The Thirty Fifth Year

Artists for Coexistence

An exhibition by Arab and Jewish artists at the Art Gallery in Um El-Fachem and in Plonit Gallery in Tel Aviv

Opening: June 22, 2002, 16:00 in Um El-Fachem, 21:00 in Tel Aviv

During the month of August the exhibition will be on display at the Rosenfeld Art Gallery, Tel Aviv.

Initiators: Stephanie Ben-Zaken, Aim Deuel-Luski, Osnat Wider, Yuval Caspi, Moshe Mugraby, Joshua Simon, Roee Rosen, Said Abu-Shakra.

Translated by Roee Rosen

The Thirty Fifth Year is a wide-scope art event in which more than three hundred artists will participate, making it the biggest political exhibition since the establishment of the State of Israel. As a continuation of the exhibition entitled The Thirty Third Year—Artists Against the Strong Arm Policy (presented in Tel Aviv and in Um El-Fachem in February-March, 2001), we aim to expand the representation of artistic and civil commitment of the local art scene to Arab-Jewish coexistence. Emphasizing our hope for coexistence is inseparable from our condemnation of the continuous policy of discrimination against the Arab citizens of Israel and of the patently illegitimate policy of ongoing oppression, killing and destruction in the occupied territories. The Thirty Fifth Year features Israeli-Jewish artists along with Israeli-Palestinian ones; renowned artists side by side with art students. This vast group is not asked to abide by a unifying artistic or political agenda. As in the former exhibition, the participating artists pledge all their works to a single purpose—raising funds to benefit Doctors for Human Rights, a non-profit organization struggling to provide medical care and sustain essential human rights in Israel and in the territories under its occupation. This action on our part is neither self-congratulatory nor self-cleansing; we do not see it as a substitute for other much-needed actions. This is a minimal, elementary gesture of aid that, we think, should well be taken for granted.

In assembling the exhibition and in organizing further cultural events in Um El-Fachem and in Tel Aviv, the artists participating in the present action wish to protest an ongoing condition of humiliation, alienation and vilification endured by Arab-Israelis and to oppose the persistent attempts by the different governments of Israel to de-legitimize their Arab citizens.

The Thirty Fifth Year is not curated according to aesthetic criteria or dictums of taste. On the other hand, we challenged all the artists—including those who usually shy from tackling politics in their art—to create work responding directly to the current political situation. We do not entertain the illusion that paintings and art-objects will sway Sharon’s policy; but we do feel that in this trying moment, in which public figures who dare express protest risk losing their jobs and being ostracized and attacked, we must assert the symbolic power of cultural production with amplified persistence and determination. The cultural action of The Thirty Fifth Year would thus feature supplementary events, such as evenings of Arab and Israeli poetry reading, music and performance art, graffiti and posters, screenings of documentary films and panel discussions centered on the issue of coexistence.

As the sub-title suggests, we wish to underscore affirmation and hope. And yet hope can be meaningful only when complemented by an unflinching awareness of the difficult crisis in Israel. The current political and moral crisis reverberates in a crisis of language: the very words that serve as foundation for political discourse and a discourse of hope seem to lose their meaning in present-day Israel.

In present-day Israel, the word “peace” has lost its meaning. When the current Palestinian uprising erupted, we pointed (in the curator’s statement for The Thirty Third Year) to the abuse of language by the rhetoric of Israeli occupation. What appeared in the days of Ehud Barak’s Labor government as the terminology of cynical propaganda (a policy of restraint as codeword for ruthlessly violent military action, for instance) became a vicious grotesquery with the winning campaign slogan only Sharon will bring peace. A mask has been peeled off the face of the Israeli electorate. Those who chanted the word “peace” meant, in fact, the recent offensive against the Palestinian territories and the invasion of the city of Jenin, known as Operation Defensive Wall. Those who refer to a murderous offense Defensive Wall, and to its perpetrator as a man of peace, invert and pervert language.

In present-day Israel the words “negotiation” and “dialogue” have lost their meaning. In the statement for The Thirty Third Year we pointed out the patronizing and arrogant stance of the Israeli Government: “This was the blind spot of Israeli policy over the years: the monologue was its presupposition, , even as it bespoke its will to ‘turn every stone’ on the way towards peace.” But even the word “monologue” has become vacuous with time. The monological perception of the Palestinian other now encompasses methodic abuse and a cruel military attempt to render the Palestinians silent and, indeed, non-existent: silence through the persecution of their leaders, non-existence by means of hunger, destruction and killing.

In present day Israel, the word “border” has lost its meaning. For thirty five years, since the Six Days War, Israel has been ruling over occupied territories, which are not a part of its sovereignity. The last year provided ample proof that a state that willfully exists without borders and allows its citizens to settle illegally in foreign territories brings violence to the centers of its own cities.

In present day Israel, the term “red line” has lost its meaning. In our former statement we have raised the question: “Where would the Jewish citizens draw their ethical red lines?” In an inverted spin on Bataille’s notion of transgression, we now fear that in a State entirely drenched in blood-red, there are no red lines.

In present day Israel, the word “democracy” had lost its meaning. We elaborated formerly on the scandalous betrayal of the Israeli press in its role as the watchdog of democracy. The dog is still rabid—but is there really anything left to watch over? As of late, Israeli politics has bred chilling mutations — such as parliament member Israel Katz, who is calling to illegalize Arab parties in Israel. Katz and his likes are the natural offsprings of a “democracy” which has forcefully ruled, for decades, millions of people without the right to vote and, ipso facto, devoid of the right to live with any sense of decency. Operation Defensive Wall has shown that it is too late to talk of “a danger to democracy.” 

Out of horror and alarm we aim to foreground in this exhibition—if only modestly and tentatively—two positive terms through which, perhaps, hope can be maintained: equality and coexistence. Collaborative actions centered on furthering equality between Arab and Jewish citizens is not only a civil duty, performed with a sense of urgency in lieu of the current ostracism suffered by the Arab residents of Israel. Such collaborative action is also a great privilege we are fortunate to embrace, so as to counteract and discredit the ideological doomsday scenarios linking killing, violence and terror to the coexistence of Jews and Arabs. On the practical level, we seek to minimize — through art and through raising funds for Doctors for Human Rights — the wrongs wrought by the occupation. This exhibition aims to render visible our faith in the real possibility of coexistence. Coexistence is to be our foundational realm. There is no other option. Neither Sharon nor the suicide-bombers can deter us from this essential stance.

Text by Ori Dessau, Aim Deuel-Luski and Roee Rosen
For further information contact Ms. Osnat Wider; 053-291209  
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