Below is the partial text of the speech given by the curator of the “Lights” exhibition, Amitai Mendelsohn (For a more complete transcript, see website of The Israel Museum: www.imj.org.il)

“Everyone knows what light is, but they do not know how to define it.”

(Attributed to Samuel Johnson in James Boswell’s book: The Life of Samuel Johnson)

Light is a tremendously important foundation of culture and art. The light, that essence without which sight is impossible to achieve, has been viewed throughout history as an essential underlying physical and symbolic need: it represents the divine, the sublime, truth, reason and life itself. The element of light is accorded unique significance – it is the first entity created by God – in Jewish sources, beginning with the Bible and continuing with the literature of midrash and aggada and the various branches of Jewish mysticism. According to several traditions, the light of creation was created before the sun and the moon on the fourth day of Creation, but God hid this light after He saw that man was not worthy of receiving it, and He preserved it for the righteous at the End of Days. These traditions tell us that the light of day that we can see is nothing but a glimmer of the sublime light of Creation.

This exhibition, presenting the works of the finalists in The Adi Prize for Jewish Expression in Art and Design (2003), examines the concept of light and its various representations in art and design. The works displayed in the exhibition relate, each in their own way, to light as an essence – not only as the illumination of an object or a landscape, but as an independent entity possessing symbolic, emotional, and spiritual qualities. Some of the artists use light as “material”, integrating it within their work; others represent light through painting or sculpture, while others use the medium of photography – a word that literally mean “writing in light”. Even though all these artworks focus on one topic, the exhibition offers a wide variety of interpretations of this concept, by means of both the artist’s individual creative expression and the sources they drew on for inspiration in their work. Some of the artwork pointedly relates to Jewish topics drawn from Jewish sources and from the traditions surrounding the concept of light, while others present a more personal, abstract and experiential approach. 

