
By Julianne McShane

The photos of soldiers staged by Israeli photographer Adi Nes are nothing like the recent images
of the stone-faced and armed military men who have sometimes aggressively quelled the
worldwide protests calling for an end to police violence against Black people.

OUT POP CULTURE

Liberating masculinity: London photo exhibit spotlights queer 
resistance to 'manliness'
“Masculinities: Liberation Through Photography” explores how queer photographers and subjects used 
their lenses and gazes to eschew “cliched masculine tropes.”

Untitled, from the series "Soldiers," 1999. Adi Nes
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In Nes’ photographs, shot between 1994 and 2000, male models posing as soldiers eschew
traditional masculine tenets of aggression and emotionlessness, in part by hinting at
homoeroticism: Their bodies are close, their gazes long, their lips full, their faces softened by
streams of light. In one image, Nes captures a group of soldiers sleeping on a bus, their heads
heavily hanging toward each other as sunlight pours in through the windows. The stock of a rifle
in the left of the frame serves as the only reminder that the men will, presumably, awaken to
fight.

“I wanted to see the humanity of the men, their fragility, their weakness in a way,” Nes said of the
“Soldiers” series, which was inspired by his own three-year compulsory service as an air traffic
controller in the Israel Defense Forces in the 1980s — an era during which Nes and other gay
Israeli soldiers did not speak about their sexualities.

Nes’ photographs are among the first featured in “Masculinities: Liberation Through
Photography,” a newly reopened and extended exhibition at the Barbican in London through
Aug. 23. It features over 300 works by more than 50 international photographers, artists and
filmmakers exploring how people of all genders have experienced, performed and
(de)constructed masculinities around the world, from the 1960s through the present.

The exhibition — which will travel to Berlin’s Martin-Gropius-Bau from October until January and
likely throughout Europe afterward — turns a special focus to how queer photographers and
subjects have used their lenses and gazes alike to resist dominant cisgender, heterosexual
portrayals of masculinity that rely on limiting assumptions of physical strength, aggression and
social dominance, according to curator Alona Pardo. Pardo said the exhibition has become all
the more relevant in the age of #MeToo and with the rise of populist male leaders — including
those whose masculine inclinations have most recently prompted them to refuse to wear face
masks proven to stymie the spread of the coronavirus.

"We don’t often think that masculinity needs liberating, but it
does need liberating from these narrow definitions of gender
that straitjacket us into performing these ways of being that
can be very toxic."
ALONA PARDO, BARBICAN CURATOR
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“We don’t often think that masculinity needs liberating, but it does need liberating from these
narrow definitions of gender that straitjacket us into performing these ways of being that can be
very toxic,” Pardo said. “We wanted to deconstruct, disturb and destabilize these perceived
representations of masculinity. The idea was to celebrate a plurality of ways that one can be a
man, or indeed become one.”

The exhibition showcases many queer photographers’ subversive portrayals of what Pardo called
socially constructed “cliched masculine tropes.” These include Nes’ subdued soldiers; British
artist Isaac Julien’s choreographed shots of curious Texas cowboys from the early 2000s; and the
portraits of masculine aloofness and aggression captured in American photographer Catherine
Opie’s seminal 1991 work “Being and Having.”

Bo from "Being and Having." Catherine Opie
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On the opposite wall, “Time Lapse,” a series of semi-nude 2011 self-portraits by gender-
nonconforming transmasculine visual artist Cassils — who also doubles as a bodybuilder — shows
the transformation of their body from lithe to bulky over the course of six months, during which
time they adhered to a strict diet and exercise regime.

Opie's photos document the artist and a dozen of her lesbian friends staring into the camera as 
they sport masculine signifiers — fake moustaches and beards — topped off with bandanas, dark 
sunglasses and cigarettes. Opie’s work recalls renowned gender scholar Judith Butler’s 
foundational 1988 theory of gender performativity, which established “gender” as “a constructed 
identity, a performative accomplishment” — rather than a biological given — achieved through 
“the stylization of the body,” including “bodily gestures, movements and enactments of various 
kinds.”

Other works throughout the show elaborate on Butler’s theory of the role of the body in the 
production of gender by highlighting the centrality of strong, able and assumed male bodies in 
the construction of masculinity.

American photographer Robert Mapplethorpe — who died of complications from AIDS in 1989 —
captured Austrian bodybuilder Arnold Schwarzenegger in a series of 1976 semi-nude portraits in 
which he posed next to a dramatic curtain while flexing his enormous biceps. Mapplethorpe’s 
images serve as both an “homage and a parody,” as critic Allen Ellenzweig has written, to the 
strength and excess of Schwarzenegger’s form. The photographer’s nearby 1980 nude 
photograph of American female bodybuilder Lisa Lyon highlights her lean muscularity as she 
flexes her biceps while standing strong against a clear sky atop a mountain. While more 
reverential than the Schwarzenegger portraits, the image of Lyon nonetheless bears an element 
of irony, by showing the transferability of traditional features of “masculinity” to even women’s 
bodies.

Taken together, Mapplethorpe’s and Cassils’ works show both the artificiality of “masculine”
bodies and the achievability of their defining strong features by anyone willing or able to work
for them, Pardo said.

"The body’s a fleshy canvas that can morph and transform," Pardo said. "I was really interested in
this transformation of the body: Who is allowed to be male? How does the body perform that?"
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Rusty. Catherine Opie

The rest of the exhibition seeks to answer these questions through works that discard 
assumptions about what it looks like — and means — to be a man. The understandings that Pardo 
sought to establish as undercurrents of the show — that there are multiple manifestations of 
masculinities, which can be socially constructed and deconstructed — can be traced to the 
influential work of Australian sociologist Raewyn Connell in the 1990s and her concept of
“hegemonic masculinity,” which she argued constitutes the dominant form of masculinity that 
wields the greatest social power in any given society.

American artists Hank Willis Thomas and Deana Lawson use their works to elucidate how this 
“hegemonic masculinity” in the United States relies upon the superiority of white men and the 
inferiority of Black men. In works from his “Unbranded: Reflections in Black by Corporate 
America” mixed media series, Thomas incorporates images from print advertisements targeting 
Black Americans from 1968, the year of Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, to 2008, when 
President Barack Obama was elected, to deconstruct the roles that capitalism, pop culture and 
the straight white male gaze play in constructing Black American masculinity. Similarly, in her 
2016 photo “Sons of Cush,” Lawson shows how Black male figures in America are, as novelist 
Zadie Smith wrote, both “idealized ... (in their physical beauty) and pathologized by the culture 
(as symbols of violence or fear).”



Street Fashion Jock from the series Gay Semiotics. Hal Fischer
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Other featured artists turned their cameras to the gay subcultures to which they belonged.

American photographer Hal Fischer’s iconic “Gay Semiotics” series injects humor and irony into
decoding aspects of the sexual lifestyles and effeminate appearances of gay men in Fischer’s San
Francisco neighborhood in the late 1970s. That same decade on the East Coast, renowned
American photographer Peter Hujar and Indian photographer Sunil Gupta captured Black,
white, Latino and Asian gay men cruising Christopher Street in New York City’s Greenwich
Village neighborhood, which served as a center of the city’s gay life and the site of both the
Stonewall Inn and the 1969 eponymous riots that sparked the country’s modern gay liberation
movement.

Hujar's and Gupta’s photos of the men — walking, talking, lounging, drinking and smoking —
show both their pride as gay men and their claims to public space, Pardo said.

“They’re not hiding their faces. They’re coming out; they’re standing tall and proud,” she said.
“It felt important that many of these works were taken out on the street in urban spaces, as ways
of claiming legitimacy and visibility. They have a certain kind of liberty and joy about them, and
they’re also political statements.”
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Untitled, Christopher Street. Sunil Gupta

For Gupta in particular, the political statements captured in his “Christopher Street” series were 
also personal: The series both marked and reflected his own process of coming out.

“I spent my weekends cruising with my camera. … We were young and busy creating a gay public 
space such as hadn't really been seen before,” Gupta wrote. “In retrospect these pictures have 
become both nostalgic and iconic for a very important moment in my personal history.”

https://www.sunilgupta.net/christopher-street-new-york-1976.html
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/black-history-month-17-lgbtq-black-pioneers-who-made-history-n1130856
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/black-history-month-17-lgbtq-black-pioneers-who-made-history-n1130856?icid=related
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/black-history-month-17-lgbtq-black-pioneers-who-made-history-n1130856?icid=related
https://popup.taboola.com/en/?template=colorbox&utm_source=nbcnews&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=thumbnails-rr:Right%20Rail%20Thumbnails%20-%20Bento:
https://wikibuy.com/blog/amazon-prime-increased-its-prices-now-what-dd7b560390a1?utm_source=jaguar11&utm_campaign=1051388&utm_term=72183326&tblci=GiCG8O1tE0NK3JLjlmegbLN7IiOB86kRduep2jy_oLcuZCDR3kA#tblciGiCG8O1tE0NK3JLjlmegbLN7IiOB86kRduep2jy_oLcuZCDR3kA


Massive photography museum Fotografiska New York has
a new reopening date
One of New York City's newest museums is coming back!

By Shaye Weaver Posted: Wednesday August 19 2020, 12:37pm

Photograph: Courtesy Rob Tringali/Fotogra�ska

The city's newest museum, Fotogra�ska, has announced a new reopening date.

Last week, New York City and State o�cials said museums can �nally open starting August 24 with 
required health and safety protocols. 

Fotogra�ska, which opened in the Flatiron District in December, said it would be opening its doors 
once again on Friday, August 28 at a much smaller capacity and with timed entry to keep capacity at 
25 percent.
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RECOMMENDED: Here’s when your favorite NYC museums are reopening

Fotogra�ska will have safety measures in place to further keep people safe. Everyone must wear a
face mask and keep 6 feet apart, and the museum will be taking visitors' temperatures before letting
them in.

In addition to that, hand sanitizer will be throughout the building and common surfaces will be
cleaned and sanitized frequently. Visitors will see plexiglass shields at the front desk and will be able
to do cashless/contactless purchases at its store. (There will also be private personal shopping and
convenient curbside pickup appointments available on Tuesdays when the museum is closed to the
public.) 

Fotogra�ska will also have special pricing for the rest of the year: $24 general admission and $14 for
seniors, students and military personnel. The museum will also offer free admission to �rst
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responders and frontline healthcare providers through 2020.

Members will have early access on Wednesday and Thursday, August 26 and 27.

The gallery itself mounts temporary exhibits featuring photos from "grand masters and emerging 
talent" that range from "easily accessible to hardcore conceptual." The new exhibitions on view will 
include four distinct solo exhibitions by acclaimed photographers including Martin Schoeller, Cooper 
& Gorfer, Naima Green, Julie Blackmon, and one group show featuring emerging talent titled New 
Visions, co-curated with VICE Media Group.
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Myth Meets Land

Elie Shamir | Adi Nes

This exhibition presents a multivoiced dialogue between the works of visual artist Elie Shamir and of art photographer Adi Nes, combined with an 
interpretative perspective. Both artists use elements that echo Greek and Canaanite mythology, the Old and New Testaments, Jewish history and 
the Zionist ethos. Laid in layers, these myths form almost an archeological stratigraphy of Israel's landscape and of its cultural, national, political 
and socioeconomic state. Both artists are preoccupied with similar themes personal versus collective identity; norms and human values; 
preservation of the national ethos versus the moral obligation to one's own conscience.
The paintings of Elie Shamir (b. 1953, Kfar Yehoshua) echo art masterpieces. Being mostly autobiographical, they allude to the Jezreel Valley, 
which played a central role in the history of Zionism. Shamir's works raise questions about the male pioneer ethos and the collapse of the "Valley" 
myth, as a metaphor for the erosion of the nation's values.
In the photographs of Adi Nes (b. 1966, Kiryat Gat) reality meets the artist's meticulous and carefully staged working process. Sharp and intense, 
yet poetic and gentle, his works combine homage to iconic figures. His images undermine central narratives of Israeli culture and advance the 
formation of new ones. His series from the 2000's  Soldiers, Boys, Prisoners, Bible Stories and The Village  deals with complex issues such as 
Israeli identity, militancy and human compassion. The theme of homoeroticism in Nes' works exposes the duality embedded in the national 
narrative with its ethos of heroic masculinity.
The works selected for this exhibition belong to different periods of the artists' work. This was done in order to create a common ground for an 
interpretative reading that may unveil the mythical, artistic and literary layers, both universal and local, and the meeting points between different 
views and perspectives. By juxtaposing their works, the exhibition reveals the similarities in their mythological frame of mind and their grasp of 
"grand narratives" as they treat local and contemporary issues. Thus, placing Nes's Untitled (Annunciation), next to Shamir's Like Europe, 
Daphne, Shira and Lahav in Ami Spring emphasizes a common affinity to iconic mythical themes: Nes's photograph alludes to the Annunciation 
scene, while Shamir's painting echoes the myth of Actaeon whose chance glimpse of naked Artemis leads him to his death.
Father and son relations might also be interpreted in terms of primeval myths. In a photograph from Nes' Village series, an old farmer and a 
young man stand beneath cypress trees in the cemetery of Tel Adashim. In Shamir's Dad and I in Retrospect, portraits of the artist (third 
generation of founders) and his father (second generation of founders) are seen on a dirt road that splits in two. The founding forefathers carried 
the burden of the Zionist ideal, while their sons experience the falling apart of the myth.

Curator: Nurit TalTenne
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Underpinnings of Greek Tragedy in Israel 
By JAMES ESTRIN and DAVID FURST 
Published: July 17, 2012 
 

 

Adi Nes is an outsider. He is a Sephardic Jewish gay artist. 

He is an outsider in Israel, a country that was forged by a people who, during 
two millennia of diaspora, were outsiders. 

Mr. Nes remembers his mother singing to him when he was a child growing up 
in the Israeli development city Kiryat Gat. Often, the lyrics told idealized tales 

of the pioneers of modern day Israel. 

http://lens.blogs.nytimes.com/


Estrin, James and David Furst. “Underpinnings of Greek Tragedy in Israel.” The New York Times, 17 July 2012. 

Even at an early age, it was clear to Mr. Nes that he and his family did not 

match this ideal. His parents were Sephardic Jews who had emigrated from 
Iran. He grew up among many darker-skinned children who looked different 

than the Ashkenazi Jews, of Eastern-European descent, that dominated 
popular culture. 

“When Israel was established, pioneers wanted to create an image of a man 

that is very different than the weak Jew from the diaspora,” he said. “The kids 
that lived in the villages that surrounded Kiryat Gat fit the idea of what was 

Zionist.” 

As he grew up, he searched for a place to belong. But as a gay man, he always 

felt a little like a stranger in a mainstream Israeli culture that he saw as 
promoting the ideal of the macho Israeli settler or soldier. 

“It’s a position that I will always be stuck in, first of all because I’m a 
photographer and a photographer will always be outside,” Mr. Nes said. “But 

it comes from my childhood: if you are growing up as the outsider, you will 
always keep this position in life. The only place where I am not an outsider is 

in my own family, with my partner and four children.” 
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Mr. Nes, 47, has explored issues of Israeli identity and masculinity in his 

photographic work by creating visual tableaux that are often influenced by art 
history and philosophy. He takes ordinary Israelis, and the occasional actor, 

and poses them as if he were both cinematographer and screenwriter. 

His most recent project, “The Village” is on display at the Jack Shainman 
Gallery through July 28. With “The Village,” he returns to the vision of Israel 

that his mother sang about. But beneath the surface, this version is no longer 
so ideal. 

The village, he says, is like a dream that is bigger and better than life but also 
has “a layer of fears and horrors and things that are bad.” 

“The country started with a dream, and then more and more, we decided to 
ignore the dreams,” he said. “I’m trying to bring myself back to the dream 

without forgetting the reality.” 

 

http://www.jackshainman.com/exhibitions.html
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There is an overlay of Greek tragedy in Mr. Nes’s village. 

“There is a specific routine in every Greek tragedy. Someone is doing 

something in his life, repeats the sin of pride, of hubris, then he’s punished 
and he suffers. And the moment he suffers, this is the moment that he’s 

changed, or the viewer of the tragedy is changed. “ 

Mr. Nes’s most famous image, “The Last Supper Before Going Out to Battle” 

(Slide 13) from his “Soldier” series, shows young male soldiers arrayed along a 
table as if they were in Leonardo da Vinci’s “Last Supper.” In 2007, a print 

sold at auction for $264,000. 

The soldier series came out of his time in the Israeli army. He was a “fragile 

and sensitive child in the periphery,” who finally became part of a society 
when he entered the army. “I felt like I was married together to the men that 

served with me,” he said. 

A later experience as a reserve duty guard in a Palestinian detention house 

made him feel a lot less comfortable and left him disillusioned. It also led to 
the series “The Prisoners” (Slides 19 and 20). As a guard, he befriended one of 

the prisoners and realized that there was no way he would shoot his friend if 
he tried to escape. 

During a deep recession in Israel, in 2002, Mr. Nes started a series in which he 
recreated biblical scenes using homeless people. 

When he began “Biblical Stories,” he had recently ended a long-term 
relationship and was in the midst of a midlife crisis. He questioned whether he 

should continue to live and work in Israel. By now, Mr. Nes was successful 
enough as an artist to have a career in New York or Paris. But he realized that 

he couldn’t move because so much of his art dealt with Israeli identity. 

“I can’t just take pictures outside of Israel when this is my main subject,” he 

said. 

When he looked around him, he noticed that Israel, too, was “having a very 

deep identity crisis.” He wondered why Israeli Jews choose to stay. Was it 
ethnicity? Religion? A connection to the land or an obligation to each other? 

He used the Bible as a sort of spinal cord of Israeli society, creating 
contemporary representations of Abraham and Isaac, Cain and Abel, Ruth and 

Naomi, and Job. 



Estrin, James and David Furst. “Underpinnings of Greek Tragedy in Israel.” The New York Times, 17 July 2012. 

After 20 years of creating these fictional visual narratives, Mr. Nes has come to 

the conclusion that all the strands of his existence form his art — and all the 
layers that exist in his art — exist inside of him. 

After all, he is a Sephardic gay man who grew up in a development town, as 

well as a photographer and artist. 

He is an outsider. And an Israeli — which is sometimes difficult for him to 

define. 

“It’s really hard to tell what is Israeli because there’s not one voice that covers 

everything,” Mr. Nes said. “If you are looking from the inside, you will see a 
different thing than you will see from the outside. If you are looking from a 

political point of view, from the tension between the Palestinians and Israelis, 
you will find one answer. If you look from the historical point of view, or the 

Holocaust point of view, from Europe or the U.S., you’ll find different 
answers.” 

 

“The Village” is on display at Jack Shainman Gallery through July 28 

and Galérie Praz-Delavallade in Paris through July 21. 

http://www.jackshainman.com/home.html
http://www.praz-delavallade.com/exhibitions/current.html?from=artists
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THE VILLAGE
Interview by Silvia Bombardini

Silvia : We often like to imagine identity in the shape of a diamond, faceted and almost refractive, a precious prism of perspectives and wonder, 
delicacy and hard edges. It both glistens and hides, like compressed memory in an inviolable shell, and in your work we feel its wise and slightly 
hurtful beauty, its lucid longing and a faint but lingering, primeval disquiet. How do you manage to unfold and portray your own national, religious 
or sexual identity, in all its intimate and perilous shades? 

Adi : The creative process is one full of wonder which evolves in the deepest and most intimate parts of the artist’s soul. The spark which ignites 
a creative moment sometimes occurs in a flash of inspiration, while at other times is the product of hard, Sisyphean work. My style of work is 
akin to film making. Most of the time I begin a new series of photographs by extensively researching numerous sources of visual information 
such as art history, the history of photography, reservoirs of internet images, textual research of literature, films and more. Yet as with all artistic 
creations, my creative process begins with some personal experience, in the recent or distant past. My creations reveal multiple layers of myself. 
Perhaps because I’m a man, I deal with masculinity; as an Israeli, I delve into Israeli identity; I grew up in the periphery, which is apparent when 
one looks at the backgrounds of my images; I am the son of Sephardic parents so my photographs have many dark-skinned models or relate 
to ethnic issues; I am an artist who refers to other works of art. During the long work process which includes all the elements of photography in-
cluding costumes, lighting, position of subjects, composition of the entire frame, angles and lenses, I mix all these elements and ideas to create 
one picture which, while beginning as a single spark of inspiration, later passes through many filters which distill the essence of the idea on one 
hand, while abstracting it to metaphorically touch upon human existence on the other. Thus, my works are born from a private moment and are 
capable of touching numerous audiences.

S : While so deeply rooted in your personal history in fact, your images shift from artistic introspection to appeal to a much broader, possibly 
timeless realm of interpretations. They seem to locate, in familiar moments from art history or the Bible, the same recurrent patterns of behavior 
and values, doubt and dreams and faith, maybe the essence of human beings if we could peel away all the multiple layers of our identities. What 
do you think we would find behind? Would you describe your art as allegorical?

A : While a moment ago I described my art as multi-layered, it’s difficult to imagine it as an onion, or as an archeological site wherein one layer 
rests upon another. A more accurate description might be that of a mirror which reflects what is in a kaleidoscope. The elements are always the 
same no matter how you turn the mirror, yet the image constantly changes. There are many ways to interpret works of art. One way is via the 
prism of the creator. For example, my creations can be read in the context of art from Israel. Or, perhaps, even as art created by a gay artist – 
homoerotic art. It’s not as if beneath the many layers lies a secret waiting to be discovered, rather, as the kaleidoscope turns, exciting elements 
are reflected by the mirror. In other words, it’s not a pyramid structure in which one layer of identity rests on another, enabling one to peel layers 
down to some primordial base, rather, I’m suggesting a different way of looking at the world: through a spiral. 
The point of departure is the moment of inspiration. Energetic motion which is creative flows and propels the idea and grants it substance un-
bounded by place or time. This motion places the creation in the center while propelling it upwards.

S : Aside from their precise, highly accurate figurative references, there always is in your photographs a quite pictorial approach of your own, 
some careful and patient virtuosity in composition, a thoughtful palette of lights and shadows and juxtaposing hues. Would you tell us something 
more about your creative process, how does an idea slowly take on its incredible, oversized shape? 

A : To render a dramatic moment in most of my creations I combine elements from different worlds. It could be from the life of soldiers in the 
field with art history as I did in The Last Supper or biblical heroes in the form of the homeless. 
I also do this through the combination of materials: the warm, naked human body resting on the cold floor (as in the Noah or Abel pictures from 
the Biblical Stories series); and by contrasting colors: cold fluorescent lights on warmly colored automatic machines (as in Noah from the Biblical 
Stories series). Since photographers don’t have the privilege of choosing a palette for painting, like a painter I dedicate a great deal of atten-
tion to costumes, texture, and invest resources and time in auditions, while scrupulously attending to details of composition and lighting. Unlike 
other photographers, I don’t usually work with flash lighting, but rather with constantly shining lamps as used in filming so I can see what’s going 
on and adjust the lights on the set accordingly. 
I also still photograph using real film and negatives while printing the old fashioned way in a dark room rather than digitally. 
Usually, this entraps viewers from their initial impression since the photographs are oversized and beautiful, colorful and sexy. 
Yet from the moment they’re trapped, complex ideas begin to appear via the multiple layers buried in the picture, the connections to sources of 
inspiration and the presentation of pictures beside one another begins to crystallize.

S : Choosing staged photography to reflect your world seems to add to the documenting intent  a very personal, intimist and creative value, akin 
indeed to a painter's brushwork or the peculiar style of certain filmmakers. What drove you initially towards this fascinating and complex tech-
nique? 
A : For many years I earned a living by working in the film and television industry which influenced my style from the outset. Along with this, like 
all producer/directors my personality tends to be one of a control freak. Staged photography gives the feeling of some sort of control over the 
photographic elements. Yet even the most precise planning is never perfect and on the set I remove the director’s hat and replace it with the 
hat of the photographer who must always be sensitive to subtle changes in weather, temperament of the models, and the integration of all the 
necessary photographic components.

Images from the series “The village” 2012



S : If your earlier series Soldiers, Boys and Prisoners focused on the individual -male, handsome, in his untamed homoerotic appeal and full criti-
cal potential-, in Biblical Stories your area of interest appeared to widen somehow, to include the scene around him and introduce an element of 
narrative, clearly unraveling in our collective consciousness. With your new series The Village we assist to a further spatial expansion, a society in 
itself, with its mute overlapping storylines and invisible struggles. How do you believe your photography evolved over the years, how did you? 

A : Your analysis is beautiful and interesting. It’s true that there’s development from one series to the next in how the hero – or perhaps it’s more 
correct to say ‘anti-hero’ – is presented. Biblical Stories was influenced by how the bible, specifically Genesis, is written: in the fashion of a 
character and background, as in theatre. As opposed to Greek mythology which one can read and know exactly what each hero ate, wore and 
with whom he fell in love, the bible is sparse on details. Cain killed Able. Why? One needs to make many assumptions. My biblical heroes were 
modern stereotypes of people who live in the streets of scarcity and impoverishment. In street life there’s also an element of selfishness and 
withdrawal. 
For the most part, every project is, to a certain extent, the antithesis of the previous one – which is why I created The Village to be the exact 
opposite of communal living. Of course, as you pointed out, I’ve also matured. The Soldiers series I began in my twenties, at a time when the 
reality was that if you were gay, you were treated as odd. Currently, I’m in my forties openly living with my male partner raising our four children 
together. I’ve changed and the way I look at the world has changed. When you’re young your vision is less deep, extroverted, maybe even pro-
vocative. Yet as you age, you begin to be more thoughtful and aware of the space you occupy.

S : In the past few years in fact, you rather rapidly became a father of four: do you think that such a mayor, thrilling  change in your life, with the 
sudden enlargement of your family unit and emotional sphere along with a first-hand experience parenting in Israel could be responsible for the 
ampler landscape in your new work? 

A : No. From my experience personal events seep into one’s art after digesting them for a long time. The artist is like a child: he’s nourished from 
the scratches and scars he experienced in childhood. I sense it will take many long years before my parenthood is expressed in my creations. 
The richness of scenery is a parable for the life of the spirit in my characters. Only where there’s a forest and many trees can one find deep 
shadows; in barren places trees are scarce. I needed these rich landscapes in order to create a large area of shadows for my protagonists/char-
acters in which they can express their fears, trepidations and desires.

S : The land of Israel is a very young, very resolute tangible reality, with a too long, way too harsh lineage of dreams and hopes and expectations 
to meet. Like a diamond still rough, it was born under pressure, and brims with potential in the eyes of its people. What does The Village stand 
for in Israeli society, and what does it stand for, for you? 

A : On one hand, The Village is a metaphor for Israel. It’s a small place established after a tragedy with a charged atmosphere because it’s never 
able to free itself from its past. On the other hand, The Village is also the arena in which psychological tensions exist. The project is built as 
theatre, or as a dream in which different characters present many voices which resonate within us. In the village, various tensions exist between 
open and closed spaces; sterile and fertile ones; lit, exposed places and those which are shaded, hidden; public versus private spaces; strict fa-
thers as opposed to soft-hearted sons; or, alternatively by a younger generation estranged from an authoritarian father. It is, among other things, 
a project about growing up, and about the need to incorporate opposites and contradictions in order to continue existing and surviving.
The painting which inspired the entire project – even though I didn’t create any specific photograph from it – was Bruegel’s Landscape with 
the Fall of Icarus. In a Sisyphean sort of way, the farmer in Bruegel’s painting continues to plow even though dramatic events are taking place 
around him and Icarus falls into the sea. Like Icarus and other tragic Greek heroes, the characters in my photographs also suffer from the sin of 
pride; hubris is the element which undermines them.
This is connected to the place in which I feel my society exists today, yet it’s also connected to my understanding that the strength of the farmer 
– who is, in my eyes, a metaphor for human beings – lies in the fact that he continues plowing. To enlarge this idea means that our strength to 
continue existing is derived from the fact that alongside the Sisyphean struggle of our daily lives we have dreams and beliefs, art and culture – 
call it what you will. 
In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche wrote about two opposing forces in people: the Apollonian and Dionysian forces. Apollo, the sun god, repre-
sents restraint, calmness and clear reason. Dionysus, on the other hand, represents ecstasy and human creativity.
I sense that everything is composed of opposites. Art, or faith, is the inspiration for life and death; or the fear of death is frequently the inspira-
tion for faith, or art.

S : In the dignified and wary, almost palpable atmosphere of the place, angelic masculine youths cohabit with older villagers of some subtle, 
delicately suggestive tragic features: the blind man, the chorus, the goat. Slightly apart, standing by the lemon trees, a young outsider and a pale 
horse observe their life with curious melancholy. Is there a character in the series who you could identify with, or one that you're particularly fond 
of?

A : The view of the photographer is usually the view of the outsider – the person who looks at things from the side. This is the way I look at 
things also by virtue of my biography: as a gay, who grew up in the periphery, from a middle-class Sephardic family. 
The first picture I photographed in this series was the boy with the horse; I identified with this immediately. In the Zionist ethos, the Ashkenazic, 
European or native-born image was established, which was a symbol one strove to be like. This person had to represent the complete opposite 
of the weak Jew who came from the Diaspora after the Holocaust. The new Jew sought to rid himself of the past and to build a new society. 
Frequently, erasing the past for the sake of unifying society (an idea based, to a certain extent, on socialism) caused the Jewish identity of many 
new immigrants from all corners of the world to be devalued. 

Images from the series “The village” 2012
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In his latest exhibition,  
photographer Adi Nes has  
created large-scale images of 
a fictitious village, as part of his 
ongoing examination of Israeli  
myths. News photographer Alex 
Levac talked with Nes about  
reality, truth and artistic vision  

At the 
still 

point of 
A turning 

world
Adi Nes and Alex Levac are opposites. Nes, 46, gradu-

ated from the Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, and 
shows his work in New York and Paris. He is a master of 
meticulously crafted, staged photographs utilizing actors. 
The final products, which have undergone lengthy plan-
ning, are complex scenes of epic proportions and symbolic 
meaning. Levac, who is 68 and received the Israel Prize for 
photography in 2005, has published five books of photos and 
is primarily a news photographer who focuses on fleeting 
moments which, once captured on film, are gone forever. 
On the occasion of Nes’ new exhibition, ‘The Village’ – which 
consists of 13 large-scale photographs depicting detailed 
scenes from the life of an imagined quintessential Israeli 
village − Levac met with Nes for a conversation at the 
Sommer Gallery of contemporary art in Tel Aviv, where the 
exhibition runs until July 7. Through their encounter, they 
enable us to take a closer look not only at the village Nes cre-
ated, but at the many complex ways in which Israeli photog-
raphy confronts Israeli reality. (See more about Adi Nes on 
page 16.)

Adi Nes (left) and Alex Levac at the Sommer Gallery, Tel Aviv. The spontaneous vs. the staged. Photos by Alon Ron
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Alex Levac: Like me, you photo-
graph moments and situations.
Adi Nes: We actually photo-

graph different moments. You photo-
graph the moment that happens, the 
decisive moment [an allusion to famed 
photographer Henri Cartier-Bresson’s 
book “The Decisive Moment”]. But I will 
always choose the moment before, a split 
second before the thing happens. You do 
the same, but with you, moments are real. 
For me the photograph is conceptual. As 
in my series about biblical stories. There 
I always chose to show − not Abraham 
with the knife, as in Caravaggio, or 
the moment when the knife falls, as in 
Rembrandt – but precisely the moment 
after, when Abraham comes down from 
the mountain. You, Alex, often show the 
ridiculous in the high, lofty or dramatic 
moment. I always looked for “the mo-
ment after,” the human. For example, in 
the work titled “Annunciation” [in which 
a male and a female soldier are seen an-
nouncing something to a mother, ostensi-

bly the death of her son], my scene is the 
moment before the word is spoken. The 
woman already knows what will happen 
immediately, but I chose the moment be-
fore. My “Annunciation” also connects to 
the angel’s annunciation to Mary.

L: Your works contain quite a few 
Christian elements.

N: Yes, but they are not so much 
Christian as they are elements from 
art. It was not by chance that I chose 
Leonardo’s “The Last Supper” [Nes’ well-
known “The Last Supper Before Going 
Out to Battle,” from his series of 22 pho-
tos of soldiers]. I sought the image, not 
the Christian element. I also connected 
“Annunciation” to the notion of a Jobian 
announcement.

L: I like this photograph very much. 
How did you manage to arrive at the look 
of the mother in her bereavement, a look 
that disturbs and captivates me even 
when I am far from it?

N: I gave the woman instructions on 
the set. Nonprofessionals tend to over-

act. I explained to her that she has to 
look past the messengers, because in her 
world they have existed from the day her 
son was drafted. They are always pres-
ent there. She is always expecting them. 
They are in her head − not in reality. When 
I saw that it was hard for her to work 
with that, I told her, “You are a woman 
of the valley. The people of the valley are 
hard and tough, you will not crack.” She 
herself lives in Moshav Talmei Eliezer, 
near Hadera. In other photographs I 
worked with professional actors. When I 
want to generate “electricity” on the set 
− emotional energy − I use a professional 
actor who possesses charisma, like Yossi 
Yizraeli or Asher Sarfati. Someone like 
that on the set creates energy around 
him. It’s a manipulation I perform on the 
subjects who are being photographed, 
but you too are a manipulator.

L: That’s totally clear. I have no doubt 
of it. Because I too choose a particular 
moment, a particular angle. Every pho-
tographer is a manipulator, though he 

might not always be aware of it. Even if 
you have to photograph a simple object − 
such as an egg, say − every photographer 
will photograph it differently, and that is 
particularly true when it comes to fre-
netic, complex street situations. But at 
least my manipulation is not staged.

N: That is true, but you know ahead of 
time what will happen in the arenas you 
wander around in.

L: It’s not quite like that. It’s true that 
there are events which I know in advance 
possess a higher potential for me to find 
what I am looking for. But at the center 
of my photographic work lie wandering, 
wonderment and discovery in the the-
ater of life − anew each time. I am look-
ing for the surprises within the routine. 
Sometimes I imagine it as a vast super-
market in which I suddenly spot some-
thing I would like to have. Maybe it’s a 
familiar product in new packaging, and 
sometimes it is within reach and tasty. 
Sometimes it is too high. Sometimes 
when I touch it, it breaks. The ele-

Untitled  (Chorus ), 2009. All of Adi Nes’ works are untitled; the names in parentheses are given for identification purposes.



ment of surprise always exists. But 
in your work you create the moment in 
a way that is astonishingly precise and 
marvelously aesthetic. I never know ex-
actly what I want until I discern it in a 
flowing, endless sequence. Accordingly, 

form, composition and lighting are less 
relevant.

But let’s go back to “Annunciation,” 
which I see as a fantastic photograph. I 
connect with it first of all from the jour-
nalistic side, because never before has a 

scene like this been photographed with 
this closeness and intimacy. I can only 
imagine the moment. At the same time, 
there is realistic credibility and maybe 
even something strong and dramatic that 
transcends reality. But it was all only in 
your head, because you actually control 
everything: You think in advance of the 
conception, the location, the set, the 
lighting and the staging. You eliminate 
completely the element of chance in the 
photographic moment.

N: I too have a great deal of deprecia-
tion. Each scene has many rejects. For ex-
ample, in “Annunciation” I shot six rolls of 
6 by 6, which is more than 60 photographs. 
And there were many more pictures on 
the days ahead of the shooting on the set. I 
do all those experiments before the shoot-
ing day itself. My lighting is very precise. 
Never with flashes, only with projectors. 
Film projectors give me absolute control 
over light. I soften it, cut it, dim it. I have a 
professional lighting designer who knows 
exactly what I want; we have worked to-
gether for many years.

L: That reminds me that I read a re-
view in an American journal in which the 
writer claimed that your work benefits 
from the soft Mediterranean light. Every 
photographer knows how harsh our light 
is, to the point of hurting. It was obvious 
that the writer had never been to Israel.

Quickness vs. ‘slow 
cooking’

N: “The Village” series is like cinema 
but in stills. I have always had a cinemat-
ic orientation. I start with sketches on 

paper, which are often lines, something 
formalistic, void of content − that is 
added only later − and then add another 
layer and render the picture concrete. 
The composition is very dominant and 
important for me.

L: You are a film director.
N: Absolutely. I am also a one-person 

production company − the driver, the tea 
server and the costumer, too. Many peo-
ple join on the shooting day; there will be 
between 10 and 15 on a set like this. That 
sometimes affects the intimacy of the 
subject. To overcome that obstacle, I cre-
ate intimacy with him beforehand. The 
first meeting is in his home, in his arena. 
I try to understand him. Sometimes an 
assistant will try to get him to talk on 
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Bearing witness
We are now at the height of an era in which photography, more than ever 

before, is considered an integral element of art. Not long ago, graduates of 
schools of photography aspired to work in the press or in fashion; nowadays 
almost all of them immediately dream of an exhibition in a gallery or museum 
of art. There is an ongoing decline in the status of the photographer as an 
inquisitive fieldworker, an anthropologist, a visual researcher who is ready 
to take himself to remote places in order to freeze a particular moment in the 
name of his overriding belief: that the world of objects amid which we live 
possesses infinite meanings, and that he is duty-bound, as a photographer, 
to capture them on film and thereby contribute personal impressions to 
the viewer. He does not purport “to photograph reality as it is,” as many 
mistakenly think. He wants only to add another stone, engraved with his 
personal imprint, to the mosaic of human memory.

His place is now being taken with dizzying speed by photographers of a 
different kind. They are practitioners of conceptual photography, who remove 
themselves from “the concrete” and create reality-like images which stem 
from the mind. Their goals are radically different. They are artists, and as 
such are committed to no one but themselves. They try to divert our gaze 
in a different direction. “Forget about the concrete, it is meaningless,” the 
philosophers of photography teach us. Immersed deeply in analysis, their eyes 
are shut so that reality  (there is such a thing ) will not disturb them.

If we read closely the remarks of their high priestess, the late Susan 
Sontag, in her book “On Photography,” we will see that she is perhaps not 
even all that fond of photography: “Like guns and cars, cameras are fantasy-
machines whose use is addictive.” And she goes much further: “There is 
something predatory in the act of taking a picture. To photograph people is 

to violate them, by seeing them as they never see 
themselves, by having knowledge of them they can 
never have; it turns people into objects that can 
be symbolically possessed. Just as the camera is a 
sublimation of the gun, to photograph someone is a 
sublimated murder − a soft murder, appropriate to 
a sad, frightened time.”

I have never felt that I am a sublimating 
murderer or that I have violated anyone. Sontag 
is mistaken and misleading, and with the aid 
of philosophical-psychological arguments, she 
emasculates the traditional photographer, pulls 
the rug out from under his feet when she says that 
“photographers are always imposing standards on 
their subjects.” That is an irrelevant argument.

The classic photographer does not try to touch 
reality, like the innocent observer without a camera. Both see everything in a 
different way, personal and manipulative. But the photographer tries to depict 
for the other what he sees with the help of the camera, which is usually far 
more accurate than any other means of documentation. He operates within 
the existent, completely dependent on the concrete, and does not create 
something from nothing but tries to create from the extant a few more layers 
of “extancy,” in accordance with his cultural, aesthetic, political approach. But 
he will never touch reality. He uses his hands to hold the camera, his feet to 
draw closer, move back or circumvent the scene he is photographing. He does 
not want even to utter a sound. He wants to be the fly on the wall, his presence 
minimally felt, so that it has no effect on the events. He is bearing witness.

The conceptual photographer derives much encouragement from Sontag’s 
words, from Roland Barthes, and from others. Even when he photographs 
objects in reality, he will distort them or present them explicitly as his 
distinctive interpretation. Freed from the intolerably heavy ball and chain that 
shackle him to the concrete, he creates a world of his own. Although he too 
uses a camera, he does so mainly in order to lend credibility to his “works,” as 
he styles them.

But if that is indeed so, let us differentiate clearly between the two: one is 
a photographer, the other an artist. The former looks at his photographs and 
tries to see how far he has been able to preserve the moment; the latter has 
created art, a world of his own, and tries to discover how closely his creations 
are consistent with his inner world.

Curators, collectors, developers of talent and those who set the bon ton are 
elevating the conceptual photographer, mainly for financial interests. They 
are the manipulators of our vision. It’s only a pity that this is degrading the 
value and the status of the documenting photographer, and also making it more 
difficult for him, if only economically, to go on investigating the present.  (Alex 
Levac )

Nes: ‘WheN I WANt to geNerAte 
“eLectrIcIty” oN the set, I use 
A professIoNAL Actor ... [Who] 

creAtes eNergy ArouNd hIm. It’s A 
mANIpuLAtIoN I perform.’

Untitled  (Portrait ), 2012

Untitled  (Turkey ), 2012

Alex Levac. Adding to the 
mosaic.

Ilya M
elnikov



the way to the set − [to provide] informa-
tion that I will use during the shooting. 
I also tell him about myself. Sometimes 
I record an interview with the subjects 
when I meet them for the background 
talk. Generally they are not aware of 
this. In some cases I use things they have 
told me to manipulate them on the set. 
Most of the subjects are people I got to 
through Facebook, but in this project 
there are also professional actors. I have 
to feel the character I am creating before 
shooting: I stand or lie in the same pose, 
dressed in the same clothes. Part of my 
strength as a photographer comes from 
the slowness [in this process].

L: With me it’s the polar opposite. 
Quickness constitutes my hold on real-
ity.

N: Yes, I am the slowest in the world. 
“The Village” is a project of 13 photo-
graphs that took five years [to com-
plete]. As a result of the slow cooking, 
many things become calmer. And in this 
context of talking about photography: 
our greatest challenge today as photog-
raphers in a world that is packed with 
images which many people produce in 
very high quality and with infinite distri-
bution, including mobile phones, is how 
to seize the viewer and make him look at 

your work for more than a fraction of a 
second.

L: As a classic photographer I have a 
serious philosophical problem with pho-
tography of your kind. In my view there 
is, and must be, a razor-sharp distinc-
tion between classic journalistic pho-
tography and conceptual photography, 
because they document two different 
worlds. Classic photography does not ex-
ist without reality. It is completely reali-
ty-dependent. Your photography, though, 
stems from the mind, from emotion, 
from fantastic talent, but everything is 
expected or preplanned. You create that 
reality; without you, it would not exist. 
I really am a photographer of the split 
second that lends the existing concrete 
reality interpretation, however personal, 
but I did not create it. And another thing: 
You rely on the realism and credibil-
ity of classic photography to lend your 
work credibility. I suggest differentiat-
ing clearly between the two approaches, 
even to give them different names.

N: I agree with you about the credibil-
ity, because the eye believes pictures. 
And I use that trick. It wasn’t by chance 
that I added another character to “The 
Last Supper Before Going Out to Battle” 
(1999), like some passerby whom the 
camera happened to catch. But in my 
view it doesn’t really make a difference. 
As long as the image affects reality, what 
difference does it make? 

Actually, I know only one case that 
was very dramatic and relevant to what 
you define as photography, and I am re-
ferring to your photograph of the No. 300 
bus incident. [Nes is referring to Levac’s 
1984 photo documenting the hijackers of 
the No. 300 bus being led away from the 
scene alive, contrary to the official ver-
sion; publication of the photograph led to 
a complex, ramified investigation which 
resulted in dismissals and resignations 
of senior figures in the Shin Bet security 
service.]

The credibility in that case was es-
sential for the changes that followed 
the photograph’s publication. But it is 
indeed a question of two different medi-
ums of photography, similar to the way 
we can talk about two different mediums 
in painting: oils and aquarelles. I come 
from the place of painting. I wanted 
to be a painter. I got to photography by 
mistake. I ignore the philosophy of clas-
sic photography. From my point of view, 
“the decisive moment” has no meaning. I 
can fabricate it, paint it, duplicate it and 
imagine it. The camera is a tool through 
which I express myself, and if I managed 
to touch the hearts of others or cause 
them some change − then that is pure 
gain.

L: Still, conceptual photography has 
existed for 30 years and still draws its 
power from the reality of what is photo-
graphed.

N: You’re right that it’s deceptive. The 
whole “Village” project is built like a 

15

levac: ‘I Never kNoW exActLy 
WhAt I WANt uNtIL I dIscerN It IN 
A fLoWINg, eNdLess sequeNce. 

AccordINgLy, form, composItIoN 
ANd LIghtINg Are Less reLevANt.’

Untitled  (Annunciation ), 2010

Untitled  (Blind ), 2011
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dream from my point of view, and as 
in a dream you take elements from real-
ity. I created a cinematic story in stills 
here. The documenting historian-pho-
tographer looks for something on the 
axis of time − factual evidence. The art-
ist, namely me, works on a completely 
different axis: on the axis of the depth of 
longings and memories and desires. The 
camera is my drawing in light. To take 
dark regions from my soul, expose them, 
render them visual in order to offer re-
pair to myself. I never take an interest in 
the historical truth.

‘encounters of 
opposites’

L: I am starting to understand and to 
think, and through you to get to myself. 
It seems to me that the picture I most 
connect with, mainly emotionally, is 

“Annunciation,” maybe because it is also 
a document of a particular moment that 
is so quintessentially Israeli − documen-
tation of our greatest nightmare, which 
sometimes unfortunately takes on flesh 
and bones.

N: I want to talk about manipulation 
and temptation. I tempt the viewer, throw 
him a line with the ‘bait’ of a large, sharp, 
colorful picture, mostly based on a clas-
sical composition, fascinating at the first 
moment, a kind of sweet honey trap − for 
some people even too sweet. There are 
many levels to which not every viewer 
connects. But neither is it relevant what 
the photographer wanted to say and not 
what reality wanted to say. What is rel-
evant is what it does to the viewer.

L: A honey trap − my work has that, 
too. But from the opposite angle. I some-
times think of my Haaretz column as a 
sort of sweet trap. [For the past 15 years 
Levac has published a weekly column 

Nes: ‘I’ve ALWAys hAd A cINemAtIc 
orIeNtAtIoN. I stArt WIth 

sketches, WhIch Are ofteN 
voId of coNteNt ANd theN Add 
ANother LAyer ANd reNder the 

pIcture coNcrete.’

Untitled  (Eclipse), 2012

The surface − and below
In his two working decades, Adi Nes has distilled his visual language and 

style to the point of creating a distinctive school of photography in Israeli art.  
Since graduating from the photography department of Jerusalem’s Bezalel 
Academy of Arts and Design in 1992, Nes has been exhibiting regularly and 
taken part in dozens of group shows in Israel and abroad.  Nes fuses precise 
planning and staging of the scenes he wishes to create or reconstruct with 
technical meticulousness in lighting and composition, evoking classical 
works and inviting the viewers  not just to marvel at the beauty of the 
execution but also  reread  Nes himself and add a layer of  interpretation to 
his. By taking a stand as a “creator” of a scene rather than  documenting it in 
real-time and by orchestrating cultural references into his own work of art, 
Nes takes after the  likes of Jeff Wall and Cindy Sherman, though unlike the 
latter he doesn’t participate as a model in his own work. It is a projection of 
his vision, his touch is more than present, but he himself is removed, even 
hidden.    

Nes’ new series of photographs, “The Village,” which is being reproduced 
in these pages courtesy of the artist, is currently on show simultaneously 
in Tel Aviv at the Sommer Gallery of Contemporary Art; in New York at the 
Jack Shainman Gallery; and in Paris at the Galerie Praz-Delavallade.

In this series Nes brings to sophisticated perfection the technique and 
themes which have engaged him in his previous works − “Soldiers”  (1994-
2000 ), “Boys”  (2001 ) and “The Biblical Stories”  (2007 ): Masculinity as 
an aesthetic Zionist ideal, Biblical myths, heroism and sacrifice, Israeli 
militancy, as contrasted with universal values and  the place of mothers  
in this culture. All take on heightened intensity in the light of the location, 
the village, which Nes treats like the idyllic “Israeli way of life” but which, 
viewed close-up and critically, is seen to have lost its way. The photos are 
rich in content and span from a beautiful portrait of a boy and his horse 
walking through a field of yellow grapefruit, to an emotionally explosive 
scene in which soldiers visit the home of a soldier’s mother as the bearers 
of bad tidings. In this photograph Nes gives a bold visual expression to 
a formative scene that is embedded in the Israeli collective psyche, a 
dreaded moment that was previously predominantly dealt with in Hebrew 
literature. Most recently it can be found in the award-winning novel 
“Prompter Required” by Haggai Linik, who describes the soldiers’ visit 
to his house – and his mother’s reaction – as a moment both expected and 
unexpected that lasts a lifetime.

Nes’ works  are both local and universal. His “Soldiers” series, including a 
scene titled “The Last Supper Before Going out to Battle” − an evocation of 
Leonardo Da Vinci’s renowned painting, but with actors dressed as soldiers − 
has had an enormous  impact on the  way contemporary Israeli photography 
looks at this subject matter. It is not that soldiers were not looked at before 
– they were.  But the way photographers see them now has been influenced 
by Nes’ use of models, his ability to display undercurrents, and while linking 
the image of soldiers to cultural icons of western art, still manages to show 
how lost soldiers can be. A print of his Last Supper work is on display at the 
Israel Museum in Jerusalem; no wonder that it was sold at Sotheby’s in 2007 
for a record amount for an Israeli work of art ($264,000 ). “Nes brings to the 
surface representatives of rejected and repressed Israeliness,” the judges 
wrote when Nes was awarded the Education, Culture and Sport Minister’s 
Prize for Artists in the Visual Arts in 1998 for this series. “They are embodied 
in his work by homosexual masculinity. These rejected representations 
are promoted by Nes from the dark fringes of the stage to its center, where 
they play the ‘lead roles’ heretofore reserved for ‘standard’ Israelis, in the 
photographic scenes. The result generates a shock which forces the viewer 
to reexamine his conventional world of conceptions about Israeliness.” These 
words remain poignant and true today, with his new series. (Tal Niv)

Untitled  (The Last Supper Before Going out to Battle), 1999
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titled “Framed” in Haaretz Magazine, 
which captures moments, some of them 
comic, that he sees in the street.] I know 
what people expect and I deliver the 
goods. True, I derive great pleasure from 
it. Still, the column has a certain format 
in which I am imprisoned and through 
which I see things. I think that because of 
the growing gap in favor of photography 
of your kind, reality is not something that 
people hang in their living room. Maybe 
I am actually a cartoonist, but the layers 
in the photograph are important. I photo-
graph a great many other things, which 
no one sees: different projects, faces in 
the street, the city at night, the Dead Sea, 
and many more for which I cannot find a 
platform. And I am not alone among my 
excellent colleagues. These days concep-
tual photography hangs in living rooms.

N: I want to say something more about 
“The Village.” This whole project is 
about encounters of opposites. The dra-

matic moment in every work of art is the 
meeting of opposites, not only in terms 
of content but even in the type of photo. 
Mine ... is presented in larger than life-
size. This village works on opposites in 
the most extreme way. On the surface, 
the people have the blue skies and the 
green fields, while in the cellars and the 
attics, all the demons are liberated.

L: I agree completely about opposites. 
They are definitely the base and also ex-
ist in many of my shots. But in contrast 
to you, my photographs require a hold in 
the everyday reality that passes by me 
relentlessly and vanishes just as rapidly. 
I have to capture it, because I believe in 
documentation.

I have another question that bothers 
me about your “Village.” No one is happy. 
Everyone looks like they know some-
thing that we are not aware of. I see in it 
a kind of eulogy to the village and to us 
in general.

N: That is heavy if it is indeed our re-
ality.

L: One last question. Let’s say that after 
the world is destroyed, the last surviving 
thing will be a photo archive without any 
explanations. How will historians from 
another galaxy be able to tell which is 

the documentary photograph and which 
is the conceptualist art creation that was 
staged with great precision, like yours?

N: In any event, they will write their 
interpretation and try to understand the 
totality, so the distinction is meaning-
less.  W

levac: ‘cLAssIc photogrAphy 
does Not exIst WIthout reALIty. 

your photogrAphy, though, 
stems from the mINd, from 

emotIoN, from fANtAstIc tALeNt, 
but everythINg Is expected.’

Untitled  (Nude ), 2011

Untitled  (Shooting ), 2010
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Israeli Artist Adi Nes's 'The Village' 
Series at Jack Shainman Gallery  
Posted: 05/22/2012 4:13 pm Updated: 05/22/2012 5:59 pm 

Adi Nes is a gay Israeli artist concerned with representations of masculinity and power. In 

2003, Richard Goldstein at the Village voice wrote, "No young artist has so vividly 

captured the hidden cost of victory, the fine line between power and fragility, the interplay 

of arrogance and despair that shapes wartime identity." With this in mind, we asked Nes 

about his art, his country, and his philosophy on life. Scroll down for images from his 

latest work, "The Village," which debuts simultaneously in Paris, New York, and Tel Aviv 

this month. 

 

 
"Shooting" by Adi Nes. 

http://www.villagevoice.com/2003-04-01/news/a-soldier-named-desire/
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HP: How did you conceive of this series? 

 

AN: Usually, when I begin working on a new series of photographs, I think of some theme 

which inspires me, along with central characters. That’s how it was with the most recent 

series -– the central characters were street people whom I directed, inspired by heroes from 

the Bible. When I finished the previous project, I wanted a change of atmosphere and I 

wanted to free myself from all those city images, sparse locations and engagement with life 

in the sewers. So I decided to seek the open country. That’s how I arrived at the idea to 

situate this series of photographs in a village surrounded by green fields, wide vistas, trees 

full of fruit and springs of water. The village I built was dreamlike, yet I didn’t want to avoid 

expressing other feelings which frequently arise in dreams and in our souls: fears, terror, 

and difficulties dealing with existence. 

 

One of the central themes of my art is masculinity. Consequently, I chose that some of the 

characters would be “salt of the earth” -- men who look you straight in the eyes with their 

blue eyes, even though their lives are strewn with tragedy. In my work I often refer to 

images from the history of art and culture. Here I decided to base the village on elements of 

Greek tragedy. The painting which inspired the entire project –- even though I didn’t create 

any specific photograph from it – was Breugel’s"Landscape with the Fall of Icarus." 

 

In a Sisyphean sort of way, the farmer in the Breugel’s painting continues to plow even 

though dramatic events are taking place around him and Icarus falls into the sea. Like 

Icarus and other tragic Greek heroes, the characters in my photographs also suffer from the 

sin of pride; hubris is the element which undermines them. 

HP: Nietzsche once wrote, "We have art so that we do not die of reality." 

(Incidentally, J.M. Coetzee quoted this when he received the Jerusalem prize.) 

How does this idea play into your work? 

 

AN: Unfortunately, in the places I live and work, people die from reality. Artists, and art 

never succeeded at stopping politicians or generals, or at opening their eyes. Yet if we hold 

on to Breugel’s image for a moment -– the strength of the farmer to continue plowing, or 

enlarge this to include our strength to continue existing – we can only do this because we 

know that alongside the Sisyphean struggle of our daily lives we have a dream or beliefs, art 

or culture -– call it what you will. 

 

Yet as long as you’re quoting Nietzsche, let’s look at something else he said which fits my 

current work more aptly. In "The Birth of Tragedy," Nietzsche wrote about two opposing 

forces in people: the Apollonian and Dionysian forces. Apollo, the sun god, represents 

restraint, calmness and clear reason. Dionysus, on the other hand, represents ecstasy and 

human creativity. I sense that everything is composed of opposites. Art is the inspiration for 

life and death; or the fear of death is frequently the inspiration for art. 

http://english.emory.edu/classes/paintings&poems/auden.html
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"Bats" by Adi Nes. 

 

HP: Your hometown, Kiryat Gat, lies in between the West Bank and the Gaza 

Strip. What was your feeling growing up between these two Palestinian 

communities? 

 

AN: Kiryat Gat received its name from the adjacent archeological site of Gat where it was 

thought the biblical Philistines lived. When I was growing up, my friends and I called that 

site “Mt. Goliath”. We used to ride our bikes through the city dump to get to that spot and 

thought it was where David and Goliath fought each other. As time passed, it became clear 

that this was a case of mistaken identity; the ancient city of Gat is actually located 

elsewhere, and the nearby archeological site, though an ancient city in its own right, does 

not date back to biblical times. 

 

I was born about a year before the Six Day War and the occupation of the territories, and 

grew up during a time when many Israelis believed that the occupation would bring some 

sort of redemption to Israelis (by virtue of regaining control of the biblical land of our 

ancestors) and peace to the surrounding Palestinian villages. Even now, after many years, 

it’s clear that the dream is one thing, and reality another, and that the occupation bore fruits 

of despair for both sides. 
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In the last few years Kiryat Gat, the city of my childhood, where my mother lives to this day, 

is under attack by missiles fired from Gaza at the citizens of the city. In the nearby West 

Bank, the situation is also tense. To my sorrow, both sides –- the Israelis and the 

Palestinians –- haven’t awakened from their dreams. They want to throw us into the sea, 

and many Israelis think that it’s somehow possible to hold on to occupied lands. By looking 

at the archeological site near the city of my childhood one can uncover the shattered dreams 

of many cultures which existed there since just after biblical times, through the Crusades, up 

until now. I think it’s worthwhile for both sides to wake up from useless dreams. David and 

Goliath belong to a different time. Rather than ascribe one side or the other as being like 

David, the underdog and victim, who struck the aggressive giant, it would be much more 

productive to work together to make the blood-soaked land bloom again. 

HP: Sephardim are depicted as outsiders in your works (e.g., the boy in the 

first picture of "The Village"). Why is this the case? What is the relationship 

between Askenazi and Sephardic Jews at this point in time? What are the 

fissures between them and how do these play out in your artwork? 

 

AN: The view of the photographer is usually the view of the outsider –- the person who 

looks at things from the side. This is the way I look at things also by virtue of my biography: 

as a homosexual, who grew up in the periphery, from a middle-class Sephardic family. The 

central theme of my work is that of identity. While Sephardic Jews are not a minority in 

Israel, for many years they were thought of as such. Minority groups usually deal with their 

identities. By the way, adolescent boys and soldiers are at the age when a lot of questions of 

identity are asked which is why I chose them as subjects in previous series. 

 

In the Zionist ethos, the Ashkenazic, European or native-born image was established which 

was a symbol one strove to be like. This person had to represent the complete opposite of 

the weak Jew who came from the diaspora after the Holocaust. The new Jew sought to rid 

himself of the past and to build a new society. Frequently, erasing the past for the sake of 

unifying society (an idea based, to a certain extent, on socialism) caused the Jewish identity 

of many new immigrants from all corners of the world to be devalued. 

The dark-skinned boy photographed with the horse doesn’t, in my eyes, only represent 

Sephardic Jews, but rather, he represents all those viewed as an “other”. He could be the 

Arab in Jewish society, or Sephardic Jewish immigrants as opposed to native-born Israelis. 

This boy represents the fantasy of the person who isn’t part of any group yet who yearns to 

belong. He represents the Sephardic fantasy in the eyes of the group, their desire to connect 

to the Mediterranean culture, to ride horses bare-back, to tan their complexions since 

“Black is Beautiful." To a certain extent, everyone wants some aspect of the other. 

In the "Boys" series of photographs I did in 2000, I chose to cast dark-skinned boys for two 

reasons. I wanted them to have a Mediterranean skin color since the project was based on 
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Greek mythology, and I also wanted to raise issues of ethnic origins. From the outset the 

project was created as a museum piece; I wanted the museum walls to display portraits of 

people who otherwise would never be granted the privilege of appearing there. 

But you must keep in mind, that my photographs are always metaphors. On the surface they 

appear as if they deal with local matters connected to conflicts or social tensions from the 

place in which I come. Yet, actually, as with all art, they can be read a number of ways: 

philosophically, psychologically, influenced by many cultural sources… Take, for example, 

my photograph of the boy with the horse. It’s based on Picasso’s "Boy Leading a Horse" 

(1906). And if one looks at this in the context of the blind seer of this series, one can easily 

see the connection between this and the 1973 play by Peter Shaffer, "Equus," (horse in 

Latin) in which a disturbed young stable hand blinds horses. 

 

One could look at "The Village" as a real village in which the photographer lives (despite the 

fact that all the photographs are staged and the locations are sets I arranged) but aging 

farmers look somewhat alike all over the world. The village is an image. It’s an arena in 

which I grant my characters life. Unlike movies, the entire project gives viewers the 

foundations upon which a script could be written, but does not provide the script itself. 

Each person, with each viewing, builds his or her own script –- his or her own story. 

"The Village" will be held at the end of May at the Galerie Praz Delavallade in Paris from 

June 2 – July 21, 2012, at Jack Shainman Gallery in New York from May 31 – July 28, 

2012, and at Sommer Contemporary Art Gallery in Tel Aviv from May 17 – June 28, 2012. 
 

 

http://theater.nytimes.com/2008/09/26/theater/reviews/26equu.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.praz-delavallade.com/
http://www.jackshainman.com/home.html
http://www.sommergallery.com/,gallery,154
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Adi Nes 
TEL AVIV-BASED ARTIST’S SHOW COMBINES HOMOEROTICISM, SOCIAL 

COMMENTARY AND RIFFS ON CLASSICAL ART. 

BY FRAN SCHECHTER 

Though his photographs are obviously staged, Adi Nes still reveals a lot about little-seen sides of 

Israeli life. 

The Tel Aviv-based artist’s show, curated by the Koffler Gallery at Olga Korper, is selected from three 

recent series – Boys, Soldiers and Biblical Stories – that combine homoeroticism, social commentary 

and riffs on classical art. 

In Boys, swarthy adolescents, like the Narcissus who gazes into a dirty puddle, strike classical poses 

in a grotty modern suburb similar to the one where Nes, whose family immigrated from Iraq, grew 

up. Soldiers includes homoerotic images of handsome models shinnying up a pole or frolicking in a 

pond in a fantasy of military leisure; sleeping or wounded guys who evoke the dead Christ; and a 

mess hall recreation of Leonardo’s Last Supper. 

Nes casts the urban homeless as pro-tagonists of his Biblical Stories. Abraham pushes Isaac in a 

grocery cart, Elijah sleeps on a park bench, Ruth and Naomi glean produce from the garbage. The 

existence of homelessness in Israel is not highly publicized, and the fact that these Bible stories are 

part of the nation’s claim on the land adds another layer to the mix. 

Nes brings a queer Sephardic voice to the critical dialogue on Israel. 

art@nowtoronto.com 

May 14, 2012 at 12:32 PM 
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