
 
 

 

SHORTCUTS  – Notes on Shai Azoulay’s Exhibition  

By Nicola Trezzi  

 
Shai  Azoulay  is  the u lt ima te v is ionary.  His  works — large and smal l  pain tings ,  as  wel l  as  
drawings  and “painting  instal la t ions” —are the m anifestation  of  the art is t ’s  mind,  a  
mind that is  a lways  at work,  a lways  fu l l  of  v is ions that take the his tory of  art  and the  
context  of  Jerusalem to  create  a unique  mix that  is  at  t imes  ironic —such as  in  the  
painting  Bel ievers  T rac k (2016)—and  at  t imes  poeti c —as  seen in  The Go lden  Me  (201 5).  
In  th is  work,  the art is t  portrays  h imself  as  a  goldf ish;  whi le  the f ish  and i ts  
environment are  pain ted in  v ibrant co lors ,  the re st of  the scene is  rendered in  b lack  
and white,  perhaps  a  ref lec tion of  Jerusalem,  th e c ity  in  which  the art is t  l ives  and  
works .  
 
Indeed it  is  not easy to be an art is t  in  Jerusalem. The c ity  is  an artwork in  i tse lf ,  fu l l  
of  contradict ions ,  complex to the ex treme,  imposs ib le  not to lo ve,  but very hard to  
take.  And ye t Shai  Azoulay has  made Jerusalem his  home,  and for  the ar t is t ,  Jerusalem 
and its  r ich contex t is  an essentia l  e lement of  h is  work as  seen in  the aforementioned  
work Bel ievers  Track ,  as wel l  as  the work entit led You, Me and  the Ho ly  Sp ir i t  (2015),  
previous ly  exhibited at the ga l lery.  Here,  throu gh a very pecul iar  compos it ion,  a  
wedding  scene becomes  almost a  detai l ,  pushed to the background in  order  to g ive 
space to the real  protagonis t  of  the painting:  the Holy  Spir i t .  The third  e lement of  the 
tr in ity  is  here represented –  as  i f  we are  confus ing  the New Testament with a  modern  
art  h is tory manual  –  with Mat isse’s  famous  cutouts .   
 
As  referenced in  the painting  enti t led The Wings  o f Matisse  (2015),  the French pain ter  
Henr i  Matisse  (1869 -1 954)  is  the le itmo tif  of  t h is  exhibit ion.  The Go lden  Me  i s  
informed by Matisse’s  domestic  spaces ,  as  wel l  as  h is  famous  cu touts  –  which the  
French art is t  created in  the la te  s tage of  h is  l i fe  when he was  no longer  able  to pain t.  
For  Sha i ,  these cu touts  ha ve become the true  pr otagonis ts  of  the p ainting.  This  is  
v is ib le  in  a lmost a l l  works ,  inc luding  Layers  (2016),  Orange Wave  (2016)  and in  
particular ,  Magic  St ick  (201 6)  which appears  t o be a d irect reference to Mickey Mouse  
as  The Sorcerer ’s  Apprentice  in  Walt  D isney’s  Fantas ia  (1940).  In  th is  painting,  the  
art is t  depicts  a  very smal l  man –  perhaps  himself  –  s tanding  on a large s taircase and 
try ing  to command,  with h is  (magic)  s t ick,  “m agic ,”  here manifested again as  large 
Matisse’s  cutouts .  
 
The last  work that deserves  mention,  perhaps  th e pivotal  work in  the show,  is  Owl  
(2015)  because this  specif ic  one g ives the opportunity  to present Shai  Azoulay’s  main 
space for  creation:  the s tudio .  I t  is  here that the art is t  not only  creates  the work we 
see,  not only  has  h is v is ions ,  which then appear  in the painting;  here the art is t  exis ts  



 
 

 

in  fu l l  b loom and this  special  s tate  of  mind (and body)  is  ref lected in  many previous 
works  which depict  the artis t ’s  s tudio.  In  th is  regard Owl  continues  a  pos it ion taken  
by the art is t  long ago,  a  pos i t ion th at a l igns  h im with such art is ts  as  Dana Schutz  bu t  
a lso connects  h is  work to art is ts  such as  Ju les  de Ba l incourt,  Barnaby  Furnas  and Nicole  
E isenman,  who ha ve al l  been us ing f iguration as  a  way to create  a paral le l  real i ty ,  
dominated by  recurr ing  f igures ,  pol i t ical  and  yet away from any d irect reference to  
the current s tate  of  rea l i ty .  
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