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The Saturated Page

Tali Tamir

Michal Biber's sea paintings flood the pages of
the book and drift beyond its margins. The sea
level rises and falls with each stroke, an ocean of
blue hues and encroaching darkness threatening
to drown the pictorial abstraction, to drown it
all. Here and there, a tiny spot of color appears,
a round moon, then a boat emerges, laden with
orange stains. The orange of emergency, of
lifejackets.

Biber explores the balance between pictorial,
post-impressionist abstraction and the flicker of
disaster. Her painting oscillates between Claude
Monet's "Impression, Sunrise" (1872), depicting
the breaking sun rays on the water's surface,
and Théodore Géricault's "The Raft of the
Medusa" (1819), portraying a group of shipwreck
survivors clinging to a precarious raft. Not only
historical painting styles are examined here
but also questions of perception, discernment,
and primarily questions about the place of art
and its moral role: Can danger, anxiety, the
precariousness of survival, flicker through the
strokes of paint and the pictorial language? Is
art justified in drawing from human suffering
and catastrophes that befall people?

This group of paintings was created at a time
when the whole world held its breath in the
face of waves of refugees from Africa and
Syria, attempting to escape wars and plagues
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and reach the shores of Europe. In January
2017, Israeli TV's Channel 10 broadcasted the
documentary series "T'sunami" by journalist Itay
Vered, who joined the rescue ship "Aquarius,"
alongside the organizations SOS Méditerranée
and Doctors Without Borders, aiming to locate
refugee ships adrift between the shores of Italy
and Libya. Through the TV screens in well-
furnished living rooms, every evening, the shaky
ships, overloaded beyond their capacity, were
seen, swaying between the ocean waves, some
sinking with their passengers, while others
gathered near the shores, banging against the
rich continent's gates. "It doesn't matter where
they came from," wrote Tirtza Flohr in Haaretz
(26.1.17), "they're not going anywhere anymore,
now they're just waiting to die." Michal Biber
could not remain indifferent to the sights and
reacted to the lack of proportion between
the vast and dark expanses of the ocean and
the smallness of the overcrowded ship. Out
of empathy for the absolute lack of resources
of the survivors squeezed in the boat, devoid
of orientation and coastless, she flooded the
paper format and created, in oil on paper, what
graphic artists call "bleed" - a 'bleeding' of color
to the edges, within it, the flickering ship, almost
invisible, destined for erasure and disappearance
- yet still making its way somewhere. The boat
Biber depicts is like a healing spirit floating
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between the walls of the house and the pages
of the book. It is the healing spirit of the weak
and the displaced, the refugees and the exiled
whom Western culture fails to conceal and
erase. This oceanic presence ultimately nurtures
colorful water flowers. Amidst the disastrous
event revealed and vanished in the many
pages of the book emerges a floating, dynamic,
and expressive painting. Biber responds with
personal lament to what her soul can hardly
contain and her hand can hardly save.
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Deeply Rooted

Daphna Lewy

It has already been said about Michal Biber that
she is a painter who loves being at home. She
tends to paint landscapes trapped between the
walls of her apartment or vistas from within
the frame of her Tel Avivian window. Even her
Sea Chronicles paintings were born there, while
she sat in her living room watching TV, but the
images that appeared on the screen in 2017,
shook her with a force that had to be expressed
on canvas.

InItaiVered's TV report on the rescue of refugees
attempting to cross the sea in overcrowded tiny
boats, harsh scenes were shown. "A small white
spot appears in the rain, and it turns out to
be a boat. It's so minute in the vastness of the
ocean that only skilled crews can tell it is more
than a ripple. Inside this spot sit hundreds of
people, in unbelievably harsh conditions. The
boat has room for sixty people, but it carries two
hundred, some standing, others sitting with one
leg outside the boat in the water, as there's no
room for both legs inside; sitting on top of each
other. Only a few are wearing life jackets, and
when these boats capsize, the rescue teams try
to pull those people out of the water and don't
always succeed. I watched and couldn't bear the
fact that all this was happening there, while I sat
at home, in my comfy armchair."

Jewish refugees who escaped the Holocaust,
and he thinks I unconsciously related to their
experience because my father [Shaul Biber] was
an officer on the Exodus ship and fought against
the deportation of the refugees who were sent
on it back to Germany. I'm not sure I thought
about all this while I was painting, but it's clear
that these small boats, almost invisible in the
middle of the ocean, crowded with people who
gave their little money to all sorts of smugglers
who promised to transport them safely but sent
them to drown in the sea, were in my eyes a
complete contrast to everything I see as home."

So, their distress wasn't entirely foreign to you.

"T guess so, but on the other hand, at the time,
I was studying for a second degree in the
Interdisciplinary Arts program at Tel Aviv
University, and I read Susan Sontag's book
'Regarding the Pain of Others.! Sontag talks
there about photographers who documented
atrocities up close, and she asks if it's moral to
document instead of reaching out to help, to
photograph instead of extending a hand. Her
question intrigued me. True, I'm at the other
end of the world and can't literally extend
a hand, but I felt there might be some kind of
exploitation here, some voyeurism, that perhaps
I'm using their suffering."

You have been living and creating all your life in
a place where difficult things happen...

"Yet, nothing like this has ever happened to
me. I looked at myself and said, 'What's this,
you're just sitting here while these things are
happening over there? On the wall I had a
painting of my dog, Elvis, sitting on a chair. It's a
scene ['ve painted more than once, and suddenly
I couldn't stand this tranquility and got up, took
an oil bar, and smeared it on the painting. I think
that precisely because it was distant, I dared to
touch the subject. It didn't really happen here,
these people are entirely foreign to me, they are
not Israelis, they are nothing like me. It hurt me
terribly, but the distance was enough for me to
be able to deal with it in my art."

In other words, being too close to the pain
inhibits your ability to create art in response to
it?

"T think so. After October seventh, for example,
when the war started, there were a few days
where [ dealt with what was happening around
me, and then I felt I couldn't, didn't want to,
that I had to preserve myself and my sanity.
These scenes of the boats at sea didn't leave me.
However, they didn't have the same intensity as
the events that happened here, in this country."

It's also a way to acknowledge them and their
suffering.

"True, but the question remains open, like many
questions that I struggle with when I work. At
the time, I was diagnosed with breast cancer,
I underwent radiation and that too greatly
interfered with my art. I worked on a book
that was literally spread beneath me, in a very
intimate position. My mental state was such
that I painted people drowning and felt as if I
myself were drowning in the painting."

Do you still identify with it today when you look
at the paintings in the book?

"No. But even without looking at the works, I
vividly remember the fear, the anxiety, these
were very difficult feelings, and I think they
made these paintings very emotional. There are
paintings with a concrete story, but in others,
you can see that they were born from my
subconscious, without me being fully aware of
the feelings that led me to paint them."

How long were you engaged with this project?

"About two years, during which I was deeply
immersed in it and dealt only with it, until I
hed the Sea Chronicles exhibition at the Artists'
House."

How did you approach the subject?

"T started looking for photographs. The images
were so powerful, visually, that they emotionally
stirred me greatly — an orange life jacket
against a backdrop of the night and the black sea,
people drowning, a boat swaying on a big wave,
rain pouring down on them in the darkness. In
one of the images, you could mistake the scene
for a romantic night sail. Some of my paintings
were based on photos I found online, and others
were imagined, and there are paintings where I
combined my cozy living room with its beautiful
furniture and my dog with the TV screen
showing the refugees."

You chose to paint the refugees from afar,
faceless, as color stains.

"T was afraid that painting the scenes from a
point of view that is too close would be too banal.
I painted close-up figures, but I didn't like the
result. From experience, I know people connect
more easily with human figures in paintings,
but I'm drawn more to abstract figures without
clear meanings."

[lan Wizgan, who curated Biber's Sea Chronicles
exhibition, wrote in the preface to the catalog
that he sees a connection between the tragedy
of these new refugees and the tragedy of

What have you been working on since?

"Paintings based on coincidences. I stumbled
upon this theme entirely by chance. I took a
course titled Schizo-Analysis, which was very
philosophical, and I didn't find myself in it.
The lecturer, Ohad Zehavi, an expert on visual
culture, suggested that I bring materials to the
class and draw during the lesson. Every week
he sent me by email an image from the texts we
studied in the course, and I tried to use it as a
trigger that would activate other images in me."

That doesn't sound easy.

"It depends on the amount of freedom I allow
myself. This opportunity brought me back
to painting as before, freely, from within,
images that don't come from observation.
These paintings resulted two years ago in the
exhibition titled I Happened to Find. I thought
this ability was lost since I started painting
figuratively, and suddenly, it came back."
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