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Carl Andre, “Preface to Stripe Painting (Frank 6
Stella),” in Sixteen Americans (New York: The
Museum of Modern Art, 1959), p. 76.

Peggy Gale (ed.), Artists talks 1969-1977 (Nova 7
Scotia: The Press N.S.C.A.D, 2004), p. 23.
Marshall McLuhan and Quentin Fiore, 8

The Medium is the Message (London: Penguin
Books, 1967).
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Scotia: The Press N.S.C.A.D, 2004), p. 23.
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Benni Efrat, Tailgate, 1973, single-channel film, 16mm (converted to digital), black-and-white, 7:47 mins; still frame
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25 Benni Efrat: Experimental Films from the 1970s
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Cindy Nemser, “A conversation with Eva 9
Hesse,” in Mignon Nixon (ed.), Eva Hesse
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), p. 18.
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Hesse,” in Mignon Nixon (ed.), Eva Hesse
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), p. 18.
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pasted on paper
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Arts Magazine, Vol. 54, No. 2, October 1979, p.153.
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Benni Efrat, from the Fadings project, 1973, mixed media on paper
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Benni Efrat, from the Fadings project, 1973, mixed media on paper
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Benni Efrat, Matter on the Move, 1969, foam rubber and a 1-ton iron plate, 70x200x250 cm, installation view at the
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Mayfair Gallery, London, 1970
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Richard Serra, Candle Piece, 1968, wood and candles, 12.7x365.75x8.9 cm, collection of the Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam
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© 2017 Richard Serra /Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York
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Benni Efrat, Make an Eye a Hand, 19.70, black-and-
white photo; featured on the invite to his exhibition at the

Mayfair Gallery, London (photo credit: David Lawrence)
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39 Benni Efrat: Experimental Films from the 1970s
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Relay
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1974
Originally a two-channel film projection, on two

adjacent screens / 16mm film, digitized into

single-channel / black-and-white, silent, 4:37 mins
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Camera A’ Camera B’
> P

Ref_ 1 Ref. 2

i
\

Ref. 3 Ref. 4

1974 ,0'N"7W Y110 1T11VY7 11271 0'WAT

1974 2Ll Slww Josll (5 yuaxs badass
Preparatory study for Relay, 1974




Tailgate
TN
83yl

1973

Single-channel projection / 16mm film, digitized /

black-and-white, silent, 7:47 mins

RELAY: 1974

Two cameras facing each other at a distance of 1km.
I switch on camera 'A' (Ref.1) and run towards
camera 'B' and I switch it on (Ref.2). I run
back to camera 'A' and shut if off (Ref.3) and I
run to camera 'B' and shut it off (Ref.k).

This piece was filmed in black and white, 16mm at

a speed of 24 frames per second. Projection-time:
8 minutes and 20 seconds. C) Benni Efrat.
Projection: Two adjoining projectors on joint
screens, equal size frames. On the left projector
'A' corresponding to camera 'A', on the right side
projector 'B' corresponding to camera 'B'.

Stills installation: 1-21 from left to right.
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Preparatory study for Tailgate, 1973
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Breaking Point of Tension
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1973

Single-channel projection / 16mm film, digitized /

black-and-white, silent, 3:10 mins

TAILGATE: 1973

A camera fixed at the front of car 'A' facing forward. (Ref.1).
A 2000w spotlight projector is fixed at the rear window of car
'B', facing backwards (Ref.2).

Car 'A' is following car 'B' at an approximate distance of #4m
at an equal speed.

The spotlight facing the camera over-exposes the film except
while turning around corners, when the light beams and the
camera lens change angles.

The over-exposed films on the screen causes doubts about the
direction that the car is going to take - whether left or right.
This piece is filmed in black and white, at 16mm, 24 frames per
second. @ Benni Efrat.

Projection time: 7 minutes 10 seconds.

Stills installation 1-10 from left to right.












Round A-Round
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1970

Originally a two-channel film projection, on two
adjacent screens / 16mm film, digitized into
single-channel / color (on the right), black-and-white

(on the left), silent, 10:18 mins

BREAKING POINT OF TENSION: 1973

1) A pair of hands hold a rubber band within the screen's
frame. The band is being stretched horizontally
moving outside the frame.

2) The band grows thinner and thinner.

3) Breaking point 1; breaking point 2.
This film has been filmed in black and white, 24 frames
per second. Pro jection time: 3 minutes and 40 seconds.
The film relates to the indeterminate stretching-length
beyond the frame's limit.

Installation: refer to the dréwing. © Benni Efrat
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Camera's Course
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Preparatory study for Round A-Round, 1970




100 Feet Walk
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1973

Single-channel projection / 16mm film, digitized /

black-and-white, 4:41 mins

ROUND-A-ROUND: 1970
Camera 'A' is fixed to the top of the spokes of a wheel -

10 ft in diameter. An axis protrudes from the wheel's vertical centre.

A rod anchors the axis to the ground, allowing the wheel to
rotate 3600, producing a circle of the same diameter on the ground

(Ref.1). The wheel with camera 'A' on it performs two complete

rotations,one horizontally (Ref.l).the other vertically to it (Ref.2).

Camera 'B' is recording the process. Both cameras face each other
when camera 'A' is upside down.

This piece was filmed in 16mm. Camera 'A' with colour film, camera 'B'
with black and white. Speed of filming: 48 frames per second.
Projection-time: 10 minutes and 40 seconds. C) Benni Efrat.
Projection: Two adjoining projectors on two adjoining screens.

Black and white film on the left screen, colour film on the right.

(Ref.3).

The two projectors represent the relation of camera 'A's changing

angle of horizon to camera 'B's angle of horizon.

Stills installation: (Ref.4). The horizon in camera 'A's images must

be aligned at 180°%,
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Preparatory study for for 100 Feet Walk, 1973




Stedelijk Museum
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1975

Originally a two-channel film projection, on two
adjacent screens / 16mm film, digitized into

single-channel / black-and-white, silent, 5:38 mins

ONE HUNDRED FEET WALK

1973

Black and white film. 100 feet length; 2 minutes and 40 seconds;
24 frames per seconds,

Camera fixed on tripod at a distance of 100 feet from me.

I am walking towards the camera.

Every 25 feet of distance I record a statement determining it.

Statement A - 25 feet walk 25 feet filming

[

Statement B - 50 feet walk = 50 Feet filming

Statement C

75 feet walk = 75 feet filming

Statement D - 100 feet: End of film, facing the camera.

One hundred feet walk = one hundred feet filming.

The distance is materialized.






Camera’s course
Starting point (1)

hal

hoogte 7.00m

b

AT AT AT AT
ol S S K
» .

R S

43

hoogte 4.79m

T e e T W S
AP I At

1975 i7"'7TLD NIN*TIN 1TI2V7 1107 D'WAN

,|.“~ “ P

1975,

Preparatory study for for Stedelijk Museum, 1975




Film Anthology

* The duration of the films as given in the following pages corresponds to their run-time in
the digital format.

** The text descriptions of the films in the following pages were written by the artist and
were originally shown alongside the works in his solo exhibitions at the Stedelijk Museum,
Amsterdam, in 1974 (pp. 79, 69, 61 & 79) and at the Internationaal Cultureel Centrum (ICC),
Antwerp, in 1977 (pp. 95 & 89).

STEDELIJK MUSEUM: 1975
This piece was filmed in room No.3 in the Stedelijk

Museum. A camera was mounted on a "dolly"

(a camera-stand on wheels), facing the wall. The
"Dolly" stands at a precise distance of 2m from
the wall. (Ref.l).

'Take"' 1: The camera circulated the room once in

8 seconds filming at a speed of 24 frames per second.
'Take' 2: The camera circulated the room five times
in 8 seconds,at a filming speed of 24 frames

per second.

The two 'takes' started at the same point in the
room and ended at the same point, using an equal
amount of film.

The difference in the number of revolutions of the
two cameras allows them meet five times during the
8 seconds.

This piece was filmed in black and white, 16mm.

© Benni Efrat.

Projection: Two adjoining projectors on adjoining
screens. Stills installation: (Ref.2).

The top row represents the beginning of the splitting
of the two images. The stepped stills show the film
of 'take' 2 passing the starting point and 'takes'

1 and 2 at their meeting point.



Biographical Notes
and List of Exhibitions
During the 1970s

1940 Born in Beirut, Lebanon
1948 Immigrates to Israel with his family

1962-1965 Studies art at the Avni Institute, Tel

Aviv

1966 Exhibits his first solo show, at the
Czemerinsky Gallery, Tel Aviv

Recipient of a scholarship for
overseas studies, by the America-
Israel Cultural Fund

1966-1975 Resides in London. Studies at the
Saint Martin’s School of Art
(1966-1968)

1971 Winner of the Sandberg Prize for
a Young Israeli Artist, awarded by
the Israel Museum, Jerusalem, to
“acknowledge his uniqueness... in
concretizing new concepts while
confronting conventional materials
and forms” (Davar, 10.5.1972)

Exhibits work at “Concepts +
Information,” a group show at the
Israel Museum, Jerusalem, curated
by Yona Fisher (catalogue)

1972 A first museum solo show, at the
Israel Museum, Jerusalem

A first solo show at the Gordon
Gallery, Tel Aviv. Two further solo
shows at the gallery were held in
1973 and 1974

1973 A first solo show at the Bertha
Urdang Gallery, New York. Two

further solo shows at the gallery in

99

1974

1975-1981

1975

1977

1975 and 1977 (catalogue)

Solo show at the Stedelijk Museum,
Amsterdam (“Benni Efrat, Adding to
Subtract, Artist’s Proof”; catalogue)

Resides in New York

Solo show at the Palais des Beaux-
Arts, Brussels

Presents his films (in projections,
installations and performances) in a
solo show at the Whitney Museum
of American Art, New York. Sets a
precedent by being the first non-
American artist to have had a solo
show at the Whitney

Solo show at the Internationaal
Cultureel Centrum (ICC),
Antwerp (catalogue)

Exhibits work at the documenta 6,
Kassel (catalogue)

1981-1983 Resides in Paris. Works in a studio

1983-1992

1993-2007

2007

2017

provided by the Centre Georges
Pompidou, as part of a scholarship
leading up to a show. The show
planned for the center did not
materialize eventually

Resides in Amsterdam
Resides in Antwerp

Moves back to Israel. Works in a
studio at the industrial zone of Azor

A selection of his early experimental
films is digitalized and shown as part
of “Doom’s Path, Winter 2065,” a
solo show of his’ at the Petach Tikva
Museum of Art (2018)

Over the years, Efrat has exhibited in solo and

group shows in Israel, the USA and Europe

For further information: www.benniefrat.com

Experimental
Filmography,
1968-1976

1968

X, 16mm film, black-and-white, ca. 11 mins
Connections, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 6 mins

1969
Constructions, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 5 mins

1970

The Egg, 16mm film, black-and-white,

ca. 10 mins

Round A-Round, 16mm film, color & black-
and-white, 10:18 mins

Oxford Street, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 8 mins

1971
Split Road, 16mm film, black-and-white,

ca. 8 mins

1972

Loop, 16mm film, black-and-white, ca. 11 mins
Oxford, 16mm film, black-and-white, ca. 7 mins

1973

Breaking Point of Tension, 16mm film, black-

and-white, 3:10 mins

Relativity, 16mm film, black-and-white,

ca. 3 mins

Tailgate, 16mm film, black-and-white,

7:47 mins

100 Feet Walk, 16mm film, black-and-white,
4:41 mins

Mr. J and Mr. B, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 8 mins

1974

Relay, 16mm film, black-and-white,

4:37 mins

Relativity I, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 10 mins

Triangular, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 5 mins

1975
Stedelijk Museum, 16mm film, black-and-
white, 5:38 mins

1976

Aller-Retour, 16mm film, black-and-white,
ca. 7 mins

To Bach, 16mm film, color, ca. 7 mins
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that was in your Mayfair exhibition, “Make
an Eye a Hand” [see p. 37], also relates

to this space.

Benni: A photograph of this work
appeared on the exhibition’s invite.
The square of light is projected onto a
corner of the room, and I’'ve had to plan
the slide in such a way that the angles
won't distort, leaving only a square of
light in the space. The projector was
placed up high, above the visitors, to

hide it from view.

Adi: When visitors enter inside the
work and begin to interact with the
projected image they soon discover
the truth that underlies it. You try to
raise an awareness in the viewers to
a truth that lies within it, to prevent
them from succumbing to its charms.
In a way, you de-mystify the artistic
action. In 1972 you’ve had a solo show
at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem,
and on the invite was another such
photograph that breaks the illusion of
three-dimensionality in photography,
reminding us that here, in fact, is a two-

dimensional surface [see p. 38].

Benni: The photograph of the Israel
Museum was taken from the balcony
of a building across from the museum.
It was then pasted on the balcony’s

sliding front door, and then | took the

exact same shot again, with me standing
on the balcony and overlooking the
view, between the photograph and the

museum.

Adi: To conclude, could you tell us about
“Round A-Round”?

Benni: This is a work that was shown on
many occasions, and that I'm still very
fond of. It consists of a wheel, 3 meters
in diameter, that sits on a revolving axis.
The wheel is attached with a camera that
looks outward, in front of which there’s
another camera, this time on a tripod.
I'm turning the wheel myself, manually,
and we’ve shot several takes in varying
speeds. | was wary not to turn it too
fast, because then the viewers might get
dizzy. In the end | picked the last take,
which was also the slowest.

Adi: A camera, filming, is being filmed by

yet another camera. Truth comes to light.
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“I do not see myself
a filmmaker...

My total activity in fil
other work is confined
what | call concrete art.
[...]
Concrete art:
Existence, means of instant,
philosophy of structures, a
total social involvement;
and not the bourgeois spi.
of individual separateness

point of view!”

Benni Efrat, quotes from the catalogue of his 1977 exhibition a
Cultureel Centrum (ICC), Antwerp



which | had the year before, was at the
Grabowski Gallery, which was quite
well-known but specialized in emerging
artists. The gallerist from Mayfair visited
my show there and offered me to join his
gallery, which had all the big names at
the time, Andy Warhol among others. It
was the surprise of a lifetime. He asked
me to come up with a show, whatever
comes to my mind, saying | shouldn’t
worry about production costs.

The idea behind “Matter on the Move”
was to see what happens when | take
two different materials that are totally
opposed in character and join them
together. | took a block of foam rubber,
1 meter high, 2.5 meters long and 2
meters wide, and on top | placed an
iron plate of 1 ton, 12 centimeters
thick. Obviously, we know what to
expect from the physical standpoint,
but no one’s ever tried it in practice.
The sculpture got outstanding reviews.
The connection to pure physics was
very much in contrast to the art that

was being made at the time.

Adi: In an exhibition at the Herzliya
Museum of Contemporary Art we
presented a reconstruction of the
sculpture. We ran into a lot of effort to
produce it, working with two types of
cranes and technicians who helped us

out [see p. 34].
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And now that we’ve learned earlier in
the conversation about your background
working with heavy machinery, we
can better understand the idea and
motivation behind it. In Herzliya we’ve
had a long day mounting the piece
together, but once it was put in place
the sculpture immediately began to
“work,” continuously changing and
mutating with each day of the show’s
three months' run. At first the plate
pretty much hovered above the rubber
foam, which proved to be strong and
supported the load remarkably well; but
from then on, each and every moment
the piece kept “doing its thing,” with the
iron sinking ever lower, very gradually,
into the rubber foam. The process of
sinking-in took place right in front of the
viewers’ eyes, presenting them an event

of pure physics.

Benni: It turns out that rubber foam comes
in a range of densities, so the extent of the
sinking occurs according to that, up to
the maximal spot. That’s why every time
| exhibited the piece it sank differently.
When the work was again reconstructed
two years ago, at the Jewish Museum in
New York, they brought in a very rigid type
of rubber foam. The curators and visitors
who were present came by to see how the
work was being mounted. When we’ve
laid down the iron plate, which weighted

a ton, it just sat there on top, and then it

sank, 2 centimeters deep. Everyone was
stunned at how a plate this heavy can
stay afloat. But the air needs to find its
way out, and in 10 days the plate sank a
third into the block.

Adi: It is a work that keeps happening
the whole time. In this regard, it’s worth
noting that a number of artists who
were active at the time were looking to
express time-based processes in their
art, to represent the passage of time.
One noteworthy example of “process
art,” as it came to be known, is the
“Candle Piece” by Richard Serra, which
begins when the candles stand tall and
ends when they have been consumed
[see p. 35]. The dimensions vary
constantly, hence they cannot be noted.
And it’s interesting to mention that Serra,
too, had begun experimenting for the
first time with film at around the same
time that you did. Among the results of
this was “Hand Catching Lead” [see
p. 36], a noted example in the genre of
experimental filmmaking, which he made

in collaboration with Philip Glass.

Yet another film that Benni had made at
the time, one of several that he shot using
two cameras, is “Relay”. Here the result
yields a greater degree of complexity. Can
you tell us about this work?

Benni: Two cameras are positioned

across from one another, 1 kilometer
apart. | operate one camera, run towards
the second and operate it as well; this
is when a second screen appears. As
I’ve only had about 400 feet of film -
the equivalent of some 10 minutes — I've
had to be very precise in determining
the distance, according to the time that
it takes to run it. | shot at Hampstead
Heath and it took several days of running
to get the distance right. Another thing
you see in the film is how two cameras,
each facing in an opposite direction,
capture the light differently.

7 To Break the lllusion

Adi: In this film you’ve concretized the
spatial dimension of the artwork — or
of the film — with your very own body.
You’ve shown how the camera spawns
the field that appears in the frame, in
fact, the work’s physical dimension.
You consume this distance, in person,
and we follow you as you mark it. It’s
a space you’ve tried to handle and
discuss in other works as well, trying
as it were to break the illusion of the
frame in cinema or photography as a
theatrical stage of sorts, the kind that
might contain, in theory, an infinity of
illusions. You’ve tried to show the truth
as it unfolds in this space, to make it

present, to concretize it. Another piece
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a visually striking embodiment of the
film in a concrete state of bareness,
stripped and exposed. Again, this was

concrete art.

Benni: Light obstructs the truth, which
we only see emerging in the edges.

Physics allow truth to reveal itself.

Adi: As you’ve said, beauty is extant
in nature. We’re able to see these rays
of light, these flarings that are quite
beautiful. Clearly, your use of film and
the interest you’ve had in the cinematic
medium was in the service of your ideas
at the time. But your output then was
not limited to film. You experimented
with a variety of media, as was the case
with a series of still photographs titled
“Skylight”, from 1973 [see p. 27].

Benni: The window you see is the roof
window in the London apartment | had
been living in. | positioned a camera to
face the window and took one shot a
day, without ever moving the camera or
covering the lens in-between shots. The
first shot, seen above left, was taken
when | first operated the camera, while
the last in the series shows how much
dust had gathered on the lens in the
meantime. And, you can clearly see how
the lens gradually goes out of focus.

Adi: And this is the first work in a series
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called “Fadings,” also from 1973 [see pp.
28-29].

Benni: In 1973 | came to Israel for a visit
and rented a rooftop apartment near
the Tel Aviv Museum. | bought different
sheets of colored paper and paved the
whole roof with them. Each paper |
covered with small metal plates, of about
10 by 11 centimeters in size, which had
been cut for me in advance, and then
removed one plate with every hour. It
took days. There was a group of papers
| started with in the first hour, then in
the next | exposed another group and
so on — except from the last paper, the

darkest one, which never got exposed.

Adi: All throughout these works - the
films, the works in paper, in fabric, the
photographs — you were in pursuit of a
truth inherent to matter, to a situation, a

process, to the contingencies of matter.

Benni: Yes. And, as you’ve said, in each
of these situations | tried to create a
tension. To advance a plot. The most
basic tension possible, I've tried to show
that it’s there.

5 The First Cinematic Attempt

Adi: How does an artist who was

trained to paint on canvas, who came

to London and began doing these pop-
constructivist, multicolored sculptural
pieces, end up handling a camera? This
is hardly self-evident, especially that at

the time it was rather uncommon in art.

Benni: In fact, | never really operate
the camera myself, someone does
that for me. With the exception of still
photography, which I've done a lot of;
but | don’t handle the moving image.
| stand next to the cameraman, | look
into the viewfinder and verify, but | never
do the shooting myself. But, to your
question — 1 don’t know if it’s a complete
coincidence, in any case it’s not far off.
During my studies | had a good friend
who left the sculpture department
during the school year and transferred
to film. We’d go to the National Film
Theater together, a grand auditorium
with hundreds of seats in slanted rows.
Admission was one shilling and we’d
go nearly every day. The projector |
knew from the snooker, and, despite
not having had an idea for a film yet, |
asked his permission to shoot from the

projection booth.

So | thought and though about it, until
one day | came over saying I'd like to
shoot. The box office had a seating plan,
they’d mark every place sold with an
‘x’ and write down the corresponding
number on the ticket. | asked to buy

94 seats on the plan, saying I'd like to
shoot the auditorium from the screening
booth while people are entering. He
disapproved at first, but | said I’ll hand
my tickets to the people waiting outside
once the film began. We started shooting
exactly when the doors opened, and the
people who came in and took their seats
created a giant ‘x’ of vacant seats right
in the middle. And that was the first film
| made, in 1968.

6 Process Art: The Drama of

Materials Interacting

Adi: Another film, “Breaking Point of
Tension” [see pp. 30-31], again conveys
your particular interest in physics. During
these years in London, when you were
doing concrete art, around the late 1960s
and early 1970s, you’ve essentially been
trying to arrive at these condensed factual
moments, to convey a concrete message
via matter, which shows very clearly in the
films. But you’ve been trying to convey
this in other ways as well. One sculpture
that marks this turning point you’ve had
in London in moving to concrete art is
“Matter on the Move” [see p. 33]. Could
you tell us about it?

Benni: It was part of the second

exhibition I’'ve had in London, at the

Mayfair Gallery, in 1969. My first show,
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or sensitivity,” and also that “art excludes
the unnecessary.”? That is to say, one
strives towards the essence of things,
and from this essence are derived the

meaning and the beauty.

Benni: Andre had also famously said
that “art is what we do and culture
is what they do to us.”® Which | find

intriguing.

Adi: Another characteristic of Benni’s art
in those years can be linked to the famed
motto of “the medium is the message,”
known from the title of the Marshall
McLuhan book. Benni had said in his
interview that “a good artist is a thinking
artist,” which relates to your previous
encounter with Mark Rothko through
the essay you read about him. All of a
sudden there isn’t this need for art to
stem from feeling, there’s no need for
this lyrical mannerism and for a painting
laden with expressivity, as was common
here in Israel. One can think from the
brain, and from there to derive a style

and an aesthetic.

Another point that comes up in Benni’s

interview is that “beauty is found in

2 Carl Andre, “Preface to Stripe Painting (Frank
Stella),” in Sixteen Americans (New York: The
Museum of Modern Art, 1959), p. 76.

3 Peggy Gale (ed.), Artists talks 1969-1977 (Nova
Scotia: The Press N.S.C.A.D, 2004), p. 23.
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nature,” which again relates to the
scientific penchant you’ve had since
childhood and to this day. As someone
who looks at the world through scientific
lenses, Benni finds that beauty is there
already, extant in the world; that one
should regard it and recognize it, and,
in art, be able to work with it.

Another quote from the interview is
again emblematic of Benni’s art: “art,
being part of life, does not persist for
eternity.” Eva Hesse, an artist who was
active in New York during those same
years, had also expressed things in
a similar spirit: “Life doesn’t last; art
doesn’t last. It doesn’t matter.”* Hesse,
who dealt with notions of ephemerality
in her work, means to say that there’s
nothing sacred about the artwork, that it
shouldn’t be placed above human lives
or nature and that it doesn’t need to be
preserved for eternity. It has its moment,
and, like human lives, it has a lifespan

that is limited in time.

With respect to that, another thing
characteristic of Benni’s art — and which |
think has governed his artistic career —is
the realization that the art market distorts

art; that it's wrong to work for the sake

4 Cindy Nemser, “A conversation with Eva
Hesse,” in Mignon Nixon (ed.), Eva Hesse
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002), p. 18.

of a gallery or for your art to be bought
and sold. One must simply do art, and
the best of it will emerge and go on to

find its place in life.

4 ‘Brute Art’: Towards the

Truthful Representation of

Materials and States

Adi: The first film we’ll discuss is
“Tailgate,” shot in 1973 [see p. 25]. Tell

us what we see here.

Benni: The rear window of a driving car
is attached with a powerful light source,
a flashlight that faces backward, where
a second car is driving, whose front

window is attached with a camera.

Adi: In fact, a sort of ‘plot’ or ‘intrigue’
that unfolds in the interaction between

these two cars.

Benni: Yes, a ‘chase’ of some sort
where one car tails the other. At first the
frame only shows the car driving, but
then, as the flashlight switches on, the
film’s photographic material appears
to ‘burn’ from overexposure. Both cars
were driving in the city, one after the
other, but we only get to glimpse the
urban surrounding when they make a
turn, and this too only in the edges of

the frame. The rest is overexposed.

Adi: You've deliberately staged a situation
that, in photography, is considered faulty,
with the camera looking straight at the

light source.

Benni: Right. And, by the way, it was
all shot in a single take. | never edit
any of my films, which is why they run
10 minutes at most, the equivalent
of 400 feet in 16mm (approximately
122 meters). This is the photographic

support I’ve been using.

Adi: Robert Pincus-Witten, an American
critic and art historian who was following
your work during those years, has written
that these films have a “brute directness”
to them.® There’s no editing or other
types of manipulation, and what we see
is the material reaction to the situation
you’ve staged. Even so, to me these
films contain the grain of a cinematic
essence, the building-up of a drama. We
watch in anticipation of a peak moment,
we wait for the tension to dissolve: Either
for the film to overexpose and burn
completely or for some recognizable
image to show up in the frame. It’s a
suspense that is conjured through utterly
minimal means, and yet, at the same
time, the white frame stands for a visual

representation of a physical reaction;

5 Robert Pincus-Witten, "Benni Efrat: ...Puck,"
Arts Magazine, Vol. 54, No. 2, October 1979, p.153.
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few galleries that operated in Israel at
the time. One day as | stop by at the
gallery they tell me: “Sandberg was here,
he asks you to call.” So | ask “Who is
this Sandberg?” and they tell me that |
should be ashamed, “He’s the director
of the Israel Museum.” That was shortly
after the museum was inaugurated.
| called him, we met, and he asks me
how | arrived at those paintings in the
show. These were minimalist, realist,
figurative paintings. Also he asks about
the America-Israel scholarship. To which
| reply that | didn’t get it, and that my
former teachers from Avni sat on the
jury. A week later | receive a telegram
informing me that I’ve gotten it. It
came with an invitation to study at the
Saint Martin's School of Art in London,
which was known internationally, with a
scholarship for graduate studies in art.
Originally my plan was to go to Paris,
just like everyone else, but | switched
my destination, which turned out to be
for the better.

3 Going to London: The Birth
of Concrete Art in the Work
of Benni Efrat

Adi: London sees the beginning of the
chapter we are discussing here today.
It was there that you had a significant

turning point in your work.
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Benni: Right. By the way, at Saint
Martin’s | went to the Department of
Sculpture, where Anthony Caro was
among the faculty. And there weren’t too

many students in the class, maybe 16.

Adi: Was Buky Schwartz among them?

Benni: No, that happened before
me. Buky Schwartz, also Menashe
Kadishman, they both studied before |
came. | was already married with a baby
and the scholarship only covered the
rent, so again | had to work to support
my family. And to have to study, work and
pay for art supplies all at the same time —
that was very hard. I'd paint apartments
for Jews in Golders Green and get paid
“one pound a day,” which was quite a
sum back then. But my teachers started
complaining about me that | never do
anything, that I’'m on a scholarship that
could have gone to someone else. So |
was thinking to myself, | really have to
do something.

One day, when | finally showed up at
school, | spotted a wooden bench with
a broken leg. | asked the janitor whether
| could take it, and he said yes, and
that on top of that he’d provide nails
and an extra wooden beam to fix it. We
went to class together, put it down and
everyone saw and laughed. | inserted

nails into every beam, also into the seat

and to the back. Not far from the school
there was a produce market, and there
was this Jaffa crate lying around, with
half its oranges rotten. Which | took as
well. | spiked the oranges on the nails
and went to play at the snooker. When
| was back the entire school was there,
the teachers held me and shook me and

said, “finally you did something.”

You see, everyone was a minimalist at the
time, they all did cubes and rectangles
and squares in red and blue, and all of a
sudden this. The crate’s upper lid, which
was also made of thin wooden beams,
| drew over with charcoal, turning the
pattern into squares inside of which |
wrote the work’s title: “Jaffa in Rot”. |
laid it against the window and they all
started talking to me about the “Jaffa”
that I’'ve written inside. But for me the
words weren’t so much the main thing
as the squares. Subsequently | bought
grid paper, sheets of about 40 by 50
centimeters, with a 0.5 inch grid. |
covered over the lines | didn’t want with
white and black ink, an erasure that gave
way to a new drawing of squares. | called
it “Adding to Subtract” [see p. 21].

Adi: | have to go back here a bit and add
that Benni is being very modest here.
His Ofakim Hadashim paintings from
his time at Avni were met with great

success. They won him the first prize

at the Paris Art Biennial, among other
distinctions, but his heart wasn’t in it. He
didn’t feel as though he’s working from a
place of authenticity. To me it seems that
London offered him the chance to take a
distance from Ofakim Hadashim. It was
there, in a foreign territory, in a climate
of experimentation and with little money
in his pocket - that is, well-positioned
to arrive at a turning point — that he
got to the place that concerns us here
today. And now, to return to this special
moment where Efrat started doing what
we call “concrete art” — which was to
become a sub-genre of conceptual art -
I’d like to give a short introduction to this
particular aesthetic through a number
of insights made by Benni himself and
others, quotes from an interview which
will help us understand this orientation
and the thinking behind it.

In an interview you gave to Sarah
Breitbeg at the Davar daily, in 1972, you
said that “the true is the beautiful,” that
you aspire to “an honesty and fidelity to
matter.”" Carl Andre, a close friend of
yours in London at the time, had said
things in the same spirit. To give an
example, on Frank Stella he had written

that he is “not interested in expression

1 These and the following quotes from Efrat are
taken from: Sarah Breitberg, “An Interview with
Benni Efrat: | Create for the Present,” Davar,
7.7.1972.
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Benni Efrat:
Experimental Films
from the 1970s

The Artist in
Conversation with Adi
Englman

Bezalel Academy of Arts and
Design, Jerusalem, 24.4.2017

1 From Lebanon to a Young State

of Israel: Childhood Memories

Adi: I'll start by introducing Benni,
and together we’ll begin with some
biographical details. Benni Efrat, you

were born in Beirut, Lebanon, in 1940.

Benni: We came to Israel in 1948, around
the time of the War of Independence.
All of my aunts and uncles had already
arrived in Israel much earlier, however my
father, who was a big wholesaler in Beirut,
decided to stay to keep his business.
During the war he was approached
by Palestinian merchants who were in
business with him and who had fled
from Jerusalem, from Haifa, asking for
his assistance. And he did try to help as
much as he could, until one day men in

covered faces showed up and began to

make threats: “Your religion dispossessed
us, the Jews dispossessed us, surrender
all your belongings or else we kill your
entire family.” | had no idea about it
at the time, | was just a kid. My father
contacted friends of his in Lebanon,
both Christians and Muslims, and told
them of the threats, and they helped us
cross the border in 1948, shortly after the

Declaration of Independence.

Adi: And in Israel, several years later, you
left your family and moved on your own
to a kibbutz, still as a child.

Benni: | was a tough kid to handle, a bit
of a trouble maker, the kind who does
all sorts of things just to get noticed. We
lived in an old Arab house at the Hatikva
Quarter, in southern Tel Aviv, and to show
off I'd climb drainpipes up to the second
floor, the third, sometimes all the way up
to the roof, the entire neighborhood would
stand and watch. One day the pipe broke
down and | stayed there, suspended,
shouting and screaming, which caused
a fury. Some neighbor reached his hand
out from a window and that’s how |
was brought in safely. My older brother,
who fled from Lebanon much before us
and was already in the Palmach and a
kibbutz member, talked my parents into
sending me to a boarding school at a
kibbutz, or else the worst might happen.

| was admitted to the boarding school at

Kibbutz Yagur, from which point my life
went on and took its course.

Adi: Were you an “external child” at the
kibbutz?

Benni: Yes, | joined the Youth Society for

non-kibbutz children.

2 From the Kibbutz to Tel Aviv:
First Steps in Art

Benni: | served at the Nahal and the
Sayeret, and after my military service
| joined Kibbutz Nahsholim. But in the
year following my military discharge my
father went bankrupt. Ever since moving
to Israel he had no success with his
business. | left the kibbutz and moved to
the city, to Tel Aviv, to help provide for the
family. | got a job working on a bulldozer,
where the pay was good but the working
hours were terrible. At the same time |
enrolled in the Tel Aviv University, taking
undergraduate courses in physics, but
because of my working hours | never
made it to the evening classes. Every
day after work I’d wonder the streets all
by my own, not knowing anybody. One
day | ran into a friend from my reserve
service and told him how clueless |
was, not knowing what to do, having no
friends and just idling about. And he told
me of the Avni Institute, saying there are

a lot of girls there. Which is, in fact, the
real reason why | went to study art. Avni
at the time had teachers like Streichman
and Stematsky, who taught this lyrical
abstract, and Mokady, who taught this
sort of minimalist-figurative. And 1, to
show off, went into a lot of effort and
managed quite a decent lyrical abstract.
But generally speaking, all the students

were doing pretty much the same thing.

In the evenings I'd go to the social club
of the Mapam party, where they had
magazines from all over the world. One
day | spotted an art publication from
Switzerland, there was a Rothko on
the cover and inside an essay about
him which | managed to read, however
slowly, thanks to the French | still had
from home. And from that moment on
| realized how immensely intellectual
the art world is, which triggered a
drastic change for me. | never finished
my exams at Avni. In fact, | hold no
diploma from them. At the end of the
school year | heard from someone about
a scholarship for art studies abroad, by
the America-Israel Cultural Fund. But my
teachers from Avni sat on the Jury, and

my application was denied.

Meanwhile at work, | was put in charge
of heavy machinery and earned quite
well. | had a solo show at the Czemerinsky

Gallery on Gordon Street, among the
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films also bear a reminder to a fundamental ethical value: All of our actions,
just as the occurrences and states in nature, have their ramifications and
continue to reverberate further in the concrete world around us. We live
in a world of cause and effect. And, as beings that are active in the world,
the responsibility for the state of things lies, to a great extent, in each
and every one of us.

The six films included in the anthology all belong to Efrat’s first phase of
cinematic experimentation. They were shot in London, a city he arrived at
in 1966 for studies and continued to live in for the next ten years. Shot with
a 16mm camera, the films in this body of work were shown in the decade
following their making throughout a number of shows Efrat has had at
various art institutions and museums in Europe and the USA. True to the
spirit of the conceptual art of the time, which privileged the idea behind a
work over its formal or material manifestation, the films were either shown
in their original format — as film projections in the exhibition space — or
occasionally as series of film stills (as was the case with his solo show at
the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam, in 1974). Efrat continued to work in
film throughout the second half of the 1970s, but these works were typically
integrated into larger installations or screened as part of live performances
of the artist's, also known as Efrat’s “film performances”. This later output
is not part of this current research.

Efrat produced a total of 20 experimental films in the years 1968-1976.
Among these, his very first filmic experimentations, dating from 1968-1969,
failed to be located as of this current research, and it is possible they have
been permanently lost amid the artist’s subsequent studio and residential
relocations between Israel, Europe and the USA. In recent years, some of
his experimental films from this phase have begun to be shown again in
museum shows in Israel and abroad, among them in the extensive survey
exhibition on the history of the moving image in Israeli art, held at the Haifa
Museum in 2004; in a show on lIsraeli post-minimalist art at the Herzliya
Museum of Contemporary Art, in 2008; and as part of “Staring Back at the
Sun,” a travelling video art exhibit organized by Artis, currently circulating

between a number museums worldwide.

The initiative behind “Benni Efrat: Experimental Films from the 1970s” was
born first and foremost in the aim of rescuing and preserving these historical
films, which were kept in Efrat’s personal archive in the format of film reels.
The celluloid film base is sensitive both to light and to touch, and generally
given to deterioration over time. The films selected for the anthology were
digitized and reworked in a manner as to approximate this new edition to
the look and feel of the original film format. Indeed, converting a film into
digital raises questions on how a work relates to the medium in which it
was made originally, especially when art films are at issue. However, in talks
with Efrat held during the work on the project he stressed the importance
of the idea underlying the work, asserting that the image and the message
are what matters to him rather than the format in which they are transmitted
to the viewer. He claims to have no sentimental attachment to celluloid as
such, and was greatly supportive of the initiative to preserve those films

by way of digitizing them.

This film anthology launches in conjunction with “Doom’s Path, Winter 2065,”
a new exhibition of Efrat’s due to inaugurate the 2018 exhibition program
at the Petach Tikva Museum of Art (curators: Drorit Gur-Arie and Avshalom
Suliman). The anthology is available for viewing on the Marcel website, as
part of the digital version of this publication. While targeting the general public
of art viewers, the project aims to be of interest to cinema, philosophy and
science enthusiasts as well. And, as part of its presentation to the public, the
video program and accompanied materials will be actively directed to high
schools and other institutions of higher education that teach and research
those fields.

“Benni Efrat: Experimental Films from the 1970s” is the third in a series
of research-based publications by the Marcel nonprofit, “Masterpieces
of Israeli Modern Art”. Previous installments in the series include “Dani
Karavan: Pray For the Peace of Jerusalem,” a booklet on the artist’s 1966
walll relief at the Knesset, and “Dani Karavan: The Negev Monument,” a book
presentation of the historic monument to the Negev Brigade, inaugurated
in 1968. The series is an initiative of Marcel Art Projects, an independent

nonprofit for curating and initiatives in art.
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“Benni Efrat: Experimental Films from the 1970s” is a project in a series
of art publications by the Marcel Art Projects nonprofit, “Masterpieces
of Israeli Modern Art,” each looking into a seminal work or body of work
from the legacy of modernism and experimental art in Israel. At the heart
of this current project is an anthology compiling six of the art films created
by Efrat between 1968-1976, works of experimental cinema that are
emblematic of his mode of thinking and creative process at that time.
Efrat, then a conceptual artist, began creating his experimental films with
no prior background in filmmaking, working from a standpoint that sought
to foreground a concept, an idea or an action over the medium or form in
which they are conveyed. Much in the spirit of the “concrete art” he had been
making then in other media, the workings of the camera — as the actions
performed to it — are made explicitly present. Moreover, Efrat dispenses with
editing or any manipulations done in retrospect, in the aim of representing
truth in art rather than illusion.

As works of experimental cinema, these films are at odds with the logic
and conventions of narrative cinema, norms that they in fact depart from
and challenge. These are abstract films, devoid of a story or plotline, whose
main protagonists are such notions as action, duration and process; the
celluloid on which they were shot; the cinematic frame, together with its
inherent tension between flatness, illusion and depth; and light itself, as the
fundamental condition for both the making of a film and its viewing. In other

words, it is cinema about cinema. These are films that, while considering

both the artistic action and its product — in this case, the process of
filmmaking and the cinematic output, respectively — break the film down to
its elements, to unravel its truth. The temporal dimension to those films is
crisp and measureable. The film base — sensitive and perishable. The space
represented is a derivative of the camera’s field of vision and its technical
capabilities. And so on. However, even in the absence of a plotline, these
films certainly manage to capture our attention, generating a sharp and

palpable sense of cinematic drama.

Benni Efrat, a Lebanese-born Israeli artist (1940, Beirut), is among the
forerunners of conceptual art in Israel. His work in recent years has centered
on society and environment, issues he looks at from a futuristic standpoint
that criticizes human conduct in the present. In retrospect, his early works
included here had already contained the ideological seed to his later,
more mature work. The actions that unfold in them may seem trivial and
monotonous, yet by looking attentively at these occurrences, along with their
consequences, they open up a wider, more universal field of questioning
regarding physical phenomena and the interconnectedness of things in the
world, as well as the dynamics of man and environment. On another level,
the films address questions related to human epistemology and knowledge,
the ontological status of the artwork and viewership. The paired-down
simplicity of these films, the slow and measured pace of the action and the
focus on man and environment lend them a humanistic aura in the spirit

of the pre-digital era.

To me, these films are like Haiku poems made in accordance with the
medium of cinema. In their concise, minimalist language they call attention
to the beauty found in nature and among the things of the world - to
proportions, relations and states — as well as to the charm and emotive
power of cinema. All these are delivered by Efrat with a gentle hand and
an admiring eye. If you stretch a rubber band, it rips. When exposed to
light, celluloid burns. Darkness conceals things, and light reveals. Simply
put, what we see is what has been captured on film, and all one needs
to do is direct the gaze and observe attentively. Or, in Efrat’s own words:

“Close your eyes, open your mind, listen to the image”. In my view, these
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