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Sharp Obscurity

Ami Steinitz

A lone figure in a parking lot gazes from afar towards iron gates, fences and a
frontier control building. Bag on his back, bag in right hand a bundle in his left
hand:

"Nai'm Eli'am, Palestinian resident of Jabalia Refugee Camp waiting at Erez
Checkpoint with the body of his three-month old son, who died of heart failure
at Tel-HaShomer Hospital". The picture was taken by Nathan Dvir's in June
20073, the month Hamas took control of Gaza strip and Checkpoint Erez was

closed.

"Local Testimony" exhibits news photographs taken from autumn 2006 to
summer 2007, the year after the second war in Lebanon. Trust in government
was lost, the heavy civil and personal price area residents pay, poignantly
revealed. The father waiting alone, unable to get back to Gaza to bury his
baby was the photograph of the year chosen by the jury of "Local Testimony".
Vis-a-vis the clarity of war photos, Nathan Dvir's picture leaves us with an
iIssue that can be unraveled only with the help of a subtitle. The twilight, the
personal journey, the frontier, the checkpoint, the obscurity vs. cutting, keen
details are the principal signs of reality, one year after the second war in
Lebanon. Itis not a year of war, but confrontation strengthened its' hold in the

whole region. Between Lebanon, Gaza, Shderot and the West Bank, "Local

Text of Nathan Dvir's picture 3



Testimony" documents the civil meaning of the conflict, the presence of
children, women and old people in a confrontation wrapping around many

frontiers, fences and barriers.

The process of choice and exhibition of "Local Testimony" allow another,
different, view of documentary photography from the one prevalent in
newspapers. The daily media inundated by images, takes no note of the full
cultural meaning of photographers' documentation work. Exhibitions, photo
albums, internet sites and research publications are additional tools for a
more thoughtful observation of the vitality of the visual dimension structuring

the picture of reality (Krauss, p. 93).

"Local Testimony" combines the jury's choices and curator's work. A team of
nine judges went over more than five thousand pictures sent by over two
hundred photographers in areas of news, society, religion, culture, sports and
nature. After three stages of reduction, the chosen pictures were graded.

The jury and curators made their choices at the same time. Both points of
view, the jury's selections and the curators' choices, compose the exhibition of

photo-journalism 2007.

News of the region receive much attention in world media. The geo-political
status of the Middle East and its importance for world peace turned the Israeli
and Palestinian area into foci of documentation by Israeli, Palestinians and
foreign journalists and photographers. This single area, in which two nations

and many cultural communities live, is the source of the documentation



presented in "Local Testimony". The national identity of photographers is
inessential; it does not help them when news events take place. The focus of
their activity is the "world" receiving the photographed documentation
(Sontag, p. 35). Inthe course of this year barriers and restrictions deepened;
movement between the Israeli and Palestinian sides became difficult,
conditions of activity of news photographers worsened, creating regional
division. Israeli photographers have no access to some places while
Palestinian photographers have no access to others. The separation is joined

in publications of news agencies in the local and world media.

"Local Testimony" 2007 allotted room for the photographed story in the
exhibition hall, in screened multimedia series and a portrait exhibition curated
by Yosi Nahmias at the open public space at Dizengoff Center. The
photographed story drafts events in two principal ways: one by describing
events in a series of pictures, the other by accompanying the subject with
continuous documentation. Single frames are also chosen from among
several pictures taken at an event. The story, the choice and editing
absorbed in photo-journalism attest to a cultural formulation in which the
photographer is not only the man behind the camera, but also the script-
writer, playwright and director (John Mraz). The development of internet sites
where photographed stories include videos, stills, voice and text, provide
additional space for independent production and presentation of documentary
photography. Photographers' sites on internet, like Media Storm and Mercury
News, present photo stories produced by photographers and include

documentation, texts, staging, editing, presentation and distribution produced



by photographers. The stories change the traditional mode of media
presentation by pointing to the possibility that creators express themselves as

producers, challenging the media capital pyramid (Benjamin)®.

In spite of the gap created in transition from reality to picture, documentary
photography is closest to events of life and sees into the depth of human
identity. Photographers often act in dangerous arenas and are required to
plan, think, feel, use intuition and be alert to chance in order to get to places
and situations others would prefer not to go to or deny. Pictures are not
interpretations of a given reality, but its encoding. They are presentations of
reality written all over the photograph. What the apparatus catches is the
automatic drawing of the world, a continuous production of signs (Krauss, pp.

110-114).

Photography is a certificate of presence of a new sign of reality added to the
family of images locked in memory. (Barthes, p. 89). Remembering is less
and less conjuring a story, more and more bringing up the memory of a
picture. Endless image performances - television, films, advertisements,
enfold our environment. Memory works in frozen frames, its' basic unit being
the single image. Pictures that become collective memory are part of what
takes place in society according to an order of memory preferences. The
ongoing phenomena of pictures of victims and suffering are more than a

spectacular inundation of death and failure. Memory is an ethical act; its'
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continuation testifies that somebody undertook to go on creating images

relying on the appearance of iconic photographs.
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