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Foreword

We are delighted to introduce this
catalogue, jointly published in conjunction
with two concurrent, site-specific
exhibitions: Nira Pereg: The Right to Clean
at the Israel Museum’s newly renovated
Ticho House in Jerusalem and Rose Video
07: Nira Pereg at the Rose Art Museum at
Brandeis University. These two exhibitions
mark the first iteration of a growing
partnership between the Israel Museum
and the Rose Art Museum, a partnership
precipitated by a shared desire to explore
and expose for our audiences in Israel and
in the United States the most engaging,
innovative video art being produced in
Israel today. And one would be hard-
pressed to find a more suitable exhibition
to launch this initiative — or a worthier
artist — than Nira Pereg.

We are immensely grateful to Nira for

her powerful work and for her generous

James S. Snyder
Anne and Jerome Fisher Director

The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

engagement with this intercontinental
project, and we also thank Boris Groys
for contributing an illuminating essay

to this catalogue. As we embarked on

this venture, we were supported with
enthusiasm by friends on both sides of
the Atlantic. Our sincere thanks go to

the donors to the Israel Museum’s 5oth
Anniversary Exhibition Fund and to the
Rose Art Museum’s supporters, all listed
at the beginning of this publication.

And of course projects of this scale and
complexity would be impossible without
the dedication, enthusiasm, and creativity
of the staff of both museums. Though
they are too numerous to thank here,

we direct special recognition to Timna
Seligman, Curator of Ticho House, and
Gannit Ankori, Rose Faculty Curator, for
shepherding our two exhibitions with such
care, sensitivity, and intelligence and for
editing this publication. We look forward
with great anticipation to the realization of

similarly rich projects in the years to come.

Christopher Bedford
Henry and Lois Foster Director

The Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University
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Nira Pereg: The Right to Clean
Ticho House, The Israel Museum, Jerusalem

The Right to Clean, 2015

HD video installation

Border, 40:12 secs.

Surface, 8:01 mins.

Francis, 20062015, 10:14 mins.

Clare, 16:02 mins.

Object, 2015
Chipboard panels, 1:8 model, 34 x 49 cm

Rose Video 07: Nira Pereg
The Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University

The Right to Clean, 2015 (see above)

The Drummer (Le Batteur), 2013,

HD video, 5:10 mins.

Sabbath 2008, HD video, 7:27 mins.*

Abraham Abraham Sarah Sarah, 2013,

HD video, 4:10 mins.*

Mandatory Passage, 2013, HD video, 6:12 mins.*

*Educational display at the

Schusterman Center for Israel Studies

Gannit Ankori

Rifts and Rituals

In the fall of 1998, Nira Pereg moved

to Jerusalem from New York City,
where she had resided for almost

a decade.’ Several months after her
relocation, the artist produced a series
of fifteen Polaroid snapshots titled Soil
in which she appears “hovering” at the
threshold of clearly labeled Jerusalem
landmarks.? Pereg chose to photograph
prominent locations venerated by the
three monotheistic religions (e.g., the
Western Wall, the Dome of the Rock,
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher) as
well as hallowed secular sites associated
with lofty concepts or values — such as
‘justice’ (the Israeli Supreme Court),
‘memory’ (Yad Vashem), and ‘art’ (the
Israel Museum and the Bezalel Academy

of Arts and Design).

1 Pereg was born in Tel Aviv in 1969 and resided there
until she moved to the US. She completed her BFA at
Cooper Union, NY (1989-93) and enrolled in the newly
established MFA program at the Bezalel Academy of Arts
and Design (1998-2000).

2 See http://nirapereg.net/Soil.html

In hindsight, Soil may be read
as a prescient roadmap that Pereg
charted, foretelling the trajectories
that her oeuvre would follow for many
years to come. The series poignantly
demonstrates the artist’s intense
ongoing interest in consecrated
spaces, both religious and secular; in
physical barriers, invisible boundaries,
and intersecting auratic sightlines.?
Furthermore, in Soil Pereg self-
reflectively visualizes her own tenuous
insider/outsider position as an artist,
suspended in midair, casting a dark
shadow, even as she casts a clear gaze
upon the multiple rifts and rituals of an
unheimlich homeland.4

Following the three-day photo
shoot that produced Soil (April 9-11,
1999), Pereg continued to pursue
the series’ original thematic foci with
tenacity and force. Yet, as time went

by, she modified her art-making praxis,

3 For example, Pereg photographed the Church of the
Redeemer as seen from a rooftop in the ultra-Orthodox
Jewish neighborhood Sanhedriyya; and the Dome of the
Rock as seen from the Western Wall.

4 Returning to Israel after living abroad, along with
notions of re-rooting in the soil of the Homeland,
particularly as they relate to Israeli culture and veneration
of the land, adds layers of meaning to the series.
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Soil, 1999. Two of fifteen unique Polaroid photographs
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forsaking the instantaneous Polaroid
photograph and choosing instead to
produce installations based on moving
images. With this time-based medium
she could more effectively capture the
real and ephemeral transformations and
the temporal and spatial liminalities
that she sought to examine, analyze,
and comprehend. Based on years of
assiduous research, countless hours of
filming, and a lengthy and laborious
editing process, Pereg’s videos are
informed by documentary filmmaking,

even as they challenge the verisimilitude

of the documentary genre.s Displayed
in dynamic, site-specific configurations,
they also implicate, engage, and
challenge audiences, in ways that
conjure up interactive and experiential
performance art.

Sixteen years after producing a

Polaroid snapshot of herself “hovering”

5 Forinsightful articles about Pereg’s practice see
Sergio Edelsztein, “Consecrated Spaces,” and Benjamin
Seroussi, “Cut, Splice, Assemble: Re-editing the World,”
in Nira Pereg (exh. cat., Center for Contemporary Art,

Tel Aviv, and Centro da Cultura Judaica, S3o Paulo, 2013),

pp. 4-14.

in front of the doorway that leads into
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher in
Jerusalem, Nira Pereg returned to
the scene. This time she crossed the
threshold, entered the shrine, and
proceeded to look beyond the facade,
behind the scenes, after hours. Over a
period of five years, she repeatedly —
perhaps obsessively — visited the church,
spending days and nights observing the
observant: pilgrims, tourists, clergy, and
caretakers. The resulting multi-channel
video work, The Right to Clean, 2015,
is on view concurrently at the Rose Art
Museum at Brandeis University and at
Ticho House of the Israel Museum in
Jerusalem. Installed as a unique site-
specific exhibition in each venue, this
complex work is the newest chapter
in the artist’s relentless exploration
of overlooked aspects of the religious
histories and liturgies that activate the
shared and contested spaces venerated
by Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in
the Holy Land.

The Right to Clean, then, centers
on Jerusalem’s Church of the Holy
Sepulcher, believed to be the site of
Golgotha, Adam’s grave, and of Christ’s

crucifixion, burial, and resurrection.

Governed by what is known as the status
quo — a delicate agreement reached
in the nineteenth century - the Holy
Sepulcher is divided among several
Christian denominations that zealously
guard their designated territory as they
reluctantly share custody of the shrine.®
The core elements that comprise The
Right to Clean are four interrelated video
projections (see pp. 34-39), displayed
in a compressed space which evokes
the crowded, mazelike ambience of
the original site. In the opening video,
Border (pp. 40—45), the Romanian nun
tasked with cleaning the areas controlled
by the Orthodox Church delineates the
virtually imperceptible borders that
divide the church between the different
sects. Pereg filmed this segment with the
Russian artist Kazimir Malevich in mind,
accentuating its formal affinity with
geometric abstraction.

In Surface (pp. 46—51), the camera
focuses on the Stone of Unction, upon
which, according to Christian faith,

the body of Jesus was prepared for

6  The strife between the Christian sects has led to

a situation whereby the keys to the Church of the Holy
Sepulcher are in the possession of members of a Muslim
family, who open the church doors every morning.



burial. In this expansive, larger-than-
life projection, Pereg captures private
acts of devotion and idiosyncratic
personal rituals enacted by anonymous
individuals, who attempt to absorb an
ephemeral spirit through sensual bodily
gestures and quotidian objects.

The adjacent video, Clare (pp. 58—63),
follows the nocturnal activities of the
same nun who maps out the boundaries
in Border as she cleans sections of the
church, including the Stone of Unction,
with ritualistic mindfulness, wiping off,
sifting and sweeping away traces left by
the visitors during the day. Finally — taking
a temporal and spatial leap of faith — in
Francis (pp. 52—57), Pereg documents a
Romanian street artist on the banks of
the river Thames in London and links
his austere humility, sculptural presence,
and tender relationship with birds to the
mythical sanctity of St. Francis of Assisi.

The installation at Ticho House
in Jerusalem includes Object (p. 64),

a geometric construction that the
artist placed upon a tall black pedestal
in the arched hall that prefaces the
video displays. Object is modeled after
a makeshift plywood partition that

temporarily blocks off a construction site
within the Church of the Holy Sepulcher.
Alluding (like Border) to the abstract art
of Malevich, this crude and flimsy object
embodies the strange amalgamation

of mundane materials and spiritual
aspirations that typify the shrine and
fascinate the artist.

At the Rose Art Museum, Pereg chose
to display an additional video as a gateway
to the exhibition. Titled The Drummer (Le
Batteur), and referencing Edouard Manet’s
1866 painting The Fifer (Le Fifre), this video
presents a member of the Bethlehem Boy
Scout Band and provides an off beat drum
roll that escorts viewers into the video
gallery. Originally part of a 2013 project
titled Mandatory Passage, the uniformed
teenage percussionist led a procession of
Christian pilgrims to a baptism site on the
banks of the Jordan River near the Israeli-
Jordanian border. Standing at the edge of a
minefield, en route to a site called “Castle
of the Jews,” the Palestinian youth was
part of a Christian ritual. In Mandatory
Passage, Pereg had utilized multiple scopic
regimes, vantage points, and narratives
to re-constitute an experience in which
multiple faiths, as well as the secular and

Still from The Drummer (Le Batteur), 2013
2013 ,"(Le Batteur) noimna” TiMn v1A

Edouard Manet,

The Fifer (Le Fifre), 1866
Oil on canvas, 160 x 97 cm.
Musée d'Orsay, Paris

1866 ,17"7Ni1 ,iTINN IXTTX
n"D 97x160 ,T1 7V |NW WX
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the divine, intersect and collide.” At the
Rose, the isolated Drummer sets the stage
for an encounter with a different space,
also governed by confusing boundaries,
paradoxes, complexities, and ritualistic
practices.®

Pereg’s nod to art-historical
precedents is deliberate, as are her
multivalent references to her earlier
projects.® The tensions and divides
within the Christian community at
the Holy Sepulcher echo the internal
cleavages among Jews that she had
exposed in her iconic single-channel
video, Sabbath 2008. Sabbath 2008
highlights a weekly ritual performed
by ultra-Orthodox boys and men every

7  Inaseparate video component included in
Mandatory Passage, night vision equipment was used

to film the presence of wild animals on the banks of the
Jordan River, engaged in their own feeding and mating
rituals. See Nira Pereg (above, note 5).

8  In conjunction with the Rose exhibition, an
educational display of Pereg’s videos is on view at

the Schusterman Center for Israel Studies at Brandeis
University. See list of works (p. 6) for information.

9 The Rose installation in particular positions

video art in a deliberate dialogue with painting (The
Drummer appears like a framed painting; Clare evokes a
monumental triptych), sculpture (Border is a minimalist
‘box’ and Francis sits on a cube pedestal that relates to
the content of the video), film (Surface is screened on a
large white wall), and architecture (the four components
create a space in which the audience moves).

Friday just before sunset: a physical and
noisy act of dragging police barricades
from dumpsters and street corners,
screeching across asphalt pavements,
in order to block off the roads leading
to Jerusalem’s ultra-Orthodox Jewish
neighborhoods. The video condenses
our sense of the tangible and audible
territorial barriers that sequester
distinct Jewish communities. It captures
temporal boundaries — clocked by the
setting sun and wristwatches — that
distinguish between the profane
weekdays and the holy day of rest. But
it also questions the rituals of liminality
that lend sanctity to menial chores.
Whereas Sabbath 2008 and The Right
to Clean expose internal schisms within
Judaism and Christianity respectively,
Pereg’s two-screen video, Abraham
Abraham Sarah Sarah, 2013, examines
a well-coordinated and rarely seen
interchange between Muslims and
Jews. The installation positions viewers
between two parallel walls upon which
a succinct, efficient, and synchronized
process of physical and symbolic
transformation is projected. The location
is the Tomb of the Patriarchs, according

to tradition the burial site purchased

Stills from Sabbath 2008
2008 MaY" 71NN 0'LIA




Stills from Abraham Abraham Sarah Sarah, 2013
2013 "MW 1Y DiNIX DINIX” JINN 01N

by Abraham after the death of his wife
Sarah (Genesis 23). Located in the
violently contested city of Hebron, the
site is revered by Jews and Muslims alike
in honor of their common ancestor.

Due to the tragic conflict between
Israelis and Palestinians during the last
decades, the Tomb, or Ibrahimi Mosque,
is segregated into separate areas of
worship for each religion. However,

ten times a year — in accordance with
the religious calendars of both faiths —
the entire cave is transformed into a
synagogue or a mosque for 24 hours.

It is these swift, temporary, and carefully
choreographed transformations that
Pereg’s work captures. The unexpected
collaborative actions performed in
perfect harmony by Jews and Muslims,
Israelis and Palestinians, ten times a
year, hark back to biblical times, when
upon the death of Abraham, his sons
Isaac and Ishmael, the forebears of Jews
and Muslims, joined forces to bury and
honor their father (Genesis 25:8—9).

10 In addition to the obvious thematic link, dealing as
they do with shared spaces of religious observation and
the mundane acts that transform them in preparation for
various religious rites, Abraham Abraham Sarah Sarah
and The Right to Clean also focus on hollow and hallowed
burial sites. In this respect they inevitably conjure up the

Culminating with The Right to
Clean, Nira Pereg has produced an
impressive body of work which sheds
light on mundane rituals and acts of
devotion that precede the official, often
sanctimonious, religious ceremonies
of the Holy Land: sweeping the church
floor, positioning plastic chairs in a
synagogue, rolling out prayer rugs in
a mosque, filling up well-used plastic
bottles with turbid river water for
baptism. These everyday actions were
performed in tandem with the artist’s
own daily routine of filming the sites
and following the rituals. Indeed, Pereg’s
videos also explore the nexus that links
religious observance with the observant
artist. Both faith and art are modes of
meaning-making and world-making, as
they share a desire to embody a non-
physical concept, idea, or entity, or,
conversely, to untether the sacred and
spiritual from their profane, carnal, or

tangible manifestation.

mysterious boundaries between life and death, body and
spirit. Pereg’s monumental project Kept Alive, 2009-10 —
filmed in Jerusalem’s central cemetery — offers a
fascinating though different perspective on this loaded
issue. See Kept Alive — Nira Pereg (exh. cat., Tel Aviv
Museum of Art, 2011; essays by Boris Groys, Mignon
Nixon, Hans Haacke, Philippe-Alain Michaud).



Postscript:

As Nira Pereg began to install The Right
to Clean at Ticho House, the venue

was undergoing extensive renovation.

A middle-aged woman — part of the
cleaning crew that was working in
another part of the building — stopped to
look at Surface, which was projected onto
a dusty glass screen, still being tested,
adjusted, and focused. The woman took
a dust cloth and placed it on the glass
screen, as if to clean it off. She crossed
herself and then kissed the rag and put it
in her pocket. When she saw me looking
at her, she smiled and whispered softly
“God is with us.”

Gannit Ankori is Professor of Art History and Theory,
Chair in Israeli Art, and Head of the Division of Creative
Arts at Brandeis University; she serves as Faculty Curator
and Director of Integrated Arts at the Rose Art Museum.

Timna Seligman and Nira Pereg
A Conversation

—— TIMNA SELIGMAN

Considering when and where we live, it
is very hard to overlook our socio-political
environment. Many of your works are
shot in politically sensitive, divided sites.
They are created through subtleties

of division, dissonance, and conflict:
whether through the physical divide
created at the time of the Sabbath, or the
absolute distinction between the use of
sacred spaces by Jews and Muslims in
Abraham Abraham Sarah Sarah. This
must mean that you are regularly labeled
a political artist whose works deal with
the local politics of our region. Do you
see yourself that way? Is this what you

aim for in your works?

—— NIRA PEREG

It is a complex, fundamental question.
My Israeliness, like my Jewishness,

is inherited. It is a very dominant
inheritance, one that I question through
my art. [ know that this kind of dispute is

not mine alone, just as most existential
questions and conflicts are not only our
own, but are assimilated in the neurotic
relations of an individual towards society;
it's embedded within the constant
definitions of boundaries and structural
relations. This could be a simple answer
to the question in regard to my art as
political. I consider art as a political act,
so I add my own to the collective pit,

and this inevitably has public meanings.
Therefore, I am less bothered by the title
“political artist,” and more bothered by
the assumption that there is art that is
not political. I set out to understand the
place I inherited, in which I live. The
Middle East is not only hot and exposed
and loud externally; there are also many
archaeological actions subversively
occurring below the surface. There is so
much noise that it makes me raise the
volume, and that amplification floods the
political to the surface, sending me to the
most concentrated, to the core extract.
Everything revolves around the places
visited by “God’s” messengers, Abraham,
Jesus, and Muhammad, and our severe
situation today is umbilically connected
to these sites. So I go there to stand on

the edge of the abyss, the pit — the space



into which everyone projects his or her
existential fears, pleas, and desires.
Hence, the distance you mentioned is
always there, between that abyss and
me. I am standing on its edge. In the
work itself, this dissonance is manifested
directly in the division between image
and sound, as well as in the presentation
of the one-off as repetitive. These
elements are all essential to the medium
and my decisions regarding it. When

I start editing, I bring in a sound
designer,* who emulates the audiophonic
element of what is seen in the image.
This choice creates a narrative; it’s a type
of reverse engineering, which allows me
to carefully re-examine the events, but
this time through the sound. This allows
me to bring out the unique relationship
between the human and the inanimate
in these sites. The construct must be
precise, since we aim for the most
convincing lie, even though we know
that the glue will inevitably be exposed.
This flaw is for you, so that you too,

as a viewer, may feel the distance. No
matter how much I try to report, this

distance will always be there for me,

Nati Zeidenstadt

just like the distance between what is
said to me and what I hear. A built-in,
frustrating, existential distance. It is very
much present, present to such an extent
that the distance itself is that which
exists. It is also a distance that enables

something — possibly even the gaze itself.

— TS

You opt for sites of faith, yet tend to
show them in moments devoid of

faith — not during rituals or prayers,

but rather during their preparation

and organization. What is it that you

are looking for in these liminal areas?
Does your inquiry or observation pursue
faith? The lack of it? The practice of
faith versus the spiritual? How do

you distinguish between your artistic
observation and a distant anthropological
observation — or between the former and
a tourist’s gaze — when you work in sites
where your presence may be construed
as a threat, as an attempt to undermine

their very status and faith?

—— NP
As far as I'm concerned, every such
place is a scaled-down model of the large

space. In this respect, the museum is

also a model, so is art. Therefore these
places are very natural to me; they

are actually a type of studio. Since the
narrative of these places is very clear and
accessible (anyone can read about the
complex and conflicted history of the
Cave of the Patriarchs or the Church of
the Holy Sepulcher online), I became
interested in how this narrative is
sustained. How the same story is told
over and over again on a daily basis,
until there is no other story. The story
is built out of repetition, memorization,
and constant presence. I realized that
my modus operandi must be the same.
Repetition and constant presence. I think
that a concept such as anthropology
comes up precisely because of my

long process of assimilation in the
place. If on my first visit [ am a tourist,
on my second visit [ am an amateur
anthropologist, and on the third I am in
a position that is parallel to the events,
and I take on the status of a worker.

In Sabbath 2008, for example, I returned
to Jerusalem every Friday for a few months
and witnessed the closing of the Sabbath
barriers, each time in a different junction
around the city. Thus, whether I wanted

to or not, [ was performing a ritual that

corresponded to and paralleled the event.
And so, I never felt like a tourist. A tourist
visits once; I keep coming back in order to
neutralize that first gaze and turn it into
my own narrative.

The process of repeated filming is
important, since through it I look at the
particularities of each event and focus
on what it is that makes each instance
unique. That is where the human and
humane factor of the works lies. This
process of intense observation provided
me with a different view of such
questions as: what is reportage, what is
the medium, and what is the role and
power of repetition — as both an act of
faith and an artistic act? Via repetition
and presence I realized who the worker
is and who the master is. Thus, the
direct political act is perhaps an attempt
to convey this range of forces. The child
who closes the Sabbath barrier is a
worker; his boss is not in the picture at
all. T limit myself to the evidence, to the
scratches on the road, the revelations
after the fact — this exclusion is a political
act. The closing of the Sabbath barriers is
a direct result of a decision from above.
It is an act that succeeds the decision

and precedes faith.



—20

For me, these are the places I reach
on my way to the pit. On the way to that
void that we all face, there is a great
deal of “material.” In Israel, there are
policemen, border patrol officers, and
IDF soldiers, just as on the way to the
museum there is a cash register where
you pay, which is also material. You may
say that I came to observe the material
from which the moment beginning the
Sabbath is made, just as I came as a
living person to observe death in Kept
Alive, or how the material comprising
the moment of crucifixion is maintained
in The Right to Clean. It sounds dramatic,
but every such gaze contains death; in
Judaism the dead are buried, and in
Christianity there is one tomb, and it
is empty. That empty tomb is proof of
existence.

I have never encountered strong
objections by the people I filmed. I
think it is because I believe in my right
to work in the same space where others
work: whether they serve their country,
their commander, their rabbi, or their
God. My mandate is work. We all work
all the time. I have always regarded
myself as an atheist, and today I think
this is a slightly rebellious definition,

a defensive response to monotheism.

It is true but restrictive. I find it hard

to “believe” in any narrative which is
handed to me by any authority. But I do
believe strongly in something; perhaps
most of all I believe in language. So
what is left for me to believe in is our
will to mediate ourselves, and this
mediation is language. In language
there is a bureaucracy: syntax, structure,
intonation that creates meaning.
Maybe it is from there that I arrived at
the “how” — at the maintenance, the
subsistence processes of these places,
rather than the religious ceremonies
held within them.

— TS

The male presence in and male domina-
tion of the sites are obvious in the works.
You — a woman and an outsider — arrive
at the place and observe them, you point
your camera at them. How do you build
trust in such situations? The Right to
Clean focuses primarily on the woman
and her role in the church system. Where
you aware of a difference when observing
and editing the footage? Because I feel a
change, almost a different gaze, in that

work. There is a softness, a closeness to

the figure of the nun. Is this because the
protagonist is a woman, or because of the
prolonged work on this project? Unlike
other projects, which were created within
a fixed, limited time, here you came and
went; you were on site for a number of
years. Did the long duration provide you
with a different perspective, a different
reference to the place and the events

taking place there?

—— NP

In Judaism and in Islam there is a
division between the physical spaces
allotted to women and to men in holy
sites; spatially, most of the area is
reserved for the male majority. So as a
woman [ am estranged from all this,
and my position is different. I can

only witness what is going on. In the
church there is an additional discourse,
because the “worker” is often a woman,
and the master is a man — whether he
is living person or a naked, broken,
and anguished but always forgiving
Jesus. Therefore, in the church I sensed
a direct and natural eroticism, an
eroticism that I had not come across
under the blazing sun at Jerusalem’s

Har ha-Menuhot cemetery, or in the

21—

religious paraphernalia at the Cave of the
Patriarchs. I approached the church with
great caution. Caution is always built-in,
but here I was dealing with Christians as
a minority group in the Israeli sphere,
and we all know it is very hard to be a
minority in Israel. Therefore I felt my
Israeliness differently compared to other
places where, or through which, I have
worked. I revisited the church over and
over again until both my tourism and
my Israeliness were shed. Had this been
my subject, I would have dealt with an
intersection of narratives, but for me this
would have been too dry and academic.
It is about the long shedding process.
For years now, [ haven’t had a proper
studio, so that the outside becomes my
studio, forcing me to go out just as one
goes to work every morning. In between
and in the course of other projects, the
church was there: accessible, open,
and very repetitive. It has a type of
emotional architecture composed of
patches, reconstructions, and mostly a
kind of passive preservation of positions.
Although I have spent time in all of its
interiors over the years, I went back to
stand on the threshold. In this church,
at the entrance you already submit: you
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bend, kneel, tremble, implore; it is as
though you stumble upon prayer. At the
Stone of Unction, a rectangle of 3x 1.5
meters, the full encounter between

the physical and the metaphysical

takes place; between the material that
composes the pit and the pit itself. For
me, kissing the stone was a type of
direct contact with the bottom of the
pit. I couldn’t dismiss it outright with
such words as “crazies” or “idolaters.”
There were people from all over the
world there; most of them saved money
for a long time toward this journey, and
came to pray for something, to make

a wish. This alone slightly erased the
distance between us, because I, too, have
come a long way to request something.
At the same time, I couldn’t ignore the
distance, because the distance was built
into the church a priori.

The nineteenth-century status quo set
the exact division of the church into areas
of ownership controlled by the Christian
factions in it. The stories about the harsh
quarrels between them over every square
meter and every flagstone are well known.
Visitors to the church, however, do not
notice these lines and conflicts; they are
in the air. I decided to fuse these two

states — the actual and the metaphysical
boundaries — and this act of cleaning was
the ultimate manifestation of it for me.
The only way I could truly see the borders
was when the various factions clean their
sections alone and not the adjacent ones,
although the physical space is ostensibly
the same space, and there is no visible
division except, at specific areas, the type
of flooring.

I met the nun who cleans in the
video Clare at an early stage in the
work process. I knew that twice a week
the church closes from 9 pm to 4 am
for cleaning, and for rituals and for
worship by the monks working there.
Since the night was reserved exclusively
for the workers, it was only natural
to be confined there with them. This
intimate confinement, and the approval
I received to stay and shoot it, were the
final affirmation that I had succeeded
in being there not as a tourist or as a
worshiper, but as a working person. As
only the Orthodox archbishop gave me
permission, I was restricted to shooting
only in the Orthodox areas. Being
confined to the same area to which the
nun was also confined, and the ability to
feel its boundaries, felt right.

The decisive distance was between the
erotic intimacy of prayer and the clinical
cleanliness of the moment after. It is an
abrupt two-second boundary. The nun
kisses the stone before she cleans. If you
watch the video and blink, you might
miss that. The cleaner sustains the two
moments that fascinate me: she infuses
matter with spirit by kissing it, and a
moment later, she pulls out the Ajax
cleanser and starts spraying. This is how
she maintains the narrative. You must
clean everything. The fact that I have
the same Ajax product at home signified
the actual point between closeness and
distance. The instant between that kiss
and pulling out the cleaning utensils
is the space in which I could work. I
realized that all the boundaries in the
church are like that. Thus, The Right to
Clean is, for me, a contemplative gaze
at lending meaning to matter. Perhaps
more specifically than in other works,
it has to do with art; it has to do with
sculpture as an object that has both
matter and presence, but also transcends
it. It has to do with the image as
something that generates meaning. For
her, when she cleans glass, metal, and

wood, she also cleans the body of Christ
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and, in fact, maintains the story of the
place. So for me, her cleaning sustains
the image much more than the pilgrims
to the Stone of Unction, who mark
themselves or collect splinters of sanctity
from the stone itself as relics of Christ’s
anguished body.

Filming a woman is a different
experience from filming a man. This is
the first time that a woman who is not
a passerby, but rather the protagonist,
appears in my work. She is the one
working in the “studio” instead of me;
she maintains it but also adds a very
emotional flavor of love. In this respect,
in this work, the difference is between
studio and museum.

In Abraham Abraham Sarah Sarah,
the Cave of the Patriarchs, as it appears
in its nakedness for a few seconds,
could resemble a venue for changing
exhibitions at the museum, whereas the
church is akin to a studio, in the sense
of performance documentation — private,
and at the same time, always performed
in front of an audience or in front of
God. Most of the noise in the church is
the sound of camera flashes at a mad
rate, to provide evidence, as it were.

In that sense, when I document I
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am also one of the authenticators. It is
inevitable. I do many actions in order

to examine and to disturb this position.
I usually work alone, perhaps to stand
across from those I am filming as a
colleague and not in an official capacity.
We are working together, each doing our
work side by side.

The Hebrew root 7-1-v carries several
meanings: it can be a slave, a simple
laborer, and also a “worker (worshiper)
of God.” It is to this dichotomy that
I am referring. These places are not
innocent. They are places that reflect
all aspects of the root’s meaning, from
work to worship, under a specific power
structure.

Once you cross the threshold,
authentic moments take place. I am sure
that such moments also occur at Rachel’s
Tomb, despite its unsettling context
and characteristics. This is what these
thresholds are for. The faithful cross the
threshold and enter another dimension.
I do not cross it ... only from that point
do I see the regularity of the place, the
ordering of powers that allows it to exist.
These can be seen through the workers
who maintain the place, not through

the employers. I have discovered that

those who work don't object to being
filmed. Maybe because momentarily,
through film, Sisyphean work is raised
to the level of a ritual, an act that enables
something larger to take place, whether
they keep “the Sabbath,” uphold “state

security,” or clean as a state of “prayer.”

— TS

There are two works in the exhibition
that stand out for different reasons:
one, Francis, was shot in London in
20006, long before you began work at
the Church of the Holy Sepulcher; the
other is Object, a sculpture/model of
a makeshift wall inside the church.
For both, the exhibition installation
places them in context, creating the
comprehensive environment of a
sculptural video installation. On the
one hand, these works provide the
visitor with a different experience of
another place and another medium; on
the other hand, they complement and
conclude the narrative you devised for
the exhibition.

—— NP
An exhibition always offers a state of

simultaneity by virtue of its being an

encounter between works as well as an
encounter with the museum as context
and matter. There is a trinity of sorts
here: Jerusalem, which is present as
context for the Church of the Holy
Sepulcher; London, the world outside;
and there is also the world of art — the
echoes of Malevich and Duchamp, of
course. In this exhibition it felt right to
create an environment that is matter.
The moving image, which is made of
nothing but flickers of light, is perceived
on and within various objects and
materials. At the beginning of his text
The World as Objectlessness, Malevich
addressed the fundamental relation
between movement in all its forms
(life, industrialization, nature), and its
freezing, both scholarly (enlightened)
and unconscious (dark), in science,
religion, and art. The makeshift wall

I chose to realize and turn into an
independent object as a scaled-down
model is a reportage, and at the same
time — it is also a playful allusion to a
Supremacist composition vis-a-vis the
composition of Orthodox Christian
icons. At present, this is the only
architectural component that is not a

structural addition to the church, but
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rather a temporary element functioning
as a concealing curtain, although it was
no doubt constructed completely at
random by the renovators.

The shift of place from Jerusalem
to London, and from the interior to
the exterior, allowed me to toy with
customary notions of hierarchy and
continuity. The power relations arise
as a question and are asymmetrical;
thus the images are not introduced as
evidence, but as an alternative. In Francis
I left the empty sepulcher to go into
the open air for a moment. I owed it to
myself, and perhaps to the viewer, too,
to breathe in some life. I shot it during
a visit to London in 2006, when I came
across a street artist whose body was
covered with pigeons. I stayed with him
for two days, following his daily routine
from morning till evening, trying to
understand the “miracle” of the pigeons’
loyalty to him. The “miracle” was quickly
exposed, and yet, like any relationship
between humans and animals, it
remained miraculous. Naturally, in the
course of my work at the church, I was
interested in miracles. When I came to
the father of the Franciscan order, Saint

Francis of Assisi, with his miraculous
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ability to communicate with animals, I
was reminded of the pigeon man from
London. He was, for me, the one who
interrupts the dichotomy of matter
and spirit. The street artist — a foreign
immigrant, temporary, frozen — stands
in London as one who is unable to act,
to take part in events, to live. He is
there to be observed, but he can also
observe. Like Christ’s figure, he is a
frozen human figure in a posture that
likely causes him suffering, and he
has pilgrims of his own: the pigeons.
The installation tries to echo this
simultaneity. He is there to be observed,

but he can definitely also observe.

Timna Seligman is Curator of Ticho House
at The Israel Museum, Jerusalem.

Boris Groys
Triumph of the Cleaning Lady

In the religious tradition that Christianity
shares with Judaism, the transition from
the profane to sacral space is connected
with the concepts of purity and
purification. By entering the sacral space
one is supposed to purify one’s soul
from the dark stains that were left on it
by sinful thoughts and desires. This is
the function of sacral objects understood
as spiritual things: to purify the human
spirit. But what about the same sacral
objects understood as material things?
The spirit can become dirty only in the
spiritual sense. But sacral space and
sacral things can become dirty and dusty
in the direct, material, positivistic way.
Here the cleaning lady comes — and
purifies the sacral space with broom

and water. The videos by Nira Pereg
thematize this material purification of
the tools of spiritual purification. By
purifying the symbols of spiritual purity,
the cleaning lady demonstrates their

material, profane dimension.
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That is true for the sacral spaces of
different religions — but that is also true
for the art spaces which are supposed to
transport the visitor into the state of “pure
contemplation.” However, even if the
visitor to the art spaces sees the artworks
as isolated from profane, practical life,
the museum staff never experiences
the artworks in this sacralized way. The
museum staff does not contemplate
artworks, but regulates the temperature
and humidity level in the museum
spaces, restores these artworks, removes
the dust and dirt from them. In dealing
with the artworks there is a perspective
of the museum visitor — but there is
also a perspective of a cleaning lady who
cleans the museum space as she would
clean every other space. Conservation,
restoration, and exhibition are profane
technologies — even if they produce the
objects of aesthetic contemplation. There
is a profane life inside the museum as
there is profane life inside a temple or a
church - and it is precisely this profane
life that allows things and spaces to
function as sacral or aesthetic ones.
These spaces do not need any additional
profanization, any additional effort to

bring religion or art into life or life into
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Frame from the filming of Clare

religion or art — the church and museum
are already profane through and through.
Usually, this profane life of religion
and art is protected from public view.
Of course, different iconoclastic
movements demonstrated the thingly,
material character of the sacral objects by
desecrating and destroying them. These
iconoclastic movements started almost
simultaneously with the rise of biblical
religions and continue until the present
day. The same can be said about art. At
least since the beginning of the twentieth
century, art of the historical avant-
garde became iconoclastic and tried to
thematize, to reveal the factual, material,
profane dimension of art. However, the
avant-garde has never fully succeeded
in its quest for the real because the
reality of art, its material side that the
avant-garde tried to thematize, was
permanently re-aestheticized — these
thematizations having been subsumed
to the standard conditions of art
representation.

However, the cleaning lady succeeds

where the religious iconoclastic

movements and the historical avant-
garde fail. The cleaning lady desacralizes
the sacral objects not by destroying them,

but by cleaning them. She reveals the
profane, material dimension of the sacral
space — and at the same time leaves this
space intact. So the question emerges:
what would be the art practice that would
do the same that the cleaning lady does?
The answer is, actually, well known: it is
art documentation. In recent decades,

art documentation has been included
more and more in art exhibitions and

art museums, alongside the traditional
artworks. But art documentation is

not art in the traditional sense of this
word: it merely refers to an art event, or
exhibition, or installation, or project of
which we assume that they have “really”
taken place. Thus, art documentation
functions as a medium of information
and can be used for the practical

purpose of knowledge production and
transmission. Roman Jacobson famously
stated that language can be used as an
aesthetic object only if its informational
function is suspended - so that only the
aesthetic function remains. According to
Jacobson, this definition is valid also for
the visual language. However, we are able
to experience a video documentation as
“beautiful” even if it remains informative.

Here the aesthetization does not mean an
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act of purification of the visual language
from its profane, informational function
but precisely the realization of this
function in a clean, simple, rhetorically
correct fashion.

The videos by Nira Pereg are clean
in this sense: cleaned from any kind
of rhetorical dirt and dust. And, thus,
these videos can easily cross the line
between the art space and profane reality
in both directions. Thus, her video on
St. Francis shows a London guy who
impersonates St. Francis as a living
statue. But what looks like a profane
impersonation bordering on parody
reveals its more authentic character:
the guy loves pigeons and cares about
them as St. Francis did — and so the
pigeons are, indeed, following him.
Or Nira Pereg shows the parallels
between a view of renovation on one
of the church’s sides and Malevich’s
images and architectons. These parallels
correspond, indeed, to the main project
of Malevich’s Suprematism. Malevich
has often indicated the similarity of
the geometrical forms that he used
in his works to the use of geometrical
elements in the context of the Byzantine

and Russian tradition of icon painting.

Thus, the ambivalence between the
informational and aesthetic functions
of her videos and other works opens the
possibility to see them in the context

of both art and profane information —
profane information that could also be a

sacral narrative.

Boris Groys is Global Distinguished Professor of Russian
and Slavic Studies at New York University and Senior
Research Fellow at the Karlsruhe University of Arts and
Design in Karlsruhe, Germany.

Christopher Bedford
The Believer

Nira Pereg’s video installation The Right
to Clean, 2015, is a searching account of
the human capacity to believe, and of
the rituals we enact to instantiate and
attest to that belief. Three of the four
videos focus on the Church of the Holy
Sepulcher in Jerusalem and the rituals —
both formal and informal — that unfold
daily inside the walls of Christianity’s
most sacred consecrated site. The fourth
is of a starkly different character. At its
center is a Romanian street artist. Pereg
follows the progress of this man’s quietly
gripping performance from preparation
to presentation using an uninflected
documentary vocabulary, relying entirely
on the magnetism of her subject to
generate interest.

Pereg refers to the fourth video and
its central protagonist as Francis, after
Saint Francis of Assisi, the thirteenth-
century friar and patron saint renowned
for his devotion to animals, particularly

birds. Like his namesake, Pereg’s Francis
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has a fondness for birds, and they for
him. The video begins with Francis
methodically disentangling wire from
a pigeon’s leg next to the Thames in
London, then washing his hands with
bottled water and beginning preparations
for his performance. Slowly, and with
clear familiarity, he gathers his props,
dons a metallic trench coat, replete
with matching gloves and mask, and
trudges toward the waterfront to begin
his performance. As he walks, scores
of pigeons flock in a grey cloud behind
him, some fluttering next to him, others
walking hurriedly at his feet. Francis
stops at a short pedestal surrounded by
a low, metal fence, carefully checks his
appearance in a handheld mirror, then
steps onto the well-worn pedestal and
assumes a static, regal pose, one hand
on hip, the other at his lapel. In fading
light and against a moody English sky
he stands, occasionally attended by
his pigeons, attracting the attention of
a few passersby. Once he judges his
performance over for the day, Francis
descends from his perch, stows his
props, and disappears from the frame.
Francis’s actions are as eccentric

as they are inexplicable. He performs
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for a limited audience whose fleeting
attention borders on disregard, the
financial rewards are next to nothing, yet
the performance requires considerable
patience and fortitude, and the action
itself exerts no measurable effect on

the world, nor does it obviously mean
anything. So why do it? What motivates
Francis? This is Pereg’s unspoken
question, and it cuts across time and
place from Jerusalem to the banks of the
Thames. Her video does not unlock and
expose the inner life of her protagonist
to offer a reason for his belief in what

he does. Rather, she focuses without
editorializing or inflection on the wonder
of his unflinching persistence absent
reward, recognition, or proof that he is
making a difference. The beauty of his
performance does not emanate from the
action itself, but rather from the stoic
faith that subtends it. Like pilgrims at the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher, Francis’s
belief in what he does is as unavailable
to us as it is deeply held to him. One
might say that Pereg’s subject here is
the vast distance between the actions of
the deeply devout — the believer — and
the subjectivity of the observer. The

instrument used to measure and inhabit

this space-in-between is the work of art.
Whether the viewers of the video are
skeptics or believers, their subjectivity

is formed in relation to Pereg’s images.
The Right to Clean suggests the possibility
of a third point between observer and
observed where discourse and empathy
are more important than devotion or
disbelief. Pereg trusts in this means

of analysis and the space it creates,
making her, like Francis, and her pilgrim

subjects, a believer.

Christopher Bedford is the Henry and Lois Foster
Director of The Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University.
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