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an actual memory. Our mind interprets it as an
event that we already experienced, although
it is happening entirely in the present. It is
interesting to think of a pile of broken walls
as guests from the future, rather than voices
from the past.

In the entrance space, within a pile of new
plaster walls, lies a large, white sheet of
paper bearing a pink-hued stain. The center
of the stain is consumed by the formation of
another, bisected blue stain. When observed
from the second floor, this entire site may
appear as a crater - a geological formation
revealing the tectonic structure of the earth.
In this exhibition, however, Petel reveals the
tectonic fissure that already exists within
the plate - a fissure in time - the other side
of the déja vu.
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of detraction and removal that are present on
several scales: first he broke the partitions
within the museum, which functioned as a
system of artificial dams. He thus exposed the
circulation of a different movement in the
place - an exhibition with a two-way flow.
The act of exposure seems to reexamine the
code of "the museum as container." Within the
new system of rules, the dam has been broken.
The remainders have been installed.

Déja Vu /
Avi Sabah

Imprisoned in the entry space within the
pile of injured plaster walls is a sheet of

paper printed in shades of green. That same
type of paper coats large parts of the museum
building, both inside and outside, echoing
the exhibition title countless times. Its
appearance within the pile is different;

\ 4

it seems to be traveling in time, as if
arriving from a future moment following the
dismantling of the exhibition. The imprisoned
paper transforms the pile into both a
prophetic image and a site of rupture, while
the gaze centers on the future to come.

This momentary future flashes up like a
déja vu. One of the hypotheses concerning
the formation of déja vus is that our mind
identifies a similarity between the arena of
action we are currently observing and one
that we witnessed in the past. In fact, it is
a deceptive sense of familiarity, rather than
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nominated and Cannes Award-winning movies, as
well as in movies such as the aforementioned
one, Petel, who most of the time will greet
you with sunglasses, in pure Hollywood style,
knows how to (behind his glasses!) lower

and his brow and lift it higher with unique
nonchalance, turning, just like in this work,
junk into Gold - oops, I meant Golda...

Blessed Be the Memory of the Dam /
Nir Feferberg

"And every person is a dam between past and
future. / When he dies the dam bursts, the
past breaks into the future"

Yehuda Amichai, "In My Life, On My Life,"
in Open Closed Open, trans. Chana Bloch and
Chana Kronfeld, Harcourt, 2000

A geographical stain formed in a horizontal
position finds itself hanging on a wall. A
vertical work centered on an act of filling
makes a place for itself on the floor. The
orientation of the gaze occurs with deceptive
delicacy: an overview reveals a water
reservoir appearing on the map like an image
seen from a bird's-eye perspective. A gaze
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from the side - and it appears as a vertical
section. The repetitive act of filling
rewrites every image into a geological cross-
section, with the gaze positioned before the
image, in relation to its verticality. The
gap between the observation of the plan and
the section manages to preserve the presence
of the dam: the water is still. And in this
subterranean silence lie forces whose power
stems from the presence of the water. The
balance and precision of the dam is fragile
and delicate, delimiting that which lies
between what was and what will be. In the
beginning there was no dam; for it is the body
that defines the spaces between one realm of
time and another, which stems the flow, which
is suspended in the present - and in which
everything comes together. The relations - at
times metaphorical, at others formalist -
between the created place and the continuum
of events that created it are concerned with
the measurement of the familiar. Engaging in
a sort of playful exercise, Petel manages to
enfold into his works familiar expanses, while
transforming them into a new geographical
occurrence. Since the measurements began the
dam has stood in the middle, in that space
located between two points, separating the
water from the water. Yet Petel not only
dams, but also breaks the dam, with practices
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that his action centers on the act of emptying
out. The enamel cup is flattened and can
contain nothing. The handle of the cup appears
full in a bodily closeup of neck stubble. Yet
even the reflection of the cup in the cold,
gleaming surface does not offer another gaze
or the possibility of redemption. Another
full handle in a photograph of chest hair only
serves to amplify the sense of distance and
emptying out. Whereas Durchin infused the
silent metal with desire, Petel seems to be
saying: As for love - it has not even begun. It
cannot begin, if only due to the attempt to
measure what has no "then."

Let My People Go /
Nicola Trezzi

Believe it or not, the first time I heard
the name "Golda Meir" was in my teens, in
the bucolic suburbia of Milan. I was at home
with my siblings, watching the legendary
1973 trash movie Sesso Matto (Mad Sex),
directed by Dino Risi and starring Giancarlo
Giannini and Laura Antonelli - cinema icons
in Italy and beyond. The movie is divided
into episodes - all played by Giannini and
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Antonelli in different guises - which are each
focused on a different sexual perversion. In
one of them, whose subject is gerontophilia,
the wife of the protagonist tells a friend
that "he (her husband) has a picture of Golda
Meir in his wallet," triggering my desire to
find out who this woman was. This completely
unrelated anecdote is, in fact, the best way
for me to offer my very personal contribution
to the art of Eli Petel, which should be

revered as a canonical endeavor to transform
popular culture, the vernacular, the "local,"
into something else (I am sure that someone,
in this book, will have more space, time, and
authority to define this something else!),
without ever being judgmental, without making
anyone feel patronized or excluded. Just like
Giannini, who could play in Academy Award-
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The Attempt to Measure What
Has No Then / Moshe Dekel

How beautiful is the enamel cup decorated
with kisses. For a brief moment, I think of
the red lips produced by Andy Warhol, or of
the over-ornamented cups of chocolates in gift
shops. The moment passes, and the cup is filled
with a threatening disquiet that defies the
initial gaze, which could not truly even begin
to unfold. Warhol's lips may offer a minimal
sort of solace; industrialization facilitates
the distribution of a desired object to the
masses; margarine, a car, hope for love in

o

f

the image of Marilyn Monroe. Yet Eli Petel
takes us to the next step in the process of
industrial production, which ends with the
loss of the visual signifier's value. Petel has
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already flattened the lips into an emoji - an
unrefined kiss devoid of intimacy, a shortcut
undertaken in order to communicate quickly,
and with measured dryness express: I love you.
Yaacov Durchin's lips, the ones at the
heart of the work "Apropo Love," also come
to mind. There, between the saturated layers
of silenced metal, gleams a bar composed
of rusty-read kisses. The multiplicity and
layering produce a sense of depth suffused
with tension. At the same time, a dialogue
unfolds between the metal and the corrosive
process that is consuming it, creating a
sort of inverted life, since the process of
destruction itself is alive. Between the red
color of the lips and the red rust, industrial
metal comes to life with an eruption of
desire. And speaking of love, in "Since Then
Measurements Have Begun" Petel - ensconced
in his studio - has been holding countless
conversations with artists, works and styles,
painstakingly and methodically inserting into
the exhibition everything that contemporary
art enfolds - from painting to sculpture,
video, and digital works. Yet every work that
Petel converses with or comes into contact
with is emptied. He charges it with content
and contexts - only to drop them all at once.
Petel is seemingly an artist concerned with
fillings and containers, yet it seems, in fact,
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homogeneous. It never was. It is made up of
gaps and doublings, tensions and dislocated
strata, which are inextricably entangled in
one another. Thus, the map delineated by Eli in
the exhibition, with its various coordinates,
persistently withdraws into itself: the
market folds into the studio, which folds into
the work that folds into the museum, which
folds into the work. And so on and so forth.
Layer upon layer. One layer of simulation

over another. A simulation of a layer over a
simulation of a layer. The image's becoming-
image is not merely a question of line and
color, but also of sampling, scanning, layers,
containers and spaces, which £fill up, empty out
and open up upon and (as a simulation of) a flat
surface. And this flatness is not the inversion
of, or a simple contrast to, volume. Its formal
logic doubles the logic of the eye's action.
And the eye, since the measurements began (yet
they have always already begun, they began
with the birth of the gaze), is always already
an eye that maps, samples, enfolds, awaits

and envelops, weighs, fills, detracts, covers,
uncovers and estimates. And (we) have no

other eye. And this eye is not medium-based:
painting, sculpting or photographing. This eye
is a sampler. And the structure of its gaze is
both fragmented and fragmenting. And this is
neither the eye of a Cartesian subject nor a

satellite's eye. It is Eli's eye. And Eli's eye
is not one, and its scale is not one, and its
history is not one; it is private and public,
conscious and unconscious, covert and overt.
And this history, with its prosaic, everyday
quality, its loves and hates, its pains and
joys, its distances and fissures, is encoded
within the body of works. And this history is
the body of the work. It is engraved in the
body - Eli's body - in the work "Charlie."
Legible and non-legible in the same breath.
Readable up to a certain point. And Eli is thus
simultaneously the measurer and the measured,
and the measuring scale, and the map, and the
support and the index, what is read and what
remains unread, the surface and the secret. And
this secret is the secret of the place, and the
secret of the place is the secret of the word.




(pirchach). And its inflorescence (tifrachat)
consists of a sampling of rubbish and debris
among the pages of the book: this is thus
the mischievous trap (pach) that Eli has
prepared for us: the (garbage) pail (also a
pach) within the flower (p(er]ach) within
the mischief maker (pirchach). The Frech

(a derogatory name applied to Mizrahi men)
and the flower (perach). The bouquet (hazer)
and the stranger (hazar). How could this

idiomatic event possibly be translated

into another language? How to think that
which is "within"? The container and the
contained, the doubling? How to map distance
and proximity, how to map distance that is
simultaneously proximity? These are perhaps
the questions. From beginning to end. Since
the measurements began.
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And E1i? Eli is perhaps a rascal (mamzer)
who is also a bouquet (zer) of flowers (p(era)
chim), which, in turn, contain within them
pails or traps (pachim). Rifraff (archi parchi).
Oreach poreach (wanderer). And like every
rascal, he does not dance to the tune of the
politics of identity. And like every rascal,
his "whoness" embodies a double distance,
which is simultaneously a double closeness.
Within and outside of every genealogy. At once
part of the family and a stranger within it.
And this place cannot be measured. And this
place cannot be quantified. That is why Eli
is concerned with it. As a universal question,
certainly, but one that is paradoxically
expressed through idioms - both visual and
linguistic - that is, by means of what cannot
be translated or measured.

Between the rascal (mamzer) and the
bouquet (zer), the bouquet (zer) and the
zar (stranger), the pail/trap (pach) and the
flower (perach), the flower and the mischief
maker (pirchach) - Eli's measurements map
distances and chart coordinates in a certain
linguistic, geographic, historical, symbolic,
cultural, personal and mental sphere, while
simultaneously pointing to the failures of
measuring and quantifying such a sphere and
to the absence of a single scale. For this
sphere, as Eli clearly understands, is not



building, both inside and outside, echoing
the exhibition title countless times. Its
appearance within the pile is different;
it seems to be traveling in time, as if
arriving from a future moment following the
dismantling of the exhibition. The imprisoned
paper transforms the pile into both a
prophetic image and a site of rupture, while
the gaze centers on the future to come.

This momentary future flashes up like a
déja vu. One of the hypotheses concerning
the formation of déja vus is that our mind
identifies a similarity between the arena of
action we are currently observing and one
that we witnessed in the past. In fact, it is
a deceptive sense of familiarity, rather than
an actual memory. Our mind interprets it as an
event that we already experienced, although
it is happening entirely in the present. It is
interesting to think of a pile of broken walls
as guests from the future, rather than voices
from the past. In the entrance space, within
a pile of new plaster walls, lies a large,
white sheet of paper bearing a pink-hued
stain. The center of the stain is consumed
by the formation of another, bisected blue
stain. When observed from the second floor,
this entire site may appear as a crater - a
geological formation revealing the tectonic
structure of the earth. In this exhibition,
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however, Petel reveals the tectonic fissure
that already exists within the plate - a
fissure in time - the other side of the déja vu.

Upside Down Book /
Yotam Dvir

In the beginning and the end, the flower.
Twice. And the beginning is a simulation of a
beginning, because it is replicated, because
it is held captive in a circle, because prior
to encountering it we have encountered two
works on the museum's ground floor, and
because it is, in fact, already a tribute to
another, earlier work. This flower (perach),
as it turns out, is quite a mischief maker



Hands Night, Hands Day /
Rafram Hadad

The hands engraved on the tombstones of

Jews in Tunisia who are identified with the
priestly lineage of the Cohanim resemble a
strange souvenir, left by those who could
never have visited the cemetery. Due to the
Jewish laws concerning the impurity of the
dead, the descendants of the priests are not
allowed to enter a cemetery in their life
time, yet following their death they are the
only ones that leave a bodily mark on the
tombstone. Outstretched palms are like a cave
painting that declares: Herein lies a priest.
Eli's hands, what we refer to as the language
of the artist, a language communicated by
means of the hands, similarly state: I was
here and I've left. That is how I understand
the arrangement of the works, some of which
point me in the direction of his early artistic
language. Perhaps there is an allusion here
to Eli's form of self-expression, that of an
outsider present at central intersections

in the Israeli art world, like a priest in

a cemetery. I also recall points on the
continuum of time. The world before and after
almost every point in time. We had a moment
like that on the island where I was born, in
the southern part of the Mediterranean, a
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moment of entering and exiting another world,
another century. We spoke about before and
after, and I can sense the before and after
and the before recurring in a circle, in every
tombstone I observe. These tombstones now
resonate for me as I stand before the palms
whose identity remains unclear in this story
that Eli tells.

f
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Eliyahu Fatal /
Foot-Path, Foot-City

Imprisoned in the entry space within the
pile of injured plaster walls is a sheet of
paper printed in shades of green. That same
type of paper coats large parts of the museum
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The Art of the Gaze /
Yoni Raz Portugali

One of the first things that came to my mind
during my visit to "Since Then, Measurements
Have Begun" was the videos of Japanese karate
masters in their 40s. Many such films can
be found on Youtube - like those featuring
Masao Kawasoe, who is renowned for his
amazing kicks, or the elegant kata expert
Yoshiharu Osaka. Their karate, after long
years of competing, has become a bit static.
They no longer fight using tremendous force
or extraordinary speed. Now, their karate
relies on a deep intuitive understanding of
their opponent's movement. They know how to
lean into it, to assimilate into it, until they
hardly need to waste movement or independent
energy in order to attain an ideal position,
the perfect timing and the maximal strength.
Most of the works in Eli Petel's exhibition
were similarly created using a restricted
range of movement, in the immediate radius of
his studio. The works grow out of the studio's
walls, door, a nearby stretch of pavement on
Kalisher Street. This is an exhibition based
on short, efficient movements and on shifting
the weight from movement to the gaze - a
skilled gaze that is capable, after several
decades of constant refinement, to discover
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new possibilities and qualities in the closest
and most familiar materials.

For me, the work that most embodies
this aspect of the exhibition is Nice and
Pleasant. The first page of a random holy book,
which was filled (during long years spent
on a synagogue shelf?) with semi-legible
dedications in the handwriting of different
readers, is revealed as a valuable painterly
resource, a rich repository of time and
movement. The elegance of this work stems, I
think, from the manner in which Petel's gaze -
a gaze charged with 30 years of working on
paper - transforms, with one sharp movement,
the work of dozens of unfamiliar hands into an
abstract painting - his own.

[
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or else both. Fatal’s work seems to eschew the notion
of a singular form, of a fixed identity. I look at it from a
distance via my own screen, to which it was transmitted -
encoded, compressed, decoded. Is this a painting, or its
digital kin? A heart is a heart is a heart.

“East Jerusalem” entails another inversion: it is based
on a historical black-and-white photo of Jerusalem’s Old
City, taken following the conquest of the city’s eastern
neighborhoods in the 1967 war, which might be one
of the earliest documentations of Jerusalem after the
Mughrabi (Moroccan) quarter was razed by the Israeli
authorities. Eliyahu first painted the photo in oil, then
scanned it, printed it back in black-and-white, and mir-
rored the image. This area, which lies at the center of
Zionism’s geographical map, is here designated by the
title as “East Jerusalem,” a statement as simple and mat-
ter-of-fact as it is loaded and political in the current
Israeli context. Yet the plurality of Jerusalem has its own
long tradition, with the untypical suffix “ayim” which
indicates Hebrew plural or dual forms, as in Yerushalyim
(Hebrew for Jerusalem), often understood to signify
the tension between the sacred and the profane that is
embodied in the city. The Jewish sages used to say that
this suffix point to the status of Jerusalem as plural,
ordoubled: a city above - divine, boundless, eternal,
(Yerushalyim shel maala) - and a city below - earthly
and bound by matter, bricks and mortar (Yerushalyim
shel mata). Is this, too, a source of Eli/yahu’s constant
doubling? Above and below, sacred and profane? In his
video installation “Ma Lemala Ma Lemata” (What is
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Above, What is Down Below), 2018, projected onto the
floor within a freestanding pair of jeans, we see alternate
images of the artist - his legs from above, his face from
below - jogging through the Tel Aviv night while recit-
ing Taryag Mitzvot, the 613 commandments commonly
recited as part of Iraqi-Jewish memorial ceremonies.
The title “Ma Lemala Ma Lemata” is reminiscent of a
well-known quote from the Babylonian Talmud, pro-
hibiting any questioning of the divine hierarchy (what is
above, and what is down below). But it is also a quote of
this quote, as it is referenced in a popular Israeli nursery
thyme by H. N. Bialik, titled “Nad-Ned.” Ostensibly
about a see-saw swinging up and down, the short poem
quickly becomes an occasion for theological rumination:
“What is up, and what is down” - rhymed in its original
Ashkenazi meter, now long lost in modern Hebrew - “I
and thou are balanced on the scales, between heaven
and earth.” What better metaphor for Eli/yahu’s work
than the up, down of the “nad-ned”, the see-saw, caught
between above and below, the measuring scale from
the exhibition’s title: sacred and profane, positive and
negative, his images are analogous, similar yet different,
like a name and the question it hides.
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gutted by Eliyahu in order to reveal the spiraling form
of the museum’s original Brutalist floor plan. Finally,
the title, Fig, is also the common abbreviation of “figure,”
from the Latin figura, form or shape. The shapeless space
is shaped through negation - through sleight of hand,
it becomes a figure.

Is who-ness something like Silverman’s analogy,
a search for likeness, an “untranscendable similarity,”
which also contains, by definition, difference? A key
principle in Fatal’s current exhibition is that of gezerah
shavah or “equal measure,” a term Fatal uses to describe
a logic by which each form in an image is to be filled
with a pattern that originates from another image, as in
Fig. The origin of the term is to be found in Talmudic
hermeneutics, where it refers to a principal of logical
analogy: a similarity (in fact or word) from which one
is to infer that a rule expressed about one case, can also
apply to another. Two different cases are judged as one,
by analogy, through the linking of common words. In
Fatal's work the filler, which itselfis also an image, hints
at this logic of analogy. What is clear is that Fatal has
long rejected the twin myths of the singular, static, pho-
tographic image and of gestural painting: of sameness,
of the trace, the index, of an unquestionable, authentic
identity. Instead, his work is informed by the malleability
of the digital: a post-indexical paradigm where any visual
form is just one possible output produced from a source
code, where a gesture and its simulation are equal in
value. Yet, though it is informed by the digital, his work
does not conform to a binary logic, but rather questions it.
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Eliyahu Fatal’s exploration of who-ness is nowhere
more pronounced than in his use of the negative image
and the logic of inversion. His inversions take place on
several overlapping axes, or dialectically bound binaries:
painting and photography, analog and digital, original
and copy, high and low, positive and negative, form and
content (and often literally, container and contained),
sacred and profane. Present in works such as “Hands
Day, Hands Night,” as well as in the “Rorschach” series,
inversion in its various guises has long played a role in
Fatal’s oeuvre, from the doubling and inversion of his

“East Jerusalem” (2010) to his by now iconic “Negative
Portrait” (2002). For that early work, the artist darkened
his face with makeup and bleached his hair blond, turn-
ing himself by way of body painting into a sort of living
photographic negative, which he then photographed
and showed as a negative print, thus inverting his image
back to its “familiar” tones. Rather than laying claim to
a stable identity - conceding to the logic of the index, of
the measured scale - Fatal/Petel offers a double nega-
tion, revealing the process of an identity’s concealment,
its persistent plurality. In “Hearts” (2020), two heart
Emojis are juxtaposed, analogous yet ever so slightly
different; one derives from an Android cellular device,
the other from Apple’s iPhone; with the one slightly
narrower from the other, they could be the two ends
of the same transmission, a message sent and received.
Here, too, the image is painted and then printed and
scanned, existing in both two and three dimensions;
doubled and inverted, it is neither painting nor photo,
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which cannot help but demarcate, negate, and thus be

determined and negotiated by its Other; who-ness is

ever insoluble. If identity relies on the epistemological

certainty of the index - that a word can point at a thing,
saying “thisisit,” and thus capture its “this-ness” - "who-
ness, in contrast, offers nothing more than a contour, a

negative space, an analogy, a question: “Who are you?”
Or perhaps, “Who am [?” With the advent of Zionism,
people whose identities had for generations been as mal-
leable as the shifting borders of their home countries, or

their transient itineraries, and whose language, or more

often, languages, defied categorization - collapsing East

and West, Semitic, Slavic, and Indo-European idioms -
were baptized anew as “Israeli” Of course, some early

Hebraists were well aware of the high hopes placed on

such terms, and were critical of the illusory certainty

typical of a revivalist movement. “No word,” wrote Hay-
im Nahman Bialik (also, Chaim, or Haim), “contains

the complete dissolution of any question. What does it

contain? The question’s concealment.”

Fatal’'s images reveal and conceal, urging us to ques-
tion. Take “Fig”™: it’s a peculiar image, deceptively simple.
At once archaic, almost primeval in its iconography, and
utterly matter-of-fact. The proverbial fig leaf - that
ur-cloth, the first-ever form of concealment - is here
revealed by the virtue of a covered surface. Content and
form, container and contained, are inverted, or shown
in their full dialectical interdependence. The drywall
sheets hidden behind this image, which serve as its
support, are the remains of the many temporary walls
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Identity is often referred to in discussions of Fatal’s
work, and to a certain extent this makes sense — he him-
selfidentifies as a Mizrahi artist within a cultural sphere
which has long privileged whiteness while disparaging
the “local” and eastern, or Arab. His works make space
for such a culture, which is unabashedly local, while re-
garding their surroundings with a gaze at once sensitive
and granular. Yet this fixation on “identity” has often
obscured the fact that the emergence of this term, in
Hebrew, has been part of the ideological formation of
Zionism. As I'd like to show, Fatal, rather than affirming
this understanding of identity, has in fact worked to
question its very premise, and to do so both formally and
conceptually. Even his name is plural: Fatal identifies in
Hebrew and in Israel as Eli Petel, while abroad and in
translation he chooses Eliyahu Fatal. This might sound
like no more than an idiosyncrasy, yet Hebraization
was — and still is - an essential part of Zionism. Like
other 19th-century nationalist movements, Zionism
sought to distill a new language from what it perceived
as a muddle of dialects, and to assemble a nation out of
a scattered Diaspora whose linguistic, cultural, and eth-
nic diversity undermined any notion of a single, stable,
identity. Zionism thus necessitated the negation of the
Diaspora, and with it, the incessant question it seemed
to imply - “Who are you? - offering in its place a name, a
language, a territory. Ladino, Yiddish, Judeo-Arabic, and
the many other languages and cultures of the Diaspora
gave way, either by decree or by choice, to a newly forged
Hebrew identity. As Ella Shohat has written, this notion

251

of a stable identity was a departure from “previous con-
cepts of Jewishness,” which were more often than not
contingent and hyphenated.

In this sense, Zionism and the notion of a He-
brew-Jewish “identity” emerged together. Until 1900,
Hebrew language simply lacked such a word. That year,
Zionist Hebrew lexographer Eliezer Ben-Yehuda (born
Eliezer Yitzhak Perlman), writing in the newspaper he
published, HaZvi, noted the need for a Hebrew equiv-
alent for the Latin identitas. Building on words such as
mahut” (Hebrew for “essence,’ literally “what-ness”), and
eichut (Hebrew for “quality;’ literally “how-ness”) - both
of which were invented by medieval Judeo-Arab schol-
ars translating from the Greek - as well as on the Arabic
498 (from “he” or “it,” literally “it-ness”), Ben-Yehuda
coined not one but two terms: the first inquisitive, the
second affirmative, a question and an answer. Zehut,
literally, “this-ness,” implies an answer: ze-hu (this is he,
or it), and is close to the Latin etymology of identity,
which stems from idem (same), and from id (that), refer-
ring to that which is same with itself (zehe). While the
second term, mihut, literally “who-ness,” derives from
that haunting question: “Mi hu?” (Who is he?).

Today, mihut is largely forgotten, used only in le-
gal contexts, if it all. Zehut, on the other hand, can be
found pretty much everywhere, from ID cards (teudat
zehut), to identity politics (politikat zehuyot); during one
of the recent election campaigns, the word even had its
own eponymous political party. Yet who-ness reveals
that lurking behind identity is always a question, one
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Bat Yam Museum of Art is a large framed image leaning
on a pile of drywall sheets. At its center a fig leaf is
depicted, or more precisely, its outline, the contours of
a leaf. Demarcated by the lush green texture of other
leaves, it appears as a negative space, the bare white of an
unprimed canvas. Upon closer inspection, however, one
may notice that this isn’t a painting at all, it’s a digital
photo of a canvas hanging in the artist’s studio, the leaf
partly filled with a grey, leathery texture, which similarly
“flls” the studio’s gridded floor-tiles.

Or at least that is what I'm told. I am looking at
a PDF file documenting the exhibition: zoom-in to
inspect details, to tell the painting from its digital kin.
I look at a photo of a photo of a painting... you get the
idea... and start getting dizzy. As I write, Israel is going
through the third week of a second lockdown in re-
sponse to the outbreak of COVID-19. The exhibition
was originally supposed to open shortly before the first
lockdown was announced; the opening was postponed,
and the exhibition then opened briefly over the summer,
only to close once again until an unknown date, and
apparently I will not be able to physically visit it. Here in
Germany, with autumn quickly giving way to winter, the
possibility of a second lockdown looms large. Travel has
all but been grinded to a halt, but the traffic of images
persists, and even accelerates. And so I find myself look-
ing from afar, via bright backlit screens, switching tabs,
googling old works online, zooming, skyping, receiving
photos via our messaging app of choice. In doing so, I
have also become increasingly aware of the “viral” (no

pun intended) quality of Eliyahu Fatal’s images, their
breadth and fluidity as they expand across different
contexts, materials, and media. Throughout his body of
work, images disperse, spilling out of their frames into
three-dimensional space, or conversely being flattened
from three to two dimensions. Nothing is ever what it
seems to be, though it is often analogous to something
else, to some presumed source, which, in turn, is revealed
to be yet just another copy. This logic, which was already
evident in previous exhibitions where paintings of pho-
tos or screens were scanned and then printed, only to
then be painted over, is taken to the extreme with the
help of a new and particularly adequate format: the
rectangular, mostly vertical, frame of a cellular phone.

What are these images? Or better, who are they?
Paintings or photos, or neither - or both? It is a far cry
from the ontological certainty suggested by an indexical
understanding of the photographic image. Perhaps it is
akin to what Kaja Silverman has described as the “mira-
cle of photographic analogy.” For her, if photography has
an ontological claim, it is to be found not in “sameness,
symbolic equivalence, [or] logical adequation” - in other
words, not in “identity” - but rather in what she calls
the “authorless and untranscendable similarities that
structure Being.” Photography, she writes, functions as
the vehicle “through which we learn to think analog-
ically” And further, “a negative analogizes its referent,
the positive prints that are generated from it, and all
of its digital offspring, and it moves through time, in
search of other kin”’
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up in unexpected, remarkably overexploited arenas.

Overexploited because in recent decades we have busied
ourselves to the point of nausea with simulation and
the mise-en-abime, in both art-making and writing. Eli
succeeds in speaking in the first person, in the last place
where one could even imagine a human voice.
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Who are you? On Elivahu
Fatal / Boaz Levin

“Who are you?” is a prickly question - one that, we could
imagine, was all too often thrown at the “wandering”
Jew, that diasporic being whose otherness challenged
the speaker’s sense of identity. “Who are you?” means:

“identify yourself,” “show your papers,” “divulge your
real name,”: “friend or foe?” It is a question of the kind
that the philosopher Louis Althusser described as an

“interpellation,” by which he meant a “ritualistic” query
that not only registers the subject’s identity but actively
constitutes it by means of the powers that be.

I thought about this question and its many modern-
ist reverberations as I sat down to write about the work
of the “Israeli-Iraqi artist Eli Petel”; oris it Eliyahu Fatal?
Or both? Or neither? And might we add “Jewish-Arab”,
with a hyphen between them like a Gordian knot (or a
bone in the throat); Or neither? Or both? In the case of
some artists, these questions are either easily answered
or simply irrelevant, but with Eli/yahu, the more one
looks, the more questions proliferate. As I would like to
argue, it is this persistent questioning - this who-ness -
that is essential to an understanding of his work.

The first thing one sees upon entering Fatal’s exhi-
bition “Since then, Measurements Have Begun” at the

254



a comedy, dragged along the spiral between the studio
and the museum and back again. Eli wonders about the
frightening contrast between the hedonistic character of
the technologies he observes - their initial hedonistic
objective — and the non-hedonistic character of ethical
considerations of Measures (Midot), to follow Scholem,
for whom this is also a specific, Jewish question, here
and now: “What lies beyond pure technology?” (Ger-
shom Scholem, “Od Davar” (An-other Thing), p. 492,
in Hebrew). The question of what lies beyond pure
technology is of course a question about the nature of
standing before the impassably obscure, that which is
not given to be read, the unknown.

I like the way Eli lives painting. True, everything
in his show is in print and on screens, but it seems that
even sculpture and video are for him painterly events...
His is certainly a painter’s mind! And it touches me how
he lives at home, placed there. Most important: the sim-
plicity with which his art observes the squalid, ongoing
mess of our fractured life, a life in which there is hardly
even a refugees’ rubber rescue boat to save its art objects.

Eli, who head-dives into a mirror. How incredible
is the work in which the rulers are printed in one piece
with what is measured! I was reminded once again of
Warhol, declaring his love separately to every Brillo
box, and all the beer he had to drink to create one piss
urinated painting! (in the series created by urination);
a confession that overtly ridiculed Benjamin Buchloh’s
dubious compliment about the supposed victory of
seriality over the aura and the original. It was not so! It

was, rather, the anxiety concerning their loss, and the
desperate belief in them, that have led an artist to pro-
duce boxes and paint with urine. Similarly, I read Eli’s
urge to print a ruler: to take a printed piece of metal and
to print it in metallic relief.

One last note about touch: With the benefit gained by
the false depth of the mise-en-abime, Eli wins over a
sense of touch and a new sense of sight; they emerge
after destruction, fire, and displacement. (Elis’ main
operations on his objects). This is not something that
can be said, so it seems to me, about any of the “Mari-
lyns”; they are all about death, whereas Eli’s exhibition
addresses his own private life straightforwardly: My
name is Elj, I live here, work here, it’s me, my body, I
have a daughter, flesh of my flesh. That’s the little girl
with the suitcase who is about to be leaving us behind,
taking off... and where will she go?

Shortly after World War II, amidst the economic
boom and baby boom, Noel Coward sang this worried
refrain about the state of things:

“What’s going to happen to the children when there

aren't any more grown-ups?”

How different is this stinging meeting, here, now, with
this father and daughter, than (The Home of) “Rafh
and Ilana Lavie.” There are those who are comfortable,
and those who are less comfortable. It is all just a little
bit richer and more complicated than sociological pro-
tocols reveal. I love the way that a personal voice shows
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expected from “criticism”, is this: the self-astonishment
of an artist who momentarily discovers his face, his own
time, wonderfully acclimatized in the products of tech-
nology, a one embodying the maximal distance from
anything that could be seriously considered a Thought,
an Act or a Feeling: To be not in front of] but rather
in THE Jackie, the Ramallah Scheherazade, in THE
greenish general, in THE eternally remade Marilyn, in
THE abyss that even a bucket surpasses its depth. For an
instant to be, and hold being as this chance evaporates
almost together with its appearance, when all once again
becomes entirely incomprehensible, and we lose hold
(even) of a singer, a general, a goddess, a bucket.

I mention this last issue because technologies of re-
production have become much more threatening since
Warhol and Raffi. It seems to me that the tango of high
& low embraced by art has ended. In the farce of the
Sorcerer’s Apprentice in which we live, the waters keep
rising. One should also remember: historically, the mise-
en-abime was a trick often employed in advertising. By
replicating the product to infinity, it attained absolute
presence in space and time. For the consumer - the best
of all that ever was, is, and will be. This is the nature of
abysmal emptiness; the erasure of geography and time.
Eli’'s work mocks these absolute appearances through the
power of exaggeration; of making monstrous; by inflating
print procedures to the point of pseudo-physicality.

Another word about the limit of touch: I'd like to point
to the difference between that which is meaningless, and
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that which is impassably obscure. Advanced printing
technologies furnish the world with meaninglessness,
with the utterly stupid. How Eli activates them leads
to what is impassably obscure about technology. In this
sense, he confronts the super-technological as if con-
fronting nature, a natural enigma. And it is this sense of
astonishment that I was referring to through the notion
of “discovering your face,” if only for a brief instant, in
some piece of paper printed with ugly, gaudy colors...
Art is a very limited thing. But that is its power when it
has it. It’s rather shocking.

Still on the MoBY lawn. Who has identified a serious
artistic challenge in discarded objects, debris, and trash?
Eli has. In the local arena, he has been almost alone
in his insistence to preserve the banal in its banality...
Think: sky. There was no blue for Rafh, although the
sense of celestial blue is abundant there; some imaginary
chubby angels seem to be floating above his plywood
paintings... And what about Eli? Here we meet those
horrible fuchsia hearts - primitive shapes, as hollow
as those hearts shaped in the air by the ugly fingers of
Sara Netanyahu - such hearts are replicated endlessly,
rising high up to the ceiling - not of a chapel, mind
you - but rather of one reminiscent of a crushed roof
in Beirut that Eli brings down on our heads, including
all of the ugly, horrifyingly schematic digital output.
No, there is no sky. Everything is blocked. And if there
is a window, it is filled with water. We are flooded. We
are in one of Dante’s worst circles. Suffocating within
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judgment, what in Hebrew we associate with the word
“measure” - the core impulse of this show, which under-
lies Eli’s despair/ridicule. He drags the paradox of the
mise-en-abime to the extreme presence of pseudo-re-
liefs - raised prints, prints that imitate materials - and to
actual, tangible volumes; actual construction within the
exhibition space and the construction of the exhibition
space itself. In other words, if at a logical edge marked by
the empty signifier, the self-reflected ad absurdum, one
would expect the complete abandonment of the physi-
cal Painting/Sculpture in favor of Print, then, strangely
enough, it is right there, by and with the same negation,
that the possibility of touch reemerges as a possibility;
It is indeed, a one deformed and alien, much like that
thick white smear inside the re-scanned and re-printed
painted bucket. That thickness that the print blows up
beyond any plausibility - the act of “objectifying” a
photographed texture — that’s the thing! While we do
not come across any reality of a painting, or a sculpture,
at least the necessity of their existence is called upon.

Another moment on the MoBY lawn: Back then, there
was some potential of redemption (and heartfelt uni-
ty?) between the perverse-green Dado and some awful
reproduction of one of the masters in Raffi’s paintings;
a cultural chance for “us,” a sense of control concerning
how, between the painting of a “cooled-down” Israeli
general and a “warmed-up” French painting, something
would work out in our little Mediterranean corner. One
can at least state that the awkward technologies exam-
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ined by Rafhi were not a serious threat. They could be
embraced and assimilated into art. The difference be-
tween what was a filter and what was not was clear and
readily notable. Incredible polyphonic compositions
were created on a flimsy infrastructure bordering on
transparency, a featherweight: Bach on the nothingness
of plywood, with the posters and scribbles. Eli put an
end to Raffi’s Baroque Hallelujah. A total end. The code
of filters is not present. Here, everything is “cloned,” and
the allover impression is heavy, like that of a collapsing
city. It is difficult to understand how this happens in
an exhibition composed mainly of paper and a bit of
cardboard and plaster. Eli is heavy and literal, to the
point of copywriting - the limit that is most hated by/
threatening to artists.

I attempt to understand his flirtation with this limit
as a form of curiosity. Just like that. How far can one
push the mechanical mutation of the image, what will
be, how will it look? Still, one must note, in this context,
that the mise-en-abime strongly relates the fetishization
of the image (due to the chain effect) and its fascization.
An acute political awareness of this accord is, indeed,
clearly revealed by Eli. But when saying this, as well as
when studying issues of social identification, one should
forego examining art as though it were some debt notice.
I wish to emphasize this because what comes to the
fore with Elis is the case of an artwork wondering, to
the point of sweeping eradication: “Identity - what the
heck is that?!” What stands out for me, then, which isin
essence completely alien and different from anything
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Here is something that Eli told me:

“A humiliating journalistic caption concerning my
work, ‘It begins with sponja’ (In Hebrew: a derogatory
term for floor-washing T.G.) got me going. So that ‘Since
Then, Measurements Have Begun’ began with sponja,
with a demonstration of what is empty and what is
endlessly refilled, and especially of their relations. The
bucket is the first work in this series, in which I entered
the system of laws governing the filling of two-dimen-
sional forms. In the paintings I presented in Los Ange-
les, I began searching for how this action operated in
reality on objects and closed and open forms. Later, I
began to think about what things could be filled with,
and what type of relations I could or couldn’t enter-
tain between the vessel, the container, the convex area,
and the content. The bucket — which seems to be “my”
preferred container, more than a bowl, pitcher, or wal-
let - I realized I could do it if it was full to begin with,
and I liked the fact that the water reached up to the
area in which one could produce pooling. The moment
this was understood and painted on the bucket, and
photographed (there is a significant moment for me
in which only the physical form painted on the bucket
dissolves into the water, while those sampled from it
remain intact), was the moment in which the law of
equal measure emerged: if the bucket was filled up to
the edge, anything that could be filled should be filled.
(The law of ‘equal measure’ a Hebrew idiom for drawing
an analogy. Eli addresses the idiom literally. T.G) So I
filled the tiles in the background and the forms created
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by the handle. In preparation for the installation, it was
clear to me that if I had sampled the white paint filling
the bucket, I also had to set it free on the museum floor.”
Speaking of the bucket that is never filled or is con-
stantly filled, which is “only” a bottom, or is bottomless:
Rafh was once asked about plywood. Why did he use
plywood as support? He retorted playfully: “Plywood is
afact,and a fact is: Plywood!” I remembered that as well
at Eli’s exhibition. What happens when the painting
shrivels and becomes even flatter than plywood? Is this
not a case of depth flattened to zero in a mise-en-abime?
The mirror is gone, and we are stuck “head-in-the-wall,
or is it glass? Or, take that painted surface “reflecting”
the water in the bucket... In terms of chains and rep-
lications of samplings/translations performed by Elj,
this casting of things into an abyss is the “cause” and
the “activator” of the crashes and fragments, as well as
of the physical, literal holes in paper, plaster and video;
Eyes-Holes, the holes of the one without hands, with-
out legs, without a dick - that fill the exhibition with
numerous versions, all of them are products or vestiges
of illusions of depth. Oriental Identity, (Mizrachiyut)
incidentally, is a salient factor (in Charlie and a Half and
other works), yet it is one factor among others, a frag-
ment among many others, and this - being fragmentary,
in essence incomplete - is its very place and meaning
within the larger array. By this I wish to emphasize the
universal aspect of the Mizrahi; within Eli’s work, it
is related to that world devoid of measure and values,
devoid of measuring tools, a world hostile to the idea of
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ation that Lavie awakened with his liking for low-tech
images. The Dado poster was already a bad reproduction
of a bad oil painting, itself a trite mannerism. The alien
color on “our” chief-of-staff shook up both “him” and
the sense of what is to be considered by “ours.” Aberra-
tion - here by means of color deviation - has the power
to shake our sense of value, at times introducing a new
measure. Eli's chains of images form an aberration of
every possible measure and value, and thus - in the local
context | am examining - [ trace “Since the Measure-
ments Began” back to Rafli. Since then, the disruption
had grown increasingly disrupted.

What remains is that diversion, aberration, and
travesty, become the very ground of the work. It is an-
chored in a very specific model of thinking about Image;
what will have produced it, what will endow it with its
particular type of vitality. In principle, this model is
not changed by the transition to screens, scans, and
Photoshop; the aberrant effect - chromatic, textural, or
other - is the idea. Herein lies the telling power: what
is being expressed via aberration. In Dado, in Warhol’s
Marilyn, in Eli’s Heart - the aberration begins to talk
(to be seen) through and by the power of analogy - that
is, what one says (means) arrives through the filter; born
and created by a filter: some secondary tool, a screening,
a formula and so forth: the image will speak through
its relations with another image, and another one and
another one. The 1960s enhanced the sensitivity of art-
ists to Textualism - the imprisonment within chains of
signifiers in which the signified is increasingly depleted,
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or is never there, to begin with. This is where the suicidal
flight ending in the “destruction of reality” and the “end
of truth” began. Eli’s exhibition creates a cabaret-style
striptease in reaction to such empty phrases.

Eli has inserted himself into the logic of the pres-
ent-day filter. His art-making involves the densification
of the filtering process that has long been embraced
to the point of suffocation even in systems of image
production that are “external to art,” or perhaps were
there first. These methods of intensification give rise
to a monster, “grow” a monstrosity. Translations upon
translations, images reflected in themselves with more
and more enlarged details of that same process, whose
productive power is inherently mechanical, and for this
reason also monstrous; the automation of mechanical
mutation imitates the organic.

To a certain extent, these procedures of densification
can be tied to the simplifying notion expressed in the
mise-en-abime - the type of reflection produced by
positioning one mirror facing another. This French ex-
pression means “being put into an abyss.” The growth of
such an abyss through the infinite regression of self-rep-
lication - the mirror of the mirror of the mirror - flattens
any form of depth and cancels every perspective by
utilizing perspectivism itself. So that even if Eli’s works
embody a more complex and wider range of processes,
it is beneficial to consider them with this term. The
bucket work, a key work for him, is perhaps the private
name of this abysmal flatness.
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body, you have to ask about taste in fashion.” These
things all seemingly exist there already, within hand’s
reach, yet as a matter of fact they recurrently acquire
their final form solely when they come in contact with

air, or with us. We hold out our hand to take, ravenous.

We hoard and swallow these images, newly born, as if
they were already contained within us. We have carried
them for years.
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Dear Eli, September 20,
2020 / Tami Getter

“I'll show you life of the spirit, I'll show you!”

The cry uttered by the mad insurance salesman (John
Goodman shooting to kill all by his automatic rifle as
he chases the writer down the endless corridor of the
burning hotel. From the Cohen brothers’ Barton Fink

At Eli’s exhibition, I felt I had been stung. Someone’s life
touched me. Powerfully. A sense of necessity emanates
from these works.

On the MoBY lawn, I was flashed by a recollection of
the old print style: poorly printed posters, terrible colors
on cheap paper, the kind that Rafh Lavie adored, and
made us adore. I remember - I guess I will forever - that
Jackie Galil was to appear as Scheherazade in Ramallah,
an unforgettable caption in Israeli art; and also how
once, before it was glued onto a painting, Rafh pointed
to a horrible greenish poster of the IDF Chief-of-Staff
Dado, and said, “Beautiful, a bottle-green IDF uniform.”

Back to Eli: The pink heart, for instance. A digital
re-translation of a generic oil painting, of a generic dig-
ital sign, the kind of concatenation that attracts him,
affects me in a manner reminiscent of the type of alien-
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be read as its transmutation into an analog material, but
the printing, or projection, are just the last moment in
a series of instants and actions that are bound with so
much body: burning and cleaving, piling and folding,
all of it, hands, and more hands.

Or the absence of hands. After all, this is not a hom-
age. “Charlie-and-a-Half” is not a cultural reference
wandering through the field, and we are not observing
it from an amused distance. It is, to a certain extent,
us - our body, hovering in space, already carries Char-
lie within it, at the threshold of its stumps, and the
artist’s body, which is filmed truncated in the video, as
if taking our sins upon itself. This verbal imagery is
confusing; unaccustomed to such bodily presence, we
retreat to Christianity. Perhaps it is best to think instead
of the crowded bodies, in ordinary times, on synagogue
benches, the space that is never only glory and splendor
and velvet, that always also contains white plastic and
wood veneer, the bars through which we observe the
Torah scroll, lipstick smeared on a disposable cup. How
does one begin to register the notes of this material
polyphony? How does matter speak? I asked, and so I
sought out an answer. In a conversation with Yonatan
Zof on the website Marbe Einaim, Petel speaks of one
material, paper:

“I really didn’t have enough paper when I was a child.
I was really into drawing and painting, and I didn’t have
enough paper, and all of my work is related to lack, and
to this situation where I don’t hold out my hand enough
to take. As a kid in kindergarten, there is that computer
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paper brought by some mother who is a secretary... like,
at the Bank of Israel or something, and the kids have pa-
per, but I somehow don’t have paper, and I need paperall
the time. So Ilook for paper, and I find myself going into
school libraries, taking out a knife and cutting out the
first page of books in order to have paper, undertaking
lots of actions to get paper [...] it’s a potential substrate,
but also an object of desire, which offers some promise
or fear. For me it’s the potential, it’s the place where
things are very charged. This biographical thing that I'm
telling you, I never thought about it in relation to the
fact that I work with empty papers|...] As for the folded
paper (‘Pocket Print’), it is actually a piece of paper that
I walked around with in my pocket for two weeks in the
US, while wearing very cheap jeans, hoping that the dye
would come off the jeans onto the paper. And I also felt
suspect there, without papers, and wanted some kind of
note... to have some bomb, some revolver in my pocket,
to let it make time [...] By the way, now [ am exposing
paper to the sun for a new project, and I have papers on
the floor that I am simply aging, it’s a bit like painting,
but it’s also like having money in your pocket, it’s like,
you have paper, you can do something with it.”

As one walks through this exhibition, one makes
time, and makes money, and makes something with it,
undertakes lots of actions. We stroll through an archaeo-
logical barrow of “things that need to be returned to and
inquired about,” as Petel tells Lisa Peretz in a podcast
on Kan Tarbut, “You have to ask about the accent, you
have to ask about the speech, you have to ask about the
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tem of formally anchored rules. These rules were to be
followed by a group concerned with dosages and mea-
surements, creating utterances out of the always-failing
measurements (this paradox of the measurement tor-
toise: everything can be eternally measured, therefore
distance is never devoured). This searching, as the bro-
chure accompanying the exhibition reveals, is led by the
question “Who is he?” Who is this one, what do we have
here, what does it contain. These questions are neither
cerebral nor intuitive. Something else is at stake here.
Launching the group into action may appear planned
or contrived, yet the materials point otherwise, to an
organism with multiple organs, skilled yet operating
as if possessed by a demon. The organism is charged
with dismantling the demon that it contains, and which
contains it. Its identity is deconstructed through an ar-
ray of rules, yet the act of deconstruction and the rules
pulling it by the ear do not give birth to the type of
familiar industriousness that we are used to quantifying
and evaluating: they simply yield more and more. The
collection of things that is the artist Eli Petel (images,
materials, autobiographical details, memories, films,
songs, body, space, this thing or another viewed through
awindow or a manhole, emojis sent intentionally or dis-
tractedly), is not a suitcase that is opened and carefully
unpacked onto a bed, on a display wall. It is that thing
you pass through, layers and layers, plowing your way
through crisis with obstinate, driven movement; what
sticks sticks, accumulating. Rather than unpacking and
ordering, we are offered unpacking and accumulating.
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This is an economy we are not familiar with; one thing
does not replace another, one thing does not tell us
anything about another.

You can never go home, yes, but also: you can never
leave. The relations between Eli Petel on the one hand,
and history on the other (personal history and through
it communal, Mizrahi history), are not those between
a person and an abstract noun. Rather, they ingest one
another, consume and digest. Subsequently, what they
ate eats them, reorganizes them. Petel arranged the ba-
nanas on the studio floor, using them to write, in Arabic,
a Mors code of memory and decay (the brochure tells us
that this is “a work of memory or an encoded letter to his
grandfather,” a banana vendor at the Mahane Yehuda
market), as well as of violence and of the body (he was
killed by a car bomb). The bananas, in turn, wrote him.

It is important to avoid the use of the misleading,
endlessly muttered verbs about art. When Petel cuts,
pastes and inverts Meir Gal, he is not in conversation
with him, or quoting him. There is a genealogy here, but
the map bearing the family tree is folded in time and
space, carrying the marks of duration and folding. It is
alive. They are together, in the same room. Perhaps the
time is different; perhaps the room has been renovated;
perhaps the plaster walls have been cut out and piled
in the plaza at the entrance to the building; it is no
longer the same river, they are crossing it twice. I say
quarrying, or crossing a river, I think of a knife between
one’s teeth and of helmets, there is a matter of body
here. The printing of the processed digital image can
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walls added within the museum. He did not do this
in order to expand beyond the museum, but rather in
order for the works to exist within the museum - which
does not stand here as an experimental site, an arena
for multisensory experience or social transformation,
but, simply, a space for sensory experience and a space
of display. Given the inflation of art unfolding outside
of museums - at mega-exhibitions and art fairs, as an
expression of the growing mania overtaking the art
world - and in relation to the present conditions of a
pandemic under which the museum is closed or visited
by small numbers, this exhibition is positioned in a re-
cursive space, which is also the space of the artist’s studio
and of his immediate environment, as a trajectory to the
collective enunciation of a larger artistic community.
This is the operating mode of one who processes the
materials offered by the world into iconic forms of an
active visual display, always in relation to the history of
this display, while positioning it in the public sphere:
the market, the city square, the museum as an agora.
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What Comes In Handy /
Zohar Elmakias

The circular walk through Eli Petel’s exhibition at the
Bat Yam Museum resembles a railing, rope, or chain
onto which one holds. Each link passes through one’s
fingers (like prayer beads, the Orientalist would say), and
the chain is (always) a chain of signifiers. Yet the thing
refuses to be decoded. It is a code, but what the artist
shares with those similar to him is not the decoded text,
ejected by a machine, but rather a misunderstanding.
This is a chain of signifiers on acid. It is psychedelic. Not
in the common sense of this term, not because it is read
through a familiar aesthetic of bright, replicated colors,
but because it constantly presents us with something
that resembles something, but is not the thing itself.
The idea that often, too often, underlies our observa-
tion of art, our writing or creating - the idea that if we
quarry enough we will reach a kernel of meaning, the
thing itself - is an illusion. Petel in the realm of visual
imagery, and others in the realm of language, engage
in a ceaseless act of quarrying. They put on their hats
and arm themselves with tools, left with all of the layers
in their hands. One thing contains another, to infinity.

Hats and tools: when setting out to work on the
exhibition, Petel determined, as he reveals, a visual sys-
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to in the opening of his essay on the enlightenment -
as the condition of an immature person dependent on

others, who is not able to reason on his own - the very

condition that humanity had to extricate itself from

in order to become enlightened. Rather, it is minor in

the inverse sense defined by Deleuze and Guattari, as

a form of foreignness within a field of belonging, as a

displacement of meaning to enunciation, as a flattening

of the individual and his or her transformation into

something that is always already collective. The minor,
in this sense, is not a condition that must be overcome,
but rather a set of conditions that should be followed

and realized, since there is nothing greater and more

revolutionary than the minor.” Minor art is thus not art

that has been depleted; it is art that practices, perhaps

for the first time ever, the foreignness of the language of
art more generally, its refusal of external meaning that

is affixed to its expressive form and to the body that

creates it, as that which is always a non-self.

Indeed, Eli Petel was one of the artists who defined
the minor turn in Israeli art: refusing to offer clearcut
meaning external to the artistic form of expression, in-
sisting on the double nature of things, which are always
undertaken both seriously and ironically, and abstaining
from representing any collective. Above all, however, the
minor, in Petel’s formulation, involved an expansion
beyond the language of Israeliness to other languages -

7 Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, Kafka: Toward a Minor
Literature, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986.
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those of mysticism, of pop — which were formed into a
foreign mode of enunciation within the major language:
the creation of an ephemeral radiance composed, on the
one hand, of the flickering of momentarily bright stars,
and on the other hand of short moments of lucidity. In
this manner, Petel has diverted the hegemonic version
of that fleeting radiance, composed of cheap materials
while soaring to realms of meaning - a style that was
refined to death by local neo-modernism, with its col-
lage or constructivist-inspired aspects, as championed
by the artistic ideal of “the poverty of matter.” Yet the
collective language of the seemingly representative and
general Israeli “we” has been displaced, by Petel, to two
other sites - the mysticism of "Mizrahi” folk religion and
the appearances of “low” culture - out of which he has
created a minor version of art-making that is neither
personal nor depleted.

Petel’'s minor mode of enunciation has now been en-
hanced by an additional element, which is both funda-
mental and acute. In contrast to the spectacle, which has
become a familiar trait of large exhibitions - immersive
installations, participatory art, or actions outside of the
museum - the current exhibition operates in an entirely
different mode: 30 discrete works, which are far from
monumental, come together without being assimilated
into one another, and without creating a new space
accompanied by a totalizing atmosphere. Quite on the
contrary, it constitutes a return of sorts to the museum
space that functions as a container of works. To this
end, Petel had to dismantle a number of the supporting
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litical engagement has failed and has been abandoned.
This strain of art is largely identity-based, at times id-
iosyncratic, always blatantly personal and engaged in
an internal dialogue with a shrinking art field. This is
known as the thesis offered by Gideon Ofrat, accord-
ing to which the contemporary artistic act has been
reduced to the dimensions of the tiny, depleted world
of its creators. Ofrat laments the fact that this form of
art-making has lost its affinity with the Israeli place and
the concerns enfolded in it, seeking instead to exist in
a global or virtual non-place, which is immaterial and
lacks defining characteristics. In the absence of any
affinity or geo-historical connection, all that remains
is a narcissistic circle of self-references devoid of an
echoing chamber, which thus collapses into itself.® But
this can be seen quite differently: after decades of sac-
rificing itself for the sake of the nation or of culture, of
promoting good taste or transcendent artistic values, of
feeling a duty to embody freedom of speech in order to
liberate the people or society, local art has shirked the
public responsibility with which it had been charged, for
different reasons, and has adopted a different mode of
action. This mode is perhaps minor, yet not in a nega-
tive sense, which compares it to the values of previous
forms of art-making and thus sees it as a depleted entity,
a withdrawal into the self and a collective absence of

meaning. It is not minor in the sense that Kant refers

6 Gideon Ofrat, Minor Art (Omanut Israel: Jerusalem, 2010), in
Hebrew.
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sacred texts; it is composed of a rolled grate taken from
the artist’s studio. The book is recreated using primary
colors, its form is that of an elongated cylinder, and it ris-
es from the ground up within a display space (museum)
that supports the space of production (the studio). The
Torah scroll is not exterior to the museum, and is not
brought to it as a vestige of an other, primeval, ancient
sphere that must be redeemed. Rather, it is an internal
part of the system of art-making and display, and its laws
are the laws of action that the artist has defined in order
to lead to its creation. Petel did not find an abandoned
scroll unfurled to reveal its secrets. Rather, he uses the
grate from his studio window to form a rolled-up book,
a container into which he pours matter and light.

In this manner, Petel pairs the book with the theme
of schooling. His backward-looking gaze captures his
teachers, art-school teachers, the agents of the artist’s
process of initiation. A number of the works in the ex-
hibition return in an almost declarative manner to the
forms, patterns and styles of Nahum Tevet, Tamar Getter
and Rafi Lavie. This is another movement of return: it
does not highlight a pre-artistic tradition or one that is
external to art, the one that the history of Western or
westernized Israeli art rejected and turned away from.
Rather, it turns to the artist’s (Ashkenazi) teachers, echo-
ing them with a humorous wink. It then moves on to
Pinchas Cohen Gan and Meir Gal: to Cohen Gan'’s print,
Petel adds a spiral, a banana, and coins; Meir Gal’s work,
meanwhile, is inverted and filled with debris collected
at the market. The first becomes an outline of a face, an
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emoji, while the second becomes a hand-held torch. The
first converts coins of little value into painterly elements;
the second converts the measurement of pages into the
rubbish found between them. Both are self-portraits
centered on their creator’s initiation as a Mizrahi artist.
The Mizrahi and artistic are tried together within the
creative act, which generates for itself a different gene-
sis. Thus, Petel’s backward turn does not recapture his
ancestors; the ancient, primeval father; the prolongation
of the patriarch. Rather, his movement ties him to the
adopted father - the teacher rather than the parent.
Not the one who gave birth to him, but the one whom
he, Petel, casts as his birthgiver. He chooses his own
rabbinical authority. The art teacher, or more precisely
the Mizrahi artist, is the one existing since primeval
times, the one affiliated with the East.

MINOR
It seems that, of late, Israeli art has taken a minor turn.
After several foundational decades, during which art
was part of the process of nation-building, and decades
during which it embodied the possibility or impossibili-
ty of diverging from the national project by assimilating
seemingly universal values; and following the critical
turn and rise of political, oppositional art, and the sub-
siding of the great spectacles - local art appears de-
pleted, restricted, modest and withdrawn into itself. Its
historical roots have been cut, its horizons are gradually
closing, the big questions have been set aside, and po-



that hidden past, it retrieves suffocated voices, blurred
vistas, abandoned materials, presenting them as the
contents of a modern artwork. Such works are set in the
key of discovery, extrication and rehabilitation - the
opening of the archive is revealed as the discovery of a
treasure box that allows for a late return; a return to the
extended family, to communal traditions, to pre-Israeli
existence. The turn backwards is thus a movement to-
wards the ancient, towards the East as the origin of the
sun and the genesis of history.®

Petel’s work similarly turns backwards, yet this turn
is modeled upon a process of retreat and decrease. The
video work Reverse was filmed from within a car, with
the camera directed at the back windshield, following
the vehicle’s reverse movement from the synagogue in
the Neve Eliezer neighborhood of Tel Aviv to the galley
Kav 16, where the work was to be displayed; in Negative
Portrait, Petel paints his face, inverting its positive and
negative areas to create a self-portrait with inverted
colors. East Jerusalem presents a doubled panorama
of the Old City, one half of which is inverted. Yet the
movement backwards in Petel’s work is not towards a
concealed origin that must be redeemed, a past that
must be extricated from the realm of oblivion in order to
reconnect to it. The origin does not demand to be made

5 On the contradictory meanings of the Hebrew root word kdm, which
serves as the basis for the words kadima (forward), kedma (east) and
kadum (ancient), see Ariel Hirschfeld, "Kadima: On the Perception of
the East in Israeli Culture," in Notes on a Place (Alma and Am Oved:
Tel Aviv, 2000), 1-150, in Hebrew.
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present, and Petel does not follow it: neither the histor-
ical photograph of East Jerusalem, nor the black core of
the body presenting itself as white. The works do not
reconstruct the origin, but rather disassemble, dissolve
or dilute it. They create a weakened image of it. The
simple materials of which the works are composed are
not transformed into a steady presence, acting instead
as a screen or anesthetic. They present a trajectory of
disappearance. This is a form of art based on elusiveness
rather than adherence to the law. It does not amount toa
movement back towards a paternal home, community or
ethnic group, or towards abandoned customs and anni-
hilated forms of life. It is not involved in the extrication
of ancient manuscripts from the repository in which
they were stored, in acts of reinstatement or return, of
discovery or reproval. This is neither a powerful and
present image of the past, nor an archival work whose
power stems from historical documentation and from
the lifestyle and way of existence it reveals. There is no
clearcut destination that must be reached, no rhetoric
of quintessence.

The current exhibition amplifies this backward turn
and prolongs the trajectory leading to the past by means
of a movement that does not find, expose or extricate.
Petel does not turn to revive an existing archive that is
familiar, albeit hidden and forgotten. His work does not
merely find, but rather generates an archive of laws and
sequences of action, an archive of the present invented
by the movement of creation. The Torah scroll featured
in the exhibition was not extricated from a repository of
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The white page is not the beginning. It is not the sup-
port for the painting or drawing, a metonymy of the
fantasy about the White Cube of the modernist gallery
and its empty walls. The white page is the end: a late
dawning - a momentary, miraculous flash emerging out
of a historical process filled with actions and erasures,
memories and imposed forgetting; it is only if one fol-
lows this trajectory that one can, at last, give birth to the
renewed beginning of the work.

What was, in 2005, the white page is today the
body - the contemporary platform of the work of art,
an imagined point of origin and a wellspring of artistic
action. Yet it is precisely for this reason that it cannot
be assumed a priori, but must be inherited. It does not
simply appear as the stuff of which the self is composed
and as its true and honest expression. The body is not an
innocent carrier of memory, or an archive of behaviors
embedded in its different parts. It is not that which
is close, but rather that which is most distant. And in
order to reach it, Petel has formulated a code for action,
refining layers of art-making, assembling a team of as-

sistants — until his body rolls in the void.

BACKWARDS
It seems that the Mizrahi art of recent decades arises
out of a backward-turning movement, from the present
moment of art-making to the past - to the realms of
erasure and oblivion, to the site of marginalization and
repression, to the core of the trauma. And from within
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of the personal - both biographical and sociological -
and delineated the arena of artistic creation as one that

investigated the creator’s body-based measurements

and various traces. The current exhibition is similarly

composed of materials culled from the sphere nearest to

him: the artist’s studio, what it contains and what enters

it, as well as the nearby market - these are the source for

the concrete materials that populate the creative sphere,
alongside imagined scenes and virtual transmissions, up

to the artist’s naked body dancing within a black void. In

this manner, the meaning of the work of art is given to

it through the artist’s location, as a bodily, sensory form

of existence as well as one that is subjective and social;

what is inscribed on his body or embodied in it makes

its way into the work.

This turn to the bodily register enfolds within it a
claim to the tangible, to what exists in a direct, unme-
diated manner; for it “is very near you. In your mouth
and in your heart.” [t attests to what is within me, in my
proximity, to what [ am experienced at, what belongs
to me or is close to it - the only things I am allowed to
speak of. It does not represent what is outside of itself]
and its authority and legitimacy stem from its adjacency
to the individual body, its experiences and sensations.

Yet Eli Petel discounts this argument. His works are
composed of what is nearest only by compromising and
mixing it; the immediate is composed of a chain of medi-
ations. Nothing is simply manifested: the actions of filling
and assembling, the inversion of relations between the
container and its contents, as well as the actions of cutting
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and detracting - actions performed according to a rigid

code and system of rules - do not enable any experience

of immediacy. The elusive, meandering quality of the

works is not merely an empty gesture or a personality-re-
lated symptom; it represents the stance of the artistic act.
Even when the artist’s nude body appears, it is not naked.
Itisa quoted body, a dressed nude, a castrated entity with

severed limbs - a body existing within culture. A sculpted

torso, a character from a film. The body is not the work’s

primary, immutable basis. It is a delusion, the hole within

it, the destination towards which it gravitates — but never
its point of departure or argument. Petel demonstrates

the distance that must be covered in order to reach the

body. Since a given body, any body, is always already an

imagined body - marked, charged with meaning - the

direction must be reversed: rather than beginning with

the body, one strives to reach it.

In an article concerning the installation Sgula (2005),
Shva Salhuv demonstrates how the movement of the
entire work is channeled to a crumpled sheet of white
paper affixed to a palm frond, a sheet of paper devoid of
an image. “Emerging from within the wound of erasure
is a white sheet of paper, a draft. It appears momentarily,
and then disappears. A white page. That flaring instant
marks a reawakening of that charged Jewish-Mizrahi
memory - painful, vague, delirious - so as to emerge
out of the depths and gleam again like a white page.™

4 Shva Salhuv, "From Hidden Depths: East," in Essays on Art and
Judaism (Resling: Tel Aviv, 2017), 3102, in Hebrew.
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The image of an object thus materializes, going beyond
its spectral presence to become an actual object in the
world - albeit a flat, repetitive template. The relation-
ship between image and object, the visual and the plastic,
does not position them at opposite poles. Nor is it dialec-
tic - realizing the one by negating it and internalizing it
within the other. This is a spiral relationship: the image
is transformed into an object, which is transformed into
an image as object. The debris from the market stuck
in the spaces between the pages in Upside Down Book;
the banknote peering out of the sewage lid in “Let My
People Go”; the burn marks cutting across the canvas
in “Red Eye, Yellow Eye” - these are images of objects
that exist as actual objects (stuck, protruding, cutting)
within the photograph printed as an image.

The works in the exhibition thus do not support
the fantasy of tactile matter, that of the plastic object
which circumvents mediation and exists as such; nor
do they present its horrifying remainder by means of a
spectral, bodiless presence, which allows for the quick
transformation and transmission of the image. Rather,
they present the different registers out of which the
plasticity of the image is formed, as well as the mediated
reincarnations of the material.

BODY
It seems that plastic art begins where one body creat-
ed another. “The painter,” as Maurice Merleau-Ponty
writes, “takes his body with him, says Valéry. Indeed we
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cannot imagine how a mind could paint. It is by lending
his body to the world that the artist changes the world
into paintings.”

Today, it would seem that not only the painter, but
also the sculptor and the photographer, the installation
artist and the video artist, and certainly performers and
creators of collaborative art - all lend their body to the
world, a world in which the generative body - a body that
moves and sees, exists and supports existence, senses and
is sensed, in the words of Merleau-Ponty - is the spring
out of which artistic creation flows and its conditions of
possibility, but also its content. The gap that once existed
between the artist and the artwork, positioning the fictive
illusion on one side of the divide and its formal expres-
sion on the other, and circumscribing the aesthetic realm
as a distinct sphere - this gap has been closed, while the
work emerging out of the body has become the work
centered on that same body. The biographical narrative
has become the official trajectory of contemporary art,
and even its status as a tangled form of fiction rather
than a simple confession preserves this personal focus
and gravitates to the artist himself] to his or her body
and lived experiences. This seems to be precisely what
Eli Petel has been doing since he created his earliest
works: a short film of his own circumcision ceremony, the
couch in his studio, a self-portrait with inverted colors,
his bodily hair. His works were supported by the rhetoric

3 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, "Eye and Mind," The Merleau-Ponty
Aesthetics Reader, Galen A. Johnson, ed., Evanston: Northwestern Univ.
Press, 1993, p. 121.)
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which revolves around the image, is part of this spectac-
ular order - as manifest in images that are born as digital
compositions devoid of a single origin or fixed format,
and thus constantly subject to editing and manipula-
tion. But even immersive installations or monumental
sculptures, which appear to be total, material objects,
have become a form of spectacle viewed through various
apparatuses and responsive to photographic representa-
tion. Observation mediated by a screen has become the
form of experiencing contemporary art. The object has
dissolved into an image that is viewed and transmitted,
by means of a technology that has acquired the status
of an indispensable apparatus.

Eli Petel’s exhibition seemingly takes this develop-
ment to its extreme: it is composed of 30 discrete works
created in a format that is compatible with the size of
a mobile phone screen. Each work is an image printed
and hung in the museum, yet one that can be reprint-
ed again and again based on the same proportions, in
different sizes, and disseminated in ever-expanding
circles: on poles in the museum, but also on the walls
of the office or home, on the computer or mobile phone
screen from which it emerged, and by means of which it
will be disseminated for further viewing through social
platforms. These images are photographs processed by
means of Photoshop, added to one another or layered
one within another; they are sharply defined and easily
accessible, and some are memorable at first glance. It
would thus seem that this exhibition unfolds within
the realm of the visible, and is entirely predicated on
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the mediation of representation by means of various

apparatuses, of a succession of images that replace one

another. In the middle, however, is a plastic entity: this

is the photographed object, but also the object after
the photograph, as well as the photograph as an object.
There are various items - a cup impressed with kisses,
pages of a sacred text, a tattered couch; and there are

processes that create objects - cutouts representing the

faded outlines of the artist’s hands, rotten banana peels,
coffee stains. The images show them, externalizing their
appearance; yet they are also defeated by them, leaving
vestiges that extend beyond the visible. Petel came to

this exhibition as a master at the creation of objects — a

lighting fixture composed of brooms, cartons of talis-
mans, a copy of an air-conditioner, drawings of magic

markers - as well as a master at imprinting images: a

negative portrait, the Versailles Banquet Hall, the stock
exchange. In the current exhibition, one is intertwined

in the other. An object reside within the image, and the

object is already an image.

In this manner, the image itself become a container -
one defined by volume, depth, objecthood, thingness -
which contains another image. The image of the bucket
becomes a bucket - a blue vessel filled with liquid up to
the height of the measurement line marked by means of
white triangles; these same triangles are cast, in the pho-
tograph, onto the floor on which the pail is positioned,
and then onward, emerging out of the photographic
frame and onto the museum floor. The floor, in turn, is
transformed back into an image - a decorative pattern.
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When Hegel discussed art in the early 19th century,
he thought about it as plastic art: an act of creation
arising out of the confrontation between the primal,
crude, formless material and the idea that processed
and shaped it, providing it with a measure, infusing it
with signification and meaning, endowing it with sig-
nificance. Art is created in the encounter between the
thing and what is understood by it: it is made through
the processing of the material, its negation and sublation
into the concept. The hierarchy of the arts is predicated
upon the measure of their liberation from materiality:
from architecture to sculpture and on to painting, and
finally to poetry. Art would reach its end when it shed
the sensory embodiment of the idea, becoming entirely
negated by the concept and transformed into philos-
ophy. Up until that point, as long as it contains any
measure of the thing itself, it would remain plastic art.?

In practice, plastic art was negated not into philoso-
phy, but into visual art; not into the concept, but rather
into the image. Neo-liberal capitalism - the capitalism
of information and services, of financial leveraging
and speculation - is a form of spectacle predicated on
the accumulation of images. The image appears as an
advertisement, a form of branding, as pictures of the
world and as a form of self-representation; and visual art,

regime. See Adi Efal-Lautenschldger, "INSERT TITLE IN ENGLISH,"
Theory and Criticism 53 (forthcoming), in Hebrew.

2 See Shahar F. Kisleev, "Hegel on the Thingness of Art," Bezalel
Journal of Visual and Material Culture 2, https://journal.bezalel.
ac.il/he/article/3550, (June 2015).
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Facing the Measure of
Things / Shaul Setter

“Since Then, Measurements Have Begun” is an exhibi-
tion in search of the right measure. The right measure
rather than a decisive, total, comprehensive and conclu-
sive set of mores; the right measure rather than a process
of restriction and reduction to the barest minimum, or of
expansion and enlargement to the utmost degree. Each
and every work carries its own criteria of measurement -
the number of actions leading to it, the duration of its
creation, its distance from the artist’s studio or body;
and each bespeaks its own measure - the laws accord-
ing to which it was created and its mode of expression.
The measurements - calculations of quantity, estima-
tions of size, spatial dimensions - give rise to a theory
of mores, the ethics of a carefully calculated process.
In contrast to a definitive division of labor - based on
calculations and absolute values on the one hand and
on a subversion of order that exceeds calculations on the
other - Petel searches for the right measure in each work,
while considering the accepted measure of things. The
exhibition thus operates throughout in relation to what
has become fixed, in the local art field, as the worthiest
and most widely accepted form of art-making - one
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that Eli Petel played a prominent role in defining over
the last two decades; it corresponds with it, comments
on it, and diverts it. This is a form of art-making based
on an intimate connection with both the external world
and the artistic field, which also instigating significant
change, and sounding a different call to action.

VISUAL ART
The history of art seems to be the history of plastic art’s
advancement and refinement to the point of exhausting
itself, and then being transformed into visual art. Visual
art is predicated upon an image - a transient, immaterial
picture divorced from any concrete medium and from
materiality. Visual art is concerned with the conditions
of the image’s appearance and its modes of observation.
The image belongs to the field of vision, and is composed
of the tangle of gazes that intersect in it. [t appears and is
observed, existing solely within the arena of the visible.
Plastic art, by contrast, is based on a process of produc-
tion out of matter, of manufacturing and creating, in
which the material is given form. Plastic art is not solely
concerned with the image, and it does not consist exclu-
sively of what is presented to the eye or subjected to the
gaze. Rather, it is centered upon a body creating a body.
Its subject does not appear, but is rather made; it is not

only observed, but also, or mainly, sensed.*

1 I am following Adi Efal-Lautenschlédger's distinction between
plastic art, an art that sculpts and is predicated upon production
(Poeien), and visual art - which lies at the heart of art's aesthetic
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meaning, as if foreseeing the return of the inflation,
while suddenly masks seemed to appear all around. The
fact that the entire body of work was created over the
course of a single year, based on the exclusive movement
between the studio and the market and back again, in
an area measuring no more than 100 square meters,
seemed compatible with the limitations on movement
imposed during the lockdown.

This viral quality, however, was an inextricable part
of the exhibition materials even prior to the pandem-
ic’s outbreak. Petel is not a fan of screens, but rather
observes them up close as he confronts their language
of emojis and filters. As if exercising a strange tai chi
manoeuver, he attempts to use their expanding force in
order to mobilize presence and thought, disseminating
them within the space of the exhibition. Viral thought
is predicated on a recognition of the contagious power
of the intra-artistic law, which — once assimilated — be-
comes the unique filter through which the world is ob-
served. Petel recognizes the scarring power of the image;
the moment something is seen, we shall not cease to
see it, as injurious as it may be. Expansion is thus the
exhibition’s main portal. Petel exposes and expands,
peels and removes layers of walls, clothes, fabric, paper,
body parts, skin. As he draws closer to the skin, to the
empty space, to what is exposed, the effect continues
to expand, and its contagious power is disseminated:
from the artist’s gaping mouth, from which he emerges
again and again, to the white paint staining the water
in a bucket, and then from the bucket to the floor tiles.
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Initially in the photographs, and then in the space it-
self, from the tiles and posters that have accrued to the
interior walls, and on to the exterior ones - until they
are pulled off or fall off, fading and rolling through the
street and on the sidewalks, all the way to the sea and
beyond the sea and further on.
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governing rules are known, is unpredictable. In the
present context, the order is revealed by the artist, yet
is not necessarily created by him. It is no coincidence
that, over the years, Petel’s works have been charged with
a visionary, prophetic quality. The exhibition is filled
with Rorschach inkblots, a rather elusive type of image
representing basic painterly actions - a splash of color,
a fold, another fold, unfolding. More than an image, it
is in fact a form of action, a production mechanism for
the creation of abstract images, supposedly leaving the
artist with limited control. Every individual is capable
of identifying, in these blots, a reflection of the soul, so
that they have become a diagnostic psychological tool
predicated on the question “What do I see? What do I
see within the chaos?” First and foremost, I see myself.

The first Rorschach inkblot in the exhibition ap-
pears in the work Stain on a Scanner (p. @@). The pres-
sure exerted on the blot by the scanner’s cover, which
causes it to spread on the glass surface, invites us into
the fold before it opens, so that the gaze drowns within
the blot. In Nice and Pleasant (p. @@), the folded paper
creates a grid, an order in which the blot is the container,
rather than the contained. Beside it is a pair of large Ror-
schach inkblots. The first captures a plot concerning the
fading of physical matter through the process of folding
and replication, which is then intertwined with digital
fading by means of Penton code (Rorschach Penton,
p. @@). The second inkblot (Rorschach Blue, p. @@)
contains yet another inkblot created by digital means.
The two blots are positioned back to back, as if folded
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outwards from the inside, two sides of the same coin.
Petel transforms the act of folding into the machine
generating the works, so that even the exhibition itself is
folded in two. The museum is a container, the exhibition
is the filling, and the viewers walk about inside the blot,
inside the mechanism, neither on the threshold of the
work nor facing it, but rather within it.

EXPANSION
Eli Petel’s exhibition “Since Then, Measurements Have
Begun” was scheduled to open on March 19, 2020. Two
days before the opening, a general lockdown was de-
clared throughout the state of Israel following the out-
break of Covid-19. For two months, the exhibition was
imprisoned within the space, with only solitary viewers
sneaking in to see it. When the lockdown ended, on
June 6, the exhibition finally opened, yet it was quickly
discovered that it, too, had been infected. Numerous
aspects of it were suddenly read through the symbols
of the virus - beginning with the exhibition title and
the question of measurements, which are constantly
being undertaken: temperature, the number of sick, of
patients on ventilators, of convalescents, of unemployed;
the neon-green posters covering both the interior and
the exterior of the museum walls, which prior to the
outbreak of the pandemic appeared as part of a sleek
election campaign, were now transformed into gleaming
warnings heralding the presence of the virus. Numer-
ous works were suddenly charged with an additional
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if we assume that it is impossible to turn back, and that
Petel’s backward turn is in fact a movement forward,
what new order will be revealed? In this case, the law
of analogy points to the power of “who-ness™ the fact
that Petel imposed the filling, or garbage, on the entire
image, rather than merely among the pages of the book
representing Ashkenazi history, and even between his
own fingers, reflects a state of affairs in which Ashkenazi
history and the Mizrahi present are swimming together
in the juicy, staining garbage liquids. There is no exterior,
only an interior. Nobody remains untainted. This work
points to years of discrimination, effacement, and theft,
yet also to a shared fate, based on the law of analogy.
Petel seems to be observing his own body, recognizing
it as a container in which contradictory, tattered, and
conflicted identities intersect. A problem without a
solution that becomes a mode of existence. And, as
noted, what exists - is holy.

It is perhaps for this reason that Petel positions “law”
in relation to “stain” as an underlying motif. He pres-
ents a wide range of stains, sprinkles, lipstick, fluids,
imprints and Rorschach inkblots. The stain contains
within itself all that is arbitrary, free, abject, chaotic
and abstract. Indeed, it is the absolute representation
of “who-ness.” It is unquantifiable, and contains the
potential for the overflowing of order beyond its set
boundaries. It is in everything, and contains everything.
Chaos is seemingly the inversion of the law, yet Petel
reveals the basic covenant existing between them. For
the theory of chaos is a system in which, even if its
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a person/thing,” identity answers: “This is him,” and so
on and so forth. In this sense, “who-ness” is the move-
ment of the search, while identity is the punctum, the
moment of identification, designation, definition, val-
idation. Petel entertains the question “Who is he?” by
means of the question “What do I see?” while insisting
on the existence of the movement between question and
answer as a continuous, integrated movement in each
and every work. As long as the question is alive, the work
is alive. The moment the answer is fully clarified, the
magic dissipates, the work dies, and identity overtakes
“who-ness.” The law of analogy is what enables Petel to
preserve its encoded nature, to bind the question and
the definition together, thus intertwining identity and
“who-ness.” Petel applies the law of analogy to an image
and reveals within it another order - usually one that
subverts or contradicts the obvious one: a fig leaf reveals
a patch of skin, an Israeli flag is awash with error-red,
a map is filled with signs of erasure, a splash of color
contains measuring paper. Petel insists on the right to
elude. He positions identity within “who-ness,” rather
than confronting the two. From his perspective, “who-
ness” is the other within one’s identity, and this is where
the difference lies. Petel does not demand the right to
define, but rather insists on his right to elude totality
and its signifying system, finding refuge within the body.
If “who-ness” has a focal point, it is rooted in the
body itself rather than in thinking about it. Petel reveals
that the decree of the container and what it contains
applies first and foremost to the artist’s body. As he
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sees it, the artist does not impose laws on the world as a
detached observer, but rather exemplifies the law in his
flesh, as the first among equals. In the work Charlie (p.
@@), his own body - that of a Mizrahi artist — becomes
a torso identified with classical Western culture. Emerg-
ing beyond the severed limbs and castrated genitals is
a popular Israeli classic movie, which itself enfolds the
influence of American Spaghetti Westerns and Yiddish
tales from the shtetl. In one of the frames, Petel lies on
his back, his legs spread open as if he were The Origin
of the World. Revealed within the body of the male
artist is a generative female power. In Upside Down
Book (p. @@), it is the artist’s hand holding the image.
Here Petel offers a contemporary tribute to “Nine Out
of Four Hundred: The West and the Rest” (1997), artist
Meir Gal’s canonical work.

In the original photograph, Gal is seen holding the
only nine pages concerning the Jews of the Middle East
and North Africa that appear in the book The History
of the Jewish People in the Last Generations, and his gaze is
penetrating, accusatory and admonishing. In the work
Upside Down Book, Petel holds the nine pages as if
they were the trunk of a mighty tree, or else a flower
presented either as an offering of reconciliation or a
slap in the face. The filling inserted among the pages,
meanwhile, is garbage gathered off the ground in the
Carmel Market at the end of the day. So far, all is clear:
Petel creates a classic work of protest, and by inverting
the order - that is, doing away with the power of grav-
ity - seemingly restores history to its proper place. Yet
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en by the totalitarianism of the cellular phone screen as
the central format for observing images. The cell phone
is a personal apparatus, whose constant presence in
one’s pocket and everyday use have rendered it the great
thief of physical presence, and the chief disrupter of our
sense of time. Due to the endless motion of scrolling
up and down, its accumulated use extends over long
periods of time, while the time allotted to each image
decreases. In order to restore the dimensions of depth
and time, Petel defines a law according to which the
two-dimensional image (in this case the photograph)
becomes a container carrying within it another image,
of another order. Thus, every concave element in the
main image becomes a container for a secondary image,
usually a sample, in the concave containers that reappear
on different levels. The consideration of the manner in
which these fillings should be inserted into the world
is not aesthetic, but rather relates to the format of the
entire central image, including its margins and the con-
tainer contained within it. This is the law of analogy.
What is at stake is not a question of taste and priority,
but rather a total set of operating instructions. In some
instances the secondary image is inserted from without
(Fig, p-@@), while in others it is revealed through it, as
if it had always been there, as a kind of infrastructure
(Play Pen, p.@@). This is a tactic for the creation of two
series of familiar images, in a manner that disrupts our
ability to clearly understand the visual event before us,
to ascribe it to clearcut categories, to decipher it and to
catalogue it at first glance - transforming the exhibition
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into a booby-trapped trajectory. Under the cover of the
law, it becomes a street in the Wild West; every image
that appears is a trap for the eye, for vision, and for
thought - a trap operated by the question “What do I
see?” or “What do [ identify?” Every image enfolds with-
in it countless answers to that simple question, which
becomes a tourbillon of time, as the eye is repeatedly
set on fire. Petel draws a magnet close to the compass
of vision and disorients our main sense, which enables
us to orient ourselves. He is an artist of thought who
assaults the eye, while aiming for the mind.

The law of analogy is a technical clause which is
seemingly blind and instrumental, yet enfolds within it
a strategy for Petel’s rethinking of the concept of identi-
ty. Petel is a Mizrahi artist. His Mizrahi identity is a ques-
tion that is always burning within his works, yet is not
the only question that sets them on fire. The fact that
various curators, scholars and viewers, many of which
are Ashkenazi (including this writer) have identified him
so completely with Mizrahi identity has transformed the
discourse on identity, as Petel sees it, into a site that must
be re-complicated. In order to do so, he has turned to
the Hebrew term mihut as a source from which to extract
principles of action. This term, coined by Eliezer Ben
Yehuda in the late 19th century, as part of his project to
revive the Hebrew language, is used today mainly in the
legal field, usually when addressing the plaintiff or the
defendant’s “who-ness” - that is, the sum total of their
traits. “Who-ness” and identity are thus intertwined: if
the first term is predicated upon the question: “Who is
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the “new” never seeks to create something ex nihilo,
but is rather crafted from something that already ex-
ists. And what is it that exists out there? Well, a studio.
And what’s in it? Earlier works, a floor, ceiling, signs of
neglect, an air conditioner, a cup, coffee, a couch, a pail,
a grate, hair, crumbs, papers; the phone in one’s pocket,
with its built-in camera, apps, filters, bitter-sweet emojis,
hearts, kisses. And what is there beside the studio? A
sports field, a fence, a market with meat and fruitand a
sewage lid and garbage, as well as a sidewalk, a parking
lot, the horizon, the sea. And there is also an artist, his
body, his biography, his memories, his Mizrahi identity,
the fact that he is a native of Jerusalem currently living
near the Tikva Market in Tel Aviv, his grandparents,
the knowledge of where they came from, what they did,
where they belonged. Embedded within him are images
that have been etched, the voices of influential artists,
unfinished business, thoughts, internal conversations.
And Petel is always very meticulous about inserting this
intimate interior into a context, or to search for the lost
context like a phantom limb searching for its body. It
seems that the name “Eli Petel” carries within it a decree
of fate, maktub in Arabic, since he was named after his
grandfather, Eliyahu Fatal, to whom he paid tribute in
the form of an artwork titled Bananas (p.@@), which
functions as an encrypted letter.

On a visual level, the images in the exhibition were
all created from the studio’s existing inventory, from
episodes which occurred on the streets and in the nearby
market. Petel uses scanning and photography to sample
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materials and images (works by teachers, enemies, influ-
ential artists), and positions them within a new context,
sampling them; he endows them with presence on the
one hand, while undermining on the other. Context
is everything for Petel, a system of relationships that
must be exposed and processed over and over again in
order to understand that which exists. One could argue
that Petel understands that in order to be valuable one
must endow things with value, partaking of the chain
of signifiers and signifieds and formal metamorphoses
that carry on from one generation to the next. This is
the innovation revealed within tradition, and these are
the deep roots that are palpably felt in his oeuvre. Petel’s
movement forward thus always carries the past into the
future with a long, spiraling, expanding gesture; not as a
compass, but rather as an inventory. That which simply
is. The sanctity of what exists.

SCREEN TIME
During moments of inflation and devaluation, Petel
attempts to establish a law whose function is to construct
an order, within which a new value may be revealed.
The law that Petel formulates regards the desire to cast
a new gaze at the existing reality - and especially at
those dimensions that have been eroded in the present.
Although there are four dimensions constituting what
the theory of relativity defines as “space-time” (length,
width, depth, time), in recent years it seems that the hu-
man experience of depth and time has been deeply shak-
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open code. He defines a law concerning the relations
between container and content, and creates a team of
creators-collaborators who study the code and use it.
These are not strict operating instructions with require-
ments for one form of execution or another, but rather a
method of thinking, a language, that each collaborator is
required to speak and create in within his field, and from
his own perspective - be it the exhibition producer, the
artist Ron Asulin; the image processor, the artist Carmi
Dror; the printer and framer Uri Sadeh; the graphic de-
signer Avi Bohbot; the construction team Ofer Cohen
and Gad Zukin; or the lighting designer Ofer Laufer.
Petel expands the authority of the author, who invites
and inserts into his oeuvre numerous voices and means
of expression that are not necessarily owned or fully
controlled by him. So, for instance, the exhibition is
sweepingly predicated on photographs and prints. Petel
is not a professional photographer, and even announces
his ineptness in this field. Photography, for him, is akin
to a conversion calculator, rather than a medium or
means of self-expression. The exhibition is presented
under his name, yet this name is almost fictive, offering
as it does a new perspective on the essence of the sole
creator and the manner in which the individual and the
particular contain multiplicity and universality.

ECONOMY
Lying at the heart of the exhibition “Since Then, Mea-
surements Have Begun” is the question of economy;
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economy in its Aristotelian sense, in which the home
(eco in Greek) - or studio, in the case of the artist - is
consolidated with the law (nomos) to create a work of art.
The works featured in the exhibition were not only pro-
duced within and near the studio, but are also concerned
with it: its surroundings, its architecture, its content,
the actions taking place within it, all generated by the
same inter-artistic law formulated by Petel. The econo-
my - that is, the relationship between the home-studio
and the law - is inextricably related to the value of the
work of art. This value is measured, above all, by the
resources invested in its creation: the time needed for
reflection, for action, and for the work process, as well
as the cost of material. Its capital is not symbolic, but
is rather based on the real - enfolding both time and
matter. These elements end up being channeled into
another economic system - the economy of the gaze,
as reflected in the relations between the viewer and
the work of art. For if time equals money, the time of
spectatorship is a currency paid by the viewers to the
artist for an aesthetic experience, an expansion of their
consciousness, and more.

Yet the exhibition “Since Then, Measurements Have
Begun” was created under economic conditions of in-
flation that involved loss of value - both in terms of the

“gaze-time” in visual art, which is increasingly reduced,
as well as the constant attrition of the value of artistic
labor and of the artwork as work. In many ways, Petel is
concerned in this exhibition with restoring lost value,
or with the creation of new values in the field, whereas
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Petel also studies the creative actions undertaken by
hip-hop artists - a culture born in the streets of New
York City by young African-Americans in the 1970s,
during block parties in the Bronx, before expanding to
become the most popular political and social musical
genre. Hip-hop is inextricably connected to the street,
to the everyday, while embodying the desire to extricate
oneself from economic distress and urban ghettos. It
pulsates with an energy of desire, bare truth, direct and
explicit language which maintains a sense of flow and
the constant movement of speech, while keeping the
language alive. Today, a hip-hop artist is both a perform-
er and a producer, who presents and illuminates other
artists doing the same things differently, or different
things in a similar way. The “author,” in this context,
acquires a different status, as the connection-collabo-
ration between musicians engaging in the practice of
Featuring (Feat.) creates a viral effect, which continues
to grow, spread and expand. Within the over-accumu-
lation of spoken, accusatory, penetrating texts are en-
tire schools of musical-literary analysis; every word is a
reference, an internal conversation, a correspondence.
Students-fans-sages study every word and sequence as
if the track were a Talmudic tractate. And Petel is an
assiduous student turned rabbi. He understands that the
principle of distribution is predicated upon an ongoing
conversation with the vibrant art scene, with its teachers
and students, and no less — with its viewers. Petel is not
a producer in the accepted sense of the Feat., yet he
transforms the work process on the exhibition into an
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created over the course of three consecutive election
campaigns and a pandemic.

The Bat Yam Museum of Art was built in 1961 as
a floating Brutalist pavilion, planned by the architect
Yitzhak Pearlstein. It was part of a master plan for the
Ramat Yosef neighborhood, which was envisioned as a
progressive cultural hub that would tie everyday life to
a creative infrastructure. As the section of the building’s
historical plan reveals, the “record” is in fact a spaceship -
a concrete mass hovering over a ground floor that is sur-
rounded by transparent windows. The ethereal quality
of the building allowed for a close connection between
interior and exterior, so that the street seemed to flow into
the museum. The museum operated consistently until
the early 2000s, when - as part of a shift undertaken in
numerous peripheral museums in Israel - it was trans-
formed from a museum of modern art into an institution
for contemporary art. This thematic turn also gave rise
to a structural shift; the ground floor was surrounded by
external walls, and the entire building was whitewashed,
thus alienating it from its Brutalist character and urban
context. The interior was similarly transformed, as the
open, spacious display area at the top of the spiral was
chopped up with partitions that recast the museum as a
collection of separate areas. Hot air rose and was impris-
oned in the various cells, and the movement through the
space became clearly defined, ordered and fixed. Petel
sought to infuse it with flow and spirit. His first action
upon entering the space was to liberate it: he broke many
of the plaster partitions, and exposed the windows.
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Petel constructed his solo exhibition “Since Then,
Measurements Have Begun” in the form of a street.
Neon green signs envelop the building, accosting the
eye and drawing the exterior inwards. It calls to mind a
record album cover, and Eli Petel is an artist of albums —
or, more precisely, concept albums, which are narrated
with a beginning, middle, and end; in Petel’s case, this
process is then repeated in reverse: “Charlie Is Dead.”
A concept album usually creates the impression of a
single long track, whose atmosphere changes while re-
maining cohesive. It is well adapted to walking through
the city armed with earphones that envelop the pe-
destrian with a thick layer of sound, so that the street
becomes a moving stage set; or to lying on a leather
couch in the studio, staring at a ceiling filled with holes
and repairs, while the cigarette smoke is rising. What
the eye sees belongs to what the ear hears, be it an
internal monologue or an external soundtrack. “Since
Then, Measurements Have Begun” is governed by an
overall strategy, or walk, consisting of a body of some
30 works displayed on permanent or temporary walls,
like signs of sorts directing one’s movement through
the space. Each of the works is marked by a distinct
aesthetic, theme and concern, yet they are all subject
to the same law, the same architecture and the same
spirit. The fact that this strategy was shaped through an
accumulating movement in the space creates a critical
mass — a moment of excess in which a shift in con-
sciousness occurs — as it dives, soars or ejects into and
from the intense field of coded images.
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Since Then and Beyond /
Hila Cohen-Schneiderman

Ten years have elapsed since Eli Petel (AKA Eliyahu
Fatal) released his last album-exhibition in Israel, “Nine
in the Dark” - a title that seemed to foretell a process
of withdrawal inwards, away from the pulsating field
of art-making to the fundamental action of pedagogy..
Once in a while, he released a “single” - an autonomous
work for a group exhibition, almost always following a
commission. Those who followed these works could
identify the development of Petel’s oeuvre in carefully
spaced out pulsations, following his questioning of the
status of painting in an age devoid of origins. This pro-
cess initiated a migration from figurative painting and
sculpture to contemplation through actions of scanning,
reproducing, photographing and printing. Petel always
attempted to chill the burning field of painting, to dis-
tance it from the hold of fetishism and the apotheosis
of skill and enfold it within the intricacy of thought,
so that it could once again serve as a reflection of real
life, to the mundane. After a decade-long hiatus, Petel
presents a new exhibition in a spiraling, round museum
in the city of Bat Yam - a museum he has referred to as
“The record.” This exhibition features a body of works
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bition: Ron Asulin, Eli Petel’s producer and right-hand
man; Carmi Dror, who oversaw the image processing;
Anat Gutberg, who provided the video editing and
post-production; Ofer Cohen and Gad Zukin, who me-
ticulously dismantled the museum’s plaster walls and
built others to replace them; Ofer Laufer, who provided
the precisely attuned lighting; and Valery Bolotin, who
hung the artworks. We thank the printers and fram-
ers Ori Sade and the studio HC Editions, Ofek Aerial
Photography, Plus Design Studio and Shabtai Or for
engaging with every imaginative idea and whim; thanks
to Ohad Hadad, who accompanied the graphic design
process and the installation in the exhibition space.

Special thanks to the dedicated staff of MoBY -
Museums of Bat Yam: to Yotam Michael Yogev for
his wide-ranging New Media activity, which endowed
the exhibition with life in the virtual sphere; Ofir Fin-
kelstein, the untiring production assistant; Tammuz
Binshtock, head of the department of education and
community, for her in-depth planning of guided visits;
to Leoni Schein, the content coordinator of The Shalom
Asch House, for her profound assistance in editing the
texts; to George Horesh and David Cohen, who are
responsible for maintenance work at the museum; and
last but not least to Ofri Omer, the director of MoBY -
Museums of Bat Yam - my dear partner in this endeavor.

Special thanks to Eli Petel for a long, instructive and
inspiring journey, since then and beyond.

Hila Cohen-Schneiderman, October 2020
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Forward

This is a pocket book. A small book that asks to be carried
in the back pocket of one’s jeans or jacket, to be thrown in
a bag, to be read, growing tattered or stained. The writing
of the book began parallel to the opening of artist Eli
Petel’s solo exhibition, “Since Then, Measurements Have
Begun,” at the Bat Yam Museum of Art. It was conceived
as a collection of conversations held by writers, scholars,
colleagues and viewers — with the exhibition and through
it — with Petel himself. The book offers an extension of
the exhibition as a live event, an agora which generates
avisual or textual discussion at a particular moment. We
tried to think of it not as a means of documenting the
exhibition, but rather as its reactivation within a sphere
in which one can browse through the pages. A sphere
that allows for an intimate experience of observation and
reading, and which takes into consideration the habit
of observing images and texts on a cellular phone - the
pocket resident of the present time.

The book can be seen as a series of gates and doors. The
gates (body, spirit, stains, machines and so forth) offer ex-
pansive thematic forays into processes unfolding in the ex-
hibition. The doors each attend to one specific work, thus
creating an entry portal into the entire exhibition. One
may notice that the book encompasses two textual possi-
bilities: one uses the name “Eli” or “Eliyahu” when relating
to the artist, thus attesting to a collegial familiarity, to an
identification with the artist’s position, and to the manner
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in which artists observe and read the creative processes of
other artists. The second group of texts refers to the artist
as “Petel” or “Fatal,” and attests the type of writing which
is external to the creative process, and which observes the
event of the current exhibition within the larger, at times
theoretical, context of Eli Petel’s body of work.

The book came into being through close work with
the exhibition’s graphic designer, Avi Bohbot, who lives
in Berlin. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic that has ac-
companied the exhibition as a shadow, he could not visit
it, and had to make do with virtual and photographic
documentation. We wish to thank him for being an
inseparable part of the exhibition’s realization, and for
diving with us into the depths of the language and laws
that Eli Petel has created and defined. Our heartfelt
thanks go to all of the contributors — Zohar Elmakias,
Tamar Getter, Yotam Dvir, Boaz Levin, Moshe Dekel,
Rafram Hadad, Nicola Trezzi, Avi Sabah, Shaul Setter,
Yoni Raz Portugali and Nir Feferberg - for their insight-
ful, incisive and sensitive texts, which shed light on the
exhibition from their various perspectives. We also wish
to extend our thanks to the visitors who attended the ex-
hibition, sharing with us the many photographed stories
that offered moving, funny, and surprising testimonies
to their encounters with different works. Thanks to Elad
Sarig for his refined and measured photographs of the
space; to Rachel Perets for her attentive editing, and to
Talya Halkin for her English translation.

I would also like to take this opportunity to thank
all those who accompanied the production of the exhi-
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