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Detail from Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) installed at Alight Here, London, March 2003.

!

"!

INTRODUCTION
Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for attending my talk. I would also like to thank the
Moderators, Arnd Schneider and Chris Wright and Tate Modern for inviting me to
deliver this paper.
I am an Israeli-born artist residing and working in London. My art - photography and
photography-based installation, seeks to explore the ways in which destiny, fate and
circumstances change our lives as private individuals and as members of communities
and societies.
My development as an artist is the result of years of largely autodidactic learning and
experimentation. My formal undergraduate and postgraduate education is in law, in
particular the law of the European Union, the area in which I practise and which often
provides inspiration for my art.
Recent projects in which I took part include:
• a site-responsive show at the historical Russian naval base at Kronstadt, where I
exhibited an installation entitled Out of the Belly of Hell Cried I, and Thou
Heardest my Voice1. The work looked at the ethos of bravery and loss;
• a photography exhibition at "Artdialogues", the 2003 International Art Biennale
at the Manege Central Exhibition Hall, St. Petersburg, Russia;
• a site-specific project, Abbadon2, at the disused Aldwych tube station, the
Strand, London. Abbadon examined the interrelationship between vitality and
the threat of premature death;
• a photography exhibition at the launch of the Old Poplar Library, East London,
as a new arts centre for Leaside Development Corporation; and
• an installation project entitled Sssshhhh…. Trust Me! which examined the
dependence on trust in relationships. The project was exhibited at The Air
Gallery, Mayfair, London in December 2001.
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Jonah 2:2.
Old Testament, Job 26:6; New Testament, Revelation 9:11.
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In the next twenty-five minutes, I wish to discuss the principles and processes
governing representation in contemporary art-making, insofar as these are reflected in
my art. As a case study, I will be looking at my installation Smoke Column (The
Veiled Jew) in relation to the material I collected during the “fieldwork” which
inspired and led to its creation.
My presentation will be divided into three parts. In the first part I will provide a
general description of Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew). In the second part I will invite
you to look at the ideas and material underlying the artwork, the outcome of my
fieldwork. In the final part of my presentation, I will discuss the relationships between
fieldwork and artwork as reflected in the making of Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew).
I will explain (i) how I captured, during my fieldwork, material which I later
transformed into a work of art; (ii) the transformation or crystallization of this
material into an artwork: how I identified those ideas, items and images, which I
believed were capable of delivering my message by way of emotions. I will show (iii)
how that crystallization process transcended the boundaries of the fieldwork, which is
inherently subjective, contextualised and indexed to the artist, and created a piece of
art that is widely accessible.

PART I - THE ARTWORK - SMOKE COLUMN (THE VEILED JEW)
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Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) is an installation made of used Yorkshire slabs and
new, unused, concrete paving stones.

These are piled up to create a layered structure corresponding to the shape of a
gravestone.
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A number of slabs and stones are shrouded neatly in crisp undyed linen.

A black box is placed on top of the grave-like stone structure, positioned at its heart.
The top of the box is a transparent photographic image. The image is lit by a light
bulb, which is located inside the box.
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The photograph shows a grey industrial machine. A large metal pipe is connected to
the machine; a small pipe is connected to the large one. A tap controls the flow from
the small to the large pipe.

A soundtrack entitled Going Down accompanies the work. Going Down is a recording
of a person using a lift. One first hears the sound of footsteps in a hall. The person
halts, one hears the sound of a button being pressed. A lift door opens. A metallic
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female voice announces: “ground floor”, followed by the words “doors open, going
down”. The person walks into the lift. As he chooses the desired floor and presses a
button, the female voice announces: “going down” followed by the announcement of
the chosen floor: "floor four". When the lift reaches its destination, the announcement,
“going down” is heard again. The person steps out of the lift, the lift door closes.
Remote and hollow, one can hear the same announcement pronounced again: “going
down”.
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The installation Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) was part of a project entitled
“Abbadon”, named after the biblical angel of the bottomless pit. Abbadon is referred
to in the Old and the New Testaments3 and is introduced by Bulgakov in his novel
The Master and Margarita. The project was created for a site-responsive exhibition,
Alight Here, at the disused Aldwych tube station on the Strand, London, in March
2003. Alight Here was curated by James Linden and Hannah Berry.
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PART II - THE FIELDWORK
Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) is the result of months of research that took place at
my grandparents’ home in Rehovot, Israel. Fieldwork also carried out in the Jewish
quarter in Prague, Jewish cemeteries, Terezinstadt, the Nazi concentration camp, and
in London in the aftermath of 9/11. These provided me with the theoretical building
blocks for the formation of the concept underlying Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew)
and the message it seeks to convey. I later used the ideas and material collected
during my fieldwork to create a tangible form of representation capable of delivering
this message.
The research at my grandparent’s home included interviews with my Grandfather in
which he described the story of his journey as a young man. From his parents’ home
in Raczki, Poland from which he was expelled in 1939, through to Russia where he
fought against the Nazis as a soldier in the Red Army; Sweden, to which he fled after
the War; and finally Israel, to which he emigrated in 1951 together with my
Grandmother, Dvora Friedman, and their two young children.
Material collected during the research includes audio recordings and transcripts of the
interviews and medical records issued by the medical committee which examined my
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Grandfather at the time of his recruitment to the Israeli Defence Forces in 1953. The
records contain evidence of the injuries my Grandfather suffered as a Russian soldier
during the Second World War.

Also included are legal documents – evidence of my Grandfather’s action for
compensation in respect of the disabilities resulting from his Second World War
injuries
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and a claim submitted by my Grandmother to the trust established recently to
compensate those who were used by the Nazis as slave labourers.4

Numerous portraits of my grandparents and images of their home are also amongst
this material.
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In the settlement Holocaust Victim Asset Litigation (CV-96-4849).
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The visit to the Jewish quarter and cemeteries in and around Prague provided me with
a selection of photographic images capturing paving stones, gravestones, and artefacts
such as a black tool box used by the undertakers and a small stone taken from the area
surrounding Franz Kafka’s grave.
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My trip to Terezinstadt was also documented with a camera. The photographs I took
include those of the detainees’ rooms and the crematorium.
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Literature inspiring the piece includes Kafka’s In the Penal Colony
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and the Laeken Declaration on the Future Constitution of Europe.

In the Penal Colony is the story of a voyager who visits a penal colony where he is
invited to witness a demonstration by an officer of the Harrow, an extraordinary
elegant apparatus used to inflict capital punishment: the condemned man lies facedown on a bed, tied up, whilst a sophisticated system of needles inscribes on his body
the commandment he has transgressed, in this case the words “Honor Thy Superiors”.
The needles pierce deeply, then deeper and deeper until the condemned man dies.
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In the process of the execution, the officer, who has serious questions about the use of
the apparatus as a method of punishment, removes the condemned man from the bed
and takes his place. He adjusts the Harrow to inscribe the words “Be Just”. The
apparatus begins its work on the officer’s body, but malfunctions and breaks, however
not before the self-condemned officer dies.
The Laeken Declaration which was made by the European Council on 15 December
20015, established the European Convention as the body responsible for the drafting
of the constitution of Europe. The Declaration first looks at what led to the creation of
the Union – the attempt to rescue Europe from the debilitating effects of two bloody
wars; the stages in the formation of what is now called the European Union, and the
crossroads in which the Union is today – on the eve of enlargement. It then describes
the challenges the enlarged Union is facing, and the justification for a constitution:
“Following the fall of the Berlin Wall, it looked briefly as though we
would for a long while be living in a stable world order, free from
conflict, founded upon human rights. Just a few years later, however,
there is no such certainty. The eleventh of September has brought a
rude awakening. The opposing forces have not gone away: religious
fanaticism, ethnic nationalism, racism and terrorism are on the
increase, and regional conflicts, poverty and underdevelopment still
provide a constant seedbed for them.
…
Now that the Cold War is over and we are living in a globalised, yet
also highly fragmented world, Europe needs to shoulder its
responsibilities in the governance of globalisation…”
Finally, also amongst the material inspiring the artwork, is an image of Il Cristo
Velato or The Veiled Christ (1753) by Giuseppe Sanmartino. Sanmartino’s sculpture,
which is located in the Chapel of Sansevero in Naples, portrays the tormented and
lifeless body of Christ, laying shrouded with a veil.
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The text of the Laeken Declaration was taken from europa, the European Union’s website:
http://europa.eu.int. The text is available on the European Convention’s website: http://europeanconvention.eu.int/pdf/lknen.pdf.
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The work passionately captures the body of Christ before his resurrection, a symbol
of the destiny and of the redemption of humanity.

Il Cristo Velato by Giuseppe Sanmartino (1753) 6
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The image is taken from the website of Cappella Sansevero in Naples:
http://www.museosansevero.it/photogallery.html
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PART III - PRINCIPLES AND PROCESSES
Having described the artwork and the fieldwork, I wish to look at the relationship
between the two.
Unlike some artists whose work is marked by a journey to an unfamiliar field, my
field is predominantly located within the day-to-day reality I am surrounded by. In
this field I find intellectual and emotional stimulation and interests, which allow me to
feel the pulse of humanity, the pulse I search to capture in my art; it is here where my
art begins.
The predominant “fields” from which Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) emerged were
such places, places that house my background and experiences - elements of my
identity - and circles of family, partners and friends.
The transcripts of the interviews with my Grandfather, the medical records and legal
documents, the portraits of my grandparents and the images of their home brought to
life their story of loss, survival, and of the rebuilding of a new life in Israel. It brought
to me a feeling of sadness mixed with hope. Although at the time the research took
place I did not have in mind a certain idea or a plan to create what later became
Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew), it was the interplay between these different feelings
of lament and hope which I later attempted to capture and convey through the
artwork.
The visit to the Jewish quarter and cemeteries in Prague and the visit to Terezinstadt
again were not planned with the aim of creating a specific artwork. Nonetheless, what
I saw during these visits, captured with my camera and documented on paper, later
influenced the choice of material I used in the making of Smoke Column (The Veiled
Jew).
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What finally triggered the actual making of the piece was the changes that took place
in London following 9/11 and in the months leading to the war in Iraq.

With the fresh memory of the devastation and loss of 9/11, and the exposure to daily
media reports and government warnings of the imminent threat of terrorism, in
particular on the eve of the war in Iraq, Londoners expressed confusion and fear. As a
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person I felt frustrated. As an artist I felt obliged to respond, to capture in art these
concerns which occupied the minds of individuals, communities and societies, and
affected every aspect of our lives. I wanted to offer a glimpse of hope. I turned back
to the story of my grandparents, the story of people who survived one of the darkest
events in living memory.

I pulled out the ideas and material collected during my research and observations. I
re-read Kafka’s In the Penal Colony which captures the sense of threat and
hopelessness which I, like many other Londoners, felt. I re-read the Laeken
Declaration, which puts the threat within the wider context of human development
and as such offers some hope, the hope that the values acquired during years of
development will prevail.
It was at that stage that I began a purposive search to transform or crystallize the
products of my fieldwork into a work of art. I tried to identify ideas, items and
images which encapsulated and expressed the emotions or interplay of emotions
which I sought to convey. I looked for material which would deliver my message to a
viewer of the artwork through his or her own senses, using the language of emotions.
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The fieldwork documenting the story of my grandparents was in many ways confined
in its reach or effect to a specific “context”. The portraits, audio recordings and
transcripts of interviews, medical records and legal documents could not in
themselves convey my message without requiring the viewer to be familiar with the
particular “context” of the story, which provided the foundation for the artwork.
On the face of it, the material collected during my visits to the Jewish quarter and
cemeteries in Prague and to Terezinstadt suffered from the same problem.
Terezinstadt was perhaps more “universal” than the specific story of my grandparents.
It was used as a prison and a concentration camp which held political prisoners,
gypsies as well as Jews; it served as “a model concentration camp” and as such is a
symbol of Nazi propaganda and Nazi methods of operation. However, one still
needed to have a rather deep knowledge about the particular camp and the story of the
community before one could appreciate the message embedded in most of the
material collected during my visits there. But there was an exception: among the
material from Terezinstadt there were a number of images which either themselves
(as images) or by virtue of the items they documented (e.g. a pavement, a lamp)
captured the feelings (rather than specific story or narrative) underlying my message.
In particular, the images of the crematorium seemed to powerfully reflect the Nazi
mechanism of death with its infamous rationality and purposiveness. They
encapsulate with their colours, tone and composition and with the harshness of the
items captured in them the features that made Nazi atrocities so unprecedented.
One image was striking:
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The image reflected the feeling one gets when reading the first few pages of In the
Penal Colony:
“ ‘It’s a particular kind of apparatus’ said the officer to the
voyager, as he surveyed the apparatus, which was after all quite
familiar to him, with a certain admiration. It seemed to have been
no more than politeness that had prompted the voyager to accept
the invitation of the commandant, who had suggested that he
witness the execution of a soldier who had been condemned for
insubordination and insulting a superior officer…”
And later:
“… ‘just have a look at this apparatus’ he added at once drying his
hands with a towel and indicating the apparatus at the same time.
Up to this point I’ve had to do some of the tasks by hand, but from
now on the apparatus works entirely by itself’...” 7
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Translated by Malcolm Pasley; Penguin Books, 1992.
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This image of the crematorium of Terezinstadt became the corner stone of Smoke
Column (The Veiled Jew).

Detail from Smoke Column (The Veiled Christ) installed at Alight Here, London, March 2003.

The form, shape and dimensions of the artwork were modelled on the Veiled Christ
by Sanmartino which I saw in Naples. It was also the Veiled Christ which provided
inspiration for the use of a linen shroud. The resurrection of Christ, a widely familiar
symbol representing the hope embedded even in the darkest moments of the suffering
or death of an individual, reflected the interplay of feelings which I sought to convey.
The use of a Christian symbol introduced a crossover between Judaism and
Christianity that assisted in transcending the particular context from which the piece
emerged. The title, combining the smoke column - the divine who led the people of
Israel on their journey from Egypt to the Holy Land, with the Veiled Jew – Christ and
the idea of resurrection, served a similar purpose.
Other elements of the piece assisted in amplifying the feeling of hope - preventing the
piece from becoming a sole reflection of lament; and allowing aspects of the story
underlying the piece to influence its final look - in other words, to stamp it with my
own identity, my signature.
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The mix of used Yorkshire slabs and unused paving stones and the way in which they
were put together - creating a layered structure, was designed to put the life and death
of an individual in the wider context of humanity - with its past, present and future.
The model for that was Jerusalem, where one civilization is built on many others.

When sliced, the land reveals a city built on a city built on a city; a civilization built
on a civilization built on a civilization. Years of history made by individuals, who led
society and humanity forward albeit in a path scarred by destruction and misery.

Detail from Smoke Column (The Veiled Christ) installed at Alight Here, London, March 2003.
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The soundtrack Going Down locked the viewer together with the installation and
channelled him or her to confront the inevitability of death. At the same time, it
brought the installation to the daily life of a modern person. The sexual innuendo of
the announcement “going down”, also gave it the zest of contemporary humour.
In sum, Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) conveys a rather simple message of the hope
which is embedded in loss, by means of emotions or emotionally based symbolism through shape, dimensions, look, feel and voice. Here lies the key to its success,
which I judge from reactions of viewers. The message is passed on to the viewer
without requiring him or her to acquire, as a precondition for experiencing the
artwork, knowledge about the ideas or story behind it, about the context in which it
was made or about the artist who made it. If the viewer is interested to learn more
about these, the viewer is free to do so. However, again, this is not a precondition for
experiencing the work.
The use of emotions and emotion-based symbolism makes the artwork accessible to
people, whoever they are, and not only to “art people” - artists, curators, critics, so
long as these people have an interest in experiencing art. The (subjective) signature of
the artist, whilst apparent, both in terms of the choice of form and method of
representation, does not hinder the accessibility of the art to those from communities
other than the one to which the artist belongs, in my case the Jewish community.
This is a result of a careful transformation and crystallisation of the material collected
during the fieldwork to a work of art, and keeping the fieldwork separate from the
artwork. It is this separation that I believe makes art a unique form of representation
of experiences and events when compared with other disciplines.
To illustrate this I wish to position, metaphorically, the artwork together with the
fieldwork and separate the two by an imaginary veil.
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On one side lies a form of representation which encapsulates emotions, feeling and
emotion-based symbolism. The art form speaks this language, a language shared by
people as humans and members of society. The particular shape, dimensions, colour,
feel, smell and sound of the artwork ought to deliver the message the artist seeks to
convey.
Behind the veil lies the product of the fieldwork, a highly subjective collection of
ideas and items which inspire the artist to create the work. This informative material
or data is available for those who are interested in placing the artwork vis-à-vis the
social context in which it was made.
A veil separates the two. Like the velvet veil placed by Jacques Lacan, the owner of
Courbet’s L’Origin du Monde (1866) in front of the piece, it keeps the artwork
separate from its context whist at the same time arousing in the viewer curiosity and a
desire to remove the veil and touch that which lies behind the artwork in order to
learn more about the context in which it was made, the story behind the piece and the
artist.
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But those who intend to create art must protect this separation between artwork and
its context and control the desire to unveil the context before the viewer. A work of
art often uses the same techniques deployed in the production of journalistic and
fashion photography, for instance. However, unlike these, an artwork is created to
convey feeling and not specific knowledge or information - the context.
By requiring the viewer to learn about the artist's “field” and the products of the
artist's fieldwork which lie behind the work, as a condition for experiencing an
artwork, one transforms art making and art viewing into an intellectual experience
designed for practical purposes, such as gaining knowledge. Whilst this is valid,
indeed essential, in some disciplines like science, law and anthropology, it confuses
the viewer and results in the alienation felt by many towards art, leading to what
Spalding has recently coined as “The Eclipse of Art”9.
Interestingly, support for this can be found in the theoretical distinction made by
Emanuel Kant in his “Critique of Judgment” between art and craft:
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The image is taken from the website of Musée d'Orsay: http://www.musee-orsay.fr.
Julian Spalding, The Eclipse of Art – Tackling the Crisis in Art Today, Prestel, 2003.
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“Art is… distinguished from craft. The first is also called free art,
the second could also be called mercenary art. We regard free art
[as an art] that could only turn out purposive (i.e., succeed) if it is
play, in other words, an occupation which is agreeable on its own
account; mercenary art we regard as labor, i.e., as an occupation
that on its own account is disagreeable (burdensome) and that
attracts us only through its effect (e.g. pay) so that people can be
coerced into it…”
And later, and this is particularly important:
“... even though the purposiveness in a product of fine art is
intentional, it must still not seem intentional… there must be no
hint that the rule was hovering before the artist’s eyes and putting
fetters on his mental powers.“ (p.174)

CONCLUDING REMARK
Those who view Smoke Column (The Veiled Jew) will see the layers of used and
unused slabs and paving stones, the Kafkaesque lit image of the crematorium; they
will hear the announcement: “going down”. They will feel the interplay of lament and
hope. The rest is veiled. The artwork itself serves its purpose. There will be no hint
that the “rule was hovering before the artist's eyes and putting fetters on his mental
powers.” As Kant expresses this in the “Critique of Judgment”10:
“Perhaps nothing more sublime has ever been said, or thought
ever been expressed more sublimely, that is that inscription above
the temple of Isis (Mother of Nature): ‘I am all that is, that was,
and that will be, and no mortal has lifted my veil’ ”.

© Eran Tsafrir. All rights reserved, and all moral rights are asserted and reserved.
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Part I – Critique of Aesthetic Judgment, translated by Werner S. Pluhar; 1987 Hackett Publishing Company,
Indianapolis / Cambridge; footnote 51, original p.185, translation p.317.
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