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When | was 5 | dressed up as the sun.

I’'m leaning against a gold-colored Opel facing
the sun,

holding a scepter.

My feet are hidden,

and my transparent eyebrows are contracted
above my squinting eyes.

The suns sewn to my pink majestic cape

are made of gilded cardboard,

bending outward like jellyfish tentacles.
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LITTLE WOMEN

the Girl (1999),7* the analogous change of scale appears in the title
itself. The woman Ayelet is portrayed as a shadow figure carrying
a camera, infiltrating the frame as an existing yet intangible mass
of darkness, much like the contamination of the landscape in other
works and the father who went to work, whereas in Shimmering
Woman (2016)?-* the image of full fusion between the woman-girl
and the doll-infant in her lap is repeated.

According to Ronen, the doll embodies everything that is absent,
and is intended to draw attention to the lack it represents: “the
absence of childhood, of play, of fun. These are things that the doll
materializes as absent. [...] The doll is meaningless outside the
context of [...] infantile fantasies [...]. The meticulous materiality
of the doll-image only emphasizes its position as substitute or
harbinger of a lack, a lack that the doll partially fulfills but also
marks.”?

3.Ronen, see n. 1.

13YY7 WY ANy 71T
SELF-PORTRAIT FROM THE PAST
2008
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and buried) attest not necessarily to a sadistic impulse, but rather to
their being objects of identification. The ghastly aspect, and even its
aestheticization, suggests existence on the verge of disintegration.

The series of manipulated photographs Hugs and Kisses includes
terribly exaggerated, saccharine-sweet representations of mothers
and girls, whose formal and iconic relationship is highly reminiscent
of the girl-doll renditions in the history of art. The big woman holds
aminiaturized woman as an object; alternatively, she holds herin an
embrace, as if she were annexing her, as an act of identification to
the point of merging where there is no differentiation between the
infant and the mother, between ego and object. The visual result is
a doubling of the woman with a slight twist and a change of scale.
This generates the uncanny effect in the photograph of an identity
switch, introducing the mother as childish and irresponsible.

The girls/mothers/dolls are presented frontally, looking at the
viewer as in a masked theater. All the works in the series take place
against the backdrop of landscapes, rather than protected domestic
scenes. The dynamics is breached outwardly, open to the sea, to the
withering yet stormy fields, as if echoing an inner world.

This results in a comprehensive pictorial image—a memento
postcard from a super-reality which is a fantasy or a nightmare—in
fact composed of discrete, disassembled organs artificially brought
together and made whole. Unlike Bellmer, Cohen’s act of composition
is not applied to the object itself, but to the photograph. The nurturing/
violent treatment is discernible on the surface.

Many of Cohen’s photographs appear as though they were extracted
from an old family photo album of the staged, representative type,
with the retouched, polished appearance, intended, explicitly and
a-priori, to serve as a souvenir. Their appearance calls to mind analog
studio photography. The figures” hairdos and attire appear non-
Israeli, somewhat diasporic, exhibiting material depth of manual
photography, dark rooms and laboratories, as well as that of another

culture or another family or another period. The photograph is
perceived as Atlantis, a mysterious continent no longer in existence,
whose sole traces and relics are now manipulated by the artist to
verbalize-fantasize their chronicles and plots.

Thus, for example, a girl with a pair of braids stands at the heart
of a black frame. Her contours flicker in the darkness, as she attaches
a purse (akin to a womb, attesting to sexual maturity, while at the
same time calling to mind famous Holocaust images) to her body.
Two hands are stretched towards her from either end of the frame.
The entire image is perceived as the Judgment of Solomon: the girl
is pulled in both directions with equal force, therefore she remains
stuck in the middle, depicted as if she were hunted and trapped
(The Purse, 2016).P-*

Trampolines (2006)?- ¥ portrays a pair of young girls “planted”
in a lake, with jump ropes in their hands. Itis a pastoral photograph
depicting childlike, carefree moments of pleasure, but the trees
and shrubs on the bank are reflected in the water as a dark cloud
threatening to reach their feet and cover them, like spreading
pollution, making it hard to determine whether they are happy or
drowning. Their erased-face figures call to mind the well known
photograph by AP photographer Huynh Cong “Nick” Ut, showing
the Vietnamese girl Phan Thi Kim Phuc fleeing a napalm attack during
the Vietnam War, implying a catastrophe, past or imminent.

In Daddy Went to Work (2000),P * on the other hand, the
photograph is once again processed as an old sepia-colored
photograph. The Shirley Temple-like girl and her doll, with the adult
look of a downsized woman, are sprawled with their eyes closed,
either sleeping or in a state of trance, merging with one another. A
mountain range is seen in the background, emerging as a shadow
obfuscating the horizon, with a distant figure standing on top. The
father is the object of fantasy-anxiety, a distanced-deserting element,
absent-presentin the picture. In The Woman Ayelet Meets Ayelet
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materialization of these features together with their opposites.”!

While visually and in terms of plot, the doll often stands for
need fulfillment, in many modern representations her presence
in the picture attests rather to a traumatic or formative moment of
encounter with full-fledged sexuality, as a refined, hidden agent
of a desire, a fantasy, anxiety or sexual repression.

From the perspective of the “psychoanalytic doll” and the
artistic imagination applied to it, the doll is the site where pleasure
(which correlates, for instance, with children’s play) is associated
with the sense of the uncanny (unheimlich) (which, in turn, is
associated with the air of sexuality or secrecy regarding the
doll). Hence, the doll is no longer an element of symbiosis, but
rather—a means of self-distancing, an object on which to project
one’s experience.

The doll is a sexual accessory and a modern fetish; at the same
time, itis an autonomous object with the intricacy of a commodity
and a differentiated personality all in one.

The dolls signify a lack of differentiation between life and
death, between natural and artificial, between familiarity and
foreignness, femininity and masculinity (since they are phallic
representations. Numerous girls in the history of art are depicted
holding the upright dolls in both their hands, caressing them as
if they were caressing a missing organ, added to their body as a
prosthesis), between pleasure and the fear of castration (since
the “added” organ is detachable). The doll symbolizes repressed
desires and the disintegration of the interior-exterior duality.

In the catalogue of the exhibition “Surrealism: Desire
Unbound,” staged at the Tate Modern, London in the winter
of 2001-2002 and later traveled to the Metropolitan Museum,
New York, art scholar Hal Foster maintained that the doll’s
representation in Surrealism must not be understood only
from the perspective of the objectification of women and a

34

generalizing schematic division to female/male. Hans
Bellmer’s dolls, for instance, are subjected to sadistic
treatment, and undergo a series of violent acts, including
mutilation, fracturing, and disfigurement, because ”in
his erotic manipulation of the dolls he explores a
sadistic impulse that is also self-destructive. In this
way the dolls may go inside sadistic mastery to the
point where the subject confronts its greatest fear: its
own fragmentation and disintegration.”?

Thus, the doll is not an object for the tortures of
the sadistic artist; it is a representative of his ego,
projected onto the doll, with all of its anxieties and disintegration
passion. Contemporary doll renditions, according to Ronen, stress
the mechanical, industrial, muted, artificial aspect characterizing
the doll (whose body is filled with industrial stuffing, and
wrapped in a variety of absurd costumes, or frozen in a horrified,
artificial posture), attesting to its foreignness, and the distance
between the doll and the artist who created it. The doll is, thus, a
representation of the self via a foreign body, indicating the basic
split of the creative subject. The doll serves as a self-portrait in
the sense that it designates the split between the artist’s ego and
unconscious existence, as a part of which the artist is viewed
from the other’s perspective.

The manifestations of young girls, dolls, and babies in Ayelet
Hashahar Cohen’s work were created, for the most part, in four
major series, as well as discrete images created over the years: Babies
(1993—-1995) (a series inspired by a press photograph documenting a
toddler thrown by her mother from their balcony in Karmiel, which
was the trigger for the extensive engagement with representations
of childhood), Esther Queens (1995), Hugs and Kisses (2000),
Lessons in Love (2003—2005). As with Bellmer, here too, the violently
manipulated babies (decaying and burnt, tattooed, eye-pecked,

Mundy (ed.), cat. Surrealism: Desire Unbound

2. Hal Foster, "Violation and Veiling in
Surrealist Photography: Woman as Fetish,
as Shattered Object, as Phallus,” in Jennifer
(London: Tate Modern, 2001), p. 203.



LITTLE WOMEN

to the maternal role. The doll is a miniaturized double of the girl: she,
too, has a white chiffon dress with an identical bodice, pleated and
boasting an ornamental border; her cheeks, too, are rosy, attesting
to good health, shyness, and a general “peachy” quality. The doll
is accessorized with two blue ribbons, one is tied round her waist,
the other—in her hair; thus she is introduced concurrently as a toy
and as a well-wrapped gift.

Similarly, in Joseph Whiting Stock’s 1830s painting of the girl Mary
Jane Smith,?*she is depicted as a miniaturized woman, holding an
even more miniaturized woman in her hand. Here too, the figure
stands against the backdrop of decorative carpeting with a recurring
pattern, suggesting a developed interior landscape. The painting
emphasizes the objects and props surrounding the girl with the
puffed-sleeve dress: the cascading curtain whose hue matches
her dress, stressing the significance of the décor and the aesthetic
harmony, the cat at her feet, the basket decorated with a ribbon,
and the cradle. The doll is wearing an identical dress, albeit blue.
She is not cradled, but held by the hand, suspended diagonally at
the center of the picture like a figure detached from context.

Another painting by Whiting Stock conveys a similar atmosphere:
coifs and ribbons, and bourgeois leisure objects all around—in
this case a fruit basket, complementary colors in the dresses and
accessories of the girl and doll, a strange posture of the doll in the
girl’s lap, implying it is either about to fall or is being treated brutally.
In the 1850s, Henry Walton painted a portrait of a girl with a doll,
surrounded by such tiny doll furniture that the girl appears to be a
giant, who has taken over the entire picture plane.

Many 19th-century paintings reveal a similarly didactic format:
girls as little women, bedecked and bejeweled, standing in a nursery
or in a studio with prominent curtains and screens. At times, two
sisters are portrayed together, directing their gazes at the artist and
into the future, holding a woman doll in their hands which heralds

the tranquil bourgeois future awaiting them: motherhood as an
amusement, as a game played with a baby/doll while dressed
in your best gown with your hair carefully done. Observation of
additional examples from this genre reveals the formulaic painting
to indicate the mass production of little people.

In some of the many girl-and-doll depictions throughout
history, the intricate relationship between the girl and the object
also represents their future abandonment, namely—the transition
from childhood to womanhood; hence they may also be read as
paintings of farewell and preparation for puberty, infused with
latent erotic tension.

In these paintings of everyday bourgeoisie life, of family intimacy
closely associated with the growing middle class in the 19th century,
scale changes, so that the girl and the doll expand and shrink
frequently. This may be called an "Alice-in-Wonderland Effect”
or the “Matryoshka Syndrome,” whereby a woman comes out
of another woman, joining her as her downscaled version. In this
respect, these are coming-of-age paintings, works of regulation and
ordering, which establish the logic of a female lineage transpiring
within pampering, comfortable spaces; a bubble-like
world in which the female subject is indeed surrounded

by objects of utility, amusement, and welfare, objects
aimed at development of her personality, education,
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and imagination from infancy, yet ones which never
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In 1804 American artist James Peale created Girl Holding a Doll, a
realistic painting of the girl as a miniaturized woman in every aspect
of the painterly depiction. Her meticulous hairdo, her white dress
with the low bodice (which is indeed not filled and overflowing,
but neither is it distinctly empty), her bare rosy arms, her pointed
red shoes, her facial features, and her skin tone—all these are
wholly womanly. Two details alone surrender her young age and
her childishness: one, slightly awkward in painterly terms, is the
undersized chair in which her body is seated, whose legs were
truncated; Peale thus tackled the issue of scale: he shortened the
girl as if he were a practical carpenter, and made her look like a
distorted woman whose legs were too close to the ground and her
head too large. The other detail is the doll cradled in her lap like a
baby, a quintessential harbinger of the motherhood awaiting herin
the not-so-distant future, representing her harmonious suitability
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LANDSCAPE IN A TRAY

and is highly esteemed—to the extent that it is allowed into the house,
although it contains outdoor earth—becomes one with the artist.
She is meditation incarnate. It is a self-portrait with closed eyes:
her body is the tree trunk, her hands are the bifurcating branches.

Ayelet Carrying a Tree (2010)? “ once again features a self-
portrait, this time as a downtrodden agricultural worker carrying a
heavy load, larger than her body—a bundle of logs, the representatives
of the thing deserving diligent daily cultivation to inspire and lengthen
life. Thus, Cohen emerges as a laborer carrying wood for a living
for the purpose of heating and construction, but also as an artist,
who carries aesthetics with her wherever she goes as a legacy and
as a hump.

In The Sun at Home, Lesson in Love #10 (2005),P* Cohen uses a
scale deception when she poses two women (mother and daughter?
friends? sisters?) in a dynamic array around a bonsai tree turned
giant. The upper woman is attached to the treetop as if she were
flying, holding a flicker of light in her hand, which is the blinding
optical effect of the camera flash. The sparkle also functions as a
moon next to the sun—the orange circle marked in the top section of
the composition. The woman below, standing on the ground, raises
her hand as if she were waving, but there is no visible interaction
between the two, as if they occupy different time planes, although
they ostensibly share one space.

By the same token, in The Black Tree, Lesson in Love #3
(2005),>* too, figures are located under the shadow of the tree and
at its foot, and are also attached to its foliage as decapitated heads
and as bunches of fruit. In fact, it is the same figure, lost in time and
replicated, so that it is both large and small, both solitary and a part
of a company of identical women. This time, the decorative element
acquires a ghastly dimension, when the light flicker is located on
their chests like a burning heart, also reminiscent of a yellow badge.

In the early work The First Bonsai (1998), “ a dry bonsai tree is

60

placed in a niche, its branches are trimmed-truncated, and it bears
small photograph cutouts with portraits—yet another variation on a
“people tree,” which is a manipulated readymade. The work conveys a
sense of the natural which was subjected to artistic intervention,
control, and cultivation, but not entirely spoiled by the human
interaction, which is analogous to the traditional manner of bonsai
production and cultivation. At the same time, the use of dead, dry,
worn matter (the trunk is placed on a piece of dry land and on rusty
metal) serves as a dirge for this possibility of artistic cultivation.

In a later version of this work, The Cascade (2000),”“ Cohen
placed the dead tree in a large bowl filled with basalt stones,
complete with lighting and circulating water, creating a scenic
image. A girl carrying a pot on her head and a youth holding a
fishing rod are incorporated in it, both figures are busy in productive
proletarian activities associated with folklorist, traditional, and
popular manifestations. Together they generate a pastoral scene
which is a particular representation of something much greater than
itself, hence enabling the viewer to interpret that which confronts
him and subsequently construct a database of personal memories
and experiences.

Another recurring element in her works is a duplication of bonsai
renditions which are presented as a Rorschach image. The tree
wriggling and bifurcating into itself is laid on its side, presented
horizontally, and duplicated as a mirror image. The result is not
only a miniaturized portable tree which maintains a synecdochic
relationship with nature, but also elimination of the longitudinal
axis which has roots and a top. The portable oasis, which symbolizes
the seasons of the year, the passing time, and the great outdoors,
is thus transformed into a reclining woman, with a hole gaped in
the center of her body, not only as a vagina, but also as a blind eye,
intended for the viewer’s gaze and his projections on it, just as in
the well known ink-blot test.
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manipulated trees (Shiki 1and Frozen Pine®“)," striving
to demonstrate how man has changed, uprooted, and
manipulated natural elements. One tree was putin a
freezer-showcase, and became covered with icicles,
while another tree was suspended by a cluster of strings
stretched on a metal frame, with its roots exposed. The
artist thus reinforced human intervention in nature,
which is present in bonsai tradition by its very essence.

Chinese artist Shen Shaomin’s series Bonsai (2007—
2009) addresses the trees’ traditional disciplining
methods as physical torture. He uses tools and
implements intended for heavy machinery, construction, and
woodworking to shape the trees, which are subjected to pressures
and states of coercion, thereby disfiguring them and their natural
development. Shaomin presents the trees enclosed within traditional
blue porcelain vessels, yet fettered, shackled and bound with cables
and clamps, stretched galvanized steel wire and pincers. They thus
transform from an aesthetic element into a nightmarish vision of
technological intervention in the natural order of things. Alongside the
tortured trees he exhibits cases containing other tools and instruments
used to navigate the plant’s growth, its disciplining and torture, and
the analogy to torture in interrogation is called for.

In 2004, Berlin-based British artist Ceal Floyer created
Overgrowth,P“ avideo projection that challenged the credibility of
representation. The projected image of a bonsai tree was returned, via
technological means, to large scale; like a midget that has artificially
grown to “natural” tree dimensions. The artist thus emphasizes the
synthetic aspect of bonsai cultivation, rendering it a metaphor for
everything incongruous. Like Alice in Wonderland, the bonsai, too,
shrinks and expands intermittently via media manipulation of size,
disfigurement, the engineering of nature, “trimming” or exaggerating
scale unnecessarily.

Z33 House for Contemporary Art, Hasselt,

1. The works were presented as part of
Belgium, http://azumamakoto.com

the exhibition "Alter Nature: We Can” at
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Ayelet Hashahar Cohen combines the bonsai tradition with
the notion of a “family tree.” In many of her works, she constructs
collages (which include sculptures, montages, and photographs)
of a tree in a pot and of a family tree. In the series Lessons in Love
(2003—2005) and in other works, she creates a “people tree” of sorts.
A combination of figures recurs in her work—ostensibly operating
individually, somnambulist, in a trance, or captured in a dream,
although they are artificially or decoratively located on a single
plane, like beads in a necklace, notes in a staff, or stars in the sky. The
head’s cutting and pasting using Photoshop has the magical quality
of scalping or of assuming multiple masks, whereas the decorative
lowering and diminution are emotional and artistic manipulations
intended to conceal the uncanny psychic element, the family drama,
the harmony which is, in fact, an anesthetized tension.

In some of the works, the portraits suspended from the tree are
the reproduced head of Yoram, the artist’s husband, taken in his
childhood. He is thus cast in a dual role: that of a partner and that
of a child, and is given erotic, maternal, and artistic treatment all at
once. Other works combine Noga, Cohen’s daughter (whose name
is synonymous with that of her mother, denoting Venus or morning
star) at different ages.

In a red-black diptych Greetings to Stella Maris from Noga
and Ayelet Hashahar (2007),°?- 5 the silhouette of a tree is on
the right, with portraits hanging from its branches, like fruits. The
trunk is a self-portrait, tantamount to a container conducting the
fluids of life, a deep-rooted figure that connects and regulates
the energies of earth and heaven. On the left is a photographic
figure of a girl holding a bunch of red sparkles which expand and
engulf her like a halo. The star-wrapped girl is a fragment, a shoot,
one branch from the whole tree. The work Hands (2007)rp-5 is
another self-portrait. This time, the artist herself is the bonsai. The
object of meditation that helps in introspection and concentration



LANDSCAPE IN A TRAY

qualities, which thus become accessible. The greater the difference
in scale between the original and the replica, the greater the magical
potency.

Two hundred years later, during the Han Dynasty, the import of
aromatic products and various types of incense became established,
new trade relations were developed, and with them a new aesthetics:
incense burners and vessels shaped as mountain peaks protruding
above the waves, which symbolized the abode of the immortal gods,
or the mythic islands of the Blessed. Bronze, earthenware, or gold,
the vessels were supposed to contain hot embers or water, to signify
a minuscule ocean. Pillars of smoke billowed from the perforated lids
like mystical mists rising from the openings of caves in the mountain.
Since the lids were habitually made of stone, lichens and moss grew
on them, which underscored the natural miniaturized appearance.

The murals in the tomb of Crown Prince Zhang Huai, created
ca. 700 CE, include a depiction of two ladies-in-waiting holding
miniature rocky landscapes and small-scale vegetation in shallow
basins. The view of bonsai as a playful work, a toy, and an art form
was at its height at the time.

The unique treatment of the seedling was aimed at generating
deformed, wild and curiously-shaped trunks. These twisted forms
were meant to signify sanctity, further refined and reinforced by
high aesthetics (as opposed to “profane” use of trees, e.g. their
felling for practical purposes), and to allude to Yoga postures. The
trunk’s folding in on itself and the circulation of vital fluids indicated
a promise for longevity.

Over the centuries, many bonsai styles, generally categorized
by region, each with site-specific scenery, have developed. The
tree design was supplemented by bamboo frameworks, copper
wire, and lead strips. The dwarfed tree in an earthenware or
China dish became a signifier of leisure and enculturation. In the
17th century this practice was given the name penjing (Chinese:
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pen=pot; jing=panorama), namely—landscape in a tray.

A thousand years ago, the Chinese bonsai tradition was
imported to Japan as part of the trade of religious souvenirs between
these two countries. With the establishment of Zen Buddhism in
Japan, monks developed a concept of bonsai whereby a single
tree represented the entire universe, and its beauty was manifested
in elements of ascetic austerity. A well-known folktale dating to the
early 14th century recounts the story of an impoverished samurai
who sacrifices his last three potted dwarf trees, giving them to a
wandering monk on a cold winter night so he may use them as
firewood to keep warm. The story was adapted into a Noh play, and
was portrayed in countless woodblock prints over the centuries.

Bonsai earned great popularity among the public, from the military
leaders, the shoguns, to the peasants—everyone cultivated these
miniaturized trees. Exhibitions and growing competitions were
held in many regions in Japan.

Following the earthquake which destroyed the Tokyo area in
1923, a group of thirty families established a center for bonsai culture
in the village of Omiya. In the wake of the Pacific War, bonsai
became an officially recognized native art form. Today, the field
spans exhibitions, books and magazines, courses, workshops and
residency programs. Masters versed in the physiological structure
of the plants believe that bonsai is not a mere matter of design or
horticulture, but an artistic medium.

Whereas in the mystical world the bonsai tree symbolizes
meditation, harmony, peace, lucid thought, equilibrium, epitomizing all
that is good in nature, in contemporary art, where bonsai is frequently
employed, the point of departure for most artists is a deliberate
blurring of the line between nature and culture, and between reality
and representation. They use bonsai as the quintessential example of
the overlap and blurring between these fields.

In 2011, Japanese artist Azuma Makoto presented two versions of
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Bonsai gardening is centered on miniaturized, portable, realistic
representation of nature, as embodied in a tree. While its origins are
Japanese, itis, in fact, an ancient Chinese gardening term, denoting
any plant potted in a container. Bonsai trees are not the result of
genetic dwarfing, and any tree may serve this purpose. Bonsai
cultivation techniques include leaf trimming, pruning, root reduction,
potting, wiring, clumping, grafting (in a space that enables taking
root and absorbing fertilizers), so that the outcome is, in fact, the
result of domination-cultivation relations. The variable dimension
between one bonsai and another lies in the personal man-made
composition, managed and evolving as the tree grows.

The beginnings of this natural wonder growing in a small clay
bowl date back some 5,000 years ago, to the Chinese Bronze Era,
and it was originally intended for religious and political rituals.
China’s Five Element Theory (water, fire, wood, metal, and earth)
was encapsulated in the potential and potency at the core of the
miniature replica: by recreating a mountain, for instance, on a
reduced, restricted scale, the practitioner could focus on its magical
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LOSING ONE’'S HEAD

them with self-documentation, family photos, and other sources.
By attaching the unmatched body parts to the composition, she,
too, stresses the woman’s situation in the world. In Cohen’s case,
however, the act of re-stitching in the montage, following the acts
of cutting and the various manipulation attempts (duplications,
inversions upside down, flipping sides, color conversions, change of
scale, blurring and sharpening the image, various surgical incisions,
attaching decorations, etc.) is sometimes experienced as an act
of shackling. The figures are bound in place, confined to a foreign
environment, planted so to speak. Now they are themselves in a
lame, distorted, amputated, made-up and dressed-up version. Thus
they become secret-bearing symbols, the result of a ritual in which
they unknowingly functioned as priests-sacrifices.

At the core of Cohen’s work lies a certain perception of artificiality
a-la early 19th century aristocratic studio photographs blended with
the ethnic grandeur of ancient Eastern civilizations and an aesthetics
associated with ritual, with various ancient traditions, and with
the culture of the margins. Together all these generate the sense
that photography is a medium in the sense of evocation. It allows
one to converse with demons and ghosts, engage in suggestive
communication with the god in the machine (deus ex machina), or
in ritual religious worship. Cohen’s photography is an act of potion-
making aimed at channeling spiritual energies.
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In Families/Ghosts 2 (2016),P "2 an old-fashioned studio photograph
of a mother and two children, overdressed, was used. The three were
beheaded and transformed into hangers or scarecrows, damaged
dolls of sorts. By eliminating the human aspect—the face that returns
our gaze—one may continue abusing them. The family was situated
on various pedestals: one is a tree stump on which the girl-doll
stands as a taxidermist’s work. The mother and son, too, resemble
exotic objects which were embalmed, or artifacts elevated on a
pedestal, intended for observation and decoration as if they were
wide gaped vases. Indeed, Cohen situated a large vase with flowers,
as a substitute for the father, at the center of the composition.

In Black Hole (2016),7# on the other hand, the headless couple
merges in a large spiral, which draws the viewer’s eye into the hollow
center, a black hole in its heart as in an LP. The spiral resembles a
sinkhole-like time tunnel which is, at once, a brain trust attesting to
a spiritual fusion between the two which spawns a hermaphrodite,
or a creature with two bodies and one head.

In the four works entitled Now Let’s Dance (1992),P "an affinity-
through-lack is created between the head and the limbs. The four
figures are depicted with wild foreshortening, either dressed or
naked, appearing beheaded or amputated alternatively. They are in
mid-dance: one stands with her leg up in the air, like a fakir standing
on a pole; another holds her neck with both hands as if she were
shaking herself, while her head is high up; the third is a type of
decorative art-nouveau girl oramodern dancer, whose sitting posture
indicates that she has only one arm and one leg; the fourth is seen
from below, appearing giant, possibly as if she were standing on a
stage or functioning as a monument of herself. All four are, in fact,
amputees, disabled, stuck in their dance postures unable to keep
balance, caught in a private trance.

Cohen’s work is underlain by a dimension of a discreet ritual. We
observe the outcome of an experiential syndrome associated with
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handicraft and with process as value (since its means are
digital, it does not qualify as collage in the modernistic
sense), presented to us as an open secret.

The artistic act is perceived as a projective performance
in which knowledge is suspended (the objects and
materials transform, in a childlike manner, into "'woman,’
"house,” "tree,” ‘self,” just as in the arrangement of a doll
house) to create a new visual work, which is also a new
state of consciousness. In this respect, Cohen’s practice
calls to mind that of artist Linder Sterling, who considered
her photomontages as “creatures of a sort,” and spoke of
her crude, deliberately violent acts of cutting and slicing as
“performing cultural post-mortems and then reassembling
the corpses badly, like a Mary Shelley trying to breathe life into
the monster.”! Both Sterling and Cohen owe their “disturbed” or
“interrupted” aesthetics, as well as the element of phototherapy
embedded in their work, to Hannah Héch’s solid heritage and her

The Guardian, 9 Jan. 2014.

1. Linder quoted in Brian Dillon, "Linder, the Artist
with the Hex Factor,” The Guardian, 2 Sept. 2011.
2. Brian Dillon, "Hannah Héch: Art’s Original Punk,”

luring, disconcerting collage images, which lay the groundwork
for a dual artistic perception of tearing and mending. But while
Sterling extracted her images primarily from magazines of fashion,
homemaking, pornography, and design, Héch drew her imagery
from sentimental images of 19th-century women juxtaposed with
photographs of athletic young women of her time. In 1922 she
exhibited Dada-Ernst which focused on women “whose limbs, freed
at last from the constraints of the old century, are equated with the
soaring forms of skyscrapers,” as described by Brian Dillon in The
Guardian, who added: “There are bare legs everywhere in Héch’s art
from this point on: flexing and leaping, frequently amputated from
any actual body, the motif expresses at once the graphic energy of
the New Woman and a kind of surrealist grotesque—the abscised
limb with a life of its own.”?

Cohen draws her imagery from similar sources, supplementing
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grafts produce species made of a variety of readymades drawn
from multiple sources. These are inserted into the picture, merging
into one another.

"] observe the world and take pictures with digital cameras and
my cellular phone, constructing image banks,” the artist wrote in
2013. "Photography helps me see, observe the world, construct
worlds, enter into deep dark realms, pave the path, and decipher my
biography. | easily shift between direct photography and manipulated
photography, producing materials which | then scan and re-convert
into digital files made of high and low materials. | move back and
forth in time as well as in circles, revisiting the same questions from
a different place.” For this reason, her works are hard to define by
medium and genre. They contain a fickle, elusive dimension. This
may be the source of their reluctance to conform, an element which
is outside time and space.

In Cohen’s works different people connect and unite in strange
new dynamics. She adopts families at will, juxtaposing them with
surrealisticillusory landscapes she creates and with various principles
of artistic action, such as ascetic rigor and hedonistic kitsch, direct
photography and digital processing, that are welded together. All
these—the people, the landscapes, and the tactics applies to them—
coexist by some miraculous arrangement where each person and
each thing has a place, and shines its light on its neighbor, sustaining
a colorful, material, and conceptual synthesis.

Mundane, domestic photographs are thus transformed into
grand, ornamented icons, like protective emblems. Messages of
horror, undergoing a process of healing, are thus conveyed silently,
concurrent with messages of nurturing and care, mending and
consolation, anchoring and cushioning with supportive contexts,
materials, and forms. Cosmic unions, fateful feelings, spells and
prayers are fused together to form a work centered on sentence
mitigation.
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The viewer cannot tell what was cut with scissors and patched
digitally, and what was done the other way round—constructed
on the computer, printed, and subsequently manipulated as a
material and an object; what was shot by the artist herself (an
object occupying the same reality plane and space as she does) and
what was extracted and borrowed from the internet, from alibrary,
from an image bank, or from the domestic sphere (readymade)—
since these unconventional couplings involve acts of severance,
objectification, isolation from the setting, decontextualization,
and violent cuts.

In Cohen’s processes of severance and separation, the
representations are not reunified. They are presented as images
castrated, distorted, and expropriated from their original meaning:
babies and children are removed from their homes and placed in
chilling marshy landscapes; family photos concealing a private
history are cropped such that the figures perpetuated in them are
cut out, as an act of fact-rewriting underlain by repression, or as
a visual divorce ceremony, splitting the household; self-portraits
are pulled out of the tranquil setting in which they were taken or
from the body itself, and are planted in theatrical contexts, calling
to mind either a goddess or a victim; heads are chopped off.

Eliminating the head (decapitation)—scraping and erasing the
face via Photoshop in the capacity of a scalping tool which mutilates
the facial features or performs a facelift with a surgeon’s knife—is
an act of symbolic force. It is self-reflexive with regard to both the
work of art as a therapeutic, magical process, possessing powers of
enchantment and metamorphosis, and with regard to the outcome—
the image of the beheaded figure.

Thus, for example, in the diptych Black Woman, Empty
Woman (2016)PF-** the same figure is seen in varying stages of
retouching and processing, her face blurred, once as a solid, dark
shadow image, and again as an illuminated figure being burned.



Galia Yahav

LOSING
ONE'S HEAD

Ayelet Hashahar Cohen’s work is founded on two major processes,
which are also antithetical—fusing and disengaging. These are means
of processing childhood and life materials, in which meticulous
handiwork is used to break away from and purge oneself of painful,
traumatic elements. The fusions and dissociations are brought to
the fore and transformed into an image only to get rid of them, as
in a process of exorcism, which is jolting as much as it is healing.
Together, these two principles produce art which emphasizes both
wholeness and fragmentariness (“organ-ism”) as foci maintaining
dialectical relations.

Via fusion processes—usually in the form of a manipulated
photograph, a photomontage, or a Photoshop work—Cohen creates
alternative worlds for childhood memories and scenes of reality,
generating processed images, secret-bearing and spectacular. Her
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TOUCHING THE LANDSCAPE

reproduction of the mushroom cloud over Hiroshima, awaiting
its future use as a readymade.P ' It turns out that she collects
photographs of explosions, fireworks, volcanoes, light spectacles,
and various flashes (“Light interests me in the magical context. |
try to escape the darkness”). The photograph was there because
its power attracted her: eliciting thrill and anxiety, and at the same
time—beautiful. It is, however, the depiction of the second nuclear
explosion, Hariman and Lucaites explain—that of Nagasaki P rather
than Hiroshima—that became the first icon of the Atomic Age: its
perfect symmetrical form rising to the heavens, a formrich in hues
which change from darkness to light, petrifying the viewer’s gaze
on the explosion’s ascent alone. At the same time, the spectacular
pillar of cloud generates a severe detachment between the viewer,
and the ground and people below. Any sense of causality, scale,
or complicity dissolves in view of the incredible power emitted
by a single bomb, and even if hundreds of thousands may die,
all the viewer sees is smoke and sky. In contrast, the Hiroshima
cloud appears unimpressive: slightly blurred, its form is disorderly,
and it quickly dissolves in the wind. Its depiction from a bird’s-eye
view is too easily congruent with conventional images of smoke
billowing from a cannon, or some large bomb, rather than a new,
stronger and transcendental force. The superb aesthetic quality of
the Nagasaki mushroom cloud makes one suspect, that the second
bomb was dropped only because the Hiroshima photo was not
good enough. The most disturbing aspect about the Hiroshima pillar
of smoke, however, is that, while dispersing, attention begins to
turn to the city below. This may be why it was chosen by Cohen,
and perhaps through this image we may comprehend her attitude
towards the landscape and the sublime. Cohen does not yield to
the aesthetic, perfect and ravishing image; she prefers error, chaos,
and raw finish in the hope that instead of dazzling us with their
beauty, they may draw our attention to the reality at their core.
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Rebecca Solnit, River of Shadows: Eadweard Muybridge and the Technological
Wild West (New York: Penguin, 2004), p. 14.

See ibid.

Oliver Wendell Holmes, "The Stereoscope and the Stereograph,” Atlantic
Monthly 3 (June 1859), quoted in Alan Trachtenberg, Reading American
Photographs: Images as History (New York: Hill and Wang, 1989), p. 89.
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From an email correspondence with the artist, May 2016.

Art scholar Jonathan Crary analyzes the camera obscura as a pivotal site

and epistemological model for the constitution of knowledge about the
external world in the Classical era (17th and 18th centuries). By exploring

the practical and metaphoric uses of the camera obscura, he proposes a new
model of subject-viewer, one of whose major conditions is his being isolated
from his surroundings, withdrawn from the world into the dark chamber
(camera obscura) where he rationally peruses the organized projections of the
external world. See: Jonathan Crary, "The Camera Obscura and its Subject,”

in Techniques of the Observer: On Vision and Modernity in the Nineteenth
Century (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1992).

Anandi Ramamurthy, "Spectacles and Illusion: Photography and Commodity
Culture,” in Liz Wells (ed.), Photography: A Critical Introduction (London and
New York: Routledge, 2015), pp. 213-214, 241; see also: David Machin, "Building
the World's Visual Language: The Increasing Global Importance of Image
Banks in Corporate Media,” Journal of Visual Communication 3 (2004): 316-336.
On the relationship between the denotative and connotative dimensions of
photography, see: Roland Barthes, "The Photographic Message,” in S. Heath
(ed.), Image-Music-Text (Glasgow: Fontana/Collins, 1977), pp. 15-31.

Matthew Teitelbaum (ed.), Montage and Modern Life: 1919-1942 (Cambridge
and Boston, Mass.: MIT Press and the Institute of Contemporary Art, 1992).
Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, "The Iconic Image of the Mushroom
Cloud and the Cold War Nuclear Optics,” in Geoffrey Batchen, Mick Gidley,
Nancy K. Miller, and Jay Prosser (eds.), Picturing Atrocity: Photography in Crisis
(London: Reaktion, 2012), pp. 138-140.

. lbid,, p. 140.



TOUCHING THE LANDSCAPE

(from illustrated magazines through Soviet posters and capitalist
commercials to film editing). This code, perhaps more than any other
visual code, marked the New Vision of the modern era. While one
may find examples for the cutting and pasting of photographs as early
as the 19th century and in the pre-World War period, the reference
here is specifically to the use of montage as a form that conveys the
violence and alienation of the modern era, the rupture with the old,
traditional image of the past, but also the dynamism, the speed, and
the mechanical quality of life in the 20th century, as well as the ability
to harness the photographic image to construct new messages via
mass media.’ Cutting and pasting the spectator’s figure in Cohen’s
photograph generates not only a broken, alienated image, but also
a stratified image with multiple planes whose interstices she may
infiltrate. Cohen’s observer is seen from his back,? 'like Friedrich’s
wanderer, but while the latter observes the landscape with a pensive
gaze, the viewer of Cohen’s montage sneaks in from another frame,
pasted, peeking in and out at the same time, striving to assimilate
in the landscape, while concurrently being blocked by it.

The cut-and-paste of the montage images finds a parallel in
Cohen’s prevalent use of ostensible “errors” in direct photography,
such as the use of the flash. Generally speaking, the light from a
direct flash is considered “amateurish,” and when it is pointed at a
shiny surface, itis reflected, “ruining” the picture. Thus, for instance,
in the photograph Touching Jerusalem, Touching the 19th Century
(2015),7 7 taken in a hotel in that city, Cohen’s hand is stretched
toward the landscape—the glorious, striking, sacred sight of the
Holy City in the 19th century, the scenery to which Wendell Holmes
yearned when he observed the three-dimensional photographs
from the comfort of his home. In Cohen’s photograph, however, the
journey to the Holy City is blocked by the impervious surface of the
cheap reproduction: the surface reflects the flash which, literally,
blocks the scenery.

The blinding outburst of light, which seems to flow from human
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finger tips, not only flattens but also effaces the view of the city
below. The desire to draw nearer to the sublime view from the safe
spot behind the fence, the human desire to master the forces of
nature, along with the flattening and violent erasure it effectuates,
and photography’s intricate role in generating the appearance of the
modern landscape, call to mind a brilliant analysis of the photograph
depicting the smoke and fire mushroom cloud billowing over the
bombed city of Nagasaki. This photographic image, according to
Robert Hariman and John Louis Lucaites, has become iconic of the
nuclear era and the Cold War. In many respects, the mushroom cloud
is the sublime of our age: it highlights “the simultaneous experience
of beauty and terror, and a sense of awe that risks annihilation of the
self in the power of nature.”"°

Unlike the ordinary loss of war, the bomb was also spectacular.
Its extraordinary destructive ability was accompanied by a parallel
visual innovation: the pillar of fire and smoke created by the explosion.
A large cannon or battleships lined at sea can be impressive, but
they remain on the scale of ordinary life. A pillar of fire billowing
thousands of meters into the sky carried the imagination to magical
and supernatural realms. “The sublime is a structured experience,
however,” Hariman and Lucaites go on, “as it gives one a sense of
danger without having to actually take the risk, and the pleasure
comes from exceeding a limit on experience while actually remaining
on this side of the divide,” as in Friedrich’s painting, where the
viewer is situated behind the man facing the edge of the cliff. “The
photographs of the mushroom cloud depend on each of these
conventions: the viewer is drawn close to the magnificent, beautiful,
annihilating power released by the bomb, and yet is also safely
removed from it. Now even the precipice is invisible, as it has been
replaced by the state sponsored and controlled technocratic platform
of a military aircraft, and the representative spectator is gone as
well, replaced by the sheer transparency of the camera’s lens.”"!

Among Cohen’s myriad photographs | found a large-scale
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One may construe Cohen’s landscape photographs as an attempt
to confront, or resist, the frustrating, oppressive experience of life
embodied in this living room. The living room in the photograph is
illuminated by the camera flash. It is as though, through the camera,
Cohen brings light to her mother’s camera obscura. The flash’s light,
however, is violent and blinding. It illuminates the dark corner, and
its artificial light obscures the artificial neon light; but like the latter,
it eliminates the little sunlight that did manage to penetrate the
wallpaper and make the “forest” glow. Moreover, the flash replaces
the sense of a fixed time dictated by the fluorescent bulbs which are
always turned on, with the freeze of the flash and the speed of the
camera shutter. Finally, the flash is frontal, direct, hence flattening.
It iluminates the object facing it with a uniform light, sending the
image to the photo-sensitive surface, where the three-dimensional
living room is flattened into a two-dimensional picture. Cohen does
not propose to peel the wallpaper off or open a window. Opposite
the opaque glass she places an equally impervious photograph,
transforming the wallpaper’s flat scene into a photograph.

Similar violence is applied to “direct” photographs (without
cutting and pasting)—such as the living room photograph, as well
as to “manipulated” photographs—such as the chair back (Vantage
Point) or the work North Utopia® * from the series Domestic Tourism
(2015), a collage created on a readymade, inexpensive and glittery
landscape postcard purchased in a dollar store. The glass which
physically covered the landscape—in this case, snow-clad mountain
peaks and a flowering green meadow around a crystal clear lake—
shattered, and the broken object was restored with strips of scotch
tape and scanned. Like the mountain on the chair and the autumnal
trees in her mother’s living room, Cohen’s landscape images are
generic: “mountain,” “fall”, or “Switzerland”; they are trapped
between the specific (the mother’s living room) and the typical
and general (green meadow); evade the local, even when they are
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named (“Jerusalem”), and turn their gaze away from the real place to
the postcard. In fact, more than postcards, these views call to mind
“image banks,” large reservoirs of stock photos which contain large
bulks of the photograph market around us. These images alter the
way in which we comprehend and use photography, haphazardly
structuring an important part of our visual language. As maintained
by Anandi Ramamurthy after media scholar David Machin, "they can
be spotted easily: they are those bright, airy images,” technically
meticulous, with flat, rich color, without context, conveying little,
and almost devoid of identity. “The main reason for this is that the
more multi-purpose and generic they are, the more reusable they
are, and therefore the more they will sell.”” Photography does not
serve as denotative evidence in them; it is solely conotative.® Rather
than the presence of a geographic reality that has been there, these
photographs attest to their potential in the service of the world of
advertising, commodities, and branding. The violence applied by
Cohen to these images may originate in a desire to redeem them from
that fate. Vis-a-vis the professional, commerecial, yet insubstantial and
content-free cleanliness, the breaking, cutting, and touch indicate
a desire to restore them and lend them depth and volume.

The landscape’s deconstruction is accompanied by deconstruction
of the one observing it. The spectator’s figure recurs in several works.
Usually he is detached not only from the landscape, but also from
his own photograph: cut, uprooted from one image and attached to
another landscape. The cutting-and-pasting of the figures reproduces
a perspectival view, yet it does not produce a smooth, healed image.
The coloration is different, the scale is off, the lighting on the figures
and the background is discordant. The photomontage technique—
the cutting and pasting of several photographs together—was
invented by the Dada movement during World War |, and became
a visual code used by various artistic movements (from Futurism,
through Constructivism and New Vision, to Surrealism) and media
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ownership of the image is tantamount to a visit to the place. Even if
we take the trouble to travel to that landscape, it would always be a
second-hand encounter, a déja vu, after we already consumeditasa
picture. Unlike Friedrich’s lone wanderer, the mountain mounted on
the back of Cohen’s chair is observed by a group of people standing
together behind a fence, reminding us that the landscape in the
modern era was institutionalized, manipulated, and transformed into
a touristy spectacle and a mass commodity. Even when we reach
the landscape, the bus/guide/car park/lookout post/camera/signs
will all guide us to the fenced-yet-most-rewarding observation spot
where we may re-transform the landscape into a small photograph
of our own. The experience of the sublime described by Friedrich in
Wanderer above the Sea of Fog is reduced and flattened by repeated
reproduction.

The same frustrating experience of nature recurs in many other
works by Cohen: the landscape is repeatedly blocked by landscape
representations and is transformed into diverse objects, so that it is no
longer a landscape. In response to that frustrating flattening, Cohen
seems to employ various forms of violence on the photographs: she
cuts, deconstructs, and reconstructs them in a distorted manner,
blinds them with the flash, smears glue on their surface to extract
the picture from them, and tries to touch them with her hand. To
the extent that photography’s ability to function as a landscape
substitute stems from its transparency, Cohen’s images become
sealed, imploded, condensed, constantly reminding us that they
are mere images and not the thing itself. To this end they perform
antithetical moves: on the one hand, the group of tourists at the
vantage point who turn their backs on the mountain to see it in
the sea of fog; on the other hand—the individual, solitary observer
turning his back to us, looking at the flat landscape; to wit: on the
one hand, the will to touch upon the landscape and penetrate it;
on the other—crashing on its surface.
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A quintessential—possibly the most pathetic, but also the most
personal—example is a photograph of a sofa with a green cover and
cushions with leaf-patterned upholstery, set against glass windows
covered with forest wallpaper. The photograph was taken in Cohen’s
mother’s house, who ordered the wallpaper, then colored the
brown tree trunks green and the sky blue, and added orange hues
to the autumnal leaves. Mom’s Sofar-** was featured in Cohen’s solo
exhibition “Utopia Park” (Indie Gallery, Tel Aviv, 2015). The show’s
title was borrowed from a disconcerting visit to an Israeli orchid park
by that name.? Utopia Park is a landscape reproduction, a fenced
area which imprisons "nature,” offering it to us as an "authentic”
commodity. "My mother’s house is Utopia Park,” says Cohen. "My
mother rarely leaves the house, it is her whole world. It is both
interior and exterior. [...] Since all the shutters in the house were
shut, the time indoors was always the same, dictated by fluorescent
lighting. Although the balcony was dark because my mom blocked
the light with a big awning, light would penetrate the wallpaper,
and the "forest’ painted on the glass would glow.”

Everything is reversed in this dark, orderly room: the window
becomes a frame, and the pane becomes a picture; the balcony
becomes a forest; natural light is substituted with artificial lighting, and
time is frozen; the green is evergreen, even in the fall, and there are
no season changes; the sky is always blue, with neither sunrises nor
sunsets, save those rare moments in which the sunlight accidentally
illuminates the woods. Reality is blocked by representation, and art
hides life. The living room of Ayelet’s mom is an act of resistance—
resistance of the real nature in the name of the yearning for sublime
scenery. It is as if, to confront the external world, she chose to isolate
herself in a room impervious to light—a type of camera obscura, a
dark chamber, a room where one may know the chaotic real world
outside through its reversed, idyllic projections ordered in a grid on
the wall.¢
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The best-known depiction of a nature-viewing experience is
found in Caspar David Friedrich’s painting Wanderer above the
Sea of Fog (1818)P-*: a well-dressed man stands with his back to
the viewer on the peak of a high mountain, above a sea of fog. He
seems to stand on the edge of a spectacular yet dangerous slope.
Like the images of the viewers in Cohen’s work, to observe the
intensity of nature Friedrich’s viewer must also be external to the
landscape, differentiated from it, safely set apart. Unlike Friedrich’s
viewer, however, Chen’s observers are photographed rather than
painted, and they are set apart from the landscape by means of a
fence, which elicits thoughts about her work in relation to the history
of photography and the ways in which photography influenced
the landscape.

Friedrich painted his spectator in 1818, on the edge of the
landscape, as well as on the verge of the Modern Era. The era which
destroyed nature most of all, is also the one entrusted with extolling
it. As noted by writer and historian Rebecca Solnit, the landscape of
the modern era is landscape in motion; it moves before one’s eyes,
and becomes a commodity. Two of the most dramatic influences
on the landscape in that period were the train and the camera, two
technologies invented shortly after Friedrich’s painting was created,
and soon became the symbols of the Modern Era: “For if railroads
and photography had one thing in common, itis that they brought the
world closer for those who rode or looked. While the dull, repetitive
toil of the factories seemed like slavery, these technologies often
seemed liberatory.”! The train, which changed the definition of time
and set modern time in motion, also impacted the definition of space.
It reduced distances, brought the horizon closer, made unknown
regions accessible, and conquered the landscape. People who barely
ever went farther than a day’s walk from their place of birth, could
now move in space, see new vistas, reach lofty, awe-inspiring,
grand landscapes. But that same train, which moved to and within
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the landscape, also changed it as it moved: the construction of the
railroads bruised the landscape, flattening, exploding, and digging
it, so as to build bridges above it and introduce tunnels underneath
it; mines and mills were scattered along their entire route to finance
and justify their expense; whole forests were fed into their boilers—as
if nature itself was devoured by speed.?

When something is about to disappear, the need arises, it would
seem, to preserve and fence it. Thus, in the course of the 19th century,
disappearing "nature” began to be defined by means of fences,
which demarcated “national parks” and "nature reserves” from
the destructive impacts of industrialization and construction. With
the advent of photography in the first half of the 19th century, the
phenomenon of “couch tourism” increased, whereby one could
embark on world travels while comfortably seated in one’s living
room. Setting out to describe his experiences while observing
stereoscopic three-dimensional photographs in his Massachusetts
home, physician, poet, and amateur photographer Oliver Wendell
Holmes (1809—1894) wrote: ”I pass, in a moment, from the banks of
the Charles to the ford of the Jordan, and leave my outward frame
in the arm-chair at my table, while in spirit | am looking down upon
Jerusalem from the Mount of Olives.”? Just as the train brought
people to the landscape, so photography brought the landscape
to the people.

The fence dividing the little observers from the mountain in
Cohen’s work calls to mind the fence of the nature reserve. Photography
too demarcates the landscape in its frame, appropriating, flattening,
and conveying it, turning it into a picture and a commodity, so that
we no longer need to travel to the landscape, as the landscape
comes to us. This may be the reason why Cohen chose to situate
this miniature scene on the back of a chair. She sits by her desk or
computer and embarks on adventurous travels in time and space by
constructing worlds from scenic images she gathers, as if the very
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TOUCHING THE
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Leaves, botany books, forest-patterned wallpaper, place mats
with tree images, postcards with sunsets, dinosaur joints, organic
readymades—these and other images comprise Ayelet Hashahar
Cohen’s work, coming together to form an ongoing engagement
with landscape and images of nature. But what is her relation to that
nature? Where is her work situated vis-a-vis that scenery? What is
the position of the viewer facing it?

The work Vantage Point (2015)" *° is made of a disassembled
chair to which photograph cutouts are attached, revealing a group
of people standing against the backdrop of a gigantic mountain,
towering above the clouds. The group of observers stands next to
something monumental, boundless, infinite; beautiful but threatening.
The landscape—nature—conceals ages that have passed and shaped
it, a more profound time than we can imagine. Its power fills the
beholder with a sense of awe facing the imperceptible, that which
goes beyond the rational. Thus, a situation of viewing a landscape
which may be identified as “sublime” is depicted on the chair.
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PHOTO PROOFS

A Woman Looks towards the Horizon

My mother dressed me in a purple shirt and green trousers. My hair
is red and disheveled, and my nose is dotted with giant freckles. I'm
looking at the photographer, smiling, and exposing a large gap in the
upper row of teeth. A tall woman stands beside me. Her hair is done
like a tower, and her gaze hangs in the air impervious, turned to an
invisible horizon. My mother is so pretty. It’s almost impossible to
grow up with such a mother.

The Hug

My father is hugging my sister and me in the living room, whose
walls are covered with wood and landscape reproductions. His arm
around my sister’s waist is loose. The hand clutching my shoulder is
strong and firm.

The Photographer

I’'m sitting at the table on Passover eve, a boyfriend from Rishon
LeZion next to me. My father is looking at the door, my mother is
looking at her plate, my boyfriend is looking at the ceiling, and |

am looking into my cleavage-revealing neckline, which my mother
closed with a safety pin one hour before the Seder. Someone saw
and perpetuated this moment.

Reconciliation

My father is lying in bed in the English Hospital after a heart attack.
My sister bends over and hugs him. My father, who looks unusually
calm and reconciled, is wearing a synthetic shirt. | once touched
his shirt and got an electric shock. Twelve years later, my father is
dancing in my wedding. The photograph shows his hair blowing in
the wind of the industrial fan, his mouth is gaped with a smile, his
face is pale. He is wearing a brilliant green suit bought in the States.
His gaze does not surrender the fact that he would die a year later
next to his car.
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A Decisive Moment

My elder sister and | visit our mother at the Elisha Hospital in
Haifa after she gave birth to our little sister. Mom looks abloom
in pink and her hair is meticulous. She assumes her model look,
turns her head effortlessly to my father, the photographer. Her
eyes know that she is desirable. I'm laughing happily at the
camera. This photograph is real. Life was good at that moment,
and everyone was happy that this baby arrived.

Say Cheese

I’'m dancing ballet with Mrs. Shoshana Menis. My dress is short,
revealing long, thin legs. My hands sketch a circle above my head.
The photographer taking these pictures at the end of the year tells
me to smile, and | do. My nose is red, and my stick-like blond
bangs are totally uneven. The smell of sweat is hanging in the air,
left by a tall girl in a blue dress who had her picture taken before
me. She is the star of the class. | can’t remember her name, but
seeing this photograph conjures up her vivid smell.

A Chunk of Life

My daughter is playing in the yard. She is climbing a bin, wrapped
in black cloth dotted with stars. Her father is bending over the
bookcase he is building in the yard. The dog Libi is sprawled with
her back on the grass. The garden is very young.

The Nun

Pesi is taking pictures of me next to her friend at my wedding.
My white face glows against the black face of the African nun. |
don’t like the thoughts that spring to my head when | look at this
photo, but | like Pesi the photographer, who “pulls” me out of the
wedding and uses me as an extra in a scene she has in mind.
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Thoughts on Photographs
from the Family Album

With My Back to the Backyard

| am sitting in a small bed, wearing a floral flannel nightgown.

My back is turned to the backyard and to Mt. Hermon. The room

is covered, from floor to ceiling, with light-colored wallpaper
decorated with brown bears. Over my head is a crooked shelf with
five different dolls resting on it. A redheaded girl who came from
America is sitting on the bed next to me.

Facing the Photographer

I'm wearing an orange dress adorned with a white apron, and a tiny
straw hat is hanging on the back of my neck by an elastic panties
band. I’'m looking at the photographer. My face is burning and
swollen, and my mouth is open. A man leans towards me. His hand
is hanging in the air, an orange slice between his fingers. The table is
covered with a yellow tablecloth and leftover food, and a lake’s blue
shoreline is seen in the background.

The Nomad

In a fallow field in Nes Ziona | take pictures of a man | loved dearly.
“Why do you take pictures of me as a nomad?” he asks. “I'm happy
where | am,” he says. Two years later he will move on. Get divorced,
leave the country, marry his cousin, have a child, leave his wife and
child, convert from an Epicurean to a kosher food supervisor, and
disappear in Germany.

Returning the Gaze

I was very young once. My breasts stood up above the flat belly.

My face was young and soft; my eyes light and clear. | look through
the window of the rented ground-floor flat in Ramat Hasharon. My
torso is uncovered. My boyfriend is standing on the lawn below the
window, taking my picture. Was this the motorcyclist or the insurance

agent? | can’t remember. I'm troubled. How can | return something of

that gaze to my current life?
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