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"Holding his knife, the bearlike Mongolian officer (…began).  His men 

held Yamamoto down with their hands and knees while he began skinning 

Yamamoto with the utmost care. It truly was like skinning a peach . (…) 

He bore the pain without a whimper-at first. But soon he began to scream. I 

had never heard such screams before: they did not seem part of this world. 

The man started by slitting open Yamamoto's shoulder and proceeded to 

peel off the skin of his right arm from the top down-slowly, carefully, 

almost lovingly. (…) before long, the entire skin Yamamoto's right arm 

had come off in a single thin sheet. (…) At last, the bearlike Mongolian 

officer held up the skin of Yamamoto's torso, which he had so cleanly 

peeled off. Even the nipples were intact. Never to this day have I seen 

anything so horrible. Someone took the skin from him and spread it out to 

dry the way we might dry a sheet."   

(Haruki Murakami, The Wind-Up Bird) 1 

 

On a line outside, 
The wind can scent them 
Hanged my skin  
Piece by piece   
Finally flapping freely. 
And across him he stands  
Pieces of writing sticking to him,  
Stained with red as blood 

            And the wind trasform them to glue  
Accounts he paid for with his skin.2 

(Uri Drommer, My Skin)  
 
 

                                                
1Haruki Murakami, The Wind-Up Bird, Trans.: Jay Rubin; Random House, Inc. New York, 1997, 

page 159. 
2Uri Drommer, My Skin, Gevanim, Tel Aviv, 1996, p.5. 
 



On a metaphoric level, this article is about an artist who strips off her own skin 

and stretches it across broad canvases. Removing obstructions by abstraction. The 

latter nothwithstanding, this article is about an artist who uses walls to frame the 

experience of her existence, walls scratched and bleeding. On the 

mental-existential level, this article is about the suffering and redemption of she 

whose canvases follow the tradition of Tomarkin, Gershuni, and  Aviva Ori’s 

bleeding torment. The abstract-expressionist version rendered through Perry’s 

works proves, once again, that “the blood is the life” (Deuteronomy 12: 23). 

Michal Perry starts her paintings with a blue surface, thus 

validating/endorsing/confirming/approving/supporting the victory of red over blue 

that has characterized Israeli painting since the 1960s.3 

From the moment the abstract painting closed the door on reality, it was sentenced 

to the wall. Both the smears of paint and the image on the canvas merged with the 

flat wall on which the painting hangs. This was the beginning of a wonderful 

friendship between the abstract painting and the wall, which included the famous 

strokes from the center of the canvas towards its edges as well as the overall 

painting, motions that sought to infiltrate the surrounding wall. When Michal 

Perry paints on oversized canvases, she writes entire walls. However, also on the 

metaphoric level, the wall plays a central role in her paintings, conveying a dual 

meaning: on the one hand, it encloses and obstructs the self,  yet on the other hand, 

it also defines and frames the artist’s personal space, thus reinforcing the status of 

the self. Perry’s painting-wall provides intimacy, while restraining the artist’s rage, 

                                                
3 See "The Blood is the Life" in my book In a Local Context, United Kibbutz Movement, Tel Aviv, 
2004, p.365 (in Hebrew). 



which threatens to burst through it. For those who follow Perry’s artistic 

development, the encounter with the inside of Uncle Shlomo’s Closed Room 

(1992) came as no surprise. In this work, the wall of one’s existential prison takes 

up most of the canvas (often appearing beside a locked door). This is the wall 

against which Perry hurls her brush and on which she melds into form the figure 

on the left, rendering a lyrical and expressionist abstraction to the wall. This 

wall/Uncle Shlomo’s wall led directly to the huge oversized paintings of 2000 and 

afterwards. In the latter, the painting-wall was trasformed: it became the backdrop 

of the artist’s own execution, the wall on which the artist’s “blood” spattered and 

trickled against the white background. The charcoal-black grid that precedes the 

attack of color suggests the desperate markings left by a prisoner on his cell wall... 

More and more paintings suggests more and more “walls” that Michal Perry builds 

around her: Every new painting suggests another wall with which the artist 

surrounds herself: a protective offense. Those red chunks of color, the physical 

wounds that have filled her canvases since 2000, she describes as pieces of torn 

flesh, her own flesh, undoubtedly –could it be any other’s?-- that have been 

splayed against the wall: “I had an image of a wall with pieces of flesh exploding 

on it.” Yes, she is the judge, the victim, the executioner. When she created Scrolls 

of Nothing in 2000, those long textual expanses - her “walls” became separating 

walls, scribbled with uncontrolled graffiti.4 She is the one who built the wall, and 

she is also the one who marks it with / scratches on it/engraves it with/brands it 

with/inscribes on it/ the code to its undoing, the wall’s imminent collapse/: the 
                                                
4 As a reminder, verbal inscriptions appeared in Michal Perry’s paintings in 1992, on the exterior 
walls of Uncle Shlomo’s house in Tiberius.  
  



wall’s collapse is imminent. It is not surprising, therefore, that in the artist’s 2008 

portrait of her mother, as the artist places the monumental figure in the center of 

the large canvas, that is, in the center of the room, the walls suddenly fall still. 

Dumbstruck, the artist disappears; as in the great Baroque tradition, even her 

image is absent from the reflection that emanates from the large mirror on the left. 

In a 2003 catalogue essay by Donald Kuspit on Michal Perry’s paintings exhibited 

in New York, he praised the artist’s return to painterly abstraction, that is, to the 

fleshy paint work. In Kuspit’s opinion, Perry thus restored the abstract painting’s 

emotive powers. “(…) Her gestures tend to form an uncanny structure- (…)One 

has the sense of catastrophe: the cave-in of a tunnel, if with light –extraordinary 

light– still visible at the end of the tunnel. (…)  one of seemingly unmitigated 

disaster – a crumbling structure, but one paradoxical enough to afford hope, 

uncannily integrated by its own tension.”  

These paintings, which were often painted to the sounds of Mozart’s Requiem, 

were dubbed “Psychic Landscapes” by the famous theorist. Indeed they reveal a 

tormented soul capable of translating an opaque wall into skin, the artist’s own 

bruised, bleeding and wounded skin. Due to the tangible, concreteness of the 

fabrics, the painting approaches a level of material abstraction, in which the brush 

ploughs and chisels through the paint, heaping it into topographic notches. Aided 

by the artist’s motions, the hand-smeared paint creates the scarred and battle-worn 

skin. 

In his book, Le Moi-peau (My Skin, Paris, 1985), Didier Anzieu formulated a 

psychoanalytic theory based on Freud’s claim that the (sense of) self is derived 



from physical sensations that originate from the surface of the body.5 The author 

referred extensively to the mother-child relationship in terms of skin contact 

(suckling, bathing, caressing, anointing, etc.). As the infant experiences the contact 

between her own body and the mother’s, she learns that the surface of the skin is 

the perimeter between (the self’s) inside and outside.6 “Establishing the ‘me-skin’ 

connection addresses the need for a narcissistic envelop, which ensures the mind’s 

basic, certain and continuous wellbeing. [… ] The skin’s first function is that of a 

sack, which holds within it all the good and the plenitude provided through 

breastfeeding, care and dipping in the verbal pool. Its second function is as the 

contact surface that marks the border that separates the outside from the I, a barrier 

that protects from others’ agression and greed… .7 Anzieu provides additional 

detailed descriptions of cases in which the skin has been violently wounded (e.g., 

burns) and thus transformed from physical to verbal skin: “the ‘I-skin’ has lost its 

biological reliance on the skin. In its place, by means of conversation, inner 

dialogue and the resulting symbolism, the I found a different type of reliance, of 

the social-cultural kind […]. The verbal skin finds its roots in the infant’s verbal 

pool, towards which the environment addresses its speech or buzz.”8 Anzieu also 

notes that “the ability to construct a verbal skin capable of alleviating the pain of 

severe burns is unrelated to the patient’s age or sex.”9   

Then, the fusillade of small red buds appears scattered across the canvas, like 

“Roses,” befitting the name of the series of (2001) paintings.  
                                                
5 Do you want to give the HEBREW ref? There is none in English that I could find. 
6 Ibid., p.84. 
7 Ibid., p.83.  
8 Ibid., p.263. 
9 Ibid., note 6. 



Unexpectedly, an idyllic panorama of a field of red flowers, which casts a soft 

romantic glow on the expanse of the canvas, transforms the “Ocean of Blood” into 

an “Ocean of Love”  (the rose garden is likened to the garden of love, in which the 

Shulamit seeks her elusive lover). Unless this is Michal Perry donnning yet 

another identity, named Rrosélamort (Rose is Death).10 Now the snowy white field 

frosts the red flowers, and the viewer is called upon to decipher the texts, a verbal 

stream of consciousness that crowds Perry’s endless scrolls. Indeed, a preliminary 

editing of this countinuous speech suffices to reveal its dual nature of the fear of 

death and a desperate yearning for love: 

When I was in second grade, I wrote in my diary: "kids, please wait to 
the end of the diary."  The diary didn't hasn’t ended yet//isn’t over yet 
(…) I wanted to tell you that sometimes I really want to cry, like now… I 
want to dance, reach the stars and cry (…) I am swimming in a red ocean 
- I am dancing - I am crying - I am laughing - I am happy - I am sad (…) 
Who is interested in the fact that you are happy or sad in second grade? 
(…) strange, it is all going to stop when I die, all the nonsense, 
everything will stop in a second (…) I imagine myself dead – it scares 
me (…)What could be more powerful than transmitting a single minute 
of uncontrolled thoughts, like someone in the moment before dying? (…) 
I don't have much to hold on to and I always have this fear that 
something terrible is going to happen to me (…) no, I really am afraid - I 
am afraid that something will happen to me - I am afraid to die (…) 
There is this thing in our claustrophobic existence - in a body filled with 
blood and in thoughts that never leave us alone (…)  If I die at this 
moment, everything will be over right now, The canvas in front of me 
will remain exactly as it is, that's about it - its over. (…)I was lying in my 
bed, morning, the room was dark and quiet (…) This is how I would 
choose to die, to be in this peaceful state and then to separate from all 
that is precious to me. (…) I am still thinking of those people that were 
burned alive in that barn by an incited crowd. Small kids holding on to 
their Mothers’ hands, clinging to them. The fear, the pain and the 
suffering, only god knows its intensity. Sometimes I want to cry, my 
heart shrivels. I continue to write. It’s like being in a sealed room and the 
red scratches on the wall are the only evidence that we were there. Red is 

                                                
10  An inverted paraphrase of Marcel Duchan’s fictitious identity, Rrosesélavy, which means Rose 

is Life. 



almost the only color our body produces (…) I am sad, because 
according to my expectations I don't receive enough love or I am afraid, 
afraid to find myself in a place of endless suffering  (…) I cry, I ask for 
help, sometimes I forget, sometimes I have no choice, my void is endless 
(…) I am always afraid, afraid that something bad is going to happen 
(…) I am helpless. Knowing the love. Our tears run out/dry up. Where 
are we supposed to go? Where are we? (…) I feel so heavy, I want to cry 
and maybe die (…) 
I WANT TO DIE THE OCEAN OF LOVE THE CRY OF LOVE I 
WANT TO LOVE 
I AM AFRAID TO LOVE I AM SCARED I AM ALONE I AM ALONE 
I AM ALONE  
I AM ALONE I AM ALONE I AM ALONE LIKE AN OPEN WOUND 
THAT NEVER HEALS 
I CAN SAY IT AGAIN I AM AFRAID TO DIE I WANT TO DIE THE 
OCEAN OF LOVE 
THE CRY OF LOVE I AM AFRAID TO LOVE  I AM AFRAID I AM 
SCARED 
(…) What’s going to happen to me?  Am I going to die? I am not ready 
to die. I don't want to die in torment. What is the value of all that I am? If 
it vanishes/expires in a second, where do I go?" 
"(…) My boyfriend disappeared. He who was my other half for several 
months (…) I knew this moment would come, would leave me like a 
newborn baby just out of the mother’s protective womb, waiting for her 
mother’s embrace, to go back to that warm, familiar place. And the 
mother wasn't there. This insane panic, the fear of death… 
 

Here we note: Michal Perry has created an unconscious analogy between her 

“current diary,” that of a mature woman, and her diary written at age seven, as a 

second grade student. The stream of consciousness produces scrolls that are far 

from “nothing;” rather, this is a regressive stream that combines the Ocean of 

Blood with the Ocean of Love, in a construct that renders them mtually 

dependent. “It’s like being in a sealed room and only the red scratches on the 

wall…” she writes, and merges the enclosing wall of her paintings with the 

scratched surface of the skin, as in Anzieu’s terms. The artist’s fear and loneliness 

are reminiscent of the expulsion from the Eden of the first touch (that between 

mother and child), triggering a desperate search for something to replace the love 



of the missing mother, and moreover, a transformation of the wounded physical 

skin (indeed Michal Perry’s paintings depict the self annihilation of her skin) into 

a verbal skin, composed of endless sprawling texts. She does not engrave on the 

skin, she composes the skin. Thus, the presence of a photograph of Michal as a 

young girl, placed (in Installation No. 1, 2001) among the scrolls of text and the 

dripping stains, acquires a pivital significance. These “vistas of the soul,” drawn 

in color, line and word, are a therapeutic unveiling of a skin-bared woman, whose 

oevre bridges between childhood and adulthood, yet she contimues to yearn for 

the maternal womb (although she is already a mother herself). 

And here one can find the secret to the sublime quality of Michal Perry’s 

paintings: in their immense size, in the grandness of the emotions expressed in 

them, in the storm of raging colors, these vistas ascend from “beauty” to 

“sublime,” in the deep German-Romantic sense of the word. Let us recall that in 

the original Kantian meaning, it connoted the loss of self consciousness 

experienced upon encountering the all-encompassing infinitude of nature, an 

experience that also reinforces and empowers the self, due to the ability to 

recognize the infinite within the comprehensive self. According to Kant, this is the 

moment in which the self is released from its dependence on nature, a discovery 

of the self’s creative spiritual freedom as the creator of a world. It would appear 

that this is the core of optimism in Michal Perry’s tortured canvases: She dips in 

the ocean of blood, her blood, skins herself as though she were Saint 

Bartholomew in Michelangelo’s “Last Judgement,” wraps herself in the verbal 

skin of her revealing confessions; yet in the process, she confirms her release from 



the dependency on the absent mother, she proves her existential and creative 

freedom. 

This may be her path to transcendental peace, which she seeks in her studies of 

Buddhism and Yoga. “Spiritual development takes place when you free your inner 

self,” Michal explains. “there is the flesh, the material, and there is what lies 

beyond. In every storm you can also feel the quiet, the light, the beauty. Color has 

both a physical dimension and a metaphysical dimension of pure light. Look at the 

the manifestation of the white color in the painting of the rose field; note the 

equilibrium between the quiet and the storm.” As a faithful student of Buddhism, 

Michal is well aware that  to reach peace one must pass though the din, a process 

of calming and purifing the turbulent self. Indeed, Michal Perry’s paintings 

express clearly the storm that anticipates the silence. Perhaps the journey towards 

silence began when her paintings first turned away from realism. In her series of 

paintings from 1993 titled Lace, which followed the series of Uncle Shlomo 

enclosed in his room, her brush moves from a collage made of a real lace 

embroidery functioning as a tablecloth or a bedspread to a dynamic --yet 

nonetheless lyrical-- abstraction of the room’s walls and space. This work was a 

departure from the concrete to the abstract, from the material to the spiritual. At 

the same time, it was a journey from the home-like motherrly (old lace) space 

towards the liberation of the inner self. In the context of the maternal space, we 

note the immense abstract work of 2001, in which Ms. Perry placed an actual 

table covered with a lace tablecloth and two candlesticks. Here she has come back 

to the home of her mother, who is saying the blessing over the Sabbath candles. 



From this point on, The abstractions; Canvases hanging loosely on the wall (“I 

find them threatening when stretched”); long hours of fast-paced work, ending in 

complete exhaustion once the creation is complete. Michal Perry a graduate of  

“ Avni” Institute of fine arts and a student of Yechezkel Streichman. (while 

stadied  refused to have anything to do with abstraction and preferred figurative 

drawings in charcoal) she was born as a painter into the neo-expressionist era, a 

tendency which was reinforced in her work due to  her fifteen years in New York, 

and was further inspired by “action painting”. While Perry did not succumb to the 

trend of returning to figurative painting, between 1996 and 1998 her paintings 

underwent a gradual change, from looking outwards to  looking inwards. A 

figurative painting of books and a magnifying glass on a table is supported by a 

surface of a newspaper collage, and the concrete elements are covered by the 

activity of aggressive brushwork. An intense and powerful dynamic in black and 

red (later in yellow and blue) attacks the canvas with brusque broad and narrow 

strokes, drips of color, and etchings made with the handle of the brush. The spirit 

of Franz Klein is present in these square formats. Let us note that despite Perry’s 

inclination towards fast painting, she prefers using oil paint (slow-drying) rather 

than the quick acrylic. Is this a  preference for the organic (which, upon contact 

with the loose canvas creates the senstion of skin)? Or perhaps it is the advantage 

of the translucence that is captured in the slow drying process? We also note that 

although these are immense surface, Michal Perry’s hand movement is short for 

the most part, creating multiple and simultaneous intimate events on the crowded  

canvas. (In contrast to the “far-reaching” full-body choreography of Jackson 



Pollock or Willem de Kooning) Perry’s close hand work seems to convert the 

field into an arena of close encounters with the self. The black grid made with 

quick strokes of a chacoal lends a certain stability to the infrastructure prior to its 

attack by a fussilage of multiple “blood” stains, which suggest the beginnings of a 

trance experience, foreshadowing the frenzy of red and white. 

Yet, the furnace of the artist’s spirit does more than bleed; Michal Perry’s abstract 

paintings since the mid 1990s to the late 2004’s sunsets paintings, bring together 

the red and the yellow, the black and the blue, which submit the fields of color to 

dramatic volcanic eruptions (connecting between the romantic tradition of 

Turner’s sea storms and the New York School). Fire and Blood. Blood and Fire. It 

is only following the volcanic eruption (in it a colorful blue-green-red turmoil, 

which conjures a flock of raptors descending on their prey in the midst of a green 

thicket) that the artist can move on to the more meditative paintings of Sunsets. 

The movement towards the fire-sun seen in the earlier paintings seems to have 

changed direction, in a coming to terms with its setting, perhaps an acceptance of 

the light’s waning. Now, depressive trickles (likened to airborne rose stems), these 

vertical drippings that surrender to the power of gravity leave room for a peaceful 

horizontalness (still simmering in the heat of its multiple colors). And yet, sunset 

means the end of the day, that is, the end. 

But no: the law of eternal circularity makes all endings into beginnings, death 

becomes rebirth. Isn’t this proven in the recent year’s paintings of realistic 

portraits of the mother, father and sister? Here again is the cyclic process, which 

starts and ends in the figurative, yet it is mostly composed of unrelenting 



abstraction, in which the artist strips off her skin in one painting after another. 

Like a hunter displaying the heads of his prey on the wall, so Michal presents us 

with her “skins.” However, Michal the huntress is repeatedly her own prey. She is 

renewed in each painting, having regrrown her skin, only to agonizingly strip it 

off again, leaving her spirit at its most vulnerable. In this sense, Michal Perry’s 

abstract paintings approximate the tradition of the bleeding self-flagellation, 

familiar from the body art that began in the 1970s (Hermann Nitsch, Rudolf 

Schwarzkogler, Marina Abramović, Gina Pane, Orlan, and others) 

 

 

 


