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Ceaselessly open for interpretation and insistently standing out, Lea Nikel grants painting with the
force of shape and color dividing the pictorial field between various energized compositions. A
rich plastic vocabulary is conceived; a Nikelean one, of which plenty has been written.

Complex and diversified, we may begin Nikel’s story in the studio of Yehezkel Streichman
and Avigdor Stematsky, and afterwards mention the periods she spent in Paris, New York, and
Rome, before returning to Tel Aviv with experience and knowledge uncommon in the Israeli art
scene of that time.

A lot of attention was given to her courage to move between the main cities, styles, and
modes of action characteristic of her time, in which experimenting with new art was the zeitgeist.
Nikel was an original artist, both Israeli and international, who remained loyal to her inner core.

It is difficult to locate Nikel within art historical affiliations. She was not part of the New
Horizons group although she followed the imperative of its leader Joseph Zaritsky to practice
painting in universal terms. She oscillated between the School of Paris and the New York School
(and also befriended Robert Rauschenberg) but in every junction she adopted painterly methods
and sensitivities that aligned with her personality. As a result she does not belong and was never
required to any painterly ‘ism’, which guaranteed her position as a pro-modernist, a zealous
individual, within an international context as well as within the narrative of Israeli art in its
synthesis of global and local concerns. In this sense, her painting is a layered proposition,
regardless of the immense joy it provides.

One of the more interesting questions arising from the physical and artistic shifts she was
engaged in was her approach to the amorphous. Although non-figurative, her painting is neither
amorphous nor formless in any way. However, her sense of form is not determined by contour or
linear qualities of drawing but by action. When she subtracts paint, digging into the pores of the
canvas, she does not draw; she acts.

Painting is the epitome of plastic expression. Our intention is to bring it back to the
limelight, as it was shaped over the last seven decades. In its reality which defies lyricism; in its
bare presence and anti-symbolism lies Nikel’s power. We have seen many replicas of free hand
gestural painting such as Nikel’s but only the rare few like she was remain truthful to themselves.

From the exhibition “Lea Nikel — Givon Art Gallery”, 2022.



