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essential difference between these terms in their visual appearance on the
surface: the absolute sign (for instance, mark of Cain or the signal on the
doors of the Hebrew people during the Plague of the Firstborn) is engraved and
signifies someone or something, and its range is the order. The absolute mark
emerges from the surface and its range is the medium. As such, “the mark
mainly on living creatures (the Stigmata, blushing, leprosy — possible birth
mark).”® At this point, I wish to comment that the word Stigmata originated
from the Greek term ‘stigma’, meaning: a dot, a sting, a hole or a stain, and
it was used to describe scars on the body, revealing a certain damage — a
stain that cannot be erased. However, Benjamin adds “there is no distinction
between the mark and the absolute mark, because the mark is always
absolute and isn't similar to anything else”.° Moreover, psychoanalysis and
Jaques Lacan have taught us that the symptom, revealed by the marks on the
skin —and in our case the surface of the works as skin — is always something
within the body itself, like a meaning, but it cannot be known and therefore, it
cannot be formulated or appear openly in the language. In other words, I wish
to think of Lessick’s marks of colour as a secret, as something that cannot
appear in the language. It is present in the body movement, as well as in the
thought invested in the act of drawing and painting.

Smadar Levy

8 1Ibid, p.4
9 Ibid, Ibid.



To the process of identifying the animalistic gaze as familiar, as John Berger
phrased it, the described pictorial glance and the gaze directed at the viewer,
as well as the viewer's observation of this exchange, one should also add the
distinction that psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan makes between the eye and
the gaze. According to Lacan, the eye refers to an imaginary vision, coherent
and complete, while the gaze is from the order of the real, covering what
cannot be represented. The moment of seeing is the moment of fixation and
lingering without a reason on a certain object, and only after that the subject
can identify what he sees. The moment of the gaze, on the contrary, is the
moment when the subject sees his glance return to him by the object of his
observation. The gaze returns to the spectator, or in other words, the subject is
reflected in the object he chose to observe. This reflexivity — the return of the
gaze — occurs because the subject sees in the object something of himself.°
The subject is therefore the observer, but the question who is the subject in
Lessick’s world I leave open for contemplation.

However, I would like to think that the closeness and companionship
between the woman and the animal in Revital Lessick’s works is not only the
result of the ancient connection as formulated by Berger, or ‘the moment of
the gaze' as phrased by Lacan, and is not only concealed in the relationship
described in the works. I would like to say that the described companionship
and closeness are essentially related to the art of drawing and painting, to its
physicality. In the spirit of Bart Newman, who was quoted wondering about
the medium of painting: “It is not what is it about, but what is it?" I will put
aside the focus on the pictorial narrative and will shortly address the question:

‘

what is it?".

Lessick’s working technique is a meticulous drawing of lines that follow
one another on a large scale paper. A fine simple line made with a blue pen,

6 Jacques Lacan, ([1964-1965] 1981). The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis: The Seminar
of Jacques Lacan, Book XI, trans. Alan Sheridan. New York and London: WW. Norton and Company

graphic and expressionless. A single line or an array of dense lines drawn
repeatedly until they create a dark blue tangle. A tangle that is always a
drawing, at times forming hairy images: body hair, animal hair or vegetation.
Sometimes, precisely the gap between the lines forms an image. And this
line is — in the painting — a brush stroke, the trace of the hair of the brush,
the erasure and engraving in colour that forms the image on the surface.
But more than anything, it is the redundant craft of the touching, drawing and
painting hand, and in particular — the palm of the hand. It is a physical craft,
close to the surface, as if it was a recurrent act of stroking and touching the
paper or canvas, while the pen or the brush are at the tip of the movement,
marking the encounter with the surface. And this is also the longest duration
of the physical female pleasurable activity — recurrent and repetitive —
producing a close relationship. It is both a physical and mental closeness with
the paper and with what it contains. And with this intimate and prolonged
movement against the large scale paper, I wish to imagine the paper as skin.
Furthermore, I wish to clarify this image of the skin: it is not just the second
skin that Lessick draws on the animals and female characters in her works,
but also the skin of the work — that of another body, close to hers, which she
touches. And when we think of it as skin, the companionship and closeness
that are depicted in the works are a result of the physical and mental closeness
in the act itself — body against body, skin touching skin — the craft of the
hand. If Ireturn to Newman's question — ‘what is it?’ — I can answer that it is

the physical and emotional intimacy of a work of art.

Finally, with the image of the surface as skin and the closeness of the physical
act, I am also required to refer to the colour-patches that emerge on paper,
shaped as animals and body orifices in Lessick’s watercolours. In the short
essay Painting, or Signs and Marks’, Walter Benjamin explores the difference
between an absolute sign and the absolute mark. Benjamin identifies the

Walter Benjamin, About Painting, or: Sign and Stain, from German: Tamar Abramov, Studio, issue 168,
Tel Aviv, p.4-5
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there is no demand for purity and morals. The depicted women and animals,
in single or plural, know each other and acknowledge each other. The animals
share their world with the women and accompany them in their deeds. There
is a sense of gentle closeness and companionship between them — perhaps
abond of a shared secret.

Unspeaking Companionship is how John Berger refers to the ancient
connection between man and animal — a friendship without speaking,
without a common language. The animals offer mankind companionship and
friendship that differs from any other kind of human interaction: “With their
parallel lives, animals offer man a companionship which is different from
any offered by human exchange. Different because it is a companionship
offered to the loneliness of man as a species.” And in other words, this
friendship is offered to humans as a distinct species.

This silent companionship is present in the exchange of glances between the
female and the animal: “The eyes of an animal when they consider a man
are attentive and wary. The same animal may well look at other speciesin
the same way. He does not reserve a special look for man. But by no other
species except man will the animal’s look be recognized as familiar [...] Man
becomes aware of himself returning the look™, writes John Berger. It brings
to mind the gaze present in the eyes of Lessick’s animals — observing the
woman in the drawing and directed at the viewer. “The animal scrutinizes
him across the narrow abyss of non-comprehension... The man too is
looking across a similar, but not identical, abyss of non-comprehension.
And this is so wherever he looks. He is always looking across ignorance
and fear. And so, when he is being seen by the animal, he is being seen as
his surroundings are seen by him. His recognition of this is what makes
the look of the animal familiar.”s

3 1Ibid, p.19
4 Ibid, p.11
5 Ibid, p.9-10
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Why Look at Animals? of 1977 is the opening essay of John Berger's
book About Looking. In this text, in an attempt to trace the meaning of
enchantment and nostalgia that underlies the modern man and animal
relationship, Berger explores the process of distancing oneself from nature.
It is a cultural and physical process in which the animals — that “mediated
(in the past) between man and its origin — nature”, were completely pushed
aside to man’s existential edges and are gradually disappearing from his life.
However, despite this, Berger claims that “the animals of the mind cannot
be so easily dispersed. Sayings, dreams, games, stories, superstitions, the
language itself, recall them [..] The animals retreated to the wilderness that
exists only in the imagination.”

Revital Lessick’s drawings and paintings depict ageless female figures and
various animals in imaginary scenes that share an inner hidden logic, as well
as in fantastic landscapes, detached from the actual local reality. From the
wilderness of imagination, Lessick creates a depiction of a female, animalistic,
fabled, enigmatic and at times dark world. This is a parallel reality of mental
landscapes: a world that deviates from social and cultural rules, turning
instead to nature and to the imagination, to associations, to the depths of
one's soul, to urges and sexuality.

In this world, a female figure hugs-rides a gigantic hairy animal that stands
on its two back feet, while its head and front legs are lifted towards the sun

John Berger [(1980)2012] Why Look at Animals, About Looking,editing and translation from English
Esther Dotan. Tel Aviv: Pitom. Pages 7-30

2 Ibid, p.11

with finger-like rays. Under them, a winged beast (perhaps a dragon?) watches
them, taking its long tongue out. The back part of its body is concealed by
a bush in which the front feet are rooted. In another detailed drawing, we
see a female character riding-hugging an animal taking off, another rider, a
different female figure is pushing-supporting the animal’s stomach while
another figure is peeking behind its leg. Behind them in the landscape, a
group of girls engage in a ritual or a circular game around a pit, while a pair
of other girls are watching them, and on the horizon a dog watches them as
well. A different drawing depicts an almost sexual intimacy — a hairy beast
islying and hugging a female figure. The lines of its fur are wrapped around
the woman's body and its gaze is directed at the viewer. In an oil painting of
a mysterious forest-glade a young woman is hugging a tree trunk — one of
three trees without foliage — her gaze turns elsewhere. Meanwhile, on the
branches above her, identifiable animals, such as: a parakeet, a teddy-bear, a
monkey, and other unidentifiable animals are sitting, hanging and observing
her. And from a different drawing, in an almost psychedelic forest, a white
furry cat with two tails is looking at us. In its reflection, these tails appear
to be the horns of another animal. Only a second gaze reveals that the cat is
standing behind a net.

As opposed to other occurrences depicted in various artworks that
Lessick uses as references, such as, the main board of the triptych The Garden
of Earthly Delights by Hieronymus Bosch, or the image of Saint George the
Dragon Slayer that appears in paintings and murals at churches across Israel;
or Modern artworks, such as, Young Girl Eating a Bird, known also as The
Pleasure by Rene Magritte, and the works by the Surrealist Meret Oppenheim:
Breakfast in Fur or Gloves (connected more to the craft of drawing) — the
feminine world of Lessick’s drawings has no particular story. There are no
men, there is no drama of combat, there is certainly no sin, and therefore,
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