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Dan Reisner’s Sculptural Autobiography

Michal Ben-Naftali

1. “...When we wish to remember anything which we have seen, or heard,
or thought in our own minds”, says Socrates,“we hold the wax to the
perceptions and thoughts, and in that material receive the impression of
them as from the seal of a ring; and that we remember and know what
is imprinted as long as the image lasts; but when the image is effaced, or
cannot be taken, then we forget and do not know.”

Inscribing impressions in wax, etching in the soft material: memory,
in its Platonic definition, sculpts the consciousness and pours patterns
of meaning into the self. This auto-bio-graphical memory is, literally, the
writing-of-life, which seals together author and protagonist. This is the
starting point for Reisner’s sculptural autobiography, an ongoing project
of self-knowledge, committed to truth - not autobiographical truth in its
common meaning in narrative prose, spreading across linear time, but the
truth of the original, refracted accumulations that happen in flickers, devoid

of a narrative framework.

2. I tend to use this term, ‘accumulation,” when I wish to express an
unspecific, unrelievable emotional excess, a jumbled mass that has not yet
taken form inside me. I feel the mass, the subverting weight of the cast, the
unease it generates, as it sometimes drains like tears that do not abate, but
make it lighter, if only for a moment. Dan Reisner tells me in a conversation
that such an accumulation marks the beginning of his work process in
every sense, a process that is an interchange between internal states and

various states of matter, traversing the accumulation in the former sense by



2. From the poem
Clockwork Doll by
DAHLIA RABIKOWITZ

(trans.)
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using the vanishing-wax method. The original, boundless ‘accumulation’
is overcome by a specific object which thereby elaborates, illuminates,

perhaps redeems it.

3. A horde of sculptures fills the space: an armored turtle-man, his slow
movement suspended; a seated man, his hands extended forward, his calf
severed from his thigh and standing by itself on the ground as if risen
from the earth. With no foothold, his broad shoulders narrow and his body
becomes feminine. Two figures emerge from another man’s loins, their hips
joined, sharing a penis; the hips separate at the torso. They embrace, but
their consciousness is separate. Another figure hoists up its double, freeing
it from the laws of gravity. A man holds his head in his hands, stroking it
intimately and watching it closely as if an invisible crown has been removed
so that it could be included, for the first time, in the field of vision.
Reisner’s likeness is in all the sculptures, that same alternately whole
or punctured figure, scattered into a multitude of figures that might not
be connected but for the passion of the individual, of the very same body,
the very same expression, the very same coherent portrait. It is continually
struggling with itself, confronting impaired states of consciousness and
trying to hold on to them and to control his broken, flaccid parts, like a
puppet on a string that clings to its joints, which have been removed and
reassembled after having been denied their natural state. In light of the
tendency towards abstraction in sculpture following the Second World War,
which has made humankind faceless, Reisner’s consistently homocentric
stance stands. He does not deny the face completely and attempts to stabilize
states of weakness in which the damaged, crippled self holds on to its voids
“Like a bruised branch still clutched by a tendril.?” Despite the fantastic
anatomy, Reisner has created interweaving figures, cracking the stomach or
imbuing it with a fake pregnancy, eliminating limbs or relocating them, and
even though he endows certain limbs with power and an autonomous life
force, his work is restrained and lacks the pathos of explicit horror. Even if
the imagination of the viewers looking at his sculptures might sail towards a
long iconographic tradition of suffering, to the tortured faces of Giacometti,
Francis Bacon, or Picasso, the metamorphosis created by Reisner in his
self-portraits is not absolute, and his hybrids do not appear as monsters.

The otherness he produces, in part because of the miniature effect, creates
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Fault

22.2x18%20.9

a gap between the sculptor and his molded figure, which because of its tiny,
anti-monumental size is set far into the range of vision. It does not erase
his identity but rather undermines and decentralizes it under the canopy of
narcissism. From tragic Narcissus, who seeks his unattainable shadow, to
ridiculous Narcissus, who is punished for self-regard by losing the ability
to see with his own eyes, Reisner’s language rises from the relationships
between whole and broken parts, growth and amputation, completeness
and the void that infiltrates the shapes and takes an active role in forming

them.

4. What could that ancient, gloomy beginning, rooted in the smashing
of the idols, mean to me now, that forgotten, proto-historic scene in Ur,
mentioned in the later Talmudic literature but not in the Bible, between
Abraham and his father Therach, surrounded by anthropomorphic,
damaged idols? The story tells of Therach, father of Abraham, in whose
house idols were made for sale at the market. The son, in his parting with

the father, has already separated from the concrete idols that populate his



3. In his book Roland
Barthes, Par Roland
Barthes (Paris:

Seuil, 2015), Barthes
distinguishes between
reactive works he has
written, which were
induced by anger, fear,
paranoia, and various
defenses, and active
works, inspired by

pleasure.
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father’s world. But although he is about to embark on his journey, he not
only detaches himself but also prevents his father from living in his faith,
from preserving his world. The son feels obligated to remove the idols from
his father’s sight and to negate the very possibility of their existence in the
private or public realms. He leaves destruction in his wake and indirectly
recognizes the power and the comfort that the presence of the idols might
provide. The smashing of the idols means two things simultaneously: the
idol is powerful; the idol is powerless. The idol must be destroyed because
it is valuable. But because it is also of no value, as it represents nothing
that is real, it is fragile. Idols can be smashed. The scene of the smashing
will, unknowingly, lead to the sacrifice of Isaac. This fatal continuity binds
the sacrifice of the father’s idols to the willingness to kill the son and
to be ripped from the chain of generations in a cycle of substitutes in
which one fateful act of violence follows another. But what does it mean
to me today, this ancient rending from genealogy accompanied by casting
away the stone idols? From that moment on, there is no image, no mask,
no figure. There is only verbal fiction. We have gone from the ancient
sculptural tradition toward the abstract, to a world of signifiers that cannot

be redeemed by matter.

5. Reisner implores us to go back to the ancient material source of the
miniature idols, which we have never known growing up, save, circuitously,
for quick-to-disappear snowmen and sandcastles; childhood accretions
that live within us as powerful absences, playing an inscrutable role in the
imagination, like the bloated, hollow abdomens he often sculpts, vanished
masses that leave behind a longing for the forbidden fruit. He is asking
us to position his sculptures in our homes, to fill rooms with the physical
presence of wounded bodies, like old milestones, to sense them, to touch
them, to create object relationship with them, that due to their inherent
passivity, would always involve wishes, perceptions, needs, and ideas that
accumulate in us and then drain away, so that we can rediscover them
differently, surround them with various points-of-view, front and back,
follow a certain sequence, listen to the rising power of the series, move in
circles only to return to look at ourselves, recognize ourselves in them, tell a
story, perhaps, translate their muteness, hear them in a different language,

not predetermined; make them meaningful.

4. Reisner’s eclectic
style converses with
Dega’s bronze dancers,
with Rodin’s bronze
works, with Boccioni’s
figures’ movement in
space, but also with the
expressionistic quality in
the sculpture of Matisse,
who didn‘t believe in the
self-sufficiency of the
fragment and harnessed
the details to the
dominant rhythm of the
whole work, with this or
that note accented or

abstracted.
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6. Giacometti has said, in an autobiographical fragment, that out of the
desire to create from memory and not from a model, his sculptures became
smaller and smaller, because of the panic that gripped him. Torn between a
large figure that seemed unreal and a minute one that seemed unbearable,
he found a solution in those paradoxical figures, thin, elongated, almost

transparent, defiant but also as light as air.

7. Reisner’s sculptures are self-portraits, be they busts or full, naked bodies.
However, they are not mimetic or realistic portraits. If there is mimesis
here, it is aimed at the mental stance of the sculptor, at the affect, the inner,
real, invisible wound that is the core of a constantly renewed identity.? The
so-called ‘self-portrait’ represents and even intensifies a model rooted in
memory and imagination. This may be the impressionistic, or even surrealist
quintessence of mimesis, which does not reproduce recognizable forms but
rather the real inner sensibility as it is experienced or perceived through
self-reflection. Reisner's inescapable defamiliarization, which deletes details
of face and body and disrupts the realistic similarity to the original, is also
related to the classical and modernist ghosts quoted in his works, sculpted
human images he has seen and studies and treasured, whose presence is as
alive and as exacting as his own. Sculpting, like painting, is double-faced: it
demands knowing and not knowing. Thus, for example, Reisner’s beheaded
figure is innately accompanied by a glorious train of the famously headless,
such as Pentheus and Holofernes. The issue is not only the sculptors+ or
sculptural motifs that have influenced him but mainly the choice of bronze
as his material medium. Reisner adopts, perhaps in protest, a substance that
has become a concept, a substance that is opposed to the world it represents.
The exposed weakness is protected by a solid substance that freezes its
movement, blurs its impression, and provides it with a sort of armor. The
energy that the work requires, the strength of the arm that pries out of the
hidden form, are engaged to express reduction. The object imprisons the
spiritual essence of the self, but the solid fragility, the cracked massiveness,
the infirmity locked within the sculpture, all make it human. Perhaps this
is why you can bring Reisner’s sculptures into the home, to validate a solid
presence that would have been hard to bear if not for the ethical aesthetics

at its foundation.
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He Has The Upper Hand

Amalia Rosenblum

About ten years ago I acquired the sculpture Uplifting for someone who
had been close to me. I wished to remind him that he could persevere and
overcome the obstacles set in his way. Six months later we broke up, and he
left me the sculpture.

For nine years this naked guy stood in my bedroom, and later on in
my living room, but I always felt that his potential had not been realized. A
year ago I decided to move him to my clinic. I am a couple therapist, and
every day I spend many hours reminding people that their difficulties can
be surmounted. As soon as I'd brought the sculpture in, he felt at home,
although it took a while to find the right spot for him. At first, I placed him
opposite my seat, behind where the patients sit, near the tissue box. After a
few months, I had realized this wasn’t an optimal location. I could see him
but he was encouraging only me. So I moved him to a small bookcase and,
for a few months now, he had been standing where I can see him from the
corner of my eye, and the patients can stare at him when they need to take
a breather.

The patients saw him, naturally, but each one saw something different.
An older woman suffering from anxiety said, “How strange, he has four
arms.” Until that moment I hadn't realized it; even now when I look at him
I see two arms, but when I count them I come up with four.

A young patient, perceptive and artistic resolved the issue. “When I look
athim I always imagine him standing in the sea. Clearly, these are two pairs.
One is real and the other is a reflection,” she said. “They are joined.”

A couple coming out of therapy stood before him. The woman looked at

Uplifting
33.6x9.5%x22.8
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the sculpture, alarmed. “His head is cut off,” she exclaimed. The man said,
“He is letting things pass through him,” referring to the fact that the four
arms create a ring. And D., a young man, looked at him sadly and said, “He
has the upper hand.” I liked it, and I told D. I was going to write about this
sculpture, and I might use his association as a title.

D.’s reaction reminded me how often our feelings are located within the
body. There’s a reason why we often use the body as an explicit or implicit
metaphor to describe our amorphic mental state.

Basic emotional concepts like being ‘down’ or ‘up,” the notion of
someone’s head reeling, or her having a chip on her shoulder, or butterflies
in his stomach, or weak knees. Beauty can ‘dazzle’ us and when we argue we
go ‘head to head,” winning the argument is ‘having the upper hand,” and an
insult is ‘spit in the face.” Lakoff and Johnson have written about it, in the
1970s, in their important books, Metaphors we live by and Women, Fire and
Other Dangerous Things. A few decades before that Freud wrote “The ego
is first and foremost physical.”

There was something else about “He has the upper hand.” The
expressions I mentioned above are either about the state of the person
regarding himself, like ‘high’ and ‘down’. Others describe a relationship,
like ‘spit in the face’ and ‘head to head.’ To have the upper hand’ belongs to
the latter category. It describes the triumph of one person over another. And
perhaps that was what had moved me (another expression) and enlightened
me (another one of our basic metaphors - understanding equals, seeing or
shining a light) in D.’s choice.

When I purchased the sculpture I saw it, simplistically, as an image that
encourages the overcoming of obstacles. But D. clarified things when he
pointed out that this work of art is about scaling inner obstacles, a part of the
self that keeps attaching and hindering it. This is not a Romantic piece about
struggling with forces of nature or about the sublime. This man-sculpture
outdoes himself.

Perhaps I will remove him from the bookcase, after all, and place him

near the tissue box, facing me.
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Biographical Events

Dan Reisner (b. 1964, Haifa, Israel) is a sculptor, a multi-disciplinary artist
who specializes in outdoor sculpture in urban public and private spaces,
currently living and working in Tel Aviv, Israel.

So far, he has created fifteen permanent sculptures in Israel and around
the world. His sculptures are visually striking and space-conscious, merging
aesthetics and modern sensibilities. His style is characterized by a deep
awareness of the importance of space as a design element, and he conceives
his sculptures with the goal of adding value, beauty, and personality to their
particular environment.

Dan Reisner's works has been exhibited in major Israeli museums
and galleries, among them the Herzliya Art Museum, the Israel Museum
in Jerusalem and the Tel Aviv Museum. His work is in public and private

collections.

Education
1998-2000 Continuing education program, Bezalel Academy of Art and Design,
Jerusalem, Israel

1987-1991  Art Teachers’ College, Ramat Hasharon, Israel

Selected Public Works

2015 Encounter, Micha Garden, Ramat Aviv, Tel Aviv, Israel
2013 The Murmur of the Seas, Denmark Square, Haifa, Israel
2012 Tears and Consolations, Yad Labanim, Ramat Hasharon, Israel
2008 The Buddha of the Sacks, Lutz Ackerman’s Sculpture Garden,
Gaufelden Germany
2007 Andromeda, School of Social Work, University of Beer Sheva, Israel
2005 Time-Memory Wall, Yroni-Alef High School, Tel Aviv
2002 Open/Closed Space, Amal-11 High School, Petah Tikva, Israel
2001 A Tribute to an Allegorical Wedding, Discount Bank, Rishon Lezion, Israel
2000 Garden, Sculptures, Herzliya Museum of Contemporary Art, Herzliya, Israel

Selected Grants and Awards

2015 Artist-in-residence, Miinster, Germany

2008 Artist-in-residence, Lutz-Ackermann Foundation, Germany
1999 Artist-in-residence, Cité International des Arts, Paris, France
1997 The Creative Arts Award/Israeli Ministry of Education

1994 Grant from the America-Israel Cultural Foundation

1993 Young Artist Award/Israeli Ministry of Education

1991-93 Grant from the America-Israel Cultural Foundation

1990 Excellence Grant, Art Teachers’ College, Ramat Hasharon
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“Images of the Sun,“ the series of works featured in this catalogue, was

started in 2002. It is an ongoing series that functions as a personal diary.
The series exemplifies a unique creative approach developed by the artist,
called “from Impulse to Creation,“ which deals with the personal sources
of art and the relations between artistic representation and the experiences
of life. The process is based on the idea of life as a work of art that flows
from an unresolved inner source yet to be discovered, whose components
must be exposed at the conscious level, extracted, and brought before the
viewer. The discovery by the viewer is a source of inspiration and change.
This approach is also evident in questions related to the public realm -
how can a work of art meet the open challenge represented by the space and

the needs of the work's sponsor?
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