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of unexplained contradiction: a somber, black lump, its bluish screen vacant.

It turns out that its visual presence is not the only troubling effect: its central
position within the painting has an in-your-face quality when seen against the
backdrop of Kiihnemann's Anthroposophical family background. Other types
of small transgressions, although camouflaged with excellent craftsmanship,
can be seen in the context of the Israeli family of art: the use of plywood
sheets, a substance that enjoys a mythological resonance in Israeli art. When
Kiihnemann, a stranger to Israeli art and yet still a part of it, uses plywood as
his platform, it is transformed into something rich, warm and sensuous — more
reminiscent of the tradition of German woodcuts than of the Israeli idea of Arte
Povera.

The new works exhibited, all produced during the last year, were made

mostly on wooden panels. The reduction process Kilhnemann had subjected
the photographs to — still the same family photos — now takes him to the

cusp of abstraction: rectangles of red, brown, black, pink and purple paint,
exposed plywood surfaces. The reduction now also has a more violent, more
iconoclastic character. Only the background remains from a photograph of his
parents on their wedding day: the black cavity of a garage with a car peeping
from it, an unidentified pink piece of furniture, the purple floor, a bluish
background. Similarly, only the contours of a room and a picture hanging on
the wall remain from a photo of the artist's mother holding him in her arms.
The picture itself is reduced to an abstract patch. Another kind of implied
iconoclasm: originally, it was a reproduction of a painting of the Madonna

and child which hung on the wall. The ideas of Anthroposophy permeate

the paintings in subtle, sparse ways: lovingly, disapprovingly. The presence

of hand-made objects, or objects made of natural materials, is pronounced.
The interiors emit a noticeably warm, antiquated material feel. In retrospect,
Olaf's tendency to create, to build, indeed to make art, can be attributed to the
Anthroposophical preference of dexterous craftsmanship. The family and all its
complexity is the source, the point of reference, the subject of effacement and
resistance. And his different, other family tree, now manifest in works on wood,
has surprisingly become a branch of Israeli art's family tree.

Ruti Direktor
April 2008
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Family photographs remained his point of departure, although with a bizarre,
sometimes troubling, twist: now the figures were left out of the paintings
altogether, backgrounds becoming the main theme. Landscapes, houses,
objects — all the things that accompanied the figures in the photographs and
were left out of the small works on paper, were now given a place of their
own on the wooden panels.

For instance, the impressive painting of a forest exhibited at The Artists'
Studios Gallery in Tel Aviv in the summer of 2007, which is made up of four
wooden panels spanning a panoramic 7.32 by 2.55 meters (the specific
measurements of the gallery wall). Depicted is a forest on Hornby Island,
near Vancouver, where Kihnemann's mother resides today. Huge brown tree
trunks are flanked by other trunks in yellowish, pink and orange hues — the
antithesis of the gentle touches of watercolor in the small papers works.
Besides the huge painting, like a footnote, hung the original photograph that
inspired the painting: Olaf's mother and her partner, sitting in a clearing in
the woods on Hornby Island are decked in winter clothes and scarves, sitting
on wooden benches, the forest seen behind them. She sits on one of the
benches and gazes through binoculars in front of her into the distance, and
he gazes at the same direction. Opposite the large painting, Kihnemann
situated a long bench that spanned its length — a kind of domesticated,
processed continuation of the painted trees, as well as a nod to the painted
benches. Viewers were invited to sit on the wooden bench and contemplate
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the picture, like the couple gazing out toward — what exactly? rare birds? a
gathering storm? Here, in the gallery, the gaze was close and compressed.
Nature was superseded by a painting of nature; woods, by a painting of
woods, made on wood.

Other paintings on wooden panels include interiors — both antithesis of

the forest painting and its continuation: big paintings of an Arlesheim

living room and a Herzliya living room, the Swiss home and the Israeli

one. Birthday, also set in the Arlesheim living room, is a rare combination

of figures and surrounding background: two parents with their children,
sitting at a table topped by a cake, some flowers, a candle, surrounded by
warm wooden walls, a red balloon, books, and a reproduction of Breugel's
Peasant Wedding hanging on a wall. The rarity of figures presented with
their surrounding background appears in another painting: a mother and four
children against the backdrop of a wooded landscape; before the moves,
before the dismantling of the family. Herzliya Pituach Living Room is already
without figures. The colors are warm and bright, a range of browns and
reds, an orange curtain and a television set, the natural color of the wood
combined with the general hues of the room.

It is clear from these paintings that the family is not a locus of longing or
nostalgia. Each painting emits a palpable if barely-traceable uneasiness.
The television set, for example (Herzliya Pituach Living Room), is a source
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Tubingen, moving together to an Anthroposophical community in Arlesheim,
Switzerland; and moves on to children being born, parents breaking up and
each of their new partners; the new children added to the family, their moves
from city to city; culminating in central events in the life of different family
members. Recurring verbs are 'met’, 'journeyed', 'studied’, 'moved', 'married’,
'‘begat’, 'broke up'. The places: Tubingen, Arlesheim, Montreal, New York,
Vancouver, Utrecht, Herzliya, Kfar Rafa'el, Kiryat Tiv'on, Tel Aviv.

As already mentioned, his is not a commonplace biography — and not only

in terms of an Israeli artist. The text is fascinating in itself, and doubly so for
illuminating, through its style, the painted stylization of the hovering figures:
concrete, focused on external moves, unsentimental; alienated and seemingly
distant, it gains momentum from sentence to sentence, with the enumeration
of dozens of names ("Christiane and Shimon break up. ltamar drafted to

the army...Hilmar meets Anne in Kfar Rafa'el, they have Yotam, part. Hilmar
meets Michal, they live in Kiryat Tiv'on, break up..."). The pace increases:
getting acquainted, traveling, returning, breaking up. All this accumulates to a
narrative whose edges widen and whose internal, non-reported content can
be felt between the lines, between the words, in the gaps between sentences.

Which is also valid for the watercolors themselves: seemingly but a touch.
A child in red sweat pants holds a branch, looking at us. This is Olaf. Where
is he standing? What was his figure detached from? A little girl with braids,
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short pants, a bag and red stockings is Suzanne. Where? When? Who or
what was beside her? The faded, saturated watercolors barely leave a mark
on the paper. The tiny child is almost engulfed by the paper, activating a
desire to hold her, save her. What from? A little boy in short blue pants and
a blue and white striped shirt squints — from the sun? — Hilmar. And the
most fascinating figure of all — the Mater Familias, the figure who sets the
narrative in motion — Christiane.

For five years, all of Kilhnemann's painterly energy was focused on these
small papers. In retrospect, these years can be seen as years of severe
reduction and discipline, years of defining the territory — very focused and
demarcated. The infinite options of painting, like canvases, large-scale
formats or other images, were 'cleaned out' of the paintings, leaving only
figures, family members, painted from photographs: this was the disciplined
and strict framework he took upon himself on his way to create himself as an
artist. The reduction of these options bred the paintings' meaning: through
digging at a specified point, in an action reminiscent of deep drilling, his
painterly idiom, as well as the paintings' specific narratives, were born.

At this stage, it would seem that Kiihnemann had gained enough self-
assurance as to his place in the world of painting to slightly let go of the
strict painterly regimen he had subjected himself to. From here on out, he
would start using oils on large-scale (at times very large) wooden panels.
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Israeli art. For an artist formerly unaware of local art, this direct and intimate
contact with Givon's artistic team — with the works of Moshe Kupferman,
Raffi Lavie, Moshe Gershuni, Pinchas Cohen Gan, Gabriel Klasmer, Uri
Katzenstein, Nurit David, |do Bar-el, as well as with the artists themselves —
was an ongoing course in Israeli art.

And another famous quote connected to two luminaries. After coming all
the way from Romania to Paris, to the studio of his venerated master Rodin,
the young Brancusi left shortly after arriving and is said to have commented
that “nothing can grow in the shade of tall trees”. After eight years of
contemplation and listening, of standing aside and enjoying close contact
with material and work — Olaf leaves Givon to follow forge his own path as
an independent painter.What artist was he to be?

The proximity to the greats of Israeli art, artists with a style, a direction
and a history of their own, induced a humble starting point. Perhaps
not a conscious decision, more of a personality trait that developed into
professional characteristics — humility and modesty would characterize
Kihnemann's work as a painter in his own right.

Intuitive at first, his decision to cling to family photographs, turned out to be
fundamental to his art. Blessed with great painterly ability and dexterity —
two qualities that in the last several decades could be construed as either
blessing or curse — and at this stage aware not only of Classical art history
but also of Modern and Israeli painting, Kihnemann faced the biggest
dilemma in contemporary painting: what to paint, and how? What can be
painted that hasn't been done so far? What images should he choose to
develop his artistic idiom?

The choice of family photos led him to focus on his personal biography,
which turned out to be a liberating option. Paradoxically, the very choice of
familial images he knows so intimately, liberated him to focus on his painterly
idiom. On the most immediate, self-evident level, it's easy to see the
recurring painting of family members and the recurring contemplation of their
photographs as an ongoing process with clear psychological implications.
But upon more complex reading, this focus can be viewed as a determined
painterly move. He used images of the family — his parents, siblings, himself
as a boy and other family members — as a painterly crutch. Unbeknown to
them, indeed unwittingly, they are his crutches. They're just there, familiar
enough to support the formulation of a painterly idiom.
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Hence the appearance of a series of small works on paper in the early
2000's. Each of them usually had one painted figure hovering over a void
background, severed of all context. This is delicate, pale, cautious and
very specific painting — each figure is identified by its name — but abstract,
general and distant at the same time. Alongside the appearance of the
works on paper, Kihnemann's family tree was exposed. First, the names:
Christiane, Markus, Suzanne, Hilmar, Dorothea, names that for the Israeli
viewer evoke another place, another world.

The series was exhibited in It's Me: Auto/biography (Herzliya Museum) in
2005, under the title Family Papers. Hung in disarray, unframed, along one
wall, the small pieces were reminiscent, together, of a page from a family
album: an array of children and adults, all hovering on a white page, on a
white wall, each to himself, and still one big, dispersed, disintegrated family,
tied together by invisible forces. From afar, the wall looked like a series of
pale patches on the verge of disappearance; from up close, it had the effect
of a yearbook photograph. Olaf wrote a short text for the exhibition, a kind
of legend to his work, a framework story for his art. The short sentences
and dry tone exposed an ever-widening, ever-dispersing genealogy. The
narrative begins with his parents: "Mother (Christiane), born in Germany to
a Christian family. At the age of five, she lost her parents in a car accident...
Father (Markus), born in Germany to a Christian family. When he was one
year old, his father was killed in WWII"; continues with the parents meeting in
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Olaf Kihnemann is a painter, a young painter. Making his way in saturated
territories of painting, he paints from family photographs. But even when it
would seem that the story — familial, personal — is his focus, his is a painterly
sensibility. The family is the primary, visible reference point, but it must also
be viewed as a metaphor to the larger family of art, as well as to the many-
branched artistic family tree, that, like all families, casts shadows, enables
some things and blocks others.

Kuhnemann's biography — both personal and artistic — stands out in
comparison to that of most of his contemporaries living and working in Israel.
His artistic biography begins in the studio of draughtsman and sculptor

Zvi Lachman, under whose tutelage he studied painting, contemplated
Rembrandt and copied Cézanne as a young boy, later becoming his
apprentice — not exactly the prevalent artistic training in Israel. As opposed
to contemporary modes of artistic education, mainly based on oral critique,
Kihnemann's fundamental artistic education involved working under an
older artist, as was the custom during the Renaissance.

He later left for New York, where he pursued more regimented studies

at the New York Studio School and at Parsons. Returning to Tel Aviv, he
experienced an artistic crisis, wandering through the maze of possibilities,
directions, styles and schools that contemporary art suggests. Moreover, he
was a stranger to local art. He created large-scale, expressive and figurative
oils on canvases, the main inspiration for which were Francis Bacon and
Georg Baselitz, while simultaneously joining Givon Gallery as an assistant.
He worked there for eight years, hanging other artists' works and helping
them with technical issues. To quote one of the luminaries of Modern art,
Marcel Duchamp, this was Olaf's "eight years of swimming lessons" in
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