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Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen, White Lily, Black Lily (detail), 2018

Paper and masking tape cutouts on canvass
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Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen, The Golden Egg, 2015=

Mixed technique on paper, parchment paper

and masking tape cutouts on canvass
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Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen,

Mount of Hearts, 2017

Mixed technique on parchment paper
and masking tape cutouts on canvass
(Left: detail)
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Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen, Untitled, 2018

Parchment paper and masking tape cutouts on canvass
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Black Witches and Upside-down Blonds: Probing Beyond the
Language Barrier | Hava Aldouby

The exhibition Poem/Po-Eima: A Hair in the Crime Scene is the product of an ongoing dialogue
between Joshua Sobol, a prominent Israeli playwright and theater figure, and the visual artist,
Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen. It is an intergenerational dialogue that crosses domains and media, and
derives its power from the inherent failure of language to be a medium of communication

between people.

Those who visit the exhibition Poem/Po-Eima are unable to grasp, let alone decipher, the sight
that unfolds before them. Even the poet's words, written on the wall in his own handwriting,
offer no help. They do not relieve our frustration at remaining outside, at viewing the traces of
an implied dark event that occurred in the past, and at realizing that the scream of the figures

scattered around the gallery will forever remain incomprehensible.

In his preface to the book A Hair in the Crime Scene (2011), Sobol states that the sight of Helbitz-
Cohen's paintings caused memories of dreams forgotten or suppressed to surface from his
unconscious. The relationship between the paintings and objects on display and the poem
written on the gallery columns brings to mind the unconscious echoing described by Sobol.
The text does not explicate the visual art, and for its part, the visual art does not presume
to illustrate the text. Tones and half-tones reverberate between them: Anxiety, trauma,

memories of helplessness, and desolation.

Helbitz-Cohen takes trauma to the realms of magic and witchcraft. Upside-down Blonds -
the title she has given to figures that can be found hanging, strewn on the floor, or folded like
victims into chairs - are magically counterbalanced by the monumental, upright, taller than
human "witches," who wear pointed black hats or other weird structures on their heads, and
who are immersed in enigmatic rituals. Could they be conjuring up the hangman, who has
caused the torment of the blonds? The exhibition does not presume to provide an answer or
a coherent explanation for the scene. Moreover, the tape that delineates the space prevents
visitors from drawing nearer to closely examine the evidence. All viewers can do is peek

from afar.

In contrast, the accentuated materiality and variety of textures evoke in the viewer a strong
urge to touch and feel them. The canvases are not taut, the paper artworks are not framed,
and the parchment paper is folded, glued, and covered in the peeling layers of everyday
life, such as coffee, wine, and laundry softener. Throughout the gallery space, objects are

positioned informally. Wrinkled fabrics hang, as if haphazardly; a group of hands is draped

over the tape which delineates the space, as if forgotten and waiting for some authority to
allocate them a suitable spot; paper figures are scattered on the floor or casually glued to the
wall. The overall positioning invites a direct encounter of the type that activates the tactile

senses, while circumventing verbal communication.

Among the elements glued to the surfaces, the red and white tapes carrying the inscription
"Helbitz Baruch Ltd., Building Emporium" deserve special attention. These packaging tapes
belong to the family business, established by the artist's grandfather and passed on to her
father and to the next generation. They are a key motif in her work, serving as "readymade" in
the modernist collage tradition of the early twentieth century. This tradition uses commodities
and everyday materials, and adds text to paintings as an avant-garde tactic. However, the
"Helbitz Baruch Ltd." tape is not a neutral readymade, and the question arises as to why the
artist assigns the family business logo a central formative role in her compositions. The tapes
are sewn onto the canvasses in straight parallel lines, creating a grid; an organizing network
that delimits the space and divides it in a rational manner. In striking contrast to the "blonds"
that all feature naked, boneless and shapeless "flesh," the tape lines sewn to the fabric form
a kind of barrier, a protective grille, or, in other words, an organizing, strengthening skeleton.
It is no coincidence that a building emporium is involved. With lines of red and white tape,
the artist creates and secures a safe dwelling. She builds a protective shield, and grows an
alternative skin, in which to "pack" the transparent and vulnerable blonds once and for all,

ending the nightmare from which they sprang.

At the same time, however, the scene occurring on the canvas overflows, breaking out of
the organizing framework created by "Helbitz Baruch Ltd., Building Emporium." Sometimes it
obscures the lines, or even erases them. A tense equilibrium emerges in the works between
the primary, amorphous, overwhelming experience of horror and the straight lines of tape.
The skeleton is designed to stabilize and limit, define and mediate, stop the flood, and
contain it. The equilibrium between those two poles is the source of the distinctive tone that

reverberates between Sobol's poem and Helbitz-Cohen's paintings.



hair appears to be bleached, the result of a process that does not actually color the hair but
neutralizes its natural pigmentation. The blonds displayed in the works obsessively "bleach
themselves to death," obliterating their personality and identity in the process. During the
bleaching process, focus is placed on a single hair, "a hair in the crime scene," which is, in fact,
an "anti-hair." Hair is evidence of a crime. Bleaching it to make it blond is an attempt to blur

and obliterate the evidence; to make it "anti-evidence."

The exhibition reveals a complex scene, combining theatrical events and visual images. The

figures in the scene scatter clues, and their very presence is a kind of testimony.

The artist, working inside, plants her images and clues. Viewers, who are unable to enter, may
peek from behind the tape barrier, and can view and appropriate for themselves that which
is happening inside. Through the very gesture of peeking, which involves crossing a line and
venturing into the forbidden, the viewer becomes a partner to the enigmatic event that has

occurred within the crime scene.

The letters and words on the columns are written in Sobol's hand. The poem, with its poetic
meter, deepens the sense of a closed arena; one that has no exit and leaves no choice. The
readers are swept in, unable to free themselves, as if drawn into an eddy. A sense of futility
fills them in the face of the powerful entity sweeping them away from a familiar and serene,
safe shore. Their paltry efforts at breathing regularly and remaining relaxed are mocked.
They are tossed between the words and the lines, revealed and concealed meanings, fear,

understanding, and disillusionment.




The Language Barrier at a Crime Scene | Carmit Blumensohn

The gallery columns are wrapped in red and white tape. Entry is blocked. Is this a crime
scene? What is happening over there? What findings and evidence hide in the closed space
demarcated by the tape? The viewer looks in from the outside, but is prevented from crossing

the line into the intriguing, enigmatic unknown.

The exhibition suggests an analogy between the creation of art (writing, painting, etc.) and a
crime scene. Both comprise the remains of a larger past event, an event that cannot be fully
established or proven unequivocally. Art stands for a personal reaction to an often traumatic
event. It is the fingerprint of a past experience that finds expression in an artistic work.
The viewers have no way of knowing whether it is fabricated, or the unadulterated truth.
They notice the analogy between the two worlds, and cruise between them. Through their
ostensibly passive observation, they take part in the process of uncovering the implied clues
hidden between the words and the colors, the lines of Joshua Sobol's poem, and everything
in between. The exhibition explores the relationship between an image and a written word;
how an experience is related verbally; and its visual representation. It offers different layers

of man's perception of reality, and the way it is regarded.

A Hair in the Crime Scene (2011), a book co-written by Sobol and Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen, explores
the relationship between imagery and language. Helbitz-Cohen - a master of images, and
Sobol - a master of words, come together in this exhibition, addressing one of the book's

poems that deals with the language barrier.

Sobol named Helbitz-Cohen's painting Naked Flesh.! The painting is bleeding, gaping; it feeds
on materials of the here and now. The images are vibrant and dynamic, as if they were living
in the moment. Untitled (2018), an enormous six-meter painting, puts an emphasis on hands
that are striving to rise higher and higher, under the black mountains at the end of the world.

Are they crying in supplication? Are they praying?

They rise higher and higher, to the far end of the mountain range. A landscape of black cliffs
blocks their motion, separating the heavens from the earth; the unattainable and ethereal
from the worldly, physical flow of the hands. A butterfly flutters its wings above the peaks,
carrying a chain of teardrops in its mouth, and a beating heart rises from the end of the
rope, as if searching for the body from which it has been ripped. An innocent hare lies, like

a crown, on the head of the central figure. This magical and powerful character, resembling

1 Joshua Sobol and Ruti Helbitz-Cohen, A Hair in the Crime Scene, Chalfi Art Books, 2011, p. 8.

a mountain, is raising her arms in prayer (or casting a spell?). Is the hare a sacrifice, a burnt
offering? Does it represent speed and freedom? Or perhaps anxiety, fear, worry, and doubt,
as in Indian shamanism? The gigantic scene is positioned in boundless space, woven into
the red and white strips of text carrying details of the family business, "Helbitz Baruch Ltd.,
Building Emporium," an authentic testimony and declaration: This is who | am, where | come

from, and where | belong.

The head of the reclining female figure in the painting White Lily, Black Lily, 2018, is surrounded
by a bright halo of holiness, and her torso sprouts two black lilies, an antithesis to the white
lily of Christianity, which symbolizes the Virgin Mary. Her eyes and mouth are wide open in
amazement at a hidden sight that is not shared with the viewers. Her flesh is illusory, and
seems to have turned into a body of water in which unidentified inner organs float. Raindrops,
adragonfly, another female figure bending over her with a blackened lily in her hand - all these
turn the event into an enigmatic nightmare. The paintings convey a sense of detachment,
transience and disintegration. They suggest a voiceless scream; a vestige of an unknown

event that has not yet been deciphered.

Hands are central to the works. They appear severed and bodiless, and reflect complex
meanings. A cluster of hands suggests an upside-down bouquet of flowers; hands rise in
perpetual motion as if in unending prayer; one hand lashes out to block passage, another
points upward, as if towards lost opportunities. Hands call out with defiant screams, and are

jet black, pink, or bleeding.

The clubs placed in niches are padded. This softness contrasts with their original purpose -
weapons used for bludgeoning. The images of handcuffs, and the red and white tape that
delineates the space, underscores the association with a crime scene. Skulls and skeletons
also serve as constant reminders of the material and earthly foundations of humanity,
implying the famous saying from the Christian interpretation of the Bible - memento mori
(remember death), in a way that is associated with the verse from Ecclesiastes 1,2: "Vanity of

vanities, says Kohelet; vanity of vanities, all is vanity."

Inthe columned gallery, groups of works are positioned in testimony to a dark and unexplained
past scenario: black jesters wearing pointed hats, figures belonging to the Upside-down Blond

series; ink sketches; and severed hands dispersed in space.

Femininity is present in the series Upside-down Blond, samples of which are displayed in the
columned gallery, with it all the stereotypes associated with the notion of "blond." Helbitz-
Cohen creates a female figure that is anemic, with dull pigmentation. Her skin is pale pink and

faded; she appears ill, almost transparent, as if lacking personality and presence. The blond



Something About Language Fails Us | Joshua Sobol

Something about language fails us
Is it its rigidity

The fact that it is made of bricks

It does not flow like music

Blood

The currents that flow in the nerves
Sewage deep in the ground

Under the city that lifts its head
The head of a dying horse

Above the filth

It produces

Something about language fails us
Is it because speech

Demands counter-speech

A question demands an answer
And non-reaction is

Unbearable in view of

The misery of the human

Face

Something about language fails us
Is it the small reach

Of words, who always fall

Alot or a little

Short of the target

Never

But never

Hitting it

Directly

From: A Hair in the Crime Scene

Joshua Sobol and Ruthi Helbitz-Cohen, 2011

Something about language fails us
How can one express something
That is this but also that

That is neither this nor that

That is not this or that

And is not if so - then so

And if so

How can one express something
That being itself

Is not itself

And what would one call that
Which is not itself, and is not

Not itself how could one

Express something

That is not

And is everything it had ever been
Had it been

Something about language fails us
After all, whatever can be said with
language

Is known anyway, and by saying it
One adds nothing

Perhaps even takes something off
Or perhaps

That which cannot be said with language
Is the only thing worth saying

But how would one say with language
Something that cannot be said
With language

Things that are live

Flesh and once they come out

Of the mouth become

Repulsive carcasses

The more they are chewed
Passing from mouth

To mouth blended with the saliva
Of others

Something about language fails us
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