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Zigi ben-haim's work derives ils
rivaaning irgm the encountarn
between contradictory worlds. this (s
not realized as a traumatic
confrontation, but as the adoption of
onaworld by the olher, a new reality,
fioating betwesan extrames and
having its own [dentity, is forged. ong
of the fundamantal contradictions
inferming ben-haim's work is thal
between nature and culiura, or at
least between our understanding of
these concapls. the artist usually
describes it as the opposition
batween & given and a secand
{adopted) nature. it is the
juxtaposition batweon the chaolic
and arbitrary, and the calculated,
geamatric, anificial and controlied,
ks “urban foresy,” for example,
embodies this dichotomy in its very
NaAme.

tha variety of materials comprising
ban-haim's sculptures and reliels are
drawn from both worlds. concrete,
iron grids, newspapears, wrapping
paper = yrban refuse — minghe with
branches and twigs, the waste of
natura, the finad product, the object
mperienced by the viewer, is an
artistic solution (o the tension
created by this polarization. one set
of symbols and metaphors is
brought into a different context and
the two interact. the sall-made
“seeand” nature invades the "given”
nalure and becomes assimilated in
It. this convergence creates, as
already noted, & new presence.
warks guch as “dark snow.” a
fewspaper mixture inserted with tree
branchas, project “a different
landscape.” natural-like and having a
biological-like teature, they are
reminiscant of reality but do not
imrvitate il

thie materials at ben-haim's disposal
alzo serve as cultural metaphors.
ong recurring teature in all of hig
works is the newspaper which s
glimpsed peeping out from the
“flegh” of his sculplures. the artist
regards the written word as a fixed

cultural eloment which aecompanies
and documenis each hstorical
pericd. anather fraquantly usad
miatarial is the brown wrapping
paper. though its colour is that ol
earth (nature), it reprasents
comemporary urban culture. thus
kecoming a doubls mataphor, a
concap! containing its own
contradiclion.

pen-haim's "creature” sculplures are
another example of a kind of
“Noating essance.” IacKing a
recognizabie identity, Ihay are
hybrids of man, animal, object and
sign, they appear o be lorn out of an
equvalent reality, wrenched from @
series of “activities,” someahow
breathing — though probably not the
alr we breatha,

tha art critic michae brenson
described ben-halm's "groovy
grove,” an autdoor sculplural group
composed of five concrete, metal
and newspaper creatures, in the
following way: “they seem (o ba
sniffing the ground, dragging their
tails, lifting weights or alancing on
fkveir heads, There is no stranger or
friendlier troupse anywhere. the
sculpture gives the whole area
arcund it the fesl of a carmival.™
these are not coherent, perfectly
fashioned monuments fixed forever
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on solid padestals.” says ben-haim;

= .when creating a sculpture,
objects possessing their own vitality
and spirit are impartant to mae. in
othar words, objects thal break
through thelr connotation, conlinue
entisting, and this is how i want them
to be: in a process of continual
evolution, S0 ey will always praject
an anargy of life and will not remain
as a sorl of finakzing moment,
glernalizing the past.”™ the creatures’
gcale (s human, and, despite their
undefined oxistance, they represant
a waalth of human, or at least animal,
emotions: pride, pathas, violence,
submission, pitifuiness. in contrast to
their unfinished state, (hey pOSSess &
dynamic iving presence which
allowes for a certain measure of
identification on the part of the
viewer ('as soon as the creaturaly
aspect is recognized in the
sculptures of ben-haim, the works
have a human warmth that draws us
in" writes michaal brenson®). and
yet, thay are ol a definite
representational ko

the attlempt to convey he spirit of
things rather render an accurate
depiction of them s typical of ben-
halm's approach. he draws on reality
but the absiraction coalficlant in his
warks i5 high. his principle of
abstraction is rooted in his
phiasophic background just as the
fieed for the earth, the attitude to
nalure, the predilection lor certain
colours and materials are partof his
visual storehouse, the concepl of
roots in general is central to the
arlist's thought and works: “our roots
will atways ba with us wherever we
go. roots are our given nature which
we bring 10 bear on wihataver reality
we choose to live. they are Rol
wedged or planted In one places,
rathar thay float in suspension. they
arg abways with us,, " thus, ben-
haim's sculpiures, though planted
{rooted) in the ground with lhelr
three legs, also seem o floal. the
encounter of cantradiclory e55ences
in his work is the confrontation of
roots with the new reality, an echo of

hig own history — born in lrag,
growing up in srael, living and
working in new york (1o the paper
sailg he created in the ‘seventies and
which represented the concept of
travel and wandering, he added
concrale “masts” which tor him
represanted urban mythology).

the so-called post-modernist trend
which has overiaken the plastic arts
in the past decades is characterized,
armong other things, by its affinity to
local o paticnalistic values. thus, for
example, contemporary german arl
falls back on german mythology and
spacifically german issuas. ben-
haim's wark, and its concern with tha
unigua reots of the cultural group 1o
which ke belongs, is not unrelated (o
this approach. but whereas
international art achleves this
exprassion through a return to the
figurative, ben-haim's abstract mode
imbues his work with a measure of
distincthveness.

wastern culture is often defined
through congepts drawing on
technology and capitalistic values
such as “rationatism,” “planning” and
“gontrol.” through sucha
perspective, to the nature-cultura
podarity we may add the east-west
opposition in it stereofype
formulation. iRis contradiction |s also
the concern of zigl ben-haim.* his
wiarks move in & world of wandering
symibols, a blur of ambiguous
identfies, a world floating amdong
dichotomies, among actics of
adaptation to differant realities and
strateqgies of crealing & new living
tissue, it is a struggle lor a possibility
of torging an identity out of
contradiction.
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