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Dror Maayan Observing Harold Rubin: Direct Photography in its Best*
Author: Dr. Yoni Ascher**

The photography exhibition that opened last month at Yefet 28 Gallery, entitled “Dror
Maayan Observing Harold Rubin”, justifies the above title. The essence of the
exhibition is a series of pictures in which Maayan photographed Rubin, a multi-faceted
artist, painter, and musician, at a jazz performance he gave with his ensemble at the
“Left” Bank Club. The works give expression, astonishing in its force and honesty, to
the deep-rooted friendship between Maayan and Rubin. This is art photography at its
best. Let me try to clarify this statement from my personal standpoint.

Modern art photography may be divided into three main domains, all with
many subdivisions; in all of them several artists of genius creators stand out. There are
quite a few artists graced with talent, and a crowd of less good artists. The best know
domain is stylized, aesthetically directed photography, which includes, together with
art photographs, those of fashion and advertising. | admit, | have never been drawn to
this kind of photography. The aesthetic experience can, in social terms, be tasteful, but
for me as a viewer this is not enough. Whoever seeks a measure of emotion in art, of
stimulation of another kind, will find in the essential alienation of stylized photography
the kind of flaw that cannot be mended, a sort of emotional barrenness. Apart from
sparse cases, my experience in viewing stylized photography fades the moment | look
away.

It is otherwise with the second kind of art photography, namely the kind
“charged with meaning”; just by looking at it the viewer is supposed to receive
something more, which is not necessarily consciously (or not consciously) aesthetic or
creative. In making of meaning-filled photography the artist uses photography as a
technique of expression. For him or her the camera substitutes the artist’s brush and
the sculptor’s traditional chisel. This is a work that builds out of the photographed
image something new and other. And that something is perceived in the eyes of its
maker, markets itself, and is distributed by its culture agents as a “work” possessing a
statement in the philosophical and/or aesthetic and/or social and/or ethical field, and/or
in any other inter-disciplinary combination. This visual statement, whose beginning is
in the photographic image, is supposed to agitate the viewer, to charge him or her with
a message. Naturally, ambition is at once the supreme quality and the downfall of
meaning-laden photography. In good work, ambition is its greatness. Meaning-laden
photography on a high level is an exhilarating experience. In less good work it is its
embarrassing weakness. “It’s the artist, stupid”, the work whispers, powerless to do
otherwise. “It’s the artist who is speaking to you from the heights of the spheres to
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which he has risen! You come and rise too, come and internalize the message by way
of the experience, by way of the mind. Come and understand me”. And if you don’t
understand and you don’t feel that you have been transported to another sphere, you
feel embarrassed, a bit for yourself but mostly for the creator of the work. Too often
you find yourself looking at a banal work all done up with a title loaded with meaning,
when in fact all that it is able to announce is that its making was replete with the best
intentions; it cries out from the wall and begs you, in your boundless wisdom, to pass it
through a process of sublimation.

The third area of modern art photography is direct photography. “Just shooting
photos”. It is unlike the stylized kind, which is directed at the conscious or the
subconscious, and it is not charged art, striving to exceed the boundaries of
photography for its own sake. Apparently aimless photography. Photography precisely
of this kind often has great charm, because there is no duress in it, as if the artist is
saying, “Look at the work and find there whatever you like. I’ve done my bit in
making it”. Direct photography looks the viewer straight in the eye, and asks him or
her to connect to it directly, emotionally and mentally. This is the only kind of art
photography that doesn’t manipulate the photographed image to get something else.
Because it does not have the coercion of an intended message, direct photography
allows everyone to load it with his or her personal charge, to make it individually
meaning-charged, without getting into the mess of a fundamental clash with the artist’s
intention. In this domain too there are of course lots of artists, and only a few really
good ones. Dror Maayan is one of the best direct photographers | have come across.

Maayan’s photographs evoke in me smells from the past, smells of an
emotional nature, the sort not so much in demand or common in art today. One of the
most difficult things for a visual artist is to express feelings of connectedness and love.
This is a major component in the grandeur of the ‘angelic painter’ Fra Angelico, for
example, known for his marvelous ability to convey a content of love in his images.
Rubens too was gloriously able to pass on a message of love whenever he painted his
second wife and their children. And Renoir did so in almost every picture. Many more
examples exist, of course, but considering art as a whole, they are surprisingly few.
Maayan’s series of photographs belongs to this uncommon group of works of affection
and love. Rarely have | found myself before visual art that conveyed to me an
emotional message so simple and direct. What is impressive in Maayan is the evident
effortlessness in his achieving it, as if he didn’t mean to. There is nothing forced in his
demonstration of feeling. This emotional message, seemingly so simple yet so elusive
and hard to capture, flows naturally out of the photographs. Maayan’s pleasure in the
act of photographing is obvious and natural too. A pure message of delight, for the
artist and the viewer alike.
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The second pristine pleasure elicited by Maayan’s pictures stems from the
totality of his response to the place and the event to which he reacts. The advanced
technique of his photography makes his camera an omnipotent tool of expression and
allows him to blend, and to sweep the viewer with him, into the crowded and familiar
atmosphere of a jazz night in a smoke-filled pub; alternating strong and muted colors,
dim and dazzling lighting at one and the same time. Who of us has not experienced this
intimate ambience of a jazz club. How apparently complex it is to convey the
atmosphere of this space in a series whose essence is close-up photographs, and how
simple and natural it is for Maayan.

The series consists of two groups of photographs possessing an almost
antithetical tonality. The one sets out bold pictures with strong colors of yellow and
turquoise, orange and green, red and black; in the second the photographs are almost
monochrome, with images in brown, mauve, and reddish shades. Still, a clear stylistic
unity prevails over the entire range. The way Maayan produces trembling movement
by means of long exposures exposure makes the whole series one experience. And the
music, yet another marvel, and yet again it is achieved with bewitching naturalness.
Impossible to transmit a sense of music by means of a silent visual image? Not for
Maayan! The instruments in his photographs scintillate as they spread the sounds as if
they were notes floating out of them and scattering into the space. This last sentence is
not literary outpouring. It is present, with captivating simplicity and authenticity, in
almost every picture in the series.

“Good art” is not achieved and is not a value, and by no means can be defined
or generalized. “Good art” is a personal experience. Still, there are works whose
greatness has won consensus. One of the only things that may be said about “good art”
with some certainty, primarily on the basis of the “consensus works”, is that a twofold
and essential condition for its existence is that it conveys to the viewer universal
messages, and that it does so uniquely. This dual condition is manifestly met in the
series of photographic works before us. In Europe and the United States there is a
flourishing market in direct art photography. In our little land of Israel there is a limited
art market, which is interested almost only in the genre of photography charged with
meaning. Perhaps for this reason Maayan exhibits here only after he did so in
Barcelona, in Ljubljana, and in Berlin, and perhaps the time has come for the market in
direct art photography to be developed in Israel too.

**Dr. Yoni Ascher
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Chair of the department of Art History at the University of Haifa. His specialty is Renaissance art.
Recently he has focused on general theories, aesthetics, and perceptions of the visual image, and their
influence on the meaning of figurative art. He has published articles in the foremost journals in the
field.

*Published in the Magazine "CONTACT, Photography and Digital Media", Vol. 67, February-March
2004
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