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A Taste of the Past

Ora Kraus

"All photographs are memento mori.

To take a photograph is to participate in another person’s (or thing’s)
mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out this moment
and freezing it, all photographs testify to time’s relentless melt."

Susan Sontag, On Photography. New York: Picador, 1977, p. 15.

umanity has been given the opportunity to observe places and
I_I people who lived many years ago thanks to the camera obscura
(the black box), which was discovered more than 2000 years ago. This
discovery, which at first made it possible to project an upside-down
image through a hole in the wall, was the basis for creating the camera
as we know it today. At first the invention served as an auxiliary
device for artists and for entertainment purposes and scientists used
it for making observations of the sun, for optical research and for
understanding how the eye works. The notion of fixing the projected
image on the opposite side of the camera obscura served as the basis
for the first photograph. In 1827 the French inventor Joseph Niépce
succeeded in fixing the image created in the camera obscura and thus
created the first photograph in history - the view from an upstairs
window at Niépce's estate, Le Gras. Niépce's work was followed by
that of Louis Daguerre, who was able to shorten the exposure time
and create sharp and detailed images that were burned onto metal
plates subjected to vaporization using light-sensitive materials. The
government of France purchased the patent rights for fixating images
from Daguerre and from Niépce's heirs and released this knowledge
for the use of the public. The most recent revolution in photography
encompasses the development of electronic sensors to capture the
photograph and the invention of digital photography. Thus the
outdated plastic strip has been replaced by computer memory devices
that can be reused, resulting in contemporary photography that is
inexpensive and environmentally friendly.

The rising prestige of photography as a new form of art led to
complaints and endless arguments. The naysayers claimed
photography was hollow, insensitive and merely descriptive. The
resemblance between photography and reality was what particularly
disturbed them, and they claimed that photography did not contain
the emotional expression characteristic of art and that in essence it
was areproduction or copy. Another problem raised was that of making
aliving, for it was clear that the camera could do the work of an artist
quickly and cheaply. The most basic question - as with every modern
technological invention - was whether a machine can take the place of
ahuman beingin art. As opposed to the work of an artist, the camera
does not make changes but rather precisely copies what it receives,
while a painting perpetuates the personality of the artist and his
individual style, which differentiates him from every other artist. Yet
with time painters themselves began to use photography as a model
for copying the position of a particular image, given that they had
the freedom to make any change they so desired. These changes were
prevalent in the works of many artists and were part of the process of

transforming an item from reality into art.

Critic and philosopher Walter Benjamin wrote the following: "The
nineteenth-century dispute over the relative artistic merits of
painting and photography seems misguided and confused today. But
this does not diminish its importance, and may even underscore it.

The dispute was in fact an expression of a world-historical upheaval



whose true nature was concealed from both parties."! He also claimed
that the starting point of photography is not anchored in the device
itself or in a single image or single event that generated a turning
point. Rather, photography is a series of events in discourse and in
practice that matured at a particular moment into a new beginning.
What allowed for the "invention of photography” is not merely the
encounter between the generation and the fixation of images, but
rather the encounter between these two at a given historical moment
under particular legal, social and political circumstances. Until the
late 1950's, photographers who gained recognition as artists were
those who engaged in photographic manipulation in order for
their photographs to be acknowledged as art. One of these was Bill
Brandt, who photographed nude women from surprising angles and
made intelligent use of the optics of the camera, thus changing the
perspective and the accepted proportions. Another was André Kertész,
who was famous for his photographs of the body and the optical
distortions he created in it. In the 1960s, the pop-art movement
used photography to reflect American culture as one of surplus and
consumerism. Artists like Andy Warhol, David Hockney and others
used the medium of photography to make their statements. During
that same period documentary photography also infiltrated the artistic
discourse thanks to photographers like Robert Capa, Henri Cartier-
Bresson, W. Eugene Smith and others.

Inthelate 1970's and early 1980's a breakthrough began regarding the

question of the place of photography in the world of art. Artists such
as Sally Mann, Robert Mapplethorpe and Cindy Sherman began to
recognize that the camera could serve as an artistic device to generate
artistic creation, leading to the understanding that the camera is a
unique tool or even an extension of the user's eyes and thoughts
and that the photographer is an artist in all senses of the word. The
photographer is the instigator of the action, the one who chooses what
will be seen in the frame and what will remain outside of it, and the
one who selects the distance, the angle and the decisive moment to
be perpetuated by the camera.

At the end of the 20™ century and the beginning of the 21, the
question of photography as art is now no longer relevant. In the post-
modernist era in which thought and creation are multidisciplinary,
photography has become inseparable from contemporary artistic

creation and part of high culture.

"A photograph is not just the result of an encounter between an
event and a photographer; picture-taking is an event in itself, and
one with ever more peremptory rights - to interfere with, to invade,
or to ignore whatever is going on... The omnipresence of cameras
persuasively suggests that time consists of interesting events,
events worth photographing. This, in turn, makes it easy to feel
that any event, once underway, and whatever its moral character,
should be allowed to complete itself - so that something else can
be brought into the world, the photograph. After the event has

ended, the picture will still exist, conferring on the event a kind of

immorality (and importance) it would never otherwise have enjoyed...

the photographer stays behind his or her camera, creating a tiny

element of another world: the image-world that bids to outlast us all."?

Thanks to the camera, archives across the globe are filled with
photographs of people, places, buildings and interesting events that

someone - a photographer - thought were worthy of perpetuating.

The first photographic artists in Eretz Israel froze moments from
their contemporary times and with the camera lens recorded the
reawakening of the renewed land. This was also the case in the city
of Rehovot. The first photograph of the moshava settlement was
published in 1893 as an engraving in a yearbook edited by Hebrew
writers and poets in the Diaspora. In 1908 the photographer Avraham
Soskin photographed a group of Rehovot residents at a Passover
celebration. The photographer Yaacov Ben-Dov, who worked as a
guard in the vineyards, also perpetuated people and events.

The photographs collected in the Rehovot city archives are now on
display in the exhibition titled A Taste of the Past, marking the
opening of the city's renovated cultural center. The building, home
of the town's historical community center, was constructed in 1912
and has now been renovated based upon strict principles of planning
and conservation. The eclectic style of the reconstructed facade is
reminiscent of the original building, which integrated structural

elements from the walls of Jerusalem. Adjacent to and behind the

preserved facade are the other parts of the building - huge glass
structures supporting one another with metal strips, giving the entire

structure an innovative, contemporary and coherent appearance.

The notion of combining the old with the new also finds expression
in the exhibition itself, which displays nostalgic photographs from
the moshava of Rehovot that have been restored using innovative
technologies. This meeting of old and new results in displaying what
once was in a contemporary light. The photographs were selected
based on their quality and on artistic and aesthetic merit. The nostalgic
photographs, small pieces of history passed on from one generation to
the next, take viewers back to the beginning - with all the difficulties,
the beauty found in simplicity, the basics - to an encounter with the
vision of the founders that has made the moshava, the city of Rehovot,

what it is today.

"Land spreading across an area of ten thousand dunams - desolate
and abandoned land, and only members of the Sitria tribe, around
forty households, pitched tents on both sides of the main route
crossing the estate from north to south. At the foot of the only
hill is an old and destroyed well, with very little water, built from

discarded stones..."3

Zagararsky, one of the first workers in the settlement, describes
Rehovot half a year after it was founded, in a letter he sent to the

Hatsifira newspaper published in Warsaw: "...The settlement of
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Rehovot will from now on be displayed as a sapphire in the Holy
Land, and its owners will spare no hard work to glorify it, enhance it
and make it known in the land."4 From then on the town has grown

and developed with a taste of the past.

The following works selected from the dozens of photographs in the

archives are on display in the exhibition:

Old Yemenite Man - The photograph shows an anonymous old man
in the Rehovot transit camp, who despite his advanced age and his
exhausted expression conveys a certain beauty and nobility. His
face is gaunt and covered by a white beard. His clothing is worn
out and his trousers mended with coarse and visible stitching. The
shoes are too big, and he holds a walking stick in his hands. The old
man is photographed against a background of old and perforated
wooden beams. Visible to the left of the image are two shadowy blots
colored grayish black which appear to be two patches of paint. This
photograph is reminiscent of the photograph titled "Alabama Tenant
Farmer Wife" (1936) by the American photographer Walker Evans,
one of the fathers of documentary photography. Evans' photo features
ayoung thin-lipped woman against a background of wooden planks,
resembling a twentieth century Madonna. There is an interesting
resemblance between these two photographs, taken at different times
and in different corners of the world. The photo was taken by Dan
Schleisner, one of two photographers who worked in Rehovot in the
period prior to the establishment of the state. According to Dr. Dani

Bar-Maoz, "Schleisner was an artist photographer who perpetuated

remarkable sights in Rehovot."

Jam Makers - The photograph shows six strong men who were

positioned, or who positioned themselves, in a photographic pose.

The men are standing atop huge cauldrons, under which are wooden
beams for burning. The photograph is faded, surrealistic, and raises

questions and considerations regarding the actions and identity

of the men in the photograph. Based on the investigation of Dr.

Dani Bar-Maoz, the photograph was taken during the First World
War. During that period jam makers worked in Rehovot in home
industries. Thus it seems that even an old and faded photograph
tells an important story, for from this photograph we learn about the

existence of ajam making factory, about the many oranges in Rehovot

and about the title Citrus City that was bestowed upon the settlement.

Rivka Berman, Michal Harlap and Matatiya Miltzen - This
photograph shows three girls standing against the backdrop of a
thick eucalyptus tree. The photo emphasizes the beauty, charm and
youthfulness visible on their faces. As Susan Sontag put it, "Any
photograph has multiple meanings; indeed, to see something in
the form of a photograph is to encounter a potential object of
fascination. The ultimate wisdom of the photographic image is to
say: There is the surface. Now think - or rather feel, intuit - what
is beyond it, what the reality must be like if it looks this way..."4

Roland Barthes suggests the following with respect to looking at a
photograph: "The photograph touches me if I withdraw it from
its usual blabber: 'Technique,' 'Reality,' 'Reportage,' 'Art," etc.: to
say nothing, to shut my eyes, to allow the detail to rise of its own
accord into affective consciousness." This is the feeling derived
from looking at the three young girls, who are photographed barefoot
with three pairs of feet stepping on the dry rocky ground in three
different poses, a small and enchanting detail in a single photograph.
"Absolute subjectivity is achieved only in a state, an effort, of silence

(shutting your eyes is to make the image speak in silence)."®

The above statements are also accurate and true for the other
photographs in the exhibition 'A Taste of the Past'. All the photos
in the exhibition convey anecdotes about people and places from
the past, and all you have to do is observe them silently and pay
attention to emotions, sensations and what goes beyond these. As
Dr. Dani Bar-Maoz wrote, "In the period before the state of Israel
was established, two photographers worked in the settlement of
Rehovot - Dan Schleisner on Yaakov Street and Shlomo Ben Zvi,
who owned a photography studio on Teller Street. Shlomo Ben Zvi
was the in-house photographer and manager of the archives at the
Weizmann Institute, where the collection of his photos is preserved."
All the photographs collected in the Rehovot Archives were taken by
these two photographers and by other anonymous photographers, all

autodidacts. They lived and worked in a period in which the medium

of photography was still in its infancy. If not for their dedication
and their love for people, places and the camera, we would not have
these photographs attesting to the existence of those whose pictures
were taken. Through photography the world turns into a series of
unrelated particles that stand on their own, and past and present
history becomes a collection of photographed stories. Already in
1854, many years before the learned words of great scholars such as
Roland Barthes, Susan Sontag and Walter Benjamin, the renowned
artist Eugéne Delacroix declared how much he regretted that such
an admirable discovery should have come so late.

1 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility, and
Other Writings on Media. Harvard University Press, 2008, p. 28

2 Susan Sontag, On Photography, p. 11.

3 Moshe Smilanski from Chapters in the Historyof the Juwish Settlement, Rehovot
1890-1950, Rehovot, Municipality edition 1950, p.13

4 Susan Sontag, On Photography, p. 23.

5 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography. Translated by Richard
Howard. New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1981, p. 55

6 Ibid.,p. 55.
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Behind the Photographs
Dr. Danny Bar-Maoz

The house of Zvi Chaim Ha'Cohen Bashist - Zvi Chaim Ha'Cohen
Bashist was ordained as a rabbi in Lodz, Poland and specialized in the
laws pertaining to agriculture: terumah offerings, tithe offerings and
the like. Because of this specialization he was asked by HaRav Kook,
at that time rabbi of the Rehovot moshava, to immigrate to Eretz
Israel and help the farmers carry out the commandments of Jewish
Law pertaining to their work. He immigrated in 1906, settling in
Rehovot, and in 1910 he built his house on Binyamin Street adjacent
to the Ohel Sarah synagogue visible in the photograph. Rooms in
his spacious house were also rented out to transient tenants. After
his death, his son Aharon settled in the house. Aharon served as
the synagogue's gabbai (warden) and supported himself by raising
animals in the cowshed and chicken coop located in the yard of his
home. The house was torn down in the 1950s and an apartment
building was built on the site. Source: Uzi Bashist

The granary house - In around 1910 Mordechai (Mottel) Makov,
son of Batia Makov, built this structure for storing produce and fruit,
which he sold to all comers. The need for a large building to serve as
a granary arose because Makov bought large amounts of produce
from Arab farmers in the area and from Bedouins in the Negev and
he needed a place to store it before he sold it. Over the years he
rented some of the rooms in the building to storeowners. The outer
appearance of the building, whose facade faces Gorodesky Street, has
to alarge extent been preserved. It contains three rooms. Each room
has a curved opening with an iron door and two wings that open to

the sides. The building's facade features chiseled stones arranged
symmetrically, while the side walls are constructed from sand stones
of different sizes not arranged in any particular order. The building
has a tiled roof with a wooden frame, and the bottom of the roof space
is enclosed by a horizontal wooden ceiling.

Source: Dr. Danny Bar-Maoz, research inquiry.

The Rehovot transit camp (Ma'abara) - The Rehovot transit camp
comprised three camps - A, B and C - and was established by the
Jewish Agency in 1950-51 as part of the national transit camp
program designed to provide an immediate response to the masses
of immigrants arriving in Israel after the War of Independence. The
camp was built on the road leading to Yavne on an area stretching
from the former site of the Jafora factory to today's fire station. The
residents of the transit camp suffered a great deal and lived with a
sense of ongoing mistreatment. The abandonment and neglect were
quite apparent: inferior residential accommodations, a school system
without proper resources, substandard sanitary conditions and above

alla sense of hopelessness and of being cut off from the outside world.

During the especially rainy winter of 1951/52 the transit camp was
flooded by torrential rains and many of its residents were evacuated
for a period of time. At the end of the 1950s these transit camps were
destroyed and their residents were moved into housing complexes
built for them in the city of Rehovot. Source: Dr. Danny Bar-Maoz, research
inquiry. The photograph was taken by Dan Schleisner and is displayed courtesy
of Attorney Uri Gorodesky.

"The Palace" - The home of Zadok Kuata Haleviislocated on Menashe
Kapara Street, the first street in the Sha'arayim neighborhood. The
house was built in a grandiose style compared to the residential
structures built at the beginning of the 20% century in the Yemenite
neighborhood and for that reason earned the nickname of "The Palace.”
The house was builtin the Italian style, and despite the neglect it has
been subject to up to the present day, its beauty and its distinctiveness
on the neighborhood landscape are still apparent. Despite changes
and additions, its appearance has been preserved, with its molded
columns, capitals, windows and shutters remaining practically as they
were. All the architectural details of the Palace will be preserved and
it will serve as a public building in an open public space.

Zadok Kuata emigrated from Yemen as a young child with his parents,
and they lived in the cowshed belonging to the governing committee
of the moshava. After two years his parents were among those who
built the Sha'arayim neighborhood. Zadok was endowed with highly
developed technical abilities and on his own he learned the workings
of water meters and how to fix pumps used to run wells and various
industrial machines. He was known as an expert plumber and many
were in need of his services. Zadok was in charge of the machinery
at the Pri-Peri juice factory and at the ice factory adjacent to the
Weizmann Institute. In addition he specialized in agriculture and
his home served as headquarters for the citrus growers committee.
The Palace, which he built while he was in his early twenties and still
abachelor, isa testimony to his dﬂigence. Source: Collection of Yair Madar

HaLevi and interview with Rivka Timon, daughter of Zadok Kuata.

Zeltzer House - During the early days of the moshava of Rehovot
Faige and Yaakov Zeltzer built their modest home at 43 Menucha and
Nahala Street. Faige opened a workers kitchen in her home, turning it
into a meeting place for laborers from the Second Aliya. The old house
was torn down in 1935 and on its site the family's descendants built
abeautiful apartment house in the Bauhaus style, the first of its kind
in Rehovot. The building was built so that the owners could support
themselves by renting out the apartments. Among its residents were
people who belonged to the Haganah military organization as well
as medical and science personnel from the Ziv Institute and the
experimental agricultural station. A sign posted on the building's
facade erroneously attributes its planning to the well-known architect
Erich Mendelsohn, who designed three unusual structures in the
Faculty of Agriculture and in the Weizmann Institute, among them
the home of President Chaim Weizmann. But in actuality opinions
regarding the identity of the architect are divided, and the structure
was apparently designed by architect Eliezer Amorai.

Source: Roy Talmon, research project, Technion - Israel Institute of Technology.

Kadia Madar - Kadia Madar was born in 1890 in northern Yemen.
Her mother died in childbirth. The orphaned girl supported herself by
braiding items from reeds to be used for decoration and as household
items, offering them for sale as she wandered among Arab villages.
In 1909 she immigrated to Eretz Israel and lived with her husband,
Rabbi Zecharia Madar, in the cowshed belonging to the governing
committee of the moshava. The Sha'arayim neighborhood was built
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in 1910 and Kadia was among its first residents. To support herself
she worked in the vineyards, the orchards and as a domestic servant

for the wives of the moshava's farmers. The street where she lived was
named for her husband, Rabbi Zecharia Madar, a Torah and Kabbalah
scholar who worked as a gardener on the estate of Chaim Weizmann

and was eventually appointed the rabbi of the Marmorek and Efraim

neighborhoods. Source: Collection of Yair Madar HaLevi.

Old Yemenite Man - This photograph of an anonymous old Yemenite
man in the Rehovot transit camp was taken by Dan Schleisner, one
of two photographers who worked in Rehovot in the period prior to
the establishment of the state. (The other photographer was Shlomo
Ben Zvi.) Schleisner is a photographer-artist who immortalized
unusual sights from the small town that Rehovot once was, among
them Rehovot covered in snow in the winter of 1950, children's
celebrations for Shavuoth, the festival of first fruits, the May Day
parade, a plane that crashed in the fields of Rehovot, the dedication
of the Weizmann Institute and many more.

Schleisner's friends describe him as a rare combination of an
artistic soul and an unusual technical talent. In his photographs he
documented the children of the moshava from the time they were
babies in their cradles to their first days in preschool, their school
graduations, their proud induction into the IDF and up to their
happiness on their wedding day. Schleisner was a true representative
of the Yekkes, the German Jewish immigrants who brought to the
moshava the fragrance of European culture, the well-groomed
gardens, the cold politeness, the first concerts and the heavily laden

bookshelves. This productive photographer relocated to South

Africa and never returned. Source: Dr. Danny Bar-Maoz, research inquiry.

The photograph is on display courtesy of Attorney Uri Gorodesky.

Jam Makers - Before the establishment of the State of Israel, industry
developed in Rehovot to produce food products from citrus fruits.
This industry was greatly aided by the research carried out at the
experimental agricultural station located on the edges of the moshava.
In addition to the large Jafora and Pri-Peri factories, jam makers also
worked in Rehovot in home industries. The simple utensils in the
photograph testify to home production intended for private use as
well as for small-scale commerce. This industry was made possible by
the many oranges grown in Rehovot, which earned it the title Citrus

City. Source: Dr. Danny Bar-Maoz, research inquiry.

Municipal Market - The municipal market at the center of Rehovot
was built before the state was established. The front of the market
faces in the direction of Bilu Street. On the west side of the building
(which is not visible in the photograph) was a slaughterhouse, and
peddlers from the Arab village of Zarnoga stood beside it and sold
their agricultural produce. The market building was damaged by a fire,
which caused it to lose its original shape. Source: Micah Netzer.

Chaim Keller House - This beautiful and picturesque home was built
in 1928 on the slope of Love Hill. Its building style is typical of the
building style in the 1920s. The building was torn down, and the
College of Management was built on the site. Source: Israela Compton.

Rachel Hirschenson and her granddaughter Pnina Gordon - Rachel
Hirschenson was one of the women benefactors of Rehovot during
its early days. Together with her daughter Bat-Sheva (wife of Aharon

Florenko) she established the Lina (Lodgings) Company whose
purpose was to help sick people living in the moshava. Volunteers
from this company took turns visiting the sick and seeing to all
their needs. When the first Yemenites came to the moshava, Rachel
became aware of their distress because her house was located at the
corner of Herzl Street and Binyamin Street (across from the Shoneh
Halachot synagogue), adjacent to the tents the Yemenites pitched
under the eucalyptus trees facing what is the market today. From
the homes of charitable people Rachel would collect money, food and
clothing and distribute these to the new immigrants. Every Friday
before the Sabbath she visited their homes and gave a hard-boiled
egg to each child and half a challah to every family with children.
Rachel Hirschenson Street, which joins Herzl Street to the Marmorek
neighborhood, is named for her.

Rachel's granddaughter Pnina was the daughter of Gittel Hirschenson,
who married Zvi Kleiner, one of the first 16 founders of Rehovot
and a founder of musical and theatrical education in Israel. In 1895,
together with Gittel and a group of young people from Rehovot
Kleiner put on the play Zrubavel, which very much angered the
ultra-Orthodox residents of the moshava. The play took place in the
yard of the Gordon family next to the electric company's building on
Binyamin Street. Pnina married one of the Gordon sons and became
known as Pnina Kleiner-Gordon. The Kalivitsky Hotel, one of two
hotels in the moshava, operated in the Gordon home. The other hotel
was run by Efraim and Yehudit Harlap.

Source: Rehovot Archives and Dr. Danny Bar-Maoz's research.
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The Municipal Market (above), 100/66 cm, and the Central Bus Station (opposite) , 120/80 cm
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Beit Ha'am today (opposite) and before the reinnovation
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