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Inbal Lotan

The Act of
Presence & Absence

The artist Inbal Lotan uses materials that turn absence into a work of art. The exhibition
The Act of Presence and Absence in the Apter-Barrer Gallery in Ma‘alot-Tarshiha,
focuses on her sources of inspiration and on the philosophical and experiential aspects
of the traditional craft of paper cutting. The works invite the viewer to ponder how
what is absent, that which takes shape from the act of cutting, creates a narrative. Each
physical action performed on the paper constitutes a creative act through which the
residues and the gaps evolve and come alive, in new shapes and ways. In this technique
the tangible and the intangible coexist, engaging in a fascinating dialogue between
the seen and the unseen, which evokes inner emotions.

Paper cutting requires precision to create geometric, plant-like, figurative and other
shapes. The craft was invented in ancient China, between 907 to 618 BCE, where paper
carvings served as decorations on festive occasions. They included images of animals
and plants, and religious motifs. The earliest Chinese technique of cutting paper for
artistic purposes appeared in the fourth and fifth centuries. The invention of paper
in China in the second century BCE enabled this technique to evolve, alongside other
methods of working with paper. The technique became widespread throughout China,
and during the ninth century it spread across East Asia, and was widely adopted in
Japan, where it became a traditional craft. The use of paper cutting spread to Europe in
the 16th century, becoming popular among the upper classes. It was used to decorate
rooms and as personal adornment. During this period the technique also incorporated
religious and cultural motifs and symbols. Over time, particularly in the 19th and 20th
centuries, use of the technique became widespread. It served also to create greeting
cards and other decorative elements.

Artists have employed the technique throughout history. Among them are Henri
Matisse (1869-1954), who used the technique to paint sheets of paper, cutting out
pieces, and assembling new images.



A further prominent artist and author who used the technique was Hans Christian
Andersen (1805-1875). Known primarily for his classic stories, such as The Ugly Duckling,
he was also a paper cutter. He created complex paper cuttings of mythological figures
and images. Andersen’s cuttings were not merely an artistic device but also served
to illustrate his stories, thereby evoking inner emotions and content. Andersen’s
influence can be discerned in Lotan’s works, as she chooses to describe the fairy tale
of Thumbelina, written in 1835. Lotan imagines further fables, some of them personal,
inspired by folk tales and legends from various cultures.

The work titled An Invented Irish Fable included in the exhibition draws on myths
from Irish folklore. The work comprises images from a tale about a farmer named
Seamus and the three-headed Cerberus’, as well as other invented images linked to
the story. In this and in other works displayed in the exhibition, it appears that Lotan
injects to them complex narratives that revolve around themes of love, wild nature,
and personal and collective conflicts.

Through her paper cuttings, the artist creates a mystical ambiance of legends. Each
cutting displayed in the exhibition expresses the inner struggles of the figures, the
muted cries of soft love, and pain, and opens a window onto broader tales that address
life’s complexity vis-a-vis the forces of nature and belief. Alongside the dialogues
that exist within Lotan’s works, a further important dialogue takes place between the
viewer and the work, which acquires validity and meaning and runs parallel to the
dialogue between legend and real life, where the absent and the complete are ever
present, as in a paper cutting.

The absent and the whole in Lotan’s paper cuttings are under control. They are
measured, esthetic, and cut to amazing precision. They invite one to search for the
essence and meaning of human experience, as a mirror to the gaps and the striving
to fill in what is lacking in the human soul. Paper cutting offers us a path to inner
contemplation of the way in which we perceive ourselves and our surroundings.

1. A mythical monster in Greek mythology, a hunting dog that belongs to Hades, God of the
underworld, and guards the gate to his kingdom.



The series of five works titled The Five Voices, which draws on Anne Sexton’s* poem,
What Do the Voices Say? Doctor Y Asks, constitutes the poetic heart of the exhibition.
Each of the five cuttings represents a different voice in the poem. The voices express
a gamut of emotions — pain, loss, despair, love, and agony. In the first work, Sexton'’s
body itself is supported by the Sirens that feature in the poem. In the second, the large
wire doll enclosed in the confines of the work threatens its family. In the third work, the
cruel clown spits at the figure of the poetess, in a precise cutting portrayed in white,
as in the poem. In the fourth work, the naked Sexton stands on a floor of medications,
and in the fifth, her figure holding a whip is made of small fish, her tormented face
referring to the words of the poem. Each voice in Sexton’s poem is addressed in Lotan’s
work. She leads viewers to an inner and invites them into a rich, complex, and multi-
tiered world.

We chose to display Lotan’s exhibition in the intimate southern wing of the gallery,
with a view to enhancing the viewers’ experience. This space was home to two families
when Ma’alot was first established. It is small and dark and divided by an arch. The two
sections of the space facilitate an appreciation of Lotan’s work environment, allowing
viewers to intimately experience the atmosphere in which the artist creates. This
arrangement encourages a closer examination of each piece individually, followed by
an evaluation within the wider context of the exhibition.

In the center of the space stands a table that resembles Lotan’s worktable, intended to
illustrate her working stages. The table offers a glimpse into her creative world, while
also enabling the viewer to tangibly experience the various processes that comprise the
technique. On the table each object becomes relevant; the remnants of paper acquire
the status of a finished work, and Lotan’s work tools are a metaphor for the conductor
of a musical piece. Observing the artist’s worktable from above, viewers experience
an evolving, dynamic process that prompts them to internalize the significance of the
absence, resulting in a new creation.

It appears that Lotan finds inspiration from many sources for her works, among
them tales and fables from many different cultures. Not all the stories come from the
outside; some emerge from her inner self and her personal and intimate introspection.
Each of her works tells a personal story, be it mythological, mundane, or one that arises

2. Anne Sexton (1928-1974) was an American author and poet. The poem on which Lotan draws appears
in Anne Sexton (2015), Lessons in Hunger, Mifal Ha-Payis, Israel. Translated by Yael Globerson.
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from an inner emotion, a memory, or a spiritual experience. Lotan furthermore uses
the story to bond with the viewer, to confront them with a story that evokes a memory
or a feeling, thereby creating a shared experience. The works’ power derives in part
from the space between reality and fantasy, between the story and emotional truth.

The exhibition’s title, The Act of Presence and Absence, is not merely a title but refers
to a philosophical idea that expresses life itself. What is missing in the cuttings does
not imply something negative, but rather creativity. Each cut of the paper is a creative
act, an action that creates a world, as it were. In this respect, the artist’s works transmit
a message of the process of life, in which every loss or absence becomes a field of
activity. These esthetic paper cuttings express the inner dialogue between the artist
and her material, and between shape and feeling. Each piece of paper that is removed
creates a new space and a voice that expresses personal and collective feelings in an
era of uncertainty, particularly at this time of the Iron Swords War.

The exhibition invites us to reassess the missing and the complete, to ponder how that
which is lacking enables new creation and inner and external dialogue. In an intimate
moment, the viewer is invited to experience the work not merely as an object of art, but
also as an opportunity to submerge themselves into the artist’s inner world, thereby
bringing to the fore the present and the absent in unexpected and moving ways.

Lotan’s paper cuttings introduce the viewer to a creative process based on the
principle of absence, or the missing. Each cut creates an “absence,” and the moment
some material is removed from the work leaves a gap that becomes meaningful and
telling. The act of dismantling, along with the required skill, forms the foundation of
the work, completing its shape and bringing the narrative to life. Viewing the works in
the exhibition transmits Lotan’s dynamic working methods. In her hands, the violent
cutting tools become sensitive and create profound stories, and each missing piece of
material turns into an intimate presence.

Meital Kilemnik
Curator
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