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Footnotes

! Michael Ende, The Neverending Story, Hebrew translation from German by Hava Peltz, Ladorie

Publications, Tel Aviv, p.17. This and all the other quotes are free translations from the Hebrew.

Parmenides lived in southern Italy in the 6 and 5" centuries BCE. He was considered one of

the greatest pre-Socratic philosophers and his direct and indirect influence on Western thought is

immense. Several studies such as that of Prof. Yehuda Libes link the philosophy of Parmenides to

Jewish philosophy. In his book The Theory of Creation in the Book of Creation, Schocken Publishers,

2002 Prof. Libes presents the possible connections between Parmenides and the ideas in the Book of

Creation.

> In 1973 the philosopher Michel Foucault gave an interesting interpretation of the image in his book
Ceci n’est pas une Pipe (This is not a pipe). Beside the simple meaning of the image - representation
and reality are not all the same - Foucault suggests that by presenting the seeming paradox Magritte
obliges the viewer to reflect on the concept of “reality”.

*  Albert Camus, The Myth of Sisyphus: essay on the absurd, translated into Hebrew by Zvi Arad, Am
Oved, 1978.



The light traditionally signifies spirituality and divinity and has over generations expressed
its presence in art in our world. Fainaru’s use of light is complex and variable; sometimes it
connects to traditional values of spirituality, purity, and glory, and sometimes, by means of
the use of simple industrial fluorescent lights such as in the work Light, 2005, connects us
to the materialistic physical world; or through stylized neon lighting captions such as in the
work Reduction, 2010, or There’s No Money, 2009 connects us to the world of advertising and
branding and creates tension between the meaning of the word and the domain of the medium.

When we return to the theological philosophical perceptions that discuss the meaning of
nothingness, light is presented as one of the stages and levels of the split in the nothingness
that cannot be included in the reality that is branching into diverse levels of existence and
consciousness. Through creations that have integrated light, Fainaru enables us to experience
the process of confrontation between the visual and the conceptual and to bridge or to oppose
the gap between the various values and messages represented by the light. Using materials that
are at hand in our daily lives and integrating them into a work of art exposes before us their
covert metaphysical potential.

In a series of paintings and drawings on gilded sheets of paper, Fainaru returns to create
works in a similar style to those with light or apertures and spaces, but with a material and
a medium that thwarts our ability to grasp its earthliness. In this series the characteristics of
sheen and reflection of the gilded paper create a dynamic situation that in effect cancels its
materialism and earthliness. The dancing of the sheen and the constantly changing reflection
hinder us from fixing and stabilizing the expanse and ground of the work. The delicate images
and the very fine lettering drawn on the paper acquire characteristics of hovering in an airy
dance space within a boundless expanse. In the work Untitled, 2007, one of the first of the series,
the caption “Nothingness” appears in a very light free-flowing handwriting. The letters frolic like
very fine stalks and like branches and twigs swaying to and fro. In this work the nothingness,
as a ponderous and difficult to appreciate concept, is presented as a very fine and fragile reality
that connects to the intimate handwriting of the artist.

In this work the nothingness is not only an idea or a concept of reality but a bodily
personal experience leaving a sign and testimony on the delicate surface. The nothingness that
expresses a situation in a broad universal construction is revealed and exists in a personal
one-time experience. All the remaining images appearing in the series are represented in the
same characteristics of fragility and airiness that undermine their earthliness and reality. Some
of them like Flowering, 2008, Balloon, 2009, or Fish, 2010 represent very light floating and
hovering bodies that merge in their plastic characteristics. As against them The Watermelon,
2009, takes on light and dancing values in its closed massive rounded shape.

The paintings have delicate free drawing characteristics that maintain the airy lightness
of the objects. Similar to the characteristics of the Zen painting tradition of the Chinese and
Japanese Zenga from the time of Edo, which is based on free brush drawings that appear to be

almost offhand but represent understanding and a merging with the object in an existential flow

that imparts the ability to separate the wheat from the chaff and stress their symbolic formal
quality. In the Zen paintings the expanse, the white area, represents the idea of the Ma, a value
that marks the emptiness, the time-outness that enables the existence of the set apart individual
and derives from him. The attention paid to the empty spaces in the painting is very significant
in its contribution to our ability to understand the being that is present therein.

Fainaru’s treatment of the question of nothingness is not theological. His personal choice
to confront and to study this concept stems from the apprehension and potential that exists
in conceding the being and the familiar that enable creativity and the abilities of art. In the
existentialistic philosophy, man’s limited ability to cope with the nothingness is likened to
the difficult confrontation with death. According to these conceptions death represents one
of the most significant and influential moments of our lives and our world. Schopenhauer
and Nietzsche spoke of the dread of death as the most powerful paralyzing oppressive force of
the human spirit. In his book Being and Time, (1927) Martin Heidegger describes the fear of
death as the force that pressures man into the social and living systems and prevent him from
coping directly and honestly with his own individual reality. Out of fear of the nothingness,
man engages himself in the already familiar world, in the public experience, in the family,
in power and control, in faith, all of which endow him with the safety of the known at the
price of losing his individuality. Heidegger’s doctrine does not present an ordered praxis but it
does direct toward the individual’s possibility to confront his own personal nothingness, while
relinquishing the mendacious being which wraps him in its warmth, in order to become reborn
and released from his chains. In response to Heidegger’s ideas Jean Paul Sartre published in 1943
the article “Being and Nothingness”, in which he focuses on the ways modern man is coping
with the nothingness. In the processes of his conflict with competing subjects and objects that
are struggling with him and between themselves in order to define themselves and to establish
their subjective identities, he attempts to appeal against ethical, cultural and social systems and
penetrates the disconnected subjective truth.

Albert Camus, who presented his existentialist ideas in his diverse novels, describes in
his book The Myth of Sisyphus* the misery of man in the mythical image of Sisyphus who is
forced to roll the rock up hill all his life. The moment of Sisyphus’s purification occurs on the
summit of the mountain at a point where he can survey his position and disconnect himself
for an honorable moment from the mission and from all his debts and instead soberly and
directly accept the uselessness of the mission and of his life before continuing his mission
once again.

Sisyphus teaches us that accepting the nothingness and the attempt to oppose it does not
lead us to redemption, to a solution, and to rest but enables a rebirth and the capacity to create
being from nothingness This entails routing the existing powers of the soul, that are lying
dormant and troubled in the banal reality systems, through channels of artistic creativity, and
investigating the values of nothingness that lie hidden in our surroundings in order to confront

the purposeful questions that derive from them.



The possible meeting between man and nothingness and the ability to cope with this abstract
phenomenon is similar to the face-to-face fraught meeting with God. In the isolated examples
that appear in the Bible (Jacob, Moshe) this rare meeting is described as a struggle, as a barrier,
and is accompanied by mortal danger. In various cultures the perfect face-to-face meeting with
God occurs at the moment of dying when the soul leaves the body.

Over the years the artist Belu-Simion Fainaru has coped with issues connected to the concept
of the nothingness that drives his creativity. The monastically compressed characteristics of the
works, the sparing choice of materials, the limited forms and colors (chiefly black and white)
as well as the use of Hebrew lettering direct the viewer to symbolical spiritual meanings and to
philosophical questions beyond the identification of the present physical object. The viewer is
required to make a connection between the plastic object with the iconic symbolic meanings of
letterings or texts, and physical accumulation situations and lack of tangible materialism that
undermine the definiteness of the object and increase the viewer’s interpretive role. In most cases
dealing with questions of the nothingness occurs in covert layers of the work and is expressed
in formal characteristics of want versus fullness, continuity versus interruption, cleanliness and
aesthetic sterility versus the choice of natural materials worked freely by hand. In some of
the objects derived from the ready made concept in art the tension is created by disruption of
the functionality and by the disconnection from useful purposefulness. These duality systems
prompt us to engage in questions regarding the existing present, the identity or actual reality
that we apprehensively embrace when facing the threat of the void or the nothingness.

An untitled work from 1997 comprised an undershirt, onto which was sewn a pocket filled
with black earth, hanging on a coat-hanger. The contrast between the dark earth and the white
undershirt and the simplicity of the organic materials represent characteristics by means of
which Fainaru leads the viewer toward basic questions and universal values linked to man. The
undershirt appears as humanity’s witness presenting a covert wanting body indirectly present
through the physical characteristics that the hanging undershirt traces in the space. Fainaru deals
to a great extent in the missing body in humanity’s presence by means of intimate personal items
such as a pillow (Untitled, 2010), a sink (Untitled, 2006), and shoes (Untitled, 2008). These items,
tailored and constructed according to the shape of a human body, have a loaded formal value in
which man is revealed through the traces he leaves behind, or through the shape of a negative
pattern that bears witness to the want and nothingness of the human physical dimension.

Works such as Door, 2010, or Belonging to Nowhere and to Another Time, 1998, act in the
relationship between fullness and emptiness, a situation that compares two values that define the
difference between them such as in the two works Untitled 1991 that display a thin strip or line
against a thick strip of dark substance filling a depression in the gypsum board. In the work Door
the dimension of fullness or emptiness is emphasized by means of the component of the sleeve
or the narrow and thick pocket sewn onto the cloth and containing a twin system with varied
storage capacity of identical substance. The addition of cloth to the door creates a kind of human

garment or outfit, similar to the wrapping of the Torah scroll, which personifies it and imparts a

body and a life to it, turning the door into a living breathing human object. In the work Untitled
1991, we see a gypsum board containing an array of small apertures arranged in a geometrical
logical order side by side with a plastic substance filling a strip the length of the array of
apertures. The magical formality and the association with ancient ritual elements, together with
the use of human hair to fill up the apertures and clay as stuffing for the depression at the side
of the work, stirs a feeling of unease and of morbidity associated with ritual relics that fixate the
human presence and existential truth through parts of the physical body - the body that fills the
voids of the empty cells in a repetitive rhythmical periodicity connected to processes in nature.

In 2005 Fainaru created a small object with the title Nothingness. It was a kind of box made
of iron with the inscription Nothingness carved right through the top face of the metal. There is
nothing new in using a box or in combining letterings in his works and this already characterizes
and accompanies his oeuvre from the late 1980s, but the direct usage of the word and the concept of
“nothingness” in that particular work intensifies its significance and importance. Fainaru testifies
with reference to that work that the concept of nothingness is a basic key in Jewish mysticism,
which draws a system of values and links between man and the Creation, and the human creative
ability within it. From a conversation with the artist in 2007, the word nothingness, which is
carved into the material, creates a void, a space that emphasizes the want and the abstract formal
value of the single letter or word. The box/case is open on one side and exposes to our view an
empty inner space. The apertures forming the letters allow the light to penetrate into the bottom
of the box where they are screened and dimly reduplicated in a manner similar to the camera
obscura phenomenon. The letters obtain their identity and significance through the material
surrounding them. The insipid being defines and delineates the conceptuality and abstractness
of the significance of the word. Thanks to the banal material “being”, we succeed in isolating
and distilling the incomprehensible elusive value of nothingness and to integrate it into the
textual form that signifies it. Similar to the painting by Magritte, La Trahison des Images 1929,
where we see the painting of a pipe with the caption under it: “This is not a pipe” to emphasize
the limits of the image and its confrontation with the idea and significance which it represents.’
The connection that we make between the significance of the text and the world of cognitive
sensations to which it is linked and to which it refers creates a gap and tension that obliges us
to take both action and a stand. In moments of severe conflict and heavy-laden difference that
cannot be combined or bridged we have to choose one side that necessarily negates the other.
In other works in which Fainaru treats the shape of the carved letter, he focuses on the formal
aspect of the letter in its graphic spatial structure that distances us from its symbolic phonetic
significances in favor of abstract formal values through correspondence with Malevich’s research
on the basic spatial forms. The power of the significance of the title “Nothingness” neutralizes the
formal values and draws them toward the enigmatic philosophical significances of the concept.

Fainaru uses light extensively in his works. Sometimes the light integrates with materials
and additional means such as in Bridal Canopy 2006 and sometimes it is the principal component
of the work as in the neon tube lighting work Nothingness, 2005.



In the Beginning Was the Nothingness

Daniel Wayman

“Hole?” said the rock biter in a hoarse voice.

“No, it’s not a hole either” said the deceptive light in increasing helplessness.

“A hole is something. There’s nothing there.”

The three emissaries exchanged glances.

“What does this nothingness look like, ho ho?” inquired the night imp.

“That’s exactly what's so difficult to describe,” declared the deceptive light sadly.
“There’s nothing to be seen, it’s - it’s like - but there is no word for it!”

(Michael Ende, The Neverending Story)’

Michael Ende describes the impossibility of coping with nothingness. In his book The Neverending
Story nothingness is the unimaginative anti-creative force that threatens a fantasy kingdom
which has taken shape and established itself within the domains of art and culture. In the story,
the young boy Bastian copes with skepticism and breaches the systems of knowledge and reality
in which he lives. Using his imagination, the ability to invent and to name things and to combine
his experiences with his fears and his loves in the face of the acknowledged “disappearing”
reality, he makes it reappear once again. Bastian chooses to believe and to trust his ability to
create something out of the nothingness, and to turn perishable reality into creativity that drives
itself by the forces of creation itself.

Nothingness is an element that represents duality with being, with existence, and with
present reality. However, just as the heroes of The Neverending Story find it difficult to define
nothingness, so will we find it difficult to define the elusive concept of the “nothingness” that is
unconnected to the concept of the “being”

The pre-Socratic philosopher Parmenides? referred already in the 6™ century BCE to the
human impossibility of discussing the concept of nothingness.

For you shall not know that which does not exist, it cannot be done;
Let it not be uttered by you; yes, what is conceived does exist.

One must speak and think of the being. Reality does exist.

But nothingness does not exist. Think of these words I order you.

(The Poem of Parmenides, Verses 3-5, translated into Hebrew by Yehuda Libes.)

You cannot know what-is-not, it cannot be pointed out,

You cannot speak or think of it; but what-is is an object of thought and so exists.
You must speak and think of what-is. What-is does exist.

But what-is-not does not exist. Think of these words I command you.

(Based on D. Gallop’s translation of Parmenides poem fragments, 3-5, and Y. Libes’s Hebrew version)

Parmenides paved the way for the Greek philosophers who came after him to focus on the world
of phenomena, on the being, on the existing, and on the present. The philosophic challenge
centers on the possibility of finding in this world a system of principles and values that can be
responsible for its order and separation into hierarchical categories.

The theological world, which by its very nature is supposed to cope with the metaphysical
components of the world and with the presence of God in it, is also at a loss when it comes to
treating the nothingness. Coping with the nothingness in Judaism began with the cabalistic
system of esoteric mystical speculation and practice which later formulated the cabalistic texts.

According to the ideas expressed in the Book of the Zohar: the nothingness represents primal
universal wholeness that precedes the chaos before the Creation. The void lacks character and

form.

En-Sof cannot be known, and does not produce end or beginning like the primal Ayin (nothing),
which does bring forth beginning and end. What is beginning? The supernal point, which is the
beginning of all, concealed and resting within thought, and producing end that is called “The end
of the matter” (see Ecclesiastes 12: 13). But there are no end, no wills, no lights, no luminaries
in En-Sof. All these luminaries and lights depend on it for their existence, but they are not in a
position to perceive. That which knows, but does not know, is none but the Supernal Will, the
secret of all secrets, Ayin

(The Wisdom of the Zohar, II, 239a, p. 257).

According to the Zohar, the process of evolving into existence from nothingness represents a
process within the infinite of the nothingness in which a point breaks through from a purpose
that is the beginning.

When the most secret of all secrets sought to be revealed, He made, first of all, a single point, and

this became thought (The Wisdom of the Zohar, I, 2a, p.331).

A central component of this abstract process is the idea of reduction, which enables the change
that creates categorical processes expressed in diverse spiritual levels of the creation and of
God, and repositions man vis-a-vis the Creation. God is the connection point between covert
nothingness and overt existence. He unites within himself the unknowable covert nothingness
with the revealed spirituality that has created the world.



The Depths of Nothingness

Moshe Idel

One of the main characteristics of the Kabbalistic theosophy is the resort of many authors
to terms that include negative senses, in order to describe the feature of the highest levels of
Deity. The well-known term Ein Sof, translated as infinity, is compounded of the negation,
’Ain, no, nihil, and Sof, which means end, that creating the medieval Hebrew phrase of
endlessness. In many cases, the first divine manifestation, or the first sefirah. Commonly
known as Keter, or Crown, is also described as 'Ain, translated in any cases as nothingness.
However, these semantic issues do not address the conceptual framework of the Kabbalistic
theosophy Those thinkers were concerned more with conveying a fullness of existence,
similar to what is known in Latin medieval thought as hyperesse, or the fullness of being.
Negative is more an issue related to the deficiency of the human cognitive capacities to
understand the infinite range of that fullness. Indeed, in some cases, the more positive
nature of the source of all being is described by Kabbalists by resorting to the Hebrew
phrase ‘Imqei ha-’Ain, that should be translated as “the depths of nothingness”, namely
the unfathomed sources of all being, to which what was emanated and created, strive to
return. Those Kabbalists, who wrote their treatises between ;late 13" century and mid-16®
century, rely on an anonymous treatise entitled Sefer ha-Yihud, the book of Unity, which
has presumably been written in late 13th century Castile. According to one of the audacious
statements found in Sefer ha-Yihud, there is an isomorphic correspondence between the
limbs of human body, created in the image of God, and the revealed divine structure, or
the divine image, or the ten sefirot, each corresponding to a divine limb. The human limbs
perform the commandments, which strengthen the divine limbs above, and hold them in
the propoer position, necessary to govern the world. Those divine limbs strive to return
to their source within the divine nothingness, following a vision found in Neoplatonism.
When someone does not perform the commandments, the divine limb is absorbed withing
the depths of the nothingness:

“For when the lower man blemishes one of his limbs, as that limb is blemished below it is as if he
cuts the corresponding supernal limb. And the meaning of this cutting is that the limb is cut, and
becomes more and more contracted, and is gathered to the depths of Being, called Nothingness, as
if that limb is missing above. For when the human form is perfect below, it brings about perfection

above; [in the same manner] the impurity of the limb below causes the gathering of the image

of that supernal limb into the depths of Nothingness, so as to blemishe the supernal form, as it is
written “Because of the evil, the righteous is taken away” [Isaiah 57:1.] - taken away, literally.”

MS. Milano-Ambrosiana 62, fol. 112b.

The correspondence between human and Divine anthropos is here the clue to the mechanism
of expansion and contraction in the supernal world. A perfect body below induces perfection
above; impurity compels the ingathering of a certain divine limb. According to the anonymous
Kabbalist, the higher structure is conditioned by the purity or impurity below. However, it must
be emphasized that the focus of the Kabbalistic discussions is neither the glorification of the
structure of the limbs, nor even their dignity It is the issue related to the impact of purity and
impurity, of performance of the commandments or their neglect, that is its main concern. The
human structure is, in potentia, prone to perfect the divine structure or to cause its contraction;
thus, action is the clue to the understanding of human influence. Here, limbs are no more than
tools for the performance of the theurgical ritual, aimed at keeping the theosophical structure i
its perfect position.

The performance of the commandments is conceived of here - at least indirectly - as making
the Godhead. The gist of this daring statement must be comprehended against its background;
the commandments are the way to cause the divine powers to expand, an action tantamount to
“making” the divine pleroma. A younger contemporary of the author of Sefer ha-Yihud, writing

in early 14" century, expresses this same theory in a more explicit manner:

“For my husband is not at home, he is gone a long journey” - that he will return to the depth of
Being, “in the city of desolation and destruction.” For whosoever blemishes below causes thereby
a real destruction... and whoever purifies [himself], builds... and the Midrash [states]: “Whoever
keeps my commandments, I regard him as if he made Me.”

R. Abraham ben Hananel of Eskira, Sefer Yesod ‘Olam, MS. Moscow-Gu "nzburg, 607 fol. 69b.

The phrase “depths of Being” is a precise parallel of the depths of nothingness. In both cases, it
is fullness, not a negation that is imagined to exist on high.

Unlike the gist of the negative theology, that removed the highest divine worlds from the
human knowledge, and conceived it to be the place of perfection, in Kabbalistic theosophies, it is
the revelation of the image of God within the divine manifestations, necessary for the maintenance
of the world, that is conceived of as perfection. This perfection is obtained by performance and
not by some form of knowledge, or transcendence of knowledge. It is the responsibility of keeping
the revealed divinity in its revealed status, after it emerged out of the fullness. It is not the return
in the source or the absorption within the supernal world that is conceived of as the ideal, but the
maintenance a lower image of God by means o performance. What Neoplatonism conceived of
as perfection as Nothingness, was imagined by Kabbalist as destruction, because even the divine

nothingness, that is fullness, is conceived of as a negation of this world.



