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Hewer of
Wood

Shimon Tayar chisels, carves, drills
and sands. And once the sawdust
clears, his shop whittles away into a

wooden wonderland

18 Kislev 5778 | December 6, 2017
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On Site Photos

ega-talented wood-
worker/artisan Shimon
Tayar of Rechasim (Kfar
Chassidim) might have
remained a relatively
unknown wood sculptor
had he not agreed to fulfill the recent re-
quest of the town’s mayor. Rabbi Yitzchak
Reich, who heads this city in northern
Israel, finally decided to make his dream a
reality as the yahrtzeit of Rav Ovadiah
Yosef approached on 3 Cheshvan:
The municipal council had decided
to build a square in his honor — Ki-
kar Maran (Maran Square) — but it
wasn’t enough to simply name the

Boarded Up

small park after Rav Ovadiah. Rabbi Reich
wanted to visually commemorate the man
who had made such a huge impact on Jews
all over Eretz Yisrael and around the world,
and knew Tayar was the address for a truly
special and unique memorial creation.

And so, in his workshop on the outskirts
of the town, Shimon Tayar chiseled, sawed,
drilled, sanded, clamped, and varnished
until his massive memorial could be trans-

ported by crane and installed, piece by
piece, in the concrete floor of

the square: a larger-than-
life replica of Rav Ovadiah’s
desk, replete with wooden
sculptures of opened and

closed seforim alongside Rav Ovadiah’s
trademark turban; and four massive ten-
foot high seforim inscribed with the titles
of Rav Ovadiah’s famous works — Chazon
Ovadiah, Yechaveh Daas, Yabia Omer, and
Meor Yisrael.

At the dedication ceremony, Tayar stood
together with an admiring Rishon L'Tzion
Rav Yitzchak Yosef (Rav Ovadiah’s son)
and Shas head Rabbi Aryeh Deri. And now,
weeks later, residents still approach Tayar
and thank him for creating such a
fitting tribute to Rav Ovadiah.
Tayar is pleased. “Who said
there’s no such thing as
chareidi art?”

Out of theWoods

t first whiff, walking into Shimon Tayar’s
workshop feels like entering one of those
dozens of carpentry shops near the Mir
yeshivah in Jerusalem — as the smell of
fresh sawdust accosts your senses. But

after a minute of focus, you're in a different

world: This is a wooden wonderland.

From alife-size band of whimsical musicians to mundane
items that would be meaningless if not made out of
wood — sofas, books, shopping bags, curtains, coats, shoes,
tablecloths, and more — Tayar has created a collection with
such perfectly detailed precision they seem to move with an
energy of their own.

But his work doesn’t only involve novelty creations.
Some of the most beautiful aron kodesh structures, bimahs,
and other synagoguge furnishings grace shuls around the
country.

“Every time my soul tells me a story,” he says, “I convey
it in the form of a wood sculpture. Wood is a wonderful
substance; it’s warm and easy to work with. You can bend
wood; you can carve it, glue it, and paint it. And the wood
seems to like being worked with. Plus, it just blends into
the environment here — the strong odors, the vibrant
shades of green everywhere. And this community, a unique
combination of Torah and pastoral serenity, is the perfect
backdrop.”
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Midnight

Sketches

himon Tayar, 58, was born
in Haifa to secular par-
ents. “Actually,” he quali-
fies, “we had grandparents
in Bnei Brak, but Abba
was the one who left Yid-
dishkeit. I grew up in a secular environ-
ment, in nearby Kiryat Chaim, following
the typical Israeli trajectory: elementary
school, high school, army.”

After his IDF discharge, Tayar began to
work in carpentry. “It all began with my fa-
ther. He loved to work with his hands. He
made everything himself and it rubbed off
on me and my two brothers. We even built
awhole kitchen for my sister. So after the
army, my brothers and I decided to open
a carpentry shop. We rented space in Tel
Aviv and got to work.”

At the time, Tayar had no real affinity
for art. He built mall kiosks, stands, and
stages for various facilities. He created the
newsroom for the Reuters news outlet in
Jerusalem, and was part of the team build-
ing the cardiac catheterization center at
Tel Hashomer hospital.

One night, without warning, he discov-
ered his artistic side. “My oldest daughter
was a preemie, and my wife and I had to
take turns feeding her every two hours,
round the clock. That’s how I found myself
up most nights, and I began to draw.”

Tayar didn’t stop at drawing, though;
he decided to merge his art with his work,
and thus began his wood-carving career.
“It was never about making money,” he
says. “I continued to work in carpentry,
and when I felt the urge to create some art,
Tjustdidit.”

98 MISHPACHA

little before Tayar turned

40, his life took a change in
direction. “I started asking
myself deeper questions. Who
am I? Why did I come to this
world? What are we here to
accomplish? I’d studied quite a bit of Eastern
philosophy, and started to do some research.
The more progress I made, the more I was
drawn to Torah.

“Of course, it was a gradual process, and at
the outset I had absolutely no plans of doing
teshuvah; but soon I couldn’t deny that that’s
where I was headed. I didn’t become firum
because of a crisis,” Tayar explains. “On the
contrary. My life was good and I was successful.
But I craved meaning, answers.”

But he was married with three children, which
further complicated the situation. “I couldn’t
just go to my wife and tell her I'd decided to
do teshuvah,” he says. “So, I went about it in a
subtle way. For example, when I put on tefillin,
T’d leave the door open so the kids could see
what I was doing. One day, my oldest daughter,
who was 14 at the time, asked me outright, ‘Abba,
did you do teshuvah?’ I answered her: ‘If you

Carvingout Meaning

want an answer to your question, you’ll have to
give me more than five minutes.’

“She agreed to listen, and for weeks we took
long walks around the neighborhood. She asked
and I answered. I had read alot by then, and was
able to provide answers most of the time. And it
stuck. We learned Derech Hashem together, and
one day she came home from school and said
she wanted to transfer to a religious school.”

It took a little time, but eventually Tayar
succeeded in swaying the whole family. “We
used to drive on Shabbos to my in-laws, who
lived not too far from us. When I started keeping
Shabbos, my wife asked me how we would get
to her parents for the meal. “You take the car
and I’ll get there on foot, I said. She agreed. At
first, the children drove with her, but within a
few weeks, my daughter joined me on foot, then
my son. In the end, my wife drove alone, but it
didn’t take too long before she joined us on our
Shabbos walk.”

The Tayars went to an Arachim seminar,
which strengthened their teshuvah process.
Shimon continued working in his carpentry
shop, and his wife began working for Arachim, a
job she continues to this day.

18 Kislev 5778

| December 6, 2017

MISHPACHA 99



ayar’s acceptance of
Torah and mitzvos
caused him to have
doubts about some
of his creations. “At
first, I completely
abandoned art — I told myself it was a
small price to pay for this wonderful
new life — and as my ‘compensation,’
I started to build shul furniture, aron
kodesh structures, amudei tefillah
and other holy articles. Gradually I
returned to art, beginning by carving
everyday items: a toothbrush, a towel,
an undershirt, a tie — things that are
so ordinary, but so unexpected when
you see them in wood.”

In the center of the workshop
are two coats seemingly worn by a
husband and wife — but the couple
is invisible. “This is one solution I
found to the prohibition of carving
images,” Tayar explains. “You can’t
see the people, but you know they’re
there, under the coats and hats. It’s
really quite profound — that the
essence of a person is not in his body,
which is just an external garment
for the soul that has no physical
dimension.”

Another unusual creation, an
“orchestra” made out of wood
figurines, has its own backstory. “I
played the drums since I was a child,
and I used to play together with my
cousin and best friend, Udi Kazmirski,
who played the contrabass. Udi died
of cancer, and this orchestra creation
was away I could commemorate him.”

Today Tayar plays on the side in two
bands. One, called Tzliluta, made up
of other chevreh from Rechasim, plays
at yeshivish events around the city.

The other band is called Ma’arava,
and, says Tayar, “its members have
doctorates in music. I still don’t
understand how they let a musical
ignoramus like me play with them.”

Tayar never studied art or sculpture
professionally, but that hasn’t stopped
him from experimenting with novel
ideas and techniques. One of his most
striking works stands in the Chanichei
Hayeshivos shul in Rechasim, where
he built the aron kodesh according to
his own artistic vision.

“When they asked me to build the
aron kodesh for the shul, it occurred
to me to build it exactly like the
title page of the Vilna Shas, with
those curtains draped around the
border. When I told them my idea,
the gabbaim couldn’t imagine how I
could sculpt those familiar curtains
out of wood. First I built wooden
curtains and hung them in my living
room. They came out nice, so I I
decided to go ahead with the project.”

Outside the heichal is the shul’s
bookecase, on top of which Tayar
created an entire Shas made out
of solid wood. “That’s one of my
favorites,” Tayar says, “but wait.
Let me show you a different
kind of bookcase.”

We walk down the streets of
Rechasim and stop in front of
the home of Tayar’s daughter.
The house is concealed by a
huge wooden fence, sculpted in
the shape of sifrei kodesh, with
each “sefer” bearing the name
of a classic Torah work. “My
daughter wanted a fence to
conceal her yard, so I built her
a Jewish fence.” |

o

AnotherRound,

a New Square

ayar says that his
newfound religious
lifestyle has made
him put the brakes
on the constant chase
for money, although
he admits he can’t make a living solely
from his art. “I never intended to
sell my creations — basically I make
them for myself — so yes, there are
slow periods, but Hashem is kind and
compassionate, and always sends me
what I need at the right time. I say
Mizmor L’sodah a few times each day;
those awesome words are hanging in
every corner of my house and in my
workshop. I learned to thank Hashem
for everything He gives me.”

In the last few months, Tayar again
fell on some rough times. That’s when
he got the call about creating the
monument in Kikar Maran. “I was so
moved, not only because Hashem had
sent me parnassah, but because it was
a commemoration to the gadol hador.
I had the privilege to see Maran a few
times and to pray at his beis medrash.
T hope he has nachas in Shamayim

from this creation.”

Now that Rechasim has Kikar
Maran, the next project for the town
is Yeshivah Square, which will be a
tribute to the lomdei Torah. “It will be
in honor of those who learn Shas in the
kollels and yeshivos,” Tayar says. “It
will feature a giant chair and shtender
with a Gemara on it.” Tayar has
himself completed Shas twice through
dafyomi.

He says that even though these
wood sculptures are outdoors, they
hold up, and their beauty is worth the
extra care. “True, wood demands a
little more attention than stone, and
every few years we’ll probably have to
re-varnish the exhibits in the square.
But I made sure that the inclines were
sloping downward so that the rain
won’t pool and ruin the wood.”

And after Yeshivah Square? “I’'m
always doing new things, taking on
projects I've never done before and
experimenting. I think that’s the real
work of an artist — to expand himself
and create something that he himself
isn’t sure if he’s capable of creating.”
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