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which left its marks in his memory. He was born in
a small town in Romania in the area of Romanian
Moldova, where he grew up in a small house with
ared roof, and a large yard with fruit trees. His
childhood was a modest one bordering on poverty,
which forced him to build his own toys, which

he assembled himself from scraps of wood and
discards, using simple mechanical means.

In the early 1960s, the Berkowitzes emigrated
to Israel and settled in the transit camps of the
young city of Beer Sheva, where Arie lived from
age six until his induction into the IDF. The
transition was a sharp one, from a snowy, green
landscape to a ‘railroad flat’ at the edge of a
stifling city with yellowish heaps of sand

The immigration changed his life. The pecan tree
from “over there” was replaced by the local palm
tree. The European green was replaced by the
sand hills which rose up to great heights during
stormy weather. The threatening sandstorms

in dusty Beer Sheva, and the windows being
battered were engraved in his memory. Coping
with a new language and new classmates who
came from varied cultures such as Morocco,
Tunisia, India and Romania was no simple
matter. Everyone was on a similar socioeconomic
level, which is why Berkowitz did not experience
excessive racism or unusual gaps in status.

It seems that the immigration and the transition
into the melting pot of the new state in the
making did indeed impact the language of
Berkowitz’s drawings and oeuvre as a whole. The
polar differences between the two countries were

significant as are his memories.

Artist Philip Rantzer, who was also born in
Romania and immigrated to Israel in the late

1950s, also engaged in the subject of memory in
the context of immigration, displacement and
identity. Like Berkowitz, Rantzer also refers

to his private life directly and indirectly in his
work, making use of his autobiography to create
feelings of identification in the viewer.

In the exhibition I Packed by Myself, each of
the gallery’s three exhibition spaces displays a
different group of works. The first space holds
an installation of several planed wood pillars
with rectangular dimensions. At the top of each
pillar is a miniature “tree” of plastic or colored
paper, evoking human figures or totems. Totems
symbolize a value and represent creatures or
plants as the symbol of a particular tribe or
person, such as a spiritual leader. However, in
this as in other cases, Berkowitz does not define
his images, leaving interpretation to the viewer.
The wood pillars he uses in the installation
refers to the stacks of cut wood he remembers
from his childhood, placed in the yard of his
home in Romania. Berkowitz attempts to plant
signs from his past in his present life. Out of his
yearning for the landscape of his childhood, he
commemorates it in every way possible.

Near the installation of wooden pillars is a
painting in industrial paint on two pieces of
plywood. Visible is the edge of a colorful carpet
painted very carefully, next to broken pieces of
furniture. The resulting shapes are very abstract,
but here and there a realistic remnant blends in
with the abstraction enabling viewers to realize

that these are the relics of a house that used to be.

The second grouping in the exhibition comprises
theatrical elements moving between reality and
the imagination. Between the works is a cluster
of rolls of masking tape, with a picture of a flower

or blurred treetop at the edge of each roll. The
smoky pastel colors look as if they are erased
and are about to be packed up as a package of

memories and long-distant, forgotten experiences.

In this cluster, Berkowitz addresses the package
of past memories — leaving his childhood home to
immigrate to an unknown country.

A corner piece stands in the same space: steps
symbolizing the entrance to a house, but which
lead nowhere. An umbrella frame stands above
the top step, missing its sheltering fabric, a
surrealist, theatrical piece with a slightly
humorous tone. Some of Berkowitz’s artworks
are reminiscent of his past as a theatre set, prop,
and costume designer.

The third group in this exhibition comprises
landscape drawings and objects combining
wood and soft materials. The landscape
drawings, devoid of people, sometimes have lines
reminiscent of human silhouettes. The drawing
is minimalist and excels in its simplicity. Visible
in these drawings are a hill, cloud, an isolated
wooden house, and linear drawings defining
locale and belonging. The lines are usually drawn
out intuitively, rapidly, and authoritatively.
More is absent in the picture than that which

is present. The connection between past and
present is an illusion, and reality and fiction are
bound together.

Loneliness is one of the most outstanding
elements in Berkowitz’s oeuvre. His drawings
contain fragmentation, isolated lines, distant
clouds, and unanchored lines. The objects he
built from scraps of wood, are made of no more
than two or three pieces with perhaps a scrap

of fabric or a piece of sponge inserted. The
connections in these pieces create a link between

old and new, between the permanent and the
perishable, and imbue the marginal with prestige
and importance. In these works, as well, the
element of isolation is visible, evoking the only
child, an uprooted immigrant in a new country.

The exhibition brings up childhood memories,
referring to immigration and the gradual
adaptation to it. All of these Berkowitz packs by
himself, loads onto his back, rummages in his
innermost self, and packs its contents very well.
During the years he has lived in Israel he stands
with them in a safe place that he built throughout
his life made by himself. It is a place in which
his art-making inspires him, and, thanks to his
capacity to realize his inspiration, it becomes a
mirror of his life, presented in this exhibition.

In aletter Giacometti wrote in 1948 to gallery
owner Pierre Matisse, Henri Matisse’s younger
son, he explains the power of art to evoke
forgotten childhood memories. He described how
one of the compositions “reminded me of the
corner of a forest I used to love to observe in

my childhood. The trees, behind which granite
cliffs could be seen, had tall trunks, bare of
branches nearly up to the treetops. They always
looked to me like figures frozen in the midst of

ajourney or in mid-conversation.”?

Ora Kraus,
Exhibition Curator

1. Amir Or, “Shlosha tzeadim bzman”[Three steps in time]
Helicon: Tel Aviv, 55, “In Time,” p. 11.

2. Alberto Giacometti, "Lettre a Pierre Matisse", Alberto Giacometti
Exhibition Catalogue, Pierre Matisse Gallery, New York, 1951, p. 54



“We observe with astonishment Time’s Arrow
bearing our life swiftly past. During childhood,
in this astonishing present, we have nothing
but this passing moment, but as life continues,
we become more aware of its continuation, and
gaze at it more and more through experience
and memory. At every moment of recognition,
the awareness of time is the foundation for our
perception of reality...”?

Arie Berkowitz wraps, connects, glues, combines,
loads, transmits, copies and moves the wagon of
his life forward. The current exhibition, I Packed
by Myself, engages in the issue of immigration,
the transition from European culture to the
Israeli reality, to the whirlwind of the melting
pot. As he addresses the issue of immigration,
Berkowitz slides into an engagement with
memory, experiences of childhood packed
together into the local sociopolitical present.
His works are composed from pieces of wood
collected from carpentry shops and other
discarded wooden remnants. Berkowitz
combines the parts and adds soft materials such
as fabric, sponge, and any “junk” he happens
upon, which he uses to construct the object,
thus transforming it into something renewed
and fresh. Installing the object and making it
part of a sculptural installation with artistic
value changes hierarchies and accepted thought
patterns. By “packing by himself,” Berkowitz
directs his gaze inwards towards personal

memory packed into his subconscious paradigms.

Rummaging around in the packaging enabled
him to have a re-view, stimulating questions of
truth or fiction, hope and breakthrough.

Berkowitz is influenced by Dada and Arte
Povera, a group of Italian artists who used cheap

everyday materials in an attempt to blur the
border between life and art. The Israeli artists
who influenced him were his teacher Raffi
Lavie, Michael Gitlin, Yehudit Levin, and others.
Berkowitz’s use of readymades is not new in his
artistic inventory, but this time he is engaged

in packing, referring to it as packing life. The
exhibition traces a kind of autobiography in
drawings, wood sculptures, and installation.

In the early 20th century, the concept of the
“readymade” did not refer to memory; the artists
who used readymades intended only to displace
the subject of the work from the familiar to the
viewer and the society without any intention

to arouse memory or speak of it. The role of

the readymade in art developed over the years,
first appearing in Marcel Duchamp’s art as a
legitimate object with which to create art. He
was the first to divert the artistic action to

the selection of the object and its use in an

art context. He also represented the spirit of
modernism - industrialization, mechanism, mass
production, and the creation of a new order after
two world wars.

Pop Art artists Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein,
Claes Oldenburg and others also used subjects
and simple, banal materials from daily life to
maintain a direct link between the artist and

the environment. In their works, they created

a continuity and infinite continuum between
art, culture, and life. Pop Art has been defined

as an art which makes use of images from mass
culture, such as photographs, advertisements, or
comics, employing techniques emphasizing the
mechanical acts in creating art. They sought to
blur the distinctions between “high art” (painting
and sculpture) and populist art, such as cinema,

journalism, and other media. They challenged
the perception of the art object and added the
dimension of time and environment to the use
of the readymade (which had served as the raw
material of their artwork) thus connecting as an
integral part of life’s continuum. They attempted
to base their art on the industrialized reality of
their daily life in their immediate environment,
with its constant media coverage.

In contemporary art we can identify the wide-
spread use of readymades and objects taken out
of their original context from daily life to create
a statement about individual and collective
memory in society. At times, artworks of this
type recreate a particular autobiography while
referring to something in the collective memory
of viewers. The memory work actually depends
on the relationship between the individual

and the object, and it seems that the artist’s
autobiography serves as the motive for the
artwork. The object bears the property of tikkun,
of being able to create reparation, the capacity to
heal trauma or memory of the trauma.

The difficulty of remembering early childhood
is a common phenomenon, and there is a
common tendency to repress unpleasant
memories, attempting to erase them without

a trace. Nevertheless it seems that unresolved
memories of rage, sadness, and dissatisfaction
continue to gnaw at the person’s inside.
Restoring the memory of primal life events and
rummaging around in them seem to facilitate a
cleansing from the anger and trapped emotions
accumulated over many years.

Arie Berkowitz relates no painful or difficult
memories when speaking about his childhood,
yet he experienced a difficult absorption process,


















[ Packed by Myself

Arie Berkowitz



