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(Cabessa himself in a disguised portrait) upon ground that is bleed-
ing, with his daughter hugging him. A citrus fruit hovers upon her
white dress like a ghost, and it is the key to deciphering the triptych
and the narrative it embodies: be it an apple or an orange, the fruit
marked upon the child’s dress (or perhaps in her pocket, provision for
the road) is nothing other than a symbol for the fruit of the Garden
in the Biblical story of Adam and Eve. It is the forbidden fruit of the
Tree of Knowledge, it is the Original Sin due to which the snake crawls
upon its belly, the woman brings forth children in sorrow, and man
returns unto the groundwhen he dies, and it is the reason for this Exile
we are witnessing: “Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the
garden of Eden, to till the ground from whence he was taken. So he
drove out the man...”"” The first man, and with him all of mankind, was
condemned, and the triptych before us is an expression of the punish-
ment of expulsion, which the family members bear as a fundamental,
inherent human attributeembedded in the existence of every human
being as a human being,'® or at least in every (Wandering) Jew as a Jew.
In light of the above, German sociologist Georg Simmel’s observation
that the stranger (for our purposes, man) “carries the wanderer inside
him”? seems to point to this attribute, to the Exilic potential that

lurks within the soul and is clearly evident in the present painting.*

17. Genesis 3:23-24.
18. Ariel Hirschfeld, Local Notes, Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 2002, pp. 57-58.
19. Zali Gurevich, On Israeli and Jewish Place, Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 2007, p. 27.

20. Apropos the Wandering Jew, the walls of Cabessa’s workshop deserve mention:

if these walls could speak, it seems, they would outline for us the chapters of the
artist’s creative endeavor as prescient. From time to time, Cabessa scribbles words or
phrases upon the walls which have aroused his interest or sense of significance. These
inscriptions accumulate and seep into his consciousness, his visual memory and

his art. A line of graffiti is thus formulated which finds expression in the paintings.
“Start,” “settlements” and “departures” are written on the western wall as markers of
the place and dis-place of man, of his settlement and departure, and that is the move
of the present creative chapter. But we have mentioned the Wandering Jew. So then,
on one wall, beneath the picture of a Jew of Exilic appearance, Cabessa has written
“The Solitary Jew” in order to mark the hero of his paintings.

This is the universal element with whose help the painting leaps from

local to supra-local and existential significance.

The Exilic move in Cabessa’s work condemns its inhabitants to
abandoning the ground beneath their feet, relinquishing their place
and losing themselves. But just as Exile struck the kibbutz idyll like
thunder on a clear day, like a deluge, it may pass in the same way. It is
therefore not this writer’s intention to conclude on a minor chord: at
first Cabessa labored over creating a place and planting man within it.
Afterwards he sent out the man into Exile and flooded the land of the
place with a deluge (see the paintings of boats in an unbounded sea).
The artist planted and uprooted the world of his creation and flooded it
with the waters of Noah’s Deluge, but this flood may carry good tidings
because when the water level goes down the ground shall be exposed
and the world shall return to order, to its place.”® The disappearance
of the earth into chaos and man’s leaving the place can be grasped as
a departure for the sake of return, and by extension the Exilic move
in these creative chapters can be seen as Exile for the sake of Return.?
It is possible that after this existential journey, as after a deluge, the
inhabitants of Cabessa’s work will come back to their place in a higher,
more exalted, perhaps even religious Return. Amit Cabessa hasn’t yet

said, “It is good”.

21. Zali Gurevich, On Israeli and Jewish Place, Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 2007.

22. Gideon Ofrat, The Exile of the Ego, Praises of Exile, 2000, Carta, Jerusalem, p. 50.



In light of physical Exile, and even prior to it, metaphysical
Exile arises. If geographical Exile involves not being in a certain place
which is the meaningful place someone longs for and aspires to, then
spiritual Exile is the separation of man from himself, I from myself.
This division of a primal individual is a necessary preliminary, since
physical Exile cannot exist without an internal sense of being home-
less®® (of the personal or collective soul): a feeling that you are not in
your place - displaced “out of thy country, from thy kindred, and from
thy father’s house.”** Metaphysical Exile, then, is a feeling of homeless-
ness in the inner and deep sense of the soul where the ego (which is
obedient to the self-image, which is its place) takes leave of the self (the
personality structure which serves as a sort of ground or home for the

ego).”® This is a soul which is not in its place.

Cabessa’s perseverance in designing his self-portrait’® consti-
tutes a path whereby he can track himself; the self-portraits are litmus-
paintings, so to speak, whose task is to ascertain the wholeness of the
soul or the separation of ego from self. That brings us to Cabessa’s work
in sculpture, which bears the mark of self-portraiture; more precisely,
every one of Cabessa’s sculptures to date, without exception, depicts
his image. Despite the artist’s profligacy in his self-depictions, their
absolute exclusivity in his sculptural corpus is no trifling matter, cer-

tainly not in light of the fact that his sculptural activity began to flour-

13. Gideon Ofrat, The Exile of the Ego, Praises of Exile, 2000, Carta, Jerusalem,
pp. 49-50.

14. Quoting the verse (Genesis 12:1) where Abraham is commanded to perform these
three leave-takings. It is with this Exile that ZaliGurevich opens his aforementioned
book, On Israeli and Jewish Place, Am Oved, Tel Aviv, 2007.

15. Gideon Ofrat, The Exile of the Ego, Praises of Exile, 2000, Carta, Jerusalem, pp. 49-50.

16. Cabessa’s assiduity in depicting his portrait induced him to study during the
years 2005-2006 with the artist OferLellouche, at the center of whose work stands
self-portraiture. Lellouche’s work customarily has been read in light of the discussion
developing the Ovidian myth of Narcissus and its meanings regarding ways of
conceiving the self.

ish in parallel to the Exile paintings. I would like to contend that one
expression of Exile, the selfsame spiritual Exile that’s made manifest in
the portraits of this chapter, finds its fulfillment in sculpture: it is the

Exile of both painter and painting in the realm of sculpture.

Cabessa’s sculptures are fashioned roughly and crudely. They
lack polished finish and are carved (wood) or modeled (clay) with the
same sense of urgency with which they are painted. Time and again
their unwrought angular form succeeds, with limited details, in delin-
eating Cabessa’s head detached from his body or his figure sitting in a
one-man boat. Both forms of sculpture - the head and the portrait in a
boat - abandon any local context merely by virtue of being freestand-
ing; more importantly, though, one of them separates the head from
the legs and torso (as if separating the upper world from the lower)
and thus the individual from himself, while the other condemns him
to roving about in his boat ad infinitum. Cabessa harnesses sculpture
in order to challenge his image with the test of place, which was estab-
lished in the earlier kibbutz paintings and now hangs in the balance.
These sculptures are joined also by several painted self-portraits, which

by their barrenness affirm the ego’s isolation.

At the heart of the present creative chapter stands a paint-
ing entitled “Golus” picture no. 3. It is @ monumental triptych, a signifi-
cant epic painting that formulates the Exilic ethosin its three panels.
Let’s get acquainted with “Golus”. A family of seven - parental couple,
four children, and a baby girl -is marching from the triptych’s right
panel, through the center, to the left panel. Behind them remains the
landscape of the place with its and their houses, its pathways, its lux-
uriant undergrowth and a yellow ball of a sun, which casts its light
against the darkness of Exile. The family is leaving, “forgotten from
men’s hearts and by God,” to quote the verse at the top of this chap-
ter, and as they march the land of the place changes its skin, its light,
and earth colors are replaced by those of blood. This is their departure

from the place. In the center of the triptych stands the paterfamilias



the center.” We should therefore avoid the mistake of narrowly distin-
guishing Cabessa’s painting as taking, for example, a Zionist stance and
no more, just because his painting is of epic depth, such as recounts a
historical and meta-historical epos which leaps through the place to a

universal, human and existential validity.

Exile

Chased away with sticks, sustained by crumbs,
Forsaken and forgotten from men’s hearts and by God.
Have you, then, forgotten the bitterness

We tasted together starting in Exile?°

This chapter is under the sign of the sickle (Magal in Hebrew) being
set down and the acceptance of Exile as an essential occurrence in the
experience of man. The paintings in this chapter tear out the roots of
the settlers in the preceding kibbutz paintings and pull the ground
out from under their feet, replacing the blessed green with a blood-
red earth, the luxuriant foliage of trees with tree stumps, stalwart
prickly pear bushes with uprooted ones and the portraits of healthy
local characters with mournful portraits and existential representa-

tions of journeying.!!

9. Galia Bar Or, Our Life Requires Art, Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Beer-
Sheva, 2010, p. 2. In the framework of this conception of artistic autonomy, free
rein was given to the artistic mode of expression, which accorded with the artist’s
temperament. Looking at the kibbutz painters, we find that Cabessa’s brush owes
much to that of Haim Atar, founder of the Ein-Harod Museum of Art, in its liberated
personal-expressive movement and its diligent preoccupation with self-portraiture.

10. From the poem A Small Letter (from the Diaspora to my brethren in Zion) by Hayim
Nahman Bialik, written in 1883.

11. The existential charge stems from the fact that what stands at the heart of Cabessa’s
entire artistic endeavor is the existence of man (as an individual or as a society).

We set out into Exile with the painting «Family in a
Boat» picture no. 1, @ portrait depiction of the Cabessa family including
the artist, his wife Shani, and their one-year old daughter Yuval. They
are sitting huddled together inside a boat as small as a bathtub and
sailing through a yellow, watery space with a heavy and dense painterly
texture. This harsh and discontented painting is characteristic of the
prominent change in atmosphere from the kibbutz paintings to the
Exile paintings: the land is no longer the fertile and revered garden to
which people once sang, “Shovel, spade, hoe and pitchfork | Join togeth-
er in a storm [ And once again we shall ignite the land /| With a green
flame,”!? for this flame now burns in red, and the family once familiar
with the land has been tossed into deep waters, in the full sense of the
term (see another version of this composition named «Family in
a Boat (red version)» picureno 2, in which the scorching crimson
obliterates all outlines and dabs of paint, the color of blood dissolv-
ing family, boat and sea into a blazing pictorial conjunction). In this
frightened portrait the family huddles together under a downpour
of yellow spots, but these are no longer of a placid temperament as
in the wintery kibbutz paintings «Flood 1» (2010) or «Flood 2»
(2010), because the raindrops are reminiscent of silver coins, coins that
will be paid into the pocket of Charon, the ferryman of men’s boat to
the Underworld, in order to guarantee they arrive to the other side
and not be left to wander between the banks of the Rivers Styx and
Akron, which separate the Underworld from the world of the living:
going into Exile as a march through the Vale of the Shadow of Death.
The boat, which often reappears in this creative chapter, replaces the
stable ground and place, symbolizing, beyond anything else, the lack of
permanence, the constant movement and wandering, and Exile in its

physical and metaphysical meaning.

12. From the song Behold, Look and See, a well known settlers’ song written and
composed by Zalman Chen in 1936.



festive picture with an element of entertainment: the painting as greet-

ing card for the holiday.®

In the next painting, « The Family» (2008), the painter pres-
ents a familial self-portrait together with his pregnant wife, a cat and
dog, posing in the forefront of the kibbutz’s wide central lawn. Here
too a garland of yellow lights is hanging, which separates the paint-
ing’s planes and adds charm. This picture, which was also given expres-
sion in a wonderful woodcut, is in the expressive Eretzisraeli style
which affirms the gaze of the “naive eye” upon the place — an optimis-
tic, exotic and idyllic gaze: a group of young people dancing the hora
in a circle reminiscent of Henri Matisse’s masterpiece «The Dance»
(1909, Museum of Modern Art, New York). Beside the circle of dancers
houses are planted, their design as simple as can be, twins to Reuven
Rubin’s houses in his important painting « Houses in Tel Aviv»
(1923, Ayala Zachs Abramov collection, Jerusalem), which symbolizes
the experience of a new beginning and an almost childlike expres-
sion of being native.” To the sprouting of the houses from the ground
Cabessa affixes two erect palm trees and a prickly pear bush as a rubber

stamp of local provenance.

Cabessa’s kibbutz paintings are the expressions of a pastoral
idyll of man “in his place,” i.e., man who has found his plot of land
and declared it to be good. These are initial paintings with a summery

climate which hold meanings in regard to human life and the cycle of

6. Galia Bar Or, Universal and International: The First Decade, A Hegemony and a Plurality,
Museum of Art, Ein-Harod, 2008, pp. 82, 93. The tradition of doing creative work for
the holidays is a distinctive characteristic of kibbutz art. Yohanan Simon, Leo Roth,
Avraham “Toschek” Amarant and David “Davidka” Navot are all examples of painters
who created art for social occasions. In this context, note that on the occasion of the
kibbutz holiday in 2000 Cabessa designed a mosaic depicting children playing in the
kibbutz, which he assembled and mounted together with children and members of
the kibbutz in the entrance to the dining hall.

7.Yigal Zalmona, 100 Years of Israeli Art, Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 2010, p. 58.

life. Let us therefore turn our attention to the female figure in the two
aforementioned paintings: in one she’s depicted as a bride on her wed-
ding day, while in the other the painter’s wife is carrying their daugh-
ter in her womb. The biographical component is present and finds its
place in the paintings, but its function doesn’t end there, for it is then
charged with the context of the work and its meanings: as mentioned
above, the bride, who often reappears in Cabessa’s kibbutz paintings,
symbolizes the union between man and place; she is the motherland-
mother in a bond with her son. Close, healthy and very earthy are the
relations between the man and the figure of the woman-motherland,
who has assumed many forms throughout the annals of Israeli art: of
sublime and unapproachable beauty (e.g., AM. Lillian), devoid of femi-
ninity as a pioneer (e.g., Reuven Rubin and the Shamir brothers), some-
times even the target of attacks (e.g., Yigael Tumarkin and Uri Lifshits).®
And here the same bride is depicted in her pregnancy, which promises
another generation of native-born in that place, to carry on the task
of guarding the land. In another painting, «Bride with Rabbit»
(2008), she is depicted in the company of a donkey, rabbit and birds as
being analogous to Eve, mother of everything living, mother of Nature.
Cabessa’s conception of the family, as also his depictions of individuals
(himself, his wife, friends and kibbutz members), reflects an approach
that believes it is possible to draw inferences from the individual to
the human in general. This approach is embedded in the worldview
behind the art created by the Hakibbutz Hameuchad movement (and
in Kibbutz Magal, as part of that movement), which, as opposed to the
Hakibbutz Haartzi and the Hashomer Hatzair movements, espoused

universal values allowing an artistic autonomy in which man stands at

8. Gideon Ofrat, Pious Virgins of Zion, from the online text archive “Gideon Ofrat’s
Warehouse”, January 2011. In this article Ofrattracks the images of the virgin of Zion
throughout the annals of Israeli art.



complementary red, and the power of the prickly pear gave way to the
wretchedness of tree stumps. The symbolism of the sabra, as represent-
ing someone who is in his proper place, at home, was devitalized. And

the man embraced his prickly pear and strode off into Exile.

Indeed there were hints. But what exactly is the meaning of this
Exile, into which the painter sent the inhabitants of his paintings? This
article, then, looks at their physical (local) and metaphysical (spiritual)
journey and the exilic permutations of the settlers in the paintings of
the painter from Kibbutz Magal. This, then, is a chapter in a circuitous

course from Magal to Golus.

Magal

The rooster awakens me
The sun guides my day,
And the sickle raises me up

Unto the dais of success?

Amit Cabessa was born in Kibbutz Magal, which is located on the
boundary between the Sharon and the Hefer Valley. There he lives and
works to this day. The kibbutz environment has become the object of
his paintings, celebrated in a lively, approving and abundant painterly
outpouring similar in its vitality to that of the early kibbutz painters
such as Yohanan Simon (Gan Shmuel), Leo Roth (Afikim), Shraga Weil

(Ha-ogen), Avraham “Toschek” Amarant (Mizra), and other kibbutz art-

2. This is a verse from the song With My Plow, the lyrics of which were written by
Elyakum Tsonzer in 1888. The word for sickle in Hebrew is Magal.

ists who in their art developed the local cultural ethos and identity.?
Cabessa gave to kibbutz life and to its characters an intimate aspect
recognized as being characteristic of early kibbutz art,* as also he gave
to the landscape an intimist atmosphere. Let’s look at two paintings
that sing the kibbutz’s praises: « Holiday» (2008) depicts a kibbutz
couple — a mustached man in a blue undershirt hugging his partner,
who is dressed like a bride. The two of them are standing behind a
low iron fence® and meeting us, the viewers, with their gazes. Behind
their backs stretches a tract of the kibbutz, decorated with flowers and
colored lights for Shavuot - the holiday most closely associated with
the kibbutz — and a synagogue is depicted in the rear plane with a
menorah atop it. It is a holiday for the painter no less than for the
kibbutz, and that seems to be the spirit in which Cabessa sings out his
painting: rhythmic dabs of color in blue, red and yellow in the deco-
rative garland of light-bulbs, a clash of vectorial lines versus unclut-
tered surfaces, dense areas versus others that remain open, and the
interplay of gazes between the viewer looking into the painting and
the painted couple returning the look from within. Alongside the

couple Cabessa has even added a grotesque donkey, which spices the

3. Galia Bar Or, Universal and International: The First Decade, A Hegemony and a
Plurality, Museum of Art, Ein-Harod, 2008, p. 82. To mention these artists is to point
to Cabessa’s cultural and artistic heritage, and the early kibbutz artists were of great
importance to the conceptualization of his painting. I would also note that the artist
remembers reproductions of paintings by Yohanan Simon and Aharon Giladi that
hung in his childhood home and in communal spaces of the kibbutz. These pictures,
which were a part of daily routine, undoubtedly left a mark on Cabessa’s artistic
consciousness.

4. Galia Bar Or, Universal and International: The First Decade, A Hegemony and a
Plurality, Museum of Art, Ein-Harod, 2008, p. 89. The intimate poetic atmosphere is
characteristic of one approach in kibbutz painting, as opposed to the more acerbic
approach in the spirit of Soviet social realism.

5.1t is interesting to examine the frequent appearance of fences in Cabessa’s kibbutz
paintings, both from the aspect of their interjectional meanings and as a purely
pictorial element that stabilizes the composition to give free rein to the paintbrush
(e.g., much like the bars in Yehezkel Streichman’s paintings).



Amit Cabessa : Kibbutz-Golus
by Ron Bartos

There were hints. The painter signaled what was to come in a self-por-
trait from 2008, which was made at a time when his paintings were
characterized by stalwart figures and dominated by the color green,
the color of the prickly pear and Nature. In «Self-portrait with
Prickly Pear», the painter is depicted wearing a watermelon-green
hat and holding a small potted prickly pear in his hand. The painting
stands out among an assortment of pictures of farmers, families, ani-
mals and the pastoral kibbutz, in which atmosphere a groom and bride
often join together in Cabessa’s paintings as a symbol of union between
man and Nature, between man and Mother Earth, and between the Jew-
ish-Israeli people and its homeland-motherland. From amongst these
conjunctions the sabra, the prickly pear, has been uprooted, been put in

a pot and condemned to a journey that was to come. And here it is.

Amit Cabessa’s last creative years, then, were under the sign
of the allegorical wedding, which sanctifies both man and Nature.
They were years of hard work during which he planted figures (includ-
ing himself and his family) within the tangle of luxuriant landscape
and in the soil of the kibbutz until they took root and began to feel in
place,! “at home” so to speak — until they went up unto the land and
became one with it. The sign of the displaced sabra, which hovered like
a black-green cloud above the kibbutz utopia, presaged the series of

Exile paintings before us in which the color green was replaced by its

1. On the meanings of the concept of “place”, which is essential to Cabessa’s work
and discussed in this article, see Zali Gurevich, On Israeli and Jewish Place, Am
Oved, Tel Aviv, 2007.



