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With 'Heaven/Polish installationartistMiroslaw Balka has

created forthe viewer gaze turned inward on itself

Smadar SheffiBy Smadar Sheffi

yeaven,"
work by Miro-{{

I— slaw Balka now showingat

X. A. Hangar ,2Dvir Gallery's

space in the Jaffa Port, stirs more

than trace of irony.Sixty-eightPer-

spex rods, each wrought in kind of

open spiral,turn slowly,"flowing,"
reminiscent of decorative objectssold

at spiritualfairs or plantnurseries.

In the middle of the week, when the

space was entirelyempty of visitors,

the observer's portraitwas refracted

in the rods and illuminated by an un-

earthlysort of light.
Itisan experienceinwhich the "I" is

infinitelyreduplicated,likein hallof

mirrors or in dream. The duplication
isone of solitariness,and itsamplifica-
tioncreates an uncomfortable feeling.

The sight,which at firstlooks futur-

istic,isreminiscent of the optical -11111

sionspopularin circuses and 19th cen-

tury chambers of wonder. The work

gets more interestingas it becomes

clear thatthe artisthas wrapped an in-

vitationto do some deepponderingin

terriblysweet package.
In ,9002Balka's "How ItIs" was dis-

playedin the lobbyof the Tate Modern

in London, one of the world's leading
venues for installationart. The series

of installationssponsoredthere by the

Unilever company has expanded the

way people think about installation

art, establishingthe medium in which

the body of the observer in the space

as what ismost important;the viewer

participatesin the installationsimply

by virtue of beingthere.

The exhibitby Balka, Polish artist

born in 1952 whose father and grand-
father buOt tombstones, included

huge,intimidatingmetal box which

stood on poles bittallerthan person,

with one side open as giantramp. As

one walked up thisramp, the sound re-

verberated throughoutthe space (and

was clearlyheard duringpeak visit

inghours at the Tate, one of the most

popularmuseums in the world).The

immediate associations ranged from

the giantwhale who swallowed Jonah,

to Noah's ark, to shippingcontainers

where immigrantsseeking better life

in Europe might stow away. Another

inevitableassociation was to the Holo-

caust, mainlyto the gas vans, but also

metaphorically,because of the sense of

beingwrapped in blackness,the alien-

ation, the impossibilityof seeingthe

world outside.

Spatialdisorientation

Balka has used materials inthe past

which drew more immediate Holo-

caust associations,likeashes and hair.

In the exhibitat the Tate, the Polishart-

1st made kind of ontologicaldeclara-

tion "This ishow thingsare," this is

how the memories, the information and

the fragmentsof experienceare and

he built bridgeto the past.

In "Heaven," which will be on dis-

playuntiltomorrow, Balka has creat

ed for the viewer gaze that isturned

inward on itself.He has also succeed-

ed in creating sense of very large

space, largerthan the actual space at

the Hangar. After stayingthere for

while, one becomes spatiallyand tern-

porallydisoriented.

Treatment of the gaze has come

up repeatedlyin Balka's works in re-

cent years, operatingbetween total

blockageand lockingthe gaze on the

self.In "Heaven," the observer islike

an animal whose gaze locks onto the

headlightsof car threateningitslife.

Balka's use of very simplematerials

is kind of declaration of the gaze's

inevitability.
Mirrors, as we know them, were

invented relativelylate in the 15th

century, in Venice and until then,

lookingat oneself was lotless com-

mon. It's interestingto think about

Balka's work in the context of the

"mirror stage," phrase coined by
French psychoanalystJacques Lacan

in the 1930s. Lacan discussed the

stagesof lifein terms of the develop

ment of the ego and suggestedthat the

finalstagesof earlychildhood, during
which the baby sees himself as part

of his mother, arrive when the child

identifieshis own image in mirror.

Such an interpretationreinforces

the sense of ironyupon enteringthe

exhibit space, in day and age when

we renounce responsibilityprecisely
when our image isreflected to us ev-

erywhere,allthe time.

Our imagebecomes distortedin the

longPerspexlines,alternatelyshrunk-

en and elongated,evadingus and not

enablingus to see the
way

we imagine
ourselves. Speakingof distortingmir-

rors, the historyof art bringsto mind

Parmigianino's"Self-portraitin

Convex Mirror" (c. ,)4251-3251work

in which the aim of lookingin the mir-

ror isnot to confirm the existing,or to

reinforce the experience,but rather

to provideamazement and playon

identity.
When you stepback from the twist-

ingPerspex rods, which move at ev-

ery slightbreeze that comes through
the door of the Hangar,theylook like

lines of light,like suns imprisonedin

the structure, the industrial appear-

ance of which contrasts theirslipperi-
ness.

Balka surrounds his viewer, speak-

ingabout emptinessand fullness,and

deconstructingand bitinginto the es-

sence of the perceptionof Paradise.

Here the viewer is givenquiet,and

light.But into this beauty that can

remind us of the great Gothic cathe-

drals,where the illuminations of the

stained glasswindows play,the artist

plants feelingof discomfort, trap

of the limited gaze.

The Dvir Gallery'shours are es-

peciallystingy.And it'swebsite, like

that of many other galleriesin Israel,

is written entirelyin English,which

givesit provincialfeel.Regrettably,
this is characteristicof great many

Israeliart venues


