
 

 

On Rocks  and Threads  /  Bar  Yerushalm i  

 

Ref lect ions  on sc ient i f ic  i l lustrat ions in  the works of  Ta l  Yerushalm i  

Potsherds,  f lower petals ,  f ish  scales,  feathers o f  a  rare  b i rd,  or  the musc les of  a  severed 

human hand.  The n ineteenth century  cata loging obsession f i l led th ick  vo lumes with  

thousands of  i l lust rat ions by  researchers who set  out  to  c lassi fy  the world  and or gan ize i t ,  

g iving i t  a  name and  a  p lace in  the cosmos.   

As  the main means o f  v i sua l  documentat ion  before  the invent ion of  the  camera,  sc ient i f i c  

i l lustrat ion  i s  an inseparable part  of  the c lass i f i cat ion process of  the known wor ld  by  

modern sc ience.  Thomas Garnet  Henry  James,  the curator  and Keeper o f  Egypt ian Ant iquit ies  

at  the Br it i sh  Museum in  the 1950s,  once wrote:  “ I f  you are  real ly  interested in  d iscover ing 

how our knowledge of  ancient  Egypt  has been bui lt  up over  the past  two centur ies,  you wi l l  

soon f ind that  the greatest  contr ibut ion has been made not  by  excavators but  by  the host  o f  

l i t t le -known workers,  amateur and  professional ,  who have laboured,  devoted ly  and unsung,  

on the record ing o f  monuments and the copy ing  of  inscr ip t ions.” 1  

James touches on an interest ing point  – the a lmost  consistent  anonymity  of  the ar t i st s  and 

i l lustrators in  the Western endeavor  o f  knowledge product ion .  For  centur ies o f  sc ient i f ic  

research,  i l lust rators and art i st s  have documented the d iscovery  o f  the world  and i t s  

cata loging by researchers and scient i sts.  I t  seems impossib le  to  separate the geographic,  

zoolog ica l ,  botan ica l ,  or  archeologica l  d iscover ies in  recent  centur ies f rom the drawing hand 

toi l ing in  the background on their  t ranslat ion in to pa int  on  paper .   

Ta l  Yerusha lmi 's  pa int ings  stand  as hybrids in  th is  cumulat ive  h istor ica l  process o f  v i sua l  

organizat ion and  cataloging.  In  them, we ident i fy  the movement  o f  a  del iberate,  research -

or iented hand,  d irected by sc ient i f i c  f ind ings  and research data,  a longside the w ork of  an 

"unknowing"  hand,  which advances d i l igent ly  toward the unfamil iar .  L ike an  eterna l  tango,  

the paint ings engage in  a  perpetua l  d ia logue with  the h istory  o f  modern scient i f i c  research.  

Fragments o f  rocks,  p ieces o f  ropes,  and shreds  of  c loth are co l lected into composi t ions  that  

have a  log ic  of  thei r  own,  as part  o f  a  sc ient i f i c  c lass i f i cat ion process whose underly ing 
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princip le i s  h idden from us and whose outcomes wi l l  never  be revea led.  For Yerushalmi,  the  

paint ing  does not  end with  the conclus ion o f  the sc ient i f ic  research,  but  rather  pushes 

through and exists  in  i t s  own sphere,  as a  byproduct  of  the process o f  t rans lat ion into  

paint ing .  Yerusha lmi fo l lows and uses the vi sua l  language of  documentary  paint ing,  wh i le 

formulat ing her  own in terpretat ion  to th is  sc ient i f i c  language.  The interpretat ion she of fers 

transgresses into a  mixed real i ty ,  one in  wh ich the h istory  o f  sc ience (or ,  to  be precise,  the 

h istory  o f  sc ient i f ic  drawing)  i s  entwined with  the domain of  paint ings:  an area of  i l lus ions 

and d i f fused boundar ies ,  where sc ient i f i c  methodologies unravel  in  the face o f  the painted  

image that  answers i t s  own set  o f  ru les,  which does not  have to comply  with  the burden of  

proof that  b inds sc ience.  

 

On Rocks  

Archeology i s  the study of  what  i s  not  there:  faced with  the unwri tten past ,  i t  draws i t s  

conclus ion from empir ica l  observat ion of  the inanimate objects  that  surv ived,  and the world  

from which they came. 2 Removed  f rom it s  local  h istory ,  the archeological  f ind ing ,  be i t  

pottery  fragments or  an  anc ient  necklace,  remains detached,  dr i f t ing without  any roots that  

connect  i t  to  the t ime and place in  which i t  was  made.   

Unt i l  the  n ineteenth  century,  a rcheologica l  a rt i facts were most ly  col lected for  their  

aesthet ic  or  h istor ica l  va lue:  rare manuscr ipts,  ancie nt  seals  or  gold  coins were kept  in  the 

famous “cur ios ity  cab inets,”  a long with  anyth ing else perceived as exot ic  or  myster ious.  A l l  

th is  has changed with  Augustus Pit t  R ivers,  a  p ioneer  o f  sc ient i f ic  archeology and inventor  

of  typolog ical  cata loguing meth od.  In  contrast  wi th  h is  predecessors,  R ivers maintained  that  

any object  found  at  an excavat ion site has va lue,  and at tr ibuted importance to artefacts 

that  are  not  beaut i fu l  or  interest ing formal ly .  With that ,  he in  fact  paved the way to  a  

methodology that  sees the archeologica l  f ind ing  as  part  o f  accumulat ive  h istory  as a  whole. 3  

As  she turns  to  the archeo log ical ,  Yerushalmi extr icates the artefact  from it s  loca l  h istory,  

wish ing to  re-examine it  by  trans lat ing i t  into a  s ing le  painted object .  At  the same  t ime,  she 

deviates from Rivers ’  typological  tradit ion in  order  to  produce a  new order,  one where the 
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archeo logical  object  i s  not  examined as a  part  o f  a  ser ies,  but  as a  s ingular  embodiment o f  

h istory ,  whose secrets should  be deciphered from within  i t sel f .   

One of  the recurr ing images in  Yerushalmi’ s  works in  the last  couple of  years  i s  f l int  rocks.  

Hal f  formed or  broken,  the dep icted rocks range from the funct ional  to  the inscrutable.  At  

t imes they crysta l i ze  and form a pract ica l  image:  an arrowhead,  hand  axe,  or  a  sur face for  

l ight ing f i re.  Other t imes they  remain  nondescr ipt ,  random rocks co l lected a long the way.  

She pa instak ing ly  carves  in  the paint ,  shap ing  the vo lume of  the f l int  rock.  The act  o f  

carv ing  repl icates the act  o f  ch ise l ing the prehistor ic  f l int ,  and exposes  i t s  three -

dimensiona l i ty  on the surface o f  the  paint ing,  as i f  i t  had carved it sel f .  

Yerushalmi  p lays  a  doub le game,  st r iv ing  to  be at  the same t ime both researcher and maker.  

Her  paint ing technique a l lows her  to  fo l low the tra i l  o f  the ar tefact ’ s  unknown h istory .  In  

experimenta l  a rcheo logy,  the ana lysi s  of  the ar tefact  is  carr ied out  by  s imulat ing i t s  

manufactur ing or  usages (using ancient  pa ints and paint ing techniques to  recreate cave 

paint ings i s  one such example) .  In  a  s imi lar  vein ,  the  act  o f  paint ing  in  Yerushalmi ’s  works  

serves as a  physica l  means of  explorat ion,  through which she understands  the structure  o f  

the object  and wishes to  accomplish  what  sc ient i f i c  research st ruggles to  do:  exper ience the 

past  and the present  concurrent ly .  Through  her  manner o f  paint ing,  the  past  o f  the 

preh istor ic  rock  mater ia l izes and meets  i t s  re - invent ion as  a  pa inted rock.  The viewer who 

looks at  the paint ing o f  the f l int  rock i s  not  look ing at  a  copy  of  the f l int ,  nor  at  i t s  

translat ion into paint ing,  but  rather  at  the creat ion of  a  new f l int  rock,  executed by carving 

in  the pa int  texture  o f  the pa int ing ’s  sur face.  

 

Weave into the Fabr ic  o f  T im e  

The Navajo people in  North America te l l  the  story  of  the Spider  Woman,  a  pr imal  f igure that  

ex ists  beyond  t ime and space,  her  thousand hands sp inning in  the giant  loom of creat ion ,  

her  f ingers moving and f lu tter ing between the inf in ite poss ib i l i t ies o f  l i f e's  real i ty ,  creat ing 

new stor ies and unravel ing obsolete ones.  With  her  dozens o f  eyes,  she sees  what  has been 

and what  wi l l  be.  She i s  the great  narrator  who mainta ins the incessant  movement of  the 

universe as i t  emerges into ex istence.  The Sp ider  Woman taught  humans how to weave,  and 

in  acknowledgement o f  th is  debt  they leave a  sp ider -sized hole in  the center  o f  each c loth .  

When European merchants f i r st  arr ived in  the cont inent  and refused to  buy the b lankets 



 

 

because of  the hole in  thei r  center,  the  Nava jo weavers replaced i t  with  a  "spir i t  out let"  – a  

th in  l ine that  ran from the center  o f  the c loth  to  i t s  borders,  del ineat ing the sp ider 's  path . 4  

Weaving i s  one of  the  earl iest  cra fts  in  human history .  L ike many  other  myths  and ta les 

surround ing i t ,  the f igure o f  the  Sp ider  Woman wishes to  te l l  us a  b igger  story  –  one that  

speaks the language of  the peop le who created i t .  Yerusha lmi takes on  these mytho logies in  

the ser ies o f  pa int ings  o f  c loths.  She composes them l i t t le by  l i t t le,  insi st ing  on the 

portrayal  o f  every  change,  hue,  and deta i l  in  the text i le .  The complexity  of  weaving,  the 

moments of  unravel ing and ty ing,  the design of  the pattern,  a l l  receive the most  meticulous 

treatment.  She looks  at  the c loth as  a  k ind of  an  intr icate road map,  which she a t tempts to  

dec ipher  through  paint ing,  and  l ike the Spider  Woman,  makes  her  way  through the des ign  

patterns,  search ing for  the ho le through which she can get  in  and out.  

Text i le i s  among the f ir st  to  succumb to the ravages o f  t ime,  second  on ly  to  the decay of  

body t i ssues.  Unraveled  or  part ly  torn,  fu l l  o f  holes  and eaten by rodents,  the pa inted 

text i les  preserve a l l  that  i s  le ft  of  the dozens o f  hands that  to i led and weaved for  days and 

months.  In  her  devoted care,  the  ar t i st  connects to  the threadbare i tem s,  scour ing them in  

search of  ve ins o f  mean ing.  The text i le i s  a  testament of  l i fe,  she c la ims;  i t  recounts a  ta le 

that  was lost  in  the recesses o f  h istory  yet  surv ived as a  weaving pattern,  a  gr id ,  or  co lor  

lex icon.  In  her  long conversat ion  with  th is  anc i ent  craft ,  she sa lvages the fragments of  

cu lture that  pers i stent ly  embedded themselves in  the threads.  She cannot  understand what  

they are say ing  –  the language they speak i s  not  her  own,  and so  she awkwardly  recreates 

the f ragments  o f  formal  sentences  on the surviv ing text i le,  a  moment before they  f ina l  

unravel ing by the toi l ing hands o f  the Spider  Woman.   

 

Paint ing the New  

How did  Sydney Parkinson,  o f f i c ia l  a rt i st  and i l lust rator  o f  James Cook’s voyage,  feel  when 

the v iews of  the v irgina l  shores o f  Terra  Austra l i s ,  never  before seen  by any European,  f i r st  

appeared before h im? Or Howard Carter  – the archaeo logist  who became famous after  

d iscovering the tomb of  Tutankhamun – in  h is  f i rst  vi s i t  to  Egypt  at  the age of  17 as an art i st  

and i l lust rator  o f  an exca vat ion of  the Egypt  Exp lorat ion  Fund? And what  about  Condard 

Martens,  painter  o f  the exped it ion of  h is  fr iend Charles Darwin,  as they sa i led a long the 
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coast  o f  South America?  What i s  common to a l l  these peop le i s  not  necessar i ly  their  

knowledge of  b io logy or  archeology,  but  rather  the fact  that  they served as  the eye that  

wi tnessed the new wor ld  that  they vi s i ted,  and as the hand that  trans lated and captured 

these s ingu lar  views.   

The h istory  o f  sc ient i f ic  i l lustrat ion  i s  int imately  l inked  with  a  ser ies of  h istor ica l  changes 

and shi ft s  that  af fected the v i s ib i l i ty  and d isappearance of  the l i fe  that  i t  wished to record.  

The eighteenth and  n ineteenth  century  exped it ions  to  new lands in  the in  the name of  the 

advancement of  sc ience,  exposed Western man to “terr a  incogn ita” ,  wh ich was  unknown to 

h im thus far ,  but  by  i t s  very  d iscovery  complete ly  transformed it .  Spec ies o f  f lora  and fauna,  

as wel l  as  the human communit ies that  were documented in  those expedit ions,  had  to adapt  

to  the demographic,  c l imate and cultu ra l  changes that  white  man brought  about,  which 

somet imes even led to  thei r  demise.  Documentary  drawing  i s  more than  anything a  residue 

of  th is  fatefu l  encounter  between  di f ferent  cul tures and forms of  existence,  and the ar t i st  

or  i l lustrator  as  the f i r st  witness to  that  col l i s ion,  who t r ies to  understand it  with  the set  o f  

tools  at  h is  d isposal .  

I t  i s  fascinat ing to  observe these remainders of  an in it ia l  explorat ion.  More than  they at test  

to  the i tem they portray ,  they attest  to  the person who pa inted it  a nd to the cu lture f rom 

which he came.  Yerusha lmi 's  paint ings turn to  the remains o f  an ephemera l  ex istence and 

arrange them together into a  new composit ion.  Rocks,  p ieces o f  text i le ,  or  wood,  the 

organic  mater ia l  accumulates knowledge inscr ibed in  i t s  phys ica l  character izat ions and 

shape.  Pa int ing ,  in  turn,  assumes the ro le  o f  observ ing th is  reservoi r  o f  knowledge and 

reexamin ing i t .  In  th is  respect ,  there i s  no need  to embark on far  away  exped it ions to  the 

edges of  the world.  The new is  not  found in  an ima ginary  “ there” but  rather  in  a  da i ly  

encounter  with  the cont inuous present,  the wor ld  o f  rocks  and p ieces o f  c ivi l i zat ion found in  

the backyard  of  human history .   

 

 

 

 

 

 


