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For 12 Photographers, an Anxious Gaze on Israel and the West Bank
by Arthur Lubow, February 11th 2016

Jeff Wall, “Daybreak, on an Olive Farm in the Negev, Israel” (2011). During his first visit to Israel in October 2010, Jeff Wall came
upon a scene of Bedouin olive pickers sleeping on a farm near Mitzpe Ramon, which sits in the shadow of a large prison.
He returned for the next harvest in October 2011 to recreate the scene and make his image “Daybreak”

For 25 years, Frédéric Brenner traveled the world, finding Jews to photograph. In every place he went,
whether it was a singles weekend in the Catskills or an ancient stone dwelling in Yemen, he sought to
uncover a buried trace of his own past. “What had been silenced and ignored by my family, I had to
excavate,” he said during a visit to New York last month.
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“Palace Hotel” (2009) by Frederic Brenner

“Basilica of the Annunciation, Nazareth” (2014) by
Thomas Struth

Only after finishing the project did he comprehend his motivations. He had been raised in an assimilated
intellectual household in Paris by parents who ignored their Jewish heritage. But the Six-Day War in Israel
in 1967 awakened their ethnic consciousness. Against his wishes, Frédéric was sent to a Jewish day
school for three years before entering university. There, he became fascinated by Judaism — and, as he
grew older, by the ways in which a portable identity had assumed varied forms in different cultures. The
product of his wanderings with a camera appeared in 2003: “Diaspora: Homelands in Exile,” a weighty
two-volume work of black-and-white photographs and Talmud-like outside commentary.
“This Place,” a photography exhibition through June 5 at the Brooklyn Museum (after stops in Prague;
Tel Aviv; and West Palm Beach, Fla.), is the centripetal counterpart to Mr. Brenner’s far-flung “Diaspora.”
All the photographs were taken in the concentrated domain of Israel and the West Bank. And while Mr.
Brenner, 57, joined the project belatedly as a photographer, he mainly served as impresario. The exhibition
features work from 11 other photographers, all foreigners — established artists who for the most part had
never been to the Holy Land. “It’s very unusual that a group of not-so-young artists would be invited to
do something like that,” said Thomas Struth, who joined a roster that also included Jeff Wall and Stephen
Shore.
When approached, most were wary. They feared being supervised as part of a team. “I had never worked
in any kind of group, and I was worried that I wouldn’t have freedom,” said Rosalind Fox Solomon, who
at first rebuffed Mr. Brenner’s overture.
The tortured and complex politics of the region raised greater anxiety. “I didn’t wish to be instrumentalized,”
said Fazal Sheikh, who has photographed displaced and marginalized people in Africa. “All my work prior
to this has questioned religiosity. I was a little timid about that at first.”
A whirlwind of charm and energy, Mr. Brenner persisted. “He’s a very enthusiastic person,” Mr. Struth
said. “You want to pull the hand brake: ‘Just cool down!’ But he’s also very appealing.” Mr. Wall, likewise,
did not know at first what to make of Mr. Brenner. “When I first met Frédéric, I thought he was kind of a
showman and a diva,” he said. “But I’ve grown to really like the guy. He’s very sincere.”
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Mr. Brenner raised $6 million, largely from liberal American Jewish philanthropists. He invited 30
photographers to visit Israel and the West Bank on exploratory missions of about two and a half weeks,
without obligation on either side. They met with a range of people — “a day with an archaeologist, a day
with a specialist on the Bedouins,” he said.
After, he decided whether to ask them to continue. “I knew one thing would disqualify a photographer —
anger,” he said. “It was important to look at Israel without complacency but with compassion. I believe art
has a power to address questions that an ideological perspective cannot.”
Mr. Brenner — who lives for part of the year in a Jerusalem apartment — readily admits, “You cannot not
be political when you deal with Israel.” But he wanted the photographers to view Israel and the West Bank
“as place and metaphor.”
The very title of the exhibition underlines the way Israelis and Palestinians characteristically refer to “this
place” or “the situation” — eliding through obliqueness the divisive specifics he wanted the artists to
explore. “Israel is a place of radical otherness, where every single person is an other for someone else,”
he said. “I wanted to invite others to question this otherness.”
Some of the contributions do radiate anger — on the walls of the Brooklyn Museum exhibition and, more
sharply, in the books that most of the participants compiled. Josef Koudelka’s “Wall” depicts the ugly
Israeli-built protective barrier that runs through the West Bank. Mr. Sheikh’s impressively researched
“The Erasure Trilogy” is a three-book examination of the Israeli campaign to “make the desert bloom” by
eradicating Bedouin villages in the Negev by planting forests.

“Jerusalem” (2010) by Rosalind Fox Solomon

“My Brother (Photograph by Yazan)” (2013) by Wendy Ewald
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“Hebron” (2011) by Stephen Shore

Mr. Sheikh made several trips before finding his subject. “I wouldn’t have been comfortable going to Israel
and showing how they made hummus,” he said. But even though, as he says, “the three books ended up
being somewhat political,” “Erasure” also regards Israel as metaphor. When viewing the Negev from the
air, Mr. Sheikh observed: “It is like the skin of the earth. You see something below the surface. In the body,
it would be a vein. Here, it might be a wall of the Nabatean era. I wanted to work across the divide. What
you really feel in both communities is a scar.”
Perhaps the most penetrating gaze was provided by Wendy Ewald, who works in an unusual way.
Furnishing cameras to people who have no training in photography, she teaches them to scrutinize their
surroundings and compose a telling picture. Then she edits and arranges the photographs, adding written
testimony from the participants. Originally, after going on the first exploratory mission, she suggested a
project in Silwan, a Palestinian village on the outskirts of East Jerusalem, but Mr. Brenner turned her down,
thinking that would be too narrow and tendentious.
Ms. Ewald didn’t give up. As she expanded her proposal, Mr. Brenner changed his mind. In her contribution
to the exhibition — and in her book “This Is Where I Live” — Ms. Ewald’s fledgling photographers show
rarely seen aspects of life in Israel and on the West Bank. Old Palestinian women in East Jerusalem
photograph settlers who have moved into nearby houses. Young Orthodox Jewish women relax in a
military academy, Gypsy children play in an East Jerusalem alley, a dolled-up Druze bride with a troubled
expression celebrates her wedding day — these pictures, often shot by children, are eye-opening. “Wendy
enabled the subconscious of the country to speak,” Mr. Brenner said.
It is not only foreigners who find such photographs revelatory. When “This Place” opened at the Tel Aviv
Museum of Art last May, the faces on the walls weren’t familiar to most Israeli viewers. “The separation
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between the Israeli society and the Palestinian society and the Bedouin society unfortunately works,”
said Miki Kratsman, an activist photographer and teacher at the art school Bezalel Academy of Arts and
Design, who supplied advice, contacts and student assistants to the photographers. “Israeli society sees
Palestinian society only when the news covers a terror attack.”
Some Israelis wondered why the participants in “This Place” were all outsiders. After all, the forerunners
of this kind of exploration — the Farm Security Administration project in Depression-era America and la
Mission photographique de la DATAR in France in the ’80s that focused on French landscapes—employed
at least some native photographers. Midway through, Mr. Brenner considered adding a few homegrown
artists. He could find willing Israelis, but no Palestinians would collaborate. “For me, it would be a stain on
the project that would last forever, to have Israelis and not Palestinians,” he said.
Addressing criticisms that the project takes a “colonial” or “imperial” stance, Matt Brogan, a Brooklyn arts
consultant who helped coordinate the operation’s logistics, argues that the outsider vision is a strength. “It
brings a continuity and focus that is a big benefit,” he said. Mr. Sheikh compared it to “The Americans,” the
groundbreaking investigation of America in the late ’50s by the Swiss-born photographer Robert Frank—
“coming to a place you don’t know that well and offering your perspective.”
Given a $70,000 stipend, an expense allowance and volunteer assistants, the photographers—who also
included Jungjin Lee, Martin Kollar, Gilles Peress and Nick Waplington—traveled throughout Israel and
the West Bank. They were hunting for subjects that, on some level, they recognized or found intriguing.
Ms. Solomon, who first thought she would look at people with tattoos and other body markings, found
herself engaged instead by African immigrants. Mr. Struth photographed a garish basilica in Nazareth, an
abandoned fortification in the Golan Heights, a high-tech laboratory in Rehovot, the International Style
modernist City Hall of Tel Aviv and a bleak wasteland on the outskirts of Ramallah. “I was more drawn to
places I felt are not very glorious,” he said, “not very celebratory.”
Mr. Wall was pessimistic that he would find a subject, but on his exploratory trip, a chance detour presented
him with a striking tableau. At a small olive grove and vineyard, Bedouin harvest workers were retiring for
the night, wrapped in colorful blankets. What clinched it was the hulking white prison that loomed in the
background.
“That took it to another level of complexity,” he said. Because the harvest was ending and he hadn’t
brought any equipment, Mr. Wall committed to returning the next year to take the photograph, which
he decided to make at dawn, while the workers slept. To him, it is not a picture about Israeli politics. “I
decided I was going to treat Israel like any other place,” he said. “Some men sleep outside under the stars,
and some men sleep underground in a prison. It’s like a haiku. That’s true everywhere.”
The universality that underlies the fractures in Israeli and Palestinian society is precisely what Mr. Brenner
hopes art can display. “It is really an exploration of the human condition,” he said of “This Place.” Although
the exhibition has received positive reviews, he and his colleagues are disappointed when critics perceive
the pictures as news reports rather than as art. “Journalists have tried to look at the art as a windowpane
on the situation,” Mr. Brogan said.
For Mr. Brenner, “This Place” is fundamentally about a place within each photographer’s interior space. By
inviting different artists to contemplate a land of jarring differences, he hoped he could not only illumintate
what he calls “a place of radical dissonance,” but also, even more profoundly, “recognize the strangeness
and otherness within ourselves.”
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