"The Cave", is the title of Anan Tzuckerman first solo exhibition at the Givon Gallery in Tel-Aviv. The large photographs he exhibits are part of two series on which the artist has been laboring for the last two years – "Psychogenetics" and "The Rewarding Cave" - opening on 21/12/2007

Naomi Aviv:   MAD IN THE FOREST

"Oh, Tzuckerman?'', wondered a photography curator from Poland, who recently came on a professional visit to Israel." Are you related to Anteck Tzuckerman?", "Yes." answered Anan Tzuckerman in a dry, matter of fact manner. Apparently, that is the reason he took for himself a name which is not his, one which may aggregate new contexts and associations with the content of a doughnut thrown into a pot of bubbling oil. The crammed photographs he creates, inspired by memories, stories, myths, archetypes and theories, also have the power to draw to them many interpretations. Tzuckerman does not reject any explanation concerning his art work. and does not disagree with any of the interpretations. When in his regular mood, he responds like a broken dam flooded with water – he is flooded with understandings and connections - an abysmal synthesis of ideas that emerge from an inner frenzied and disrupted discourse. But, sometimes he belies his creed and affirms with surprising simplicity: "I don’t know. I set out to work on a project only when I am absolutely clear about what I want to photograph, even though there are times when I can not explain it. Everything is context related, and also, each photograph happens, is done and processed in a different manner". 

Anan Tzuckerman, 31, is the fictitious name of one of those artists who were born into postmodernism, which chose to mold his sensational fantasies by using means of a mechanical camera, a dying out species, and requires an unusual film format (8X10). It is a huge and heavy camera, for which operation skill, stability and control are required. The film (which he imports from abroad), is very flexible, and is characterized by its softness and a wide color spectrum. The range of games enabled by technical photography is hard to extricate with other photographic techniques: A variety of lenses, films, changing color and light temperatures, exposure duration, and even then, the result does not compromise Tzuckerman to stop there; he will continue to process it by Photoshop, cropping and montage - "Whatever I feel like," he says. 

Reality does not filter through the photographic cracks. Everything is staged to the smallest detail with a degree of precision which is contradictory to life itself, all this is ruled by such fanatic control as only death possesses. If it is impossible to fantasize death, at least one can fantasize its totality, and act under its inspiration. Tzuckerman, like his theatrical photographs, is an isolated island breaking through darkness, through the "void", the "pit", the "grave" or the "cave". The scenes he stages exist in a space which is found in the basements of life. A basement that functions as "a dark chamber" (camera obscura), that each portrayed image in it is like a frightening flickering of the unknown, like an hysterical sally to the "Island of the Dead", like a horrifying encounter with Kurtz (The hero of Joseph Conrad's novel "Heart of Darkness"), imagining himself to be the sovereign of the deep heart of darkness. 

What can be crisper, more unexpected, subject to changes and therefore chaotic, than to call oneself "Anan". The cloud of uncertainty surrounding him purports to intensify what seems to be a phenomenon. Tzuckerman, like all that is related to him indicates, that he is here in order to confine, to challenge and to bother the local art world, ready to declare many things about himself, but seldom and only at moments of pressure, one may hear him hurl a sentence like: "I simply want to make art, it makes me feel that I exist. I come from a strong experience of shortage and death." 

Tzuckerman is not interested in producing a paraphrase on a defined subject concerning the cultural canon. His scenes do not have a before, and do not have an after, therefore they are complete, closed encouraging the viewer's phantasm with an intensity that matches the repulsion these photographs evoke at the same time in the viewer's phantasm. The viewer may look again and again at Tzuckerman's photographs, without a new understanding ever occurring apart from the very effect, which hits us anew, again and again. One can see in this "effect" the clean embodiment of a "shock", the shock which has each image, registered by a splash of light, the same shock has the matter that flickers out of nothingness, the very shock that hits the first viewers of the photographic deed's results, the very same shock which flashes at the spectator of his own copied portrait, and enforces him to believe that this is a standard representation of who he is. The same shock which continues to echo the trauma of what has been amputated from the wider context, the same shock which hits the innocent viewer, who is for the first time exposed to close-ups of people, and believes he is looking at cut off heads. "Shock" is defined by Walter Benjamin as one aspect of "the paradox in photography". The other aspect that collides with the shock effect of photography is, its' functioning as a memento mori.

"Shock is my permanent state," Tzuckerman, doesn't hesitate to suggest. 

"THE CAVE" is the name of his first one man exhibition at the Givon gallery. The spectacular cries out already at the sight of the large dimensions and the huge and expensive production endeavor. But, the shock effect turns out to be thematic: a strong image, pathos,  drama, performance, theatricality, barbarism, and the artist's declared exposed pretence, revealed as a defective hybrid creature, convulses the viewer, as if he has  been witnessing a Morality Play. For all that, this declared pretence is registered as an existential scream which cleaves from the depths of a wild and beastly heart and out of a dirty, contaminated, wounded, split, crippled body. It is not only the photograph that shocks and not even the photographic act. It is him, the artist himself, who acts as if under the effect of trauma. It is he who chooses, or is forced to impersonate in many of his photographs the wild, leading hero, who wallows in life's filth, and wishes to tear off the mask of indifference, and break through the public's consciousness. The photographs which are neatly processed stating their fictitiousness impose on the viewer to shift, agape, between the ceremonial aspect and the despicable aspect. He moves between the archetypical and the artificial, until he reaches a point of disgust. He moves between the metaphoric, between the cultural and the theoretical environments, between the post postmodernism and the meta-psychological level. He moves between the private and the political. 

In an era which has lost its belief in what pretends to represent reality "as is", he brings back to stage what theater can offer:  a processed capsule of a culture that distances itself from reality and prefers the metaphor. The metaphor which successfully introduces itself into the heart that grew estranged of the testimonies coming from out there. It seems that the viewer at present time manifests a growing openness to the stylized, theatrical, the structured statement. The over stylization, only intensifies what is received as a parable on the barbarism of the time we live in, and the retreat to a multileveled primitive phase. The renewed openness to theater is well depicted in Lars von Trier's film, "Dogville" (2003). There he raises the discussion on evil and on becoming brutal with graphic sobriety. It seems that contemporary cinema itself has retreated to its new definition, as a sub-genre of theater. 

In one of the photographs shown in the exhibition, named "The Captive", Tzuckerman appears in the part of the prisoner caught in Plato's parable of the cave, who succeeded to free himself from the dark chamber, and gained the opportunity to see reality as is (a collection of reflections of the matter itself at it exists in the realm of ideas). Reality has hit his senses, dazzling his eyes, but once he has got used to it, he understood that his friends in the cave, who live in the dark, are prisoners just as much as him, they have been sitting with their back to the source of light, entrapped from an early age in a pillory and in chains that restrict the body and head movements, they are held captive of deformity, deluding themselves to perceive shadows as real things. 

In Tzuckerman's new photograph, the one named "The Rewarding Cave", it seems as if the prisoner from the "Captive" photograph, had decided to return to the carbonized cave – bringing with him samples from real life which is out there, in the form of orchids sprouting out of his pocket - and redeem his crippled friends (a wind dog with an amputated leg may symbolize them). But, like in the parable of the cave the eyes of the freed prisoner which grew accustomed to the sunlight, are blinded when brought back to darkness, and here we find him blind and handicapped, more so than his fellow prisoners, whose eyes are at least skilled to read the shadows on the wall, and by this he becomes the blind who wishes to lead the blind. Just like in Brueghel's parable.  

An additional reading of "The Rewarding Cave" shall be seen in the figure of a disguised Odysseus returning to Ithaca, impersonated by Tzuckerman, who is recognized only by Argos, his faithful dog. According to this version, "The Rewarding Cave", symbolizes the end of the journey and the return of the distraught prodigal son; the son who underwent changes (religious?), during this journey, appears like someone who returned from inferno, one eye blinded, thinning hair, his fingers clawed and filthy, with on his chest six atrophied nipples, that is to say, a man-animal. The orchid – considered as the outmost among flowers, which pokes out from his trousers' pocket, hints at the conversion into a hybrid which the hero underwent, since we talk about one of the mot complex and cross-bred plants (some 100,000 types of crossbreeding). The photograph dialogues with Christian iconography. The dotted orchid represents Jesus' blood, and the wind dog, seems to be like a metonymy of the lamb which is carried on their shoulders as a symbol of compassion. However, in spite of temptation, we shall not enter into an iconographic analysis of each photograph shown at the exhibition. We should better pass to one of the peaks of Tzuckerman's work up till now.  

With a six meter wide diptych named "Twins", the artist takes us back to the "Island of the Living Dead ", and reminds us that he is the romantic concerned with designing the drama within the human soul – like French artist, Jericho ("Medusa's Rhapsody", 1819), and the Swiss painter, Arnold Böcklin (Hitler's favorite painter that one of his five versions of the "Island of the Dead", 1880, hung in Hitler's bunker as well as in Freud's clinic). Like Jericho, Tzuckerman designs the personages in this horror play based on a new-classical ideal, with bodies which remained intact (despite them being shot in the forehead - as can be seen in one of the diptych's parts. But, Jericho's "Rhapsody" which stands out due to its complex composition of diagonals, the intense faces and the  mythical body gestures of the fifteen who have survived on the rhapsody, after their ship, "Medusa" stumbled on a sandbank opposite the shores of Senegal, is exchanged by a kind of "Anti-Drama", in Tzuckerman's diptych. Meaning, it is true that the twenty handsome and young fellows  (except one older man), who are thrown on something that seems to be a rock of an island emerging from the darkness of void, look like coming out of the "Judgment's Day", scene at the Sistine Chapel, or as survivors of a disaster, but their uniform facial expression is so muted, so disconnected, so petty, so consternated (?), to such a point that it seems that they too (like the survivors depicted in Jericho's amazing painting), had their turn in meeting death. While Jericho's survivors conduct a deadly fight for their life, move vehemently between despair and hope (there on the horizon they see the ship "Argos", which is on the search for them, but they are not sure that the ship can see them); the heroes of Tzuckerman's image, do not show marks of a fight. On the contrary, they are thrown there, silent, at their death's door, having come to terms with it. It is important to remember that the "Twins" is not a paraphrase image of the "Rhapsody" or of the "Island of the Dead", and as far as Tzuckerman is concerned, this is not an attempt at an artistic or a cultural precedent. Surely Tzuckerman overflows with the immensity of cultural stimuli which he absorbs, but he approaches the work of creation out of an infernal vacuum where are mixed reminisces and shards of remembrances which are cross bred with hallucinations, visions, dreams, fantasies and anxieties. By the way, Tzuckerman rented a big industrial space, where the island or the big rock, was built and on it he spread his 20 dead, and on the other side of the triptych, the twenty twins of the dead, who are designed as youngsters who experienced a loss, the loss of their absolute "other", their shadow, their doppelgangers. This, in any case, is his preferred reading. The mere relation to the "Rhapsody" by Jericho brings to mind the sensational politics ever present in the background. 

Moreover, the piece's title, " Twins", functions, fore and foremost as a reminder to the big terrorist attack, which marked the passage to the new millennium, a passage that opened with the total emblematic collapse of the two towers, and the entrance into what is called the "Desert of the Real". The desert is a site of mirages. Nothingness appears like a fantasy, void is disguised as a subject of desire. But in the desert, like in the forest, not only has one the right to go crazy, but one can go crazy indeed. 

Tzuckerman's craziness positions him as one of the artist of neo-barbarism. More and more artists and works of art, in Israel and in the international art field, depict the era's portrait as one of neo-barbarism, and the art which is produced in it, as a flickering that flickers, goes astray, and emerges from the artist's studio, which turns out eventually to be like an Ali-Baba cave overfilled with plunder and stolen culture-corpses. Tzuckerman's work of art joins a new trend that wishes to declare that   art has gone crazy, and like in the precedent of the Dada artists, in the first decade of the twentieth century, madness, gibberish, absurd and bad taste reflect reality. In retrospect, one finds out that the entire twentieth century can be seen as the era of barbarism. Millions found their death in wars and cultural revolutions like communism, fascism and fundamentalism, adding to it the even larger number of people who came out of these wars crippled, damaged, amputated, traumatized mentally and emotionally. From a point of view of the present - that bleeding century is but a preparation towards some big and apocalyptic war that still awaits us. But in the meantime we are already going crazy. The extreme marks have already been present, somewhere in the post-modern canon of the twentieth century's last decade. 

For example at the end of the nineties, under the title "Gothic" (1997), the Boston's Institute for Contemporary Art, had shown one of the most horrible and effective exhibitions ever. "Gothic", became the key word describing the Frankenstein like gloom that is outstanding in all cultural products of the millennium's end. The exhibition documented grotesque works of art, or theatrical phenomena expressing pain and mourning, as well as expressions of enchantment by death, decay, filth, degeneration and diseases, in addition to strange texts written by distorted brains. The Gothic trend spread out in everything as paleness and blackening spreads in a corpse: art, literature, music, film, fashion, and fringe culture. Paul McCarthy, Mikel Kley, Tony Oursler, Sandy Sherman, the Brothers Chapman, Gregory Crewdson and Damien Hirst, were but a few of the names. Anan Tzuckerman could have been part of the "Gothic" trend. He is romantic like Marry Shelly, and tortured like the horrifying monster which she created. But Tzuckerman, who grew up in the eighties of the previous century, makes the passage into the twenty-first century as a crazed survivor on the ship of post-modernism, which is split into shards. His works give away all the symptoms by which we have learned to catalogue the Post-Modern pastiche. But beyond this, he appears like a despaired and forlorn Samson, who is ready to shake the pillars of the temple, and to be buried underneath them. Tzuckerman spanned a new myth of evil, for which the flickering compassion introduced in it, are light shards only that keep arriving from a dying planet. Thus, he joins a new generation of Israeli young artists who are not content with the crisp hardness of plywood, who with their reckless works pave the way to an era of cruelty, animalism, rudeness, sleaziness, and regression from the cultured situation as being a logical response to the exaggerated reality. 

"To go crazy in the forest", is a ceremonial practice which is still customary in societies, that abstaining from calling them primitive, denoted a feeling of superiority. In the book "Purity & Danger", the anthropologist Mary Douglas describes going crazy in the forest as it takes place in Andaman Islands as a condition for finding forces and truths which one may not have access to through  conscious and rational effort. They send someone to go crazy in the forest until he reaches a coming to terms with the urges, devils and spirits, and then he returns to his tribe as a healer. The work of art is a sort of forest, where one is invited to go crazy, to isolate oneself from his fellow man, to befriend "chaos" and to create salvation of sorts, at least for the artist. 

Naomi Aviv from "Mad in the Forest", December 2007

