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Melech Berger

at Tel Aviv Museum of Art

This is a first museum exhibition for Melech Berger (b. 1926), who
has worked for decades outside the mainstream art world. His
oeuvre, comprised of hundreds of works from the mid-1970s to
the 2000s, all made from natural materials, convenes an encounter
with the artistic presence of the human touch, with values of labor
and laboring, and with a faith free of cynicism in human, civil and
political values.

The choice to view art created outside of standard artistic forms
is one possible reaction to the fierce tremor we areexperiencing,
a tremor that is shaking the world of art, too. It reflects a wish
to communicate the earth trembling under our feet and the
orders of the world that are changing before our eyes. Into this
unprecedented moment in which we are living today—when it
seems that nothing will return to the way it had been, when topics
that were obvious until a year ago now seem to belong to the old
order, when the very concept of a museum faces fundamental
question marks—into this moment enters the exhibition by Melech
Berger, who has worked outside of these conventions.

Facing this sense of uncertainty and sweeping doubt, Berger's
oeuvre offers an unexpected example of faithful art: art that is
committed to ideas, that undertakes without fear and with pathos
to convey a message.

The exhibition meets the Museum in its attempts to mark art's
political potential, not necessarily using the predictable modes,
and to locate an ideological agenda, not necessarily within the
predictable areas. It joins the Museum's cumulative process
regarding questions about art in these times: the nature of art, the
act of art, the artist.

Melech Berger was bornin 1926 in Czechoslovakia and emigrated,
aged three, with his family to Brazil, where they lived in one of the
farming communities established by the Baron Maurice de Hirsch
for Jews in Latin America. In his teens he became acquainted with
Communist ideas and was active in the local party, travelling
throughout Brazil. He was arrested and jailed for his Communist
activities and, once released, decided to emigrate to Israel. He
arrived in 1951 and lived on kibbutz Mefalsim, kibbutz Gaash and
kibbutz Yad Hanna; in 1960, he moved to Beer Sheva and worked
as a gardener. In the 1970s, Berger began creating art without
any training, motivated by a vision of art from natural materials
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that promotes the values of peace and equality, which he never
stopped harboring since becoming acquainted with the tenets of
Communism in his youth. Among the materials he uses are seeds,
twigs, tiny pebbles, bird feathers, palm tree bark, pulverized stones,
seashells and dried flowers. He does not buy commercial paints,
but rather produces pigment from pulverized stones or colored
sand mixed with PVA glue.

While Berger's work took place outside of the art world and of
art discourse, it nevertheless was never outside of the world itself:
being a political man finely attuned to injustice and inequality, he
is sensitive to the wrongs that took place and continue to take
place in Israel and abroad. In an era when art on the one hand
collapses under the burden of self-reflection while on the other
hand is inundated with demands to respond, represent, take a
stance or, quite the opposite—censor itself, Berger's work offers
another possibility of exegetic, verbal and manifest-bearing art.
Arms stretched out in Futuristic diagonals, clenched fists or a
white dove facing a fighter aircraft are a few of the images which
Berger charges with renewed vitality.

Melech Berger uses only natural materials and his work is
motivated by urgency and immediacy, as befits a man who
espouses the highest values: no less than peace, solidarity and
equality for all races, nations and genders. At the heart of his art
is a faith in nature's benevolence to humanity; in many senses,
his work is a harbinger of contemporary trends of environmental
and ecological awareness, a return to life close to nature and
especially an understanding of the urgent necessity to preserve
nature for humanity and for the planet.

The large-scale work Conditions for a Flourishing Humanity,
comprised of 36 parts, serves as a manifesto for Berger's work:
nature, culture and technology flourish side by side. Being a class-
conscious Communist who made a living as a manual laborer, he
appreciates the benefits of machines and technology’s ability to
improve people's quality of life—while rejecting the way Capitalism
has overtaken our lives. In its size and sweeping humanist
message, the work is reminiscent of similar realistsocialist murals
created during the mid-20th century in Latin America and the
Soviet Union as well as in dining halls in kibbutzim.

Curation: Ruth Direktor
Assistant Curator: Galit Landau Epstein
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