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Ido Michaeli

There are almost as many possible readings of Ido
Michaeli’s Bank Hapoalim Carpet (2012, p. 31) as the
number of images it contains. One hundred iconic
images drawn from currency notes and coins, post-
ers, advertisements, archaeological items and book
illustrations; and, in parallel, visual symbols of ar-
chitectural structures, iconic objects, politicians,
philanthropists and political thinkers. All the images
are taken from the history of Western and Eastern civ-
ilization, Zionist history or Israeli society. They are
situated on the carpet within an architectonic struc-
ture that also functions as an allegory for the social
structure. At the bottom tier: the working class and
working people. They lug, clean, dig and quarry. At
the second tier: the middle class, the bourgeois, the
dealmakers and the accountants. And at the upper-
most tier: the decision makers, leaders and donors,
protected by Palmah fighters (from a painting by Yo-
hanan Simon) and the defenders of Kibbutz Negba in
1948 (from a monument created by the sculptor Na-
than Rapoport).

The story of the carpet’s production is no less com-
plex. Cooperation with an Israeli textile merchant led
to a meeting at a carpet fair in Berlin, from where
a blueprint of the carpet was flown to Pakistan, and
from there sent on to Afghanistan, where the carpet
was woven in the course of more than a year before
being brought furtively into Israel via Istanbul. Is the
carpet an advertisement for Bank Hapoalim or an in-
dictment of one of the salient symbols of the regime
of capital that has characterized Israel in recent de-
cades? Is it “an ethnographic, historical artifact and
institutional resonance,” a nostalgic reverie for “the
bank’s long-forgotten socialist heritage” from the pe-
riod when it belonged to the Zionist Federation and
the Histadrut federation of labor? Or perhaps it's a
fierce indictment of the reality of contemporary
life, and therefore composed of “representations of
theft and bank-vault robbery and references to social
injustice.”*

There are many more prisms through which this
work can be read - identity and falseness, imitation
and forgery, East and West, intercultural translation -
but from the point of view of labor, the carpet and the
work process that preceded it are above all an expres-
sion of the modes of production and the division of la-
bor that characterize the present global era. It is not
by chance that Michaeli places his self-portrait (dis-
guised as the Mossad agent Eli Cohen) at the middle
tier of the social structure, that of the middle class. He
is the entrepreneur, the foreman and the marketing
person of this project. He “set the process in motion,”
found partners, paid the subcontractor and ensured
cost-cutting by sending the carpet to a Third World
country, where labor is cheap and workers’ rights are
not protected. The totality of these complex actions —
from the process of choosing the images that would
appear on the carpet, to the smuggling of the finished
product back into Israel - is intended to bring Michae-
li’s entrepreneurial vision to fruition.

The video that accompanies the carpet’s route —
done in the “making-of” film genre — emphasizes the
complex production process and the high technical
skill that was required to do the work. It also gives
visibility to the workers who labored on the carpet
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and was shot mostly by them, as partner-workers in
the process of the carpet’s creation. In fact, the video
increases the work’s economic value, by showing the
potential investor, collector or viewer the scale of the
resources that went into the project and by linking the
final product to the process of its creation.

Indeed, Michaeli needed an investor to underwrite
his creative vision. The logical source of the funding
lay in the subject of the carpet, Bank Hapoalim, and in
order to entice the institution’s executives Michaeli in-
cluded in the carpet, in addition to the bank’s name, fig-
ures from the institution’s advertising campaigns over
the years, notably the character of the smiling dwarf
Dan Has'chan (Thrifty Dan). But this strategy failed:
the bank declined to cooperate with the project. As a
proficient entrepreneur, Michaeli found a different in-
vestor, the Haaretz Collection; hence the appearance of
the paper’s logo on the carpet, at the bottom left corner.

The entrepreneurial approach adopted by Michae-
1i, with all that it entailed, and the choice to make the
working process inhere both in the carpet itself and
in additional elements of the project, direct us to the
carpet’'s modes of production as a subject of this work
of art. Its meaning exists in this no less than in the
cultural references woven into it. This reflexive pos-
ture is tinged with humor and irony in regard to the
artist’s social place today as one who takes part in the
apparatus of manufacture and the capitalist division
of labor. Michaeli’'s mode of operation shifts the logic
of commodity production in the global age to the pro-
cess of art production and locates it in the posture of
the “cognitive worker” who possesses communicative,
emotional and production abilities vs. the manual la-
bor that is done in another place and by “the other.”

Artistic subjectivity, which traditionally was
linked to the activity of the individual artist in the stu-
dio and was perceived as an expression of his inner
world, here undergoes processes of distancing and de-
personalization. The production of the artistic image
is entrusted to many people possessing diverse skills,
aided by technical processes over which the artist has
no control. The act of art goes through cultural and
mechanical processes of translation and conversion,
which challenge the modernist conceptions of skill
and authorship.

Still, it is the artist’s signature that appears on the
carpet (in the left bottom corner). The reason is that
Michaeli’s artistic proficiency has not disappeared, it
only appears by other means, manifested in the way he
chooses, arranges, imitates, samples and quotes imag-
es, praxes and ideas in order to manipulate them and
compile them in a new context. “I appropriate and rob
symbols, historical materials, and existing techniques,
and use the associations with which they are charged
and their tone of voice to tell a different story,” he re-
lates in an interview."

A dedicated app that constitutes an integral ele-
ment of the project makes possible a precise exam-
ination of the diverse details that make up the carpet,
and no less important, the cultural references from
which Michaeli drew inspiration and the changes they
underwent along the way. For example, we discover
that the Zionist leaders who appear on the bank’s up-
per tier were chosen, among other reasons, because of
their hairstyle, which recalls other leaders from hu-
man history. But if the facial features of Chaim (Azri-
el) Weizmann as the local personification of Vladimir
(Ilyich) Lenin don’t look familiar to us, that may have

to do with the specific attributes imparted to him by
the Afghan workers who wove the carpet. The app,
then, allows us to think of the carpet as a “bank of im-
ages” in two senses at least. One is that of a visual da-
tabase that makes it possible to point to connections
between different images and central themes that ap-
pear in the carpet, for which it's possible to compile an
index and catalogue the items. In its second meaning,
the bank of images invites us to think about the image
as a commodity, an object amenable to just the sort of
manipulation and speculation that inhere in the Bank
Hapoalim Carpet.

The redefinition of artistic skill - the artist as en-
trepreneur, as manager of images or as an interface of
cultural knowledge - is also what lends the carpet the
social, cultural and aesthetic diversification that char-
acterize it. The carpet, Michaeli says, is like a “folk
melody,” knowledge that passes between the genera-
tions and is shaped through praxis and image. It cre-
ates a community and the community creates it. The
abolition of the “author” function enables the Bank
Hapoalim Carpet to become a platform for multiple
voices and thus maintain on the surface of the image,
but also in its depth - in the very process that led to
its production — a broad, loose, global community that
crosses borders.
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Ido Michaeli, Bank Hapoalim Carpet, 2012, handmade carpet, 250x320
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“Wrench burglar”

Lewis Hine, Power House Mechanic
‘Working on Steam Pump, 1520, an iconic
Image of the American worker

Shattering the chain

TR T

M. Vorobeichic, May Day poster for the
Histadrut (The General Federation of
Labour in Israell. 1949, The text reads:

ACK
DON

Cover of The fron Heel Jack London's
novel describing the oppressed workers'
struggle against rampant capitalism, first
published In 1208

=T

by

Chaim Welzmann, first President of the
State of Israel
Image taken from the Israell 5 shekel note,
1978, designed by Paul Kor and Adrian
Senger
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R. Deutsch, Poster for the
Unemployment Fund ("We are
guarantors for our fellowmen - Today is

Diego Rivera, The Making of a Fresco
Showing the Building of a City, San
Francisco Art Institute, 1931

€ 2014 Banco de México Diego Rivera
Frida Kahlo Museums Trust, Mexico, D.F. /
Artists Rights Society [ARS), New York
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|do Michaeli, Bank Hapoalim Carpet (details from the app that accompanies the work), 2012
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Guardians of the East

‘Yohanan Simon, Palmach Fighters, 1948,
Pencil on paper

Symbol of secialism: hand holding a red
rose
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Yahanan Simon, Ploneers, 1955 (detail).
Pencil on paper, sketch for a mural in the
Buenos Aires meeting house of Hashomer
Hatzair

Yohanan Simon @ Estate of the atist

Far Yohanan Simon:

Sweeper Guardians of the East
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Ido Michaeli, Bank Hapoalim Carpet (details from the app that accompanies the work), 2012
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