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Ido Michaeli, Sketch for a Tapestry, 2015, acrylic on canvas, 122.5x92.5
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Ido Michaeli, Sketches for a Tapestry, 2015, installation views R ]






Elham Rokni, Paint Shot, 2015, acrylic and marker on paper, 30x42 30x42 ,77°3 BY W01 2P 12015 ,¥3 17777 ,°3p11 OAOR
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Elham Rokni, 7he Dancing Couple, or 18 Frames per Second (MDF Stamp),

2015, acrylic on paper, 190x150
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Elham Rokni, 7he Dancing Couple, or 18 Frames per Second (Stencil),
2015, spray paint on paper, 210x160
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Assaf Gruber, Israeli Singer, 2015, color photograph, 70x70 Assaf Gruber, Laundry Room, 2015, color photograph, 70x70
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Assaf Gruber, Lighter, 2015, color photograph, 70x70
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encounters. The real did not take place in real time, but can
be realized now: the birth of an identity, one that always needs
to be birthed backwards, in retrospect. The combination of
duplication in time and space may give birth to the real and
give it the value it demands: the value of a meeting at once
missed and realized.

61

|SN)

The Primal Scene

. Sigmund Freud, “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis,” in

The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund
Freud, Vol. 17, trans. James Strachey (London: Hogarth press, 1955).
The Standard Edition will be henceforth cited as SE.

. Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” SE 18: 1-64.
. Sigmund Freud, “Inhibition, Symptoms and Anxiety,” SE 20: 77-175.
. Sigmund Freud, “Remembering, Repeating and Working-Through,”

SE 12: 147-156.

. As Jean Laplanche has shown, the mechanism of deferred retroaction

is not like a disease’s incubation period, as was originally assumed,
since it operates simultaneously on two time-directions: from the past
to the present and from the present to the past. And I would add a
third direction: from the present to the future. See: Jean Laplanche,
Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, trans. Jeffrey Mehlman (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1985).

. Clément Rosset, The Real and its Double, trans. Chris Turner

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012). And see also, among
others, Dostoyevsky’s 7he Double and Maupassant’s The Horla.

. Jacques Lacan, 7he Seminar of Jacques Lacan, Book XI: The Four

Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, trans. Alan Sheridan
(New York: Norton, 1998), pp. 53-62.
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in Rokni’s case, obsessive anger in Gruber’s and a frightened/
frightening escape in Michaeli’s; thirdly, the encounter itself is
repeated over and over, its authority simultaneously increasing
and obfuscated: Rokni’s stencils, Michaeli’s sketches and
Gruber’s object photographs all try to continually touch on
the encounter, revivify it, say something about it, but each of
these attempts only recreates the originally missed encounter.

Jacques Lacan has described the meeting with the real as
a missed encounter with a traumatic source, an encounter
that one tries to reproduce again and again in what he terms
an “automaton.”” Repetition and duplication are the distinct
outcomes of trauma, i.e. of a trial the ego has failed exactly
because it shapes and establishes it in so sweeping a fashion.
In the works they exhibit in 7980: The Primal Scene, Rokni,
Michaeli and Gruber have chosen a secondary scene that allows
oblique access to some primal scene — but even the secondary
scene behaves as Primal Scene, demanding duplication,
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repetition, displacement and obfuscation. Is the show itself
just another version of the string of postmodern shows that
have ceaselessly announced the failure of representation and
the inexistence of the signified?

It is only natural that those born in 1980 — the first decade
of whose lives saw the term “postmodernism” gain a foothold
in the collective consciousness — would be disillusioned with
their ability to touch the Primal Scene. However it seems
that this disillusionment makes them regard simulation and
repetition not as hindrances to the Primal Scene but as keys
to it — through its invention. The encounter with the Primal
Scene is always already missed, and yet one can still get to it
on time. Not in real time but through time itself, i.e. through
the duplication and repetition that time allows. The artists
wander through time, seeking encounters that they duplicate
in space, when in fact it is the very renunciation of a claim
to stable truth which allows them to find reality in these
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searching for our own doubles: the camera moves erratically
from object to object, from object to character and from
character back to its objects. It seems to be signifying an
inability to rest on any detail, a need to move from one
element to another since only the impossible unification of all
doubles and duplications will result in the mystery’s solving.

At the end of 7he Anonymity of the Night, the lawyer
suddenly stops talking to gaze at his reflection in the window:
“Funny, I haven’t shaved in more than thirty years, until this
morning,” he says. Encountering the other results in his face
becoming denuded and unrecognizable to himself. The young
man, in Citizen in the Making, likewise disgustedly quotes
the nurse describing how circumcision leads to a loss of
a feeling of home. He falls silent, gazes at Mount Tabor,
his old-new home, seemingly wondering if he has found
a home or lost it. The two characters speak in a language
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that is not their mother tongue, and both eventually fall
silent, denuded, embarrassed by the place in which they have
ended up, a place discovered through the encounter with an
imagined double.

Epilog: Arriving on Time to a Missed Encounter
Each of the artists taking part in the exhibition has treated a
scene that has shaped his or her destiny but in which they did
not take part. What do all the scenes presented — and the scene
covertly uniting all of them, the one we have called “1980"—
have in common? Three things are especially striking: first,
all of the artists avoided putting themselves directly into the
scene, choosing for that end a representative double (family
members, figures from the past, a domesticated wild animal);
secondly, each of these doubles recounts a missed encounter,
an interaction that didn’t quite work — the blinding flashlight
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move from big ideologies to micro-references. Of course
those, too, are rife with ideology, but the encounter with the
concrete under uncertain conditions forced him to change
tack, move away from the objects themselves and deal with
them in a denuded, exposed way that he does not get to do
under routine circumstances.

This was an earth-shattering discovery for Gruber, and
it has left its imprint on his work. In the two video pieces
discussed, emphasis is laid on the objects more than on
the characters; simultaneously, the characters recount their
encounter with their doubles through their contradictory
relation to different objects. The lawyer is shocked with the
young man’s blasé attitude as he uses a lighter emblazoned
with the portrait of Yasser Arafat — while the young man,
for his part, is taken aback by the nurse’s ironic relation to
different clinic items. These objects appear in a series of still
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photographs that accompany the video pieces, linked to each
other through motifs of finality and threat that fly in the face
of the figures’ bourgeois attempts to own them, their world
and themselves. In encountering the double, each of the
figures encounters everyday objects that become uncanny,
forcing them to rethink both objects and themselves.

The centrality of finality and partiality, expressions of
which the figures encounter again and again, is heightened
by Gruber’s own work processes. Like Rokni, he too singles
out a scene from an entire “film” — only in his case, it is he
who writes the full script and then chooses the only scene to
be shot and become a video piece. The viewers are exposed
to only a fragment of the story of each figure, which is thus
expropriated from ownership of its entirety. The rupture
with which the figure has to deal is duplicated by the rupture
of the story, and of the camera — which perhaps represents us,
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be found in the video Citizen in the Making, the protagonist
(played by Niv Zilberberg) of which is none other than the
fellow that the lawyer met on his way to the airport — but
this time, too, it is not Gruber himself but an Israeli student
who’s lived for many years in Belgium. He recounts the
circumcision operation he chose to undergo before returning
to Israel and an embarrassing encounter with a nurse at the
clinic, who tried to dissuade him from it. Like the lawyer is
obsessively preoccupied with the young man but also treats
him angrily and disdainfully — the young man speaks of the
nurse with a passion accompanied by racist sexism. Each of
their others, or doubles, represents something unbearable —
a real castration anxiety in the case of the young man, and
a symbolic castration anxiety in the case of the lawyer — all
against the backdrop of a threatening situation of impotence.

The chain of duplication and castration continues in other
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works Gruber creates: a third video stars the clinic nurse,
who in the meantime has become an artist, recounting an
encounter with a Dresden museum guard; a fourth, where
the museum guard recounts her own encounter; and so on.
Each character deposits its real with an imagined double that
only vaguely remembers meeting it, because they are so busy
with their own imagined double.

When I tried to wrest an answer from Gruber regarding
why the encounter with the lawyer was so meaningful
for him, he said that during the course of that night he
successively learned that the figure he knew from the media
wasn't an abstraction, a kind of walking ideology, but almost
the opposite: the man in front of him became fleshed out
primarily through his relation to his close surroundings, to
the objects that surround him. The lawyer’s false anonymity
when he thought he was not recognized allowed him to
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Assaf Gruber, from Citizen in the Making, 2015, video, 5:59 min —_—

halted all train traffic in the country. With the flight itself
set to depart as scheduled, Gruber was stranded in the train
station frantically looking for alternate transportation to the
airport. At that moment, a middle-aged man, who Gruber
immediately recognized as a famous (or infamous) Israeli
lawyer, asked him how he intended to get to the airport.
Gruber chose to pretend like he did not recognize the lawyer,
suggesting they share a cab. With the taxi failing to arrive
due to the huge traffic jams that broke out, Gruber suggested
they stop a car on the road and offer the driver a hundred
euros to take them.

The story — as Gruber recounted it to me — dragged on
into the night: arriving at the field, they discovered the flight
was canceled, returned to town and shared a room for the
night. Gruber eventually confessed to the lawyer that he
had recognized him right from the start and the lawyer’s
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reaction surprised him. The video piece The Anonymity of the
Night, however, deals only with the first half of the night.
Gruber says this was a groundbreaking event in his life, one
that completely transformed the way he understands art-
making. What in it raised such emotions for him? Not only
does Gruber not divulge that explicitly, he goes so far as to
renounce the role of narrator in the work, conferring it on
the lawyer himself, as played by actor Rami Baruch.

When the real becomes too powerful or traumatic, claims
French philosopher Clément Rosset in 7he Real and its
Double, it tends to become multiplied in different ways. Its
unbearable dimension is transferred from the here-and-now
to some double, which sooner or later of course returns to
haunt the person who tried to shirk it. The image of a double
is therefore a way of simultaneously dealing with and evading
the real, and so it is with Gruber. Another duplication can
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pour "black" content into, in supposed contrast to
the current trend in Israel — for instance the Mizrahi
Ars Poetica group, who are supposedly trying to get
rid of white hegemony for once and for all, but there
is clearly self-deception there, since all the brouhaha
with them comes exactly from butting heads with the
Ashkenazi establishment. So that, in a way, your action
is actually slightly reminiscent of theirs: provoking
hegemony to formulate your own identity.

I can attest that my identity is mixed, both black and
white. I grew up in a Mizrahi house, but I also attended
Western educational institutions that unfortunately
excluded Mizrahi histories. I love both Eastern and Western
art. I connect between the worlds even though I didn’t
always know how to do that. In protest, you have to shout
out what’s bothering you. I try to create protest with
transgressive potential, like a Trojan Horse. My pieces
usually point outward, trying to expose the system like a
virus. What happens to protest when it is incorporated
into the establishment? What happens to the duality of
“us” and “them”?

As far as I'm concerned, it’s a question of struggle over
representation. I wouldnt want to become the representative
of a group, and that’s what 'm trying to deconstruct. I use
formats that seem to have been taken from ethnography
museums in a manipulative way, to prove that there is
no source, that we are a bunch of copies, and here too
lies the potential of breaking hierarchies. I celebrate this
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hybridity as a transgressive act. I enjoy moving between
identity spaces, trying to formulate work like an alibi:
you think I am somewhere I actually am not. I examine
how mimicry can undermine conventions. Eventually,
the rug will find its way to the house of a rich collector
or a museum presenting historical artifacts with all kinds
of Orientalist images. I make this work for the kid who
will stand in front of me and shout, “impostor!”

Michaeli wishes to prove that there is no original, but it is
evident that he needs this nonexistent original since all of his
works relate to it, unraveling and reweaving it. He chose a
domesticated black Panther to express himself, so it is worth
noting that he did not focus on its crossing the river to
freedom but rather on its startling encounter with the white
picnickers. The Panther eats their food, giving them back
sensation and entertainment, by which Michaeli seems to be
telling us that the Panther has no life beyond the river. Escape,
like complete demolition of the original, is a fantasy — and
50, t00, is the image of a black, violent, savage original. Only
along the seam line of the two fantasies, in the in-between of
mutual activations, can the life of a doubting and doubtful
identity take place — an identity that also allows creation.

Assaf Gruber: The Invented Double

During the winter of 2010, Assaf Gruber was on his way to
a flight from Liege, Belgium to Tel Aviv when a snowstorm
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been wronged, because he was abducted from his natural
environment and has become an imprisoned plaything.
Of course you also think about the radical American Black
Panther movement, whose members were armed for self-
defense, as befits Panthers with fangs and talons. There
were also Black Panthers in Israel — a protest movement
against the oppression of Jewish immigrants who came from
Arab countries and were assigned low socioeconomic class.
The situation I have constructed connects to placelessness,
immigration and refugee-ness. The Panther is out of place
in the jungle, in urban space or in the zoo. This week again
the news showed pictures of African refugees, who had
been held in Holot Prison in the south of Israel, being
released. They wander the desert aimlessly with no clear
goal, a place they can fit into.

JOHCD 950208
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In this work I chose to use a technique from the tradition
of the white man to tell the story of a black Panther. I found
it important to try and depict the hunting scene according
to the rules of the genre. The image is also reminiscent
of the Christian iconography of Saint George and the
Dragon. I try to imitate this object meant to ornament
the houses of the powerful or be hung in church, to tell
an altogether different story.

To what degree are you adopting or appropriating a
powerful stance, pushing it to the extreme so that it
topples over? I feel like your act has a degree of pleasure
and identification, stemming from the liminal space the
Panther-refugee occupies: neither here nor there; black,
but in a white environment; wild, but domesticated.
You need “white” or Western formalism to (cunningly)
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Exactly for that reason the Panther is both wild and
domesticated, both powerful and weak. It is a power
dependent solely on your ability to fashion it, to feed
it, give it life — and on the other hand you are totally
dependent on it, not only in this specific artwork but
as the person you are today.

There is something very powerful and charged in
the image of the black Panther: its hybridized status
between wilderness and domestication, the darkness it
inserts into your sketches’ illuminated and rich color
and its contemporary and political contexts, which
tie the mythological past of a late-medieval fanatsized
hunting scene, the contemporary racist USA and finally
you: a Mizrahi Israeli artist playing in a pretty much

overall-white arena.
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These layers are hidden one inside the other, but I am
sure we can discover some more there. The image that I
created has an innocent-looking surface and my treatment
of the characters is naive. The scene is presented like a
children’s story or a news curiosity, and yet it contains
dark messages. The image connotes racist stereotypes of
African Americans, such as animality. Blacks and Arabs
are both ascribed animalistic traits, excessive sexual desire
and a connection to nature. Their (and my) representation
in an image like a black Panther rubs against American
political correctness. The people in the foreground scene
are white — and only from afar can you see people in the
windows that may be black. The protagonist is a noble
savage fighting for its liberty, the American value par
excellence, against the police and the law. In fact he has

mm\:mmmmm.nmo\nm‘.mmr—- z 15
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expose the complexity of textile — but it is interesting
to examine this complexity of weaving/unraveling also
in other media, as you are doing now. It would make
me glad if viewers at the show were perplexed in front
of the image of the Panther, afraid of it, adore it, desire
both its success and its failure.

My work process is usually long. As a goal I usually have
some mega-object that demands many stages for its
completion. It is an anachronistic, even medieval, form
of labor during which I create countless sketches. I'm
glad for the chance to expose the process to the viewer
and hope that the preparatory and research work will be
intelligible on its own. Regarding the question what here is
wild and what domesticated — that is an interesting point:
is it the thing itself or a weakened copy? The original,
or an image? The incident created an irrational fear of

The Primal Scene

the liberated savage — but in most cases that is just an
illusion: the “wild animal” was actually born and raised
in captivity. It looks like a tiger, but actually it'’s more
like a house cat. It is definitely possible that the Panther
wouldn’t be able to hack it in the jungle, it wouldn’t know
how to hunt for itself.

This combination of strength and weakness is exactly
what you create in your work process through the
mechanism of deferred retroaction: there is a Primal
Scene of hunting, of escape, of a darkness that you
seek but do not fully comprehend; and the New York
Times article helps you to try and activate it now, in
the present, to create variations on it to somehow arrive
at a more primitive scene, what the exhibition calls
“1980.” It is a scene that you did not participate in —
and yet it works on you and you try to activate it now.
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theme in art history, they go back as far as cave painting.
I tried to direct a hunting scene in New York urban space,
and I found a story that fit exactly what I needed — Panther
Gets Loose from the Bronx Zoo —which appeared in 7he New
York Times in 1902. It’s a kind of typical news story trope
that reminds me of movies like Godzilla, King Kong or
Jurassic Park. The article details how the Panther managed
to sneak out of the cage. It recounts how a squad of
policemen tried to hunt it down, how it scared park
visitors and ate their lunch from picnic baskets. I thought
it was beautiful that in the end, it wasn't caught but rather
crossed the Bronx River swimming.

One of the interesting things here is your courage
in exposing the work’s different stages and your
experimentation with it, i.e. the process of weaving and
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unraveling leading to the finished product, as opposed
to the almost full control over process that usually
characterizes your work. Therefore it is no chance that
you chose a scene of a black Panther escaping the zoo
for the show: on the one hand you are trying to entrap
it, control it, bring it back to the zoo in the sense of
shackling its image stable; but on the other, you also
want to allow it to cross the river and go on its way.
In that, you express the well-known binary of nature/
culture, black/white, oriental/occidental. These have
all existed in your work, but I feel like exhibiting the
sketches exposes the kind of process-centered work
the exhibition searches for. I think your choice of

tapestry and cloth stems, among other things, from
their flexibility, many possible uses, the fact that they

Ido Michaeli, Sketches for a Tapestry, 2015, mixed media on paper,

measurements variable = ——»
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is clearly what Rokni is trying to do in her work. She freezes
the scene, deconstructing and reconstructing it. Halfway
through, though, it seems the scene has taken her over and
one single frame has compelled her to repeat it again and
again. What is behind this compulsive repetition?

The scene that Rokni chose has to do with love, a new
relationship and her own birth 18 months afterwards, in
1980. But something about the scene bodes ill: the violence
in Tehran, the last-minute venue-change and finally the
blackout caused by the uncle, an amateur photographer
trying to illuminate the scene for the camera but inadvertently
blacking it out. Rokni tried to animate the scene, perhaps
give birth to herself through it, but now is trying to extricate
herself from it and simultaneously extricate something from
it for her work. The disruption of the scene and of the story
behind it is her mine; but she must not only use disruption,
repeat it and reinvent it in a thousand new ways, but also
mend it: marry pattern-repetition and the emergence of
figures from it. This combination may birth the story she
is searching for, a story which would perhaps be “with no
point” — but only in that way may perform as that disrupted
information center, that inexhaustible resource that Rokni
seeks to inherit from her mother.

Ido Michaeli: Return of the Black Panther

The Primal Scene chosen by Ido Michaeli seems, at first
glance, more arbitrary than Rokni’s: he found a New York
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Times article of November 1902 describing the chase after
a Panther that had escaped the Bronx Zoo and crossed the
Bronx River on his way to freedom. However, in conversation
with Michaeli it soon emerges that the black Panther is none
other than himself — having immigrated to New York two
years prior, he perhaps feels like a tamed savage there. Why
did Michaeli have to wander off so far in his search and take
on the figure of a black Panther from a musty urban legend?
The question becomes even more pressing when one take
into account the technique he has developed in the last few
years — making rugs and fabrics based on drawings. The many
sketches presented in the exhibition are actually only stages
on the way to creating a tapestry describing the animal’s
escape — actually a common trope in medieval French art.
The strange encounter between an Israeli guy, a New York
black Panther and an ancient European artistic technique
raises many questions. Below are excerpts of an online dialog
I held with Michaeli, during which we tried to understand,
beyond the chase scenes and the sketches he created during
work on it, what the Primal Scene behind it is.

Tapestries hung on the walls of medieval palaces and
castles, acting as insulation and decoration and reflecting
the powerful ruler’s point of view, and perhaps for that
reasons hunting scenes are so prevalent in them — it is a
leisure activity that characterized the higher classes and
simultaneously reflects a worldview of man’s superiority
over nature. Hunting scenes in general are a prevalent
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Perhaps the hardship in arriving at story and content now I am stuck in that one frame. Maybe here I need
is exactly hardship at arriving at the light before the to, as you say, approach. I chose a too-smart or limiting
shadow, the traumatic moment itself, to what you called constellation. Perhaps I should go back to my preliminary
“a point,” which reminds me of what Roland Barthes drawings and continue them, to exit the one frame. If
called “punctum.” An example: in Antonioni’s Blow Up, we return to the beginning of the conversation, I feel
a powerful event, an apparent murder, is photographed, like my resource has become void of image. I suddenly
but it contains a disruption, and what exactly happened understand my energies in the studio in the last few days,
there cannot be deciphered. The protagonist seeks to where I stubbornly insisted on the same frame. It has
get closer and closer but cannot arrive at an appearance become too thin for me.
of the image, because appearance is also concealment.

It seems to me that in your work there is a link The conversation with Rokni expresses the huge difficulty
between the formal aspect — the medium and recurring of penetrating the Primal Scene, activating it and not just
pattern — and the story, the event. It would be interesting being activated by it. In Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Freud
to approach the story itself, the scene. contrasts a playful repetition of trauma, which he says only
Like in Antonioni, I took one frame out of one second children are capable of, and compulsive repetition with adults.
of an 18-frame 8mm film to see how to create motion Analysis is the arena where an attempt is made to transform
out of it, to reconstruct the entire second out of it. But compulsive repetition to a looser playful repetition, and this
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the exhibition. It still bears noting that Rokni awards no
importance to the film’s content and is adamant that the fact
that it is her parents’ wedding is incidental:

My primary interest is in darkness, in the moment of the
blackout, and simultaneously there’s my thought on video
as a recurring pattern. Here I felt something connecting
in my work: on the one hand a duplication of a certain
pattern, an image connected to something personal in
my biography, and on the other hand works that deal
with the medium, with moving images, darkness and
cinematicity. Suddenly it seemed to me that that second
contains the two sides of me that I don’t know how to link,
two bodies of work that have connected in one moment.
If I deconstruct that second, I thought, I could link the
two sides. But now I feel stuck regarding the scene’s story.
I wanted to create a detective film for the show, to find
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out details about the wedding, its participants. I planned
whom I would call, what I would ask, but meanwhile I
was unable to do so. You ask why? Because it is a story.
It needs to be told precisely, and I find it easier to focus
on a fragment and process it than commit to the whole
story. I have too many holes and details, so I prefer to
focus on the material and not the story.

You talk about two formal-material fundaments in your
work: the duplication of a pattern, on the one hand,
and animation of a figure through light and dark on
the other. Now suddenly you have the desire, but also
immense hardship, to find another fundament, the story
itself, the content and not the form. Your scene can
be imagined as a traumatic moment of the emanation
of a too-powerful energy, like the flashlight’s glare of
light that causes a blackout, and then the scene has
to be repeated, as you do through recurring pattern.
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1989, which for her mother had to do not only with the
language shift but the shift to a new, confusing calendar.
Rokni sees her mother, and, she says, all mothers as “the
family’s information center;” this center was disrupted and
wounded. After a pause, she says: “perhaps I am taking that
role on myself.” I am interested in the disruption, which I
think forms the work’s core and animates it. Rokni agrees:

To me it’s like a resource. I take different details from
the disrupted story and unravel them to more and more
strands. I do not try to organize them, but rather elaborate
and sort them. Maybe that’s why people say about me
that I never get to the point. I always tell stories obliquely,
with a lot of unnecessary details. So also with the wedding
film. My primary interest was not the story itself but the
moment the screen goes dark because of the flashlight

the uncle holds in his hand, which blinded the camera.
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You chose disruption, blackout, censorship, and maybe
that’s why there’s no point — because “a point” posits
light, while you deal with the darkness?

Perhaps. I am less interested in the story than in its
unraveling. What had originally interested me about the
wedding was the form, the film itself, which incidentally
was of a wedding. For years the reels were in a bag with a
wax seal on them, and four years ago I digitized them. I
didn’t want them to get lost. Then we saw the film with
my parents once, and that’s it. Then, a few months ago,
I suddenly remembered it.

Rokni therefore describes a classic deferred retroaction
situation, where a pause exists between the original event (the
wedding and its filming), the event that activates it (watching
the film four years ago) and finally a sudden recollection
of it a few months prior, leading to creating the works for
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later, her parents took the film reels with them to Israel, but
first they had to hand them over to Iranian authorities who
sought to make sure they contained no forbidden material.

Was there any forbidden material in the film? As far as
Iranian authorities were concerned it would seem not — but
Rokni, for her part, was entranced by one scene, where her
mother and father can be seen dancing in the living room,
the uncle standing next to them and illuminating them
with a flashlight for better lighting. Rokni focuses on one
second where the lens flares, choosing one frame, singling
out the three figures in it and meticulously drawing them,
finally fashioning stencils and stamps to produce more and
more images that reproduce the scene in light variations,
deconstructing and reconstructing it, freezing it and almost
obsessively animating it.

According to Freud, trauma always triggers attempts to
repeat it again and again, but why is Rokni taken specifically
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with the wedding scene? Many of her previous works deal with
her past and Tehran childhood, but this time the scene she
chose is almost arbitrary. Perhaps this also explains the crisis
she was thrown into during the work, when the reproduced
image she had created almost took over her like an obsessively
recurring symptom. Basing ourselves on a short text Rokni
wrote about her work, we tried to ascertain together what
drew her to the wedding scene, how she was almost sucked
into it and how she could escape it.

The text she wrote is full of details about different family
members, the wedding circumstances, dates and numbers,
but an uncertainty and doubt regarding the reports’ veracity
simultaneously emerges. Rokni recounts, for example, that she
tried to ascertain the wedding’s exact date with her mother
but only got contradictory and confusing answers. When I
try to understand the source of these disruptions, she says
she thinks they have to do with immigration to Israel in
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Elham Rokni, 7he Dancing Couple, or 18 Frames per Second (Stencil), 2015,
spray paint on paper, 160x210 each —

it always uses, albeit not always consciously. Who is the
“analyst” and who is the “patient” in art? What is the role
of the artist, and the viewer, in deferred retroaction? And
what is the Primal Scene to be activated? To answer these
questions, artists characterized by their interest in the past
were chosen for the show, only this time they were asked to
focus on one scene and activate it.

Each of the artists chose their own technique to recollect
1980, to repeat the year and simultaneously invent it, and in
so doing created a world and a language all their own. Each
announces both the scene’s fiction and its reality, becoming a
detective and following the traces of a mystery they themselves
created: a 1978 Tehran wedding (Elham Rokni), a Panther’s
escape from a New York zoo in 1902 (Ido Michaeli) or a night
with a well-known lawyer in 2010 (Assaf Gruber). These scenes
become a source of a simultaneously forward- and backward-
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facing self-knowledge, and its goal. It is a self-understanding
that embroiders and unravels, an understanding that posits a
Primal Scene — a primordial, hidden and inaccessible thing
that can be called "1980" — and in so doing ushers in a
simultaneous solution and intensification of the mystery.

Elham Rokni: Disrupted Information Center

Elham Rokni follows a scene that took place in November
1978, during her parents’ wedding celebration in Tehran.
Following an outbreak of violence after the killing of
revolutionary students at Tehran University on November
4th (the 13th of Aban), the hall’s owner canceled the planned
event. The engaged couple had to hold a simple wedding at
the bride’s mother’s house, and it was shot on an 8mm camera

by Rokni’s uncles. When the family left Tehran a decade
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in fact created it, allowing trauma to take place for the first
time — which is, in effect, already the second time.

It bears noting that Wolf Man couldn’t actually recall the
Primal Scene during any stage of therapy, with even Freud
admitting that he could have seen dogs copulating in the
field and not his parents; yet, through much wrangling,
Freud still insists on the scene’s reality. Why, then, assume a
Primal Scene if the patient does not remember it? I would
claim this does not stem from Freud’s naive belief in a real
origin, but rather from his desire to confer an interim status
on analysis — between recollection, repetition and creation.
The patient supposedly recalls many past scenes, trying to
locate in them the reasons for his present suffering, but in
effect s/he is reliving them and in the process recreating them
in a way that aligns with their present. The Primal Scene,
then, is above all else a lure and a temptation: the promise
of miraculous recollection and investigational motivation.
Had its existence not been posited, there would have been
nothing to recollect and reproduce in analysis, and the patients
would be left with their symptoms and no way out.

Hence we do not also have to assume that trauma is
exclusively sexually-based. Originally Freud had in fact
claimed that sexuality is necessary for the deferred retroaction
mechanism, since it is the only one that allows a two-phase
development. But if all trauma is characterized by a self-
effacement by those who experience it then the dual-stage
mechanism is not limited to the sexual realm. And indeed,
as his work unfolded Freud tried to understand how non-
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sexual primal trauma is activated by deferred retroaction:
first the general trauma of the very creation of life on
earth,and then the private trauma of birth (and in our case:
the trauma of 1980).3

The role of analysis is to overshadow past trauma by the
very act of its repetition, which is actually more invention
than recreation. In this sense analysis itself is also an event of
deferred retroaction: it generates trauma that could not have
happened in the past, but does so under controlled conditions
and with the therapist’s help, through which the patients are
not left dumbfounded, as they were during the first trauma.
In other words, to overcome the symptom’s persistent and
unintelligible return, a deeper return must be created, which
will eventually lead to a cure. Analyst and patient return to
the past, reconstructing it as they grope towards its origin,
not in order to fall victim to it and perpetuate it, but in order
to overcome it.* Facing the past is therefore also facing the
future, and the deferred retroaction mechanism is always
two-sided and multi-temporal.®

The Deferred Retroaction of Art
1980: Primal Scene wishes to investigate the deferred
retroaction mechanism while expanding it into the realm of
art. Like psychoanalysis, art is action in the world combining
creation and conservation, recollection and forgetting, a
relation to the past and an attempt to transform it through
the present. Art is therefore the ideal site of working on
the mechanism of deferred retroaction, a mechanism that
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but active origin, 1980: The Primal Scene seeks to illuminate
the two-way connection between past and present and art’s
ability to enact a deferred action — or rather retroaction — on
events in a period at odds with its time.

Freud and the Deferred Retroaction Mechanism
The main concept grounding the show is that of “deferred
retroaction” (Nachtriglichkeit), an idea featuring throughout
Freud’s work. Deferred retroaction — or afterwardness — is
a unique mechanism underlying psychoanalytic thought
that explains how sexual trauma is created in several phases.
Trauma — sexual, but not only — is an event that the psychic
apparatus can neither contain nor comprehend. It carries
with it bustling energies that brutally penetrate the apparatus,
pricking it and leaving behind a bloody wound. In fact trauma
is Greek for wound, but the wound of psychic trauma is not
as simple and straightforward as the physical one. Trauma
is a paradoxical event, as it is defined by its unintelligibility,
its incongruence with the psychic apparatus, which is found
dumbstruck in front of it. Freud takes this insight one step
forward, claiming that not only is sexual trauma unintelligible
in real time — it does not in fact take place in it. Trauma
always only takes place retroactively.

Freud claims some stimuli masquerade as innocent,
penetrate the psychic apparatus, incubate in it and suddenly
erupt only years later, like a disease or a Trojan Horse. For the
moment of eruption to take place, a second, even insignificant,
event is needed, to retroactively jump-start the trauma that is
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yet to take place. It is therefore a two-stage mechanism, the
active stimuli of which — Freud originally claimed — have to
be sexual; only these kinds of stimuli, he first thought, are
assimilated in childhood through no appropriate processing or
representation, thus cunningly superseding the mechanisms
of assimilation and control. In time, when a second event
reminds the child of the first — this time with the addition of
the sexual knowledge gleaned since then — the child experiences
the trauma it couldn’t understand and experience in real time.

The most famous example of the deferred retroaction
mechanism is the case of the “Wolf Man” (1918)". Sergei
Konstantinovitch Pankejeff, a young Russian aristocrat, tells
Freud during analysis of a childhood dream from age four:
he sees a tree and on its branches six or seven wolves sitting
motionless, staring at him fixedly, which quickly leads him
to wake up in fright. What is the dream’s source and why
does it continue to haunt the patient? Freud undertakes some
real detective work, using all manner of different evidence
to finally arrive at the mystery’s “solution,” in the form of
a primal scene that the dream was supposed to reveal by
deferred retroaction. The scene took place when “Wolf Man,”
18 months old at the time, watched his parents in coitus a
tergo, i.e. in an animalistic pose that frightened him greatly.
Since the infant still did not know how to interpret what he
saw, the scene was inscribed unprocessed into his psychic
apparatus, where it waited for a second event to activate it,
which finally happened in the guise of the wolf dream. The
dream, then, not only activated and repeated memory, but
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traumatic psyche, its mechanisms and modes of operation,
both in psycho-biographical terms and as historical-cultural
constructions. He moreover reveals the interdisciplinary
structure of the study of trauma, thus reflecting the credo
of the University Gallery, which strives for a fertile dialogue
between the various academic disciplines.

I would like to thank Eran Dorfman, who is primarily engaged
with theory, philosophy and French literature, for the fine
curatorial work that this interesting interdisciplinary encounter
has produced. Heartfelt thanks go to the three participating
artists — Elham Rokni, Assaf Gruber and Ido Michaeli. Thanks
are also due to Noa Segal for the original catalogue design,
to Daphna Raz for the text editing and to Ishai Mishory and
Michal Sapir for the English translation.

I would like to extend additional thanks to Assaf Pinkus,
Director of the Gallery and Head of the Department of
Art History, for his support and help; and to Prof. Joseph
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1980: The Primal Scene
Eran Dorfman

Three Israeli artists have been asked to create work that
would relate to their shared year of birth. Supposedly nothing
can be simpler: no one can escape the year of their birth,
their lives’ zero degree. But like any limit, one’s “year of
birth” is unintelligible in real time; we weren't there, at the
moment of our own birth, and can only make sense of it
retroactively. Make sense? Or activate and change it? 71980:
The Primal Scene asks how a limit-point can be reached not
by nostalgic reconstruction but by the activation of events
tied to it, events emanating from and returning to it. The
limit-point cements our destiny but is also shaped by it, and
the exhibition seeks to investigate the relation between the
two: between the inaccessible origin and its products, which
ceaselessly reshape it. In focusing on a specific year, a lost
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Foreword
Irit Tal

One disturbing and painful picture, having penetrated the
psyche, generates a traumatic process. It is but an image of
an event that took place in the past, a flash of a primal scene,
not fully experienced at the time of its appearance, but only
in the course of time, subsequently, as a suspended reaction
in different contexts. This is trauma in psychoanalytic terms,
before it became a key theoretical concept in cultural studies,
and an element in the definition of individual and historical
experience. Through it, social phenomena — for example the
accelerated consumption driven by desire and fantasy, or the
collapse of the social contracts of the welfare state that leads
to systemic poverty and crime — are today understood as the
return of a real repressed at the time of postmodernism. In
a culture understood as a traumatic event, trauma serves as
a magic solution to contradictory cultural imperatives: the
imperative of deconstructive analyses on the one hand, and
the imperative of multicultural histories on the other; the
imperative to recognize the subjectivity entailed by a split
society on the one hand, and the imperative to affirm identity
at all cost on the other.!

The subjective experience and artistic practice of each of the
artists featured in the exhibition similarly move between these
poles, and Eran Dorfman’s curatorial work deciphers and
illuminates them. Dorfman has a deep understanding of the
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