Still Life (2008, 5.1 surround, performance installation)
A performer covers himself in a dark paste, then methodically scrapes it off and eats it.  This process of applying the substance, removing it to reveal the flesh underneath while consuming the layer is repeated as a cycle over two hours. The body is contextualized in a surround-sound installation consisting of field recordings of a conversation with an elderly, PSTD afflicted war veteran and expanded vocals based on Torah chant of a series of biblical curses of complete abjection and deprivation.  The tableau vivant cites the Black Paintings of Francisco Goya, specifically “God Devouring His Children” and uses the body as an analogue to landscape, land occupation, and ‘Holy Land’, to interrogate Jewish concepts of ‘purity’ and Middle East border conflict. The image references Georges Bataille, as well as Levinas on eros and justice in Talmud Sanhedrin.  A zine edition including the conversation with the veteran will be printed  and available  for viewers to take with them.
The rehearsal and performance will be documented with the potential of generating more material for a video work which incorporates similar imagery. 
One sentence version:
Incorporating an interview with a PTSD afflicted veteran of 5 wars, this tableau vivant uses the body as an analogue to landscape, land occupation, and ‘Holy Land’, to interrogate Jewish concepts of ‘purity’, nation state, and Middle East border conflict. 
Backstory:
I have been invited by Erika Hennebury, curator of the Rhubarb Festival at Buddies in Bad Times Theatre, to present my performance installation "Israel Eats Itself".  This is a unique and special opportunity for me at this time in my professional and personal history, which in my practice are not easily separable.
My work of the past few years has become increasingly explicit in both its use of traditional Jewish sources and critique of Israel’s role in Middle East conflict.  I do this both from a place of reverence for the religious tradition, and a commitment to liberation struggles.  My cathexis of Chassidic thought, queer embodiment/sexuality and political critique is not easy to curate. The Rhubarb anticipates a substantial number of visitors, and so this work will represent a tremendous ‘coming out’ gesture for me. I have not shown in Toronto for a few years, and have not shown a work asserting a critique of Israel.  My explicitly Jewish work has been programmed in galleries and then cancelled within a month to a few days of opening, once a year, every year for the past 5 years.  As a result I have very few items in Canada on my resume. I am very grateful to Buddies and to Erika Hennebury for their commitment to risk.
Last year I lived in Israel for over 6 months, to research the culture of enforced borders, the occupation of Palestine, Israeli radical Queer activism and the religious left.  I made numerous digital audio field recordings, and one in particular is significant to "Israel eats itself".
The recording is of a conversation with a cashier in a 24-hour corner store, a kind, elderly man in his 60s. While it might have been his intention to retell the traditional narrative of Israeli heroism and sacrifice most north American Jews are raised on; the effect is quite the opposite. 
He begins by emphatically citing a verse from the Torah portion read that week, in which a curse is articulated as a warning: that the people could become so morally and physically destitute that they would resort to cannibalism in attempting to survive. I felt his testimony to be a portrait of an elderly man whose has given over his entire youth and virility to wars.  He has a direct somatic relationship to the state of Israel.  The more history he tells, the more he stutters. He describes a history of multiple psychiatric hospitalizations for post traumatic stress, and the replacement of half his leg with a prosthetic knee. By the end of his story, he has reiterated and implored me to accept the party line, both to convince me and perhaps convince himself, but it is not working for anyone.  We lived in a particularly volatile neighbourhood, during which time I personally was aggressed numerous times.  The country was dealing with bombings in the North, fire and riots against homosexuals in Jerusalem, Israeli soldiers shooting Israeli non-violent protestors in the West, and a war that has since been nicknamed 'Israel's Vietnam' in Lebanon.  By the end of my six months immersion in Israel and Palestine, I had encountered enough despair, aggression and conflict that I had affected some PTSD symptoms myself.  
For a few years I have been working with imagery in photo, video, sound art and text as well as researching various traditional Jewish texts in which 'The Land' is described in particularly gendered and corporeal terms, and trying to imagine how my Queer body could be a part of that conversation.  What is the landscape when it is not female or male, i.e. not binary. To reconsider the image of 'The Land' without imposing a binary would rework the entire definition of the space, and make a gesture in solidarity with a number of liberation struggles.  Traditional Jewish metatexts could be read to indicate that the omnipresence of G-d precludes the border as an obsolete, human foible worth transcending, because the same sacred entity is equally as present both on, around and permeating the border. This Queering of Chassidic thought implicates the locus of ‘border’ as a binary --and based only in fear, control, and the human need to establish an order.  My experience would indicate that the same rationale is the source of anxiety regarding gender, land, and anything else people feel the need to separate and control. I am also deconstructing the imagery of the Zionist ideal I was raised on, and investigating what forms, in critique of this Israel imaginary, I feel compelled to make now, in solidarity with Palestine. At this point in my practice, I am making images that deconstruct 'My Israel Imaginary' in the pursuit of justice, while maintaining reverence for my ancestors and traditions within that critical engagement. 
In Tel Aviv I took some images of my body in my studio covered in mud I took out of the sea.  In Israel, it’s a very popular naturist activity for health to go to the Dead Sea and put on the mud.  I shot high contrast black and white images in very bright desert sunlight of my body covered in the legendary mud, eating tablespoonfuls of black sesame paste. It resonated with me as a very disturbing feedback loop; incorporating binaries, interrogating landscape, and suggesting a consumptive cycle. I was reminded of another image of trauma culture: Goya's 'God devouring his children' of his Black Paintings series, and also of the scatalogics of Bataille.  At the Rhubarb I will bring this imagery into 4D as a tableau vivant and sound installation.  
