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Vicki Knafo, 2016, pencil on paper, 29.7x21
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Shiran Berkovich: “Role Model - Women Larger than Life”
Prof. Haim Maor, the Exhibition Curator

About two years ago, Prof. Rivka Carmi, president of the Ben-
Gurion University of the Negev, asked me to organize an
exhibition featuring portraits of women Prize Nobel laurates. The
exhibition curated by Osnat Eitan and Shai Zauderer was opened
in May 2018. In the process of looking for a way to perform the
mission I was assigned to, I was exposed to Shiran Berkovich’s
women drawings and realized that her project was completely in
line with the president’s request. When I met Shiran Berkovich,
I was surprised to find out that she had been a student of mine at
the university’s Department of the Arts some ten years before. I
suggested to her that she should continue to expand the project
and present it at the university’s gallery. In her text, she shares with

us her creative process and her motivations.

To Draw a Role Model
Shiran Berkovich

I painted the first portrait of the “To Draw a Role Model” project -
Simone de Beauvoir’s portrait — in a quiet evening in 2015. I like
very much to draw, especially portraits. On that evening, I was
searching the Internet, as I usually do, for images to hone my
drawing skills. But on that evening, something else happened;
suddenly, I was disgusted with painting likenesses of people
whom I didn’t know and was only drawn to them because they
conform with the Western ideal of beauty. Thus, I've decided to
break my habit and start drawing from pictures of women whose
pursuits I find inspiring. I began drawing a portrait of Simone de
Beauvoir, whose book The Second Sex (1949), I had just finished
reading and was tremendously impressed by it. Treading the new
path, I mumbled softly: “why should I draw a model when I can
draw a role model?” I realized that my ability to create another
reality through art, instead of replicating the existent one, endows
me with immense power. I uploaded the drawing to the Facebook
page of a large feminist group called “Feminist Discourse” (see:
https://www.facebook.com/groups/371276586316942/search

/2query=%D7%A9%D7%99%D7%A8%D7%9F). Responses to
the posted image indicated to me that the choice to draw women
larger than life not only answered a need of mine, but also that
of other women who were not satisfied with the overflow of
conventional female images. I understood that a project featuring
women renowned for their achievements rather than for their
outward appearance might prove empowering for many women
and girls of all ages. It may inspire them and give them the

confidence to be who they really want to be instead of what they

think they ought to be. Why? Because common images imply
that, as far as women are concerned, very often their outward
appearance is perceived as the utmost criterion. That appearance
is hardly diversified — and thus it’s up to you to adopt yourself to
the model rather than create an image that actually represents
who you are.

Thus, I found myself drawing dozens of various diversified women
portraits — local, international, known, unknown, young, old, and so
on. The only condition for entering the project has been positive
contribution to the social, cultural, sportive and environmental fields.
For almost two years, the project was displayed on a Facebook page
exclusively dedicated to it. The opportunity to transfer the project
from its Internet page to the walls of an exhibition space presented
itself in spring 2016. Today, I'm convinced that drawing the power
and inspiration to believe in the feasibility of such a feat and produce
a solo exhibition by myself from all the wonderful women who have
accompanied me throughout this period — was precisely what the
project was supposed to do.

The exhibition was financed through crowdfunding with the

support of women and men, who believed in the project and its
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message. Thus, in July 2016, I exhibited in a space in south Tel Aviv
about 40 drawn portraits of unique women, who have reached their
current status due to their positive actions. In that space, each woman
visotor could have found inspiration for believing in her own power.

Many of the portrayed women, including MK Orly Levy-
Abekasis, attorney Gaby Lasky, Prof. Esther Herzog, Dr. Orit
Kamir, and others — supported the project and also honored the
exhibition with their presence.

As far as I'm concerned, this project is not really mine, it’s of
and for all of us. Both the project and the exhibition also included
portraits that were not up to par with my technical capabilities,
however it was clear to me that at stake was more than my

reputation as an artist. This project is my way to influence my

environment and perhaps even change it for the better. This was
also one of the reasons for my decision to donate the proceeds
from the exhibition to two NGOs dedicated for the support of
disadvantaged women — Achoti (Sister) for Women in Israel and
Awareness Center. It’s my intention to keep on donating any future

proceeds from the project.

First and foremost, I drew my inspiration from the portrayed
women themselves. But I can’t deny that were it not for my
exposure to feminist texts by de Beauvoir and Judith Butler, as
well as by participants in the local feminist discourse such as Noga
Cohen, Tsafi Saar, Vered Lee, MK Merav Michaeli, and many
wonderful others, I would have remained unaware of the need for
empowering female images. Thankfully, projects such as Herstory
or A Street of Her Own, each with its specific emphases and
goals, have developed in Israel giving a stage to women'’s positive
actions. In my case, the To Draw a Portrait project uses art for
the purpose of empowering women, and alongside celebrating
women’s activity in the past also pays tribute to contemporary
women. Similarly to other projects, mine is a hierarchy-free
endeavor which equally respects any positive action by women. To
assist in rescuing animals, to draft a law against sexual harassment,
to be the first female marathon runner in the world, or to be a
columnist discussing feminist issues — each activity is welcomed
and inspiring. At the end of the day, these are women who follow
their heart and whose resoluteness blazes a trail for all of us.

I'm grateful for the opportunity to have the project displayed
in a place very dear to my heart — Ben-Gurion University of the
Negev. As a Beer Sheva-born artist and an alumna of the Ben-
Gurion University, it’s a great honor and I'm glad to present the
project in such a venue that enjoys wide exposure. I know how
much dealing with the theme has benefited me personally as well
as other women, and the fact that it may impact additional women

(and men) fills me with an indescribable pleasure.
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