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the margins of society and manage to see connections that people
from the center of the community fail to see.

Can you tell us about your work with the weavers?

The ability to implement the project was largely due to the
facilitation of a third party, maintaining a particularly high
work ethic. Since the project is presented in Israel, after
October 7 we chose not to publish the identity of the
middleman and weavers lest they be harassed by the Taliban
government in Afghanistan. Working with them was important to
me—I wanted to find something that we could work on together,
to create a framework for joint work and a common language.
This was the point of departure, from which many decisions were
made, such as the choice of subject matter, the visual language,
and the technique. The concept was to try to "translate" Central
Park into a carpet with the idea in mind that all Persian carpets
are in fact depictions of gardens. In Islam, as in Judaism, there is
a prohibition on the creation of human images, which has given
rise to an extensive tradition of vegetal motifs portraying the
Garden of Eden (Paradise).

A good carpet designer is not graded by his ability to produce a
new pattern, but rather—Dby the ability to successfully reproduce
what preceded him. The patterns on Persian carpets are not signed
by an individual, but by a community. The stylistic inspiration
was drawn from Heriz rugs, which come from the region of Heris
in northwest Iran, close to the area from where my family came.
Heriz rugs are well known and closely identified with Persian
carpets. Because of the high demand, there is a whole category of
Afghan Heriz rugs, which are stunningly beautiful. The imitation
is often just as beautiful as the original.

It is a strange experience to plan a work which ends up
being manufactured by remote control, without your
being there to monitor things closely.

It is similar to the collaboration between an orchestra and a
composer. The process was completed only when the carpets were
returned, and everything they underwent spawned something
new that I had not expected. It's as if a Vivaldi was playing in
my head and what came out is a Stravinsky performed by the
Egyptian orchestra. The weavers "translate" two-dimensional

Ly

signs from graph paper and transform them into a carpet, which
is already a physical space. Their interpretation has enormous
weight. You can only see it when standing in front of the four
carpets; they differ not only in color, but also in pattern. Some
areas follow the given pattern meticulously, others present a free
interpretation. The art viewer's experience is one of refinement
and an attempt to be attentive to the subtleties—to identify
the individual voices as well as the way they come together in a
harmonious symphony.
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art for the first time when I started studying at Thelma Yellin
high school as a teenager; it was a very positive and enriching
experience. I came from a mizrahi (non-European Jewish) home
without even the slightest background in "Western" art, but
with great deal of curiosity. It was a cultural shock. I remember
everything was really new. No one in my family engaged in the
field of contemporary art. I had membership at Tel Aviv Museum
of Art, which was within walking distance of my school, and I
would visit it at least twice a week. When I entered the museum
as a teen, I was amazed by the beauty and cultural wealth. I
especially liked the modern art collection. In retrospect, I believe
in art's universal power. At the time, as a teenager, I couldn't
find anything there that echoed the place from where my family
came. Later, I discovered that my grandmother, Aziza Michaeli
(Tragani), worked in the museum's cafeteria in the first half of
the 1970s. I remember wondering how she saw the museum.
Did the exhibitions on view interest her as a target audience?
How did she feel when she got to work? Was she interested in
visiting the different galleries? Unfortunately, I never got to ask
her these questions, but from the little my family remembers, I
was told that she really liked working at the museum and was
very popular there.

In the past, Persian carpets were often the only reference
to Eastern culture in Western art museums.

In the history of European painting, carpets are featured in
many paintings. Carpets from the East were a status symbol that
attested to extensive commercial relations. In Hans Holbein the
Younger's painting The Ambassadors, for instance, carpets are
shown next to cartographic equipment, as if intended to remind
us that the world must constantly be explored and researched.
Some carpets are placed on tables, as in the case of Vermeer
and many of his contemporaries. After years in which Eastern
symbols were painted using a Western technique of oil on canvas,
in this project I do the opposite—I take a symbol of Western
culture, Central Park, and depict it using a traditional Eastern
technique of hand weaving, which is done in the same place and
context it has been done for years.

In the current work, you try not only to translate but also
to connect Western art and Eastern craft.
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After all, modern art was initially inspired by "primitive" art,
by visual values of flatness, eliminating space and volume. The
decorative aspect of color, Fauvism, etc.—were all inspired by
Eastern art. Matisse was greatly influenced by Islamic art; Monet
and van Gogh by Japanese art; Picasso by African art; Gauguin by
Tahitian; and so forth. It is an aesthetic spawned by the West's
exposure to the East as a result of imperialism and colonialism.
Artists have taken it upon themselves to expand the concept of
what human is. Art has a very strong emotional impact on us,
and it generates empathy and identification. It feels as though via
art we can understand languages we do not know. Suffice it to
look at an exhibit at the Metropolitan Museum and you take a
voyage in time.

My main motivation in the Central Park Carpets project is to make
Eastern aesthetics and artistry accessible to a Western audience.
I chose to work with an Eastern craft tradition to depict a plot
of land in the West, taking a Western symbol and using it as bait
to capture the attention of someone who is not used to Eastern
aesthetics; to make him/her linger on the image, "travel" amid the
arabesques, let them into one's consciousness, and accept them
as "beautiful” I set out to raise the value of what is considered
inferior art, or even a threatening aesthetic; to turn the spotlight
on the work of craftsmen, and turn low culture into high culture.

Now of all times, when it seems that the options are shrinking,
it is important to be able to imagine and contemplate multiple
possibilities. It's not a privilege but a necessity in such an extreme
reality as the one in which we live now.

Why was it important for you to collaborate with artists
based in Afghanistan?

I think that many people of Mizrahi origin sustain an inner
contradiction. My family came from an Islamic country that
became an enemy country, making a part of my identity hostile
and inaccessible. I can only dream of visiting it, but at least right
now, there is no such option. That's why I have the curiosity and a
desire to bridge this gap; perhaps it is even a kind of idealization,
like an ancient paradise, a lost origin. It's like van Gogh got up one
morning and decided he was Japanese, even though he had never
set foot in Japan and all he knew about it was from postcards and
prints that came from there. Artists are often people who live on
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Vardit Gross in Conversation
with Ido Michaeli

You talk a lot about translation; you even thought about
calling the exhibition "Simultaneous Interpretation.”

Ido Michaeli: My work in this project and in general may be
likened to an attempt to translate from one language to another.
One may think of the project's underlying act as an attempt to
explain what Central Park is to Afghans, and what a carpet is to
Americans, and perhaps also to show that it is ultimately the same
thing in different languages. My motivation has always been to
make art, without relinquishing my family origins. My family
on both my mother's and my father's sides immigrated to Israel
with the Kurdish Jewish community from northern Iraq. More
than a decade ago, my wife Talia and I moved to New York, so I
can relate to the feeling of an immigrant translating life between
different cultural codes.

We tend to think of art as a universal language, but in
reality, there are multiple art languages, and when you
understand them, the viewing experience changes. Still,
we entertain the hope that art also "speaks for itself"

In my opinion, good art is accessible and immediate even to
people who do not understand art. I remember encountering
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to be its unknown end. Even what may appear to be wilderness,
is engineered nature domesticated into a three-dimensional
work of art.
Landscape architects Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert

Vaux designed Central Park so that the visitor is invited to enter
it and walk inside a painting, as it were. They described the park
as a "gallery of mental pictures," and their work—as creating
a landscape painting using mud and plants. Their design was
inspired by the Hudson River School, the first American art
movement that celebrated the American landscape in paintings
depicting its primeval, wild vistas, often described as paradise.

Michaeli traces the western paradise to its eastern
origins, introducing it as another link in a long tradition of
carpets. Every lake and every building is transformed to the visual
language of Persian rags, specifically Heriz Serapi. The project
connects the present-day West with the garden tradition from
Mesopotamia, the cradle of civilization, and shows how the all-
American park carries a tradition that began with the agricultural
revolution and the first urban gardens, established as a response
to city dwellers' yearning for nature. Another way to reconnect
nature to the city was through carpets—artificial gardens that
brought nature indoors, into the domestic sphere. The carpets
were inspired by the Persian garden, pairi-daézd (paradise).
Persian carpets, like Persian gardens, are meant to reflect Paradise
as described in the Quran—four rivers emerge from a body of
water, dividing both the garden and the carpet into four equal
and symmetrical sections. The sections symbolize the yearning
for peace, harmony, and beauty, and they are arranged and woven
in such a way that the divine bird's-eye view is the one that
sees and enjoys their full beauty. It is a microcosm of a perfect
universe, in which the four corners of the carpet stand for the
four corners of the earth, and its different parts are decorated
with geometric elements, representing trees and flowers.

To produce the carpets, Michaeli translates the Central
Park map into symbols and then into drawings on graph paper—
each square in the painting represents a knot in the carpet.
Work with the weavers was done via correspondence, with the
facilitation of a humanitarian organization, as Michaeli tried to
follow from a distance what was happening in a place he had no
way of reaching, with people with whom the situation in the
world does not allow him to speak directly. The weavers translate
the two-dimensional drawings from the graph paper into knots
in a traditional hand-woven carpet. The differences between the
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carpets are not only in the colors of the seasons, but also in the
weaver's interpretation. Where did they follow the instructions
verbatim, and where did they choose free interpretation? Do
they know the park they are weaving? Will they ever be able to
visit it? Will visitors to the park, or viewers of the carpet, be able
to visit them one day?

Unlike the carpet, the park changes in a fixed cycle, and
we change with it—from the orange leaves of autumn to the green
lushness of winter, from the flowering spring to the dry summer.
The colors of the park alternate, its uses change, and the people
who enter it also change. The project suggests that even what
seems absolute and eternal, like paradise, is subject to constant
transmutation; much like the identities of communities and
nations, which change in accordance with the stories we rewrite.
Like different versions of the same text, the different variations
of the carpet are similar but different, accurate from the moment
they were created to the point in time when they are being viewed.

In his essay "The Task of the Translator,” Walter
Benjamin refers to the Tower of Babel myth at the moment
when the world's languages split. The role of the translator, in
his opinion, is to bring two antithetical languages together via
negotiation. The translation, he believes, gives rise to a purer
language, resembling the pre-Babylonian tongue. Michaeli
refers to Central Park and Persian carpets as two equivalent
artistic languages, on the same plane. Despite being different
art forms, they depict the same thing—an ideal landscape,
recreating paradise. The Central Park Carpets are an attempt
to find a common ground between languages, which in today's
reality cannot bond.

Michaeli builds partnerships where no dialogue seems
possible. He ties knots, weaves traditions, and brings together
cultures that have grown apart. He spins a long thread, linking
East and West, past and present, in an attempt to restore the
Garden of Eden as a primeval point of origin common to all of us.

— Vardit Gross
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Ido Michaeli:
The Craft of Translation

It seems that the distance between East and West has never
been greater. After years in which we thought that the poles were
getting closer and the gaps were gradually narrowing, the last few
months came and divided the world again into "us" and "them."
Surrounded by such noise, it is difficult to observe nuances,
and listen to whispers. In the chaos it is hard to remember
how similar different cultures are, and to what extent they are
connected and deeply influenced by one another.

Ido Michaeli undertakes the task of translation. Born into
a family that hailed from an Arab country, and raised in Israel,
he sets out to translate the center of New York City, in the heart
of the West, into the language of the East, by turning it into a
Persian carpet. Like the thinking mode of an immigrant who
translates one set of codes to another, Michaeli tries to mediate
an idea of nature from culture to culture.

A decade ago, when Michaeli moved to New York, he
thought of Central Park, which extends through the city,
along the Manhattan street grid, as a tract of land left bare—an
opportunity to peek into the wild nature that existed on the island
before human habitation. Only later did he discover that this
park, too, was manmade, meticulously designed to the last detail.
Every tree in it is numbered, every waterfall is measured, and
every forking path is planned from its beginning to what seems
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