Hagi Kenaan

An Infinitely Thin and Transparent Surface:
the Threshold of the Image

| say among my friends that Narcissus who was abehingto a flower, according to the
poets, was the inventor of painting. Since paintinglready the flower of every art, the
story of Narcissus is most to the point. What etseyou call painting but a similar
embracing with art of what is presented on theaefof the water in the fountain?

- Leon Battista AlbertiOn Painting

1.

“I want to create a situation in which you cometis sculpture, it intrigues you, you
walk around it and come out with an experience, Bign, when you walk away, you
won'’t be able to tell others what was there, whatas that you had experienced. This is

a situation which we cannot describe in worgls”.

Nahum Tevet uses the word “experience”. What kiheixperience is he talking about?
It's an experience, he says, that “you won't beedbltell others” about. Tevet's works
have never given themselves easily to words — bubecause they’'re beyond language,
or because they leave you wordless — open-moutlikd the sublime. Instead, the
works locate themselves beside the words, at soatieé, some angle, that suddenly
makes it difficult for language to present thingss, as it usually does. Tevet’s work
introduces a dimension of foreignness into the werdot a foreignness as when you
travel to a distant land, but more like an apartintieait has suddenly been emptied out, or
a childhood room that has been transformed; orgpexreven more nuanced, a
foreignness that has to do with microscopic defdiona in invisible spaces created
within the ordinary. When language attempts “tbdéhers what was there”, for example
in Question Fivg2000-03*****or in Seven Walk&1997-2004%*** the words no

longer feel at home.



Remark 1: In putting Tevet’'s works in their histat context or within
philosophical, theoretical frameworks, we typicaliow the gap between language and
the works to disappear. This, however, is whereeed to be especially cautious, and
not to hurry. The unclear gap between languagédtamdorks is something that is
important to remember: it must be kept alive whitecarve a place for the works in
discourse and understanding.

How can we talk, then, of a situation that “we’tdescribe ... in words”? In the
'70s Tevet talked about his works in terms of a filpalation of the viewer’s behavior.”
This, however, was never meant as the expressianyosétrict form of behaviorism. The
term “manipulation” is not used in the sense ofeoed conditionings and responses, of a
“do this and don’t do that,” but implies that thewer is, at heart, an active agent for
whom the visual field is a domain of action. Therksoblock off from the viewer the
option — the dream — of pure contemplation; se&mpt an event that occurs behind the
eyes and inside the head, is not an inner rel&ivween a viewer and an image, but a
real condition of our moving about in this worlché visual field is not a rear screen of a
camera obscurgbut a life-world that opens up through the “isemtion”, as Merleau-
Ponty calls it, between the eye and the body’siptessoutes of action: “Everything | see
is [...] marked upon the map of the ‘I ca”’ln other words, our seeing is always
interwoven into our ways of acting in the worlddahevet's works, today too, do not
allow us to forget this. The viewer is situatedhem by way of a particular involvement
in a particular space, an involvement that presetiee viewer’s bodily dimension, the
concreteness of the space (with its dynamic dweetity) and the concrete temporality

of the gaze.

2.
Big Lying Painting, 1978: “It's impossible to sded large painting as a whole from any

point of view. The painting forces the viewer tovearound it in order to see it".

The concrete matrix of body/space/time become®stra in the encounter with the

works due to the viewer's movement, one which dleryears (and with the



development of the works) has become more and owmplex. In the works of recent
years, the walking the viewer is required to do Iesn moving further and further away
from the everyday forms of walking. Unlike walkitmopen a door, or to the grocer’s, or
walking down an avenue (and also unlike walkinguacba building looking for the
entrance), the viewer’s walking takes on a hueraisve to the work. If the earlier works
require the viewer to complete a peripheral movenetecuted in relation to, and
through eye contact with, some “center” — the mosehin the latest works loses this
clear purposiveness. In the early works the vieweved because of a need to fill gaps,
because of an absence and a quest (even if adatlefor an inclusive point of view that
could perhaps constitute some kind of solutiortheaworks of the recent years, however,
the gaze that conducts the walking is no longdusetl with the inner form of an
absence; it is no longer in need of a solution,dp&ns itself up, out of an acceptance of
the excessiveness of the visual, out of a desaed-not merely out of a
need — to see more.

The gaze in these works does not seek to closele, g/et the viewer’s
movement creates a route that in the end doeswaeibulate the work. In this sense the
walking does have an end — but since the arrivideaend is not a goal, the walking itself
does not occupy a central place in the viewerlsl fod experience, but is experienced,
rather, as the self-evident ground out of whichagemd to which are gathered the body’s
various movements: pausing, stopping, legs togekbgs apart, foot at an angle,
shoulders back, stretching the body in order to&@@ous tempos, the neck works a lot,
at times the knees, bending down, rising up, tigen tiptoes, the hands work less,
hidden movements of equilibrium, a hand reaching@touch, with a finger, two
fingers, pulling the stomach in — a futile attertgoslip inside. “This place, where you're
‘dying’ to stretch your body a little more and &®esmore”, says Tevet, “is almost the

thing that interests me most in making these sardst?’

3.

“My sculptures are intended for seeing, not forgibgl contact®



And yet, although the bodily dimension of the vievgeclearly present in the encounter
with the work, the question of the body and itaai¢dness is not, as | see it, the major
issue in Tevet's art. Tevet’'s work does indeed eslsla viewer “who registers it bodily
through the spine” but the functioning of the body is ultimately marfea background,
albeit a necessary one, for the appearance of dhi€ésshorizons of meaning. In other
words, the viewer’s corporeality functions moreadsasic premise, as a form of
experience, than as a theme the work actually ¢gappth. More specifically, we may
say that while Tevet’s works indeed embrace cegagnomenological insights that were
central in American sculpture of the '60s and "A@gse insights neither constitute the
focus of the artistic act nor belong to the coréhef“discovery” or the revelation
occurring in the works. In Tevet's oeuvre we cafirdeely identify themes from
European phenomenology, which in the '60s — as IRaksKrauss has shown — filtered
into American art and received a distinctively Aman “twist”, on the background of
what Krauss understands as a voiding of the corfseplipture” and a need to redefine
it.® Thus, following moves made, for example, by Ridh@erra or Alice Aycock, the
spatial situations created by Tevet present thg bsdessential for any understanding of
the relationship between the human subject angdhsibility of meaning. This is not
simply an addition of a tier to the traditional ceptualization of the human subject as an
essentially rational, transparent and self-suffici@ewer — but, beyond criticism, a
suggestion for a new and concrete mapping of thgestis being-in-the-world.
Nonetheless, while in Serra’s or Aycock’s works émgironment (or the “anti-
environment”) functions as an experimental labasabio which questions about the
subject’s bodily — perceptual/spatial/public/prevat situatedness are constantly explored,
in Tevet's works the acute question lies elsewhereny view, the central question — and
also the central “experience” — in Tevet’'s workewss out of the engagement with the
essence of the visual, more than anything — visuile distinctive sense that engages the
painter more than the sculptor.

Painting — or, in more general terms, the quesiforisual representation — is a
conspicuous theme in Tevet's works. First of aippears as an explicit theme, a title, of
works such aPainting Lesson§1984-90¥**°or Man with a Camerg1992-94)°"%

beyond that it becomes relevant through problenm®lairing, through areas marked by a



clear pictoriality, through aspects of the craftastap itself — the use of elementary base
units, the kind of choices, work processes. “Youwalty work like a painter”, Deganit
Berest says to Tevet: “Instead of a tube of paint glace before you the parts that
you've built, and then you choose and build fromstsi’y and perhaps more than this,
painting resonates and calls itself to mind inwloeks as an idea through one of the most
fundamental dimensions of Tevet's art: reflectithenesses, mirror images — the
presence of Narcissus. In this context, it is pgshaot surprising that the term “viewer”
continues to be so central to Tevet's speaking ath@uwork’s audience. For Tevet, the
term “viewer” is neither arbitrary nor is it simpsymatter of conventional use. Instead,
Tevet envisions viewers because for him the unfigidif the works’ meaning is

primarily visual: “My sculptures are intended f@esng”. But here we need to be

somewhat more specific.

4.
“When you go inside them, you remain a mere spaGtgou remain alienated. The work

invites and repels, draws in and throws dbit”.

In what ways do the works in the exhibition engdgevisual? What kind of visuality
opens up in them? What gaze, what seeing, whatdiogtics do they call for? Or, more
simply, what kind of visual experience occurs hera@ character of the relationship
between the works and the eye is not one that weldhake for granted. Recalling what
we said earlier about the relation between Tewet'sks and descriptive language, we
may analogously point to a similar tension betwinenworks and the gaze directed at
them: distance and nearness. Or, in other wordsagithe works resist language, they
also refuse to give themselves to a certain kingaak or to a certain kind of visual
representation — photography, for example. Shdusdide understood as a resistance to
regimentation? To an order imposed upon them fratside? The tendency to oppose
the unity and totality of the gaze is a familiagtire in Tevet's oeuvre, a theme that recurs
again and again and is valid today — even if ifff@rént version — no less than it was

thirty years ago. “It led to sculptures [...] thaepent to the viewer the impossibility of



an inclusive gaze”, or “to make works that canr@photographed. To photograph
means that it's possible in a single gaze to sdaiaderstand and remember the
works”** When we think about this theme today, we needkdfavhat we have here is
only a matter of an inherent complexity, a hetenagfy, that stands in opposition to any
kind of visual objectification — to a framing —perhaps something deeper, which is
connected to the visual uniqueness of the worksisleé/es, to something in the works’
distinctive visuality, that essentially eludes \dktepresentation.

If so, what can be said about the form in whiadsthworks give themselves to the
eye? We may begin by saying that the work’s rest&do photography stems not from
the limits or limitations of photography as a medjlbut primarily, from a sort of refusal
that is integral to the essence of the work’s diguaSeven Walkshows itself precisely
via its resistance to the eye’s natural tendenagyasp. It gives itself in its indifference to
the eye, an indifference that is experienced bygHee as a refusal. In other words, the
visuality of the works operates as a double movénmenthe one hand, the works open
up a field that indeed attracts and lures the etgea multiplicity of details, changing
rhythms, sequences of pictures, complexities atti@ts and constantly changing levels
of depth; but at the same time the field is dongddiy an almost absolute visual silence
— the visuality of the still life. This tension fis expression in an effect of a certain
blurring, a difficulty in keeping one’s focus stabls that what Tevet means by “the work
invites and repels”? To put this in another wag, Work appears to the eye as that which
has no hold on — that avoids catching — our eye. urfolding of Tevet’s visuality occurs
in a manner that is contrary to the tradition gfresentation, where the craft of the image
begins with the control of the eye. The image’sdigitio control the eye is a condition of
its ability to create a visual illusion while comadiag the fact that it is (only) an image.

An image has various ways of holding a gaze. Ittaam somersaults in the air, shatter
into fireworks and throw sand in the eyes; it cklo &nsnail itself, withdraw into itself,
in a way that hypnotizes the gaze no less. At atg; in both of these directions, the
image is “doing some work”.

In Tevet's latest compositionS€ven Walks a good example), something
happens to the image’s labor potential. The imagesi't dissolve, doesn’'t go on

vacation, but its appearance is no longer rootédarfundamental effort required for a



frontal positioning of the image as an image (ase& for example, iNarcissi®**or
Painting Lessons What happens here, visually, is not a canceldbut a neutralization,
a bracketing or a suspension of the craft of thegen Indeed, the present works turn their
back on the virtuosity that characterizEanma’in(1986)“* or Sound for a Silent Movie
(1986)*; and we may further say that the act of turnirgglibck, a turning of the facade
on its axis, is a fundamental aspect of these werksality: think of Miles Davis
playing with his back to the audience, or Velazqdisplaying the back of the large
canvas irLas Meninas

The work addresses me in not addressing mesilngly there, present, like a
deserted town or a long-unused airfield, a compiestem with all its parts in place but
without the cogwheels necessary for turning it mteal functional cycle, into a
complete and determined fact in the visual fieldvérk by Donald Judd is a fact: the
object’s concentration is so great that it jusstailizes into a form of facticity. With
Tevet, in the latest works, the object is no lorigerested in holding itself (as, for
example, in the long arms bfarciss); it retreats from its own facade and gives up the
inner drive forward, the spectacular entrance ih&space of being-seen; all in all, it
does not want to be registered in the titles offitéhe visual. From a different direction
one could say that the work’s visuality is not bthrough the ostensibly necessary
relations between object and background. A visbg@a cannot sustain itself without a
background: it requires a background in order terag in the visual field. In Tevet's
works there is no background, only objects. Belewery object, instead of a
background, there is another object, which alsonoasackground. The object, then, is
present in the visual field, but, in the absenca background, its visual presence is not
built upon self-presentation. The object does ome to the eye, nor does it flee from it.
It is there, for the eye, simply as something ttest been laid there. The same applies to
the relations among the objects: unlike the caskarpast, the name of the game here is
neither construction nor deconstruction; therecaulg ways of being laid somewhere or
being put in a place — one thing laid beside andtiieg, one thing put on another thing,
one thing leaning against another.

Remark 2: What's between the state of being patphace and that of being put

away, left alone? Is abandonment the form of Tevajects? Recall Direr’s



Melancholia seated while around her, scattered on the grdigndiork tools of various
kinds, objects, instruments, discarded, disjoiritech the circle of the active will. Is

melancholy the mood reverberatingSaven Walks

5.
“I build the sculpture and mark out on the flooe fhlace and size of each part. [...]

112

When | finish, | actually have a complete diagramtiwe floor”.

In terms of its visuality, the condition of beingtpn a certain place signifies a kind of
threshold. No complexity is simpler than a thinigl lapon another, a stone upon a stone,
like the field of dolmens near Gamla. This condiitaf objecthood underscores
the fact that the grounds of the visual are alwayxrete — a horizontal plane, a floor.
The ground, then, not only produces crops, not sapports and makes possible the
stable posture of bodies; it is not only the lolweundary, nor only the place where
seeing reaches to and ends: it constitutes, ratlmmdition that makes our seeing
possible. This visual dimension opened up by therfiaintains, however, a strange
relation to the gaze. While intersecting with tlaze, the floor is that which never fully
faces —is never in front of — the viewer. Its foofrappearance is never frontal, since the
viewer never stands parallel to and separate fhanfloor, but is always already
implanted in it. Whereas the framing of an image picture hanging in front of us is
dependent on the picture’s distance and separBtionthe viewer, the plane of the floor
enables the visual to appear only because the viswennected to it directly and
bodily. The floor is the origin for a non-frontahkl of visuality. So too irseven Walks
the floor is the place from which the work growse place from which its visual space
opens up. When we usually think about vision, wel teo forget the ground; and perhaps
that is the reason why Tevet’'s work consistentiydes the photographic gaze. It eludes
the gaze because we are looking at the wrong pdaceeven if we were to look at the
right place, the surface would remain concealethbyarrays of objects that have grown
out of it.

The floor, as suggested, is not only a sigh dhagwhere a tremendous

compression, an opacity impervious to any seeiagins. Within its zero thickness, the



floor's surface enfolds and then unfolds an ergipanse of visibility. The clearest
example of this unfolding of a visual domain fronthin a plane surface is found in the
image of a pool of water. It “alone dreams its dnez an inverted world”; it “views all
and all is viewed in it*? Here we return to the figure of Narcissus, whassence is
integral to all of Tevet’'s works. In what way is fd&ssus present in the works?

The story of Narcissus is familiar, but it is fact, a less well-known aspect of the
story which becomes significant in the context e¥/@t’s works: Narcissus is affected by
and falls in love with his own image, reflectedlive water. Indeed, Narcissus embodies a
principle of reflection, but not just a generalnaiple or a conventional form of frontal
reflection as in a mirror standing opposite. Wisadistinctive about Narcissus’s
reflection is that it takes place on a horizontaface, to which Narcissus has to bend.
Moreover, the interesting question in this contextvhom does Narcissus fall in love
with? Here, the discussion of narcissism, of retaiof mirroring, reflection and
representation may conceal from us the fact thiatden the Narcissus who looks and the
Narcissus who is looked at there exists an additidimension: the surface of the water.
This is an infinitely thin plane that neverthelessitains within itself both the possibility
of reflection and that of transparency.

Just as it is easy to forget the floor, so itasye too, to forget this surface in
which the visual drama transpires. Narcissus, hewes the one who does not forget,
and, more than this, he is the one who discovésgdthmain of the in-between. Narcissus
not only surrenders to a visual illusion, not ofals in love with an object that turns out
to be an image, but in doing this he also ends akimy the dramatic discovery of a
concealed region hidden between the object andfiection. Isn’t this why Alberti
crowns Narcissus as the “inventor of painting”? WHKarcissus recognizes for the first
time is the inner form, the behind-the-sceneshefisual field. He recognizes a primary
dimension of the visual which precedes the frootalstruction of visuality — a
dimension that is always already there and yet resrizuried by the common kind of
vision that appropriates the visual head on. Naosisincovers an infinitely thin and

transparent surface — the threshold of the image.
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