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MOSHE SHEK

Born in Poland, 1936, immigrated to Israel in 1948. In 1957 he was amongst
the founding members of Kibbutz Bet-Nir, where he lives and works to this
day.

In the 1950s he began studying art in various frameworks, such as the Avni
Institute, Bezalel Academy and with various artisans. From 1959 to 1977 he
studied with Rudy Lehman.

Shek works in terra cotta, wood, plaster and bronze. Currently he focuses
on terra cotta and bronze.

His work is inspired by universal values of time and site, lending his
creations the relevant association with our time while he observes the laws
of matter and shape.

One-man shows

1973 : Blatman gallery: Wood carvings

1979 : Kibbutz Gallery: Terra cotta sculptures

1980 : Municipal museum, Holon: Plaster miniatures and glazed ceramics
1983 : Artists’ Pavilion in Tel Aviv: Containers

1985 : Kibbutz Gallery: Terra cotta sculptures and decorated clay

1987 : Horace Richter Gallery: Terra cotta sculptures

Group shows

1981 : Artists’ Pavilion, Tel Aviv: Small size sculptures

1988 : Ceramics Exhibition, Japan: Represented Israel at this show
1989 : Haifa Museum: Rudy Lehman and his disciples

1990 : Artists’ Pavilion, Jerusalem: Sculptures in cardboard

1990 : Artists’ Pavilion, Jerusalem: Ceramics progenitors in Israel
1991 : Herzliya Museum: Ceramics progenitors in Israel

1992 : Ceramics from Israel, 3 museums in Germany

Permanently exhibited works

1972 : Givat Haviva: sculpture in concrete

1973 : Kibbutz Ein Hamifratz: sculpture in concrete

1978 : Bank Leumi; A ceramic wall

1985 : Kibbutz Bet-Nir: Plastered concrete wall

1990 : Pedestrian mall, Nahalat Shiva, Jerusalem: Two bronze sculptures
1992 : Merkaz Ba'alei Melakha, Tel Aviv, Sculpture in bronze

Height of sculptures: 65 to 135 cm.
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This is what Avraham Ofek wrote about Moshe Shek’s works:

¢ in thess well worked walls, the interior is not less important
than the exterior. Sounds walk around in these shapes like the
echo of our voice among the domes of a temple. Moshe touches
with his eyes and sees with his hands. The matter yields to his
hands to become something nobody else can make. Only to very
few it yields this way. Do we dare to stroke a living lion’s fur?
Everybody knows this privilege is preserved only to its tamer.
Anybody knows art is part of life. If we accept this, there is no
need to explain why it is equal in any way to science, trade,
medicine, agrfculture, education etc. This wholeness demands to
be examined, from time to time, certain qualities of art, just
like we examine, from time to time, aspects in education,
science, agriculture, etc. Since it is well known that through
certain qualities of science, education, etc., you find a hidden
moral, ethic standing, you may try to understand the value of
the artist attitudes which are based on his attitude towards
form, rhythm, and structure. Because these, as said before, are
nothing but reflections of his relationships with the world
around him and with society...”

“An artist who is an axis,” this was how Avraham Ofek defined
Moshe Shek, seeing the city-gate falling, and the axis is made of
a material that never disintegrates by erosion...

£

e
et LU

Hik
= A
*‘i

-
[

s

Lap

B
-
T
'
4l
Pl
'
v
2




When you wonder about this modern man who came from
Bokhara, who has such longing, he answers: “True, I was born
in Zamoshch and not in Canaan, but [ came here, to an
atmosphere that has a statement, and I cannot be deaf to this
statement.”

Moshe Shek’s sculptures are an anthropological journey to the
golden fleece of the archetypical structure. In his rooms, among
old agricultural tools, grave-lids, primitive and archaic
statuettes, like the branching twigs that used to be an African
headrest, or the bedouin fishermen statuette, or the miniature
animal from Morocco, or the jar and the bowl from Mount
Hebron, etc. From here and from there come his inspirations.
Local as he is, he is an inter-tribal artist. He is walking on this
fine line between the aesthetic and the magic object. His
closeness to the ritual object is always there, his art is deeply
rooted in a whole belief system from his area and beyond it,
touching the ancient and the simple and sucking from it (this
urge for simplicity brought him to have children’s paintings on
his clay sculptures). The household gods, the altars, the objects
from Anatolia, the Chalcolithic burial boxes, even the engobe
paint whioli is connected: to the cultures of Egypt and Philistia
and more. “All these things were done with love,” he says about
these findings that for him are connected very deeply with the
inner part of earth, with the culture of the caves, which is the
belief system that excites him. And like someone who came
back to the caves, he creates his huge plates and his gigantic
bowls touching endlessly the clay and lining his vessels, creating
objects for use, either for eating or for sacrifice. This is where
the implicit rituality of his animals come from. More than once
he dedicated himself directly to creating ritual objects, even
Jewish, like the huge Hanukka lamp, but his Jewishness is like
this school of Jewish art he wanted to establish together with
the craftsman from Gaza, the potter from Mount Hebron and
the Bedouin weaver.. What is shared between them all? The
secret of form, which is the secret of the material.

“I'll show you what is a form. It is not a caprice. Here, take this
cooking pot from Mount Hebron. Tens of Thousands of years
people looked for this special isinglass stone, to create a cooking
pot of it. Hold it. Feel it in your hands. It has a special
vibration, doesn’t it? Soft and hard at the same time. Right?
This structure has some arch in it, always the same arch,

because it is built upside down, like walls of a hill without a
top. If the structure is flatter — it will collapse. And there is
this illogical angle at the bottom of the pot. Why? Because the
bottom is kneaded separately, and then thrown on the structure,
after it has been made, and then you glue it with your finger,
moving around, from outside in, and this is why the angle is so
peculiar.. Yes, there is a code. A code which nurtures culture,
and it is within us, and it makes us happy or miserable. And it
has sound. Yes, each material has its own sound. And there is
the ideology of the material, of the sound, of the touch. And
when you cut yourself from it — you are alienated and robbed.
Potters’ mothers teach their children pottery by touching their
bodies when they wash them. The code is hidden in the touch,
in the form, and if a person is not robbed of his life, he is
delighted to go back to the form, because 1t reminds him,
perhaps, of his mother’s touch.”

Rudy Lehman. All the roads lead to Rudy. To the
form/material code, to the admired teacher of the late fifties,
who has his eye open all the time through some of his works
laid on the shelves. Through Lehman. This is the road that
connects the abstract wooden pseudo-functional objects created
by Juke when he began his way — Cylinders, balls, cubes,
working tools, maybe (threshing-sledge? butcher-block? pail
carrier?) musical instruments, maybe — and the consciousness of
form/matter/space of his animals in the present. This road led,
in the beginning, to this treelike massiveness of the animals, the
altars and the archaic idols that are so close to the cube and the
ball and/or the functionality of boxes with lids. The same way
this Lehmanic way — the way of researching the code which
combines the archaic with the modern — led directly to the
basaltic stones turned by Juke to grindstones and altars, as he
examined forms of material, the hole, the circle, the basis etc.
These basaltic stones were presented in the early seventies in the
Blatman Gallery in Tel-Aviv, Years before the appearance of the
basalt in the north-Israeli sculpturing. In the end of each such
way we hear a sound, the miraculous sound that turns the
material into a spiritual experience and is connected to the form
which is beyond and above any time, since it is an archetypical

form. Sticking to this form is a moral standing, too.



other their limbs grew long; the nose, the horns and the tail
followed them; in some animals the main part is the basis of
the sculpture, with its legs, i.e. limbs, its extensions. More than
once the animal is entangled in its twisted body, as if it got
caught and imprisoned by its own limbs. And thus it looks
partly like an awkward beast, partly like a heavy trunk of a
tree, sometimes with its branches, sometimes cut down, and

partly like a human figure. “All these animals are human beings.

Man was made by god, and we make animals. Is it for man to
make a man? We need the distance.” Then it is becomes clear
that Juke’s animals never “live” in herds; each one is unique and
special, a little bit joking, but always serious. Just like him.

Is each weird animal an autobiography of an individualist who
knows himself by this regression to the world of individual,
primal animals? Does each such animal stand for the artist, as
someone entangled in himself, partly cut down, partly shut up,
open towards his inner spaces yet closed, soft and organized? Do
these animals reflect their creator, who is also a little joking but
always serious, close to the ground and spying out the ancient
sound? In his work he is always looking for the bridge between
the present and the past. As he himself says: “I didn’t come
from Oxford or Cambridge. I was born to a world full of
windows to modern architecture, Bauhaus, for instance, to
buildings, to glass and concrete, etc. Years later I saw a building
decorated with a Greek entrance, and I knew it was not possible
any more to combine Corinthian columns in buildings.
Nevertheless, people still need Corinthian columns, in spite of
the Bauhaus and the modern thinking. Maybe they long for
something,. What do they long for? As a child I used to walk
around in Bokhara among the blacksmiths, the craftsmen and
the builders. As a ten-year-old boy I already could function in
each one of these professions — to build a wall, to shoe a horse,
to forge metal, etc. I could do all these things, that’s how I felt.
And then I came to a civilization where I did not understand
what electricity meant and how a radio functioned. On the
other hand, he who knows how a radio functions does not know
how to forge metal. Maybe people that knew for so many years
how to operate so many things became intimate with the world;
they had this feeling that you may touch everything. Maybe this
is what causes so much pain to the modern man.”

Is it not the same pulsation we find in Mosh Shek’s sculptures

that try to touch once again the wholeness of life? Because in
these sculptures a hand is a handle, the animal is a table or a
chair, and it has holes in it like an incense holder or a cooking
pot, and a bird is a funnel or a strainer, and each animal is also
a pipe and a jar. “There were such vessels in the archaic era
too,” says Juke, “even in this area.” And he adds: “Once I saw a
photo of a refiner from Morocco — with jars and pipes — and
then I created this one,” he points at another animal. And
another one is, perhaps, a wicker-basket to be carried by a
donkey or a camel, and the deer horns are a lid of a vessel,
which is the body, and the eyes are holding buttons for a wire,
or a pair of saddle-buttons that combine the animal’s head to its
body, and the two are, at the same time, nozzles of a ritual
flagon... So: “..A youngster came to me, wishing to study art. I
told him: ’Go to the craftsman in Mount Hebron, who builds
plows of oak, and to the craftsman in Gaza, who builds plows of
tamarisk. The first one has heavy soil in his mind, the other —
light soil. Between them you will learn the meaning of art. For
them sitting, creating, working and rhythm are one. This is art.
This is how it is for the African, and for the Bedouin, and this
is how it was for our ancestors.”

This intra-cultural and inter-cultural movement (which is also
the permanent movement between nature and art) can also
explain Moshe Shek’s passage from clay sculptures to bronze
sculptures (or from painting clay to carving plaster-bronze). This
duality of clay vessels and bronze vessels he already found in the
Negev (in settlements like Gilat and Shikmim), where he saw the
closeness and the “right passage” from clay cooking and ritual
vessels to bronze ones. “This never happened to the Greeks,” he
emphasizes, “when they created clay, they longed for metal, but
lost the form/material code.” He remembers the bronze
collection of ritual vessels found by Pesach Bar-Adon in the
caves of the Judea desert (and their linkage to clay findings from
this area), “the sound of which is no theatre, but the real thing
itself,” and he remembers, of course, Rudy Lehman, who worked
in clay and wood, trying to decipher the code in order to be able
to work in yet another material — polyester. Above all Juke
yields to his own longing for one more world, one more
language, since "the more languages you know, the more people
you are”. And who is Moshe Shek if not an artist who lives
always in one place, but longs for many places and many times.



In this context it is worth noting the crucial influence
of the discovery of the treasure from the Mishmar

valley by Pesach Bar-Adon. Moshe Shek’s deep interest
in the treasure, awakened in him the need to study the

process of casting metals and choose bronze casting for
himself. (The findings from the Treasure Cave in the
Judea desert, from the Chalcolithic period’ the first
millennium BC, are presented in the Israel Museum,

Jerusalem.
Of the various examples let us choose two: A Phoenician

tripodal bowl from Rosh Zeit (3-10 century B.C) and a

metal tripodal from Cyprus (11-13 century B.C.).
Zvi Gal writes in his book Researches in the Lands’

Geography & Archaeology (p. 114): “It seems that this bowl
reached so high a levevl that its resemblance to metal

tripods raises the presumption of their being an imitation,
or — at least — inspired by them.”

Also: a red ceramic jar and a metal jar (both 7-8 century)
from Orato, metalindustry centre, 1 thousand BC, p. 12, the
Israel Museum, Jerusalem, 1991.

TO THE CAVES
Dr. Gideon Ofrat

In Bet-Nir, on the lower part of Mount Hebron, on a restless
earth that surrenders to the beige and tends to the green, lives
Moshe Shek — examining time, listening to sounds and touching
things. This restlessness of the earth that opened crevices in
itself, is like the restlessness of a man, who walks in the crevices
and the caves; and from them to the ancient settlements in the
area — Arabic, Chalcolithic, Byzantine... asking to know the
inside and outside, looking for the connection between a cave
and a home, that might be the hidden secret of each one of his
sculptures, which is both a cave and a home. Since he, together
with his friend Ibrahim, never stopped walking around in the
caves of Mount Hebron and Bet-Guvrin, among these ancient
spaces, whose ancient residents hewed out of them stones for
their buildings, made in them holes for water, and turned them
into churches, dovecotes and homes... just like the sculptures of
Moshe Shek. Sculptures that their inner spaces are tunnels, and
light/dark cavities (“even the smell,” adds the artist), and at the
same time they are objects of kinds, altars, animals, and plants.
Inanimate, fauna and flora that mix together; wholeness of
nature and culture in permanent transformation; in the pale
beige of earth and the obstinate green of bronze. Deeds of a
person who believes in a linkage between an artist and his
environment.

He is a man of tradition, Moshe Shek, known as Juke. His
animals are faithful to the tradition of his admired teacher,
Rudy Lehman, a man of tradition himself. Nevertheless, his
animals are so different and so original. Animals? Yes and no:

a donkey-like, deer-like and dinasour-like creatures, and many
more bird-like ones. Made before in clay, and now in bronze. Big
almost as they are in nature, and yet monumental, compressed
and heavy. Most of the animals seem to be in the dawn of their
development, as if they regressed to their reptile stage, plodding
heavily, close to the ground, archaic. And all these animals keep
a secret: “my father told me, that in the synagogue of
Zamoshch, on the ceiling, elephanten were drawn; I always
wanted to know what they looked like, those elephanten. Maybe
all these animals of mine are elephanten...” Half real, half
imaginary creatures, round, vaulty, heavy, awkward animals
resembling pipes and balls. Capricious animals, one by one, a8 if
their bodies were twisted, or had bumps grow on them,
sometimes truncated, sometimes sawn-off. For some reason or
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Knowing the material®

Moshe Shek (Juke) combines in his personality
the wondering naivete of the artist, whose
imagination enables him to run quickly over
miles after miles in an imaginary world, and the
craftsman, the artisan, who designs and kneads
the clay; the blacksmith that creates figures and
accompanies their rebirthing into the burning
mouth of the oven.

His work expresses the wonderful combination of
“the logic of the form”, it’s development into
space, the relationships between the inner spaces
in it and the mass, with the creation of the
imagination that draws out it’s inspiration from a
never finished store of forms that are carefully
sorted by both private and collective memory.
Like his teacher, Rudy Lehman, (1903-1977) and
his friend Avraham Ofek (1935-1990), Moshe Shek
respects highly the material and its qualities,
knowing there is no way to separate “knowing
the material” from the possibilities of expression
hidden in it.

This area has become through the years a
personal field of research in which archeology was
a catalyst for the move from clay and ceramics
to metal — bronze.?

In the ancient world, the phenomenon of
“translating” formms from one material to another
is well known. We recognize this phenomenon
when we feel the imposition on the material in
the passage from the original material to the new
one.!) Moshe Shek is very careful in this 1)
imposition, and the passage from ceramics to
bronze is accompanied by an interim stage, in
which the sculpture is processed in a different

way including changing of the structure and the
components of it.

His sculptures reminds us of imaginary animals,
but simultaneously we are able to recognize forms
that have nothing to do with the weirdest
creatures of nature. In some of his sculptures
Moshe Shek seems to be interested in examining
the relationships between geometric cylinder-like
and other container-like forms and in the “right”
integration between them. In the same way he
examines the relationship between the sculpture
as a container (not in the practical meaning of
the word, though) and its outer “total surface”.
While working, the artist elaborates his

statement, emphasizing the essence and giving up
the unimportant. He deals with sculptural values

and releases himself from obligations from any
subject per se.

Moshe Shek names his sculptures after animals,
and although the figures bring about zoological
associations, they are not in any way another
aspect of styled animal sculpturing. Their formal
resemblance to different animals, made in the
ancient eastern cultures like Loristan (1** century
B.C.) and others, is associational and there is
nothing but an indirect inspiration to be found in
them.

His work was born out of inquiring curiosity, out
of cultural involvement, internalizing of
substantial and formal values and identifying
with the place he lives in.

Knowing — having knowledge, information or insight
understanding and intelligence; well informed and
marked by capacity for further learning. (Webster
dictionary)
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