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Yael and Sisera (detail), 2007
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A Levite and His Concubine, 2007
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Study for Untitled, 2007
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Joseph and Simeon, 2010
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Babylon, 2009
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Father's Workshop, 2014
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Annabelle and Guy, 2014
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Pandora, 2017
Oil on linen, 145x230
Courtesy of the artist, Ramat Yishai

Judith, 2017-2018
Oil on linen. 166x152
Courtesy collection of Tamar Rozen, Tel Aviv

M-39, 2018
Oil on linen, 112x170
Gift of the artist

The Rock, 2018
Oil on linen, 150x200
Courtesy of the artist, Ramat Yishai

Remains, 2018

Oil on linen, 124.5x116

Courtesy of the Ann and

Dr. Ari Rosenblatt Collection, USA

Self-Portrait, 2004
Oil on linen, 45x34
Courtesy of the Dubi Shiff Collection, Tel Aviv

Study for Yael and Sisera, 2007
Oil on canvas, 30x40
Courtesy of the artist, Ramat Yishai

Study for The Tresspasser, 2017
Oil on wood, 60x75
Courtesy of the artist, Ramat Yishai



List of Paintings

(In order of appearance in the catalogue)

Yael and Sisera, 2007
Qil on linen, 170x200
Bank Leumi Collection, Israel
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Oil on linen, 90x130
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Study for Untitled, 2007
Oil on canvas, 40x40
Courtesy of private collection

Untitled, 2007
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Illegal Stayer, 2007
Oil on linen, 145x160
Courtesy of private collection, Herzliya

Job, 2009
Oil on linen, 65x50
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Najdi, 2008
Oil on linen, 21x29
Courtesy of private collection, Herzliya

Study for Bathsheba and Uriah the Hittite, 2008
Oil on canvas, 30x40
Courtesy of private collection, Herzliya

Najdi, 2008
Oil on linen, 145x160
Courtesy of private collection, Herzliya
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Oil on canvas, 30x40
Courtesy of private collection, Tel Aviv
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Oil on linen, 90x130
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Qil on linen, 160x155
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Father's Workshop, 2014
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Annabelle and Guy, 2014
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26. Direktor, p. 9.

27. Ofrat,

Minorism, pp. 107-112.

hermeneutic journey, whose aim is to detect in his works meanings that
are relevant to the present time. These two layers — the motif of light
present in the works and the unique iconographical interpretations he
imposes on them — are two complementary pillars of the emotional and
intellectual world constructed by Ben Cnaan, as well as of the mental and
emotional self-portrait he consolidates for himself in the course of his
artistic development, gradually leading him from one artwork to the next.

The construction of this artistic world corresponds, as noted, with the
long tradition of mystical realism, assuming various forms and expressions
in philosophy, literature, and visual art. This process of construction, which
bears Ben Cnaan’s unique imprint, does not compete with any specific
genre of Israeli art — if only because both the local and the international
art fields are no longer characterized by the existence of a hegemonic
center. “Israeli art at the threshold of the 21th century,” as Ruth Direktor
has astutely noted, “is characterized by multiple voices and great vitality,
and dedicates itself to various types of descriptions, as offered from
different angles and with a range of emphases.”? Gideon Ofrat similarly
announces, albeit with some reservations, “the end of the age of artistic
hegemony,” and the rise of “artistic pluralism in the field of Israeli art.””
The warm embrace enjoyed by Ben Cnaan both locally and internationally
strikingly attests to these welcome developments.



21. Jean-Jacques Rousseau,
“Discourse on the Origin

of and Foundations of
Inequality,” in The First and

Second Discourses, edited by

Roger D. Masters, New York:

St. Martin Press, 1964, p. 141.
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The painting Trespasser offers an especially demanding challenge to
those seeking to interpret it, inviting queries concerning existential human
concerns that have long separated nations and distinct social groups.
“The person who, having fenced off a plot of ground, took it into his head
to say this is mine and found people simple enough to believe him, was
the true founder of civil society.”? What, then, is “the plot of ground”
in dispute, and what are its borders? And who are the trespassers? The
Hebrew title of this work offers a play on words that is lost in English,
raising questions concerning the elusive difference between those
who cross borders illegally and pioneers who break new ground. Is the
distinction between them sustainable? Who owns the rights to “the plot”
that presumes to have clear boundaries? Who are the alleged owners of
the territory and who are the illegal trespassers roaming the land? Is the
artist asking the viewer to reflect on the violent struggle for ownership
over the concrete land, whose light-flooded landscapes are present in his
works? And does the mystical dimension of the landscapes point to the
possibility of overcoming this conflict peacefully, without bloodshed?

Constructing a World: Mystical Realism in a Post-Hegemonic Age
Gideon Ofrat decries the minor character of art-making in the early
21th century, seeing it as “the art of a shrunken, limp organ . . . erotic
sensuality fused . .. with flaccidity or infertility bordering on illness and
death. Inevitably, perhaps even declaratively: minor art.”22 One of the
expressions of this minor art, according to him, is the total absence of
“the world” from the works of Israeli realist artists. “Artists of quality,”
Ofrat writes, “are those who construct a ‘world,” whether it is one based
on an external reality or on inner reality. The ability of a given body of
work to construct a ‘world’ is the ability to create a mental, intellectual
self-portrait that is not necessarily identical to the direct content of the
works.”? The emphasis on works, in the plural, is essential, since this
self-portrait, as Ofrat adds, “is consolidated from one work to the next,
deepening and maturing parallel to the artist’s artistic development.”#

Ben Cnaan meets this ambitious challenge — the construction of an
artistic world — with impressive and admirable results. As I have sought
to show, the construction of a world receives his conscious and deliberate
attention, first through his frequent use of the motif of light that
introduces a mystical element into his works, and second through the
projection of interpretations inspired by biblical stories onto a significant
number of paintings. He invites the viewer to join him on a challenging



—
=3
[o N

When Ben Cnaan invites viewers to observe the contemporary
everyday scenes depicted in his works, he is thus seeking to entice them
to provide interpretations of the biblical stories vis-a-vis the reality in
which they are presently embedded. A similar aspiration guides Adi Nes:
“The construction of figures lacking a specific identity, based on the
mythical stories of the Bible,” gives rise to “a confrontation between
contemporary Israeli reality and the history of the Chosen People.”®

Indeed, when we observe, for instance, Ben Cnaan’s work Babylon,
we are urged to wonder how it relates to what is transpiring in the here
and now. We notice a charmless mound of earth, two inconspicuous
men, a wheelbarrow, and two building blocks — a scene that seems to

correspond with the artistic motifs in the painting The Stone Breakers
(1849—-1850) by Gustave Courbet, one of the major representatives of
19*"-century Realism. Yet the local context of Babylon encourages us to
envision not only a linguistic cacophony, but also the social and national
tensions nourished by the reality of our contemporary political life.
Babylon symbolizes an absence of harmony and dialogue, destruction
and desolation — an apocalyptic vision whose potential realization is the
result of human arrogance and folly. Similarly, when we examine Naboth’s
Vineyard, we may find ourselves consumed by daunting thoughts about
the insatiable greediness of corrupt leaders operating within our midst.
The female figure in Judith may be looked upon as a tribute to
Caravaggio and his painting Judith Beheading Holofernes (1602), while

leading us to reflect on the courage and bravery of women living and
acting in local contexts. Yet who is the contemporary Judith beheading
Holofernes and placing his severed head in a sack, as if it were a bone

or some object? What does the concealment of his head in the sack
symbolize? Does it allude to the moral dictum “Rejoice not when thine
enemy falleth, and let not thine heart be glad when he stumbleth”? Or
does it perhaps symbolize equanimity in the face of this harrowing image,
in contrast to the dramatic and shaking depiction of the decapitation in
Caravaggio’s work?

And what is the biblical analogy of the painting Anabelle and Guy?
Does it allude to the epic tragedy of Jephthah, who sacrificed his daughter
in order to fulfill his vow to God? What is the meaning of this vow in the
context of the present time? Who is the father? Who is to be sacrificed,
and for what cause? Such existential reflections arise when we are urged
to observe the works by Ben Cnaan through the biblical narratives that he
projects onto them.
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the biblical scenes and stories and their visual representation is so

deep, that it does not allow for an immediate affinity between them
based on the existence of a given cultural context — of a community
of meaning characterized by unique traditions and social norms. As

Ben Cnaan notes, his works do not seek to “illustrate” the biblical
stories.’* An iconographic interpretation of the works by means of the
biblical narratives is not readily available. As Irwin Panofsky writes,
“Iconographical analysis, dealing with images, stories and allegories
instead of with motifs, presupposes, of course, much more than that
familiarity with objects and events which we acquire by practical
experience. It presupposes a familiarity with specific themes or concepts
as transmitted through literary sources, whether acquired by purposeful
reading or by oral tradition.”"

The absence of an immediate affinity between the scenes depicted
by Ben Cnaan and the biblical narratives he projects onto them thus
precludes a self-evident iconographic interpretation of his works. The
titles affixed to the paintings must thus be viewed as an invitation or
imploration to view them through a prism that allows for a wide range
of interpretations, which may be inspired by these narratives. Ben Cnaan
calls upon the the viewer to observe his works based on the biblical
narratives that inspired their creation. He sees them as a rich cultural
repository that contains “a highly powerful concentration of moral
dilemmas and other questions that preoccupy human beings in their
everyday life . .. a cornerstone of human culture, beyond our interest as
Jews .. . it is a literary oeuvre that I am surprised and sustained by.”*

Ben Cnaan employs a similar artistic strategy to the one used by
Adi Nes in his series of photographic works titled “Biblical Stories” (2007).
“The protagonists of these stories,” as Nes noted in an interview, “are
street people, homeless people, lower-class people who have ended up
on the margins of society, worn-out people on empty streets who live in
a deplorable reality with no hope or future.””? The choice made by these
two artists to capture figures inhabiting mundane reality serves a similar
goal. Had these works simply aimed to provide illustrations of biblical
stories, they would have made it difficult for viewers to reflect upon their
relevance to our contemporary social and political reality. If this were the
case, the viewers would have tended to locate the paintings in a distant past,
possibly charging them with a mythological quality. This undesired effect is
generated, for instance, in the “realist” illustrations created by numerous 19t-
century artists, such as the French painter and etcher Gustave Doré.
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Like Velazquez, Ben Cnaan preserves for such earthly figures a
central role in his paintings; they are devoid of pomp and splendor, and
are located in prosaic scenes. As for the spiritual and heavenly touch he
inserts into his works, Ben Cnhaan subjects it to a complete realist turn
that is made evident by the gleaming light, which blurs the boundaries
between the sacred and the profane. Borrowing the words of the artist
James Turrell, one of the founders of the Light and Space art movement,
one could state that the light in Ben Chaan’s works is not a spotlight that
shines upon and exposes objects in the world; light “is the revelation.”s
Yet light as a revelation existing onto itself is not exclusively restricted
to a specific object, nor does it assume a uniform character; rather, it
appears in various manifestations of reality. Thus, for instance, in the
work Trespasser, Ben Cnaan “illuminates” the ground on which the figures
stand, the tangled tree branches in the background, and the exposed
body parts of the figures. Light in its brighter manifestation is clearly
discernible on the ground in Joseph and Simeon (2010), Untitled (2010),
Babylon (2009), Naboth’s Vineyard, David and Michal, and Annabelle and

Guy, as well as in the foliage in Pandora.

The motif of light, which carries a heavenly stamp, is naturally
integrated into Ben Cnaan’s works, even when the scenes he depicts are
circumscribed within closed or semi-closed spaces. The natural light, which
cuts through the spaces and penetrates through narrow apertures or cracks,
replaces the artificial halo, yet is consumed by mystical intimations. This
type of conversion can clearly seen in the paintings Illegal Stayer, Yael and

Sisera, Untitled, and A Levite and His Concubine. The light in these paintings
creates a stark contrast, a dramatic tension, between the illuminated

and dark areas; it cuts through the dense and oppressive atmosphere
characteristic of the closed spaces, whose walls are smeared with a mixture
of brown and yellow hues, imbuing them with a mystical quality.

A Gaze from Outside — The Projection of Biblical Narratives
As repeatedly stated, Ben Cnaan does not view his works as a mere
attempt to faithfully depict reality; he also seeks to stir sensations and
emotions mediated through the specific iconographic interpretations
that he projects upon them. He invites his viewers to observe his works
through the prism of the biblical narratives that inspired them, narratives
that provoke a myriad of emotional responses in the viewers.

It should be emphasized that Ben Canaan’s oeuvre does not exhibit
a clearcut affinity with biblical narratives. The discrepancy between
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other objects that block the sunrays. Nature provides us with a play of
light and shade that allows this light to appear in all of its power. This

is the light that clearly appears in Naboth’s Vineyard (2016), as well as in
Annabelle and Guy, Trespasser (2017), Judith (2018), Pandora (2017-2018),
and David and Michal (2017-2018) — alluding to the existence of a heavenly

realm that goes beyond the limits of concrete reality, while nevertheless
borrowing its characteristics from this very reality.

The motif of light, which is virtuosically employed by Ben Cnaan, is
inspired by two Old Masters: Michelangelo Caravaggio (1571-1610) and
Diego Velazquez (1599—-1660). In the works of these artists, realism is
expressed through the gradual dissolution of halos in favor of natural
light as the representation of a heavenly presence; the natural light
and the heavenly halo become one — residing in reality itself, naturally
integrated into it, and constituting an inseparable part of it. Caravaggio’s
painting The Conversion of St. Paul (1600) [p. 25] exemplifies this new

manifestation of the motif of light in religious scenes. The light shines
on the figure of the saint, enveloping it against a gray and gloomy
background. “Suddenly a light from heaven flashed around him,” as
Acts 9 describes St. Paul’s journey to Damascus. The riders and their
horses, who stand around the saint in the shadows, underscore his figure,
which is surrounded by a shining halo. The light symbolizes the spiritual
transfiguration experienced by the saint. By means of his radiant body,
Caravaggio does away with the presence of heavenly light as a foreign,
external element that has taken on a physical form. He locates this
supernatural spiritual or heavenly element within nature itself, as a part
of everyday reality.

Unlike the figures in Caravaggio’s works, which sometimes have
generic features lacking in specificity, the figures in Velazquez’s paintings
tend to be more tangible and intimate. Even when he chooses to
represent mythical heroes, they assume temporal and particular qualities.
And even when Velazquez surrounds his figures with heavenly light
and positions an artificial halo over their heads, as befits divine figures,
he does not subject them to mythical ideals or glorify their physical
characteristics. Such representations, which assume temporal and realistic
qualities, are powerfully manifested in Volcan’s Forge (1630) [p. 23]. The
exposed bodies of Apollo and the accompanying figures bespeak an
entirely temporal existence, yet are enveloped in gleaming light whose
source remains unclear, since the fiery forge is located in the back of the
scene.
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of visual information; the real task lies beyond the demonstration of skill;
it is related to an attentive observation of nature and its transformation
into what lies beyond the concrete realm.”*? Nevertheless, even when
this task is the one guiding the artist, the journey beyond the realm of
the concrete does not necessarily require the presence of a mystical
element; it can take on a rich range of manifestations, corresponding with
the artist’s inner world, serving as an allegory for a social and political
reality, and so forth. Yet in Ben Cnaan’s case, the works allude to a
transcendental sphere that can be intuited in the paintings, even as they
remain loyal to a strictly realistic depiction of reality.

A Gaze from Within — The Light that Replaces the Halo
Engaging with mystical realism, Ben Chaan’s paintings attest to an
obvious effort to depict reality in its entirety, while simultaneously
transcending it. One of the artistic motifs he frequently uses to generate
this effect is that of light: the blazing light that gleams, emerges,
penetrates, and is reflected in the various scenes in his works. “They
were astonished by the light in the painting,” he notes in discussing the
response of the prize jury at the National Portrait Gallery in London, which
awarded his work Annabelle and Guy (2014) First Prize in the museum’s

portrait competition. “They didn’t know it was an Israeli artwork and
were sure it came from the Midwest, Italy, or Spain. They said: ‘We didn’t
think of Israel, and felt there was something behind the painting, that
something was happening there, and it gripped us all.”*

Indeed, one cannot ignore the light and its dramatic, heavenly,
glorious appearance in Ben Cnaan’s works. The presence of the light,
which acquires a local quality, is not always contrasted with a dark and
dimly lit background, except for the shadows cast by the objects that it
illuminates. This unique light manifests itself in various settings. In some
cases, it is not the light of warm summer days, which fills the entire
space; it more closely resembles the light of gray, rainy winter days, which
appears briefly as rays of sunshine bursting through a crack in a dark
mass of clouds. These rays create gleaming spots of light on the ground
and on the various objects placed upon it, accompanied sometimes by a
rainbow. These translucent spots are enhanced by the shades of gray that
circumscribe and surround them.

This light is also revealed in its full glory when the sun is about to
set, and its rays, to borrow Ben Chaan’s own words, “light up” the objects.
The gleam of the “lit-up” objects is enhanced by the shadows cast by
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contrast between two opposing poles, but rather by means of an artistic
strategy that seeks to create a “unity of opposites,” to forge a fusion
between the physical and the transcendental and to mold them together
into a holistic unity.

This approach is widely prevalent in the fields of literature, poetry,
philosophy and theology. It receives full-fledged expression, for instance,
in the writings of the American philosopher and poet Ralph Waldo
Emerson, the founder of the transcendental movement whose underlying
principles include the attempt to identify the beautiful and the sublime in
everyday, prosaic reality. His depiction of reality in his poem The Rhodora
succinctly expresses this approach: Neither the description of the flower
itself nor that of its surroundings — the stream of water running beside
it and the birds hovering above it — exceeds their natural and prosaic
features. In this sense, Emerson’s poetry assumes realistic overtones.

In contrast to the Romantic poetry of his time, Emerson’s poetry
supplies a factual and “dry” report concerning natural phenomena as
they appear before our eyes, yet these banal facts provoke in him a
deep sense of wonder and lead him to a transcendental experience.
They carry the stamp of the sublime, of a heavenly power. As Emerson
wrote in one of his essays, “[n]ature is the symbol of spirit.” In other
words, “Every natural fact is a symbol of some spiritual fact.”” Emerson’s
poetry is rightfully perceived as one plagued by an internal contradiction,
or oxymoron, captured by the term “mystical realism.” This approach is
succinctly described by the 19th-century German playwright and writer
Georg Biichner: “Art,” he wrote, “does not imitate nature as such. Rather,
the imitation is to preserve a sense of creation.”®® This “sense of creation”
is present, according to Blchner, in the daily experience of human beings
and in the prosaic manifestations of natural reality.

It is tempting to detect the presence of mystical realism in the
works of Israeli artists, yet acknowledging it requires more than the
observation that, in these works, “figuration rubs against realism while
simultaneously freeing itself from it.”** Artists such as Aram Gershuni, Sigal
Tsabari, Ofer Lellouche, Jan Rauchwerger, and many others may allow
this kind of friction to appear in their works, yet the mystical dimension
is not present in them in a clear and decisive manner. Contemplating
his own work, the artist Israel Hershberg, one of the prominent
representatives of realist art in Israel in recent decades, noted that the
illusory representation of reality cannot be reduced “to a generalized and
addictive gaze that devotes itself to every detail and pursues every bit
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will resemble a photograph.”” Furthermore, his artistic style is clearly

not inspired by pop art. Ben Canaan’s works possess a different quality,
and the encounter with them provokes an experience of astonishment
and wonder; the paintings blind the eye, owing to his virtuosic ability to
provide a detailed and precise representation of concrete reality in its
manifold forms. When observing his paintings, the viewer’s initial response
is one of bewilderment: “Is this a painting or a photograph?” Indeed, Ben
Cnaan is seemingly “photographing” reality to fully capture its richness,
including still-life elements, inanimate objects, natural scenes, and human
beings caught in the course of mundane activities and in moments of
fear, terror, sorrow, mirth, joy, and so forth.

Ben Cnaan’s works do not seek to beautify reality, nor do they
aspire to depict imaginary, longed-for realms that exceed its limits. The
figures and objects depicted in his paintings are located in identifiable,
concrete spaces; they are tangible and assume trivial qualities; the figures
are usually attired in everyday outfits, and sometimes wear worn-out
work clothes. For the most part, they are not located in aesthetically
pleasing spaces, but rather in back yards or charmless construction sites.
Borrowing from the art historian Meyer Schapiro, this approach makes
room for “humanity in art,” for “it does not view protagonists from the
worlds of mythology and religion as the main subjects of art-making,
giving expression instead to a physical and human reality in scenes
featuring regular people, landscapes, and inert objects.”®

Thus, for instance, in his works Yael and Sisera (2007) and A Levite

and His Concubine (2007), the “biblical” plots unfold within buildings whose
cracked walls are covered with various shades of peeling paint, and whose
windows are filled in with cement blocks — a sign of old, dilapidated, and
abandoned buildings, perhaps even ones slated for destruction. In Untitled
(2007) and Illegal Stayer (2007), the plots unfold in stuffy basements of
sorts — one whose walls, smeared with a charmless cocktail of colors,
enhance the sense of distress and angst. The observation of these works
makes one wonder about the degree to which the portrayal of these
scenes within dilapidated and anxiety-provoking spaces points to an
apocalyptic vision, to the instability of the concrete reality surrounding us,
and to the inherent existential threats it harbors.

As already noted, however, the realistic representation of a concrete
lived sphere in Ben Cnaan’s works employs artistic motifs that attest
to his interest in exceeding the limits of this reality. Ben Cnaan seeks
to achieve this effect in a unique way — not by creating tension or a
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Expressionism of the 1940s and 1950s, the artist and art critic Leo Segedi
wrote that, “like Lazarus risen from the dead the corpse of Realism has
returned again to be embraced by the artist, but if the death of Realism
had grieved the public, its resurrection does not seem to make many
people happy.”

Discontent with the emergence of neo-realist art during those years
stemmed, among other things, from the fact that it did not merely
seek to offer an “illusory representation” of reality, but also subjected it
to various artistic strategies pursued through figuration. “Manipulative
strategies” clearly appear in the works of artists affiliated with hyper-
realist or photo-realist strains of art-making (Howard Kanovitz, Richard
Estes, John Bader, Ron Kleemann, and many others), who sought to
provide rich, detailed, and highly precise descriptions of their subjects. Yet
the ensuing effect is not the same as that produced by photography; as
the art historian Sam Hunter wrote about Kanovitz’s works, they “produce
an atmosphere of doubt rather than certitude, and pose questions of
meaning which challenge the nature of artistic experience.”* A similar yet
distinct strategy is also evident in the works of artists such as Jasper
Johns, Robert Rauschenberg, Andy Warhol, and others. These artists
challenged accepted artistic hierarchies between high and low and created
a sort of “parasitical” reflection of icons from the worlds of cinema,
commercial advertising images, pop music, and comics, transforming them
into the subjects of art-making and of aesthetic experience.

This paradox, which is evident in the oeuvre of artists whose works
all fall under the category of realist art — since they both “photograph”
reality and “disrupt” or exaggerate it — seems to characterize various
manifestations of realism along the axes of both space and time.
Whereas its manifestations in the 1960s challenged the Abstract
Expressionism of the 1940s and 1950s,° later manifestations of realist
painting have sought different ways to express this paradox by both
reflecting and exceeding reality, providing a representation of it while
imbuing it with a personal stamp.¢

Ben Cnaan joins this protracted dispute by adopting an artistic
approach that is significantly different from those informing the neo-
realist art prevalent in the 1960s. He does not provide an exaggerated
representation of reality, nor does he seek to “disrupt” it. As he himself
states, he is not a hyper-realist artist, “because hyper means enhancing
what the eye does not truly see”; nor does his style owe its inspiration to
photo-realism, “which aspires to copy the photograph so that the painting
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Constructing a World: Mystical Realism in a Local Context
Yossi Yonah

“Paradoxically speaking, one of the implications of the international
interest in Israeli art is the growing demand for ‘locality,” as the art critic
Ruth Direktor argues in her introductory article to the book Israeli Art
Now. “In the previous century,” Direktor continues, “the commitment to
local concerns and current events was largely embodied in the language
of figurative art; art that was outward looking, and even art that was
inward looking, were identified with abstraction. Yet since the sweeping
return to painting and narrative, and by extension to figurative art, in the
1980s, the art discourse no longer requires an ethical adjudication between
abstraction and figuration, nor there is a need to be judgmental in any
other sense in this regard. Surprisingly, the blurring of boundaries, and the
relative integration of Israeli art into the international art arena, feed the
expectation for art that tells its unique story, responding to an intensive
political and social reality.”

These developments in the field of art explain the interest garnered
by Matan Ben Cnaan’s works both locally and internationally. His paintings
share a preoccupation with “locality” rendered through the language of
figurative art; they correspond directly, yet in a subtle and multivalent
manner, with the unique reality in which he is embedded. Ben Cnhaan
joins a generation of artists working in a post-hegemonic Israeli art world,
which is no longer plagued by a provincial recoil from the local and the
figurative, and no longer shares the desire to bask in the universal aura
seemingly emanating from the myriad manifestations of abstract art.?

Realist painting, which has been acquiring a vital presence, points
once again to the dialectic relationship between the supporters and
detractors of figurative art that has persisted over the past century, and
which has been charged on occasion with vitriolic overtones. Critics of
figurative art continue to belittle its artistic value, and even to disparage
it entirely. What is the use, they ask, of producing visual representations
of reality in the age of photography? Other art pundits commend the
revival of realist painting, while expressing reservations about its proclivity
for exaggeration. Yet despite mounting disapproval and reservations, realist
art prevails. Celebrating the revival of American neo-realist art in the
mid-1960s, which emerged as a counter-response to the Abstract

88



2007 ,X10'01 7V'7 n1NnN
Study for Yael and Sisera, 2007



14. For a comprehensive
discussion of the connection
between Ben Cnaan and
Velazquez, see Yossi Yonah's

article in this catalogue.

Pairs of figures recur throughout Ben Cnhaan’s oeuvre — Simeon and
Joseph, Annabelle and Guy, Job and his son, Bathsheba and Uriah the

Hittite, and the two men in Babylon (2009), a painting concerned with

the biblical myth’s themes of failed communication, misunderstanding,
confusion, and their repercussions. The painting M-39 (2018) brings
together four men against the backdrop of a detention site that in reality
once served as a water tower (the title is borrowed from the inscription
on the old tower). The two figures, located on either side of an open car
door, are engaged in a charged conversation (as in Illegal Stayer of 2007 or
Simeon and Joseph). Two other figures wait on the side with an attitude

of disturbing insouciance. The jerrycan seems to intimate that they are
taking a break, like the pair of figures in El Descanso (2008), or may point
to the manner in which their silence was broken, in a scene that could
be taken from an interrogation held by security forces or by an organized
crime group. The illegal stayer, whose eyes are covered, could thus also
be a terrorist or a prisoner. These figures, which belong to everyday Israeli
life, become, in Ben Cnaan’s staged scenes, actors in a military film or a
crime drama.

Ben Cnaan has spoken about his enchantment with the series
Gomorrah, whose scenes and lighting remind him of the paintings of Diego

Veldzquez.** He imagines being present on the set, and participating

in the director’s decisions and in choosing the locations — factories and
concrete buildings in Neapolitan neighborhoods. The title Gomorrah is a
play on words that refers not only to the sinful biblical city, but also to
the Camorra — the crime organization born in the alleyways of Naples in
the eighteenth century. This double allusion calls to mind the manner in
which Ben Cnaan’s works construct a contemporary reality, while referring
to biblical scenes.

In this manner, Ben Cnaan’s paintings cast a nostalgic-critical gaze
at a chain of myths from the past, especially biblical ones, as well as ones
being formed at present in Israeli society. He paints a range of scenes that
portray familiar Israeli types and complex situations that are processed and
distanced from the original “source” by means of staging, photography,
and painting. The use of the past as a reconstruction, a fiction based on
mediated representations of the image, is at the center of his work.
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dog, which, like the dog in Annabelle and Guy, has perhaps noticed

something and is about to charge at it. Wood, like other Midwestern
painters, saw himself as connected to the people, and protested against
the hegemony of the East Coast’s artistic circles. In this sense, his
position resembles that of Ben Cnaan’s position in the Israeli art field as a
proponent of artistic realism, which critics such as Yonah and Ofrat view
as anti-hegemonic.®?

The atmosphere pervading Ben Cnaan’s works also echoes that in
the works of another American artist, Robert Bechtle, who frequently
painted the American suburbs. His painting Roses (1973) [p. 16], for

instance, captures a seemingly meaningless social encounter, one of
the comfortable afternoon rituals of the American middle class. This
deceptive idyll is portrayed against the backdrop of suburban houses,
cars, and flower beds. Yet Bechtle captures the intimation of danger
and evil implicit in this calm, banal scene, with its tense overtones of a
psychosocial and anti-humanist threat. A similar kind of tension is created
in Ben Cnaan’s depictions of banal scenes, which become symbols of
alienation due to the simultaneous encounter with, and deconstruction of,
mythical themes.

Ben Cnaan’s works also radiate something of the frozen quality
typical of several paintings by Georges de la Tour, who painted biblical and
folkloric subjects and scenes, such as The Cheat with the Ace of Diamonds

(1635—1638) [p. 17]. This frozen quality creates a critical distance from the
painting’s subject, which in turn leads to a reflexive awareness and opens
up additional expanses to the gaze.®* This frozen quality also forms a
contrast to the rural pastoral, as is the case, for instance, in Ben Chaan’s
paintings The Trespasser (2017), Naboth’s Vineyard, and Annabelle and Guy,

which call to mind Bechtle’s charged depictions of a pastoral suburban life.

Organized Crime - Pairs in a Charged Situation
In the biblical narrative, Simeon and Joseph are the sons of Jacob and of
two different mothers, Leah and Rachel. Simeon is considered to be the
brother who sold Joseph, and Joseph subsequently retaliates by leaving
him in Egypt. Simeon was later also punished for his involvement in
the massacre committed by Jacob’s sons against the men of Shechem
following the rape of their sister, Dina. The depicted scene is therefore a
sequel to the story of Jacob and the shepherdst that is portrayed in
The Trespasser, in which Jacob meets Rachel and falls in love with her.



seated figure is almost entirely blocked, letting in only a thin stream of
light and hope. The blocked apertures echo the figures that sometimes
appear withdrawn and ensconced within their private worlds. The motif
of an aperture or window is related to Renaissance paintings and to
the classical engagement with the creation of trompe I'oeil images of
the world, of reality and order, as is the case, for instance, in Andrea
Mantegna’s famous fresco in the Bridal Chamber (ca. 1474, Palazzo
Ducale, Mantua).

In Ben Cnaan’s work, the blocked apertures point to a sense of
frustration or to the disruption of the ultimate illusion, while the exposed
bricks, like the stripped concrete wall, present a precise illusion of a
specific material. These details may imply that what does not truly
exist is not the image, but rather the ordered utopian world depicted
in classical art. The disruption, in this case, thus refers to reality itself,
rather than to its depiction.

A Threatening Banality
The exposed concrete wall in Joseph and Simeon is the wall of a pool in

Ramat Yishai, yet the painting calls to mind the wooden house known
as Diabble House (1881—1882) in Grant Wood’s famous painting American
Gothic (1930) [p. 15]. Wood’s painting portrays another couple, a farmer

holding a pitchfork and his daughter (the artist’s sister and his dentist),
against the backdrop of an American neo-Gothic house. Wood'’s reliance
on relatives and acquaintances as models for the figures in his paintings
is reminiscent of the staged scenes created by Ben Cnaan, in which the
figures are similarly ones from the artist’s immediate environment. Wood’s
farmer and daughter represent rural, puritanical pioneers in the American
Midwest, yet the pitchfork (like the painting’s title) alludes to a Satanic
quality underlying the stern and detached expression of the two figures — a
disruption or distortion that imbues the painting with a strange, threatening,
and campy atmosphere.

Such an atmosphere is also characteristic of additional works by Ben
Cnaan, in which the rural, quotidian scenes are disrupted by an ambiguity
that gives rise to an unresolved tension. In Naboth’s Vineyard, for instance,

the female figure demonstratively spills out the soured or cursed wine,
hinting at the fact that something has gone awry in the course of the
chance social encounter in the yard. The figure appears frozen, as if pasted
onto the scene, just as Wood'’s figures appear to have been “pasted” in
the foreground of his painting. The male figure holds back a threatening
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story, those who came to comfort him were his friends, the envoys of
Satan. Their religious zeal leads them to deceive both themselves and others,
and they arrogantly admonish the plagued Job. He tries to find solace in his
friends and share his suffering with them, yet all he receives in return are
words of derision. In Ben Cnaan’s painting, it remains unclear whether the
son replacing Job’s friends has come to comfort his father or to deride him,
as he seems to be similarly imbued with “Satanic” qualities.

The dilemma presented in the Book of Job — the submission of a
righteous man to a series of trials in order to test whether his faith in God
is not merely due to his happiness and riches — is not given expression
in Ben Cnaan’s work. He presents Job as a simple man comforted by his
son, who in the biblical narrative was sacrificed in the course of the divine
experiment undertaken at Satan’s urging. The moment portrayed in the
painting is the moment of Job’s appeal to God, and the transcendental
connection to the divine world is forged, as is often the case in folk
traditions, by means of water. In a similar scene from Francis Lawrence’s
action film Constantin (2005), based on Jamie Delano and Garth Ennis’
comic book series Hellblazer, Keanu Reeves, who plays a dark and bitter

character with supernatural powers, dips his legs into a water-filled basin
in order to connect to hell in his battle with ghosts and demons.
The figure of a friend from Ramat Yishai served Ben Cnaan as
a model for the Satanic male figure of the friend-son in the painting
Job. The same figure also appears in the paintings Anabelle and Guy

and Naboth’s Vineyard (2016). The figures in Ben Cnaan’s works move

from scene to scene like pearls strung on a single necklace, forging

a connection between different paintings like variations on the same
sentence. Numerous elements comes together to form a single
mythological scene with various ramifications. Each scene is a word in a
long and fragmented sentence, as in Jorge Luis Borges’ The Garden of the

Forking Paths. Or as Percy Shelley states in Borges’ essay The Flower of
Coleridge, “All the poems of the past, present and future were episodes or
fragments of a single infinite poem, written by all the poets on earth.”*

Apertures and Barriers
In Joseph and Simeon (2010), two men are portrayed against the backdrop

of a striped wall containing a round aperture, which Ben Cnaan associates
with the apertures used for drug deals in the peripheral Israeli city of Lod.
Apertures and barriers appear in several works by Ben Cnaan, including

Yael and Sisera (2007) and Untitled (2007). In Job, the aperture behind the




and is given expression solely through the daughter’'s symbolic, almost
ritual gesture as she touches her father’'s shoulder with her hand. In
Millais’ painting, the daughter consoles her shaken father in his tent, laying
his head in her lap as she embraces him. Their expressively intertwined
arms call to mind those in another painting by Ben Cnhaan, A Levite and His
Concubine (2007).

In Annabelle and Guy, the daughter lays her hand on her father’s

shoulder, comforting him or perhaps leaning on him as they stare out
beyond the limits of the painting. The distance between them is preserved.
The expressive Baroque drama has been silenced and internalized by
the figures, and even the panting dog glances sideways, as if attentively
observing something beyond the frame. The emotional restraint of the
staged figures is enhanced by their compressed stature. These are figures
taken from the artist’s everyday life, neighbors or acquaintances who serve
as an antithesis of sorts to the exotically dressed, ethnic types — servants,
companions, commanders, or other powerful figures clad in fine garb and
yielding shields and swords — who populate Millais” pre-Raphaelite painting.
The allusion to virginity in the biblical scene, as well as in Millais and
Ben Cnaan’s paintings, together with the reference to a Levite and his
concubine and to erotic intimacy, suggest an interpretation that is related
to sexuality and perhaps even to incest: a hint a hint here of something
unresolved and uncanny, at once familiar and strange; the anticlimactic
moment depicted in Ben Cnaan’s painting provides the biblical story with
a new climax.

Job and His Son and the Transcendental Connection
Annabelle consoling her father calls to mind the son consoling his father in the
painting Job (2009). Ben Cnaan’s Job is an older, weary-looking figure seated
with his legs bathing in a plastic tub, while his body is partially illuminated
and his face is cast in shadow. He is depicted within a structure that appears
either abandoned or destroyed, a ruin or a building under construction. The
site and figures recall the Neapolitan figures and abandoned buildings captured
in the television series Gomorrah, which is based on the book and film by
Roberto Saviano. Job closes his eyes in suffering or in prayer. His son — a
coarse, tattooed type situated in the dimmer part of the painting — attempts
to massage the father’s shoulder, yet it is not clear, however, whether he is
assuaging his pain or perhaps hurting him.

According to Ben Cnaan, he chose to paint Job and his son even
though Job’s sons all died as part of God’s trial. According to the biblical
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Jephthah and His Daughter — An Anticlimactic Moment
Ben Cnaan paints in oil on linen or canvas, based on sketches of the
scenes he stages. He photogrpahs the scenes as a backup, yet prefers
not to rely exclusively on the photographs, returning instead to the site
of the scene in order to study the light and landscape. His works capture
biblical or mythological stories, yet he does not, as he states, attempt to
illustrate these stories.

The painting Annabelle and Guy is based on the story of Jephthah
and his daughter (Judges 11). In the biblical story, the judge Jephthah
vows that if he triumphs over the Ammonites, he will sacrifice as

an offering the first creature to greet him upon his return from the
battlefield. He is unaware of the tragic implications of this vow, which will
require him to kill his own daughter — the first person to greet him with
tambourines and dancing. Ben Cnhaan chooses to present Jephthah and his
daughter precisely at the moment in which he acquiesces to her request
to postpone the fulfillment of the vow, so that she and her female
companions may depart for the mountains to morn her virginity. The story
of Jephthah and his daughter offers an inverted reflection of the story of
the Sacrifice of Isaac, and some see it as expressing a biblical opposition
to the sacrifice of human offerings. Yet in contrast to the Sacrifice of
Isaac, which was planned following God’s commandment, here Jephthah
is the one who commanded his daughter’s killing, and is thus punished

for it. This story also involves a gendered inversion, as the male victim
becomes a female victim.

Despite the emotionally intense and tragic nature of this scene, Ben
Cnaan’s static and restrained representation of it reflects nothing of the
figures’ turmoil. The pre-Raphaelite painter John Everett Millais depicted
a similar scene in his painting Jephthah (1867) [p. 12]. In the Orientalist
spirit of his time, Millais populated the composition with picturesque
figures, including exotic North-African and Middle-Eastern types that
represent details from the story. Millais also underscored the painful
emotions experienced by the characters, and above all by Jephthah, who
is hunched over in pain.®

Ben Cnaan’s composition contains neither the attributes of a hero
returning from the battlefield nor expressions of pain. The father appears
as a local type returning, perhaps, from a street fight, but certainly not
as a soldier or commander. He, his daughter and their dog are portrayed
alone in a typical Israeli yard, tense and silent as they stare ahead as if
coming to terms with their fate. The contact between them is minimal,



Is this origin the contemporary situation staged by Ben Cnaan, or the
myth to which it alludes?

The Ruins of Failed Utopias
Ben Cnaan’s oeuvre is one example of practices that undermine the
prevalent pessimist view of mythical utopias and nostalgia as regressive
attempts to bolster the existing social order and the hierarchies inherent
to it. As such, it seeks to offer an imagined, anti-conformist alternative
and to question the existing order, which is expressed through normative,
prevalent representations of the myths. A glorification of the past —
of artists, myths, or historical events — and its quotation are usually
perceived as expressing a conservative nostalgic thrust. Yet in Ben
Cnaan’s case, the interpretations of both the producer (the artist) and
the consumer (the viewer), and the treatment of the past and of ancient
myths, seek to make a statement about the present and the future.

The revival of premodern aesthetic practices and forms of knowledge
such as myths, mysticism, and arcane systems of knowledge in the works
of contemporary artists stems at times from their indecipherable qualities.
The figures culled from these sources can be simultaneously mythical
and historical, or move between history and myth. The term “revival” in
this context does not refer to a documentary presentation or to a direct
anthropological, sociological, historical, or moral interpretation. The new
work produced in the present does not attempt to reconstruct the past,
but rather to rediscover certain cultural practices and to attend to them
through a contemporary lens. Since modernism and its utopias were not
always successful, these works attempt to use the “ruins” of the past —
its failures, exceptions, and anticlimaxes.

Ben Cnaan’s quotations constitute such anticlimactic instances,
expressions of the “moment after,” when the tension is released. This is
the “key moment” which he seeks to critically capture and express in his
works. By shedding light on darker moments — on disappointments and
failures — he extricates from them the truth that is perhaps embodied
in them. This anti-utopian attitude questions what is taken for granted —
success, climatic moments, utopias, myths, and the stability of the traditional
social order that they represent.
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groups. A progressive use of the past and a presentation of “ruins” that
are fragments and vestiges of myths, stories, and historical events, allows
for a re-embodiment of the past that eschews notions of sentimentality,
sublimity, and historical authenticity. One aspect of this approach, as
revealed in Ben Cnaan’s work, is the creation of nostalgic depictions that
open up onto a utopian imagination and unconventional (transcendental,
mystical and other) spheres.

Imitation by means of stylistic connotations, as Frederic Jameson
argued, is an important element of nostalgia, which dominated the genre
of “nostalgia films” popular in the 1970s and 1980s. In these films, the past
was a source for the representation of ideal, imaginary, and stereotypical
figures, which exploited the glamorous aspects of imagery and of
fashion. According to Jameson, imitation in such nostalgia films resulted
in pastiche — a sterile assemblage of quotations that served merely to
glorify the past. By contrast, as Jameson argues, parody makes use of the
past in order to criticize it.’

Photography is one of the techniques that enables us to turn our
attention to the mediating quality of nostalgia — as is evident, for instance,
in the use of the mise-en-abyme technique, in which an image is reflexively
replicated within the image. By extension, paintings of photographs similarly
allow for the creation of reflexive distance. Ben Cnaan restores the “aura”
of the original by repainting the photograph within the painting, which
becomes a sort of color reproduction of the photograph, as well as by
staging the scene. This process results in the distancing of the authenticity
attributed to the myth (“the original”) and to a separation from it, and
underscores the inability to create an authentic reconstruction. It expresses
the principled resistance to a discourse that views various sources as
representing one historical truth or another.

When Ben Cnaan returns in his works to biblical or mythological
themes, nostalgia serves him as a means of representing a non-authentic
reality. The past appears in his works as a reconstruction, a fiction based
on mediated representations of the image (myth, staging, photography).
This process reveals that what is at stake is not the exploitation of myths
and of the past as an expression of escapist nostalgia — a fantasy that
moves away from the present towards an imaginary past. Instead, this
form of nostalgia is imbued by an awareness of the impossibility of an
authentic return to the past, or of its authentic imitation. This awareness
precludes the possibility of nostalgic escapism, so that the basic question
arising in relation to such paintings becomes that of their deceptive origin:
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artists to engage with the “nostalgic” past is sometimes perceived as

a reactionary form of escapism. Yet this perception must be examined,
in the works of Ben Cnaan and others, in relation to the reconstruction
and re-reading of myths, utopias, and historical subjects in and within
contemporary reality, and from a critical and non-nostalgic perspective —
that is, by means of the approach identified as “critical nostalgia.”

Ben Cnaan’s paintings produce staged depictions of banal local
scenes, whose realism does not presume to precisely reconstruct a
fragment of contemporary reality. Nor does he attempt to reconstruct the
biblical text by using exotic “types,” as is the case in the works of Old
Masters such as Rembrandt or of contemporary artists such as Adi Nes,
who presents specific marginalized narratives. Ben Cnaan’s paintings do
not veer towards clichéd descriptions, nor do they impose the agendas
and interests of distinct social groups, or ideologies beholden to subjective
interests. Additionally, Ben Cnaan does not retell the biblical story in
a sublime manner, and does not offer interpretations of mythological
stories through a contemporary lens, as is the case in historically realistic
dramas, films, and operas that reconstruct ancient mythologies in local
(French, Italian, or English) dress from the artist’s own time.

Ben Cnaan’s deconstruction of myths thus does not seek to serve
the “culture industry” as defined by Adorno and Horkheimer, which creates
a form of mass deception, or to transform the past into a commodity, in
Walter Benjamin’s terms® — recasting souvenirs, like myths, as fetishized
consumer items detached from the stream of history. His paintings do not
glorify history and mythology as bygone utopias — nor do they adhere to
their precise depiction. He creates in relation to the Bible and to various
other myths and is inspired by them, while staging realistic, local and
contemporary scenes that involve various twists. The scenes he depicts
appear trivial and quotidian, yet are charged by means of his unique
engagement with myth: he distances the situation from the original myth
by restaging it and offering his personal interpretation of it.

Realism with a Twist
In the paintings of Matan Ben Cnaan, as in those of other contemporary
artists, the past provides models of resistance to the status quo,
while pointing to utopian possibilities that are still relevant today. As
noted, nostalgia is not necessarily reactionary, and can be critical and
progressive, expressing a heterogeneous complexity while presenting
repertoires associated with various cultural and social groups and sub-
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Critical Nostalgia
Contemporary artistic trends reveal an interest in themes that express
a nostalgic longing for bygone historical periods, obsolete technologies,
forgotten films, works from the past, old myths and ceremonies, a “return
to nature,” and premodern practices and forms of production. These
trends, which are referred to as “critical nostalgia,” forge a connection
between a nostalgic, “anachronistic” yearning for the past, forms of
production considered typical of local and “peripheral” cultural spheres,
and art criticism. In this article, I will examine Matan Ben Cnaan’s works
in light of these critical approaches to nostalgia.*

The criticism of nostalgia and its negative associations are rooted
in the history of the term itself, which originally served to describe a
pathological melancholic mood related to a longing to return to one’s
country of origin. The nostalgic thrust was perceived as an expression
of reactionary approaches pertaining to the preservation of traditional
hierarchies and conservatism, and sometimes also involving the distortion
of historical narratives for subjective needs. Nostalgia, sometimes mingled
with imagination and fantasy, gives expression to an impossible desire
centered on a precise reconstruction of the past. Its rejection reached its
climax in the 1970s and 1980s, in large part following Theodor Adorno and
Max Horkheimer’s critique of the “culture industry” and related critiques
of the increasingly prominent heritage industry,® which is reflected by the
popularity of museums, archives, and period films. Critical nostalgia, by
contrast, calls for a negation, blurring, or inversion of artistic practices and
forms that perpetuate traditional hierarchies.

One artistic tool for creating “critical” distance from the “nostalgic”
source (in Ben Cnaan’s case — biblical or other myths) is photography,
which serves as a mediator in the creative process. Photography is often
seen as having played a crucial role in marginalizing realistic, illusionistic
painting and relegating it to the bottom of the artistic hierarchy, and thus
also as an important factor in the rise of abstraction. In recent decades,
the return of photography as an influential medium has also been
given expression in its use as a tool or implicit presence in the works
of numerous artists. The resurgence of photography in art has occurred
as part of a renewed interest in historical representation, nostalgia, and
appropriation. These previously disdained concerns are now reappearing in
a range of contemporary contexts, in the works of artists including Ben
Cnaan as well as, for instance, Joachim Koester, whose films frequently
attend to myths, rituals, and failed utopias.” The tendency of numerous
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Local Realism and Critical Nostalgia in
Matan Ben Cnaan’s Paintings
Emanuela Calo

Matan Ben Cnaan (b. 1980), the recipient of the 2017 Haim Shiff Prize for
Figurative-Realist Art, is a graduate of Oranim Academic College and of
the University of Haifa, and a student of the painter Eli Shamir. In 2015,
he was the first Israeli to receive the prestigious BP Portrait Award —
winning First Prize in the portrait painting competition of the National
Portrait Gallery in London for his painting Annabelle and Guy (2014). Ben

Cnaan’s paintings combine the language of figurative art and classical
approaches with a contemporary, highly pertinent gaze. His works touch
upon a wide range of contexts that rupture various boundaries, while
engaging with the local landscape and light and with local figures. Biblical
and other myths serve Ben Cnaan as a trigger for the creation of complex
human situations, which he stages, photographs, and then paints. His
staging, photography, and personal interpretation locate the paintings at
a removal from the original myths, while charging them with a personal
and critical message. Ben Cnaan situates these myths in the context of a
banal, local reality, stripping them of their heroic resonances and eluding
the nostalgic thrust towards a glorious past.

The unique realism of Ben Cnaan’s works argues for an affinity
between the local and the universal, in contrast to the generally
universal associations of abstraction, which were frequently embraced
in the sphere of Israeli art.! The numerous versions of realism and
figurative art (alongside historical, biblical, and mythical representations),
which topped the hierarchy of Western art genres for many centuries,
were stripped of their elevated status throughout most of the 20t
century, both internationally and locally. The thrust of Israeli art, which
sought to connect to international strains of abstraction, was given
expression most notably by the group New Horizons, and remained
prominent even following the decline of this prominent strain of Israeli
art.2The Israeli art establishment relegated realism to the cultural
margins, privileging “universal” values and precluding the egalitarian
representation of various strains of art-making associated with “realism.”
Universalism was perceived as a category related to the concepts
“modern,” “abstract,” and “rational,” in contrast to traditional, ethnic,
and realist styles.?
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of curatorial services, and to his assistant Iris Yerushalmi. Thanks to the
museum’s registration and conservation departments; to Irith Hadar, the
curator of prints and drawings; and to the staff members of the Tel Aviv
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vital support.
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Director
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Foreword

Matan Ben Cnaan, the recipient of the 2017 Haim Shiff Prize for
Figurative-Realist Art, belongs to the young generation of realist artists
currently active in Israel. His works combine realist traditions and themes
that touch upon the core of Israeli society, imbuing this genre of painting
with a contemporary and highly relevant charge.

Ben Cnaan’s paintings pertain to a wide range of contexts that
shatter various boundaries, from Greek mythology and biblical narratives
to historical resonances and current political and social themes. These
concerns percolate beneath the surface of his stunningly beautiful
paintings, which appear at once local and foreign. Ben Cnaan’s paintings
are born of a long, slow, and meticulous process, while giving rise to
a sense of great urgency and bespeaking a desire to make significant
statements about the here and now. As Ben Cnaan puts it, “I feel a need
to combine aesthetics and ethics, and the majority of my works are thus
concerned with scenes that portray figures at what I see as decisive
moments involving fateful choices.”

Ben Cnaan’s unique realism is characterized by a painstaking
attention to details, in an attempt to give expression to the complexity
of human existence through a range of gestures and figures. “I am
enchanted by paintings that presume to be nothing more than paintings,”
Ben Cnaan states. “Thus, by means of color and line, a composition is
created, together with the wordless narrative embedded in it.”

The Haim Shiff Prize for Figurative-Realist art has been annually
awarded for the past decade to a prominent figurative artist by Dubi
Shiff, in commemoration of his father, an avid collector of Israeli art. We
are grateful to Dubi Shiff for his membership in the prize jury. Thanks to
the additional members of the jury — Adv. Gil Brandes and Doron Sebbag.
Thanks to Matan Ben Cnaan for a rich and productive collaboration.
Thanks to Zemack Gallery, Tel Aviv, and to all those who lent works to the
exhibition. Thanks to Emanuela Cald, the exhibition curator, and to Doron
Rabina, the chief curator. Thanks to Prof. Yossi Yonah for his insightful
article; to the graphic designer Shlomit Hammer-Dov; to the photographer
Avi Amsalem; to the Hebrew editor, Orna Yehudaioff, and to the English
translator and editor, Talya Halkin. Thanks to Raphael Radovan, the head
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