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Jacob Wrestling the Angel at the Merhavia Courtyard, 2009, oil on canvas, 70x80 cm
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Alexander Baerwald, the cooperative courtyard plan, 1912, Kibbutz Merchavia archive
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Jacob Wrestling the Angel, 2004, oil on canvas, 45X50 cm



N"D 60x80 ,T1 7V [NW ,2006 0171 "X TX7NN DY 71X 17V

Jacob Wrestling the Angel at Midday, 2006, oil on canvas, 60x80 cm.
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N"D 50x40 ,71 7V 1NW ,2009 ,(oval) IX7nim 17w

Jacob Wrestling the Angel (oval), 2009, oil on canvas, 50x40 cm
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A Week, 2011, oil on canvas + 7 kitchen towels, 90x70 cm
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N"D 60x50 ,T1 7V [NW ,2012,71VA DDX

Gaping Barn, 2012, oil on canvas, 60x50 cm
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N"D 150x45 717V NW ,2012 A¥N1 WX IwINN

Plow and Head in the Courtyard, 2012, oil on canvas, 150x45
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N"D 60x50 , 71 7V |NW ,2012 ,D1TX D710 DY DOX

Barn with Red Ladder, 2012, oil on canvas, 60x50 cm
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N"D 70x60 , 717V 1NV, 2012,]117 DDX

White Barn, 2012, oil on canvas, 70x60 cm
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N"D 70x80 ,T1 7V [NV ,2012,]21N1 D*¥17N

Pioneers and Hayloft, 2012, oil on canvas, 70x80 cm
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N"D 70x80, 717V 1N ,2012 ,1¥N1 117 DOX

White Barn and Courtyard, 2012, oil on canvas, 70x80 cm
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N"D 70x80 ,T1 7V |NW ,2012 ,0X 17-1IX {7

Father Wall - Mother Wall, 2012, oil on canvas, 70x80 cm

0,90
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N"D 40x30,T1 7V 1N¥ ,2010,7V1¥ 711 "A1V1 TTINIY

Vase and Oat Sheaves, 2010, oil on canvas, 40x30 cm
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Nn"D 40x30,717V 1N¥ ,2012 11"D1 TN 7V NX 770

Coil of Wool on Shelf and Apron, 2012, oil on canvas, 40x30 cm
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Idit Levavi Gabbai

1953 B

orn in Kibbutz Merhavia

lives and works in Kiryat Tivon, Israel

Selected One-Person Exhibitions

1980 -
1981 -
1982 -
1983 -
1984 -
1986 -
1991 -

1994 -
1995 -
1997 -
1998 -

1999 -
2000 -
2011 -
2012 -

"Paintings," Sof Hasdera Gallery, Tel Aviv

"New Works," The Art Gallery, Kibbutz Cabri, Israel (curator: Ofra Raif)

"Paintings," Ahad Ha’am 90 Gallery, Tel Aviv

"Thirst," Haifa Museum of Art (curator: Sorin Heller)

"Paintings," The Art Gallery, Kibbutz Lohamei Hagetaot, Israel (curator: Avi Hurvitz)

"Two Tears," Meimad Gallery, Tel Aviv (curator: Tuvia Avraham)

"A Heater for Winter, a Fan for Summer," The Art Gallery, Memorial Center, Kiryat Tivon, Israel (curator: Esther
Reshef)

"My Lover’s Back,' Tova Osman Art Gallery, Tel Aviv

"A Pioneer Woman's Eyes," The Kibbutz Art Gallery, Tel Aviv (curator: Tali Tamir)

"Anani Bamerhav Ya," Beit Shturman Museum, Kibbutz Ein Harod, Israel (cat.)

"Over the Lesson," the Gallery of Israeli Art, Oranim Academic College of Education, Kiryat Tivon, Israel
(curators: David Wakstein and students; cat.)

"Ursa Major," Sara Levi Gallery, Tel Aviv (curator: Esther Reshef)

"New Works," The Art Gallery, Kibbutz Cabri, Israel (curator: Drora Dekel; cat.)

"Hour of Elucidation," Museum of Art, Ein Harod (curator: Yaniv Shapira)

"In This Blazing Light", BEIT AVI CHAI, Jerusalem (curator: Hagai Segev; cat.)

Selected Group Exhibitions

1981 -
1982 -
1985 -
1987 -
1991 -

1998 -

2004 -

2005 -

2008 -

2009 -

"Young Artists," Shenar Gallery, Tel Aviv

"Young Artists," The Kibbutz Art Gallery, Tel Aviv

"The 12th Young Artists Biennial," Paris (curator: Mordechai Omer; cat.)

"Frontline," Museum of Art, Ein Harod, Israel (curator: Galia Bar Or and Pinchas Cohen Gan; cat.)
"Painting—Quotation—Painting," The Museum of Israeli Art, Ramat Gan, Israel (curator: Sorin Heller; cat.)
"The Secret of the Minimalistic Palette," traveling exhibition, Omanut La'am (curators: Dalia Levin, Ada
Naamani; cat.)

"Private Icons," Pyramida Center for Contemporary Art, Haifa (curator: Anat Gatenio; cat.)

"Shabbat in the Kibbutz," Uri and Rami Nehushtan Museum, Kibbutz Ashdot Yaacov Meuchad, Israel (curator:
Tali Tamir; cat.)

"The 1980s in Israeli Art," the Gallery of Israeli Art, Oranim Academic College of Education, Kiryat Tivon, Israel
(curator: David Wakstein; short film)

"Togetherness: The 'Group' and the Kibbutz in Collective Israeli Consciousness," Helena Rubinstein Pavilion for
Contemporary Art, Tel Aviv Museum of Art (curator: Tali Tamir; cat.)

"Sunspot on the Wall: Idit Levavi Gabbai / Yehoshua Grossbard," The Art Gallery, Kibbutz Lohamei Hagetaot,
Israel (curator: Noa Melamed; cat.)

"Kibbutz Time: The Dining Room as an Allegory," The Museum of Pioneer Settlement, Educational Center for
Settlement in the Jezreel Valley, Kibbutz Yifat, Israel (curator: Michal Shachnai)



Levavi-Gabbai opens for us an entire world of symbols and meanings
woven together in an elaborate and complex fabric. Her work raises
questions regarding the creation of our lives in the Land of Israel. Her
work does not ignore the past but rather, seeks to identify the points
of convergence in the creation of a further link in the continuous chain
of Jewish identity being built on the foundations of the past and with a
view to the future.

1m0 |IX,(21'72)1936 1IN0 XN
The Merchavia courtyard, c. 1936, Kibbutz Merchavia archive



between the dogmas and reality via the personal stories that also
comprise the collective story. She examines those fundamental values
and acid tests that they left and bequeathed to their children, and how
they are interpreted over time by the children who are today mature,
aware and critical adults.

“In the ‘Gaping Barn’ painting’, Levavi-Gabbai explains, “I open the
granary’s stomach. In a kind of subversive affinity with the Russian
avant-garde artists of the early 20th century who glorified the large
factories, | transform these phallic masculine authoritative buildings
into being more feminine and humane. The seed funnel is a little
feminine, | open its stomach, reveal the ovaries. The feminine element
is important in my works, in an indirect way there is also a body: the
barn versus the cathedral tower or muezzin tower of a mosque is a
symbol and representative, within the landscape, of the aspiration for
life in agricultural society. There were not yet buildings in which to live
in the pioneer society, and yet they invested all their meager resources
in constructing a magnificent barn [...] and later in the communal
dining hall that served as an assembly hall and cultural center in which
the community met during the weekdays and on festivals. There was
no synagogue but there was a dining hall, water tower and barn. | see
this as a fascinating phenomenon”.

An additional fascinating aspect in Levavi-Gabbai's works is the use
of objects and buildings and their transformation into icons and
structures of reflection. The kitchen towel from the kibbutz children’s
house, the work clothes, the courtyard and the barn - all become
symbolic icons in her paintings. Curator Noa Melamed wrote about
Levavi-Gabbai: “By the selection of the simple objects and the manner
of their design, Levavi-Gabbai inverts the collective and the personal,
between the public and private domains, between the national and
the personal, and raises a flag calling the day - A day of opportunity
and sane existence"?

5 Noa Melamed (curator), 'Sunlight on a Wall, Catalogue of joint exhibition —
Yehoshua Grossbard and Idit Levavi-Gabbai, Kibbutz Lohamei Ha-Getaot Gallery,
2008, p. 26.



Elements of sanctity and secular are thus interwoven: “l need to mend
the rift between the courts of Judaism. My grandfather was from a
religious Jewish family, he was a Torah scholar. He immigrated to Israel
during the 1920's and studied art at Bezalel Art Academy. He wanted
to be an artist but was caught up in the storm of the times, adopted
clothes of a pioneer and became one of the founders of Kibbutz
Merchavia in the Jezreel Valley”.

The question of Jewish identity versus the Zionist-Israeli identity
remains yet unsolved for Levavi-Gabbai: “I feel that on the one hand,
the society in which | was raised, rebelled against the religious-
Jewish tradition, but was still entirely based on paradigms of faith
and devotion. That was their Judaism. Even the name of the kibbutz -
‘Merchavia' (literally God'’s expanse) — was chosen by the founders from
a verse in the Book of Psalms ‘Out of my distress | called on the Lord,
and He answered me and set me free in His expanse’ (Psalms, 118;5).
The founding pioneers felt that they had escaped from the straits of
the European exile, and for them, the response and Divine revelation
was in the outdoor expanse, not in the synagogue but rather, in nature,
working the land in the Land of Israel. That is how they experienced it
and that is how | interpret it today. They regarded themselves as new
and renewing Jews bonding in a more complete manner between
heaven and earth, and they did so with faith just as any other court”.

The works’imagery emerges from the world of imagery of the western
art, and from the Jewish and agricultural worlds. The works evoke
discussion of the breaking point of Zionism in Israel, and through
the artist’s eyes, the exhibition presents the fundamental questions
encountered by the Jezreel Valley pioneers on their passage to
establish a new society and culture.

As a member of the third generation to those pioneers who left
their past behind them in Europe and sought to create a new world,
she examines the events and thoughts which they envisioned and
attempts to understand their actions. She examines the differences



The Jezreel Valley and the pioneer experience are defined by Uri Zvi
Greenberg as ‘The Earthly Jerusalem’ (Yerushalayim shel matah). The
buildings of the Jewish-pioneering courtyard in Merchavia are based
on the models of agricultural farms in Europe. The secular and religious,
kibbutz-pioneer and traditional-Jewish, rational and emotional, the
socialist ‘religion’ and the Jewish religion, worship of work and of God -
all are intertwined.

The focusing of the discussion on the tension between these two courts
reveals an additional facet: the severance by the pioneers, founders
of the kibbutzim, from their Jewish past in the Diaspora of Europe,
and their understanding of the pioneering act in the Land of Israel as
constituting a new creation of Jewish identity and culture, fulfilling the
vision of the Jewish People’s return to its land after two thousand years
in exile. This severance also fascinates Levavi-Gabbai: “What concerns
me is the increasingly widening rift in the Jewish People and its identity.
The Zionist movement is one path within Judaism. My grandfather
regarded himself as a Jew realizing and advancing Redemption. He
replaced the talith (prayer shawl) with work clothes. For him, the open
sky was the canopy of the synagogue, and the entire Land of Israel was
sacred. The settlement and working of the land were for him as holy
service in the synagogue”.

Levavi-Gabbai uses the symbols and memories as a painting tool
assimilated and weaved into the paintings. The struggle between Jacob
and the Angel (who grants him his name - Israel), described in the Bible
as taking place at midnight, is portrayed in Levavi-Gabbai's paintings of
the pioneer courtyard, at midday. This motif symbolizes Israel’s struggle
in the Diaspora, and it is not without reason that it has entered the
Zionist ‘court’ as a biblical-national symbol. Additional symbols such as
the monumental barn on the kibbutz styled as a cathedral are all taken
from different worlds that integrate together as a philosophical work
of art - the old, traditional, Diaspora Jew with the new, pioneering and
kibbutz Jew.



Great Courtyard’ of Kibbutz Merchavia that was established in 1911.3
This courtyard was the first pioneering ideological focal point of its
kind in Israel that was built as a square courtyard at the center of which
is a water tower surrounded by small stone houses, a cooperative
house and a barn. Its western side is today dominated by the orphaned
silhouette of the ‘Ha-Shomer Ha-Tzair’ youth movement house.

Levavi-Gabbai shines a spotlight on this courtyard and compares it
to the Chassidic courts of Eastern Europe, which represent the Jewish
religious culture and tradition.

The origins and echoes of the rift in the strains of Jewish identity in
Israel can already be detected at the outset of the twentieth century,
as is reflected in Uri Zvi Greenberg's series of poems ‘Yerushalayim shel
Matah’:

And now, my brother, go forth from the monasteries - for the
appointed time has come. Go up to Meah Shaarim, and buy there
a talith with golden price you will take from the coffer: Payment for
having been mouths unto them, payment for your naked loneliness-

That you may wrap yourself in its folds and go then to the Wall, to
pray with Jews, if for prayer you are prepared.

Or better still: buy there shorts and a blouse, garments of a chalutz,
and ask in Hebrew: “Where is the road to Emek Jezreel, that is

Yerushalayim shel matah?” - and they will tell you whither.*

3 The courtyard was established in 1911 (24 Tevet 5671) and was the first Jewish settlement
in the Jezreel Valley and the first agricultural cooperative in Israel. Today, the courtyard is part
of Kibbutz Merchavia's land and is considered a national heritage site. The planner of the
‘Great Courtyard’at Merchavia was the architect Alexander Baerwald, who designed among
others, the historic building of the Technion in Haifa, and many other public buildings
throughout the country.

4 From the poem: ‘Kruz: Tzeh!' (1924-1925), the eighth in the series of poems Yerushalayim
shel Matah'which appears in Eima Gedola VeYareach: Kol Kitvei U.Z.G, \/olume |, Jerusalem:
Mossad Bialik 1990, p. 68 (GO FORTH: A CALL', Trans. Charles A. Cowen, New York: Blackstone
Publishers, 1939).



a subjective act or process by means of which a person seeks a sense
of self-awareness and an understanding of the relationship between
his personal identity and the physical, social or cultural environment
within which he operates.

The ‘Under this Blazing Light’ exhibition, whose name was borrowed
from Amos Oz's book and to which it creates a bond,? seeks to explore
and reveal the connections and rifts of the consciousness, both in
Levavi-Gabbai's personal and private context and also, in that of the
Israeli cultural and social dialogue within which she works. The artistic
exploration takes place while set against the backdrop of the environs
and expanse of Kibbutz Merchavia and the imagery of ‘The Great
Courtyard’ that was the center of Levavi-Gabbai’s existence as a child.
These images are repeatedly reflected in her consciousness as an adult
artist, years after she left the Kibbutz.

The exhibition features paintings from recent years which invite the
visitors to explore and discuss the role of the various ‘courtyards’ of
Israeli society and their influence on the artist and her generation. Two
expanses arise from an analysis of the paintings: the physical and the
spiritual expanse of Kibbutz Merchavia. On the one hand there are the
pioneering agricultural courtyard, the cooperative buildings and the
barn. On the other, a spiritual courtyard, parallel to the first, and flowing
from it, which also reflects the spiritual, emotional expanse derived
from the artist’s personal world of imagery.

By means of the paintings, the observer enters a complex and
entangled network of symbols and contexts, a type of hidden code
waiting to be dismantled and deciphered stage after stage, as layers
of consciousness. In each painting, the physical realm integrates in
wonderful harmony with the spiritual realm, and we are required to
descend to the very roots of the symbols and complete the full picture.

The‘Under this Blazing Light’ exhibition draws its inspiration from ‘The

2 Amos Oz, Under this Blazing Light, Jerusalem: Keter, 1979 [Hebrew]



From Courtyard to Courtyard
The Symbolic Code in Idit Levavi-Gabbai's Paintings

Hagai Segev

“Since deciding to study, absorb and include the world of my pioneer
grandparents into my own world, my painting has evolved from that of
question to reflecting and signifying consciousness”' This statement by
Idit Levavi-Gabbai contains two central keys toward an understanding
of her artwork. The first is the importance of investigation, glancing
toward the past, and the creation of a bond with her historical-
biographical continuum as an artist originating from Kibbutz
Merchavia. The second key is the need to explore and clarify her
consciousness and identity as a daughter of the Jewish-Zionist culture.
These two points of departure are apparent in the artist’s work, and
become a standpoint combining both form and content in the Israeli
cultural and art dialogue.

What is a ‘consciousness defining painting’ in the context of Levavi-
Gabbai’s work? What significance is she seeking in her personal-artistic
exploration? The investigation of personal consciousness is naturally

1 All of Levavi-Gabbai's quotes are taken from a series of conversations in preparation for the
exhibition which were conducted between her and the curator Hagai Segev during 2012.
This statement appears with slight changes of emphasis in the exhibition catalogue, Idit
Levavi-Gabbai, Hour of Elucidation, Exhibition in the Ein Harod Museum of Art, 2011, in the
article ‘Questions-Answers; by the exhibition curator Yaniv Shapira, p. 138.
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