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Halil Balabin, The Prophet
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Netta Laufer, Waltz

Ronit Citri, Hearing Flames
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before dawn from his neighborhood of
Shuafat, and taken to the Jerusalem Forest
where he was burned to death. The brutal
murder led local artists to examine and
analyze its facts and factors through their
artwork. Erlking returns to the violent
event, surveys the various modes in
which it appears in local art, and uses the
two archetypes of the forest and the fire
to examine its traumatic impact on the
general public.

Nearly all of the artists participating
in the exhibition locate the focus and
source of the exhibited artworks in the
Jerusalem Forest, and many feature the
most common tree in Israel: the Jerusalem
Pine. Ronit Goldschmidt paints the
dramatic moment at which the fire takes
hold of the pine. Halil Balabin locates his
tortured figures in the landscapes of the
Jerusalem Forest. Ronit Citri associates
two incidents involving fire that took place
in the forest: the murder of Abu Khdeir and
the forest fire that threatened to damage
the Yad Vashem Museum three years
before. Netta Laufer collects pine needles
from the Jerusalem Forest, documenting
them in close-up photographs. Israel
Rabinovitz burns fire inscriptions on
canvas with the names of people who
set themselves on fire or were burned
to death by others. Yael Sloma traces
the route taken by the young Abu Khdeir
on the night of his murder in a video

comprising 1,400 still photographs.

The ballad, “The Erlking”, written
by Goethe in the late 18th century,
describes Death stalking through the
forest, threatening the life of a child
crossing it, held in his father’s arms. The
poem recounts the struggle between the
hallucinatory emotional storm gripping
the child and the father’s intellectual,
logical responses. Finally, the evil forces
inhabiting the forest bring about the
death of the son, thus signifying the
inability of logic to cope with sweeping
emotions, violence, and the darkness
embodied in the forest and in our world.

1. From “Erlkénig” (“The Erlking”), a poem by Goethe
written in 1782.

2. Gideon Ofrat, “The Fire Scrolls”, from
Hamahsan Shel Gideon Ofrat [Gideon Ofrat’s
Storeroom, blog, Heb.], May 24, 2020.



“Dear father, oh father, he seizes my arm!
The Erlking, father, has done me harm.”’

The exhibition Erlking stems from two
elements with extensive mythologies:
the forest and fire. Both elements have
alongstanding and close link that binds
creation with destruction and ties revival

to trauma.

The northern European forest is
perceived as a place where dark,
enchanted creatures live, where urges
and tempestuous emotions thrive, and
romance and the tales of the Brothers
Grimm dominate. The forest is also the
site of trauma in the Jewish People’s
collective memory. As early as the
beginning of the 20th century, when
European Jews immigrated to Palestine-
Eretz Israel, the attempt to establish a
European-style state in the Middle East
was reflected as well in landscape design.
This was the essence of the Zionist ideal
of “making the desert bloom,” resulting in
the importation of the forested European
landscape onto the local desert nature, for
the sake of marking territory and taking
control. Thus, the European landscape of
trauma became the ideal landscape of a
“New Middle East.”

Forests now constitute approximately
6% of the area of Israel, most of which are
the result of the afforestation efforts. They
regenerate by fire: the Jerusalem Pine, the
tree most frequently planted by the Jewish
National Fund-Keren Kayemeth Lelsrael,

renews itself through forest fires.

The pine needles accelerate the spread
of the conflagration, whose heat opens
up the pine cones which then release
their seeds into the ground. As the

Israeli art historian Gideon Ofrat stated,
the archetype of fire is present almost
everywhere in the Jewish Israeli cultural
consciousness: from the biblical Burning
Bush, through the Pillar of Fire, sacrificial
ceremonies, the crematoria on European
soil and memorial candles, to campfires
and fire inscriptions of Israeli youth
movements.2 All of these constitute the
flames as a part of the Zionist narrative
that ties the Holocaust to national rebirth.
The flames, in turn, enfold both the
danger inherent in them and the
mechanism of a ritual.

The exhibition Erlking attempts to
delineate the link between the two
archetypal images of forest and fire to
the impact of a murder that occurred in
2014 on contemporary Israeli art. On June
12, 2014, three Israeli teens, Gilad Sha’er,
Naftali Frenkel, and Eyal Yifrah, were
abducted and murdered by two Hamas
members. Eighteen days later, on June 30,
their bodies were located near Hebron.
A day after their funerals, on July 2, 2014,
Mohammed Abu Khdeir, a 16-year-old
Palestinian, was murdered by three Jewish
Israelis in revenge for the murder of the
three teens. Abu Khdeir was abducted
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