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Two photographers, Oded Ben Hefer and Eran Gilat. Two series of
staged nature photographs, beautiful, exquisite, captivating. One
presents studio photographs of plants and single flower-bearing
stalks against a clean black background. The other, photographs
from the Life Science series. They are mainly' studio photographs of
compositions of objects and living tissue — internal organs or animals —
against a clean black background.

Oded Ben Hefer photographs plants: flowers, inflorescence and parts
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of flower fruit. In the singular. A jasmine flower; a wilted amaryllis;
a shriveled inflorescence; a clump of dying weeds still clutching onto
a clod of earth; a dried-up anemone bulb, and more. Those that have
dropped off or are dying or have dried up. A moment before their
final wilting and their inevitable organic decomposition they are
collected and brought into the artist’s studio. There, against a black (or
white) background, they are severed from their environment andfrom
specific time and space, and under soft lighting and in front of the
camera lens their fresh beauty is restored. It is not their magnificent
flowering or their dismal withering that is photographed, but rather
the splendor of their final moment - a sensual and unique portrait of
each plant and flower.

As one who grew up in a home whose walls were decorated with
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botanical drawings and sketches that scrupulously depicted the
developmental stages of plants up to the culmination of their natural

appearance, in his adulthood Ben Hefer chose to observe what was not

described or recorded in them; the stage of dying prior to final death.

Then, just before the moment when photosynthesis ceases, Ben Hefer
offers their recording by light (photo-graphy). He “immortalizes” their
beauty as well as their natural transience.

Against a black background, on a heavy wooden table, either bare
or covered in a tablecloth, Gilat positions and photographs staged
compositions of still life. The nature in his photographs is the animal
world - a fish, an octopus, a heart, a chunk of meat, strands of hair
or an animal’s horn. Still life originates in the kitchen, or perhaps in

the laboratory. However, despite its appearance, the living in Gilat’s
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work is already dead, and his still life objects are no longer in use.
Both are museum exhibits, loaned and collected for the demands
of photography.? From these two, Gilat builds meticulous table
mini-scenes: for a moment one composition seems like preparatory
documentation prior to a medical or research procedure, but it isn't.
For a moment, another composition seems like a cataloging process or
scientific preservation, but it isn’t. Or another, red-as-blood, appears
like a post-surgery scene, but it isn’t. With cynical humor, Dr. Gilat,
a neurobiologist by profession, converts clinical science into clinical
photography. He toys with the aesthetics of the composition and
creates living, sensual, and dramatic scenes - from the imaginary to
the surrealistic - scenes of the living dead world.

Ben Hefer and Gilat present the spectator with staged photographic still
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life. Nature - the world of flora and fauna — becomes still life in their
photographs. And similar to the theater — against a black background,
with a red and bright presence and under focused lighting — they stage
their protagonists. However, this is the presented beauty, this is the on-
stage direction and the baroque theatricality they share, which in fact
alludes to the genre of still life paintings.

This genre, which was widespread in Central Europe in the 17™ century,
focused on the beauty of routine everyday objects, plants and animals
that were presented or mounted on tables in interior settings. In homes
orin the studio. Focusing on the beauty was expressed in the subjects of
the paintings, in the (staged) structuralism of the picture’s composition,
in exhibiting the depicted materiality and lighting. However, here I
think it is largely in the images of flowers and animals that constituted
part of the collection of images in Vanitas paintings — a symbolic and
philosophical sub-genre of descriptions of still life characteristic of the

Dutch and Flemish painting of the time. The source of the term ‘vanitas’
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(emptiness) can be found in the Latin translation of the biblical verse,
“Vanity of vanities, saith Koheleth; vanity of vanities, all is vanity”?
(“Vanitas vanitatum omnia vanitas”), and in the Christian perception
which required believers to remember death, “Memento Mori.” In these
paintings the images of animal carcasses on the one hand, and the beauty
and freshness of the flowers on the other, like the skull, the candle light, or
the rotting fruit, constituted a reminder of time passing; withering, drying
up and decay were presented as a necessary ‘memento mori.’

In line with this perspective, the quest for the classical and primary
meaning of the Memento Mori dictate becomes clear in the photographic
subjects of Ben Hefer and Gilat. Both cling to and scrutinize the moment

of death on either side of that moment — those whose death is near, and

those that are already dead. In addition, both of them deal with beauty.
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Death is the mother of beauty; hence from her,
Alone, shall come fulfillment to our dreams
And our desires.

Wallace Stevens, Sunday Morning4

Ben Hefer and Gilat’s shared interest in the moment of death and
the beauty of their subjects, as well as the picturely referent of their
photographic work, entails an additional examination of the presence
of the concept of death in the picturely genre, and moreover, its presence
in the medium of photography. Now I shall move on to and somewhat
expand on the term ‘still life’ and death, which is incorporated into it,
and on the immanency of death in the medium of photography.

From the etymological point of view, the term ‘still life’ was not in



P2V YN "I0NT DINNIT 01N 112102 '0N1T YAV’ N1IN5 0N N1 OX A
S5V IMYNWNI PINVYW ANW 71,0970 0NI1T Pavd PR 070 00 NN
NI AT 13102 1O1W 70, N1INR 019102 .00 AYI1IN 901 JIRDIP 1197 NIIN1
ST IR DIV TV, A0 .NNNA WIN

TORW P ROW 972NN NYIW i1,ND73 19919701 12 7T SW 0imdxXnd M ox
Memnto Mori "11Xi1 SW M 1IWRIT ORI 11210 IR MPRNNT MTIAY 10
NP NMIANONNI MPINNA NITAY 17,790 7909, ROR 1A NIRTA 1010
.nature morte 18 .still life 1R .10XY DNIT PV NNNA 71N NNNT IVIN DY
TN .0197¥2 :INXY DTN 03 713210 ROX, 091NN P71 11K J7p0Y 12W NN N
9% SY 1wnS 1021 &Y 6(Barthes) NIR2 18517 5w “@19¥ HY MAVWNANR” 11D0
1DIRDT NNIND DIDIN AW ITI0I TWPD DN NN NIRD .NNNG DR 1019 15N
mMwnn ./ow 10 0T DR 551021 1012 ,77V1 120w 7N DR D19X7 100N 12w
072 PR AW AN SW AN X1 015¥n 55, n1nx 099 na 1Ay pwda

use until the mid-17th century. Its source is the Dutch word stilleven,
which appeared in different inventories and means description of the
item - either natural or manmade — an ‘inanimate object’ or ‘immobile
nature.” In 1675, the German artist and art historian Von Sandrart
wrote about immobile objects in painting, but it was only in the 18th
century in France that the term ‘nature morte’ (literally ‘dead nature’)
was coined as a characteristic thematic description of painting of the
time, a characteristic which would later serve to define the picturely
genre. Early use of this term is documented in two individual texts: in a
letter written by Duc de Nemours in 1779 in which he used the new term
for defining ‘inanimate things’ (les choses inanimees). In his writing

in 1780, Jean Baptiste Deschamps also used the term ‘nature morte’
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for describing the painting of ‘immobile objects’ (objets immobiles).®
Years later, the term ‘still life’ was coined in English in order to describe
the genre. In English, the meaning of the term corresponds with ‘still’
in the Dutch linguistic source, and with ‘life,’ its reverse meaning, in
French. In Hebrew as well, the term ‘still nature’ is a cross between the
meaning of the term in French and in English.

Whether we relate to the term ‘still life’ in its meaning as immobile life,
as dead and lifeless nature, or merely as literal still life, its meaning
embodies immobility and lifelessness. In other words, the concept of
death is present, even before the religious dictate.

Toreturn to the photographs of Ben Hefer and Gilat, itis clear that not only

do these works follow the classical and primary meaning of the dictate
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‘memento mori,’ present in the picturely genre, but moreover, they are works
that ideationally investigate and correspond with the concept of death
inherent in the concept ‘still nature itself. Either ‘still life’ or nature morte.
However, the kind of death we are dealing with is not only photographed,
but inherent in the medium itself, i.e., in photography. Since the
publication of Camera Lucida: Reflections on Photography by Roland
Barthes,® one can no longer speak of photography without mentioning
death. Barthes related to the basic connection between photography
and death and the way in which photography signifies what is absent,
in time and space, “that-has-been.” Reality in the past tense. In other
words, every photograph is the present of what was and no longer is.
Inevitably. “Ultimately, what I am seeking in the photograph taken
of me (the ‘intention’ according to which I'look at it) is Death: death
is the eidos of that Photograph.”.” Furthermore, Barthes expands, the
flat and inanimate film presents a misleading mixture of two concepts:
PTI001 MIY¥NA TRNNAY ININA AT VOPLI .DMMAN PIN-"MOXN DI NH21D 1D IV HW MOXNT NITO
.22R 5N NVIDINR HW PV PRTIN NORWN

210D /R PID,N9MpP IDD

Wallace Stevens [(1923) 1990]. "Sunday Morning", in: The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens
New York: Vintage Books

Norbert Schneider [(1990) 2003]. Still Life, Taschen. pp. 7
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the real and the living. When he states that the topic of photography
is real, the photographer stealthily inculcates in us the belief that it
was alive, due to a deception that prompts us to attribute to the real
an absolute sublime value, the value of something immortal. However,
by transferring this reality to the past (“it happened”) the photograph
alludes to the fact that it is already dead.”®
Thus, death is built into photography regardless of the photographed
content. Consequently, when the content matter also deals with death,
the deceit the photograph presents is two-fold: the real that was
photographed and attributed the value of something immortal was
an almost-dead-living-object — in Ben Hefer’s work, and already dead-
in Gilat’s work. Moreover, this double deception is redoubled when the
photographic structure detaches the real image from all specific aspects
of time and space and even - if we may go back for a moment - relies
on another genre in which the concept of death is embedded.
Make no mistake. Itis not the pain of loss, nor the tragedy of death that
are present in Ben Hefer and Gilat’s photographs. On the contrary. It is
the beauty of death, the defining link between the concept of ‘beauty’
and the concept of ‘death’ in which they engage. A link that endorses
desires, passions, and wishes.
1 Eran Gilat's photographic series also includes staged exterior photographs. For this

text I chose to focus on his studio photographs (SL)

2 On loan from the Tel Aviv University Natural History Museum.
3 Ecclesiastes, Chapter 1, Verse 2.

4 Wallace Stevens [(1923) 1990], “Sunday Morning’” in: The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens,
New York: Vintage Books.

5 Norbert Schneider [(1990) 2003], Still Life, Taschen, p.7

6 Roland Barthes (1981). Camera Lucinda: Reflections on Photography, New York: Hill and Wang

7 TIbid

8 Ibid
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