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A Personal Tribute

Welcoming,

open, considerate, generous, honest and forthright: all are qualities
that describe the late Jerusalem artist Ziva Sivan. In her almost exclusive embrace of
the human form as her subject matter, in both her artwork and her temperament she
conveyed an overriding impression of compassion, warmth and dedication to humanity.
Her home—and in particular her ground-floor studio—offered a sanctuary that fostered
an atmosphere of mutual respect, creativity and understanding between Sivan, her
models and her fellow artists. It is fitting that the Skirball Cultural Center, an institution
devoted to providing a place of welcome and hospitality to people from all backgrounds
and communities, should celebrate the career of this artist who on a day-to-day basis
shared these same goals. In celebration of the sixtieth anniversary of the State of Israel,
the Skirball Cultural Center recognizes the accomplishments of this Jerusalem artist,
whose life and career embodied the shared aspirations of individuality and communal
support made possible in the Jewish state.

Uri D. Herscher
President and CEO
Skirball Cultural Center
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Introduction and Acknowledgements

Born in 1936 in Jerusalem, where she lived her entire life, Ziva Sivan is of the generation
that experienced the political and cultural birth and development of Israel. The
cultural atmosphere provided by her parents was further enhanced by her attendance
at Israel's national school of art, the Bezalel Academy of Art and Design in Jerusalem.
Sivan attended the school in the nineteen-fifties during the period known as "The
New Bezalel" that extended from 1935 through the nineteen-fifties. The majority of
her teachers were immigrants from Germany, coming from the diametrically opposed
aesthetic movements of Bauhaus functional design and German Expressionist painting.
These divergent directions in art had a decided impact on Sivan’s development as an
artist. Her initial training and early professional life were in the field of graphic design.
When she made the transition to painting, drawing and sculpture she focused almost
exclusively on the subject of the nude woman, a popular theme for such German
expressionist painters as Otto Mueller and Erich Heckel, whose ideas were passed on
to her German-trained Bezalel teachers. The legacies of both German Expressionism
and post World War II Abstract Expressionism are apparent in Sivan’s approach to
painting, with aggressive brushstroke and bold color juxtaposition. It was her period
of experimentation with media and drawing techniques—necessitated by illness—that
resulted in Sivan’s very distinct and personal aesthetic language.

The essays in this catalogue by two of Israel's leading art historians—Gideon Ofrat
and Dalia Manor—provide in-depth explanations of Sivan's work in the context of the
world of contemporary Israeli art. Ofrat describes Sivan's background and interprets the
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development of her work: her family story; her years of study at the Bezalel Academy
of Art and Design; her transition from the field of graphic arts to exclusively drawing
and painting directly from a model; and the spiritually rich, classical drawings from
the last years of her life. Dalia Manor provides at once a more personal and universal
interpretation of Ziva Sivan's art: the underlying impulse of Art for Art's Sake and the
miracle of pictorial translation that happened for Sivan each time she was confronted
with a model and a blank canvas.

The

late artist’s family—her husband, Uzi, and her children Noa, Ehud, and
Shlomit—was indispensable to the realization of the exhibition and accompanying
catalogue that together celebrate over three decades of Ziva Sivan’s artwork. Since her
home and family were at the center of her art world, they had firsthand experience of
and insight into her creative motivations and struggles. They were familiar with her
models and her artist friends and were witness to the creation of most of her works.
I am thankful to them for the many hours they spent reviewing her work with me,
helping—through their years of fond memories—to communicate and pay homage to
the career of Ziva Sivan.
Barbara C. Gilbert

Consulting Curator
Skirball Cultural Center
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Ziva Sivan: Painting Is Her Home
Gideon Ofrat

Ziva Sivan never left home, at least not in her paintings. Uncharacteristic efforts at
painting landscape exposed her to battles with winds and with changing light, conditions
that did not suit her character. “I tried. I would set up my canvas on the easel and then
the wind would rise, whoosh, transforming it into a sail and everything would take flight.
So there I was, having to set everything up again, and again to battle the elements. That
is in addition to the problems of light and shadow…always changing…”. * For thirty years
creating hundreds of paintings mostly of large dimensions, the artist remained in her
studio that was an integral part of her home. Her home was the world, and it was here
that she brought her model and her group, a faithful bunch of painters who met every
Monday.

As an artist, Ziva Sivan established an unwavering world within the confines of her four
walls and from there, and only from there, she set sail to her various worlds. She can be
compared to artists and scholars who never set foot out of their hometown so as to be
true to their geographies of inner truth.

Outside there was variability; at home stability. At the very heart of that stability – there
was her painting. And at the heart of her painting was the naked woman – the model
Dr Gideon Ofrat, is an author, curator and a leading historian of Israeli art. He was curator
of the Israel Pavilion of the Biennale of Venice in 1993 and 1995 the author of several books
on Israeli art, drama and on philosophy including "100 Years of Art in Israel" (1998) and "The
Jewish Derrida" (2000). From 2002 to 2005 he served as art director and chief-curator for
"Time for Art" Center for Israeli Art in Tel Aviv.

* All quotes of Ziva Sivan originate from conversations between the artist and her
friend and fellow-artist Nomi Morag
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– who generally was long-term, serving over many years: Barbara, Lucy, Tal.... In referring
to the subject of a permanent model Sivan said: “It is good to eat the food with which
we are familiar at home, although eating out from time to time doesn't hurt.” The model
is home because “it is like a home that one leaves on a journey, ultimately returning to it.
The model being something certain…one's movement from the model – to the drawing
of a model and from the woman – to the image of a woman.”

Even deep within her fortress, Ziva Sivan had the ability to paint still life or portraits;
but no – she painted almost nothing but nude models, always a naked woman; decades,
hundreds of paintings, almost exclusively female nudity, endless variations of the female
body. Once again, her domesticity: “To me, the body is most important,…it is our 'home.”
It was not sexual desire that motivated her painting: “I never perceived of the model as a
sexual object, but rather as an unclothed person…The gender is incidental as far as I am
concerned: a man or a woman is only a person without clothing that inspires me to paint.
The model exposes her body, her privacy, and we (the artist) penetrate that intimacy. We
feel grateful for being allowed to do so.”

Elegant composition, flowing line, flattened volumes – all negate the flesh, in spite of
Sivan's focus on the body with reduced interest on the head and facial features. Remaining
at home, concentrating on painting and the absolute fidelity to the nude model – all of
these were destined to assure her the most important of all: the anesthetization of being.
From here on in – painting as music, painting as dance, painting as ideal space wherein
culture replaces nature, and space is a broad, wide open expanse, as in…the lovely large
house from her childhood days.

Expulsion from paradise, twelve-year-old Ziva Elizur's departure from her Talpiot
home: “a beautiful large house… A petit bourgeois home with a European atmosphere”
(steeped in Israeli art work and in piano music played by her mother), “a large yard
and a perfect neighborhood in which to live, with a group of children of all ages and
freedom to do whatever we pleased…” Until the War of Independence broke out in
1948: “My childhood ended. …we were forced to vacate our big, beautiful house, and we
became refugees.” The smaller apartment in Rehavia, her father's being wounded and
his subsequent death (due to cancer) during the siege of Jerusalem, her older brother's
departure from home, her mother's need to find a job to support the family. All these
were tantamount to expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Was Ziva Sivan's painting an
attempt to go back to her childhood home? She returned to lived in the old house in
Talpiot. Did her entrenchment in her studio within her home, surrounded by a loving
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family and a husband who prepared her canvases, did all these ensure her that pleasant
womb of the first twelve years of her life?

In 1953, at the age of seventeen, Sivan began studying at the New Bezalel Academy in
Jerusalem. In addition to her major focus on graphic design, she studied drawing, mostly
portraits, with Isidore Ascheim and painting, primarily watercolor, with Shlomo Vitkin.
Although she painted very few oil paintings while a student (“I believe that in Bezalel I
did only one single oil painting. That is really very little.”), she gained solid foundations
from both of her teachers, a fact that is well proven in her paintings immediately following
her years at Bezalel from the nineteen-fifties and nineteen-sixties.

First of all, there were the Bezalel exercises – the admirable, even virtuoso charcoal
portraits of simple folks and unfortunates and images of fair young girls. Here can be
found the root of the schism that will determine her artistic future: the choice between
a world inhabited by proletarian images characterized by suffering and conflict or by
images of young women, representing a world of beauty and tranquility. Her early scenic
paintings signal melancholy, an absence of human presence, perhaps even angst. Was it a
sign of things to come?

At that time Ziva Sivan had not decided between these two worlds. Her range of subjects
during that period was broad–urban and rural scenes, figures, still life, nudes, a cellist…
the compositions are solid and stable, filling the entire canvas; the spatial organization is
ordered and balanced. At first glance her student works recall the works of her teacher
Ascheim, but mainly it is the static figurative style of the young Vitkin that prevails, his
use of color that merges cool, bluish shades with warm red and orange shades, and the
skillful application of paint with a combination of brush and palette knife.

The proletarian themes that pervaded

her paintings – poor women sitting on their
doorsteps, women doing laundry, slums, a still life of a primitive kerosene cooking stove
or a pair of work boots – can be linked to Vitkin's early works and to the social realism
that was characteristic of Bezalel in the nineteen-fifties. But even in this early period of
her career, beauty was one clear value that she did not forego. There is a painting of four
female nudes: they fill the canvas from end to end as a single subject or as a duplication of
the model. Their positions are frozen; they are always women of beauty. Without an iota
of sexual provocation, they are steeped in tranquility and charm, a clear contrast to the
worrisome (social realist) scenes out there. The seed had been sown.
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Long years of specialization in graphic design gave root to an elegance of image. In 1983
she ceased worked as a graphic designer and devoted herself entirely to painting in the
spacious studio that was built in the basement of her home in Jerusalem. Throughout
the nineteen-seventies even before that turning point, she continued to sketch in the
old studio with the permanent group of artists that met at her home with a long-term
model. While the nude poses are classical, the real subject of these works was the flowing,
organic line. One could trace something of the quickness of hand of Yossi Stern (who
taught her illustration at the New Bezalel and whose influence will be discovered in some
of the nonchalant poses of models), but mainly the amazingly elegant flow of line in the
tradition of Matisse in his odalisque sketches and paintings. The ink brush drawings of
nudes during the course of the nineteen-seventies show her strong ability to translate the
body into a quintessential, swift, musical black descriptive outline, one that is amazingly
tender. She gave up shading and facial and anatomical details in favor of an immediate
representation of the bodily pose with a confident line that totally lacked hesitation or
inhibition. What she achieved was a unified, pure idyllic female form.

With the move from the attic studio to the larger basement space, a new liberated spirit
blew into Ziva Sivan's painting. She adopted a freer expressionism influenced in part by
drawings of her partners (mainly from Ruth Levine) in the weekly sketching session. The
greatest change seemed due to her experimentation with media that demanded speedy
drawing: charcoal, pastel, and acrylic paint, using as her ground large-size pieces of brown
cardboard, a hard support-surface that reinforced the very nature of the materials in use.
Gradually, abstraction began to invade Ziva Sivan's figurative compositions.

Color began to overpower the line. While remnants of line still defined bodily dimensions,
the painting surface now was filled by expanses of warm colors opposite cool ones.
Something happened to the self-assured permanence of nudity as the artist maltreated it
for more than a decade by attacking from various flanks: here – expressive shattering of
both color and line in eruptions à la Oskar Kokoshka, there – color right out of the can
and black line dueling with aggressive volleys; here – duplication of the nude figures in
color or line and blurring-merging them to the point of a seemingly abstract texture.

The early influence of the tranquility of Henri Matisse was increasingly disturbed. Was
it the somewhat grotesque theatricality of Lucy, the model of many costumes? Was it the
soft pastel shadowing reinforced by dusky charcoal? Or, was it the growing confrontation
between the wildness of color and strokes of lines? Or the shattering of the lines and the
brush strokes so that the fluidity was replaced with relative disharmony? Or, was it the
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growing influence of Abstract Expressionism to the point of a dialogue with such artists
as Willem de Kooning of the nineteen-fifties?

Let us not get carried away: as much as Ziva Sivan was enchanted by de Kooning's
brush at the end of the nineteen-eighties, she would never want to direct real violence
towards a woman. She would never transform the wife into the whore. She would never
allow demons to take over her canvas. By leaving her nudes close to the camp of such
Tel Aviv artists as Avinoam Kossovsky, Niza Flanz or Esther Perez-Arad, her elegant
approach to the world remained valid even in her new incarnations. Dionysian ecstasy,
libido, irrationality – all of these were allowed entry into Ziva Sivan's temple-studio only
as controlled permits for a greater, restrained freedom.

Ziva Sivan was totally aware that her direction in art was not au jour with respect to
the language of both contemporary Israeli and international art. The retreat into her
studio meant deliberately choosing to forego the race to innovative language out there, and
revealing a preference for a different type of innovation. She gave up the tension of constant
self-negation. She preferred to emphasize the excitement of diversity and self enrichment.

Ziva Sivan fell critically ill in 1990, and for the next fifteen years her ability to paint was
influenced by her illness. At the same time her battle for happiness continued: “Somehow,
I couldn't let that change anything in the course of my life, neither with respect to my
husband, nor my work, nor painting, nor people…Sometimes it was quite difficult. I
can't say that it is easy…”

Sivan never stopped creating, not even during her most unbearable days. She continued
to paint until the last final two weeks of her life, at times with her last drops of strength. It
seemed as if she drew strength from her drawings. It was as though the studio offered her
a soothing balm for those pains out there: “I would lie there and tell myself during those
difficult moments…suppose that I do something very dramatic or very painful…I came
to the studio and no longer experienced that pain.” There were, however, some inevitable
changes: first, a gradual transition to drawings in black and white; then, drawings only in
white, using thickened paste; at the same time, an increasing occupation with sculpting
in clay; and, as the illness progressed and after the surgery in 1997, with large pencil
drawings spattered from a distance with the aid of a brush handle extension; and finally,
drawings of naked women with transparent grey surfaces produced with charcoal powder,
sponges and cloths. The disquiet of the earlier line and dot sketches was now substituted
by a softness and caressing touch never before seen in her paintings.
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It would appear that during the years of her serious illness, and in light of her body's
betrayal, Sivan began studying the body. On the one hand, the material, concrete painting
and sculpture confirmed the physical entity, but on the other, the reduction to delicate
and fragile surfaces of black and white indicated bodily dissipation and an expression on
an almost ghostly level. With the assimilation of the figures to a point where they have
lost their identity, a degree of abstraction was confirmed in which Sivan touched two
poles: the quintessence of the body and its disappearance. She now dared as she had
never dared before. One even finds musical transparencies as in drawings of a mound of
bodies from which only a discerning eye can manage to extract the image of a model from
the thicket of lines.

The line-dot drawings replace a former assertiveness with a pale countenance and with
what the artist defined as nervousness. The physical distance from the paper represented
her distancing herself from her body. The touch became flaccid and lifeless. The apparent
weakness in this work does not represent flawed drawing but rather am unconscious
expression of her perception of her weakened body, a perception that also conveys
a feeling of melancholy. The technique of dotting results in a non-line, and the entire
drawing merges presence with nonexistence.

And then the grayish caress. It is as if the dots were crushed to dust, becoming charcoal
powder, now smeared with a super softness onto the large sheets of paper. She was still
thinking in dimensions of sculpture, but, in truth, she translated the body into light
and transparency. It was as if she had come full circle back to her early pen and ink
drawings: she had returned to a single image of the nude model, filling the page from
end to end with her classical pose. Now, however, the models had been instilled with
increased meditation and introspection. The spongy caress from one aspect and their
molten illumination from another: both were her way to taking leave delicately from that
which had been the source of life. These are the most spiritual of Ziva Sivan's drawings,
and, in them, the nude women partially fade, evaporate as it were.
Ziva Sivan passed away on November 2, 2004. At home.

English translation by Tully Friedgut

15

Reclining Nude, 1984
Mixed media on cardboard
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Ziva Sivan: Art for Art’s Sake
Dalia Manor

Originating in the nineteenth century, Art for Art’s Sake is the historic and critical
concept that privileges the autonomous qualities of art, viewing its didactic, moral or
functional purposes as irrelevant. The idea that a painting must first be a satisfying
organization of compositional elements before it can succeed in the representation of
reality was central to post-Impressionist art, and was central in the twentieth century
to the artistic liberation that heralded abstract painting and its underlying Modernist
formalist theory.

Ziva Sivan’s work can be said to embody the idea of Art for Art’s Sake in its purest form:
she painted first and foremost for Art itself, for the act of painting and the experience it
gave her in that wondrous procedure – the arrangement of compositional elements on
canvas or paper. It was Art for Art’s Sake specifically since she came to it with no ulterior
aim. Her recurring fascination with one single subject, which never lost its charm for
her, namely the human form; and her pursuit of different techniques and media to tackle
this subject matter – these were accompanied by her reluctance to step outside and be
exposed. Sivan made few public showings of her work and mostly declined selling them,
even when her studio was crowded with numerous painted canvases and papers and
when interest arose from potential buyers. Hers was a refusal to deal with any matter
outside of painting itself, namely the overt and covert actions that make an artist a public
figure, with the success and money that accompany this status.

Dr Dalia Manor is an art historian, critic, author and independent curator with a special
interest in modern Jewish and Israeli art. She was among the founding editors of the Israeli
art magazine Studio. Her book Art in Zion: The Genesis of Modern National Art in Jewish
Palestine was published in London in 2005 by Routledge. She lectures in art history at the
Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Jerusalem and Tel Aviv University.
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The art world, like so many other arenas of human endeavor, is a highly competitive
one – but not only in the well-known race for prestigious positions. It is the nature
of artists to compete with the artists of previous generations, whether of the distant
or near past: both in aspiring to a standard of quality set by older luminaries and in
rebelling against their authority for the sake of developing new modes of expression.
Sivan preferred to invest her energies in competing with past masters such as Matisse,
Picasso and de Kooning rather than competing for a place in the contemporary art world.
Competition, however, may be an overstatement in this context; it is perhaps better to
refer to those painters as sources of inspiration or artistic landmarks to which she set her
gaze. At any rate, she did not deal with the issues that troubled the art world in the last
third of the twentieth century both in Israel and abroad, preferring instead to focus on
the fundamental questions that had occupied the early Modernists.

It must be stated here, however, that Sivan’s work did not take place completely out of the
public eye. On the contrary – the act of painting was for her a public, albeit intimate, event.
Sivan worked with a group of painters that she herself co-founded who met regularly (and
still do) at her studio: their shared passion for artistic creation resulted in a small community
of painters and sculptors – she also headed another group dedicated to sculpture – who
worked separately, and yet together, lending each other support, inspiration and feedback.

The roots of Sivan’s artistic approach – her passionate acquiescence to the act of painting
on the one hand, and her reluctance to let it spill out of her home-studio on the other – can
be traced back to her youth. She began painting at fifteen, discovering that painting was a
source of comfort for her, since, as she told an interviewer for a documentary film in 2004,
“my life was not so easy.” And yet painting was not seen as a worthy full-time employment
for a woman at the time. She remembered that when she enrolled, at seventeen, to the
Graphic Design department of the Bezalel Academy in Jerusalem, her mother told her that
“Graphics is good work for a woman: you can raise children, work at home and everything
is great…” Indeed, a choice of work that would be flexible enough to allow family life was
(and still is) an important component of women’s lives – a complete immersion in art is
still seen as contrasting with other life aims. Sivan had her priorities straight, as she states in
the film: “I see myself first and foremost as a family woman. The home and the family are
the most important thing to me, the art – which is my more public persona – that’s very
important for me spiritually but… still… My first priority is my family.”

Any attempt to summarize or assess Sivan’s work in a few paragraphs then must take
into account her choices and the particular place the creative endeavor occupied in her
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Ziva with model Barbara, in her home studio, 1972
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life, perhaps a not-too-uncommon phenomenon with women artists. Being a part-time
artist had certain implications on her choices in a limited stretch of time.

Moreover, Sivan had to divide her creative powers between her work in the graphic
design studio she had managed for many years and her free painting, her Art for Art’s
Sake: retiring from the profession allowed her to devote more time to painting. Perhaps
her predilection for large-scale work and wide, free brushstrokes carried out with a free
hand was a counter-balance to the punctual, precise work that characterizes graphic
design. The way Sivan channeled her creative outbursts to strictly regimented hours
also illustrates the popular misperception of the idea of inspiration: in contrast to the
idea of inspiration hitting the artist just like that, many artists and writers actually hold
office-like working hours (with some writers even going so far as setting a daily writing
quota). It was indeed this regimented schedule and the distinct space where it took place
– her studio, with its atmosphere, the group joining in and of course the presence of the
model – that allowed her the necessary preconditions for creative work. The internal
transformation Sivan underwent upon entering the studio was never more apparent than
during the last stages of her illness, which was accompanied by great pain and difficulty
in moving. Whenever she entered the studio, as she told her interviewer, some kind of
magic took place, and “the minute the model is seated, Hocus Pocus… I say, okay, let’s try
and see… Maybe I’ll just do one painting, and of course I paint all the paintings I had
intended to, and finish the evening…”

The relationship with the live model was the primary source of inspiration for Sivan: it
created the preliminary impulse for it and directed its mode of expression. A traditional
approach, it was in keeping with the regard of the human form, for hundreds of years in
the history of Western art, both as the central form and as the primary theme of artistic
representation. Within the Academic system of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
which held History Painting – narrative painting with stories from scripture, mythology or
history as its subject matter – as the paragon of painting, this theme was an integral element
in an artist’s training. The drawing of nude models (mostly men, as were the students),
was meant for the achievement of an intimate knowledge of human anatomy and a deep
acquaintance with its movement during different actions – for the distinct task of creating
multi-figured, narrative History Paintings.

Academic painting began to lose its privileged status in the second half of the nineteenth
century, and other themes, such as representation of the modern city, rose to prominence.
With the rejection of the classic style in favor of Realism and Impressionism, however,
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nude drawing acquired new roles. The models were now mainly women, who acted as the
artist's muse. This development heralded a new understanding of the nude drawing – not
as preparation for another painting, but as self-contained theme. Artists frequently used
quasi-mythological themes such as bathing to veil the erotic nature of the representation.
The focal shift of the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, from
the subject represented to the means of its representation – shapes, colors and composition
– was also apparent in the depiction of the human form, focusing on its formal potential no
less than its narrative qualities. At this point we can see Sivan’s connection to the Modernist
tradition of model painting – her continued grappling with the human form was sparked
less by the academic tradition, more by the formal aspect of the body in different poses.

The changes to both artistic education and repertoire under Modernism meant fewer
representations of the human form in general, and the nude in particular, with only few
artists retaining the practice of life drawing – although among those who did, we find
the work of superb painters like Lucien Freud. Israeli art did not establish a tradition
of nude painting. The great focus on abstraction since the nineteen-fifties, followed by
the conceptual approaches of later decades, left the tradition of nude drawing – with
its intimate contact with the live model – in the hands of few artists. Some of these,
however, drew students and followers – a salient example being Jerusalem artist Joseph
Hirsch, whose followers made up Sivan’s painter community.

Sivan, who at different times studied under figurative painters like Moshe Rosenthalis
and sculptor Jacob Epstein, incessantly searched for new means of expression and new
media for the representation of a constant theme: female figures (sometimes male),
usually nude, sitting on a chair or sofa. Her work features less frequent depictions of a
figure standing or lying down. It seems that the model’s ease was an important feature
of the artist-model relationship, with no attempt made by the artist to cast the model
into dramatic, unusual or narrative postures. It was sometimes the model herself who
lent a theatrical air to the proceedings, as was the case with Lucy, whose colorful attire
not only dictated certain formal compositions but also had a tangible influence on Sivan’s
color palette in paintings from the early nineteen-eighties. These colors, coupled with
the large quantities of cardboard which Sivan had at her disposal at the time, allowed
her to experiment with different modes of color work. She worked first with pastels
and acrylics, finally moving from a paper ground back to canvas. These paintings are
characterized by colorful flamboyance – a collision of green and orange, pink, red and
blue patches in sweeping, free brushstrokes. Sivan’s consistent predilection for a linear,
contoured demarcation of the figures’ structure and volume, however, remains.
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In retrospect, painting – although an exciting departure – did not afford Sivan with the
easy-handedness she showed in her ink drawings of the nineteen-seventies. It comes as no
surprise, then, that while still producing large-scale acrylic paintings during the nineteennineties, she continued working on monochromatic paintings, often featuring only black
and white. These paintings also show her work at its closest affinity to abstraction. It
seems to have been a conscious choice on her part to break free from the dramatic and
psychological effects dictated by the model’s presence, treating the figure instead as first
and foremost a formal system. This in turn allowed her to paint the same figure several
times on the same canvas, often side by side, sometimes superimposed one on top of the
other. Over time the figures shed their former voluminous solidity, turning into a web of
lines almost completely obscuring their figurative source. In these paintings, the model
was undoubtedly only a pretext, a loose anchoring point, but Sivan never gave up on her
direct eye contact with tangible reality in favor of the purely abstract.

In a series of pencil drawings from the late nineteen-nineties, she returned to the intimate,
specific gaze on the figure in front of her; it is now the sole occupant of the entire breadth
of the paper. However, there is a residue of her earlier experiences here – a web of short,
hard cross hatches to define the figure, accompanied by dark patches, short lines created
by a whip-lash of pencil strokes on the paper. This series stems from the desire to develop
a personal idiom while reaffirming her affinity to the original human form, the basic
theme of her contemplation.

The nineteen-nineties also saw Sivan’s return to sculpture, a medium she began exploring
while still a student at Bezalel and to which she had returned sporadically during the
nineteen-sixties and -seventies. In the mid-nineties she began focusing on sculptural work
that was also based on the contemplation of a live figure. The figures differ in their bodily
character, from the youthful (Natasha, 2002) to the heavy-set (Old Man, 1998) and from
simple, day-to-day postures (Seated Woman, 2001) to angular, stylized examples that
are designed to create interesting spaces between the limbs and the body (Vered, 20024). In contrast to her large-scale paintings, her sculptures are usually small and can be
viewed from above. Thematically, they share her reluctance to portray upright figures and
preference for figures that have many points of contact with the base. Hence her figures
are usually either seated, reclining or lying – their relationship being to the ground rather
than to the space surrounding them – highlighting interest in volume, mass and large
interconnected shapes. Her inclination towards a contoured definition of her figures is
retained in her sculpture through the angular modeling of the terracotta along the figure's
limbs and lower backs. Although her main focuses were the volumes and shapes of the

23

body, one can also sense her penetrating gaze into the specific expressions and personality
traits of each figure, a quality also sensed in her later drawings.

The culmination of Sivan’s combined pictorial and sculptural interests can be seen in
her last series of drawings, produced by manipulating charcoal powder with a sponge.
The series, begun in 1999, is closely tied to her sculptures of the same period: the lines
here are transformed into planes delineating, through the use of light and shade, different
masses and volumes. In some of the works the figure is blurred, as if seen through a
cloudy glass. Traces of her earlier technique, involving short angular lines, resurface in
several drawings. The drawings made during the last two years of her life, where she used
reddish-brown pigment, are finer and warmer, bringing to mind the red chalk drawings
of Baroque and Rococo artists, as well as the terracotta of her sculpture.

The changes of technique in these are coupled with a shift in her treatment of the live
model. Gone is the formal, almost abstract treatment of the figure; a new focus on the
human form as specific personality – its expressions, moods and anatomical minutiae of
the face, which hadn’t been addressed in earlier drawings – arises. Sivan’s later drawings,
both in charcoal and in brown pigment, feature keener rendering of the face and the
upper body over the rest of the human form.

Sivan’s abilities in portraiture were already manifest during her studies at Bezalel. In
these early works, she managed to capture a specific, momentary expression, beyond any
type. Yet her forays into nude drawing and painting from the nineteen-seventies to the
-nineties show no sign of the face – it is all but effaced. In her late drawings there is a
renewed interest in the rendering of the face, representing a desire to delve through it –
and not only through the models’ bodies – into her personality. It is possible that her long
abstinence from facial portraiture, a genre she was greatly able in – allowed her in some
way to separate between her pictorial world and her personal one. Portraiture demands
a substantial degree of intimacy with the model and a penetration of his or her personal
world, this being perhaps the reason she abstained from drawing portraits of her family
and friends. The sculptural portraits of her husband, Uzi (1958), and her daughter, Noa
(1965), are an exception to her larger body of work.

The growing focus on the models’ faces in her late drawings could be seen to be
connected, on some unconscious level, with the changes her own body was undergoing
in the final stages of her illness. Although a hypothesis of this nature would be hard to
verify, one can speculate that the necessary engagement with her own body – with the
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intrusive, painful treatments she had to undergo – had to do with her gaze shifting from
the models’ bodies to their faces and the minutiae of their expressions. Her paintings,
however, feature no autobiographical element. No traces of her personal and family life
are visible to the viewer; the different periods in her work are rather always linked to
choices of style and technique.

Embodying the idea of Art for Art’s Sake, her art features no confession or testimony.
Her art was not a stage for the raising of political or social questions, the predominant
feature in the art of women-artists during the eighties and nineties. And although the
larger visibility that women enjoyed in the art world at this period allowed the addressing
of subjects connected with the body, pain and disease, Sivan felt no need to discuss her
personal pain and illness through her art. “I would come to the studio and I wouldn’t find
that pain, I wouldn’t find that feeling I had thought I should have expressed in the painting.
It just wasn’t there… My spirit didn’t change… So why should I do it just because I was
ill.” Indeed, the same separation she had set up between her art and her daily life was what
made the internal transformation upon entering studio possible, allowing her the strength
she needed to go on painting, drawing comfort and power from her artistic labor. In this
respect, if there is indeed a therapeutic aspect to the artistic endeavor it does not necessarily
have to do with exposing and analyzing painful experiences as a means of release, but on the
contrary – in the courage to carry on working in spite of dire circumstances.

Ziva Sivan’s choice of focusing her creative powers on one subject and on a regimented
work frame throughout the years allowed her to partake, even in the hardest hours, in the
miracle that takes place each time anew during the act of pictorial translation. It is the
translation of a living, breathing, three-dimensional human presence sitting in front of
her into a web of lines and shapes on the paper or the canvas which is born, grows and is
fleshed-out by the artist herself – finally achieving a life of its own.

English translation by Ishai Mishory
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Plates

Michal (Arabesque Nude), 1974
Silkscreen print on paper

Lucy Wearing a Black Shawl, 1983
Conte crayon and charcoal on brown cardboard

28

Lucy in a Purple Dress, 1981
Conte crayon and charcoal on brown cardboard

29

Lucy Sitting on a Bed, 1981
Conte crayon and charcoal on brown cardboard

30

31

Seated Nude, 1987
Acrylic on canvas
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Portrait of the Artist's Mother, ca. 1987
Acrylic on canvas
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34

Musicians, 1988
Acrylic on canvas
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Daphna, 1989
Acrylic on canvas

37

Evelyn, 1989
Acrylic on canvas

38

39

40

Two Figures, 1990
Acrylic on canvas

41

Multiple Figures, 1989
Acrylic on canvas

42

43

44

Multiple Figures, 1989
Acrylic on canvas

45

Four Figures in Black and White, 1991
Acrylic on canvas

46

47

Multiple Figures, ca. 1991
Acrylic on canvas

48

Multiple Figures, ca. 1991
Acrylic on canvas

49

Multiple Figures in Black, 1990-91
Acrylic on canvas

50

Black Figures with Fence, 1990
Acrylic on canvas

51

Untitled, 1992
Acrylic on canvas

52

53

Tami, ca. 1981
Mixed media on brown cardboard

54

Tami, ca. 1981
Mixed media on brown cardboard
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56

Opposite: Seated Nude, 1988
Charcoal on paper

Tal, 1999
Oil pastel on paper
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Natasha, 1998
Charcoal powder on paper
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59

Tal, 2001
Charcoal powder on paper

60

Tal, 2001
Pencil on paper

61

Tal, 2002
Charcoal powder on paper

62

Gabriela, 2004
Red powder on paper

63

Barbara, 1972
Bronze
Collection Uri D. and Myna Herscher

64

65

Vered, 2002-2004
Bronze

66

Opposite:
Old Man, 1998
Bronze

67

Esther, 2002-2004
Bronze

Opposite:
Shira, 2002-2004
Bronze

68
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Artist’s Biography

1936
Born in Jerusalem and raised in the Talpiot nighbourhood
1953
Graduated high school in Jerusalem
1953-1957 Attended Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Jerusalem.
Graduated with degrees in graphic design and painting
1956
Married Uzi Sivan and returned to childhood home in Talpiot
1960-1983 Worked as an independent graphic designer while simultaneously raising
three children
1969
Established the first group of artists, drawing and painting from a model
on a weekly basis, in her studio
1983
Devoted herself fulltime to painting
1983
Solo exhibition, Jerusalem Theater Gallery
1984
Exhibition, Artists House, Jerusalem
1989
Solo exhibition, Jerusalem Theater Gallery
1990
Solo exhibition, Artists House, Jerusalem
1990
Diagnosed with Cancer
1997
While still based on a model, her paintings become increasingly abstract.
Solo exhibition, Binyanei Ha’ooma (International Convention Center)
Jerusalem
1997-1999 Following two complicated surgeries, Sivan returned to painting in black
and white and to drawings with experimental techniques in a format
smaller than the paintings
1998
Began to sculpt from a model
2004
November 2nd, Ziva Sivan passed away. At home
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Exhibition Checklist

1. Michal (Arabesque Nude), 1974
Silkscreen print on paper
28 ¾ x 43 ¼ inches

12. Multiple Figures, 1989
Acrylic on canvas
47 ½ x 69 inches

2. Lucy Wearing a Black Shawl, 1983		 13. Multiple Figures, 1989
Conte Crayon and Charcoal
Acrylic on canvas
on Brown Cardboard
47 x 76 inches
44 ½ x 35 ¾ inches
			
14. Four Figures in Black
3. Lucy in a Purple Dress, 1981
and White, 1991
Conte crayon and charcoal on brown 		
Acrylic on canvas
cardboard
47 x 76 inches
50 x 36 ¼ inches
15. Multiple Figures, ca. 1991
4. Lucy Sitting on a Bed, 1981
Acrylic on canvas
Conte crayon and charcoal on brown 		
51 x 59 inches
cardboard
50 x 35 ¾ inches
16. Multiple Figures, ca. 1991
Acrylic on canvas
5. Reclining Nude, 1984
51 x 59 inches
Mixed media on cardboard
48 x 35 ¾ inches
17. Black Figures with Fence, 1990
Acrylic on canvas
6. Seated Nude, 1987
51 x 59 inches
Acrylic on canvas
47 ¼ x 35 ½ inches
18. Multiple Figures in Black, 1990-91
Acrylic on canvas
7. Portrait of the Artist's Mother,
51 x 59 inches
ca. 1987
Acrylic on canvas
19. Untitled, 1992
47 ¼ x 35 ½ inches
Acrylic on canvas
51 ½ x 59 inches
8. Musicians, 1988
Acrylic on canvas
20. Tami, ca. 1981
47 ¼ x 56 inches
Mixed media on brown paper
41 x 35 ½ inches
9. Daphna, 1989
Acrylic on canvas
21. Tami, ca. 1981
51 x 61 inches
Mixed media on brown cardboard
35 ¾ x 32 ½ inches
10. Evelyn, 1989
Acrylic on canvas
22. Seated Nude, 1988
45 x 56 inches
Charcoal on paper
		
39 ½ x 27 ½ inches
11. Two Figures, 1990
Acrylic on canvas
23. Tal, 1999
51 ½ x 59 inches
Oil pastel on paper
39 ½ x 27 ½ inches

24. Tal, 2001
Charcoal powder on paper
43 ½ x 29 inches
25. Tal, 2001
Pencil on paper
43 ½ x 29 inches
26. Tal, 2002
Charcoal powder on paper
43 ½ x 28 ½ inches
27. Natasha, 1998
Charcoal powder on paper
43 ½ x 28 ½ inches
28. Gabriela, 2004
Red powder on paper
43 ½ x 28 inches
29. Barbara, 1972
Bronze
27 inches high
Collection Uri D. and Myna Herscher
30. Old Man, 1998
Bronze
18 inches high x 14 inches wide
x 8 ½ inches deep
31. Esther, 2002-2004
Bronze
19 ½ inches high x 9 inches wide
x 6 inches deep
32. Vered, 2002-2004
Bronze
11 inches high x 9 ¾ inches wide
x 22 inches deep
33. Shira, 2002-2004
Bronze
11 inches high x 9 ¾ inches wide
x 9 ¾ inches deep

All works in the collection of the Sivan
family unless noted otherwise
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Skirball Cultural Center Mission
The Skirball Cultural Center is dedicated to exploring the connections between 4,000
years of Jewish heritage and the vitality of American democratic ideals. It welcomes and
seeks to inspire people of every ethnic and cultural identity. Guided by our respective
memories and experiences, together we aspire to build a society in which all of us can
feel at home.
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