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Studied sculpture at the Avni Institute, Tel Aviv, 1960-64
Received the Sandberg Prize, Isracl Museum, 1982
Lives in Tel Aviv,
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Jerusalem Print Weorlishop, during which period he
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sereenprints. The etchings were printed by Barii Kravitz and
the screenprints by Gili Meisler,
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The screenprints in 1he cutalogue wers created by the artist and
printed at the Jerusalem Print Warkshop,
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A CONVERSATION WITH GERSHUNI
Larry Abramsan

Your initial reaction to the possibility of making prinis
wat not fully enthwsiastic.
Were yon afraid of the printmeking medium?

I had an ayersion to printmaking, especially to
screenpriniing which, in my eyes, was the most extreme
form of flat graphics. Later on I thought it would be
inleresting to experiment with this medium in reference ta
my recent work, in which the element of drawing is
dominani. Etching came to mind first, it being the most
“material” graphic medium. Some 15 vears ago [ actually
studied etching with Tuvia Beeri and even had a press of
my own. When I became a “conceptual artist™ [ Jost
intercst and sold the press, but ['ve remained more
receplive to elching, Eventually, my main atiraction to
printmaking came from another direction: the printed
edition would enable me to reach many moere homes. T
have a desire to be Israsls “national painter”, in the sense
that I would want every Israehi home to have a painting of
mime. In the past T had made paintings which were like
reproduced variations on a theme, but ong cannaot
compete with printmaking™ ability to distribute images.
As in my childhood there was a reproduoction or work by
Abel Pann, Gutruan or Hendler in cvery bome, so [ would
want a work or print of mine to hang in every corrider, or
above the television set. A mark of sortz for an Isracli
home, a Keren Kayemet box.

In recent years your paimtings have heen based on an
intimate liaison between you and your materizls. What
was it like to move from the privacy of your studlo to the
teamwork of a print workshop?

In this sende 1 was surprised by what happened.
Beforehand I thought I was unable to draw even one ling
in the presence of other people. The process of painting is
very private for me, like writing a personal letter from mec
to someone else, someone specific. Yet working at the
Workshop a dynamic relationship developed with the
stufl, From the outsel [ learned the possibilities of the
medium and did my best to see eve to eye with the
printers. My basic guideline was to “compromise™ with
the medivm, to try and be more “objective”™ and less
capricious. Being faithful to the medium was always
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important to me — to respect the natral characieristics
of the medion.

Your Concepiual herltage?

1 suppose so. Dhuring my Conceptual years this irait was
fully expressed and it cetainly must have helped me along
in working on the prints, especially in screenprinting, a
technigue [ had no experience with and was aware of its
limitations more thun ol its advantages, Today [ can say
that the characierstics found in serconprinting definitely
coincide with those 1 expeet to fine in all art immediacy
and directness. Printmaking in general is truely a medium
unio itself, with possibilities that cannot be found in any
cther medivm,

The outstanding image in your prints is that of the
cyclamen flower. To what extent is this a summation of
youor cyclamen paintings?

Tn principle this is a summation of one and a half years of
dealing with the subject of these cyclamens” a subject
connected both 1o national motifs and painterly
niossibilities. I definitely had a fecling I was creating a
kind of tombstone, especially in the group of eight
etchings with the eight words of the Kadish, In the special
material qualities of the etched steel plates 1 rediscovered
the power of a fixed image which can be printed over and
OVET aguin,

The qualivy of a stamped seal?

Yes. In the actual act of repeated printing [ found proof
that my images are valid also when they are not produced
directly by my hand bot are filiered through the
“artificial™ processes of chemical end mechanical
reproduction, This technical intervention opened up new
challenpes. When 1 zaw a black poster printed at the
Workshop 1 realized that despite the flatness of the
printed surface it had depth and materiality of its own.
My challange in screenprinting was to create big flat
silhovettes which could convey a sense of three-
dimensionality and content despite their being no maore
than outline.

Another imape which appears in some of the prints is that
of a tunned.
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This was the subject of the painiinps I waz working on
Jjust before I came to the Workshop. 1f with the eyclamens
I intended to create a manneristic interpretation of a
familiar subject, with the tunnel I was dealing with a live
image. Examining it in the printmaking context I was
happy te find that the tunoel image did not become
stereotyped or dogmatic, In one of the proafs I discovered
that the printer had ponted a cyglamen flower in ong of
the minnets. This combined image pave me the fecling that
new possibilities could open up upon my return to work
at my studin,

Y aut iconography is essentially grim and pessimustic, yet
you seem to work with a joy of creption. Can you explain
this paradox?

This must be the result of the ambivalenece in which 1 live.
What i5 important 15 that my works should express this
daily struggle which becomes, at best, a celebration. It is
important for me that the struggle starts with pain but
strives for beavty,
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‘The works made by Moshe Gershuni during the yummer of 1984
at ihe Jerusalem Prnt Workshop required special attention to
the techmical challenge of 4 medium oppased by nature to his
paintings of recent vears. 'The work in the Workshop replaced
privacy and solitude; the fragmented techoical process burdened
by tedicus corrections replaced the one-sequence paintings; aod
above all - the chemical and mechanical intervention replaced
the direct Louch. .

Tn misl of his prints Sershuni made oo atterapt at iconographic
innovation aod often made use of images which had appearad in
earlier works, Despite this, and perhaps as a result of their not
being in the focus of attention, his familiar images ripened and
mellowed. By abandoning the strong colorfuliness and the mogic
of the hand's direct touch, formal strength and textoral
sehs{Livity were Increased.

In the first sereenprint made by Gershumi at the Workshop the
evclamen flower, a contral image in the paintings of 1983-84,
appears as a black shadow, This cyclamen is portrayed af the
turming point hetween blassoming and wilting, berween sensual
fullness and dismemberad death, The crown of petals flares
leiving no trace of the flowers natural timidity. The flowet’s
moitl, which in other prints resembles buttocks, thickens thas
timc as a sexual organ on the verge of ejaculation. The petals
guiver like amputated angels” wings.

In the last screenprint done at the Werkshop a row of cyclamens
Icappeary m unprecedented Formal distortion. Uhis time the flat
black shapes, reminiscent of old Matisse's cut-outs, iromeally
attempl 1o recall, as if on the verge of death, past passions and
abandonmcnts,

In the lust weeks helore starling Lo work at the Print Workshop,
CGiershun( started painting tunnels, decp pipes through which
distant light could be seen. A questivn mark in “naive”
calligraphy is drawn upon the white light. Such a tuonel bocame
the subject of onc of the first scroenprints. The atlempt (o create
an illosion of depth with light and shade gradations can here be
geen as a challenge to the inherent flatness of the sereenprint,
Grerehunt treats the sereen as if it was a lithographic stone.
Although the tunnel can be linked with ether orgamstic (mages
from Gershuni’s work, such as vaginal or uteral cavitics, it has
the more direct meaning of a rcligious stand, a concrete visual
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representation of the expression “The light at the end of the
tunnel™. The relevent companson is to the “Ascendence into the
Empyrean ™ lrom Hicronymous Bosch's “ Visioms of the
Herealter”. Unlike Bosch’s assured belief In the angels and spuls
poing up the soft Light, the tunnel in Gershunis prnt 15 a void,

1064 oD B0 7S MERIE FTDE BN | Iy
“Praisel”, alehing from *Kadish ™ seres, 80xT6 cm., 1984

The glow of the white paper substitutes the: light of belicf and
the guestion mark replaces the angels. The tunmel and questinn
mark, the transition from illusory language Lo a conventional
sign may alsn be read ay immediate and concrete frony referring
Ly the actual act of painting. !rony, according to Seern
Eierkegaard, is nat only & langouage of understatement and
doubl, neither only the opposite of seriowsnesy, but the only tool
lor camplex communication. Iruny permits the simultaneous
assertion of yes and no motivated not oaly by reason but by
passion as well, To draw a lunnel one must believe that a tannel
really exists, cven if this belief immediately entails s Tonic
contradiction.

The climax of the work at the Warkshop is a group of eight
¢tehings in which each one [s titled by g wond of praise from the
Kadish prayer. This Kadish serics, following Goya's visions of
carnal death devoid of divine providence, posilions us opposite
an 0pen grave, striving for more than a question mark but not
achieving un exclamation mark,
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In the first pring, titled “Blessed”™, the central image 1s
romimiscent of Gershuni's images from the last year: vegetitive
shapes resembling reproductive organs — ovary and stamen,
stigma and anthar. At times the images have shifted from flara
to fauna, looking like sperm and ovum or an embryo seeking its
place on the uterus wall, The pages look like microscopic
enlargements and cancretization of blind fertility, at times
oozing and distorted, al times innocent and iner. o the present
print the reproductive drigans appear ns 2 network of lines, o lace
uf nerve webs. Flesh becomes a metaphor of spimt.

In the second plate, titled “Praised”, the shost of 1he cyelamen
floats over the black background like the phantom of sexuality,
the flower's soul. The ear-drop shape created by the stamp of a
fist, forming the turkish paisley, also functions as a negative
wiite space, confronting the authoniative gesture of a hand with
lack of matter.

In the third page, "Glorified”, shapes of leaves and buds cur] ina
soft space, with the atmosphere of onental moonlight. This page
ia rich with early Bezalel ornumentation: a European-Asiatic
cross breed of Art Nouveau and arabedque elements, filigree

work and Bucharian embroidery. The trembling cyclamen
resemibles o loog-eared hare. The question mark saily with swan-
like elegance and n bewildered seli-portrait peers out of the glory
aroumd,

Io the founth etching, tled “Exalted™, a monstronus hird
horrowed [rom Goya's nightmares hovers aver a black ram. This
ram, a refugee from the witches® Sabbath, ean be interpreted
both as & diabolic manifestation of Pan and as a gacrificial goat
from Chagall’s paintings. indeed n Dionysian Pan head
threatens (o swallow souls of children lost in space - Moishelach,
Abraimalach and *My ltzchakalleh™.

In the next print, “Extolled”, ominous ravens fly through an
entangled grud, bringing together Van-Gogh's terror and
Schongaver's monsters. A crescent and stars, with Stars of
David replucing the Islnmic star, do oot hint ot any meal

sky, There is no depth beyond the caws of the ravens.

The monsters take the shapes of a dragnn and a parrol in the
sixth print, titled “Henoured ™. In Courbet’s “Nude with a
Parrot™ the parrot represents the sensual antithesss of the dowve,
carnal secularity opposed 1o the haly spirit. In the same year
Manet painted a woman and a parrot as an allegory for the five
senses, the parrat being the yvoyeur shuring the woman's scorets.
In the present pont the dragon and partot join the guestion
marks a5 compaulsive Jcepiioiam,

Cuite unlike the formal and iconographic dehness of the first six
prints, the seventh one, “Magnified ™, contains a big black area
covering most of its surface. This momorphic shape, reminiscent
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of Motherwell's elegies, is framed in black like 2 notice of
mourmng. The preccengaiion with the secrets of procreation
which was dominant early n the serics glves way to a fascination
with death, The tendency to dissect and represent the details of
sensations and images 15 replaced by a new tendency Lo wnify

angd generalize,

In the Fast etching, “Adored™, rost of the page is covered by fig
leaves, their X-Rayed veins forming a sereen through which dim
light fillers, crealing 2 halo around the edges. Sensnality fades
away and even materiality itself disappcars; from the darkness
light dawny, The walls of the lunnel haye diffused and the
question marks refreat from the conter outward.

The permanent battle between belicf and doubt, lnnocence and
tromy, which has been put in the shadow by the absolute
absence, 15 now Hluminated by 2 new glow of longimg for the
light.

The Kadish series and the entire comyplex of work at the Print
Worlkshop durng the summer of !984 roveals two exiremes in
the wark of Moshe Gershuni,

Printmaking, which demands premeditation and control, forces
Gershuni to shift his coophasis from emational outbumst 1o sober
furethought. The “bleod of my heart™ of earlier works is now
replaced by a rationally controlled reperteire which has been
Formed 1o recent years. The dialogne conducted with culmre, he
1t the tradition of Jewish illustration, jewcllery and calligraphy
urthe tradition of Weslern religious engraving, presents the
artist in a new light, opposed to his carlicr “savags™ image.

While this calculated aspect  revealed in each prnc, the
uncaleulated aspect 1s revealed in the overall process, The
invitation to make prints, inilially planned as a brief session,
evalved into four months of work dunng which fourteen screen-
prints, cight etehings and the prints for Lhis catalogue wers
created. Starting with the Matness, concreteness and scepticism
of the sereenprints, the work evolved to the Kadish serics which
created depth, tightened the bond to tradition and seeked
apiritual helief. Towards the end Gershuni went back to
screcnprinting, finding a calmer and almost playiul balance
hetween leany and lnnocence.

The process of parfial acceptance and rejection of tradition, the
complex balance betwesn seld possession and sbandonmeand, can
be viewed as an act of updating. On the personal level this
updating strives Ly halance an (nstincmoal self image by
strengthening the rational side, On the cultural level the
updating is an attempt to give relevance 1o points in the history
of Jewish wnting, art and craft; ao attempt to reswrreet the
status of the word of prayer, the decorative crnament and the
syrobols whose meaming has boen eroded and lost.

TItamar Levy
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