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"The hour jumped out of the clock, stood facing it, and ordered it to work properly"

Paul Celan, From "Backlight" 1949, (English translation 2003)
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A Comment on Orit Ishay's Work

For the land shall be full of earth
and undedicated.
-- Avot Yeshurun

Before the voice, before all else—the earth. Imprinted with the scarring mark of deeds and intentions,
strewn with remnants of houses and walls, factories and mines: a drained, furrowed historian of the human attempts
to enslave it; attempts which it erodes little by little, with endless patience, with silent persistence.

At first it seems as though the camera is devoted, with near-documentary fidelity, to the original forms of the
buildings—to the roles designated to them by their designers, to the hopes infused in them by their builders.

We are tempted to inquire into the meaning of this collapsing beam, into the lost record of these ruins;

to reconstruct the whole from the fragment, to redeem the remains from the rubble by the power of the imagination
alone. Little by little, however, the camera seems to break free from the demanding burden of history.

As it ascends higher and higher, it weaves the blurring paths of human intervention into the primeval essence of the
earth, assimilating the consumed stumps of pretension and fear in the earth's tangle of inscrutable signs.

At first, we imagined that it was humanity speaking to us through the earth; now we feel that it is the earth speaking
to us through the echo chambers of neglect and destruction.

The earth speaks—and the voice is that of a soldier who set the one he was to hold captive free. The earth speaks,
and not for the first time:

And now art thou cursed from the earth,
which hath opened her mouth to receive thy brother’s blood from thy hand.
[Genesis 4:11]

In the biblical story, the earth opens its mouth to swallow Abel's blood. How cruel this encounter is, how fundamental:
it reminds us that at the origin of all speech, at the root of all order, lies an act of sacrifice: the mouth that utters the
first word to the world is a swallower of blood. Can it be said any other way? Can the earth open its mouth without
demanding a sacrifice? Here, it speaks to us, assuming the narrator's voice. And the voice that carries the word of the
earth tells us: No.

Not this time. In the old days, we are told, the earth opened its mouth to reverse the sacrificial ritual—to set both
captive and captor free; to say, behold Cain greeting his brother as man to man, Abel unto Abel uttereth speech.
The earth opened its mouth, but no blood was received; the earth has spoken and continues to speak: here, one word,

first and last and bloodless, furrowing the sands and sculpting the stones and carving itself from the air, and reviving
this entire southern territory before our very eyes. One word, which carries—from one end of the land to the other,
through the flux of razed buildings and buried tracks—the rumor about the dawning of the human, implying liberation
for the world.

Now, more than we see the land, we hear it in the voice of the liberator: a great land of wandering, tired of false
offerings and vain sacrifices, which is also a sanctuary of hope: a place where the earth is not destined, dedicated,
or forced; a place where it rejects Cain's offering, speaks instead of swallowing—older than all its institutions,
deeper than any law.

Against the swish of the knife—a single word; an earthen word, which is a first and last word in the private language
of being-human, a word that once it rolls on your tongue, you cannot but memorize it—we will do, and be obedient;
you cannot but let go. Instead of the grand decisive act of sacrifice—the foundation of every political order—Ishay
proposes a word that unfolds and reincarnates in the changing ages, that plows and covers stretches of land; a word
as ancient and patient as time itself. Against the metaphysical act of sacrifice, which aims to deviate from the routine
of days and deeds and shed its red offering onto the heavens, Ishay measures with her eyes, with her heart,

the number of passing hours, the diligent, devoted course of work; the labor of life that strings dying days on the
temporal axis and has no gain in death nor any reward other than its persistence.

Sarka, who tidies and sweeps the kibbutz garbage rooms with a devotion that will likely outlive her, calls to mind the
word used by Faulkner in his Nobel Prize speech, to encapsulate the wonder of human survival, the bravery of the
silent passage of hours and days: endurance. One could have said that this woman learns her labor from the slow
erosion of time, from the stubborn tenacity of the earth; that she casts the rolling word of the earth on her tongue.
But the opposite seems to be true: In her majestic perseverance, in the secret of her solitary rituals, it is she who
teaches the earth to reject Cain's sacrifice. The woman from Kibbutz Be'eri appeases the soil with her actions,
quenches its thirst, teaches it to persevere.

Whose side does art take—the side of those who persevere or those who sacrifice? Suffice it to recall the chapter
dedicated to butterfly hunting in Vladimir Nabokov's autobiography, Speak, Memory, to determine that art is
essentially an act of sacrifice: it poisons the beautiful to give it form, to fix it with its language and seal it with its eye.
But Orit Ishay's works remind us that art can also head south: it can follow in the footsteps of the earth that refused
the sacrifice; it can speak and set the captive free, deny all structure or order in the name of the forever-opened
wound of the human: vibrate the butterfly wings back to life even after they have been taped to a scrapbook.

Oded Wolkstein
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Life between pretty and terrible, Ideal and defective \ Dr. Ziva Jelin

Orit Ishay's practice constantly moves between these contrasts of pretty and terrible, sterile-clean and affecting,
idyllic and defective, calm and disturbing. Even if there is drama in her work, it's always under the surface, unseen,
deluding the viewer.

The center of "Peaceful Oasis", her new exhibition at the Gallery in Be'eri, features her

breathtaking video work, 'Smoke in the Desert'. It is breathtaking because of the human soundtrack that tells the true
story of a Yom Kippur warfighter who deals with a chilling moral dilemma, refusing a direct order while taking part in
the most humane act there is. It is also breathtaking, photographically speaking. It is mainly shot from the bird/drone's
eye view, slow and lingering; it is almost a still photo, beautiful and pastoral, while disturbing, abandoned, empty, wild,
and militaristic. The humane story is told against the backdrop of the region's landscapes laden with the local history
of a bloody conflict: sparse groves of parched Eucalyptus trees, Negev terrains seeming detached from reality because
they are not agricultural fields, nor a desert or a settlement. It is dispersed with old British-era sulfur mines that, from
above, appear like a hallucinatory lunar landscape: relics of an abandoned sulfur factory, relics of British military
buildings and a Zionist settlement, a water tower, a grooved concrete road, and dozens of ammunition sites, walls,
and dugouts that look, from an overview, like relics of an ancient civilization or a battlefield, lined up in rows within the
wheat fields. In the background, the speaker's voice sounds disconcerting, noises portending a sense of dread and
anxiety, disruption and disturbance, emanating distant booms and pounding drums-heart.

The video work projected on the gallery wall is

doubled over and reflected in pool waters. The gallery floor disappeared under the covering sand, and an oasis has
grown in the room: palm trees, deck chairs, and woven-rope stools. It's so beautiful, peaceful, and tempting to sink
into the deck chairs or roll about in the soft sand. But under this quiet, calm surface, a vague sense creeps in of
disruption and disarrange: the palm trees are a plastic backdrop, the artificial pool looks like it's coming out of the wall,
fastened to it, and even the deck chairs are sort of a mutation, their colorful fabric replaced by military uniform khaki
color. The moon's halo on one of the palm trees is produced by a flashlight.

A small screen features another video '‘Beauty Salon', showing a
dumpster site at Kibbutz Be'eri; a carpet is spread out at its center, and a woman is sweeping it with a broom. Who
puts a household carpet in a dumpster and takes the trouble cleaning it? This also is not normative and surreal.

Sarka, a Kibbutz Be'eri veteran, tries to create small islands of serenity, cleanliness, and beauty within the public space.
She tended the garbage bins areas for years, cleaned and tidied them, and even laid out carpets.

The endless, repetitive loop of the Sisyphean sweeping act is a form of disruption and abnormality.

Another screen shows butterflies attempting to fly ('‘Die to Fly'): a 30-second loop of Wing-claps and a disturbing flutter.

The choice of the name - "Shalvata" (an Israeli psychiatric hospital whose name means "Tranquility') - throws us from
peace and calmness to madness and back again. We, as local residents, do not feel how offbeat it is to live our

day-to-day close to the Gaza border in constant, years-long conflict because it is the reality to which we were born.
However, a momentary visitor from outside of Be'eri does feel it. The soldier's testimony envelops the space, raising

a question — how far can a man follow his gut feeling? What is the possible cost of refusing an order? How can a
friendship be formed amid the battlefield between people from two sides of the border? It is a story of humaneness

and humanity, faith in the person standing before you. It's a story that brings hope, but is there still hope for a life of

sanity, or has hatred already extinguished any such glimmer? Orit Ishay flirts with this story, raising feelings and questions.
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In her previous works, Orit Ishay dealt with similar dilemmas, which are the essence of Israeliness, touching on our
values, fears, and paradoxes of our existence here.
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In the series "Sea, Land, Air" (part of "Deer Country", a 2017
exhibition curated by Dalia Levin at Prague City Gallery),
she created enigmatic, geometric, and minimalist
compositions. The colors were sampled from photographs
of the Israeli navy, air, and ground forces uniforms, both
service and ceremonial dress. The immaculately clean
aesthetics contrast with the military context and the
emotional meaning that goes with it.
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In "Terribly Pretty" (2014 exhibition curated by Yael Keini at
The Kibbutz Gallery), She dealt with cultural, social, and
historical codes, presenting the traditional flower wreaths
people place on graves of fallen soldiers. Her wreaths ar
black and white, "terribly pretty." She was preoccupied
with the terrible juxtaposition between beauty and terror,
life and death.




In "Public Domain" (a 2009 exhibition curated by Rona Sela
at The Hader Gallery), she photographed countrywide
shelters planted at the heart of neighborhoods as foreign
elements. Their bare concrete was painted with sugary
colors to obscure their heavy, menacing presence and make
them "environmentally friendly." This cloaking mechanism
only highlights them in the landscape. It points to how Israeli
society lives while trying to disguise and sweeten the
atrocity, life by the sword, bereavement, and terror.
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In the body of work "Sacred Landscape”

(part of "Deer Country"), she manipulated photos of The
Land of Israel/Palestine's sacred landscapes, which were
originally given to General Allenby as a token of
appreciation for 'liberating' the land from the Ottomans.
The color photographs were converted to black and white
and cut into narrow strips re-woven into an inexact
landscape. The holy places have become nowhere or
everywhere.
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In her video "Operation Vast Thunder" (2018, displayed at
'Land stand!" at Dana Gallery in Yad Mordechai, curator:
Ravit Harari), Ishay dealt with the transformation of the
orchard's physical and symbolic location in the Israeli
landscape. The orchard is a symbol of Israelism, agriculture,
and farming, it's the Zionist golden apple that made Israel
famous abroad. It's a parody film about scientists
developing a new genetically modified species, but under
the surface lurks a quiet lament

for a world that was and is gone.
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In "0Z21" (in the 2016 exhibition "Women Resources’,
curated by Hadas Kedar at the ACAC, Arad), Orit Ishay
captured movements and voices by dancers between the
walls of a Brutalist-Modernist cement garden at the city
center, creating tension between the female-human-body
and the hard angularity and materialism of the cement.
The minimalist concrete garden corresponds with barriers,
warfare, and protection.
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In "1917" displayed within "Attributes" (a 2012 exhibition
curated by Barak Ravitz at MoBY-Bat Yam Museum of Art),
Orit Ishay handles pages taken from a souvenir booklet
produced in 1917 as a token of appreciation to the British
army for 'liberating' the land from the Ottoman occupier.
The pages show local flowers, dried and straightened out;
they've been photographed and greatly enlarged and look
more natural and tangible than initially. The souvenir is like a
door opening upn to the past. These compositions have
likely also captured Israel's historic political reality under
colonial occupation, where things given to British citizens

visiting Israel were intended to remind them where they were.

In "Lucky Numbers"(2010 exhibition curated by Ziva Jelin at
Be'eri Gallery), Ishay dealt with the intensive construction of
residential-secure spaces (Mamads) in the Gaza envelope.
She focused on the number marking of houses before they
were to be demolished for the Mamads to be built. The
number spray-painted on every home brings to the surface
something deeply rooted in Israeli-Jewish anxiety,
referencing the number branded on the arms of Holocaust
camp survivors. No human figures are in the filmed space,
only a deserted landscape of escaping and fear. The
marking on the houses is disturbing; it is the stripping of the
house off its occupants and sense of domesticity.

("7 DT NANIN KA NM1730,2010) 70 Mgon” nJnuna
NTPNNNT ATV UV O T'NAN 7W N12'0J0ITRN NI "W NjJOIY
190NN .O°T'NNN N™IA1 N0 97 0'"190N1 0'NAN JIN'01
NTINN N2 JINY KXNIW 1INWN 1'XN "Y901 N1 77 7Y 001NN
TTIW 7W 00T 7Y YpUIPNN 190107 19N NTTINT-NT7KAWN
7W W10 713 NKAI,OTK NIMNAT 'K 071XNN 2NN .AXIWA NINN
NN NUPIN ATINN L, TI0N 0NAN 7Y 1n0N . TNY1 N107N™TM

17W NIPNTN NWINNAT M0






.._....:-.. _..

e
N

iy 2l
a :"—ﬁ"'la‘::":-’- K

































