Menachem Shemi in Ein Harod

'The origins of Mishkan Le’Omanut (Museum
of Art) go back to the “Art Corner” of 1938
located in a small wooden hut which served
as a studio for local painter Chaim Aptekar-
Atar (1902-1953), the museum’s initiator and
founder. The first section of this permanent

building was completed in 1948.

Menachem Schmidt-Shemi and Chaim
Aptekar-Atar first met in 1924. Aptekar who
had just arrived in the country met Schmidt,
his senior by five years, who was by then an
old-timer (Shemi immigrated in 1913). Atar

found in Shemi a teacher, guide and a close

friend.

One can learn of the deep ties between the
two artists-friends from letters which were
exchanged over the years. During the 2nd
World War Shemi enlisted in the British
Army. Whilst in Italy he shared his impressions
with his friend and appealed to him to paint
landscapes: “ 1 have always pressed you:

landscape”.

Shemi wrote Atar (Italy, December 1944):
“A few days ago I sent you a painting for
the “Mishkan”. It happened that several Ein
Harodians passed by and a decision was made
to .., purchase one of my paintings for the Ein
Harod museum. This composition was chosen
which has...something of the poverty and
misery of Italy, let it be so..”. The picture An

Italian Family is on display in our exhibition.

Shemi repeatedly expressed his thoughts and
identification with his friend’s efforts to collect
fine works of art for Ein Harod. He sent colour
reproductions of modern Italian paintings
“to have an idea of this too”. After meeting
an important Italian sculptor he wrote: “If I

would have been rich I would buy one of his

sculptures for Aptekar for the “Mishkan™. On
his way home (1945) Shemi visited Paris: “I
will try to take a few paintings from Aberdam
and Dobrinsky and other Jewish painters and
send them to Aptekar...if only I could obtain

at least one Soutine!” he even dreamt of a work

by Modigliani.

Once at home Shemi considered following in
his sons’ footsteps and join a kibbutz where he
would paint farmers at work alongside soil,

landscape, sky. Eventually he chose to go to
Safed instead.

Menachem Shemi died in 1951. The following
year a memorial exhibition of his paintings was
opened at the Tel Aviv museum. Chaim Atar
wrote in his friend’s memory in the exhibition
catalogue: “ Please approach these [wartime]
paintings and discover how Shemi the painter
— in the fullness of his own hands — draws out
in love these human worms from the mire and
filth in which they are immersed, raises them on
their tiptoes, casts them in the purest of gold,
link by link to become an unbreakable chain
of life and tells them — live!” Atar concludes:

“while sipping dewdrops - in his last landscapes

of Safed he knelt and fell”.

Menachem Shemi died when 54. Chaim Atar
diedtwoyearslateratsr.Shemileftaconsiderable
inheritance which his widow Rivka chose to
donate in 1959. The largest portion containing
some of his finest and most important paintings
she dedicated to this residence of art. Most of
the Mishkan collection is on display in this
exhibition alongside additional works, many of
which are from private collections. Our thanks

are offered to all.

Daliah Belkine, Curator
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In the British Army

Shemi’s enlistment into the British Army and the time spent in Egypt, Libya and Italy
(1942-45) opened up opportunities and horizons he had not encountered until then,
enabling him to work at his painting uninterruptedly, as he pleased. He was also able
to devote himself to a range of human and landscape subjects he had not experienced
before: in Africa he painted the East and his fellow servicemen, while in Italy he
acquainted himself with the country’s landscapes and rich culture. Above all, he felt
this to be a preparatory period preceding the peak of his creativity: “I seek for myself
to become a humble and good, in the sublime sense, Eretz Israeli painter, and that is

possible, and there is nothing other for me than work, and much”.
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From Paris to Paris

In 1928 and again in 1937, Shemi visited Paris. He was hit hard by the shock of exposure
to the best in world art, but his sense of self-criticism remained intact. Years later he
said: “After that, we were all too wise, and there is no escaping this wisdom, but if it
would have been possible...to retrieve all we had lost because of it — it would have been
all”.’The interval between the two trips is typified by the influences of his confrontation
with contemporary art during his first visit to Paris, and by the profusion of stylistic
and colour techniques he used as elements in the search for an artistic course. The Acre
paintings (1935-1936) make up a particularly fine composite group in which traces of

Utrillo and Renoir can be discerned.

His second Paris visit (1937) took place during the World’s Fair, where the pinnacles of
artistic achievement over the ages were on display. Shemi was thrilled by the richness
and variety of it all. At the same time, his one-man gallery exhibition was critically well
received. “A painter of my kind must be all-inclusive and universal and produce out of
a broadness of mind....I appear in Paris with something new in colour, freshness and

in concept.... For the painters here in Paris, my pictures were a surprise”.



Menachem Shemi: Man and Artist

“Art is as life and the human spirit — an everlasting struggle.”

— Letter to his brother Asher, 28.06.23

Menachem Shemi (1897-1951) belongs to the group of painters that worked in Eretz
Israel (as pre-State Israel was called) during the first half of the 20th century, those
who pioneered the course and laid the foundations of the Israeli art of painting as we

know it today.

Young Shemi emigrated from Russia to Jerusalem in 1913 and joined the Bezalel School
of Art. His purpose was to find for himself a new, Eretz Israeli artistic path in an Eastern
spirit that would suit his aspirations. He intended to combine the artistic traditions he
had imbued in his home and at the Odessa Academy of Arts with the characteristics
of the best in international culture as then expressed particularly in French painting
at its centre in Paris. His entire life — regrettably all too short — was dedicated to a
brave, persistent, ceaseless struggle with the challenge of defining for himself a unique
personal art style. He wanted it to stand the test of supreme qualities common to
Western countries, while expressing Eretz Israelism at its best, with its content, views,

atmosphere and colours, all forged in the furnace within the artist’s own soul.

During his three decades of activity, Shemi continuously tested himself by experiencing
contemporary art styles but always with close self-examination and never by way of
self-disparagement and resignation. His life oeuvre testifies to the very personal process

he had experienced.

'The exhibition is meant to portray this process from its early beginning up to its peak
during Shemi’s very last years, when he lived and worked in Safed. During that time,
while grappling with the profound pain of his son’s death in battle during the War
of Independence, Shemi experienced an incomparable outburst of original creation
involving a wondrous synthesis of form, colour and abundant love for his paintings’

subject matter.
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Safed

In Safed, Shemi reached the summit of his creativity in a process that involved heart-
breaking grief due to the fall in battle of his son Aharon-Jimmy towards the end of
the War of Independence. The tragedy seemed to set in motion a tremendous burst of

creative energy: “There arose in me a vast awakening, I never knew the likes of it in my

life...”

In his work during this period, form and colour convey a sense of fresh lyricism in a
move towards abstraction that in the later paintings verges on a disregard for the rules
of perspective. Shemi had reached the goal he had set himself: to become an Eretz
Israeli painter, with sublime universal culture as its background, depicting the East,
with its human and scenic cultural patterns. He formed his own style and realised his
aspirations to draw his observations from nature and to process them inside his soul

prior to mounting them as paintings on canvas.
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First Years: Jerusalem, Tiberias, Haifa

As an aspiring young artist in 1913, Menachem Shemi emigrated from Russia to
Jerusalem with the intention of studying at the Bezalel School of Art with an Eastern
orientation. Soon he rebelled against the artistic autocracy of director Boris Schatz and

abandoned school. From then on, he searched for his own path in the world of art.

His two years in Tiberias (1920-22) were the first time he was able to devote himself to
painting and the search for an independent stylistic course. His use of colour bordered

on Impressionism.

Later, in Haifa, he began composing his paintings in Cézanne’s style, with the spatial
organization consisting of simple, bright shapes with restrained uses of colour. He
rejected Impressionism: “I declare a bloody war on this my enemy. [...] the artist
should not smear but build, create simple, bright, forms interconnected by a strong and
reasoned bond. The colouring too should be as basic as possible, that should not express
the status of a particular object but its unique nature.” His entire life will be spent in

the unceasing search for the inner truth in painting.
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1944
In April, company is transferred to southern

Italy. Visits Rome. In September, company
moves to Naples.

1945
In May, company moves to Milan. In July,

visits Venice and prepares many drawings
and paintings. In early December, returns to

Palestine and is demobilised from the army.

1946

Resumes teaching art at school and at the
Histadrut (General Federation of Labour)
art studio in Haifa. One-man exhibition
at the Tel Aviv Museum of army-period

paintings.

1947
Rents apartment in Safed, paints landscapes

and interiors of old synagogues.

1948

War of Independence. Safed under siege,
liberated by the Palmach 1o May. Receives
house there and renovates it. On 19 October,
son Aharon-Jimmy, a Palmach company
commander, killed in action on the Shared
Stronghold near Har Tuv. Buried at Kiryat

Anavim military cemetery.

1949
Plans the erection of a memorial to the

fallen soldiers of the Harel Brigade at Kiryat
Anavim. Travels the country with Rivka
collecting material and testimonials for the

book, Friends Speaking about Jimmy.

1950

Approaches Tel Aviv Museum with a
request to hold a second one-man exhibition
in 1951. Participates in Venice Biennale and

wins prize.

1951

Wins the Dizengoff Memorial Prize. April
dedication of Harel memorial. Falls ill and
on 10 July, dies in Haifa. Buried at Kiryat
Anavim cemetery close to his son’s grave.
'The one-man exhibition planned at the
Tel Aviv Museum becomes a memorial

exhibition (December 1952 — January 1953).



Biographical Notes

1897
Mendel Schmidt (Menachem Shemi) is

born 15 December in Bobruisk, White
Russia.

1912-1913
Studies at the Odessa Academy of Arts.

1913
Immigrates to Jerusalem to join the Bezalel

School of Arts and Crafts. Rebels against his

teachers.

1914 - 19I5
Contacts with Bezalel severed. Outbreak of
World War I. Works in Rehovot and there

meets Rivka Zavin.

1916

Returns to Jerusalem and dodges
recruitment in the Turkish Army. Falls sick
with dysentery and is helped by Rivka to

escape from hospital dressed as a woman.

1917
Menachem and Rivka marry in Rehovot.

1918
Enlists in the Jewish Legion. Daughter

Naomi is born.

1920
Demobilised from the Jewish Legion.
Family moves to Tiberias where Shemi is

appointed part-time art teacher.

1922
Family moves to Haifa and takes up
residence in Gideon Street. Appointed part-

time art teacher.

1923
Son Zeev is born.

1926
Son Aharon (nicknamed Jimmy) is born.

1928

Wins competition for designing scenery and
costume for David’s Crown at the Habima
Theatre (Shemi will work extensively in
theatrical design throughout the “3os).
August — October: first visit to Paris.

1935 — 1936
Paints in Acre.

1937
July — October: second visit to Paris,

coinciding with World’s Fair. Holds one-
man gallery exhibition and is favourably
reviewed. Meets leading artists of the Ecole
de Paris: Chagall, Soutine, Kremegne,
Kikoine, Mane-Katz, Dobrinsky, Aberdam

and others.

1938
Wins Dizengoff Prize. Family moves
to apartment at 6 Bezalel Street, Hadar

Hacarmel, in Haifa.

1942

Wins Dizengoff Prize. Enlists into the
British Army (Royal Engineers Company
745) with understanding he will be given
permission to paint in spare time. Following
training in Cairo, posted to El Shat near
Suez.

1943
Assigned a tent that serves as living quarters

and studio. Devotes free time to painting
military life and local scenery. In July,
company moves to Benghazi, Libya. Gives
art lessons at the local Jewish school. Paints
Jewish themes for the first time.



