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2007

2008

“Imagine: Artists for Coexistence,” Um-el-Fahm
Gallery, Um-el-Fahm

“Teacher Artists,” Oranim Academic College,
Tivon

“Dying to Sleep,” Julie M. Gallery, Tel Aviv

“First Portrait,” Tel Aviv Museum of Art, Helena
Rubinstein Pavilion for Contemporary Art

“Love is in the Air: Time for Love — Images of
Romantic Love in Contemporary Israeli Art,”
Zman le’Omanut, Tel Aviv

“Body Marks,” Memorial Center, Tivon

“Piece of Art, Peace of Art,” travelling Exhibition
with artists from Egypt, Israel, Palestine and
Ammersbeck, Germany

“Intensive Care,” Julie M. Gallery, Tel Aviv

BFAMI Auction Sale for Tel Aviv Museum of Art,
London

“Preview Berlin Art Fair,” Berlin Art Fair, Umtrieb
Gallery Artists, Berlin

“In & Out,” Julie M. Gallery, Tel Aviv
“Black,” Binet Gallery, Tel Aviv
“The Big Area,” Agora Art, Jaffa

Prizes and Scholarships

1997

2002

2008

America-Israel Cultural Foundation, Sharet
Foundation

“First Portrait,” Israel Lottery Council for the Arts

“Teacher-Artist,” Israeli Ministry of Science,
Culture and Sport

Prize for the Encouragement of Creation, Ministry
of Science, Culture and Sport

Mind the Gap, 2008, installation, mixed media on parchment paper cutouts, Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art

NMIWaY MINKY 9¥A IR BINIID ™1 N Yy N2Myn mTpmiov 2008, Mind the Gap

44






46



47

image or vision; at the same time, it seems that she underscores her inability to control the material with
which and upon which she works. She uses the paper to rehabilitate an expressive form of action, a process
of manual labor that seems all but obsolete. At the same time, this emphasis on the manual may also be
read as an effect of immediacy, as a form of role playing in the context of which Helbitz Cohen consciously
engages in an immediate, seemingly unskilled manual action (alluding to occupational therapy practices,
to the creation of a child or a sick adult). Her choice of material dictates a seemingly traumatic model of

experience, and involves surprising, unexpected and at times even uncalled-for results.

The qualities produced by the material manipulation of the paper are affiliated with the themes addressed
in Helbitz Cohen’s work. She examines the instability of identity and selfhood by means of a material —
parchment paper — that serves to cover, package and preserve other materials in everyday life. The allusion
to the daily uses of this material directs us towards a horizon pregnant with psychological meaning. At the
same time, this allusion may also be considered to be a game, a joke almost, concerning the psychological
dimension of art. Although one cannot decide the question of intentionality, the fragile, vulnerable and
unstable quality of this form of painting — devoid of both a support and of substance — allows it to be
associated with symptoms of speculation and remembering, of hallucinations, nightmares or fantasies. Each

one of these symptoms has the power to bring to life an entire world, yet also to sentence it to death.



Some Thoughts on Ruthi Helbitz Cohen’s Work
Ory Dessau

Ruthi Helbitz Cohen’s work operates in a graduated manner. In order to capture its unique qualities, one
must first address each of its layers individually. The initial experience that arises during one’s encounter
with this body of work directs one’s thoughts to masquerading, to a masked ball — a time and place that
preclude the possibility of a stable identity; a time and place in which one (unchanging, recognizable) identity
is removed in order to don another identity (ephemeral, imaginary, creative, artificial, fantasmic, theatrical).
The arena in which Helbitz Cohen’s ball takes place is a stage set representing a stage set. It presents identity
as a fiction, a process of acquisition, a performance (as opposed to the deterministic perception of identity
as an innate essence). Taken to an extreme, Helbitz Cohen’s action in relation to the concepts of identity
and selthood represents a stance according to which the “self” is not an origin that precedes and enables
experience, but rather a product of experience. It is itself a stance, and as such may vacillate and transform
itself in accordance with changing circumstances. Subjective identity thus does not exist in a manner detached
from concrete experience; nor can it be related to in terms of a developmental process that enables the “self”
to overcome the events and practices that influence it and to “continue on its path.” Rather, identity must be

repeatedly reexamined in relation to these events and practices as they take place.

In order to try and understand the experience shaped by the model of selfthood offered in Helbitz Cohen’s
work, one must turn to focus on the materials of which it is composed and on the manner in which they
are treated. Helbitz Cohen’s “masks” are made of paper — layered and painted parchment paper strips
and cuttings. Created through the use of a mixed technique, these are both works on paper and works in
paper. Helbitz Cohen removes painting from its support, while transforming the support into the painterly
material itself. The painting becomes a kind of slough, which points to a process of constant renewal; at the
same time, it bespeaks a loss of functional abilities, and is imbued with the quality of dead tissue that has
perhaps been shed due to some form of infection. The marks imprinted on the paper were born of a process
of deformation, while simultaneously constituting the final — albeit fragile — result of a formative process.
The movement between these two poles — the deformed and the carefully sculpted — is organized as a ritual
action — a séance or an exorcism. Helbitz Cohen humanizes the material by means of a thematic of death
and loss, and the environment surrounding her figures is suspended in a space between sublimation and
de-sublimation. The paper these works are composed of appears both poisonous and porous; nevertheless,
it conjures up a hermetic totality. As the work transitions from two dimensions to three dimensions and back
again, it radiates a secretive quality — alluding to a form of existence that contains both visible and invisible
aspects, and which is structured around an unresolved, non-dialectic relationship between the fagade and

what lies beneath it.

Helbitz Cohen’s paper cuttings reveal themselves to have been processed in accordance with a certain plan,
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eyes, her overall appearance is seductive. This work dialogues with Van Gogh’s Shepherdess (1889), with

Veldzquez’'s Infanta and with Duchamp’s Bride.

The use of various animal and vegetal motifs within the painterly space reveals another aspect of Helbitz
Cohen’s dialogue with Duchamp. The flask — alchemy’s classical symbol of androgyny, which was employed
by Duchamp in his Large Glass, appears in Helbitz Cohen’s work in the form of a tube, a chimney or a
mushroom stem. The bird image that recurs in Duchamp’s work (in the 1968 Selected Details after Courbet,
for instance) also appears in Helbitz Cohen’s work — where a bird placed under a dress, in the vicinity of the

genital area, alludes to the fulfillment of sexual wishes.

The damsels appear childish and seemingly innocent. They have no hands and at times also no legs, and
their wide-open eyes are often glazed over and vacant. It seems that all feelings of anxiety and fear have
been repressed and swept under the dresses of these young damsels/Infantas, which are pasted together
out of layers of paper (resembling altars or sometimes shaped like crosses). Beneath them, one may glimpse
images taken from a dark forest: charred tree trunks, poisonous mushrooms, geckos and various kinds
of cocoons that are being transformed into butterflies and other winged insects. Beside them, or on the
margins of the exhibition space, sticks wrapped in multiple layers of scotch tape lean against the wall or are
positioned on the floor like hammers of sorts, initiation sticks or a series of phalluses. It seems that Helbitz
Cohen attempts to preserve the objects’ physical presence, so that their power is not diminished in relation

to the viewer’s body.

The painterly power of Helbitz Cohen’s works gives rise to a fragile, ephemeral world. Employing various
means to endow the paintings with a sickly, non-durable quality, she creates a vulnerable body of works
that seem fated to an impending disaster. Her work has a careless, “dirty,” theatrical, perverse and infantile
quality, which may be related to the notion of abject art. This is evident in the reshaping of the body, which
may be described by means of the Freudian “uncanny” — a mysterious, supra-natural quality that vies with
the domestic, the familiar and the quotidian and awakens ambivalent feelings. The uncanny effect is also the
result of a dualistic conception of existence — one that juxtaposes life and death, nature and culture, body and
mind, presence and absence. The damsel cast in the image of the Infanta — a central motif in this exhibition —

is a presence that allows the viewer to symbolically project something of himself onto her.



scotch tape. The use of transparent and non-durable parchment paper, and of additional non-traditional
materials such as fabric softener and scotch tape, enables her to examine the painterly process itself by
means of trial and error. This process also involves casting into doubt traditional axioms concerning painting

techniques and materials.

The image of a doll-like girl accompanies Helbitz Cohen from exhibition to exhibition. In one instance,
her eyes are wide open like that of an innocent adolescent, and her cheeks are as pink as those of a little
girl (Princess of Hearts, 2008). In another work (Eating Her Heart Out, 2008), the torn-out heart seems to be
hanging out of her mouth. The girl is holding two hand grenades in the place of breasts, while charred tree

stumps appear at her feet.

The exhibition “5 Artists: Wondrous Worlds” at the Helena Rubinstein Pavilion (2009) features a series
of mixed-media works created by Helbitz Cohen in 2008. The feminine figures in these works, which the
artist refers to as “damsels,” clearly dialogue with the Infanta in the Spanish artist Veldzquez’s painting
Las Meniiias (1656). This homage builds on Helbitz Cohen’s personal interpretation of the Inanta’s portrait,
which is related to the central theme of the “girl/doll” in her work. Helbitz Cohen marches the Infanta into
her own world. This is the “damsel” absent from the dark forest in her works, Alice in Wonderland or Dorothy
from The Wizard of Oz. Veldzquez’s painting is concerned with the interplay between exterior and interior
(by means of the mirror in which the royal couple is reflected, while the Infanta appears in the center of the
composition); similarly, Helbitz Cohen “constructs” the “damsel’s” dress out of layers of parchment paper,

so that the interior is projected onto the exterior, and the two spheres “dissolve” into one another.

The main protagonist of these works is a hollow, glass-like human body divested of its physical attributes,
and wallowing in its own blood. The various figures are depicted in liminal states of disintegration, while
some even appear to have reached a state of putrefaction. They tell a tale concerning the dangerously thin
line between the subject’s lust for life and between the corrosive, acidic quality of the painterly language.
The painting “attacks” the image, and feels no “remorse” or “guilt” for disfiguring it — for digging into its

body in order to inflict upon it new wounds and to expose its bare flesh.

The trajectory delineated by this exhibition involves the transformation of a virginal female presence into
a “bride.” In this sense, the title, form and contents of Helbitz’s work call for a comparison with Marcel
Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare by Her Bachelors, Even, (1915-1923). Yet unlike Duchamp’s work, in which
the “bride” is a silent and static “machine,” Helbitz Cohen’s Bride, who sports blue ribbons in her hair, is
anything but silent. The noisy accessories attached to her body announce her presence: bells are tied to

her chest and to the garter belt that holds up her transparent pantyhose. Despite the innocent look in her
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defiance. In his review of Helbitz Cohen’s 2001 exhibition at Tal
Esther Gallery, Uzi Tzur wrote: “Her paintings contain vestiges of
pop thathave acquired a carnal, emotional quality [...] amateriality
characterized by a thick, opaque layer of primer [...] thin outlines
that are not absorbed but rather coagulate on the surface, not
before the artist blemishes and injures them.”? In this exhibition,
Helbitz Cohen made subversive use of the saccharine Teletubby

characters, transforming them into nightmarish figures.

Ruthi Helbitz Cohen defines her painting practice in terms of
decaying, subversive beauty, and has no interest in absolute beauty.
She abuses her images until they bleed, dirtying them with paint
drips that are smeared across the oily, transparent paper and laying
down blotches of color mixed with pigment and fabric softener
to create a system in which ugliness and difference mesmerize

the eye. “The paintings involve a game of disappearances [...] an

Untitled, 2000, mixed media on canvas,

160x 110 erasure and restoration of the image,” Helbitz Cohen remarks.
N2Myn p73v 2000 ,17M2 K5 . e
110%160 135y Speaking of the works she presented as part of the 1998 exhibition

“Sweet Dreams” at the Janco Dada Museum, she describes them
as involving a movement between nightmares and dreams that reveals the ambivalent nature of things —

both their deceptive and their seemingly sweet, dreamlike quality.

The paintings she presented at the Julie M. Gallery in Tel Aviv in 2003 bespeak the influence of semi-
abstract American painting. Uzi Tzur described them as having “[...] a soft, Mickey Mouse-like quality
[...] the somewhat flattened figure is painted with popish ice cream colors, and is caught in the throes of
a nightmarish process of coming into being [...] the head resembles an alien pink ball, while the face is
smeared with a thick brushstroke resembling dry blood. The nose is smashed, and the surrounding flesh
is covered with syrupy pink drops. A black pupil wells up out of an action-filled crust, while the viewer’s

terrified eye remains passive.”?

Helbitz Cohen paints on the floor, on a surface composed of sheets of parchment paper pasted together with

2 Uzi Tzur, Ha'aretz Friday literary supplement, December 21, 2001 [Hebrew].
3 Uzi Tzur, Ha'aretz Friday literary supplement, March 28, 2003 [Hebrew].



The Damsels
On Ruthi Helbitz Cohen’s Works*

Varda Steinlauf

Ruthi Cohen Helbitz’s works have evolved in recent years from paintings into three-dimensional works
characterized by an ambivalent quality: on the one hand, their pinkish-red palette endows them with a
sweet, seductive character. At the same time, they are distinguished by a painterly fluidity and gestural
brushstrokes that communicate a sense of terrible fear and distress. New combinations of various aesthetic
approaches, that have be reprocessed and redefined in contemporary art, call for a new form of art criticism
and for different critical terms than those employed in the context of modernist and postmodernist discourse.
One of these terms is “hybridity” — and Helbitz Cohen, like other artists of her generation, engages with this

theme in various ways.

Hybrid artis defined by the absence of “pure forms” and the creation of new visual categories, which involve
the use of substitutes and mutations on both the conceptual and material levels. Hybridity also functions as
a metaphor for contemporary culture, in which old cultural norms lose their power and are fused with new
radical, hybrid sensibilities. A hybrid aesthetic involves the creation of new categories, the fusion of nature
and culture and the simultaneous presence of wild, wanton, immoral and sensual elements. These elements
operate alongside one another, feverishly producing processes that multiply in independent, unexpected

ways.

The body imagery dominant in Helbitz Cohen’s work has undergone a metamorphosis over time. In 1994,
the works she presented at the Borochov Gallery in Tel Aviv were concerned with women engaged in various
forms of female grooming, while sitting on the edge of a sink or toilet. For the 2003 exhibition “Boomerang”
at the Tal Esther Gallery, she presented terrified heads surrounded by brick walls. Joshua Sobol described
them in the following manner: “The brick walls of the destroyed city are made out of flesh [...] the blood
that holds the bricks together, [...] the tormented, skinned faces with open wounds for eyes, poisoned by
this bleeding wall [...] and here they are in Ruthi’s paintings, appearing as baby clothes put out to wash and
slapped against the bricks made of flesh and blood, on which childish magic incantations such as “abra-

kadabra’ and ‘alkazam’ are emblazoned in letters of blood.”?

Baby clothes put out to wash and inscriptions emblazoned on a wall were also featured in the exhibition “First
Portrait” at the Helena Rubinstein Pavilion (2003). These works, which are suffused with pain, expressions

of complaint and a personal cry of protest, make manipulative and cynical use of distortion, movement, and

* The series The Damsels’ House was exhibited at the Helena Rubinstein Pavilion, Tel Aviv Museum of Art, March-May 2009
1 Joshua Sobol, "Insolentfaces," in Kav Natuy, 6, 2004, p. 31 [Hebrew].
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