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Nested, 2017, acrylic, collage, clear vinyl, and thread on printed vinyl, 60" x 45"

Tamar Hirschl: Boundaries

Arie Bercowitz

Borders are a geographical feature imposed by humans on the natural space in which
they breathe and function.

This phenomenon is highly evident in the landscape created by mankind on
Earth. It has powerfully impacted people's way of life, their culture, their international
relations. Maps, which mark out borders, serve as part of the human system of control
over the environment under the guise of scientific accuracy and description of the
world around us. In actuality, maps are like paintings in their subjective view of the
world. Both maps and paintings are representations of reality, interpretations rather
than the reality itself. Maps are a reflection of our beliefs, what we consider important,
and our desires and aspirations.

In recent years, Israeli and international art has been characterized by a trend
towards subjects dealing with boundaries, nationality, immigration, and identity. A
comprehensive survey and exhibition on the subject of the map is being held in the
Eretz Israel Museum, presenting the concept of ‘mapping’ as an artistic and ideological
venture. Tamar Hirschl concurrently presents a painting exhibition at Tel Aviv Artists’
House of maps and refugee ships, however she does not limit herself to representing the
boundaries and physical limitations of maps, but rather the social and philosophical
ideas behind them.

In the selection of works presented, we see how Tamar attaches her own interpretation
to maps and borders. She makes use of familiar maps, many of Israel, to convey social
and political messages. She sketches, colors, pastes, and draws on the maps; yet her
insight remains even when the images are self-evident. Tamar uses visual tools and
images to create symbols which, through their presence on the maps, give meaning
to their representation in reality. The maps in this exhibition are presented alongside
paintings of sinking boats and refugees seeking aid. These paintings provoke the
tension and disquiet associated with subjects of migration, dislocation and relocation,

conflict and contact. Sometimes the pieces are held together by surgeon’s sutures as if to



demonstrate the pain and difficulty of living together within the abstracted boundary
lines that borders represent.

Through her artistry, Tamar Hirschl builds a complex and rich world of images. She
combines a creative and technical command of her medium to convey a particularly
relevant message. As refugees knock on the gates of sanctuary countries, the free world
is placed in the dilemma of living with open or closed borders, diversity or nationalism,
humanity or closed-mindedness. The reoccurring question that keeps surfacing is:
where do we draw the line? Tamar’s work, in touching this question, throws it wide

open for discussion.

Between Existence and Annihilation

Meir Ahronson

In an artist’s practice, memory is an element that sustains a wide range of work. When
looking at the pieces by Tamar Hirschl displayed in this exhibition, it’s important to
recognize the wells of memory that occasionally break to the surface of the canvas. In
recent years, the world has witnessed great migrations, predominantly from the Middle
East and North Africa towards Europe, accompanied by photographs of ramshackle
boats in stormy waters and the floating bodies of refugees. These images flood Tamar
Hirschl with her own childhood memories as a persecuted refugee during the second
World War. She was a child when she experienced the war, led by her mother from
place to place in the pitch-black of night in an attempt to flee the systematic pursuit
that would gather European Jews en-mass and lead them to annihilation.

Journeys can be described with pathways on maps that designate countries and
their boundaries. Crossing a border on a map is as easy as drawing a line with pencil
or brush. In actuality, crossing a border in flight to another place invites violence
manifested in many forms, both physical and psychological. It is accompanied by
crises of hunger, cold, and fear. All of these are embedded in Tamar Hirschl’s childhood
experiences, despite rebuilding her life, establishing a family of her own, and reaching a
degree of comfort. Memories do not dissipate, but continue to exist in the unconscious.
Periodically, they rise to the surface when brought out by pictures of catastrophe and
upheaval occurring elsewhere on the planet.

Two series are presented in this exhibition. One is the “Map Paintings,” which depict
places where refugee crises have caused migrations. The other is inspired by images
in the media showing the passage of refugees by sea and land, and the repercussions
of these passages. The paintings depict bodies floating in the water, makeshift boats
bobbing on high seas, starving and crying children, adults desperate for safe haven.
All this merely because they crossed a border to a safer place.

Considering the artist’s biography and personal rationale, the works of art in this
exhibition reflect Tamar Hirschl’s deepest memories.

Memory is a well of things from the past that are recalled, sometimes willingly,



sometimes not. They contain smells, sights, sounds, stories, and fears. Despite the
vibrancy of color in Hirschl’s work, and despite some of the images taking on an almost
abstract symbolic form, the exhibit is the sum of the artist’s tormented soul. In Hirschl’s
case, she wants to remember and at the same time wishes to forget. Memory is a kind
of ready-made depository waiting in the drawers of the mind and unconscious for an
external stimuli that will cause it to rise to the surface of awareness.

In Tamar Hirschl’s previous works, she showed animals fleeing pursuit, often
deer hunted in the forest. These motifs were inspired by sights witnessed by the artist,
but she chose to chose to disguise any personal significance by painting nature. This
time, however, Hirschl has ripped off all masks, all attempts at hiding behind neutral
imagery. She has chosen to burden the viewer with the topic she is exploring in a
brutal, painful, and uncompromising manner. Perhaps this release from neutrality
is a cry for the response she wishes from the world: “Look! Here is the truth! Do not
hide behind the delicacy of art, do not hide the horror. This same horror has been
once and must never be allowed again”

When I write about Tamar Hirschl’s work and think about other artists calling
attention to dreadful circumstances, most were produced in retrospect. Guernica,
Picasso’s testimony of the catastrophe that befell a small village destroyed during Spain’s
civil war, is a perfect example of art that reached posterity for its memorialization of
horror. We—as Jews, as Israelis—are so familiar with the monuments and markers
that commemorate the Holocaust, yet those too were produced in retrospect. Here is
Tamar Hirschl, saying: “Do not wait! You must shout out now, while it is happening! Do
not be wise after the fact, humane after the damage is done! Protest as events occur!”
Hirschl brings the viewer to an understanding that boundaries are fluid. They are not
merely lines that separate country from country, place from place, but sometimes a

proverbial beacon, a marker between annihilation and existence.

Between Breakers and Borders

Tamar Hirschl

My art aims to link past, present, and future. Painting is a filter that keeps out my
memories of childhood suffering, opening up new perspectives and viewpoints. I was
born into the Holocaust in Zagreb, Croatia. My father perished in the the Croatian-
operated Jasenovac concentration camp. My mother planned to escape the country
with my sister and I. She bribed smugglers to help us cross into Switzerland. We were
captured in Hungary and sent to prison. The majority of the Jewish inmates were
women and children who were sent from there to Auschwitz, but my mother, sister,
and I were released. After being allowed to leave, we walked on foot back to Zagreb. As
refugees, we slept where we could, often in stables. We suffered from hunger, and more
than once found ourselves forced to beg and eat from the trash. In 1948, my family
migrated to Israel. Our living situations were tenuous, and we were relocated to the
Atlit tent camp. It was miraculous that I managed to escape these circumstances and
go on to become an artist. Borders, wanderings, and the struggle for existence have
shadowed me throughout my life, but my work allows me to communicate hopes of
a brighter future for humanity.

In the process of creating contemporary works, I found it necessary to depict the
plight of many refugees who wish for survival and release from the cruelties inflicted
on them. My art serves as a bridge from the world of today to the Holocaust and war of
my memories. I wish to speak the uncomfortable truth of refugees who are trapped in
a cycle of struggle and the promise of safe refuge abroad. Sadly, only further hardship
awaits the hundreds of thousands of people who have no choice but to leave their
place of birth and cross perilous waters in substandard conditions. My “Migrants”
series depicts visions of the dangerous journey made in boats and rafts crowded with
passengers. The sight of sinking boats and children rescued from the water provoke
a visceral reaction in me.

The disregard shown for current struggles in the world makes me feel disappointment

for humanity. My memories of what happened in my native Croatia when the world



ignored persecution and extermination drive me to seek creative solutions to these
problems. I use the symbology of mapping in my paintings to envision new possibilities
for those seeking shelter. I cut, sew, and paint over the map of Israel to show the
possibility of moving boundaries to resolve current crises.

It would be easy to cynically call out the bystander status of the artist in world
events, but I believe strongly in our power to express solidarity with the suffering of

refugees and send an appeal to the world to open its eyes and offer aid.
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Ocean Rescue, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 20" x 24" Night, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 20" x 24

12 13




1”0 85x239,7'3'1 70 NATUN 1'T0,2000 1l DITIOFZR 10”0 86 X127,7'3M'7U 7*71[7R ,2015 Il MTIwn
Exodus Il, 2000, mixed media on vinyl, 94" x 331" Survival ll, 2015, acrylic on repurposed vinyl, 50" x 34"
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Suture, 2015, thread on printed vinyl, 115" x 42"
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Map of Horror, 2017, acrylic and mixed media on printed vinyl, 44%" x 60"
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Adrift, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 24" x 20" Disaster at Sea, 2018, acrylic on canvas 24" x 20"
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Sinking Raft, 2018, acrylic on canvas, 20" x 24"
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