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Sharing the Gaze: Michal Heiman Tamara Abramovitch
and Edgar Degas The Hebrew University

of Jerusalem

Michal Heiman (born 1954) and Edgar Degas (1834-1917) never met. Degas died
in Paris, 37 years before Heiman was born in Tel Aviv. However, their works "met" in
2001, when Heiman decided to put her own photographic self-portrait into Degas's
painting of a rehearsal room of a ballet lesson. In this article, based on my MA thesis,
| want to discuss this unique dialogue, created between a contemporary artist and the
master painter of the 19th century.

In order to delve into the dialogue’s nature, its power and its interpretations, this article
presents three aspects of it. The first is to understand and formulate the process of
“quoting” in Heiman's creation and as it exists in contemporary art fields in general, and
which has never received sufficiently clear conceptualization. The basic semiological
understanding of the action of quotation emphasizes the power of masterpieces as
signs or symbols in the visual field, and emphasizes past artists as mythic symbols,
creating relationships outside of space, geography or time.

Secondly, in order to understand the specific example of the mythic language in
Heiman's works, a better understanding of the paintings by Degas is required, as well
as his artistic statement and how his works were received in his own time and after his
death. Finally, it is important to explore Heiman’s intention: why does Heiman expose
the contemporary viewer to this specific masterpiece?

The interaction between the two artists within the act of "quoting" leads us to the
artists’ common language, based on the gaze, seeking to express their role as social
activists and as responsive to reality around them. Degas drew his dancers from a
critical perspective on Parisian life and exposed its dark side, that included exploitation
and prostitution, through the role of the voyeur. Heiman looks at the dancers from a
contemporary point of view, with the help of an intrusive camera, in order to connect
with Degas' gaze and in the belief that art can take us back in time in order to be active
in our own life.
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