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,2013 Enter the Gate

A1WBTY AR O NIMWn 1711

NINWN MT™M ,N11UN 171330

Enter the Gate, 2013,

together with Avi Pitchon,

mixed media, dimensions variable

M3 70 nw m7i#n ,2005 vw

1979 qUIR ,N"0 1,000X161

Gate, 2005, oil sticks.

1,000X161 cm, private collection

L11IR) A% ARIN = "1RN-7BY 7R"

2001 ,1'a8 7N1 0INKRA MIRITO

"Eli Petel-installation” - installation view (uno),
Tel Aviv Artists’ Studios Gallery, 2001

,2010 ,(117%) m7w11 MITN
n"0103X173 ,71 70 1NW

East Jerusalem (painting), 2010,
oil on canvas, 103X173 cm

L1287 ARIN = "0 0"

2007 ,MINKR7 112X 71 IR'TIN

"A Day’s Ending” - installation view,
Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2007

,Wi7 'R1VRVN 15,2004 ,n71I0

1979 qUIR ,N"0 65 1V

Menorah, 2004, 15 straw brooms,
dia. 65 cm, private collection

TNRIN 7170 1739 ,2005 ,71"R1 'R0
1719 MUIR N0 119X210 0777
Maya and Aya, 2005, oil pastels on
canvas mounted on plywood,
119X210 cm, private collection

mInwn mTm A4 131 10N 13,2005 ,(2) v7w
Placard (2), 2005, palm frond and
A4 paper, dimensions variable

13715

1N TPZR1 0100 NJ311un ,2000-3000 13N TINN
DR 7018 ,2000 ,077W17" 78781 NINDRY

From the installation 2000-3000, Graduation
Exhibition, Bezalel Academy of Art and Design,
Jerusalem, 2000, collection of the artist

7'M TPR1 01'071 N317uN1 ,2000-3000 213%™ TIND
DR 01X ,2000 ,0'7W17" 78?781 NINKRY?

From the installation 2000-3000, Graduation
Exhibition, Bezalel Academy of Art and Design,
Jerusalem, 2000, collection of the artist

,iI1?7 1072 0N 11711,2003 ,an

1NR T0IR ,N"0 350X110

Hayihyeh (Might this thing be?), 2003,
bead curtain, the white version,
350X110 cm, collection of the artist

, 1170 1119 ,2005 ,190

DR qUIR ,N"0 161X208

Sofa, 2005, oil pastels on canvas,
161X208 cm, collection of the artist

,2002 ,(MZ13'm1 o170, 0117 ,0TI170190R) NN

979 UIR ,N"0 105X150 1" 70 0IIUIR MINT9Y
Baby Girl (Impressionism, Cubism, Minimalism
and Baby Girl), 2002, colored pencils on paper,
105X150 cm, private collection

ABT0IIIIRG 70 7171730 ,01%70 ARID - "01A0 MR
2018 ,07'7IR D17 IR INR-TI" T

"Broken Cisterns” - installation view, American
Jewish University Gallery, Los Angeles, 2018

AMBWITT 370 10,0380 ARID - " Ena awvn”
2006 ,M1IDR?7 1'AR 71 1IRTID

"The Original Nature” — installation view,
Helena Rubinstein Pavilion,

Tel Aviv Museum of Art, 2006

,1Tn'? NugTn ,2012 ,(13:00) 1nvw

DR TUIR NINWN M7

Clock (13:00),2012, lambda print,
dimensions variable, collection of the artist
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n"0110X80 11977 70 0'wWIV ,2001 RO
Versailles, 2001, felt-tip pens on
cardboard, 110X80 cm

,12110D 77331 ,2001 ,(12TN) N1M3 R'?%?
N"0 66X118X26

Untitled (air conditioner), 2001,
mixed media, 66X118X26 cm

,2002 ,2,1 7R101 101

N"3n"0100X126 1" 7V VX MI19D
Numa and Arak 1, 2, 2002,

color pencils on paper, 100X126 cm each

n111Un 73318 ,2010 ,(7'8N1171'D) NI
n"0100X130 1170

Girls (Miri and Maya), 2010, mixed
media on paper, 100X130 cm

,2001 ,717'R B12781 1IT710 2R ,TDIVITIT
n”0105X150 11 70 O'wIv

Dudu Topaz, Avi Toledano and Albert
Illouz, 2001, felt-tip pens on paper,
105X150 cm

n”050X40 ,v1¥ 017¥n ,2003 , NY?79
Palette, 2003, color print, 50X40 cm

19IN31'9 NUITN ,2010 ,m7W1T MITD
n”0110X340 ,n1'37IR

East Jerusalem, 2010, archival
pigment print, 110X340 cm

19IN1'Y NUITA ,2002 77w 171 T
n”0180X110 ,nI13IR

Negative Portrait, 2002, archival
pigment print, 180X110 cm

,I11UDN 17733V ,2005 ,7181 NIRIN - 179D
n"0 25 7myu ,n"o 75 101

Ophra - installation view, 2005, mixed
media, dia. 75 cm, depth 25 cm

16 17 17171 ,n2%0 RN — "N7110”
2005 ,1'ar 7n

"Sgula” - installation view,
Kav 16 Gallery, Tel Aviv, 2005

DR T0IR ,N" 0 50X30 ;1" 7p 1139 ,2012 .13
Crybaby, 2012, oil pastels on paper, 50X30 cm,
Collection of the artist

,BNY? AN N170N7 AD IRT'N 1D TINN
7736 ,2018

From the video installation

What is Above What is Down Below,
2018, 36 min

,01""M17R ,N1%1 I8N ,2009 ,n7'981 vwn
TINWN MT™ "N WUN VIR VP

Nine in the Dark, 2009, installation view,
aluminum, cardboard and mixed media,
dimensions variable

J(N7'981 vwn :TINN) 127 VD

mTm 1’1y ,2009

White Talisman (from: Nine in the Dark),
2009, cardboard, size

L7981 vWN :TINN) NIMTW VNP

mTmn v ,2009

Black Talisman (from: Nine in the Dark),
2009, cardboard, size

,01I"M17R ,N1%1 I8N ,2009 ,n7'981 vWN
TINWN MT™N "MMWUN VIR VP

Nine in the Dark, 2009, installation view,
aluminum, cardboard and mixed media,
dimensions variable

776 ,2005 , 071171 1R TIA TIND
From the video Reverse, 2005, 6 min
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M113001 NTN? Nu9Tn ,2009-2010 ,N7'1 n713n
VWA 11132 N7UN7 N0 L PY

N"0 45X66 ,70X80 ,76X53 ,53X76

Hilla Grocery, 2009-2010, lambda print and
wood frames, from right upper corner and
clockwise: 45X66, 70X80, 76X53, 53X76 cm

,T170 77R ,2009 ,(711'%) N7 n71an
n"o 55X73

Hilla Grocery (painting), 2009,
acrylic on canvas, 55X73 cm

11871 181N ,2012 ,19¥D
Compass, 2012, installation view

1130 Ax1N ,2012 ,19%¥N
Compass, 2012, installation view

19IN1'9 NU9TA 2012 ,(111T177) 19%¥D
n"0108X158 ,m1'3IR

Compass (Iceberg), 2012, archival
pigment print, 108X158 cm

19IN1'9 NU9TA 2012 ,(7177) 19%¥ND
n"0128X158 ,mI1IIR

Compass (Voice), 2012, archival
pigment print, 128X158 cm

19IN1'9 NUYTA ,2012 ,(10TN) 198N

N"0 124X145 , 3R

Compass (Warehouse), 2012,
archival pigment print, 124X145 cm

1vIN1'9 NUYTN ,2012 ,(1'13190) 198N
n"0 148X107 ,nI13IR

Compass (Floor-Washing), 2012,
archival pigment print, 148X107 cm

76



LOST AND
FOUND

ELI PETEL - SOLO SHOW

FROM THE HAARETZ
COLLECTION



The sound of Eli

There are exhibitions you don’t forget. I remember Eli Petel’s first solo show,

in 2001, at the Tel Aviv Artists’ Studios, a year after he completed his studies at
Bezalel. It was titled, simply, “Eli Petel.” It was surprising, funny and intriguing,
the kind of exhibition that stays with you. We purchased two items from it for
Haaretz Collection, which in retrospect symbolize the two extremities of Eli’s
work: the “Dudu Topaz” painting, a glittering work that quickly became iconic,
perhaps his best-known work, and “Air Conditioner,” a work that no one knew
was there, because it was simply a perfect imitation of an air conditioner. That
double acquisition launched years of following Eli’s work and occasionally making
more purchases. But to this day, for me the sound of his works is the sound of the
slamming doors of a white Fiat Uno, which was also exhibited in that show.

Amos Schocken
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Weakness is an Optimistic Point of Departure
A Conversation with Eli Petel / Efrat Livny
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Lost and

Found

Albert Swissa

Brit mila and milat habrit (Covenant of
circumcision, word of the covenant)

Eighteen years ago, Eli Petel screened a family
home movie of his merry circumcision ceremony
in Jerusalem’s Armon Hall, with an Aris San song
playing in the background. The film was shown on
a home television set that stood on a school desk
in the teachers’ room of the Fine Arts Department
of the Bezalel Academy of Arts and Design, in the
graduates’ exhibition in 2000. A porcelain chame-
leon was placed on top of the television and be-
low it, on the floor, a pair of Romanian-made Puma
shoes of the same size and model - one old and
used, the other brand-new. Alongside them was a
genuine leather sofa, like an invitation to sit down.
Hanging on the wall was a magazine photo of Nan-
cy Reagan from Vanity Fair, and in the back-
ground, the number 3000 was fashioned in three
dimensions in huge, festive digits, “Happy Birth-
day” style, attached like writing on the (eastern?)
wall (plates 1, 2).

Already, in the descriptive and seemingly in-
nocent paragraph above, Eli Petel’s well-known
amused ridicule lies in ambush for me: The tension
between formal description and narrative - inter-
pretation, really — is an instant honey trap that is a
masterwork by a young hunter. After all, in Bezalel
you don’t learn only how to be an artist. Poised at
the heart of this tension is essentially the question
of what degree of descriptive and symbolic resolu-
tion the observer is capable of, psychologically and
emotionally. In Petel’s oeuvre, the created work al-
ready knows itself and now goes about examining
its beholder. The objects and the materials, but also
the words - “brit mila” (“circumcision”), “chame-
leon,” “porcelain,” “Puma,” “leather sofa,” “Van-
ity Fair,” “Nancy Reagan” and others - swirl in
my head, at first like an innocuous eddy. But very
quickly, the deeper I go, it becomes a true mael-
strom. Here I shall evoke only a small fraction of it.

The installation 2000-3000 is fascinating in its
trenchant simplicity, somewhat of a disposition
and deployment by Petel with a view to the future,
an ambitious, purposeful act that signifies the sa-
lient place of art: a school desk in the teachers’
room at Bezalel, to which he will return not long
afterward as a young, highly regarded artist, as a
teacher and as head of the Fine Arts Department.
In retrospect, it appears that in this installation,
whether or not from the outset, the intuitive im-
pulse or the basic artistic instinct in Petel’s work
- which becomes defiant knowledge in the stage
of positioning the installation - is the conjuring

element in all his work, and generates astonish-
ment already in this early installation. For almost
everything is already here: taking over — or en-
croaching on - the concrete space, self-presence,
readymade, pop art, wily and canny formalism, the
marking, folding, compressing and expansion of
linear, moral time; sacred Judaism and mysticism,
an engagement with the East (Mizrah) and with
Mizrahiness through the social prism, a dialectic
of local and universal, the image as inexhaustible
text, and ethics, too. Only painting, Petel’s great
love and the cradle of his birth as an artist even be-
fore he entered Bezalel, is missing, and this calls
for further investigation.

One intriguing phenomenon in regard to Petel’s
overall oeuvre is the multiplicity of interpretative
narratives of his work, and particularly the pleth-
ora of types of discourse, tones, key themes and
emphases that are implemented in his art. These
critics range from the formalists and those who
keep one out of the museum, to the neutral or am-
bivalent reviewers in between, and finally the rad-
ical commentators outside the museum, who find
in his work a saliently moral, social or mystical
thrust. I have plenty to say about this phenome-
non, to which Bezalel and Petel himself contribut-
ed not a little, but for now I will say only that I too
will have a go at it, because in any case, in art as
in art: the whole is always greater than the sum of
its parts.

I want to suggest that Petel should be seen as a
type of phenomenological artist and critic who dis-
plays his discoveries through art and the artistic
object, as well as through the actual presentation
or positioning of the works, and is meticulous about
the conditions that will allow — and protect - the
revelation of the singular phenomena that he dis-
cerns. His purpose in this is to make manifest the
unmediated, independent and, above all, not nec-
essarily adversarial intentionality of his phenome-
nological art. However, notwithstanding his strong
intuition and his honesty in the creative work it-
self, Petel as presenter is hardly a naive artist: He
is opinionated and he is a psychologist who makes
shrewd and extremely independent use of the dis-
cipline of exhibiting art. In my opinion, Petel plays
his cards close to his chest, and below the surface,
he is occupied with a question for which he hasn’t
yet found an answer. In what follows, I will try to
get at that question through some of the distinc-
tive features of his work and with reference to the
components that were exhibited in the 2000-3000
installation I described above as anticipating his
oeuvre as a whole.

Judaism, tradition, mysticism,
Mizrahiness

The circumcision video in the installation is not
random, but is nevertheless an odd readymade,
in which an infant, who is Petel, but “formerly,” is
about to be marked on his body with his covenant
sign — not with a caressing paintbrush but with the
circumciser’s knife, even as his family joyfully ex-
ult. This would be/was his first color-letting, and
that color is red, and that color is blood, a grim ritu-
al of writing in blood in quite a merry atmosphere,
now inaugurated as a work of art in a graduation
exhibition/ceremony (an important parallel to the
circumcision ceremony, for art is itself a type of
ritual) that is far from being grim.

All well and good, but I insist on the moment
when Petel looks at himself in the movie alone and
mutters, “Objet trouvé!”, about the moment of odd
pleasure and self-compassion that preceded the
principled decision to inaugurate it, himself, his
circumcision, as an act of art. Pleasure because of
the confirmatory manner of placement, which the
chameleon and the leather sofa support, of a bla-
tantly taboo subject which, oddly, secular Israe-
li art has hardly addressed. Petel is not a Derrida
type, he does not settle accounts through unfath-
omable, demanding deconstruction. Empathic, en-
gaged ambivalence suits him more, so I’m talking
here not about the mental “Petel” but the Stoic. I
imagine the circumcised Petel, who has just be-
come a “graduate” (a word that also means “adult”
in Hebrew) and a “budding” artist — not yet the
young tree that has already spread its seductive
branches, wandering lightly and merrily as you
please, while beneath the surface the earth has al-
ready begun to tremble.

Already then, 3000 years of Zion and local-Is-
raeli Jerusalem was a “huge” political-policy com-
ment - plastically, too, in the installation — on the
coinciding “universal” 2000/millennium; a com-
ment that continues to be amplified to this day in
general, and in Petel’s work in particular. But then,
in art at least, we had yet to actually notice the
people dwelling in Zion on the leather sofa. It’s ap-
propriate, too, that in the Mizrahi struggle, “Zion,”
beneath the national-political surface, symboliz-
es the Orient (Mizrah) and Mizrahiness, and that
even then, in 2000, the grand Mizrahi discourse
hoisted the “Zion” flag of Judah and Jerusalem -
and not the flag of Zionism of the new Kingdom of
Israel. The leather sofa — we already know whose
- follows the example of 3000, as it’s more of an
invitation to crack sunflower seeds and watch

traditional home movies of happy family events
or a game of the Beitar Jerusalem soccer team,
for we’ve never seen anything like it juxtaposed
to artworks in galleries and museums.

Even before the graduation installation, while
he’s still a student, Petel comes out of his Mizrahi
closet with a half-minimalist, half-Mizrahi banquet
hall that he places in a gallery without anyone actu-
ally noticing it. But he would go on to complete the
halves bit by bit after the graduation installation,
with consistent landmarks; from Versailles (2001,
plate 29), Negative Portrait (2002, plate 37), Palette
(2003, plate 35), via the exhibitions “Sgula” (2005,
plate 20), “The Original Nature” (2006, plate 7),
“A Day’s Ending” (2007, plates 13-15), “Nine in the
Dark” (2009, plate 23), down to his recent return,
after a lengthy absence, as head of the Fine Arts
Department at the Bezalel Academy, with “Broken
Cisterns” (2018, plate 6). In all of these works and
exhibitions he deals with the thorniest question of
all: What will Mizrahi or “other” art, independent
and self-sufficing, be - beyond the theme of the
Mizrahi struggle?

Found time

One of Petel’s intuitive working assumptions is the
treatment of “time” — time as eye contact, as iden-
tification, as loyalty and as a continuum that oblig-
es ethics. The 2000-3000 installation is shrouded
with a variety of time signifiers. Respectively, ac-
cording to the description above, the short movie
of Petel’s entry into the covenant of Abraham de-
notes four different times: one mythological, pri-
meval; two are concrete dates of initiation; and
the fourth is future time, purposeful, extending,
unknown. The latter was charged in its turn with
the triple time of the shoes, the compressed time
of the old shoe that trod the expanses of pop cul-
ture and pop art in fake brands, and would move
always adjacent to and within the increasingly ac-
cumulating time of the second, new shoe, which is
just setting out and will proceed to carry always
the third time, the time of protest, that of the black
Jerusalem panther (Negative Portrait, 2002), the
one that is very dear to Petel. Above all of these
hovers the historical time of the religious-eschato-
logical “Zion,” and between is the political-cultural
time of Nancy Reagan, the time of the battle over
the inheritance, ancestral merit, which connects, in
turn, to the primeval time.

Ahead of the autobiographical installation “Sgu-
la,” Petel again pulls primeval time, which is stored
in the east, into his work by traveling in reverse (in



the video work titled Reverse, 2005, plate 28) from
the “genizah” container at the entrance to the syn-
agogue facing Zion, through the streets of the Neve
Eliezer neighborhood in southeast Tel Aviv, to the
entrance of the gallery in the local community cen-
ter, where the installation is being exhibited. It’s a
performative paraphrase of the time-space that’s
immured in Rabbi Judah Halevi’s “My heart is in
the East and I am at the edge of the West,” a con-
crete homage paraphrase which is rearticulated in
the installation as a video work that documents the
drive in reverse, backward with “kadima” - “for-
ward,” “eastward” — to the west.

In practice, the exhibitions “The Original Na-
ture” and “A Day’s Ending” at the Tel Aviv Museum
of Art, in addition to denoting time in their titles,
contain within them a number of metatemporal bal-
listic trails and other spaces within the time mark-
ers that were signified as such in past exhibitions
(the real sofa of 2000 becomes a painting in “A Day’s
Ending” seven years later, plate 4). Thereby the new
shoe that became obsolescent in Tel Aviv goes back
to being increasingly similar to and synchronized
with that old Jerusalem shoe. As such, Petel moves
from the tragic-nostalgic consciousness of Judah
Halevi, to the possibility of Proustian-mystical re-
demption, from time lost to time found, by a route
of art forward to the east as opposed to a rearward
“back to religion.”

Thus, in Nine in the Dark (plates 26-27) the
flamboyant sculpture in twisted, jewel-like letters
still presents “broken cisterns,” but the talismans
that represent the visual metonymy of a chess
game (plates 24-25) attest that the game and the
spiritual struggle are at their height, even though
a large portion of the pieces are already broken.
Hayihyeh? (plate 3) asks Petel’s sublime palin-
drome of 2007 (in Hebrew “Hayihyeh” is a pal-
indrome that plays with the meaning “Might this
thing be?” — the heretical question of the king’s
vizier to the prophet Elisha) and replies himself,
“Yihyeh” and perhaps even “Hayo-yihyeh” (“And
it shall come to pass”). The visual horizon of the
talismans is, I would say, the phylacteries; Petel
feels this and hints at it, his whole work is nothing
but envy of the immense power of putting on phy-
lacteries, of the work that will seize the viewer’s
mind and heart and bring him spiritual delight.

Readymade - Always polluted
and impure

Envy of phylacteries is akin to the Surrealists’
envy of the repressed object of desire. Like them,

Petel is utterly entranced by the question of the
objet trouvé, the father-progenitor of the ready-
made, as another milestone on the road to solving
his great question. The readymade opened up and
expanded art into multiple realms: ideas (concep-
tualism), formalism, installation, performance,
ethics and more. But the readymade as an object
fraught with dual aesthetic negation can also be
perceived as bourgeois arbitrariness. From a criti-
cal-social standpoint, the readymade is perhaps no
more than an extension of the museum’s realm of
objects, which had played itself out and was in a
state of distress. Aesthetics is one of the distrac-
tions from ethics, for a readymade of this kind ef-
fectively represents at least the plundered time of
an industrial worker who made it — who decided
that the primary gaze at art is aesthetic, and not
moral? According to Petel’s conception of time (be-
tween people there is no objective time, only signi-
fied or subjective time), the possibility of a neutral,
indifferent readymade is ruled out, for every ob-
ject in the world is polluted by one of the modes
of human time. This could definitely be a question
from a subverting perspective of Mizrahi art.

As such, Petel’s readymade derives its geneal-
ogy precisely from the term objet trouvé, in its
original meaning in French, which splits into the
double meaning “lost” and “found”; in contrast to
Marcel Duchamp’s readymade, which erases the
subjugation of every object in the world to the loss
of the one and the finding of the other, under the
auspices of the aesthetic question. But Petel goes
further and charges the found object with the Jew-
ish imperative of “restoration of lost property,”
which no longer addresses the lost item’s owner as
hinted in “objet trouvé,” but makes its appeal to the
honest finder’s sense of responsibility and his con-
science in regard to the other’s lost object. Petel
extends the Jewish imperative that exists between
one person and another to the spiritual-cultural
realm and the general social realm, in the spirit of
Walter Benjamin’s critique of historical material-
ism. The object that is found here conditions the
whole story of its loss, and its re-finding obliges
also redemption of the lost time and of everything
that was fraught within it.

Thus, a very meticulous and seemingly unten-
able imitation of an air conditioner (2001, plate
30), positioned in an exhibition in its “natural”
place in such a way that no one notices it, illumi-
nates the forgetting that was well submerged in
the traditional readymade and which upends it. In
the installation 2000-3000 the sofa, the shoes and
the circumcision video present three levels of the

destruction of the readymade as an artistic concept
that has become obsolescent, or of its principled
subversion. The “ready-made” of the leather sofa
becomes an ironic-social “ready said?!”; the Puma
shoes - the used one and the new one - allude to
the class struggle and capitalist industrial exploita-
tion, which is embedded in every object without
exception (ironically, it was Jesse Owens, the Af-
rican-American sprinter, the Black Panther — who
catapulted Puma into brand history when he won
four golds at the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin
wearing unknown Puma shoes). The circumcision
video goes even further, by relocating the concept
of the readymade that is displaced onto an object,
to the philosophic-sarcastic “already-made,” with
its duality of identity in general and Jewish and
Mizrahi identity in particular, posited as a question
that hasn’t been wholly clarified.

A good many of Petel’s works respect the “very
suddenly” principle, the random or the unexpect-
ed coincidence of the Surrealist readymade; but
he does not in the least precondition his aesthet-
ic choices on the basis of Duchamp’s principle of
dual aesthetic negation, according to which an ob-
ject does not attract attention in any way, neither
negatively nor positively, and is not beautiful, but
also not ugly. In Petel’s perception, that princi-
ple places an arbitrary, limiting definition on the
“found object,” as in the case of finding a photo-
graph of a migrant infant on the street (Baby Girl
[Impressionism, Minimalism, Cubism, and Baby
Girl], 2002, plate S, which was exhibited in “Neo
Soul,” Dvir Gallery, 2003), which respects the as-
pect of “lost property that has been found” but
which hasn’t yet been restored to its owner. At
which point he toils diligently on the anonymous
picture in order to annihilate by means of scrupu-
lous painting the most important condition for the
existence of the readymade: indifference toward
it or its anonymity. Petel truly sweats over it anx-
iously, until he discharges the fullness of its unique
singularity, as though it was the holy work of re-
storing the lost property to its owner.

Thus, contrary to the basic idea of the ready-
made, according to which elevation or a sublime
lowering of the everyday object into an artistic
object supposedly occurs, in Petel’s case the op-
eration is not only conceptual and aesthetic, but
primarily ethical. The lost aura which the object in
any case possessed outside art is restored, but the
thrust in art is toward the owner of the lost prop-
erty. In Petel’s work this act bears a saliently mor-
al, almost religious, character, which is evaded by
the formalist discourse about his art. In this sense,

Petel’s shows can be said to function like lost-and-
found departments in museums or galleries. Petel
is not so much protesting against the institutions of
representation as deceiving them: Viewers of his
exhibitions think they are coming to see art, and
instead see an explicit demand to restore the lost
item, leaving many of them nonplussed.

Art as Torah talk

Like Petel’s deconstruction of time and of the
readymade, in my view it is possible to go on to
discuss his subversive deconstruction of concepts
such as formalism, aesthetics, universalism, irony
and others, and to consider his take on the quasi-ob-
sessive connection between Mizrahiness and tradi-
tionalism and religion. The last two processes are
of extreme importance for the purpose of positing
an innovative, independent and objective theory of
Mizrahi art. In each of his shows, Petel strives for
an almost systematic and radical transformation
of the space and of the modes of “dispositioning.”

Over and above the subversive and critical as-
pects of his work, concerning both what is in the
gallery and what is outside it, this thrust is also
rife, it seems to me, with a certain sorrow and res-
tiveness toward the concrete, perhaps magical - in
the popular sense — act of the operation and func-
tion of art amid the avid flow of life itself. Gallery
and museum are melancholy and unavoidable de-
faults at the moment, and even street art is now
theatrical and excessively consumerist-political.
Petel would like the activity of art and the talk
about art to proceed as naturally as people deliver
a devar Torah - a Torah talk - in an ordinary Jeru-
salem religious community. Accordingly, the reli-
gious-mystical element in his work is not only the
return of the various types of what is repressed,
but an option for an ostensibly desirable model of
activity. Here, then, is material for another discus-
sion in its own right.
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Weakness
1s an
Optimistic
Point of
Departure

A Conversation with Eli Petel

Efrat Livny

Efrat Livny: In the first stage, when I
proposed the idea of presenting a solo show
of your works from the Haaretz Collection,
each of us went over the works separately, to
see if, and how, a coherent exhibition could
be created. The works weren’t acquired in a
single instance, but on a number of occasions
over the years, and they are from different
periods. When we met afterward to articulate
our thoughts about the exhibition, we drew
up a schematic division of the works into
three primary units: “Jewish,” “Mizrahi” and
“laws.” Division as an artistic element is not
foreign to your creative work. In your solo
show, “Original Nature,” held in the Helena
Rubinstein Pavilion of the Tel Aviv Museum
of Art in 2006, you chose to display the works
by hanging them in separate compartments
that were built especially for the exhibition
(plate 7). Each compartment was bounded

by four unconnected sides - so they had no
corners — and the walls, which may or may not
have touched one another, forged an internal-
external transition space for the viewer. Six
years later, in 2012, in your work Compass
(plate 40), you returned to that form of
display, but this time you internalized it, and it
became an integral element of the work itself.
Unlike the 2006 show, in which the paintings
were autonomous works and their manner of
display was exhibition-specific and singular,
the four paintings-prints of Compass (plate
41) were defined in advance as four parts of
one whole installation.

As a viewer, I remember vividly the
experience of entering and leaving the
compartments, both at the Helena Rubinstein
Pavilion and when I first saw Compass at

the Haifa Museum. In a tantalizing way, they
performed a spiritual function, as a kind of
confessional or meditative booth; and at the

same time a utilitarian-material function, like
the temporary walls at a commercial fair that
endeavor to maximize the exhibition space.
In the case of Compass, that dual tension
acquired a third level, when the viewer, by his
sheer physical presence in the center of the
compartment, served as a compass dial, with
each of the four walls around him referring,
respectively, to one of the four winds of the
skies.

Can you elaborate on the significance of
division as an act or procedure in your work?

Eli Petel: Generally, I embark on a new work from
a type of naivety, which can be divided and char-
acterized in two ways. First, things I think about
that gel into a form, into a designation of images,
ideas related to the manner of execution (and my
desire to be their executor), into fusions between
forms and contents, into jokes; and second, phys-
ical forms that appear to me randomly - in draw-
ing, in staining, in placing and arranging objects,
in photography, in events that I see. From these
a process of filtering takes place which relies on
my memory and leaves - for the actual making -
whatever survives, what’s important to me or what
frightens me or what stimulates me to act (or to
escape to).

The division stage is magical - when I try to un-
derstand what I’'m doing, what reverts to me from
the doing, and the knowledge that another thing is
going to take up space, perhaps even be exhibit-
ed to others. That’s where the division is forged.
The division into units is automatic; it comes from
my talking about the work to myself and it rep-
resents one possible division of many. Content
I can divide into many more characteristics and
contexts, and sometimes discover new relations. I
think it’s a combination of my memory — what I do
- and my frame of mind and my desire, which os-
tensibly lacks memory, lacks history, effectively
lacks divisions.

When I said a “Jewish” unit, I was referring to
engagement with questions of religion and religios-
ity (which relate to cultural tradition), of faith and
of theology, and ultimately with questions of the
body and how it locates vis-a-vis a spiritual possi-
bility comprised primarily of border, entry, inte-
gration or loss of way and awareness in the face
of something elusive, abstract, which I don’t know
how to verbalize, summon up, satisfy, commit to or
understand, but which I do know is part of me and
that I am part of it.

When I said a “Mizrahi” unit, I meant socially.

The works’ driving force is a gaze at a reality that
can be categorized as social, with representations
it engenders — media, technology, history, justice,
ethnicity and all manner of those things that it’s
impossible to emerge from alive — and the changes
that occur in them. It has to do with the fact that I
am often perceived, identified, mentioned, chosen
and dismissed as a Mizrahi. These might be things
I want to show. It’s like a demonstration or a web
comment, but not directly, without a salient ability
to generate a direct message, but mainly in order
to call into question what’s there while exposing
hidden aspects of it and in the hope of creating a
new order.

When I said a unit of “laws,” I was referring to
formal aspects, to actions containing an element of
some kind of a game, a system of rules seeking to
achieve a new form, whose narrative of creation
is metaphorical, and where the metaphor wants to
exist outside the image and its direct identification
in the world. If in the “Jewish” group a question
arises and in the “Mizrahi” group a response arises,
then in the group of the “laws” there is mostly re-
sistance - resistance to the image and resistance to
its identification as symbolizing something. I try to
fashion something that seeks to disavow itself, not
by means of erasure or by imposing contrast/oppo-
site, but through the narrative of the doing as such,
which calls into question the narrative of the image.

E.L. It’s not by chance that your divisions
are flawed by being composites - that

is their inherent structure. Both the
concrete divisions - the labyrinth of open
compartments — and the divisions of
mediums and categories in your work are
never hermetic. In fact, they are the very
opposite of hermetic: They allow spillover,
transition, boundary-crossing and mobility,
and as such they repeatedly create a mix

of domains and continuity. The Judaism-
Mizrahi-art continuum, which is given
geographical, concrete, amusing expression
in your 200S video work Reverse (plate 28)
- which documents in reverse a drive from
the synagogue in the southeast Tel Aviv
neighborhood of Neve Eliezer, through its
streets to the gallery in the local community
center - lies at the heart of your work and is
interwoven and unraveled in it anew

each time.

The “question,” the “response” and the
“resistance” you mention are the points of
departure for your artistic activity, but here

I actually want to dwell on your strategy,
which in my view is an important key to
understanding that activity. Possibly it can
be described as “bastardly,” as though you’d
said, “If I (the traditionalist Mizrahi from the
lower-class neighborhood) am the bastard, the
illegitimate son of Israeli whiteness and all

it implies - Eurocentrism, religious Zionism,
Zionist secularity, language, academe, culture
and the world of art - then I’ll behave like

a bastard. If I'm not allowed in through the
door, I'll enter through the window and also
leave muddy footprints on the living room
carpet, not to mention ensconcing myself

on the sofa there.” (Here I'm referring to
your painting Couch, from 2006, plate 4,

with the hand beckoning to sit, as well as
your “ensconcement” as director of the
Department of Fine Arts at Bezalel.)

The entrance, the gate, the window and the
aperture, along with penetration, invasiveness
and peeping, are recurrent motifs in your
work, for example in Gate (2005, plate 10),
Clock (13:00) (2012, plate 8) and Enter the
Gate (plate 9), a joint 2013 work with Avi
Pitchon, in which these elements appear
directly and saliently. Your 2001 work
Versailles (plate 29), which is in the Haaretz
Collection, in which a large breach (created
by a structure of a window within a window
within a window, like a Matryoshka doll)
allows us to glimpse the rescue operation

in the Versailles Banquet Hall disaster in
Jerusalem. It maintains the mix and the
continuity in your oeuvre through a series

of overt and covert contexts: first, between
sacred and profane - a religious wedding
ceremony at the heart of a folksy-secular
party, which abruptly became a human
tragedy; then, between East and West — a
banquet hall bearing the name of the famed
French palace (whose central role in European
history has made it an important symbol)
located in Jerusalem’s Talpiot industrial zone,
where the floor collapsed as the revelers
were dancing to “Heart of Gold,” sung by

the Mizrahi singer Sarit Hadad; and finally,
between image and icon — when, proximate to
the event, a news photo is transformed into

a contemporary work of art created as an
overt homage to a Renaissance icon-painting-
window. The laborious work of brush and oil
paint on canvas, and the creation of a perfect
illusion of space and depth are supplanted
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by a children’s color-pencil painting and

by crudely cut cardboards attached to one
another and joining together to create a poor
man’s perspective. Can you elaborate on your
activity as “bastardly”?

E.P. That’s a very loaded word - “bastardly.” In the
secular vernacular, let’s say, it’s a seeming compli-
ment: like saying that I understand your trick, or I
understand the difference and the otherness that
you're giving rise to, but even as I call you “bas-
tard” I accommodate you and your activity and I
derive pleasure. I remember a venerated lecturer
at Bezalel — anyone he labeled a “bastard” immedi-
ately acquired the status of a prince. “Every bas-
tard a king,” as the saying goes. But the implication
of that word, for someone who’s suspected of being
that (and I prefer to retain suspect status), is se-
vere: product of sin, product of transgression. Bas-
tard is a foreign flaw (mum zar, a play on mamzer,
Hebrew for “bastard”) — a defect or a foreign illness
or from a different people — one who has no father,
whose origin is not clear; hence he’s defenseless.

I engage with things whose status is suspect —
not serious, not professional, not educated, not re-
sponsible, not pretty, and so forth — whether they
are the configurative materials or the physical ones
I work with, such as the cheap materials (paper,
Panda crayons, colored pencils, spray and the like),
and I struggle with them until they yield and be-
come beautiful and new. I want to transform them
into gold. I prefer that posture to the opposite one:
to have gold in my pocket but to disguise myself
as a pauper. I don’t see that as bastardly, just the
pose of a landlord who’s playing at being homeless.
I’'m not a landlord of the overt or the convention-
al, I start from a place of doubt, from discomfort
about things that, as I said, are in part mine and in
which I’m involved and intermixed. Doubt impels
the work from the first, and one’s wish is not to
let the doubt paralyze, but to act through its agen-
cy and let the work contain the mix. For me, it’s a
type of stimulation that I hope is sometimes passed
on as a provocation to the viewer, whom I posit as
one of the motifs in the work. It’s to him/her that
it’s addressed.

E.L. I understand what you mean, particularly
in regard to the danger of indulging in
pleasure - that really is walking on thin ice.
But if we take the halakhic definition of
“bastard,” it’s one who is born to a married
woman from someone other than her husband,
and in that sense a bastard is less a product of

sin than a product of cheating, betrayal. The
doubt or suspicion that you’re talking about
generally arises in relation to the tension
between fidelity and betrayal, and between
truth and lie.

That your work is driven by doubt is readily
apparent at the level of material and medium,
and of form, too. The works persistently
generate unease and a question of “Is this

the real thing?” — unease that you frequently
stretch to the limit, so that the viewer has no
idea what he’s looking at. In your 2001 solo
show, you placed, on the one hand, a “real” car
in the gallery (plate 11), and on the other hand a
perfect imitation of the gallery’s air conditioner
(which many visitors missed, not knowing it
was an artwork, plate 30); in Negative Portrait,
from 2002 (plate 37), it’s not clear to the viewer
whether he’s looking at a positive or a negative;
in Hilla Grocery, from 2009 (plate 38), and in
Compass (plate 41), the viewer is certain that
he’s looking at a painting, whereas both works
are actually prints of painting scans; and East
Jerusalem (plate 36), from 2010, seems to be

a black-and-white panoramic photograph in
the tradition of late 19th century photography
in Palestine, though it’s actually the print of

a digital conversion from the “original” color
painting (plate 12).

In all these works, the question of the original
and of faithfulness to the original, or its
betrayal, repeatedly arises in connection

with the images as well, as the categories
“hot” and “cold,” “black” and “white,”
“sacred” and “profane,” and “West” and
“East” are intermixed and dissolve into one
another “with subtle irony of representation-
nonrepresentation” (as Aim Duelle Luski
noted so felicitously)'. At first glance, some

of the images are perceived as enigmatic,
inconsequential or inscrutable, though others
are actually familiar and associated with

the classical tradition of the history of art
(portrait, landscape painting and the like).

But in both cases, they implode, they don’t
succeed in “representing faithfully,” they
even resist that, right?

E.P. The question of the original is a central driving
force for me, if only beginning with the question
that always arises about what is retrievable, how
does the process work? What disparity is produced
in attempting to reenact something and give it a
shape? Is it possible at all? And on the other hand,

if such an action is possible, does the original lie in
the past, and what is its reverse? If it’s a dichoto-
my between past and future, what is the difference
in the attempt to imagine each of them? I wonder
whether original is no more than a rung on a class-
based ladder, from which point it’s bound up and
involved in a situation of faith.

Perhaps the original is actually a region, a
realm related to the subconscious, and which al-
lows things to manifest. I look at these things in
two ways, which perhaps can be divided into cause
and effect. Cause is bound up with the psycholog-
ical world: memory, recall, conjuring up, sanc-
tifying, consecrating - it’s in the personal realm.
Effect contains the more cultural and social gaze:
appearances and phenomena bound up with the
imagination, the subconscious, with the economy
of the other. That brings me back to the issue of
doubt versus the issue of faith, both of which are
always on the same shelf for me. I find it pleas-
ing that this question should come up in the other’s
gaze at the tactile works I fashion. I don’t know if I
can invoke work like this as a theme. I ask myself
whether I stir suspiciousness in the (local) viewer
in the wake of my (medium-related/aesthetic/figu-
rative) decisions to engage in familiar, almost ge-
neric items and to bend them in relation to what I
perceive as general knowledge, or whether it’s em-
bedded in the act of creating itself.

E.L. Your take on original as a product of
process and as an equal — hence replaceable
- link in a chain of stages, makes movement
a central element of the works - movement
in the sense of revolving, return and rebirth.
The division into cause and effect, as you
describe it, is also dialectical and drives the
movement between the personal and the social
and back, and so too for referring to past and
future as mythological in the same degree. In
fact, this movement is more than an element
in your work, it is the condition for it — and as
you say, it “allows the things to appear” and
accordingly is always there, whether covertly
or more overtly.

Hilla Grocery (plate 38), for example, is the
result of a multistage process originating

in a flawed image that was taken without
permission from a broken digital camera. It’s
an image that doesn’t meet any definition: it
doesn’t realistically depict a clear external
situation caught by the camera, and it’s

not the product of an action or a material
effect such as smearing or leakage. It’s an

autogenous image. In the next stage you
painted a perfect color copy of it on canvas,
scanned the painting and produced four
different printouts. Their measurements were
determined according to four random frames
(and not vice versa, which is the usual way)
each different from the others, which were
collected on the street without permission.
The work consists, then, of these four parts
(which can be hung in different ways),
whereas the “original” painting is no more
than disposable raw material (plate 39).

The metaphor you used about the original as a
rung on a ladder here becomes literal, when,
like the philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein’s
idea about philosophy, you throw away the
ladder after climbing it (and in this case, it’s

a “burglars’ ladder”). The work’s title, Hilla
Grocery, welds the personal story — the name
of the girl (Hilla) from whose camera the
image was taken — with the oft-heard social
statement that “Art won’t buy you anything at
the grocery store.” In many senses, this work
presents the creative act as one that begins
and ends in burglary, from the image to the
frame, an act of revolving and transfiguration,
which is wholly dependent on and moving
between doubt and faith, and on its ability to
hurtle toward the concrete or the practical
and be a “true work,” or for livelihood.

In working on Compass (plate 41) you
executed a similar move of throwing away
the “original” after its use. The work’s four
component parts are photographs that became
paintings and returned to being photographs
(prints). Can you talk about the four images
of Compass, each of which has a different
subtitle — Voice (plate 43), Iceberg (plate 42),
Warehouse (plate 44) and Floor-Washing (plate
45) — and about your choice to subsume them
all in one painting-installation?

E.P. Compass is a work that was created from a
question of positioning. If, as you note, position-
ing for me can be vertical (ladders, shelves, pits,
stands) or frontal (gate, window, inside and outside,
text for reading and the like) or temporal (past, fu-
ture), Compass asks the question as though from a
bird’s-eye view (or of a multirotor, the present-day
bionic bird). It also came to be, I remember well,
in connection with my questions about photogra-
phy and the understanding that my view of pho-
tographs and the paintings I made from them was
about to change, due to the offensive of the media
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revolution, which is primarily visual and is reliant
on photography. It’s also one of my last figurative
works, and much time has passed since then.

My positioning was in relation to my collection
of photographs, for some of which I went on trying
to create a preferential relationship and ask again
about where they leave me (which is necessarily
connected to the mode of the positioning) and about
how they influence me - influence epitomized by
my mental state in regard to them and their abil-
ity to act on me more powerfully than my ability
to act on them and utilize them. I find it difficult
to describe and divulge what I feel in the face of
each of them, because it’s an emotional event - like
reading in your diary about how you stood vis-a-vis
certain things at a certain time - so I will focus on
laws and decisions.

Four walls distant from one another are stand-
ing according to the winds of the sky, inviting the
viewer to enter and observe the materials present-
ed on them, four ostensible paintings. The north-
ern one shows an iceberg and a sea below it; the
western one a ray of light on a wall (the wall of the
Pantheon in Rome, which in the wake of a botched
photo taken by a 2009-model cellular camera as-
sumed its form here); the eastern one a grain pit
dug into a stone structure and a step leading to it;
and the southern one shows a torrent of turbid wa-
ter (in acrylics) streaming across an oil painting of
a staircase in south Tel Aviv. The images shown are
printouts on quality photo paper of the high-quality
scanning of the paintings. The viewer sees crowd-
ed, corporeal, crude, heavy paintings, but is actual-
ly looking at printouts, at a “photograph.” To leave
the room, he has to choose one of the four open-
ings: northwest, northeast, southwest or southeast.
The question of the original, of identification, of
the inertial and commercial painterly object, per-
haps even of the ability to look at a photograph, is
annulled in the face of these laws and leaves pos-
sibilities of entering a breached space and exiting
from it. Compass is a work that epitomizes parting.
The compass positions the user and shows him the
desirable direction, but it is also a type of corridor
whose purpose is to disseminate, to separate.

E.L. The questions “How do I encounter?” and
“Where do I encounter?” can be said to occupy
you no less than “What do I encounter?” The
situation of the sheer physical, mental and
social encounter with a visual image, and as
such with tactile art, is constantly reexamined
in depth in your works, rendering the place
and manner of the exhibit a critical part of

the work. It’s a dual process. At the intuitive
level, as you described it, the encounter
occurs with the image, and you cope with the
challenge to convert it into a plastic art form,
and at a more aware level you are creating
for the viewer his moment of encounter with
the work. That act of creation can take the
form of dramatic gestures, such as placing
an automobile in the gallery space (in the
exhibition at Tel Aviv Artists’ Studios Gallery,
2001, plate 11); or painting the gallery

walls in bold purple (in the 2005 “Sgula”
exhibition at Kav 16 Gallery in Tel Aviv,

plate 20); or building a labyrinth of partitions
(“The Original Nature” exhibition, Helena
Rubinstein Pavilion, 2006, plate 7); or in more
measured gestures: laying out the works like
cheap merchandise on the floor in a makeshift
market stall (in “A Day’s Ending,” Tel Aviv
Museum, 2007, plates 13-15) or, alternatively,
positioning them precisely, in a mathematical
relationship that imparts to them the status of
ritual vessels and talismans (in “Nine in the
Dark,” Dvir Gallery, Tel Aviv, 2009, plate 23).
But the encounter is also constructed far
more subtly by the very choice of the images,
particularly in the case of the figurative
works. The fact that the viewer finds himself
within a non-room, confronting non-paintings
of an iceberg, a wall of the Pantheon, a grain
pit and a staircase, seems to act against itself.
On the one hand, the viewer is offered hints
to clutch at - the iceberg is located on the
northern wall, the Pantheon on the western,
the grain pit on the eastern, and the south Tel
Aviv staircase on the southern wall - enabling
him to “position” himself and grasp the
contexts; but on the other hand, it leaves him
in a state of total disorientation.

I want to talk about the figurative paintings
in the collection that center on “Mizrahi”
figures (or, in the case of Dudu Topaz, related
to the public discussion about “Mizrahiness”)
from the “low” local popular culture. In a
revolutionary move, you insert the actor
Albert Illouz and the singer Avi Toledano
(plate 34), the legendary fans of the Beitar
Jerusalem soccer club Numa and Arak (plates
31-32), and two female singers, Miri Mesika
and Maya Buskila (plate 33) — all of them
Mizrahim - into the gallery and the museum,
centers of elitist art, and through them into
the art field and the Pantheon of the history
of Israeli art. The average art viewer, upon

first encountering them there, is willy-nilly
forced to consider the question of location.
These are early works, which ostensibly don’t
deal with and are not occupied with the space.
But would it be right to say that already in
them the question arises of “Where and how is
something encountered?”?

E.P. I ask myself what status this encounter pos-
sesses today, exactly as I did about photography
a few years ago. The encounter with image has
changed so much, and with it positioning, status
and political placement. Is introducing brown peo-
ple into a white gallery in 2018 the same as it was
in 2003, 2004 or 2005? I doubt it. And not because
of optimism. Relations between browns and whites
haven’t changed much, but the attitude toward im-
ages has become dulled, and so too the tolerance
for and status of art as an autonomous narrative.
They have simply changed form. Like me. Like,
it can be said, the paintings I did with felt pens
(a suspenseful event in itself) which are now fad-
ing. I think that the fading was the central motif
of works of this kind - that is, their provisionality.
The question of the possibility of being direct, and
the understanding that the question itself is like
the technology and the medium: fashionable and
dependent on time and on the vested interest of all
the participants. That was my basic assumption at
the time (who commissioned it, what the context
was, how it would appear, and it was all brown with-
in white) vis-a-vis the question of the appearance,
and today, after we come a long way and many di-
verse reactions, I think it’s being contained and it’s
been digested. To think how it was digested and
who is still engaged in digesting - those are already
things I repress.

E.L. I think it’s the form of the question
that’s dependent on time and on who’s doing
the asking. The tension you talk about is
constantly shifting form in your works
through questions about status, such as the
question of the original (whether biological
or artistic); the question of mobility (whether
medium-related or social); the question of the
color (in the range between black, brown and
white); and the question of the temperament
(in the range between cold and heat). If in
the “Sgula” exhibition you juxtaposed an

air conditioner to a space heater (plate 19),

in the figurative paintings the tension, in
addition to the fact of their fading over time,
arises even earlier from the composition and

from their interrelationships. None of the
paintings shows a single figure; it’s always an
interaction between two or three figures that
are touching and not touching, leaning on each
other or locked in an embrace. In the case of
Numa and Arak (plates 31-32), the two appear
twice in a kind of deceptive multiplication

of a game of “Find the Differences”
(multiplication that repeats itself in East
Jerusalem and in Hilla Grocery), and your
2010 work Girls (Miri and Maya) (plate 33)
ironically echoes your early painting Maya
and Aya (plate 17), from 2006. In this sense,
artistic-ironic tension in opposition to a direct
gaze is perhaps the most explosive in your
works, and seems to be lurking there all

the time and looking for an answer. And if

we spoke at the beginning about doubt as a
central element in your artworks, perhaps we
can talk now about faith.

The Haaretz Collection doesn’t actually

have works from the “Jewish” section, as

you termed it, with the possible exception of
East Jerusalem (and it’s interesting to think
about this in relation to the fact that Haaretz
is one of the exponents of Israeli Ashkenazic
secularity). East Jerusalem (plate 36) is an
idyllic, doubled black-and-white photograph of
the Western Wall plaza above which is Al-Agsa
Mosque. Only a second look reveals that it’s a
photograph of a painting of a photograph from
a tourism book or from an album of historic
pictures, and that the composition that’s
created from the mirror image of these two
sites of faith makes it possible to imagine and
believe in the potential of the place as one dual
space. Can you tell us more about this work?

E.P. I recently gave a talk at the USC art school
in Los Angeles about my present exhibition, which
is on display in the city. I understand that there
are many sad things (which I call sad pop), but in
the lecture I realized how many of them there are,
and that the happy-sad axis (because there are also
“uplifting” works) creates another layer. The “sad”
perches on despair, and the happy - I don’t know
yet. In short, there are many things whose driving
force is despair, and the place to which I try to lead
things is the last layer of the signification or the
representation. It’s not minimalism, it’s poverty.
I think that East Jerusalem is connected precise-
ly to that realm, like things in the “A Day’s End-
ing” exhibition, to Menorah (of the sweepers, plate
16) from 2004, to some of the materials in “Sgula”
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(Ofra - plate 19, Placard - plate 18, Guru) and more.

The dual image of Jerusalem and the whole story
with the painting - scanning, printing, destruction
of the painting - is related also to the shallowing
of the values of art’s imagined physicality. (In the
distant past I carried out a reverse action of glori-
fying the photographic image through the work of
painting.) This doubled image (both the doubling
of the landscape and of the print image - one con-
crete and one of the book with all the pages placed
aggressively on the photocopying machine) is re-
lated to diminishment. To me, the doubling of the
landscape represents fading, an image that split it-
self into two and made its weakness manifest. At
the same time, weakness is an optimistic point of
departure.

E.L. You use the word “poverty” in relation to
art, and it’s impossible not to think about the
synonym “want” and about “Want of Matter.”
But if “Want of Matter” is the ultimate
signifier of the secular “Tel Aviv school,”
which is positioned, in the rather shopworn
narrative of the history of Israeli art, in
opposition to the “Jerusalem school,” your
art is neither the one nor the other (and it is
almost symbolic to think that in relation to

a work that’s titled East Jerusalem). It can’t
be seen as a continuation of either school,
but perhaps more as an interweaving of the
two. But the mention of the sadness/despair-
joy axis in the same breath as weakness and
poverty, actually sends me into another field,
to Nathan Alterman’s poem cycle “The Joy of
the Poor,” which was written in 1941 against
the background of World War II and in which,
in the face of the catastrophe, he clings

with all his might to language, to fragments
of words and to religious utterances. Your
installation, Nine in the Dark (plates 23, 26,
27), does something similar, and as a work in
the realm of visual art is as close as possible
to poetry. Boaz Levin sums up his article
about the installation by noting, “Petel forges
the authority of his work from the defective
grammar he creates — from the fragments of
words he creates a poem.?”

Officially, Nine in the Dark doesn’t belong

to the Haaretz Collection, but after it was
exhibited you transferred it to us and it’s been
kept in the collection’s storeroom ever since.
In this installation you replaced the empty
white page (which appears in “Sgula”) with a
blue “page,” namely the entire gallery floor,

on which fragments/remnants of words and
letters float, like after the Flood, which is
perhaps the greatest erasure of all. Alongside
that, you hung two amulets on the wall, a
Black Talisman and a White Talisman (plates
24-25). It was all done on a large scale and
with materials that aren’t “natural,” in a kind
of disarray that attests to weakness - the
letters, which are cut from a thin aluminum
plate, are folded, distorted and listing, and
the talismans are made of cheap, perishable
cardboard. But it simultaneously succeeds in
generating a spiritual, shamanic experience
of survival and salvation and of a potential for
healing and recuperation. Would it be correct
to say that this installation, whose basis is

the eternity and sanctity of the letter and the
magical object, represents the peak of your
occupation with Jewish-Mizrahi mysticism?

E.P. I’'m not one for defining peaks, certainly not
my own. If that’s the peak, then I'm retiring now.
What I learned in regard to the questions about
sanctity/mysticism/Judaism, is that it’s impossible
to invoke mystical, religious moments and the like,
but only to be attentive and be caught up in them.
What I’m trying to say in connection with the in-
ability to invoke, is that from my point of view this
isn’t a subject (such as I wanted, fashioned, con-
jured up and whose self-evident and tangible fruits
I reaped), but a kind of region (of thoughts, materi-
als, images and actions), to which I was ready to be
attentive and to be in its surroundings and operate
within it with knowledge/semi- and quarter-knowl-
edge/total lack of knowledge, amid being subject to
its conceptual frameworks, and allow myself to pit
one against the other based on a large number of
considerations and very unclear insights.

The reading of mysticism/Jewish mysticism
first arose in an article by my friend Shva Salhoov
in the wake of the “Sgula” exhibition, and it was
she who actually opened this point of view to me?.
To be able to go on working, I need to remain atten-
tive, and no more. Meaning that I will not be able
to commit to or be responsible for a terminology of
mysticism, because I am involved in it mainly as a
representative of my private experience, and not
of materials that have been made ready to come
under this definition through culture.

Even in these regions, the experience is tinged
with holiness, exaltation and intimacy, in the same
way that it touches simultaneously on private
jokes, coincidences, enjoyment of familiar mate-
rials and my settling accounts with the neighbor

across the hall. Perhaps this is the place to add that
my attitude toward the mystical is like my attitude
toward culture in general. I try to position myself
in a place that is aware that, by the same token that
I produce, I am also a product, and from there I
can’t estimate to what degree, or if at all, the prod-
ucts are of a cultural character. There’s an effort to
be before and after culture, not within it.

E.L. Perhaps, then, as is the custom, “we’ll
finish with a joke,” or at least with a thought
about a joke. Jokes and sanctity are not as
mutually remote as they might seem; both
are products of the psyche and bound up in
the private and collective subconscious. Your
2003 work Palette (plate 35) is a good example
of how your work connects a joke — which

in this case is based on the stereotype of the
traditionalist Jewish-folksy-Mizrahi male -
with “serious” themes such as hierarchy in
culture, the relationship between different
components of identity, and reflection about
the connection between faith and art. Do you
consider this work, which was done about a
year after Negative Portrait (plate 37),

a self-portrait?

E.P. I'm finding that there are numerous “self-por-
traits” along the way that appear for various rea-
sons. It might be from a wish to try to sound a
voice, as in the latest work, What Is Above, What
Is Down Below, from 2018 (plate 22), or in Nega-
tive Portrait, from 2002, which began as a desire to
play with negative and positive in a photograph and
ended with the decision to use my face, or in the
early Placard (plate 18), from 2005, which opened
the Gates series, or Crybaby (plate 21), from 2012,
which was associated with a Mizrahi image.

I think that Palette is connected to a self-por-
trait that encases associations, or a declaration
about a chain of associations: the painter’s palette
as a generic signifier of art (a real emoji), and from
it within the world of art specific to painting (that
image served as an invitation for an exhibition of
realistic paintings), and from that to an occupation
and professional pride. That also spawned interest
in a chain around the neck, which on the one hand
betokens visibility, style and a signifier of Mizra-
hi masculinity in Israel, and on the other hand be-
tokens shackles and limitation, from my point of
view. Even though I am involved in all kinds of
ways in a world of art, and art organizes and in-
fringes on my way of life (the role and the rela-
tions with the work, as well as the teaching and

academic management of recent years), for some
reason I still find it difficult to say that I am an art-
ist when I'm asked what I do. I see Palette as a type
of solution over the distance of time (sometimes
it’s best to reply simply: painter); it’s the most sa-
lient declaration I’ve made. Yes, I suppose it’s a
self-portrait.
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