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Arie Oflr i

On contemporary Jewich ceremonial
art and lsraeli survival.

As interviewd with Joraim Rozov.

Arie Ofir is young... forty years old.

Born, and is living in lsrael! S
At present on a triumphant tour of the
USA.
Not as another fund raiser, but as Israzls
foremost gold .and silversmithing
designer, whose tenth one-man show
takes place right now at the Jewish
Museum in Mew York City.

Professor Ofir-who is still so much
more of a Kibutznik rather than a profes-

_sor who heads the gold and silver-
smithing department at the Bezalel
~academy of Arts & Design in Jerusalem —

is a versatile creative person, who
designs Torah. Crowns, Chanuka Lamps
and Kiddush Cups along side with a
monumental memaorial in memory of the
tsraeli Soldiers from the “jerusalem
Division™ killed in the Yom-Kippur war.
| met Arie in N.Y.C. on the eve of his
exhibition at the Jewish Museum and
presented him with the following ques-
tions,
- Q: Finding myself puzzled in front of
the contradiction between the image

you reflect and between the ceremonial

objects you design _for religious func-
tions. | wonder where and how did it all
began... :

A. My parents, born in Poland, arrived

to Israel, then Palestine, forty years ago.

My mother arrived legally where as my

father simply crossed the bordern from -

Lebanon during the night,

My father like so many other pioneers :

did .mAt haus tan manw choices and

* meaningful to me, over-night! A per- -
sonal eocounter with . Ya'acov-“Agam.

shortly afterwards brought my growing
interest to full bloom. The road to the
<'Bezalel’” Academy of Arts and Design in
Jerusalem was short; except that interest
in sculpture was suddenly replaced by

my discovery of an emerging style in
Silversmithing — so different though
from the traditional ornate Yemenite ap--

proach. ' : -

The *“Bezalel” workshops have “in-
treduced a new concept of modern, im-
maculate and simpler lines, under the in-
spiring puidance of two great and
Balihaus oriented teachers — Gimbel
and Wolpert.
| personally owe so much ta Gimbel — a

great man and a great artist.

Q: Your next mile-stone...

A: Copenhagen, Denmark

The most significant mile-stone along
my artistic and professional build-

up.Two years there, on a scholarship.
from the Danish ministry-of Education at .

the world’s top and most renouned
workshop, that of Georg Jensen.

It was also in Copenhagen where my
wife Hanytah gave birth to our daughter,
Michal, and that too must have added to
the experience.

_The Jensen experience was actually

painful at the beginning, because of my

own professional inferiority, ‘as well as
the realization that Israel was “stuck” so
far away frorn where things really hap-
pen. Yet-it was there where my identity

‘asalewandasan Israeli emerged. It hap-
' pened upon my first encounter with the
“local” lewish community. It~ was so

Gradually | noticed that the saga will
sink, ‘the pain and the ordeal will lock
themselves behind -those doors of the
berieved- families and life will once

“again celebrate its usual victory over

memory.
i struck me that | should create a

I document!

A visible and readable document.

Q: The result . . . 1 )

A: On one of Jerusalem’s panoramic
spots, in Abu-Tor. | have placed a series
of concrete cubes-on the facets of which
I etched the authentic exchange of mes-
sapes_and fragments of personal stories
of the soldiers who fought and died dur-
ing October 1973, 2

People came there....to enjoy the

. wiew-but also to be reminded and un-

ited... f
Q: .51l its hard for me to settle the

contradiction.., the artist and the soldier,

if you know what | mean.
A: It is rather simple,-if not for any
other reason it could be the struggle far

- my survival for my survival, indeed as an

artist-not less than the struggle for my
ohvious physical exsistence.

It is the struggle to defend my fun-
damental freedom-freedom of artistic
expression as well as that of my national

< identity.

= 'On another level, the artist in lIsrael,
upon being, a soldier practically all year
long, gels a unique opportunity to
emerge out of his lofty and isolated

crisrin — ko mbvaeswith athoare whn are—

A: Judaica presents me with tremen-
dous challenges as an artist and as a
designer. Lt
When | design a Torah-Crown my mes-
sage gets across to one Kind of audience.

Thry designing a Chanukah-Lamp | get
across to the Jewish home and the Jewish,
fFamily.. « . . 3 e y :

At the-same time | myself develop an
awareness 1o values which are imporiant
to ‘me and which are not to be found
within any other context, or ordinary
commission. . b y

Q: What other context?

A: As_ an individual who designs
ceremonial cups, lamps, crowns, etrog
boxes and candle sticks | get an oppor-
tunity to offer my aesthetic values to a
wider audience, )

I regard it as a mission

This is my link, as well as contribution, as
an artist to my sociely and to my
heritage, that started way back in biblical
times with Bezalel's design of the
Mishkan. Even then there were those
who were dedicated to aesthetics along
side with those who dedicated
themselves to sanctity.

Q: Aesthetics in the visual sense within
the context of Judaism have always been
a controversial subject-what indeed is
the status or the image of contemporary
ceremonial art? :

A: The present image is distorted.

The Jewish public tends 1o accept the
process ceremonial art has gone thru in
the last three hundred years without
realizing its distorted image.When the
Jewish -communities became more
prosperous after the middle ages in
Europe they had nowhere to go but 1o
non-jewish Silver and Goldsmiths for their
ceremonial objects. Jews were not ad-
mitted inte the professional guilds and
Jewish silversmiths were practically non-
existent. .

- Take the tradinonal perfume, box in
the shape of a castle with Templars on
horse backs in its corners, or the
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the other hand, got interested in_

afts at a very early age — sure
1, at the expence of my duties at
It must have had a therapeutic
ance for me because it enabled
have the comfort | was probably
¢+ as a fatherless child during
| War Il when my father
sered to fight the Germans in
and fell into their hands as a

e were great days, thal muided
sraelis

:rlrlh of the State of Israel followed
'at envelved in Hashomer-Hatzair
movement. There and then | dis-

d all those wonderful things that

me run to this very day-roots,
e life in the commune, love for
id and social values.

low do we bridge the gap lhnugh
:n such an energetic, earthly and
al start and your present arlistic
nark? '

‘oincidence.

le serving in the army 1 was severly
led and was forced to spend a long
at a rehabilitation center.
therapy there, under forced cir-
inces, recreated the link to my in-
ndency for expressing myself thru
afts. | realized then, that there
be a more professionally defined
e for me. It was a tremendous dis-
¢ for me, which was followed by a
d stage thereafter. :

s one of the founders of a kibutz in
agev, when | was twenty, A friend
a sculptor and a student of the
and noted lsraeli Sculptor Rudi
an, opened my eyes. Art became 50

iAVE R LUty sfaphiic A FTRR=R L iy,

Janguage and geographical barriers.

Some Jews around me there were in-

habited or even scared to demonstrate |

their identity, because of bitter

memories no doubt. | on the other hand’

felt very. differently about my Jewish
identity — | was constantly aware of it
like never before and took such pride’in

Lit — for the first time ever. | was a Jew
“who belonged to a definite people and

to a source, | was so confident 50 as not

‘to make anybody repeat the mistake of -

regarding me as a siranger or worse as a
refugee.
Israel meant so0 much more to me.:and

just before the six days war | felt an anx-

iety, the kind of which | had never ex-

. perienced before, similar only to the one |

we must have all gone thru at the initial
stages of the Yom-Kippur-War...

Q: Speaking about wars and the Yom- .
. Kippur-War in particular apart from your

share as a citizen and a soldier, tell me
about your particular contribution as an
artist.

* My unit paid its very bloody share, ;

holding part of the Bar-Lev line on the
Suez Canal the day the war broke out. |
was requested to design a monument in

memary of the fallen. | was very lost at -

the beginning because | felt | shouldn’t
allow any personal interpretation to get
in my way, :

The story was very paintul, com-
plicated and partially so obscure, so un-

believable in terms of all past and heroic-

experiences. It was so very different this

time! The shock was so great, the after- .

math so unfamiliar-and so many shock-

ing truths had to wait for their turntoun- -

fold...
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predictions, real comradship is created.
It is ‘an uninterrupted experience and a

- very worthwhile one. Such an exper-

ience makes me believe that -nowhere
else could | operate as a designer and as

- an artist like | do in Israel.

Q: Since seven years now you have
been chairman of the gold and silver-
smithing department of the “Bezalel”

academy in Jerusalem — how da you
view and interpret this position.

 A:lam indeed privileged to be among.
“the hrst to lay the foundations to a. new
~concept, and the task is tremendous-

feel like a conductor of a great c:rches'.ra—
it isn't a one-man-show-it is a project of

twenty skilled teachers and sixty stu- -

dents. It is a process of very personal at-
tention to each student by teachers who

" are designers sculptors and painters,

‘We:-strive to the unity, in the wider
sense, of art and design. We wark in the
workshops, we travel to the Sinai desert
to experience new forms and a link to the
monumental and physical dimensions of

that particulr part of the country. | per- -

sonally regard the desert as the sailor
regards the sea. Its a bug with me. I'm
somewhat of a wanderer, who was lucky
1o gel even as far as Burma and Thailand.

It was there, that | drew the parallel linas '

between their tribal art and our own

-, traditional Yemenite art.

Q: Coming back from Burma ta our
Jewish context, how do you explain your
interest in Jewish ceremanial art rather
than in Jewelelry per sei

Az Just as an architect does not have to
hecome necessarily a patient in arder for
him to design a hospital....

Q: Yet, why as a non- relnguous Israel:
do you design ceremonial objects.
April 20, 1979

isn‘t. that the Austrian royal symbol?

‘What an absurd-that’ unclean bird

becoming part of a holy Jewish
ceremonial object..just two out: ﬂf
numerous other exampleﬁ

Q: If the concept has been that dis-
tarted do we, after all, have somewhat of
an authentic Jewish ceremonial art?

A: | am afraid there is still no such clear
and evident concept around, or rather
let me put.it this way. Art is in the object
and Judaism is in the content. Jewish art
in Europe (and”in our context) was

-directly inspired by the Renaissance and

the Baroque. In the orient it was'inspired
by Arabic and Moslem concepts. Mark

- Chagall is primarily a surrealist who deals

with Jewish subjects.

There is, in other words, no leading force
yet in art which can be defined as The or
A Jewish style,

Q: Has your show at the Jewish
Museum in, Mew York City got a par-
ticular meaning to yout

Az Very much so.

| regard it as a mission in that Judaica
cén be regarded as art, where artistic
values can be implemented in the design
of Jewish ceremanial objects.

1t | succeed in proving my point there
is 4 chance that others will follow and

-join in dusting the a long neglected
course.

My own students ‘at’ the jewelry

- department of the Bezalel at:au‘.‘.ilzr!r!q,I in

Jerusalem are- still dlsmtereﬂed inthe
subject "because they were brought up
on the notion that Jewish ceremonial ant
is for religious designers only. Such are
very very few, and we are therefore com-
mited to dn mmethmg about it...
]Dr.jl'l‘l Rozot
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