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Eliahou Eric Bokobza was
born in Paris, France in 1963.
In 1969, he immigrated

to Israel with his parents,
natives of Tunisia. He studied
pharmacology at the Hebrew
University and practiced

it for some years. Later, he
studied art at "Kalisher" and
animation studies at the
College of Animation and
Design in Tel Aviv. He lives
and works in Tel Aviv. Over
the years, he has participated
in numerous solo and group
exhibitions in galleries and
museums. His works are
owned by both museums and
private collectors. He won
several awards among them
the Ministry of Culture Award
for Zionist Creation (2015).
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In 1969, six-year-old Bokobza and his parents were photographed in
Paris, minutes before boarding the plane to Israel. This photograph
eventually became the painting "The Family" which was presented
in Bokobza's first solo exhibition at the Aman Nelly Art Gallery in
Tel Aviv in 2000. Since then, for more than two decades, photographs
from the artist's private album and those he discovers and investigates
in various archives from Israel's history, have been used as raw
material in his works.

Bokobza's parents, born in Tunisia, arrived in Paris a year before
his birth. They perceived their migration from Tunis to Paris as a move
from East to West.* Bokobza the child, who was not granted French
citizenship but only Tunisian, came with them to Israel when they
emigrated again, and this time an emigration experienced by them as a
return to the East. The tension between East and West, from which other
pairs such as traditionalism-modernity or black-white are derived, is a
central axis in Bokobza's works to this day, when there is usually an
attempt to challenge this binary coupling by offering a more complex
and even ambivalent reality at times.

This exhibition, "The Painter is an Immigrant", is a mini-
retrospective of Bokobza's art, as it embraces a corpus of works created
between 2009 and 2022, including two animated films. In these,
Bokobza the child or the teenager is portrayed, as well as the older artist,
in paintings displayed recently in the exhibition "Discover America.
Reuven and Bokobza meet in New York" at the Rubin House in Tel Aviv.

In several paintings, the image of the immigrant child - the artist
himself -appears. He is the one observing reality around him and at the
same time is the object of the viewers' observing of him. "l usually paint
a kind of alter-ego, a figure that combines who I remember being as a
child together with the consciousness of an adult," explains the artist.?
His position, as both an observer and the observed, sharpens the status

1 Eliahou Eric Bokobza, Meeting the Artist, A talk in Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2015
https://youtu.be/AecZkTTpy5I

2 Eliahou Eric Bokobza, “Discovering America. Reuven Rubin and Eliahou Eric Bokobza Meet
in New York”, in Discovering America. Reuven and Bokobza Meet in New York, edited
by Carmela Rubin, Tel Aviv: Reuven’s House, 2022.
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of the immigrant, the stranger, the "other", who experiences a double
gaze even more vehemently.

Bokobza's works provide a critical view of the place to which he
migrated. Criticism presented in the manner of "grotesque and fiction",
as David Sperber characterizes it.* The position of the "other" child, the
one with the big dark eyes, portrays the Israeli reality as a mosaic of
identities, from which power and control relations are derived based on
a national, religious, ethnic and cultural background. Intergenerational
relations and gender relations are also embedded in the works. From
being a "painter-tourist” (as his 2002 exhibition is entitled), the one who
sees what is shown to him, the artist's view developed as that of a spy, the
one who seeks to discover what is actually being hidden from him.*

As an immigrant, whose identity always remains divided between
the country of origin and the new one, Bokobza's oeuvres preserve a
fragrance of stylistic foreignness alongside a close familiarity with
symbols and stereotypes of Israeli culture, undergoing a process of
undermining their foundations. As someone who went through Israeli
socialization from the age of six, he is well aware of the condescending
position of the native Israelis, the “sabra”, who are often blind to the
realities of life of "the other". The "other" according to Bokobza is
diverse, thus given a prominent place in his work. To a large extent, he
preserves the feeling of alienation, as defined by Gideon Ofrat,® which is
reflected in the child's wondering look at his new country, as well as his
maturation and disillusionment that bring with it the courage to doubt
his new reality.

His abundantly decorative works are unique in the Israeli art field,
where the hegemony of a lean and conceptual style has set the tone for
many decades. He merges the traditions of the Near East with those

3 David Sperber, “A journey, a challenge and a Conflict: Religion, Army and the Existential
Fear in Work of Eliahou Eric Bokobza”, in Tzevaot/This is the Country, edited by Dana
Zaibert, Tel-Aviv: Artists’ House, 2013, p. 76.

4 Eliahou Eric Bokobza, Meeting the Artist, A talk in Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2015
https://youtu.be/AecZkTTpy5I

5 Gideon Ofrat, “Where is the Boy?”, In “Painter-Tourist”, Tel-Aviv: Aman Nelly Art
Gallery, 2002.
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of the Far East, and those of the two 'Easts' and elements of Western
modernism. Thus, Bokobza can be defined as a stylistic immigrant
making hybrid art.

His style is sometimes defined as somewhat childish as his
drawings tell stories but these are not simple at all. Deciphering
them requires a thorough reading needed to identify the meanings of
shapes, models, places, objects, items of clothing, animals, colors and
even specific characteristics of figures from the artist's biography and
history. Bokobza is not afraid to confront controversial phenomena
and events of the Israeli existence, voicing them in his paintings.
A clear example of this can be found in the exhibition, "This Place",
created for the Bar-David Museum in Kibbutz Bar'am in 2012. In a
composition of five large paintings, based on photographs from the
kibbutz archives, the artist dealt with an unsettled political issue —
that of the village of Bir'im whose Arab residents were not allowed to
return to it after the War of Independence (the Nakba) where later on
Kibbutz Bar'am was established. Two of the project's drawings are also
presented in this exhibition.

Bokobza often refers to the history of art when he borrows elements
from well-known artists such as Piet Mondrian, Ephraim Moses
Lilien or Reuven Rubin. He creates fascinating formal and thematic
dialogues with artists from the past, some of whom were immigrants
themselves. By creating such intertextuality that allows messages to
be conveyed through estrangement, he suggests wider possibilities
for interpretation. However, more than any quote, Bokobza quotes
himself thus allowing us to witness the movement of models, motifs
and characters from one work to another, while changing and adapting
them. This strategy contributes to establishing a distinct personal
language, the artist's own fingerprint.

This exhibition's title paraphrases Larry Abramson's book, The Painter
is a Spy,° and it is directly linked to Bokobza's 2010 painting "The Spy's
Map", in which he is depicted as a soldier holding a large bunch of

6 Larry Abramson, The Painter in a Spy, Tel-Aviv: Hakibutz Hameuchad, 2018, p. 23.
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grapes, standing on top of a map of Israel, echoing the story of the spies
from the book of Joshua.

Abramson writes in his book:

"The painter is a spy.

The painter is spying on reality.

The painter is spying on the painting.

The painter wanders in the horizontal space of time.

The painter sneaks, follows, investigates, pretends and sees".

Bokobza the immigrant indeed acts as a spy who insists on seeing what
is attempted to remain hidden (reality); who researches and invents
forms, models, compositions, patterns within the field of painting; who
wanders through spaces of time, weaving surprising connecting ties
between past and present, all while retrieving and investigating archival
documents and studies from various fields. Finally, he definitely acts
as an impersonator, who, in many paintings, becomes an actor in
imaginary scenes that allow him to see, metaphorically, of course, what
other people prefer not to see.

Hence, the migration component in Bokobza's identity is amply
present in his work. It seems that this is not just a distant biographical
episode, but rather an ethical and aesthetic perspective, strongly
reflected in the entirety of his work. Did the fact that he immigrated at
a young age make him more sensitive, very sensitive, to wrongs related
to ruler-ruled relations? Will those who have personally experienced
the hardships of integrating into a new society be less forgiving of
social injustices such as discrimination, exclusion, polarization and
the like? Bokobza as an immigrant, indeed articulates poignantly and
impartially the core issues of Israeli society and culture, which seem to
have increased and become more complicated since his arrival in Israel
in the 1960s.

Dr. Shahar Marnin-Distelfeld, curator
Translation from the Hebrew: Idith Kessel Marnin
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n”0 110x90 ,T1 7Y 1NV ,2012 ,2 D1TNX 727 DY Y1

o 110X90 . Gbled Lle o 12012 .2 el ple go U2y
Man with Red Flag 2, 2012, oil on canvas, 90x110 cm
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Nn”0 130x120 ,T1 7Y P7771N1 10V ,2016 ,NIN1 Nn”0 130x120 ,T1 7Y P7771N1 10V ,2016 ,(NA1Y) Religieuse

ow 130X120 . ibled Lo wldyySly o) 2016 .LL o 130X120 . bled Ll WldyySiy ey 12016 Ly 3ie
Baba, 2016, 0il over acrylic on canvas, 120x130 cm Religieuse, 2016, oil over acrylic on canvas, 120x130 cm
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