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In Her Industrial Tel Aviv Studio, Artist Zoya Cherkassky Paints ‘Like Crazy’ While Listening to
Talk Radio

Cherkassky's solo exhibition "The Arrival of Foreign Professionals” is currently on view at Fort Gansevoort, New York.
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Zoya Cherkassky, 2023. Photograph by Tony Wang. Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort.
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Ukrainian-born, Tel Aviv-based artist Zoya Cherkassky is what some might call a speed demon—she talks fast, works fast, and thinks
fast. In her new exhibition, “The Arrival of the Foreign Professionals (https:/www.fortgansevoort.com/exhibitions/zoya-cherkassky3),”

at New York’s Fort Gansevoort she brings this live-wire energy to a retelling of an often overlooked part of history—the arrival of
African diasporic communities in Europe, Israel, and the USSR from the 1930s to the present day.

In creating these recent works, Cherkassky combines historical research with her own memories and her own family story, creating
works that cross times and places, with nuance and humor. Cherkassky was born in Kyiv, Ukraine, and immigrated to Israel as a
teenager. Cherkassky’s husband is a Nigerian immigrant to Israel as well, with whom the artist has a daughter. These personal and
political realities meld together in her colorful, large-scale paintings.

The best of Artnet News in your inbox.
Sign up for our daily newsletter.

| CENTRE| P11
oo~ | el

| BEA'Q i‘
CAgR 'y

b

.

An in-progress image of Centre de Beauté (2022). Courtesy of the artist and Fort Ganesort.

In Arrival of Foreign Professionals (after Abram Cherkassky) (2022), the artist reinterprets a Socialist-realist style canvas made by her
famous great-granduncle Abram Cherkassky in 1932. The painting was made in an era when Black Americans, in the midst of the
Great Depression at home, were being encouraged to immigrate to the USSR, with the promise of a better life. Cherkassky’s painting
confronts the complex legacy of her relative’s composition—while hinting at the ongoing reality of such stories.

Cherkassky’s images are never didactic, instead depicting everyday scenes—a beauty parlor or a dorm-room party—with humor and
vivacity. These recent paintings—most dating to 2022—are among the largest Cherkassky has made and speak to her desire to
monumentalize the immigrant experience. She’s also turned to working in acrylic on paper—a medium that allows her the
momentum she desires.
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Recently, we spoke with Cherkassky about her studio life, from the easel she can’t do without to her studio’s unexpected installation
art.

Tell us about your studio. Where is it, how did you find it, what kind of space is it, etc.?

I've been in my studio for seven years, but I've been in this neighborhood forever. My studio is in an area of Tel Aviv with a lot of artist
studios called Kiryat Hamelacha. This is my third studio in this neighborhood—it’s been the last in Tel Aviv that was relatively cheap.
But it’s nice because my gallery in Tel Aviv is just next door as well.

Do you have studio assistants or other team members working with you? What do they do?
My assistant’s name is Tanya and we work together all the time. She does many technical things, including stretching canvases and
keeping order in the studio. And she helps with the works themselves.

Can you send us a picture of a work in progress in a way that you think will provide insight into your process?

An in-progress image of the painting Arrival of Foreign Professionals (after Abram Cherkassky) (2022). Courtesy of the artist
and Fort Gansevoort.

What materials do you enjoy working with the most, and why?

| use whatever | have on hand. When | do my small sketches, | always use whatever paper | have on my table. My bigger paintings are
often acrylic on paper. | was paintings with multiple figures and when you do it in oil, it’s very hard to move because it takes time to
dry. | thought | would make a Renaissance fresco-type of preparation, a drawing on paper and then | move the compositions to oil. |
did one, and then | did a second, and then | could not hold back to just black and white anymore and just kept working this way,
adding color. | really like the speed it allows me.

What kind of atmosphere do you prefer when you work? Is there anything you like to listen to/watch/read/look at etc. while in the
studio for inspiration or as ambient culture?
Tanya and | usually listen to something stupid—anything that does not distract my attention. | put on some dumb TV or radio show—



the stupidest talk show possible. When somebody’s coming to the studio | say, “Tanya, let’s turn it off since | don’t want them to think
we're idiots.”

Several of the paintings in the show reference photographs from your family, others seem drawn from real-life. How do you begin
your work?

| usually start with sketches, at times made from observation or the imagination. But | also use photos as a reference. | never work
directly from a photograph but they help me recall the pattern of a dress or the text on a street sign—those kinds of details. It's a
combination of references.
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Zoya Cherkassky, Party at the Dorms (2022). Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort.

Do you have a favorite work in the exhibition at Fort Gansevoort?

There is a painting, Party at the Dorms, that shows dancing in Soviet dorms. There was a university in Moscow that hosted students
from developing countries—these were supposed to be simple guys, but they were often the children of influential people. For us
girls, it was the only chance to meet someone from abroad and they seemed cool because they could have dollars—which were
forbidden. Sometimes there were parties like this one in the university dorms. My sister married a student from Jordan who she met
at one of these parties—so she was my consultant for this painting. | wanted to go, of course, but | was 14 at the time—too young so
my mother wouldn’t let me. But, still, there was the allure.

How do you know when an artwork you are working on is clicking? How do you know when an artwork you are working onis a
dud?

It's intuitive. | know a work is clicking when nothing is disturbing me anymore. Sometimes it happens that work dies, you know? Then |
just cut it in pieces and throw it out.
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Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort.

Is there anything in your studio that a visitor might find surprising?
For a previous project, | built a Soviet-style apartment in my studio. | needed it for my paintings so | collected stuff and then built it.
One of my collectors brought me some items from Moscow to make it seem more legitimate.

What'’s the last museum exhibition or gallery show you saw that really affected you and why?
| visited New York to see the Alex Katz show at the Guggenheim—I don’t think there will there be an exhibition of his work this big
again in my lifetime. | like Alex Katz because he’s not afraid to make huge paintings.

Do you have a most essential tool in your studio?
| have a very old easel that used to belong to my gallerist in Tel Aviv. It was his father’s and he used it to display paintings on it. | saw it
one day and | was like—I need that. It's a very good easel because it has a handle that goes from the ground up. | love it.

Is there a way you like to structure your day in the studio?
| arrive and then | paint like crazy.

“Zoya Cherkassky: The Arrival of Foreign Professionals (https:/www.fortgansevoort.com/exhibitions/zoya-
cherkassky3#tab:slideshow)” is on view at Fort Gansevoort New York through June 3, 2023.
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At the Jewish Museum, gut-wrenching drawings depict the terror of the Oct. 7 Hamas
attack on Israel

CULTURE

Twelve works from Israeli artist Zoya Cherkassky are on display 9o days after the events they depict.

"Simchat Torah" is part of the exhibit "7 October 2023" by Israeli artist Zoya Cherkassky, currently on display at The Jewish Museum. (Drawing by Zoya Cherkassky)

ADVERTISEMENT

By Julia Gergely January 5, 2024 1:11 pm

(New York Jewish Week) — A family of ashen, burned bodies sit around their kitchen table, their expressions frozen in terror — hands

pressed against gaping mouths, silently screaming. An elderly couple, hands bound in rope behind their backs, embraces as blood
pools around them and flames lick at their feet. A mother grips her son close to her chest as she looks over a pile of dead bodies.

These horrifying scenes are part of “7 October 2023,” a new exhibit of 12 drawings created by Israeli artist Zoya Cherkassky in
response to the Hamas attacks on that day. The colorful but violent and gut-wrenching works, which are now on view at the Jewish
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Museum on the Upper East Side, are inspired in part by Pablo Picasso’s renowned “Guernica,” which he painted to show the world the

violence and inhumanity during the Spanish Civil War.

“Museums exist to be custodians of world cultural heritage, and this kind of savagery and barbarism is the antithesis of that,” James
Snyder, who took over as the new director of the Jewish Museum last month, told the New York Jewish Week. “We need to speak out
against them and we need to do what we can to educate and engage.”
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An Israeli mother holds her son and looks at a mass of bodies in “Massacre of the Innocents.” (Drawing by Zoya Cherkassky)

When Hamas attacked Israel on Oct. 7, killing about 1,200 people and kidnapping around 240, Snyder said he immediately began
thinking about the unique responsibility that the Jewish Museum — and museums around the world — had to meet the moment.
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“I started thinking about how after World War I, Dadaism and surrealism were new vocabularies that got created coming out of the
chaos of that moment,” Snyder said. “We thought we could create a similar opportunity to show installations of work by artists at this

moment.”

“It’s cultural activism; it’s art activism,” he explained. “It’s not about the complex politics of what’s going on. It’s about artists

producing work in response to trauma and tragedy happening in the world.”

Cherkassky’s exhibit at the Jewish Museum, which will run until Feb. 19, is the first time her Oct. 7 drawings are being displayed in

public. Two months is an atypically fast turnaround time for museums, Snyder said, but the material was too important to wait.

Immediately after the terrorist attack, Snyder said that he and the museum’s curators began to develop an ongoing series to address

the attack and the subsequent war, and to provide “a forum for dialogue and reflection on the role of art and culture during these
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complex times,” according to a press release. In addition to art exhibitions, the museum is preparing public programs, a speaker series

and opportunities for staff to engage more deeply with the cultural ramifications of the conflict.

Cherkassky, who lives and works in Tel Aviv, began drawing the scenes that became “7 October 2023” just a few days after the Hamas
attacks in Israel. She had temporarily fled to a friend’s apartment in Berlin with her young daughter, bringing along the art supplies
she knew she would need to process the tragedy.

“When we got ready to leave home, I packed some drawing and art supplies because I knew something was going to come. In a
moment like this, you cannot think about anything else, so I knew I would be making art about it,” Cherkassky, who was unavailable

for an interview with the New York Jewish Week, told the Times of Israel in October.“I grabbed pencils, wax crayons, watercolors —

whatever. My whole [Tel Aviv] studio can’t fit in one bag, but it’s enough for me to do what I want.”

a]

The 11 x 17 drawings in “7 October 2023" are displayed in an all-black room. (Courtesy of The Jewish Museum)

The series is one of the first to be displayed under the helm of Snyder, who began his tenure in early November after four years as the

executive chairman of the Jerusalem Foundation and, before that, 22 years as the director of The Israel Museum in Jerusalem.

Snyder first worked with Cherkassky in 2018, when The Israel Museum exhibited her work “Pravda” (“Truth”), which depicted her
experience as an immigrant to Israel from the Soviet Union. And this isn’t her first time making wartime art: A native of Kyiv, she has
also been painting and drawing art in response to Russia’s invasion of Ukraine for nearly two years. In her series “Before and After”

Cherkassky juxtaposes art she made about her childhood in Ukraine with present-day scenes of the war-town country.

At the Jewish Museum, Cherkassky’s Oct. 7 artwork is like “bereshit,” said Snyder, using the Hebrew word for the first book of the

Torah, meaning “creation” or “genesis.” “It’s the day everything started,” he said.

“Museums are places of repose and reflection,” Snyder said. “We felt that as a place of education and engagement, we needed to shape
an action plan that would offer opportunities to educate our staff, to engage with our audience and with the public, and to provide
opportunities for artists to show work responding to the tragedy unfolding in the Middle East.”

The first guest in the Jewish Museum’s speaker series will be Israeli author Ruby Namdar, who will be in conversation with Snyder

about the cultural ramifications of the Israel-Hamas war in the diaspora on Feb 5. Talks with Cherkassky and Israeli artist Michal

Rovner are forthcoming this spring.

JEWISH STORIES MATTER, AND SO DOES YOUR SUPPORT.
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"Massacre of the Innocents," 2023 (© Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort,
New York.)

CULTURE

THE ISRAELI ARTIST WHO OFFENDS
EVERYONE

Long a fearless critic of Israel, Zoya Cherkassky-Nnadi has made wrenching portraits

of her nation’s suffering since October 7.

By Judith Shulevitz
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Updated at 11:36 a.m. E'T on October 6, 2024

You CAN’T WALK FAR in Tel Aviv without encountering a raw expression of Israel’s
national trauma on October 7. The streets are lined with posters of hostages, and
giant signs and graffiti demanding BRING THEM HOME. Making my way through
Florentin, a former slum that has become an artists’ neighborhood, to visit Zoya
Cherkassky-Nnadi, one of the most popular painters in Israel, I passed a mural of a
child being taken hostage. A Hamas terrorist in a green headband and balaclava
points a rifle at the child, who has his hands in the air. The boy is recognizable as a

version of the child in the famous photograph from the Warsaw Ghetto uprising in

1943. The artist first painted the mural in Milan, but images of October 7 are not
always well received outside Israel. In Milan, someone scrubbed the Jewish child out

of the picture.

Zoya—first name only, at least in the art world—also made drawings about October
7 that met with an unexpectedly hostile response abroad. Until then, Zoya’s
international reputation had been ascending. She was seen as a sharp critic and satirist
of Israeli society—Israel’s Hogarth, as it were. Like him, she sketches people whom
others overlook; like his, her portraits editorialize. Perhaps you assume

that overlooked means “Palestinian.” Zoya has made paintings about the plight of
Palestinians, but what really interests her are even less visible members of Israeli
society, such as African immigrants, and the invisible and stigmatized, such as sex

workers. Since her October 7 drawings were shown in New York, however, she has
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been accused of making propaganda for Israel. Similar charges have been leveled
against other prominent Israeli artists since the start of the Gaza war, but the

denunciation of Zoya was particularly public.

Zoya is an immigrant herself—born in Kyiv in 1976, when Ukraine was still part of
the Soviet Union—and she has spent her life in a kind of internal exile. In Kyiv, she
was a Jew. In Israel, she’s a goy (non-Jew), at least by rabbinic standards, because her
mother isn’t Jewish, by the same standards. (Zoya’s father was Jewish, and so was her
mother’s father.) She is married to an even more recent immigrant, Sunny Nnadi, who
comes from Nigeria. She used to vote for the far-left, Arab-majority political party
Hadash, but stopped when it, along with a coalition of similar parties, sided with
Vladimir Putin in Russia’s war on Ukraine. She has the word ATTITUDE tattooed on
her left forearm, in English. Her art tests the boundaries of the permissible. When
Zoya had a major solo show in 2018 at the Israel Museum, one of the country’s
preeminent institutions, the newspaper Haaretg noted the incongruity of the

museum’s embrace of Israel’s “eternal dissident.”

That exhibition, which was called “Pravda,” depicted Soviet and post-Soviet
immigrants struggling to acclimate to an unfriendly Israel. Two paintings, for
example, lampoon the rabbinic authorities who enforce religious law. Many of the
million or so new arrivals had never kept kosher or been circumcised, and roughly a
quarter of those weren’t considered Jews by Israel’s rabbinic establishment, usually
because their mothers, like Zoya’s, weren’t Jewish. A handful chose to undergo

Orthodox conversions.

That’s the backdrop for The Rabbis Deliguinm, which is set in the home of two young
Russian converts to Orthodox Judaism. The scene is only half fantastical. The man
wears a kippah and his wife’s hair is covered. Their baby’s head is also covered—by a
giant kippah. (In real life, infants do not wear kippahs.) A rabbi is inspecting their
kitchen to ascertain whether they are really keeping kosher; this kind of thing actually
occurs. He lifts the lid of a pot and finds himself face-to-face with a huge pig

snout. Deliguinm means a sudden loss of consciousness. We know what is going to

happen to the rabbi next.



The Rabbi’s Deliquium, 2016 (© Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Rosenfeld

Gallery, Tel Aviv.)

In the second painting, The Circumcision of Uncle Yasha, two ultra-Orthodox rabbis in

blood-splattered scrubs perform the operation in a pool-blue operating room. One
wields a pair of scissors while Uncle Yasha looks down at his penis in terror. The
other rabbi covers his face with a book labeled TORAH, as religious Jews sometimes
do with their prayer books, but in this case the gesture suggests a refusal to see. In the
corner of the operating room lies a kidney dish filled with blood. The scene evokes
the infamous anti-Semitic blood libel, in which Jews are said to drain the blood of a
Christian child to use in their Passover matzah. The show’s curator, Amitai
Mendelsohn, understates the allusion’s outrageousness when he calls it “slightly
unsettling” in the catalog. The painting is so sacrilegious, it’s funny—admittedly, it’s
also a Jewish in-joke that would probably work less well outside Israel, where a
mordant reference to a slander that resulted in the deaths of countless Jews might

well come across as simply distasteful.
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ZOYA’S OCTOBER 7 drawings are not funny at all. Days after the invasion, having
taken her terrified 8-year-old daughter to Berlin, Zoya began putting on paper the
scenes of horror that wouldn’t stop tormenting her. She first posted her drawings on
social media. Soon they were being projected onto the white facade of the Tel Aviv
Museum of Art from “Hostages Square,” the plaza in front of that building, which
has become a site for public art and protest about the kidnapped. The Jewish

Museum brought the drawings to New York, where Zoya occasioned a story in The

New York Times, among other outlets, not on account of her artwork, exactly, but

because she was heckled and did something unusual in response.

The incident occurred in February, and some of it was recorded on phones. Zoya and

the museum’s director, James Snyder, are about to have a conversation onstage when
young activists in black surgical masks stand up and begin to shout. As they are
hustled out, another group rises and yells from printed scripts: “As cultural workers,
as anti-Zionist Jews of conscience, as New York City residents, we implore you to
confront the reality of >—boos and cries of “Shut up” from the audience drown out
their words. Clearly, the Jewish Museum crowd is not on the side of the protesters.

Guards forcibly remove the second group of disrupters.

Suddenly, cheers erupt near the stage and Zoya comes into view, a large, long-haired,
makeup-free woman in a stretchy gray dress and black boots, sitting calmly, apparently
unfazed. You have to read the news accounts to learn what had just happened oft-

screen: Zoya had said, simply, “Fuck you.”

When more protesters had been escorted out and the drama had subsided, Zoya
caustically observed, “I am very, very happy that there are privileged young people

from privileged countries that can know how everybody in the world should act.”

The protesters had also given out flyers with an insulting caricature of “The Zionist
Artist at Work,” showing an artist in combat gear painting a missile. According to an
Instagram post by a group called Writers Against the War on Gaza, the activists
accused the Jewish Museum of participating in “violent Palestinian erasure” because
Zoya had failed to include the Palestinian victims of the Gaza war in the show. Zoya’s
immediate response to that charge was that she may yet make art about the
Palestinian victims. “Just because I have compassion for people in the kibbutz doesn’t

mean I don’t have compassion for people in Gaza,” she told the Tipes.
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Zoya has addressed Israeli cruelty toward Palestinians in the past. A 2016 painting
called The History of Violence shows a uniformed Israeli soldier guarding two
handcuffed men stripped down to their underwear, presumably Palestinians. Afzer
Pogrom (2023) portrays a couple and child in front of their burning home, an apparent

reference to the 2023 settler rampage in the Palestinian village of Huwara, in the West

Bank. It reworks a World War I1—era painting by Chagall, The Ukrainian Family, about

Jews in a similar situation, as if to say, Whos committing the pogroms now?
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After Pogrom, 2023 (© Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Rosenfeld Gallery,
Tel Aviv.)




Not everyone in the audience at the Jewish Museum opposed the protest. In an
article largely sympathetic to the activists, the online art magazine Hyperallergic quoted
an anonymous spectator saying that the audience’s hostile response to the protest was
“chilling.” Two months after the incident, Zoya posted the following on Instagram:
“The Central Committee of the CPSU”—the Communist Party of the Soviet Union

—“allowed more freedom of artistic expression than [the| contemporary art world.”

IN LATE MAY, I asked Zoya what she thought about the melee now, especially that
“Fuck you.” Every aspect of her appearance says I dont have time for this nonsense: her
single-color stretch dresses (she was wearing black that day), her Velcroed sandals, her
blunt bangs, her black rectangular glasses. We were at a printmaking studio in Jaffa
that had invited her to learn how to make monotype prints. The process involves
painting on a large piece of plastic, then taking an impression. She was turning a
painting of hers into a black-and-white version of itself, using broad, confident
strokes, and she didn’t stop as she answered my question. “I think this was exactly the

level of discussion appropriate for this situation,” she said.

Zoya’s series 7 October 2023 deserves a place in the canon of art about war. Twelve
small, meticulous drawings in pencil, marker, crayons, and watercolor form a
mournful martyrology. The backgrounds are flat black and the colors are somber,
except for violent reds and oranges that reappear in several works and sometimes
burst into red-orange flames. Zoya uses an easy-to-parse visual language, part grim
children’s-book illustration, part German Expressionism: You feel Max Beckmann,
one of her favorite artists, in the slashing lines, darkened hues, and unflinching yet
somehow religious representations of horror. “I’m quoting historical paintings that
depict suffering,” she told me. She wanted their help channeling the pain “so I’'m not

alone in this series.”

Zoya portrayed victims only; perpetrators are nowhere to be seen. With one
exception—a drawing of child hostages—she did not reproduce the faces of actual
people. Her figures are all sharp angles and outsize oval eyes. In a drawing about the
Nova music festival, where hundreds of Israeli concertgoers were killed, the sticklike
upper arms of the young people running from their murderers stretch out while their
forearms slant up toward heaven and their calves kick out behind them. The staccato
repetition of limbs and hands and toes turns the scene into a dance of death. Two
drawings do disturbing things with heads. In Massacre of the Innocents, based on the

Giotto fresco of the same name, murdered children lie heaped on the ground, and



you can count more heads than bodies (some bodies may be blocking our view of
others, but the effect is still eerie). In Zoya’s rendering of a rape victim lying face
down in blood, her head has turned too far to the side, like a broken doll’s, and her

empty eye sockets stare at the viewer.

ISRAELIS GAVE ME strange looks when they learned that I'd come all the way from
New York to write a profile of an artist. In the middle of a war? Maybe I was really
writing about the cultural boycott? That too, I said. Many Israelis in the arts and
academia dread the anti-Israel fury—or at least the fear of protest—that is making
curators, gallerists, arts programmers, publishers, university department heads, and
organizers of academic conferences loath to invite Israeli participants. Being shut out
of international venues is a constant topic. For two decades, the Palestinian-founded
Boycott, Divestment, Sanctions (BDS) movement and the Palestinian Campaign for
the Academic and Cultural Boycott of Israel have pressured cultural organizations

around the world to exclude Israelis, with mixed results.

But now the mission is succeeding. The Israeli visual artists I talked with feel that the
wortld turned on them in a day—on October 19, to be precise,

when Artforum published an open letter signed by 4,000 artists and intellectuals calling
for a cease-fire, an end to violence against civilians, and humanitarian aid for Gaza.
To the outrage of Israelis and many Jews elsewhere, the original version of the letter
failed to mention that Hamas’s atrocities had started the war—or to mention Hamas

at all.

A month before I arrived in late spring, Ruth Patir, the artist chosen to represent
Israel in the Venice Biennale, announced that her show would remain closed until
there was a cease-fire and the hostages were released. The message, relayed a day

before the press preview of the Israeli pavilion, was idealistic but also strategic: It had

become clear that protests would block Israel’s pavilion. I went to see Mira Lapidot,
the chief curator of the Tel Aviv Museum of Art, who helped hang the show in
Venice and participated in the decision to cancel it. She has deep reservations about
the way the war is being conducted, but she was shocked that people in the arts, of all
tields, would fail to recognize that “a person is not their government and not their
state, that people are multifaceted, have different views, that there is a place for

individuality. It is all completely just wiped out.”
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The Terrorist Attack at Nova Music Festival, 2023 (© Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the

artist and Fort Gansevoort, New York.)

No less unnerving than the cancellations are the opportunities that dematerialize: the
once-friendly museum director who no longer calls, the dance company that can’t
seem to book its usual tours. When I asked Israeli artists whether they had any
upcoming shows abroad, I found that if they said yes, very likely the show would be
in one of three places: a Jewish-owned gallery, a Jewish museum, or Germany, where
strict laws prohibit anti-Semitic activity. (In June, Germany’s federal intelligence
agency classified BDS as a “suspected extremist organization.”) Artists from abroad
are also staying away from Israel. Kobi Ben-Meir, the chief curator at the Haifa
Museum, told me that he used to be able to talk reluctant artists into showing their
work there; now, if they take his calls, they say Let’s talk in a year or so. “We are kind of
like in a ghetto right now, here and also internationally,” Maya Frenkel Tene, a curator

at the Rosenfeld Gallery, which represents Zoya in Israel, told me. “A Jewish ghetto.”

Zoya being Zoya, she waved off my questions about boycotts. Being boycotted is not
like having your home bombed, she said—and that, in turn, is not as bad as being in
Gaza, she added. Later, she told me that she wished boycotts were her problem. What
is your problem, then? I asked. “What to do to avoid the Holocaust,” she said. Did
she mean what would happen if Hamas or Hezbollah overran Israel? “It’s not only
Hamas and Hezbollah. The scariest part is what is happening within Israel,” she said,
“these crazy right-wing Israelis” who attack humanitarian aid convoys and terrorize

Palestinians in the West Bank.

Read: The new culture war in Israel

Zoya deplores the coalition governing her country, but about Gaza, she said, “I'm

jealous of people who know what is the right thing to do. I have no idea.” Like
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almost everyone I met in Israel, she wondered whether she and her family would have
to leave; she and Sunny have thought about going to his village in Nigeria, but

violence roils that country too.

Zoya’s dismissiveness notwithstanding, the boycotts are worrisome, and not just
because they seek to censor the art of an entire nation. Zoya’s work in particular is a
reminder of what would be lost. Her art offers the world a chance to learn about the
richly complicated reality underneath the schematic picture of Israel as a society of
oppressors and oppressed that is all too often disseminated by anti-Zionists. Zoya’s
art should not be defined by the October 7 series alone. She is prolific and protean,
and those drawings are not necessarily her best work. When she arrived on the Israeli
art scene in her early 20s, she was precociously sophisticated. Over the course of
nearly three decades, she has made unforgettable art about art and searing art about
society, and mastered a remarkable array of genres: manga, digital art, Jewish liturgical
texts, even Soviet Socialist Realism, whose greatest artists she is determined to rescue
from the trash heap of Western art history. “She can do anything and everything in
art,” Gideon Ofrat, a prominent historian of Israeli art, told me. “She does not repeat
herself. She always develops a new style and a new language, and everything she

touches is done expertly from a technical point of view.”

What unites Zoya’s eclectic body of work is her supremely jaded and very Soviet
sarcasm—and an empathy for her subjects that has deepened over the years. “It’s easy
to be ironic as an artist, but it is not easy to be funny,” Ben-Meir, the Haifa Museum
curator, said of Zoya. Stupidity or hypocrisy or ideological rigidity activates her inner
shock jock—in her art, and in person. These days she gets a lot of her comic material
from postcolonialist lingo. Once, as we were leaving her studio, a shrieking sound
came from somewhere in the building. What on earth is that? I asked. Wild parrots,
Zoya answered. Parrots were brought to Israel as pets but escaped and reproduced;
now they occupy all of Tel Aviv. “They are not indigenous to this land,” she

observed. “Genocidal settler parrots!”



WHEN THE 14-YEAR-OLD ZOYA learned in 1991 that her family had finally received
permission to move to Israel—as it happens, they left two weeks before the fall of
the Soviet Union—she was excited: She would finally have access to all the Western
culture forbidden to her, like music and art. Yet she had already been studying for
four years in one of the best art schools in the Soviet Union, a nation that offered
more rigorous training in the techniques of academic realism than any other country,
and when her teacher told her that art students in Israel didn’t master the same skills,
she cried. “I thought, I will never learn how fo draw,” she told me. She got into one of
the top Israeli high schools specializing in art and found that the students’
draftsmanship indeed lagged behind hers. She had her friends back home send her

their homework assighments and did them on her own.

Zoya belongs to a cohort of young émigrés from the former Soviet Union known as
the “1.5 generation,” the first set of child immigrants in Israel who didn’t assimilate
the way children usually do. The muscular sabra ideal never appealed to them; when
they grew up, they held on to their hybrid identity, Liza Rozovsky, a reporter

at Haaretz originally from Moscow, told me. The “Russians”—*“in Israel they did
become ‘Russian’ all of a sudden, even though most of them did not even come from
Russia,” she noted—had their own schools, their own theater and music-entrichment
classes. Missing their biscuits, cakes, and very nonkosher sausages, they opened
grocery stores that stocked Russian brands. The children were miserable at first: They
dressed wrong, ate funny-smelling sandwiches in school, and were bullied. Pride came
later, Rozovsky said. The teenage Zoya did fine. “I was in the art bubble,” she

explained. But she registered the unhappiness around her.

The Russians didn’t fit into the Western racial categories often used to classify Israelis
—white Ashkenazi overclass on the top; dark Mizrahi, or Middle Eastern, underclass
on the bottom—because they were white and Ashkenazi, yet rungs below better-
integrated Israelis socially; no one knew what to make of them. Whatever advanced
degrees and white-collar jobs they may have had in the Soviet Union, now they
worked as cleaning ladies and night guards. The run-down neighborhoods they
moved into had previously been the domain of the Mizrahi Jews, and the two low-
status groups engaged in a war of mutual condescension. The Mizrahim thought that

Russian men were pale and unmanly and that Russian women were all prostitutes.
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Zoya remembers Israeli boys taunting Russian girls by calling out “Five shekels



meaning five shekels for sex. For their part, the Russians considered the Mizrahim—

indeed, most Israelis—loud, uncultured boors.

Russians didn’t fit into the Israeli art world, either. In 1990s Israel, realism was
reactionary, passé. “It was embarrassing to know how to paint, but even more
embarrassing to know how to paint like a Russian,” Zoya said in a gallery talk in 2017.
Good artists—serious artists—made abstract, conceptual, intellectual pieces. Cultural
gatekeepers were Ashkenazi. There were almost no Russian gallery owners or
curators. Zoya studied at the HaMidrasha School of Art at Beit Berl College, known
as a home for avant-garde, nonrepresentational artists. The poststructuralist
curriculum annoyed her. She couldn’t make sense of subversive French thinkers such
as Georges Bataille and Jacques Lacan, because she wasn’t familiar with the discourses
they were subverting; that made her feel ashamed. To the great chagrin of her
mother, she never graduated. “I’'m not a philosopher, and I didn’t go study art

because I want philosophy,” she told me. “I like painting.”

Zoya didn’t become a painter right away. She made conceptual works whose point
seemed to be that they were amusing to make. An early collaboration with a classmate
involved flying to Scotland with a lightweight, human-size sculpture of a friend in
what looked like a body bag—U.K. customs officers were flummoxed—and then
taking the “friend” into the forest, where they posed him in various positions and
photographed him. Don’t ask what the point was: They were 19. “At this age, you

can’t really explain what the hell it means,” Zoya said.

Why would anyone turn one of the most despised
symbols of anti-Semitism into jewelry and display 1t
as if it were a Jewish treasure?

Her breakthrough came in 2002 with a solo show called “Collectio Judaica.” It was
the product of a great deal more thought and care. Like “Pravda” 15 years later, it
would probably not do well outside Israel; its attitude toward Jewishness is even more

open to misinterpretation.

The show mostly consisted of Jewish objects, all perfectly designed and executed by
Zoya. But it was not a simple celebration of Jewish material culture. Some of the
items were traditional: a Passover Haggadah, two porcelain seder-plate sets, and four

mizrach gouache paintings (a mizrach hangs on the eastern wall of an observant



Jewish home in order to orient prayer). But other fabrications were, well, sui generis.
In the gallery window lay three brooches, all 18-karat-gold replicas of the yellow cloth
Star of David that the Nazis made Jews wear, complete with the word JUDE in the
middle. A Tel Aviv council member in the pro-settler National Religious Party heard

about the show and demanded that the mayor and Israel’s attorney general close it.

Her effort failed. The show was a hit.

Why would anyone turn one of the most despised symbols of anti-Semitism into
jewelry and display it as if it were a Jewish treasure? The seemingly bizarre
undertaking encapsulated the fundamental gesture of the show. “I think this is the
most important work Zoya did ever,” Zaki Rosenfeld, her gallerist in Israel, told me.
(Since 2019, Zoya has also been represented by the Fort Gansevoort gallery, in New
York.) Zoya was erasing the line between the sacred and the vile, the Jewish artifact
and the anti-Semitic image, then polishing the resulting monstrosities to a very high

shine.

The inspiration for “Collectio Judaica” came from a mug in the shape of a hooked-
nosed Jew, which Zoya found in an antiques store in Tel Aviv. “I asked the seller,
‘How much is the anti-Semitic cup?’” she told me. “And he said, “‘Why do you think
it’s anti-Semitic?’ For me it was obvious it’s anti-Semitic. And I said, ‘Maybe this is
how he sees himself.” “Collectio Judaica” was in essence an homage to distorted
Jewish self-perceptions, an aestheticizing of their masochistic attractions. As Zoya
later put it, she wanted to show “how Jews see themselves through the anti-Semitic

gaze.”

The objects are mesmerizing, Take the Passover Haggadah. Zoya, who knew virtually
nothing about Jewish liturgy, wrote it herself, by hand, in a Hebrew font she invented
that looks remarkably authentic. She then illuminated it in a style that combines
medieval art and Russian Constructivism, tossing in a few references to Tetris, a
computer game invented in the Soviet Union. Many of the illustrations portrayed
rabbis with the bodies of birds. This was an allusion to a famous 14th-century
Haggadah, the Birds” Head Haggadah, which sidestepped the medieval Jewish
aversion to representing the human face by replacing Jews’ heads with those of birds.
But Zoya reversed the order and attached birds’ bodies to Jewish faces, thereby

invoking an old anti-Semitic trope in which Jews were portrayed as ravens.



Animal faces in the mizrach gouache paintings were based on a late-19th-century

anti-Semitic German postcard depicting Jews as animals, according to the scholar

Liliya Dashevski. The panels of another exquisite object, an East Asian—style folding

screen, featured paintings of Orthodox Jewish men whose coattails flip outward like
birds’ tails. Dashevski speculated that Zoya was playing on a secular-Israeli slur for
Hasidic Jews, “penguins.”” And then there were the seder plates. In their center, Zoya
drew Gorey-esque little boys, one trussed in rope, the other naked and chubby like a
Renaissance putto. Around them she delicately splattered red paint, like drops of
blood. Did the bound children merely refer to the killing of the firstborn, part of the
story of Passover, and did the drops of blood allude to the red wine dribbled by
seder participants onto the plate to indicate their sorrow at Egyptian suffering? Or

was she invoking the blood libel? Yes and yes. The objects held layers of meaning.

Gideon Ofrat, the art historian, was enchanted by “Collectio Judaica.” “This
surprising, shocking, satirical anti-Semitism. It was breathtaking, It was very daring,”
he told me. He bought a pillow—*“perfectly done”—embroidered with the portrait of
a big-nosed old man with a sack over his shoulder, a depiction of the Wandering Jew,
another anti-Semitic trope. The Jewish Museum in New York now owns the

Haggadah and a seder-plate set.

ZOYA’S CAREER as a high-concept prankster thrived, but toward the end of the
aughts, she decided to do something really radical: learn to paint life again. The push
came from a mentor she acquired during a stint in Berlin, Avdey Ter-Oganyan, a
charismatic and transgressive Russian “action,” or performance, artist with a fiery
disdain for art-world norms. He encouraged Zoya to shed her intellectualism and

recommit herself to seeing.


https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501674.2021.1952028
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13501674.2021.1952028

First Money, 2021 (© Zoya Cherkassky. Courtesy of the artist and Fort Gansevoort, New
York.)

But that would take practice. So Zoya went back to Israel and identified four female
artists from the former Soviet Union who were eager to get out of the studio. The
five of them went to the rougher neighborhoods of Tel Aviv, such as Neve Sha’anan,
where many foreign workers and refugees live, and set up their easels. People stopped
to chat or comment on their paintings; some posed for portraits. After a while, the
women decided to call themselves the New Barbizon, a tribute to the 19th-century
French painters who rebelled against the claustrophobic conventions of the French
Academy and painted landscapes ex plein air. Zoya got her husband, Sunny, who is a
truck driver, to drive a “Barbizon mobile” so they could transport big canvases all

over Israel. Eventually they traveled as far as Leipzig, Moscow, Paris, and London.

The New Barbizon painters were serious about painting, but their adventures had a
certain performativity about them. As Zoya put it, they were trolling, Their target was
the art establishment, which still turned up its nose at their old-school realism. At a
big art fair in Tel Aviv called Fresh Paint, in 2011, they sat right outside the fair on
portable chairs. They put up sighs—one of them read ARTIST WITH DIPLOMA—and

drew the people waiting in line for 50 shekels a pop.



Within a few years, New Barbizon had become a phenomenon. (People in the art
world “love being trolled,” Zoya said.) Collectors began buying the women’s work.

The New Barbizon artists had many shows, as a group and individually; they still do.

With Zoya’s 2018 solo show at the Isracl Museum, she came full circle. “Pravda” was

one of the first major cultural events to reflect the Russian Israeli experience. The
labels were in Russian as well as in Hebrew and English, which was unheard-of. As
usual, Zoya trafficked in stereotype, counting on style—exaggerated cartoonishness, a
hint of the grotesque—to communicate a spirit of satire. After all, stereotypes are a
key part of the immigrant experience, the lens through which newcomers see and are
seen. Hence the obtuse rabbis, the cowering Uncle Yasha, and, in Alkyah of the 1990,
the naked Russian woman, presumably a prostitute, presenting herself doggy-style.

In Irzik, a swarthy Mizrahi falafel-store owner grabs a blond Russian waitress and
tries to kiss her. Unsurprisingly, some Mizrahi Jews accused Zoya of racism. Zoya
rejects the charge. It’s a “commentary on racism,” she said, not what she thinks of

Mizrahim. “Some people get it; some people don’t get it. What can I do?”

“We rushed to the show,” Rozovsky of Haaretz told me. She recognized every scene
in every painting: Zoya had painted her life. Rozovsky and a friend took a selfie in
tront of The Circumucision of Uncle Yasha, planting themselves on either side of his
penis. “It was us! We were here! Not in some small Russian cultural center but in a

museum.”

ONE AFTERNOON during my visit, I got to see Zoya’s goofy side, because Natalia
Zourabova dropped by. In addition to being a New Barbizon painter, she is Zoya’s
best friend, and together they’re like “two snakes in conversation,” Zoya said. “If
someone ever publishes our WhatsApp, we’re dead.” The two of them (Zoya doing
most of the talking) told me about performance pieces they’d dreamed up—just for
fun, not to actually stage. One would parody this year’s Met Gala, which hundreds of
protesters tried to overrun; the police stopped them a few blocks away. The women
would play celebrities, dressing up in outfits made of shiny thermal blankets, and be
carried dramatically up a staircase—it would invoke the entrance to the Met—on the
shoulders of some strong men. Then they’d dash back down the stairs and play pro-
Palestinian activists, protesting themselves in their role as celebrities indifferent to
genocide. Maybe they’d ask Sunny and his mover friends to do the carrying, Zoya
added, because, being African, they would insulate the women’s celebrity characters

from criticism: “They are Indigenous to a far place.”


https://rg.co.il/exhibition/pravda/

Netanyahu’s formation of a far-right government in
2022 made left-leaning artists like Zoya feel even
more cut off from mainstream Israeli society.

Indigenouns 1s a word always lurking in Zoya’s mind, waiting to be worked into a dark
joke. It means “inhabiting a land before colonizers came,” and is precisely what
Jewish Israelis are accused of not being—they’re allegedly the colonizers. (Those who
dispute this claim counter that Jews have lived continuously on the land that is Israel
and Palestine for thousands of years.) Hence, many Israelis hear Indigenous as the
prelude to a demand: “Go back to where you came from.” But where is that? Zoya,
whose paternal great-grandparents were shot during the two-day slaughter of 33,771
Jews at Babi Yar, outside Kyiv, has an answer. It takes the form of a brazenly tasteless
sketch of her and Sunny. He’s decked out like a Tintin caricature of a cannibal, in
bones and a grass skirt. Zoya wears the striped pajamas of a concentration-camp
inmate. You have to read these portraits as hieroglyphics: Sunny = “Indigenous,”
Zoya = “Auschwitz,” and together they’re “the Indigenous of Auschwitz.” Think of

it as another “Fuck you.”

Brash as she was, I was talking with a more subdued Zoya, she told me. The past four
years have been hard. The loneliness of COVID brought a new tenderness to her
work. During the pandemic, she did two online exhibitions for her New York gallery.
“Lost Time” (2020) sketched historical scenes of Jewish life during periods of plague
in a sweetly schmaltzy idiom that reminds me of the kitsch my parents used to hang
on their walls. “Women Who Work™ (2021) rendered the lives of sex workers, naked
and numb and subject to violence, in a tone that is sorrowful but allows them their
dignity and fleeting moments of intimacy. After the pandemic, she mounted “The
Arrival of Foreign Professionals” (2023), oil paintings that tell tales from the African
diaspora in Israel and Europe. Another show included fond portraits of her
husband’s family and others from his hometown in Nigeria, Ngwo, where Sunny and

Zoya now have a house.

The war in Ukraine put Zoya at a new remove from her past and her family, many of
whom still live in the country. Recent paintings of her old Kyiv neighborhood show
Russian tanks rolling through the streets. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
formation of a far-right government in 2022 made left-leaning artists like Zoya feel
even more cut off from mainstream Israeli society. Since then, they’ve come to feel

that they’ve been cast out of the community of nations.



From the January/February 2024 issue: Zombie history stalks Ukraine

Zoya shares the national anguish about the hostages, grieving for them as if they were
relatives. One day, she told me, she went to a park with friends, and they saw a typical
Israeli family—*“you know, the grandpa that is telling jokes,” and his three children
and their children. It was, she said, “a very nice family that reminds you of the
kibbutznik type of family” (The majority of the October 7 attacks were on
kibbutzim in the south of Israel.) Zoya and her friends had looked at the family and
said to one another, “This could be the family of the kidnapped. We look at them,
and we’re like—"" She broke off her sentence and, putting her head in her hands,

started to cry.

It dumbfounded me, the crumbling of the invincible Zoya. But I was finding the
same despair everywhere I went. “You are not even allowed to talk about it,” she
continued, weeping, because each time the response would be the same: ““Look what
you are doing in Gaza. You cannot cry for what happened to you.”” I felt I could
almost hear hecklers, transmogrified into spectral figures in Zoya’s head, snarling at

Israel’s pain.

And then Zoya, who had so laboriously retrained herself to look, implied that the act
of seeing itself had become unbearable—not always, but sometimes. Seeing pictures
of beautiful young people on Facebook, she said, she couldn’t stand their beauty,
because the images were likely to have been posted to commemorate those who had
been killed at the Nova festival. Even seeing “your children”—her child—was

distressing, “because you imagine things.”

Zoya was still painting, of course, but her subject at the moment was, mostly, life in
Germany, past and present, based on wry sketches she had made over the course of
many visits. (Occasionally, the news was so terrible that she had to react, as when
Hamas murdered six hostages at the end of August and she made a sketch of one of
them, Hersh Goldberg-Polin, and posted it on Instagram.) She told me she had
chosen Germany because she had a show coming up in Leipzig, but I thought that
maybe she also had to avert her eyes from her immediate surroundings. If so, Zoya
can’t be the only artist in that situation. All over the region, the present is hard to look

at, and the future is ever harder to imagine.


https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2024/01/forgottenness-tanja-maljartschuk-book-ukraine/676146/
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Anti-Zionist Protesters Crash Event at NYC’s
Jewish Museum

The group of mostly Jewish activists called Israeli artist Zoya Cherkassky’s
paintings related to the Hamas attack “imperial propaganda” that serves to
“manufacture consent for genocide.”

@ Elaine Velie February 13, 2024
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Artist Zoya Cherkassky can be heard saying “fuck you” after the second round of activists disrupt the talk. (video Elaine
Velie/Hyperallergic)

A group of 17 anti-Zionist protesters disrupted an artist talk at the Upper East Side’s Jewish
Museum last night, February 12. The conversation featured Director James S. Snyder and Israeli

artist Zoya Cherkassky, whose current exhibition 7 October 2023 depicts the immediate aftermath
of the Hamas attack last fall. In four waves, the majority-Jewish activists rose from their seats at
the sold-out event and recited from a script that derided Cherkassky’s show as “imperial

propaganda” that serves to “manufacture consent for genocide,” among other claims.

“As cultural workers, as anti-Zionist Jews of conscience, as New York City residents, we implore
you to confront the reality,” a group of organizers began to chant before a member of the
museum’s security team attempted to snatch the script away, ripping the paper.

The activists were quickly removed by security staff and one onsite police officer, and the
protesters’ speeches were stifled with boos and shouts of “shut up” from the crowd. Cherkassky
yelled “fuck you” from the stage and an audience member attempted to grab the script from a
protester’s hand; another screamed “antisemite.” A different attendee yelled “long live Israel” in
Hebrew, eliciting a round of applause. The activists intended to distribute leaflets, but were only
able to hand out a few given the rapid security response.

The Jewish Museum and Cherkassky have not responded to Hyperallergic‘s immediate requests

for comment.


https://thejewishmuseum.org/calendar/events/2024/02/12/directors-talk-james-s-snyder-in-conversation-with-zoya-cherkassky-021224

Installation view of Zoya Cherkassky’s exhibition 7 October 2023 at the Jewish Museum (photo Elaine Velie/Hyperallergic)

Cherkassky’s 14-painting show 7 October 2023, which went on view in December and will
remain in the museum’s permanent collection hall through March, is void of a single depiction of
Palestinians. The exhibition’s introductory and wall texts make no mention of Israel’s ongoing

bombardment of Gaza, which has killed more than 28,000 Palestinians after Hamas’s attack in

which approximately 695 Israeli civilians were killed.

As the activists noted in their speeches, Israel bombed the Rafah refugee camp the night before
the talk, killing at least 67 people in a move that drew international backlash.

“To me, it’s a pro-war show,” writer and former Jewish Museum staff member Max Levin, who
was present at the talk and said that he resigned in January in protest of the exhibition, told

Hyperallergic. “It’s trying to stir up revenge and retaliation.”

Cherkassky’s series features graphic scenes, some presented in the style of famous art historical
works, including one image that mimics Picasso’s “Guernica” (1937), the Franco-era artwork

that shows the aftermath of a bombing campaign in Spain’s Basque region.
The former worker called the show’s employment of art history “appalling.”

“The use of ‘Guernica,” which is an anti-war painting that shows the devastation of aerial

bombardment — the aerial bombardment is happening in Gaza,” he said.


https://www.aljazeera.com/news/liveblog/2024/2/13/israels-war-on-gaza-live-jordans-king-urges-ceasefire-in-biden-meeting#:~:text=Jordan's%20King%20Abdullah%20II%20tells,68%2C146%20others%20since%20October%207.
https://www.france24.com/en/live-news/20231215-israel-social-security-data-reveals-true-picture-of-oct-7-deaths
https://www.nytimes.com/2024/02/12/world/middleeast/rafah-bombing-hostage-rescue-gaza.html
https://www.museoreinasofia.es/coleccion/obra/guernica

Museum security removes protesters as an audience member attempts to remove the script from an activist's hand. (video courtesy
Max Levin)




Cherkasshy and Snyder continued the hour-long talk despite the four disruptions, discussing the
artist’s background and artistic process. After the second round of activists were removed from
the small auditorium, the director noted that there were now six empty seats in the packed lecture
hall and remarked, “Anyone else?”” The comment roused laughter from the crowd.

One attendee, a 32-year-old museum worker living in Bedstuy who asked to stay anonymous,
told Hyperallergic that they found the crowd’s response “chilling.”

“I don’t have much hope for these people, but I do hope that they have Palestine on their minds
tonight,” they said. “And I hope that it haunts them.”

The protesters’ flyers featured a satirical cartoon of an artist painting a missile, an artwork
described as a “response to the propaganda now on display at the Jewish Museum.” A bullet-point
list of Israel’s attacks on Palestinians was printed on the back of the document and included the
current tally of people who have been killed and displaced in Gaza.

“[The Jewish Museum’s] curatorial choices aim to legitimize Zionist murder, ethnic cleansing,

and the destruction of Palestinian society and infrastructure,” read a text on the leaflet.

By suppressing the voices of Palestinians and obfuscating the

brutal reality of “Israel’s” 75-year-long occupation of Palestine,
the Jewish Museum propagates the Zionist tropes and IOF pro-
paganda upon which the current genocide of Palestinians hinges.

+ In the past three months, “Israel” has murdered more than
28,337 Palestinians—including 12,100 children.!
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A cartoon titled “The Zionist Artist at Work” (2024) was printed on the protesters’ flyer.



The beginning of the talk between James S. Snyder and Zoya Cherkassky, before the disruptions. (photo Elaine Velie/Hyperallergic)




The first round of activists (photo Elaine Velie/Hyperallergic)
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ARTS & LETTERS

Zoya Cherkassky, Hero-Tyrant

An interview with ‘Israel’s eternal dissident’ on her New York exhibition

BY FRANCES BRENT

SEPTEMBER 18, 2023

In May, when I interviewed Zoya Cherkassky over Zoom, rockets were being
launched at Israel from the Gaza Strip. “We’re having bombings today,” was the
first thing the Ukrainian-born Israeli artist said to me, nonchalantly. “So, if
there’s an alarm, I’ll have to run to the shelter. But I hope it will be fine.”

The missile fire, in fact, afforded no problem, though it was fitting backdrop for
the fireworks often aroused by Zoya, whom Haaretz called “Israel’s eternal
dissident.” Her recent show, The Arrival of Foreign Professionals, which ran from
April 8 through June 3 at the Fort Gansevoort Gallery in New York, is
combative and tender, humorous and accusative, piercingly observant and
masterfully composed. The exhibit, composed of scenes from the African
diaspora in Europe, Israel, and the former Soviet Union, has its origins in her
own life as the wife of a Nigerian Israeli and the mother of their mixed-race
child. Her husband, Sunny Nnadi, who came as a labor immigrant and recently
attained Israeli citizenship, is memorialized in one of the exhibition paintings,
“My Family at the Immigration Office,” which shows husband, wife, and toddler,
exhausted and anxious, in a government office decorated with a string of cheap
Israeli flags and an orange-colored sticker dispenser that says “Take a Ticket.”
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In previous shows, Zoya chronicled her childhood during the glasnost era in
Kyiv and her early years in Israel, where she moved with her family when she
was 14, two weeks before the collapse of the Soviet Union. A well-known
painting of hers, “New Victims,” shows their 1991 arrival, dressed in layers of
Soviet winter clothing as they disembark from an EI Al airplane. In a small
series, “Lost Time,” dating from the beginning of the pandemic, she reimagined
prewar Eastern European Jewish life as an analog to the deadly coronavirus. At
the start of the war in Ukraine, she began to pair old compositions of her Soviet
childhood with newly imagined ones, demonstrating how the Russian invasion
of Ukraine had violated the intimate memories of her childhood. For instance,
in the “before” version, a child (Zoya) stands by the window of her family’s Kyiv
apartment and looks out at a snowy dark sky as someone familiar waves to her.
In the newer version, a child stands in a similar pose by a similar window and

looks out at military vehicles and fire blazing from a building across the road.

Since memory and group memory play such an important role in Zoya’s work, I
wanted to ask about her family’s life and history in Ukraine. Both of her parents
were professionals; her father was an architect and her mother an engineer. She
told me that her grandparents came from three different cities—Odessa, Kyiv,
and Vinnytsia—and family members survived the Second World War because
they were evacuated. One of her grandmothers went to Tajikistan and the other
was sent to what Zoya called “the far, far East, almost China.” Her mother’s
father was a soldier in the Red Army, discharged after an injury left him without
movement in his fingers. Her father’s father was an architect for military
factories. One set of great-grandparents was too old to evacuate and they were
killed at Babyn Yar. Zoya, who is far from sentimental, said abruptly “and this is
what happened,” and then half-finished the sentence, “but it’s such an awful way

»

Her paternal grandfather, the architect, was a party member, like his brother, the
socialist realist painter Abram Cherkassky, whose 1932 painting “Arrival of



Foreign Professionals” was the impetus for Zoya’s recent painting of the same
title and provided the name for her show. The figures in Abram Cherkassky’s
composition are painted with the same color palette and have the same
sculpturally elongated qualities you see in American WPA public art of the same
period. His painting is mural-size, roughly 6 feet by 6 feet. A small photo of it,
at the Fort Gansevoort Gallery, showed a happy Soviet family as they entertain
cheerful, dark-skinned guests. The ruddy hostess offers a bowl of fruit, while the
tall Black visitor affectionately lifts a young Soviet child high in the air. Outside
the window, lush foliage blooms abundantly and industrial smoke billows from
factory chimneys. The painting is both an idyll of international brotherhood
and a relic of the time of the Potemkin villages, when the Soviets invited
Africans and African Americans with industrial skills to help “build the future,”
while concealing the catastrophe of mass starvation caused by collectivization.
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Zoya hadn’t known about this particular painting by her great-uncle until
someone sent her a link to it on Facebook. When she saw it she said, “that’s my
family.” What she meant was that her husband in Israel was living in a reverse
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universe from the one depicted in the idyll. As she said to me, “African workers
don’t come to Europe or Israel to have good jobs. Usually they have the worst
jobs.” In the Soviet Union, in that unsustainable moment during the early 1930s,
it was the opposite, they were welcomed and privileged.

About two months before the war in Ukraine, Abram Cherkassky’s painting was
part of an exhibition in Kyiv and Zoya flew out to view it. She explained, “It was
important for me to see it in real life. Because it’s a chromatic surface, it’s hard
to make a good photo. But this whole new show is based on images I'd been
collecting since I met my husband. Once in a while [ made a drawing or painting
relating to it and I knew that one day it would be a show. I was just waiting for
the right moment. Seeing the painting by my great-uncle gave me a push to
bring it all together.”

In Zoya’s reinterpretation of her great-uncle’s painting, the composition is
looser and lighter. She shows more humor, giving the Soviet host a bushy
moustache and whimsically embroidered shirt. Even though the faces seem
hastily drawn as in cartoons, the eyes are extremely expressive. When I pointed
out that the themes of the show, the failures of colonialism and the cruelties of
racism, are troubling but her work is structurally expert and often beautiful, she
answered, “Before everything else, I'm a painter. And when I do a painting I'm
purposeful that it is painting. But I have this realistic subject, so, of course
there’s also the storytelling part of it which can be dark or more tough, you
know, sometimes.”

I mentioned how her shows not only tell stories but actually seem like fully
conceived graphic novels.



“Often people ask me if I'm interested in comics,” she said. “There were no
comics in the Soviet Union but there was a huge culture of cartoons, in which an
image tells everything in one picture. I was really a fan of those things. There
were two magazines, Crocodile (in Russian, Krokodil) and Pepper (in Ukrainian,
Perets). 1 was buying both of them and, of course, I'm influenced. This is what
my paintings are, they are storytelling, everything brought together, into a
single image. Usually, the title is important, too. That’s how those cartoons were:
the image with the title underneath it. This is the reason I include the writing on
the front of my paintings.”

I asked about Art Spiegelman and she said, “Yes, of course. I love his work and I
have his books but I think my most important influences happened when I was
in the Soviet Union,” she said. “I think I’'m sort of a Soviet painter. When I came
to Israel I didn’t know about the existence of contemporary art or things like
that and I was curious, I was very open. After all, [ was 14, so everything new
was interesting to me. But I think the core, until now, is the art school in Kyiv.”

I wondered what she took away from socialist realism, so often denigrated in
the West. “You know,” she said, “it has millions of faces, this socialist realism.
The stigma about it came from the portraits of Stalin and party leaders, but it’s
not really like that—there are many different streams in socialist realism, some
of them are very interesting. The most important influence of my Soviet art
school was that Soviet art is about storytelling. This is what we were taught to
do. We had tasks, like compositions, you know, ‘Tell us what you did during the

summer.”

When I asked if one part of the process—sketching or painting—was more
satisfying than the other, she answered: “It’s hard to compare because they’re
different and different types of pleasure. But both of them are pleasures. Yes, it’s
like asking what is better, food or sex?”



I went on to ask what the drawing process provided.

“First of all, my paintings are large and I cannot approach them directly,” she
replied. “I also do a lot of multifigured compositions so when I do drawings I
call it detangled because I have to place all the people; let’s say I have seven
people, I have to place them in a way that they form a good choreography
together. So, I find that in drawing and when it’s ‘detangled’ I can transfer it into

color.”

“So, when you make that transfer, the color becomes a more important aspect
for you?”

“I think the color is very intuitive for me. Usually, it depends on the place I'm
painting. When I paint the Soviet Union, for instance, it will be one scale of
colors and when I paint Nigeria it will be something totally different. So,
usually, the place dictates the colors.”

I asked her to talk about “Party at the Dorms,” one of my favorite paintings in
the exhibit, which shows African students and Soviet college girls in a
dormitory for international students. The African students, most probably from
privileged backgrounds, are dressed in old-fashioned collared shirts and
sleeveless sweaters. To the girls, they must have seemed exotic and dignified,
much like the figures in Abram Cherkassky’s painting. The narrative scene is
anchored with 1980s details that Zoya has lovingly documented. The Soviet-era
armoire or movable closet, the turntable for a stereo system, girls dressed in
Adidas-knockoff racing pants, leopard paw prints, and vintage party dresses



with lace tights—all the paraphernalia marking the end of the Soviet era. But at
the center you see the “foreign professionals” who are making the party fun.

“It’s my favorite, too,” Zoya said. “It’s not my memory, but my older sister’s, she
went to the university in Kyiv. Although she wasn’t living in the dorms, she went
to parties there, in the dorms for international students.I like the details of the
’80s in the Soviet Union because things were still very Soviet, nobody went
abroad, for instance. But what they called ‘the rotten breath of the West’ had
already penetrated the Iron Curtain. It was a time of big hopes but also naivety,
because ‘out there, there’s a paradise, you know? I’ve collected a lot of footage
from this time,” she said. “I think I’'ve watched every possible Soviet movie from
the ’80s, even the worst ones. Also, there are a lot of communities on Facebook
that post private photos from this time, so when I wanted to paint the dorms I
found a lot of images. I wasn’t there, but I can imagine what it looked like and,
of course, my sister was my consultant on this painting.”

In another, more controversial painting, “Caregiver,” Zoya highlights something
like a reverse variant: an African woman in Israel who has taken on a low-
esteem job as a nursing aide. Dressed in a white uniform and wearing a necklace
with a gold cross, a caretaker commands the center of the compositional space, a
bowl in one hand and a spoon in the other. You can assume she’s been feeding an
elderly woman who lies on her back at the bottom of the picture plane. The old
woman’s head and face have been totally cropped off and all we can see is a
portion of her pink blouse, some kind of bed cover, and her two bluish arms, the
left one showing an Auschwitz tattoo.

I asked Zoya if she was aware that some people would be disturbed by the way
she has reduced the old woman to her history in a concentration camp.



“I did it purposefully, of course. Now there aren’t many Holocaust survivors left
and many of them are in nursing homes. My friend Lucy who is the inspiration
for almost all the female figures in this show, she used to work in such a place. I
wanted to bring two things together. This Holocaust survivor, now she’s old and
she’s being fed with a spoon. She’s helpless, just a body, in her old age. And this
cruelty is a repetition of what the Nazis did to her, they erased her identity and
left her just as a number. But there’s another tragedy here, you know. The forces
that cause people like my husband or Lucy to leave their home and to go to
places where they’re not liked, they take these miserable jobs and send money
home while they experience racism on a daily basis ... I know I work a lot with
stereotypes. So sometimes, well, sometimes people get offended because they
take it directly as an offence—but, for me, sometimes to talk about a stereotype,
I have to exaggerate, to bring it to the grotesque. This is what evokes a

discussion.”

I say, “You've often played a combatant role in the art world. Does it feel painful
to do that?”

“Yes, it hurts me. You know, during the past five or six years, I've wanted to do a
totally escapist show, something like beautiful women in a park, something like
that, nymphs playing in the woods. But every time I begin sketches, something
happens, like the war in Ukraine or corona. I do something like two sketches
and then something happens. I really want to be capable of doing this...”

“Art for art’s sake,” I finished her thought.

I asked if it takes up a lot of energy to be a political lightning rod.



“But it also gives a lot of energy ...” she said.

Thinking about the heroic quality of her work, I say, “The courage it takes to be
a combatant—I assume that’s also connected to the energy you put into your art.
Are the two things interlinked?”

“Yes, of course, I think there’s a lot of anger in my art.”

“Was that always the case?”

“Yes, you know when I was a child and my mom was angry with me, I'd say to
my mom, ‘How do you know, maybe I'll grow up and be like Lenin?’ There were
always the examples of hero-tyrants ... you know, I always wanted to be one.”

Frances Brent’s most recent book is The Lost Cellos of Lev Aronson.
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Zoya Cherkassky’s ‘October 7 2023’ Series Premieres at New York’s Jewish Museum

A rapid-response solo exhibition, inspired by art history, reflects on the present.

Zoya Cherkassky, "Israeli Guernica" (2023). Courtesy: Fort Gansevoort
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Ten days after the October 7 attack on Israel by Hamas, when the photographs of murder, torture, and kidnappings appeared all over
the news and social media, artist Zoya Cherkassky posted her first artwork about the worst slaughter of Jews since the Holocaust.

Cherkassky, who immigrated to Israel in 1991 from the former Soviet Union, followed the grim toll in disbelief: 1,200 people murdered
and 240 taken hostage.

The best of Artnet News in your inbox.
Sign up for our daily newsletter.

“This was the only thing | could think about,” she said in an interview from her home in Ramat Gan, a suburb of Tel Aviv. “Normally my
work is based on what | see, what’'s around me. It was obvious that this would be the subject of my work.”

Now, the 12 mixed-media works on paper comprising Cherkassky’s “7 October 2023 series are installed at the Jewish Museum in
New York as part of its expanded programming to address the war in the Middle East and its reverberations around the world.

One of the first initiatives by the Jewish Museum’s new director James Snyder, it will include installations and public talks, examining
how artists respond to conflict and war through contemporary and historic lens. The show has arrived quickly for a major museum,
opening on December 15, two months since Hamas'’s attack.

& 4
Zoya Cherkassky, Bring Them Back Home (2023). Courtesy: Fort Gansevoort.

The project was key for Snyder, who took the reins of the Jewish Museum’s on November 1, encountering an art world (and world)
divided over the war in the Middle East. “We felt it was important to demonstrate this kind of action through a cultural lens and to do it
quickly,” Snyder said. He described Cherkassky’s series as “art activism.”
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From the moment Snyder arrived, he set out plans to use the museum’s mandate—of exploring Jewish identity throughout history
and across the global diaspora —to “realize a path to a brighter future and to find restorative pathways to the humanism that is the
essence of our being,” he said in his first letter to the museum community.

“This shows how art responds to and resonates with things that happen. And we can see this in history. You can think of artists
throughout time who've done it,” said Snyder. “You can see how Dadaism grew out of the chaos of World War | or abstraction grew
out of the chaos of World War |1

The Israel Museum, where Snyder served as director for 22 years, gave Cherkassky a solo exhibition in 2018. He was a fan and kept
abreast of her work, visiting her solo show at the Fort Gansevoort gallery in New York earlier this year. So did Darsie Alexander, the
museum’s chief curator.

Cherkassky created the series in Berlin, where she fled on October 9 with her 8-year-old daughter, leaving her mother and Nigerian-
born husband behind in Israel. Modest in size (10-by-13 inches), the drawings were easy to transport and only needed to be framed
for the installation.

Zoya Cherkassky, The Survivr, (2023). Courtesy: Fort Gansevoort.

“There were so many sirens and then you could hear the explosions,” the artist said. “My daughter was shaking all over. | didn’'t know if
there would be serious bombardment and decided to leave with her”

Flames, blood, ashes, tears, screaming mouths, and tied hands appear in Cherkassky’s 12 haunting works, where frantic and forlorn
figures are set against black backgrounds. She turned to the visual language of artists who depicted tragedy and war in the first half
of the 20th century: Pablo Picasso, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, and Max Beckman. She used pencils, watercolor, and wax crayons.
“Somehow through these artists | was able to talk about this tragedy,” she said.

The early images of the atrocities at Kibbutz Be’eri made Cherkassky think of Guernica, one of Picasso’s most famous paintings,
created following German bombing of the Basque town in 1937.



People look at Pablo Picasso’'s Guernica (1937) at the Reina Sofia Museum. Photo by Denis Doyle/Getty Images.

Kidnapped Women shows a multi-generational group of weeping and scared women walking barefoot, their colorful dresses set
against black background. The elderly woman in the center of the group has “A24102” tattooed on her arm, alluding to her
concentration camp past.

The Terrorist Attack at Nova Music Festival depicts young women running through a field, marred with blood and fallen bodies, their
hair blowing in the wind, eyes huge with fear—an antithesis to the static Surrealist maidens by Paul Delvaux. That so many characters
in her drawings are women is not accidental; Cherkassky specifically wanted to call attention to sexual violence against women,
including young women, by Hamas. “As a woman and a mother of a girl,” she said, “this is the scariest thing | could imagine”



Zoya Cherkassky, Kidnapped Women, (2023). Courtesy: Fort Gansevoort

Only one work, Kidnapped Children, depicts real people, Cherkassky said. At the time she made the work, 18 kids were thought to be
kidnapped and she drew their faces to raise awareness for the “Bring Them Back Home” campaign, she said.

The museum wall text notes: “Later counts reveal that almost 40 children were abducted. Since Cherkassky created this work in
October, many of these children have been released, but as of early December, over one hundred adults and children are still in
captivity.”

“No drawing can compete with photography in terms of being graphic,” she said. “l am very grateful to the Jewish Museum for not
being afraid to show this work at the time when a lot of organizations, even Jewish ones, are scared to present the Israeli
perspective.”
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