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Detail from installation, Shelf
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Installation view, Out of the Earth
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I am not here

Ulrika Carlsson

Tzfia first told me about her ideas for the
present project in the fall of 2015. At the
time, I would come to her house every
Tuesday morning for two hours. We spent

one hour speaking Hebrew, for my benefit,

and another hour speaking English, for
hers. One day, Tzfia asked me to help her
with a grant application for an art project
she wanted to create in Berlin. The seed
of the project was her experience of
subletting a friend’s apartment there a
few years back. She had felt like a ghost,
she said; a delicious feeling of seeing
without being seen, inhabiting a private
space without the occupants’ knowledge.
Now she wanted to recreate the situation,
this time documenting her stay with
photographs of the secret installations she
would build there.

The symbolic charge associated with
Berlin would, of course, surround the
endeavor with a particular kind of aura.
Nevertheless, as I pointed out to Tzfia,

it lacked a more personal meaning,

since — Tzfia’s grandparents were not
German. Her grandmother, who lives next
door to her, was from Poland. Wouldn't

it be more meaningful to execute the

project there? Tzfia was persuaded; we
wrote the proposal, and toward the end of
December, we met at the gate for the flight
to Warsaw. Tzfia was embarking on her
airbnb project; [ was meeting my mother
to celebrate Christmas.

The project of Zionism is about memory
in several ways. Most obviously, it is the
project of remembering something that
had been forgotten: recalling an all-but-
dead language, returning to a former
home. Yet, crucially, it is also a project

of erasing memory, of forgetting. Jewish
immigrants from Europe were expected
to shed the identities they had worn in the
Diaspora, identities formed in a position
of weakness. They were also to forget
their native language, whether it was
Russian, German, Polish, or Yiddish. The
long history of Jewish life in Europe was
reduced to a single event that Israelis were
commanded never to forget.

Here was Tzfia, then, flying to a country
whose language she did not speak, and
whose culture she knew little about
beyond what all Israelis have heard —
that the Poles had been worse than the

Germans. She did not know how to

pick out proper boots for a week in the
Polish winter; she did not know that on
December 25th the supermarket would be
closed. Her connection to the place was an
abstract fact that had barely any content
for her. Yet it was precisely this emptiness
that was at the heart of her project.

What she sought, however, was not

to connect with Polish people of her
generation, or to discover some aspect

of Europe to make her own. Rather, she
sought to put her sense of foreignness

in this place on stage, and to proceed to
document it. This foreignness was neatly
figured by her relative anonymity as

an airbnb guest, sleeping in the bed of
someone she had never met. Yet she also
wanted to build installations, intervening
somehow in the unfamiliar environment.

This intervention was subversive in

the sense that playing around with the
furniture was not the express purpose

for which people had rented her their
apartments, but her rebellion had a

very soft touch. True, the twin furs that
lie across a commode in one of her
photographs have grown horns, as if to
say they resent being stepped on — they
who were once wild beasts, pulsating with
life and hunger. In general, however, the
installations are harmless, even disarming
in their innocence, as if saying “Don't
worry, I didn't trash your place, I'm just
playing.” The watermelon that floats in

a bathtub is cheerful and friendly; it has
found a kinship with the mint-green
bathmat, even though in a northern
European December, it is completely

out of place.

Two basic yet contrary urges seem to
operate in these works. The first is the
desire to be noticed — to make a mess,
leave a mark, make people listen: “I

was here!” Yet Tzfia herself is not in the
pictures: she leaves us searching the
scenes for her avatar. This absence is due
to the second urge: the desire to retain
complete freedom — from responsibility
and from other people’s opinions.
Accommodating each of these urges in
her installations, she leaves behind an
ambiguous, even paradoxical message: “I
am not here.”

During my two-years of living in Israel,

I never met with hostility, but always
with perplexity. I am not Jewish, I didn't
have an Israeli boyfriend or a job at an
archeological site that had brought me

to this place where war is always on

the horizon. I'tried to explain, when
people asked, that I really just liked the
atmosphere and the people. Sometimes

I offered my theory that I felt at home in
Israel because, although I had grown up
in Sweden, part of my family was from
Russia and Poland. But many people found
this explanation to be a non-sequitur.
They thought of European Jews as
outsiders who had little in common with
the majority culture in the places where
they had lived. And still, the affinity I

felt was often reciprocated. Some old and
friendly ghost from a long-lost place would
appear in the air between us, as my Israeli
friends reminded me of my grandparents,
and I reminded them of theirs.



inheritance can be claimed by this part?
If the whole is a collage of parts, what
qualities does it possess? What are the
conditions of its existence?

Tzfia Dgani has long been concerned with
examining the conditions under which
she operates, their boundaries, and the
possibility of transgressing them. Her
works raise questions concerning objects,
their display, and their representation
within economic and cultural systems.
At the same time, her personal,
biographical history momentarily
surfaces, expanding the network of
contexts within which she operates.

In a series of works created at Tel Aviv’s
central bus station, Dgani explored the
role of this site’s unique architecture

and its impact on the appearance of an
artwork presented inside the station
building. In a later work, she inserted
images into the digital archive of the
Knesset in order to examine the sphere
of official Israeli representations and her
ability to influence its future perception.
At Beit Bialik, a museum that was the
former home of Israel’s national poet, she
explored the accessibility of the national
cultural canon, as well as her ability to
intervene in it or respond to it.

For this exhibition, Dgani embarked on
an artistic journey to a series of Airbnb
apartments in Poland. She spent several
days in these apartments, exploring their
contents, rearranging them, and creating
installations into which she inserted
foreign objects, photographing them
before dismantling the installation and
restoring the apartment to its previous

state of order, without leaving any traces of
her activity there. These spaces became an
arena of artistic action and a stage for the
creation of new representations, in which
objects were charged with new meanings
and subsequently disappeared. The
manipulations performed in these Polish
apartments raised questions concerning
belonging and ownership, conditions of
representation and production, the private
and public spheres — in relation to the
artist’s authorization to act, both as an
Israeli of Polish-Jewish descent and as a
tourist in an Airbnb apartment.

The types of stages arranged in these
photographs, sets that Dgani created
inside the apartments, bespeak their own
ephemerality and encode their imminent
loss, like a series of Fata Morganas; what
appeared before us just a moment ago is
already gone. These are actions of erasure,
an inversion of Jackson Pollock’s action
painting, which circumscribed a territory
and imprinted it with traces.

What is permissible to do in an Airbnb
apartment? What is permissible for an
Israeli woman to do in Poland? What is
permissible for an artist to do in an Airbnb
apartment? Who do the objects in the
apartment belong to? Who do the artworks
created in the apartment belong to? This
series of questions relates the act of art-
making to a concern with sovereignty in
its historical context. Is the artistic action
performed in a Polish apartment by an
Israeli artist of Polish-Jewish descent an
act of return? Or does such a process of
artistic creation constitute an alternative
of sorts to the binary choice of place and
identity?

Dgani engages in a double strategy, using
the objects found in the apartment to
create a three-dimensional installation
that contains two-dimensional elements,
and then photographing it. The installation
disappears and the photograph remains.
An art object created in a private
apartment, with only the artist herself

as awitness, is transformed into a
photographic image whose appearance
engages with the spectacular qualities

of the white gallery space. The two-
dimensional image is transformed

once again into a three-dimensional
installation as it pops out of a box

opened before a single viewer. The play
of simulacra continues, and is charged
with new meaning when presented in the
public sphere.

To what extent is an Airbnb apartment a
private sphere? To what extent is a gallery
a public sphere? What is permissible in
the public sphere of the gallery? Where
does art-making take place?

1. Elena Filipovic, “A Museum That is Not,”
e-flux, Journal #04, March 2009,
http://www.e-flux.com/jo
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A Part
and Inheritance

Avital Barak

“A part and inheritance,” an expression
borrowed from the Book of Deuteronomy,
originally described the condition of the
Levites, who were not allotted a territory
of their own. This expression, which
appears in the Bible as a negation — “No
part or inheritance” — defines the other as
separate and removed from the collective
and its interests.

Part

A portion separated from the whole;
aunit in a literary oeuvre; one’s lot
in life; a plot, inheritance, land; an
aspect of human character.

The gallery space contains closed boxes.
Will you open them? Will you peer inside?

Each of these objects, which resemble
boxes or suitcases, contains sculptures
and photographs, the contents of a room
that were mixed and rearranged; an
assemblage, a replication of a replication.
As a disruption to the existing order that
has been gathered into a chaotic space,
they call to mind Duchamp’s “From or by

Rrose Sélavy” (De ou par Marcel Duchamp

ou Rrose Sélavy). As the art historian

Benjamin Buchloh writes:
Indeed, this retrospective collection of
objects, their protective container, the
uniform labels, and the various types of
frames point to an attempt to activate
a certain museal quality. At the same
time, one cannot ignore the highly
ambivalent character of these museum-
like “suitcases in a box” and of
Duchamp’s status as a “preserver,” nor
can one ignore the fragmented nature
of the presented stories or the fragility
of the suggested structure. One must
thus as: What type of museum, what
architecture, and what kind of history
does this Duchamp-inspired museum
actually present?*

Inheritance

A plot of land owned by an individual,
family, or people; an estate, property;
valuable, privately owned goods.

If the inheritance is the whole from which
the part was severed, what right to the
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