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King David dances wildly as he brings the
Ark of the Covenant into Jerusalem’s
Z1ion Square.

Michal watches scornfully.

2 Samuel; 6, 14.
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The Jerusalem Print Workshop, founded in 1974 by the Jerusalem Artists’
Association and the Friends of the Artists’ Association




What is Schwebel’s arena? In 1979 he
embarked on his Zion Square
paintings as a crusade, a gesture of
salvation. When the Jerusalem town
planners decided to tear down the
old Zion Cinema, Schwebel
quixotically leaped to its rescue.
Improvising an overlooking rooftop
studio he proceeded to record the
cinema’s last days, drawing it and
the streets around it from every
angle. Eventually the cinema was
gone, but Schwebel’s adventure was
just beginning. His original
romantic gesture had given place to
something more profound: in Zion
Square he had discovered an arena, a
permanent frame of reference for his
diverse energies and a real place to
anchor himself to. His accurate
graphite drawings of street scenes,
based on observations and
photographs, became his singular
device for breaking into a white
canvas and creating the backdrop
essential to his painting. Zion
Square became Schwebel’s Arena of
Jerusalem, a stage on which all the
artist’s heroes and emotions could
act out their painted drama.

“The drawing began on the right
with Khalifa Shoe Store on
Jaffa Rd., past the pharmacy
and Navap Café, up to King
George and Mahane Y ebuda.
The stop lights of the other side
of the street escaped the graphite
drawing and instead are boldly
wistble in pastel ved, a color
which shoats them through the
sky as wwell. In the hape for
spring, greens race throngh the
street, sp and down and across
Jaffa Rd. In the middle of all
this, in full size, David stands
erect, hand on his robe, partially
open to reveal bis loms. He's a
7th century B.C. Greek
sculpture with that archaic
smile, meaningful in that be bas
just brought the Ark of the
Covenant to Jerusalem. He is in
cadmium reds, “‘reds against
greens”, with that innocence, as
I understood it, better than I
understood before. It's spring
and a love wish!”

Schwebel, March 8 1983.
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Schwebel and King David:
Cheek to Cheek in Zion Square
Larry Abramson

New York, 1947. While young Ivan
Schwebel is playing stickball on a
Bronx street the lions of Abstract
Expressionism are meeting at the
Cedar Bar, Greenwich Village.
Jackson Pollock pounds the table in
anger, Willem de Kooning lights a
Pall Mall and Mark Rothko sits
depressed in his corner. On the
other side of town young Ivan
attempts a three-sewer-hit.

Forty years later, in Jerusalem, the
Cedar Bar lives on. Schwebel the
painter, a sailor from the New York
School shipwrecked on a Judean
hillcop, has carried the Cedar Bar
spirit with him. Like Robinson
Crusoe he must use everything he
can salvage to survive on his island.
For him living and painting must be
one, a flexible medium for conjuring
up companions and conducting
dialogues with artists long dead —
Caravaggio, Delacroix, Pollock.
Schwebel and Pollock? Yes, close
your eyes and there they sit right
now, talking and laughing, sharing a
bottle of Cabarnet-Sauvignon at
Hatzrif Restaurant, Jeruslem. They
are agreed: the canvas is an arena in
which to act and the act of painting
must be inseparable from the
biography of the artist. Schwebel
refills their glasses as Pollock leans
over to whisper something in his ear.
Two seasoned bullfighters, they sit
talking for hours.
“In drawing, painting or what
bave you, the direction is to dive
deep hoping never to come up.
Advancement into the deptbs is
made by diving an enormous
number of times, each time
dragging something down with

you.
Schwebel, Feb. 8, 1983.

“To concerve that a canvas is an
arena and the painter a
gladiator or bullfighter is a
romantic idea long ago buried
by the abstract revolution in art.
Strangely enough I still breath
underneath all that rubble.”
Schwebel, Dec. 10, 1983.
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In his Arena of Jerusalem Schwebel
Eﬂ]erges as a l.'EI-lSSUI"{?d foinﬂ.l'ltic Rnd
humanist. By placing himself at once
in the real world around him and in
the evasive world of past history, he
hopes to find a momentary link that
could give meaning to both. By
measuring history against his
personal experiences and placing it
within a private arena, he attempts
to bring both the past and the
present equally alive. Mythology is
made relevant as a ool tor the
discovery of a life-force, a timeless
energy that dominates all human
behaviour. Schwebel’s attempt is
heroic: he is not concerned with
ultimate success or failure, but with
the struggle itself. The possibility of
experiencing all things, past and
present, reality and illusion, is the
essence of his art. For Schwebel all
the joy of living is expressed in one
moment: Dancing in Zion Square,
cheek to cheek with King David.

“All the reasons for us being

bere, the return to Zion, have
somehow to be alive in Zion
Square (or anywbere else).

You won't believe this, but it was
David who knew that Zion
Sqnare was important.”
Schwebel, Feb. 20, 1983.
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For Jackson Pollock the act of
painting was a stark confrontation
berween artist and materials. The
canvas itself and the physical action
of applying paint were his arena.
Schwebel’s arena is different; he
celebrates illusion and irony, striving
to contain all possible
contradictions in one place, one
painting. His paintings are juggling
acts in which all the diverse elements
are up in the air at once: the
sensuality of Action Painting
together with the realism of
illusionistic drawing, American
movie and baseball stars side by side
with the artist and his family, and
the heroes of biblical sagas
performing their psychological
dramas in the mundane streets of
contemporary Jerusalem. Biblical
King David is the leading man in
these paintings; he roars down Jaffa
Rd. with two lions and the Ark of
the Covenant, he attempts to cheat
his lover’s husband, Uriah, into a
drunken stupor on Ben Yehuda
street, he laments the death of
Absalom while the people sing and
dance in Zion Square. But there is
never just one hero in a Schwebel
painting. For our attention King
David must compete with all of the
artist’s other “heroes”, such as the
saturated cadmium red brushstroke
suspended over his head, or the
rigorous perspective lines rushing by
him to vanish at a point way behind
his back. Schwebel’s sense of
harmony is based on simultaneous
chaos and balance. He charges each
and every element with autonomous
energy, attempting to sense their
“needs” and equip them accordingly
for the painted confrontation.
Schwebel is a magnanimous
emperor: he arms all his gladiators
equally before sending them into the
arena.
“A law for dealing with
“CHAQOS is that the dealer
must defend the individual weights, energies,
ete.; of each element grabbed hold of within
CHAOS, just for the glory of their existence and
one’s innacence, Funny that I find CHAQS by

working for the expansion of one thing rather than

attempting a general confrontation.”
Schwebel, March 7, 1983.
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