manner of Descartes and Kant — but are
always-already interwoven within a web of re-
lations at whose center stands the human being,
a web that is called “world.” In the present case,
this is the world of peasantry, with its distinctly
folkloric flavor. Beyond the shoes themselves,
the world of peasantry includes work in the
fields; the cycle of the seasons; and the cycle
of sowing and harvest. Heidegger evokes the
human existence that dwells within this world:
loneliness, care, anxiety in the face of death,
and the joy of birth.* What is disclosed in the
painting, then, is not only the shoes, but rather
the entire world in which they are situated,

2 Heidegger, “The origin of the work of art,” 158.

3 1bid., 159.

4 Ibid., 159-160.

> Schapiro, “The still life as a personal object,” 135-142.
¢ Derrida, The Truth in Painting, 309-311.

" Heidegger, “The origin of the work of art,” 161-162.
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as well as its meaning, which arises from the
human dwelling within it.

The fact that the peasant world does not ac-
tually appear in the painting does not bother
Heidegger at all. Moreover, as the American
art historian Meyer Schapiro shows, the shoes
do not belong to a peasant woman, but rather
to Van Gogh himself. They were not painted
in the province, but during Van Gogh’s stay in
Paris.> Therefore, if one sticks to the facts, the
world disclosed in the painting is not a rural
world at all, but rather the urban world of Paris.
Schapiro’s point is factually correct. However,
he approaches Van Gogh’s painting from the
perspective of art history, which, following
Panofsky, requires attention to the concrete
dimension of the work as the first step in its
interpretation. As Derrida notes, Schapiro’s
interpretation is blind to the philosophical di-
mension of Heidegger’s claim.® Thus, despite
its factual correctness, it does not diminish the
philosophical force of Heidegger’s argument,
which exploits Van Gogh’s painting to advance
a broader claim about art.

Now everything is ready for the presenta-
tion of the radical claim to which the discus-
sion has led so far: Van Gogh’s painting is not a
representation of the shoes, but rather the pres-
encing of the shoes themselves. This is the mo-
ment when Heidegger departs from tradition,
conceiving art not as an imitation of the thing
(mimesis) but rather as the disclosure of the
thing (aletheia).” The work of art (Kunstwerk)
consists in bringing the being to disclosure in
the space of aletheia, the original Greek no-
tion of truth. The disclosure of the being takes
place within an illuminated stage that Heideg-
ger calls “the open,” which resembles, among
other things, a forest clearing (Lichtuny).
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Another example offered by Heidegger to
support the claim of the work of art as a site
for disclosure is that of the Greek temple.® Ap-
parently, the shoes and the temple are two en-
tirely different objects: the shoes belong to
the private sphere, while the temple belongs
to the public sphere. Yet there is something
they share: both are positioned at the point of
intersection between earth and world. As such,
both can be identified with the open, where
the being appears in its Being. Like the shoes,
the temple serves as a focal point for the hu-
man world that surrounds it, encompassing the
full range of meanings it contains: birth and
death, disaster and blessing, as well as victory
and dishonor. Thus, while the shoes serve as a
focal point for the rural community, the tem-
ple functions as a focal point for the national
existence of a people and their history.

Just before we turn to an interpretation of
Israeli art within a Heideggerian framework,
it is worth pausing on a nuance in Heidegger’s
text, where he in fact interprets art in two dis-
tinct ways. The first way conceives of art as a
stage on which the event of the disclosure of
truth is eventuated. The second way concerns
the notion of rift (Riff): the inquiry into the
earth on which the temple stands and the world
that it serves as its center allows Heidegger to
advance another pivotal claim about the nature
of art, presenting it as a rift between world and
earth.’

The world is not a vast container that holds
things. The world is a web of meaning within
which things are situated. The notion of earth
can be understood as something that resists
meaning in principle. In the context of art,
one might identify earth with matter itself. A
bitter rift exists between world and earth: on
one hand, the world seeks to tear the earth from
concealment and bring it into disclosure. On
the other hand, the earth seeks to engulf the

8 Ibid., 167.
? Ibid., 174.

The stage and the rift

world into its concealment. It is this tension
between world and earth that sustains art as a
source of meaning.

One can thus identify two distinct images
associated with the space of aletheia. On the
one hand, the image of a luminous space —
resembling a stage, arena, or scene. On the
other hand, the image of a rift, cleft or fissure.
The distinction between the stage and the rift
images effectively marks the transition from
Heidegger’s early period to his later period.
The strife between earth and world is, in fact,
the way Heidegger thinks about art through
the lens of the later notion of Ereignis: also in
art, there is a tension between two elements,
and it is their opposition to one another that
grants each of them its essence. It is there-
fore a paradoxical procedure of bringing some-
thing into its ownness (appropriation) through
a distancing from itself (expropriation). Art
is the arena in which the irreconcilable strife
between world and earth takes place. Despite
the conflict — and perhaps because of it — there
is an intimate closeness between the two: out
of the strife, the world becomes world and the
earth becomes earth. As long as the strife lives,
art lives.

Israeli art: the stage

[ will now move to the examination of Israel art
in light of Heidegger’s thought, by employing
the two notions that dominate his text on art.
However, before doing so, it is appropriate to
address the relations between Heidegger and
Israeli culture in general, and Israeli art in par-
ticular. Heidegger’s writings on art constitute
some of the most important texts on art in the
twentieth century. As such, they are among
the most influential, generating a vast array of
interpretations. It is therefore rather surpris-
ing to find that Heideggerian interpretations
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of Israeli art are almost nonexistent. This is so,
mainly for two reasons.

The first reason has to do with the fact that
the bulk of interpretations of Israeli art are pro-
duced within the tradition of art history. This
entails interpretation mainly in the spirit of
symbolism and historicism. To this, one may
add interpretations informed by visual culture
studies, which mostly operate within frame-
works of postcolonial theory and political dis-
course. It is therefore unsurprising that inter-
pretations in line of phenomenology are almost
entirely absent. The second reason has to do
with the fact that this lacuna is even more ap-
parent in the case of Heidegger, who is special
in this regard due to his notorious involvement
with Nazism. For this reason, for a long time
study of Heidegger was tabooed in Israeli uni-
versities. In this regard, writing on Israeli art in
light of Heidegger can be considered a pioneer-
ing and subversive act: pioneering, because so
far, it has not been undertaken to any signif-
icant extent; subversive, because it challenges
the long-standing exclusion of Heidegger from
Israeli academic discourse.

The first artwork to be addressed is Gabi
Klazmer’s sculpture, Mandatory Sculpture No. 1
(Aig. 1). It seems that the sculpture, like Van
Gogh’s painting, could serve as a paradigmatic
example of the open, since it depicts a delin-
eation of a lit and rounded space. However,
a second look at the sculpture reveals that it
does not so easily submit to this interpretation,
as it sets against it a series of negations. First,
the light is not natural, as one would expect
from the open, but rather artificial light emit-
ted from an electric pole. Second, the scene of
the open does not take place in a rural space,
as presumably in Van Gogh’s shoes, but in an
urban space, considered foreign to the open.
Third, it is not light at all, but rather a materi-
alization of light transformed into metal. Thus,

10 Heidegger, “On the essence of truth,” 124-128.

Pimentel

instead of the open being open and luminous,
it becomes opaque and dark.

Figure 1: Gabi Klazmer, Mandatory Sculpture No.
1, 1991, various metals, Ben-Gurion Boulevard, Tel
Aviv.

One can therefore argue that the sculpture
is in conflict with the open, which is negated
in the ways just described. The situation be-
comes even more complex when one discovers
a hole at the center of the metal beam, offer-
ing a glimpse into the darkness of the arena
that it surrounds. This constitutes a negation
of a third order: as described in Heidegger’s
essay “On the essence of truth,” the open must
be thought of as a negation of representational
thought in the Kantian sense. Only the suspen-
sion of the economy of representation — in the
spirit of Husserl’s epoché — allows beings to be
released into the open.'” In this sense, the open
can be considered a hole within the economy
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of representation. The sculpture negates this
negation and turns the open into an opaque
space that does not let beings be. Yet this nega-
tion is itself negated again in the form of the
hole at the heart of the metallic beam, which
allows one to see into the interior of the sculp-
ture. The hole at the center of the sculpture is
thus a hole within a hole.

The open is also present, albeit in a differ-
ent mode, in David Ginton’s artworks. Ginton
describes a formative experience that shaped
his development as an artist. One day, while
retrieving one of his paintings from a gallery’s
storage room, he was unexpectedly confronted
with the backs of numerous stored paintings.
In retrospect, he admits, this encounter gave
him an uncanny experience, leaving a lasting
impression on his perception of art.'’ In Hei-
deggerian terms, Ginton was exposed to the
earthy dimension of art — to its being nothing
more than material, that can be transported
and stored like any other object — and in so
doing is stripped of its world-disclosing glory.
In Husserlian terms, Ginton was exposed to the
other side of the phenomenological horizon:
every single thing is endowed with a horizon,
that is, with a boundary of the visible beyond
which lies the invisible. Ginton was thus ex-
posed to the backside of the painting, which
usually lies beyond the phenomenological hori-
zon, in what Jean-Luc Marion calls the “phe-
nomenological shadow.”'? The visit to the stor-
age room reversed things: the front side of the
painting, which ordinarily belongs to the realm
of visibility, came to reside in the phenomeno-
logical shadow, that is, in what is known to be
present yet remains invisible. While the back-
side of the painting, which normally resides in
the phenomenological shadow, became visible.
The backside of the painting was thus set into
the open (fig. 2).

" Ginton, “On The Back Side of the Painting.”
12 Marion, On Excess, 63.

The stage and the rift

Figure 2: David Ginton, Back Side of a Painting,
1995 (2010), color photograph, 76 x 90 cm. Ginton’s
color photograph is the back side of a painting named
“Synagogue,” by the painter Arie Aroch, dated from 1961.

This experience became a formative moment
in Ginton’s career, from which point onward
he not only photographed the backsides of
paintings but also began to paint them. The
paintings of backs, which became Ginton’s sig-
nature, each in turn place the backside of the
painting into the open. Yet even this is not
an entirely accurate description, for the back-
side of the paintings that depict the backside
of a painting itself remains hidden from view.
One might speculate that the next stage in Gin-
ton’s development could be the painting of the
backside of paintings that depict the backside
of paintings, and so on, ad infinitum.

In this respect, Klazmer and Ginton could
be viewed as operating in opposite directions:
Klazmer covers up the open by giving it a neg-
ative form, as the disclosing light becomes con-
cealing matter; whereas Ginton opens the open
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completely, extending it to the boundaries of
the picture’s frame.

The photographer Dalia Amotz also works
with the open, albeit giving it another dimen-
sion. Amotz died prematurely and did not re-
ceive during her lifetime the recognition she
deserved. Yet over the years, the significant
place she occupies in Israeli art has become in-
creasingly clear. The discussion of her work
will be opened with a quotation from her own
words, in which she invokes the term “Being™

“Every small child harbors the fundamen-
tally human urge to reshape the face of
the earth.” [...] Thus wrote Vladimir
Nabokov in his book Speak, Memory.
Whenever I recall this passage, the sounds
of the commotion and laughter from our
classroom rise in my ears [...], while on
the wall inside still hung the words we had
painted in huge red letters: “Being deter-
mines consciousness!” [...] Today, years
after those days of youthful slogans, the
term “Being” appears surprising, unset-
tling, terrifying — but it is not such an ex-
clusive factor as Marx mistakenly thought
in our context. It also threatens us, yet we,
for our part, are engaged in a constant
confrontation with it. Until our soul takes
flight, and then we return to the “circle of
its blossoming.”"

The term “Being” is indeed invoked here in
a Marxist context, but Amotz’s work also res-
onates with the term in its Heideggerian sense.
It seems that against the background of the

Pimentel

Marxist education Amotz received at Kibbutz
Gan Shmuel, one can understand her aversion
to the association of photography with jour-
nalism and commerce that characterized the
1980s. “When they begin to sell truth, perhaps
these will be exalted photographs.”* As Hag-
gai Ulrich notes, with these words Amotz was
referring to photojournalists and commercial
photographers whose works were brought into
the gallery and defined as art. Amotz opposed
this trend, which called for the secularization of
art and the consequent abolition of the distinc-
tion between commercial and artistic photog-
raphy.” In Marxist terms, one might say that
Amotz opposed the enlistment of photography
to the order of the commodity fetish.

Against photography subordinated to com-
merce, Amotz strove for another kind of pho-
tography, one that transcends material needs
and makes it possible to descend “beneath the
surface to discover deeper meanings.”'® As Ul-
rich notes, this pursuit of an alternative photog-
raphy was accompanied by the use of nonstan-
dard photographic equipment: the standard 35
mm camera was replaced by a Linhof camera
that required the use of a tripod. In this way,
Amotz avoided treating the camera as a vio-
lent apparatus, intended to dominate the pho-
tographed object and enlist it for the photog-
rapher’s purposes.'” Instead, she photographed
things while letting them be, in Heideggerian
terms, thereby enabling their appearance in
the open.'®

13 Amotz, “Excessive reality,” 7-14. This translation, and those following below, are the author’s.

4 1bid., 7.

15 Ulrich, “The place of truth in Amotz’s art.”
16 Amotz, “Excessive reality,” 9.

17 Ulrich, “The place of truth in Amotz’s art.”

18 1n Heideggerian terms, it is only on the condition of refraining from representational thinking in the Kantian
sense and “let beings be” (ein-lassen), that beings may be released into the open. Such a release entails an engagement
with beings without objectifying them (Heidegger, “On the essence of truth,” 125). It is noteworthy, as Houlgate
points out, that a similar notion of free thinking, prior to objectification, as well as the use of the German verb
lassen in this context, already appears in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. See Houlgate, The Opening of Hegel’s

Logic, 58-61.
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Figure 3: Dalia Amotz, from the series Fields of Light,
1980-1985, black-and-white photograph.

In light of this stance, the series Fields of Light
should be examined (fig. 3). This is a series of
nature photographs taken at the threshold of
sunset, yet still containing an excess of light.
Amotz goes out into the open field and directs
the camera’s gaze straight at the blazing sun,
which scorches the photographic film and the
viewer’s gaze alike. The nonstandard exposure
to light caused parts of the image to darken,
leading to the sacrifice of many details.

The photographed object thus gradually
blurs, making way for the appearance of the
field itself, in a practice that Amotz called the
“empty vision:”

The field recedes to the horizon, and no
one can stop it except for emptiness [...].
The “empty” is also the temptation to go
all the way to its edge [...]. In short, this

1 Amotz, “Excessive reality,” 8.

The stage and the rift

is the story of the “empty vision.” About
photographing things that barely exist,
which the eye no longer bothers seeing
them with more than a blink while trav-
eling, flattening them into empty places
that pass before it. No action. Nothing at
all. The light and the silence of the earth.
The pain of nothingness in the eyes."”

Here, a Heideggerian context subtly enters the
discussion: the purpose of Amotz’s photogra-
phy is not to direct the gaze toward any par-
ticular object, but toward that which normally
escapes attention. In other words, the purpose
of the photography is to direct the gaze toward
the open itself, which requires a withdrawal
from any consumerist interest in the object.
The Heideggerian open seems to wander in
Amotz’s works from the clearing in the Black
Forest in Germany to the barren earth of the
Holy Land.

It is worth noting that the Greek concept
of phainomenon — the phenomenon - is de-
rived from the Greek word phainesthai, mean-
ing “to appear” or “to show itself.” The word
phainomenon also has an etymological connec-
tion to the Greek word phos, meaning “light.”
One can therefore infer that bringing a phe-
nomenon into the open carries the sense of
opening it to a radiant domain of disclosure
and illumination. Bringing a phenornenon
into the open thus means bringing it to light.*
However, unlike Heidegger’s open, in Amotz’s
open no phenomenon appears. By removing
the object from the photograph, what draws
attention is the harsh light itself, as if extracted
from the concealment of everyday life and dis-
closed in the full intensity of its violent excess.
What appears in Amotz’s photographs is a se-

20 See Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics, 78; Pimentel, Being Written, 30-32.
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ries of stages of light, in which nothing appears
except the light itself. !

Israeli art: the rift

As a first point of discussion regarding the strife
between earth and world, the series of sculp-
tures Sealed Well by Yaakov Dorchin will be
examined (fig. 4).

The series includes 29 sculptures weighing
between seven and forty tons, which, due to
their enormous weight, cannot be exhibited in
a museum space. Instead, they were installed
in the streets of Tel Aviv and Haifa. These are
large-scale metal bodies that constitute a ma-
terial positive of the voids of wells. As with
Klazmer’s sculpture, this is also a materializa-
tion in matter, but this time of space rather than
of light. By presenting the space of the well
filled up with metal, one can witness a moment
in the eternal strife between earth and world,
in which the void that has been transformed
into matter is expropriated from the opacity
of the earth and presented in the world. By
extracting the material from its concealment
in the earth, visibility is granted to that which
we knew existed but had been prevented from
seeing.

Extracting the material from the depths of
the earth and placing it in the world also in-
volves the granting of meaning: it is no longer
sheer matter, but matter that has undergone
a hermeneutic explication. As Itamar Mann
notes, although Dorchin himself rarely speaks
about it, the political dimension of the sculp-
tures is difficult to ignore: sealing wells is a
well-known practice of colonial conquerors,
intended to aid in the expulsion of indigenous
populations. This practice is mentioned in the
Bible, when the Philistines sealed the wells of
Isaac (Genesis 26). It recurs during the Israeli
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War of Independence, when the Israeli De-
fense Forces sealed wells of Palestinian villages
as part of the expulsion of their inhabitants; and
again during the establishment of occupation
in the territories after the Six-Day War. This
phenomenon continues to the present day: in
2010, Be'Tselem — the Israeli Information Cen-
ter for Human Rights — reported the destruc-
tion of water cisterns in the southern Hebron
Hills by state authorities and settlers.”> One
can therefore argue that placing in the world a
well space filled up with material evokes the vi-
olence involved in the sealing of wells, in both
its biblical and contemporary contexts. In this
sense, Dorchin’s well sculptures can be seen as
directing attention to the repressed aspects of
Zionism, that is, to the violence accompany-
ing the establishment of the national home. In
this case, the violence of filling and sealing, of

drying and thirst.

Figure 4: Yaakov Dorchin, Sealed Well and Petrified
Lily 1, 1995, iron, Shaul Hamelech Boulevard, Tel Aviv.

The strife between earth and world is also at
work in Sigalit Landau’s work Shelter, albeit in
an inverse direction (fig. 5). Dorchin’s work
brings into the open the violent strife against
Palestinians. Landau’s work brings to the open
the violent strife against diasporic Jews, while

I This eruption of pure light, without any object being illuminated by it, brings to mind Hegel’s discussion
of light in The Phenomenology of Spirit, as pointed out by Gissinger. See Gissinger, “The violence of the gift:

Aesth-ethics and deconstruction,” 31.
22 Mann, “The sealed wells of the soul.”
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also insinuating its ongoing presence within
Zionism.

Shelters are an inseparable part of the Israeli
landscape, due to building regulations that re-
quire their construction. Because the shelter
is so familiar to us, we often pass by it almost
without noticing. This is how Landau came to
know the shelter as well, presumably encoun-
tering it every day on her way to the studio.
But unlike most of us, Landau uprooted the
shelter from its obvious context and turned it
into the focus of her artistic investigation.

Unlike Dorchin, Landau does not disclose
the shelter by casting a material into its inte-

The stage and the rift

dermined manual labor and, consequently, the
vitality of the body, which was left to degen-
eration. All of this caused life in exile to be
driven by a constant anxiety of annihilation.
This anxiety can be seen as a specific case of
Freudian castration anxiety: just as castration
anxiety governs pre-Oedipal existence,” so
annihilation anxiety dictated pre-Zionist exis-
tence. This annihilation anxiety imposed on
the Jewish exile a covert and marginal mode of
living. The clearest expression of this is the way
of life of the Marranos, Jews in Spain and Por-
tugal who were forced to adopt Christianity
outwardly while secretly continuing to observe

rior and presenting the cast in the world while Jewish commandments.

severing it from the structure that served as its
mold. Instead, she seems to extract the shelter
from the depths of the earth by reinstalling it
within the world.

In Landau’s artwork, one can identify a ges-
ture of double negation of visibility: burying
the shelter in the depths of the earth negates
its visibility, except for the entrance, which
still peeks above the surface. In the shelter’s
renewed disclosure, Landau negates the ini-
tial negation of its burial in the earth, thereby
granting visibility to what had until then been
invisible. Landau’s work can thus be seen as
the triumph of the world over the earth: the
object hidden within the earth is disclosed to
the world, revealing the hidden visibility of its
exterior form.

However, the disclosure of the shelter to the
dazzling light of the world goes far beyond
the mere phenomenological disclosure. This
is so, since unveiling the shelter, the work also
extracts from the depths of the earth the full
range of meanings attributed to it. Jewish ex-
istence in the diaspora was characterized by a
forced exile from the land, leading to nomadic
existence. This exile from the earth also un-

Figure 5: Sigalit Landau, Shelter, 2012, bronze, 480
x 350 x 125 cm.

> The term refers to the pre-cultural condition of the horde led by the primordial father, as elaborated by Freud in
Totem and Taboo. The sons conspire against their omnipotent father and ultimately kill him. This act of patricide
gives rise to the first human society, in which the prohibitions against murder and incest are established. These
prohibitions negate the desire for patricide and incest that Freud later conceptualized through the Oedipus complex.
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Zionism sought to overturn all of this. The
exile from the land was transformed into a pas-
sionate return to it. The degenerate body was
transformed into the robust body of the Zion-
ist subject. The figure of the weak, exiled Jew
was replaced by the figure of the sturdy farmer
and soldier. Annihilation anxiety was trans-
formed into an independent and confident ex-
istence, which over time developed into nar-
cissistic pride and aggressive imperialism. The
covert existence of exile was transformed into
a life that openly asserted itself, even at the risk
of venturing into realms of bluntness.

All of this found expression in the Zionist
imperative to conquer space, whether through
working the land or covering it with a blanket
of cement. In the early days, the fulfillment of
this command was expressed in redeeming the
land: acquiring it, cultivating it, and settling it.
With the establishment of the state, command
was carried out through the construction of
low-budget housing in peripheral towns. To-
day, the command is realized in the construc-
tion of eye-catching skyscrapers. It seems that
today, the drive behind Zionist building fulfills
a different imperative — the capitalist command
of our times: “enjoy.”

One of the most striking features of our
times is the acceleration of construction in Tel
Aviv. The ever-growing skyline of Tel Aviv
asserts the triumph of the Zionist project. In
contrast to the annihilation anxiety of the dias-
pora, which dictated a covert, inward-facing
visibility, the negation of annihilation anxiety
in Zionism prescribes a conspicuous visibility.
The Zionist project is no longer oscillating be-
tween being and ceasing to be, and its elimi-
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nation is no longer considered a real possibil-
ity. This attitude allows desire to be directed
toward shameless enjoyment in line with the
spirit of capitalism.**

Yet has Zionism truly succeeded in eliminat-
ing the diasporic annihilation anxiety? Does its
impressive construction enterprise indicate the
overcoming of that old anxiety? Or perhaps
it points to the opposite: not the conquest of
anxiety, but rather, to its repression, which in
turn gives it even greater force?

To address this question, one must return to
the shelter. Alongside Israel’s above-ground
construction, there has also developed subter-
ranean construction. Deep beneath the tall
structures lie enormous underground spaces:
not only shelters, but also parking lots, shafts,
and command pits, atop which the light-rail
tunnels now being excavated are added. The
entire country is saturated with hidden and
claustrophobic spaces. This is especially true in
the recent period, since October 7 2023, when
we have spent long periods in such spaces. Lan-
dau’s work thus carries a prophetic dimension,
anticipating the disclosure of the hidden earth.
Nevertheless, more than reflecting the secu-
rity concerns of a state surrounded by enemies,
these spaces testify to the spectral life of the
diasporic annihilation anxiety, which still oc-
cupies the depths of the psyche of the Zionist
subject.

The extraction of the shelter from the depths
of the earth and its placement in the world dis-
closes not only its hidden visibility, but also
the meaning embedded within it. That is, the
fact that annihilation anxiety, which ostensi-
bly had already been overcome, still simmers

24 In the Heideggerian sense, capitalism can be envisioned as the culmination of a historical shift from Vor-stellung
to Her-stellung. Vor-stellung refers to representational thinking in the Kantian tradition, in which the object is
set before consciousness (Gegen-stand) and determined according to its own categories, rather than letting it
disclose itself as it is. This constitution of the object through subjectivity transforms into its practical production
(Her-stellung) as commodity. In this framework, Nature is understood as a standing-reserve (Bestand), a repository
of material available for endless exploitation and production. Being itself is disclosed in the form of Enframing
(Ge-stell), in which it is manifested in terms of utility and resource. See, e.g., Heidegger, “The question concerning

technology,” 322-328.
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in the invisible space of Zionism. This disclo-
sure is the origin of the work’s mesmerizing
power. Through a gesture of double negation
— the negation of the negation of diaspora by
Zionism — Landau presences the repressed ori-
gin of Zionism.” In doing so, she reverses
the relation between exile and homeland: the
homeland is, in essence, exile; in other words,
the contemporary homeland is an exile from
the true homeland, which is exile itself.?¢

While Dorchin and Landau each extract
an object from the earth and place it in the
world, Micha Ullman engages in embedding
the world into the earth. In doing so, Ulman
addresses the political strife on both sides: the
strife between Israelis and Palestinians, as well
as that between Jews and Germans.

This is evident already in his first work,
which was part of the “Metzer-Meiser” project.
This work consists of a seemingly minor ac-
tion, yet one rich in meaning: digging a pit in
the soil of the Arab village Meiser and filling
it with earth from the nearby Kibbutz Metzer.
This contamination of earth with earth - much
like mixing blood with blood in a covenant —
points to the inseparable shared fate of Metzer
and Meiser, and, more broadly, of the Israeli
and Palestinian peoples. In the spirit of Ereig-
nis, one could say that the Israeli and Pales-

The stage and the rift

tinian peoples are interwoven un-separately,
each brought into its own through confronta-
tion with its absolute Other.?” In Ullman’s con-
text, the conflict is therefore not between man
and land, but between land and land, that is,
between the land of Israel and the land of Pales-
tine, each brought into its ownness through its
encounter with its Other.

Ullman’s tendency toward entrenchment in
the earth becomes even more pronounced in
the work titled Ground. Here, it is not a tem-
porary intervention in the earth that dissipates
once the event concludes, but a lasting sculp-
tural statement.”® The link between the values
of earth and ground can be examined in several
contexts. First, earth constitutes one of the four
Greek elements, alongside water, ether and fire,
as formulated by pre-Socratic thinkers such as
Thales (water) Anaximenes (ether) and Hera-
clitus (fire). In an architectural context, earth
is associated with ground in the sense that, like
the canvas that underlies a painting, the earth
is the starting point of the architectural act.
However, in Ullman’s work, construction does
not aspire upward from the earth, but down-
ward: within the depths of the earth, a hidden
structure is built, sheltered in the darkness of
the phenomenological shadow, with only its
tops of walls peeking above the surface. The

It should be stressed that the phrase “negation of negation” does not invoke the Hegelian notion of negation as
sublation (Aufhebung), as it operates within the movement of dialectics. Rather, it should be understood in dualistic
terms, in light, for example, of Freud’s notion of the uncanny and Shklovsky’s concept of defamiliarization. In
Freud’s case, it is the negation of primordial sexuality by culture that is itself negated by the reemergence of
primordial sexuality in the event of the uncanny. In Shklovsky’s case, it is the negation of visibility through
automatization and algebrization that is negated by the event of defamiliarization in art, which allows for the
reemergence of what truly is into view. Likewise, Landau’s sculpture negates the negation of diaspora by Zionism,
thereby enabling the reemergence of the diasporic extinction anxiety.

26 See also Pimentel, Aesth-ethics, 137-144.

*"The term “Other” is rendered with a capital letter, as it draws primarily on the Levinasian notion of the Other.
In Levinas’ philosophy, the Other refers both to God and to the other person. God is identified with transcendence
and infinity, understood as a radical alterity that resists conceptualization. The other person is conceived as a trace
of God, revealed in the nudity of their face. This claim entails an implicit criticism of Heidegger, who identifies the
locus of the disclosure of Being with the earth, which carries nationalistic implications, often associated with the
German notion of “blood and soil” (Blut und Boden). Levinas shifts the locus of revelation to the face of the Other,
thereby giving it an ethical orientation. See, e.g., Levinas, Totality and Infinity, 194-219; Levinas, “Heidegger,
Gagarin, and us,” 231-234.

28 Ullman, Ground, 1989.
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sculpture can therefore resemble the remains
of an archaeological structure. Yet, while the
remnants of an archaeological building testify
to the absence of walls that once rose upward,
Ullman’s work presences the top of walls that
extend downward, into the depths of the earth.

These wall tops serve as coordinates that al-
low the viewer to reconstruct the structure
buried in the earth. The structure can thus be
considered in terms of “negative” architecture:
not only because it is built downward rather
than upward, but also because it subverts the
architectural purpose of creating a space that
separates interior from exterior and allows habi-
tation. Instead, the structure produces a form
that is indeed defined but devoid of interior
space, being embedded in the earth that sur-
rounds it on all sides, both outside and inside,
and therefore does not allow for habitation.

In this work, the encounter between earth
and world is disrupted: the work does not oc-
cur at the jointure between earth and world,
as in the cases of the shoes and the temple in
Heidegger. Instead, it is buried deep within
the earth, with only its wall tops protruding
to signal about its existence. Through this en-
trenchment in the earth and the negation of
its encounter with the world, Ullman gener-
ates a defamiliarization of the earth. At the
same time, the work produces initial outlines
of the intrusion of the world into the earth. Yet
these outlines are encircled by soil on all sides
and therefore do not truly allow for the open-
ing through which the world could be hosted
within the earth.

The work The Empty Library opens up a
space within the earth that allows the world to
be hosted inside it, in two ways: first, through
its reflection in the glass casing that surrounds
the work from above; and second, through
its penetration into the opening that the work
creates in the earth (fig. 6).

Pimentel

Figure 6: Micha Ullman, The Empty Library, 1995,
Bebelplatz, Berlin.

The first question that comes to mind con-
cerns the nature of the world that is hosted
within the earth. A hint toward this is provided
by the white shelves fixed along the walls of
the opening, illuminated by internal lighting
and constructed as a cube. Yet the shelves are
empty of books. More than hosting the books
themselves, the work hosts the space they oc-
cupy.

Yet why are the books absent? To answer
this, we must turn to the history connected to
the location of the work. The work is situated
at Bebelplatz in Berlin. It was at this very site
that, on May 10 1933, the infamous ceremony
of burning some twenty thousand books by
over two hundred authors — most of them Jew-
ish — took place. This ceremony was part of the
rising tide of antisemitism that swept Germany
after the Nazis came to power, culminating
in Kristallnacht. The work thus hosts on its
empty shelves the very books that were burned
that night, and, more broadly, the rich culture
of German Jewry, of which almost no trace re-
mains. Heine’s famous statement — that where
books are burned, people will also be burned
— links the books burned at Bebelplatz to the
people incinerated at Auschwitz. In this sense,
the world hosted in the work is not only that
of the burned books but also that of the burned
people. What the work hosts is thus the trauma
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of the Holocaust. It can therefore be said that
behind the strife between world and earth that
is eventuated in the two works — Metzer-Meiser
and The Empty Library — another strife looms:
that is, the strife with the Other. This is the
bitter strife between Israelis and Palestinians
on one hand, and between Germans and Jews
on the other, who, in an ironic twist of history,
interchange the roles of victim and oppressor.

The implied hospitality in The Empty Library
becomes tangible in the artwork Equinox.”
This work also consists of an empty space dug
into the earth and open at its top. The empti-
ness of the dug space is interrupted twice a year,
on the equinoxes — September 22 and March
20-23 — when day and night are equal in length.
The work is designed so that on these dates,
the light entering through the opening falls
on the walls of the underground space, hosting
the appearance of the shadow outline of the
viewer standing at the entrance. In this way,
the viewer becomes a central component of
the work, which hosts the silhouette of their
figure. What is hosted in the work is not the
visibility of the world but rather its shadow, as
if inscribed on its walls. The world is indeed
hosted within the earth. Yet this hospitality is
eventuated in a mode of absence.

The writing in light is also present in the
monumental artwork Letters of Light.>" The
work is shaped as the inverse counterpart to The
Empty Library, in several respects: there, the
books are absent, whereas here they are present
in the adjacent Israeli National Library; there,
the books belong to a vanished diasporic cul-
ture, whereas here they belong to the emerg-
ing Israeli culture. In both cases, the works
are composed of two levels: the visible surface
level and the hidden level dug into the earth. In
both cases, at the juncture between the levels,

a glass panel is fixed, allowing the visibility of
the hidden level.

# Ullman, Equinox, 2010.
39 Ullman, Letters of Light, 2023.

The stage and the rift

However, this work introduces three new
elements: first, the upper level itself contains
sculptures in the form of 18 Hebrew letters.
The letter sculptures are shaped so that the form
of each letter emerges from the shadow it casts
on the ground. Second, the transparent sur-
face connecting the two levels is designed in
the form of the outlines of the first letter of the
Hebrew, Arabic, and Latin alphabets, allowing
their light projections to fall on the floor and
walls of the lower level at different times. Third,
a corridor has been added, allowing viewers
access to the lower level.

According to the Kabbalistic Book of Cre-
ation, which inspires this work, letters are un-
derstood as the origin of creation. The Hebrew
letter Aleph (X) represents all letters. Thus, the
projection of its light onto the walls and floor of
the lower level symbolizes the creative power
of language, in contrast to the burning of lan-
guage in The Empty Library. Unlike the world
of annihilation hosted in The Empty Library,
the world hosted here can be called a world of
resurrection: the world of the Zionist project,
which raised from the ashes of the burned lan-
guage and the burned people, giving them a
renewed homeland and a new world of mean-
ing — this time in Hebrew and on the sacred
earth of Israel.

Conclusion: the politics of art

The pioneering and subversive act of address-
ing the lacuna in viewing Israeli art through
Heideggerian thought has proved enriching to
both parties. This is so, because it broadens the
discussion of Israeli art, mainly in its political
and historical contexts, while also enhancing
the Heideggerian discussion of art by introduc-
ing yet-un-thought dimensions to the notions
of the open and the strife. In this regard, despite
the significant cultural distance between them,
it can still be said that Israeli art is not entirely
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foreign to Heideggerian thought. Significant
works from the corpus of Israeli art lend them-
selves to Heideggerian interpretation in two
interrelated contexts.

First, art as the disclosure of truth (the stage).
In this context, each of the discussed artists of-
fer a different possibility of being for the open:
Klazmer negates, so to speak, the open, turn-
ing light into matter and un-concealment into
concealment. By flipping the picture, Ginton
discloses its concealed back, thereby turning
the entire surface of the picture into an open
space of disclosure. Amotz rethinks the open as
a space for the disclosure of light itself, rather
that of a thing appearing in the spotlight.

Second, art as a site of strife between earth
and world (the rift). In this context, each of
the discussed artists think the political dimen-
sion of the strife in a different way. Dorchin
understands it primarily in terms of the vio-
lence of deprivation and deportation against
Palestinians, manifested through the sealing
of wells. Landau evokes the spectral return of
the supposedly overcome violence against Jews
in the diaspora. Ulman engages both sides,
making room in his earth-based artworks for
the acknowledgment of violence against both
Palestinians and Jews.

Moreover, in disclosing the political dimen-
sion of the strife in the Israeli context, the im-
plicit political dimension of “The origin of the
work of art” is brought to the open as well.
This dimension is apparent in choosing Van
Gogh’s painting as the locus of the discussion
of art. The choice is not accidental, as Heideg-
ger’s reading of the painting situates it within
the sphere of peripheral rural life. This reflects
his identification with this way of life, as is
also evident in his essay “Why do I Stay in
the Provinces?” It further points to Heideg-
ger’s afhnity for what the Nazis called “Folk
Art,” which they privileged over “Degenerate
Art,” a category that encompassed avant-garde

31 Heidegger, “The origin of the work of art,” 200.
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movements such as Expressionism. This subtle
yet discernable identification with folkish art
and forms of life is accompanied by a subtle
affirmation of the privileged status of the Ger-
man people. This becomes evident in Heideg-

er’s examination of the strife between earth
and world within the context of “our historical
[German] Dasein.”!
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