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Generative Crafts:

Interweaving Mesh Fabrics and Pixel Networks

Hava Aldouby

Art making means observing human
existence and attempting to mirror
the acquired insights.
means of observation are as old as
humanity. Others, such as the camera,
the microscope, and the telescope
developed in modern times, changing
everything we knew, or thought we
knew,
can see and how, and what remains
invisible. Nowadays, we can view the
world beyond the earth's atmosphere
through satellite photos or see afar

Certain

about vision: what humans

using drones. We can also scrutinize our
bodies inside and out using ultrasound,
endoscopic cameras, and imaging
techniques. These are just a few
examples of how technology expands
human vision, defying our physiological
capacities.

In Little History of Photography (1931),
the philosopher Walter Benjamin coined
the term "the optical unconscious.” He
underscored the inherent capability of
photography to enlarge details invisible

1 Walter Bejnamin, "Little History of Photography” (1931), in Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith,
eds., Walter Benjamin, Selected Writings; Volume I, part 2 (1931-1934), Cambridge, Massachusetts, and London,

England: Harvard University Press, 1999, pp. 507-530.
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to the naked eye or to slow down
motion and break it into tiny segments
of time, surpassing the limits of human
perception. These capabilities enable
photography to uncover layers of
reality that are not accessible to the
naked eye. In fact, photography can
even create new realities. For example,
Benjamin visualized tribal totem poles,
emerging from “tenfold enlargements
of chestnut and maple shoots.”? He
wrote that photography reveals to
us the optical unconscious, just as
psychoanalysis unearths the existence
of the “instinctual unconscious.”?

About a century ago, the Surrealist
artists discovered Freud's concept of
the unconscious. In the 1920s, they
turned to the mechanisms of the
unconscious formulated by Freud,
including the dream-work, as a means
of disrupting the familiar world and
creating a disturbingly direct picture of
the depths of the psyche. Today, in the
third decade of the 21st century, the
rapid development of generative Al is
providing art with an “unconscious” of
a new order altogether. It invites us to
see the world as reflected through a
non-human eye; one that does not "see”
in the physiological sense of the word.
Rather, generative Al comprehends

2 ibid. p. 512.
3 ibid.

reality via mathematical models and
complex algorithms, whose creators
admit to not fully understanding their
functioning. Thus, while Al technology
remains a mystery to most of us, artists
are beginning to employ it to revise our
understanding of existential experience
and represent reality through the “eyes”
of a non-human entity.

The installation Generative Crafts by
Shirley Wegner and Tal Nissim is part of
a broader trend of artists exploring the
possibilities and obstacles engendered
by the new technology. Wegner
and Nissim employed Midjourney,
a generative Al model, to reimagine
the architectural space of the Open
University campus in Ra'anana. The
artists used this generative mapping,
which combines the actual and the
imaginary, to expose the architectural
unconscious of the space. The
emergent spatial configuration is not
functional, nor does it seem, at least at
first glance, to yield practical insights.
However, once rational defenses are
down, a second, deeper glance reveals
that the artists' disrupted space exhibits
hidden aspects of the campus and
its environment. These experiential
characteristics seem to have always
been there but, without the Al prism,
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were inaccessible to the eye. A viewer
who vyields to this shift in perception
will gain a depth of experience that will
forever change the way they view, or
rather inhabit the campus space.

In preparation for Generative Crafts,
Wegner and Nissim took several
photos of campus areas, focusing on
particularly dramatic ones such as dark
passages and underground spaces.
They uncovered key architectural
features of the campus, such as floating
staircases, bare concrete walls, and
vegetation weaving its way on and
between the walls. At the next stage,
the artists dialogued with the Al model
which, as mentioned, cannot "see” in a
physiological sense. In place of human
eyesight, Al applies identification
processes based on  machine
learning and training on big data—an
incomprehensible super-consciousness
supposedly encompassing the total of
human experience. Wegner and Nissim
uploaded their photos of the campus to
the Almodeland promptedittoreimagine
the photographed architecture. Without
going into the prompts in detail, it can
be said that the artists’ dialogue with the
Migjourney model initiated a process
of double interpretation of the space.
The artists presented the Al model with
their experience of the space, and in
response to their prompts they received
a reflection of the human experience

through the "eyes” of the machine.
The non-human perspective is salient
in the video work at the installation's
center, which comprises spatial leaps
that ignore human limitations. The
video links together numerous outlooks
inaccessible to a person wandering
through the space.

But the process did not end there. The
“crafts” element of Generative Crafts
indicates that the artists insisted on
a direct human touch throughout the
creative process, bringing together
virtual images and material reality. To
this end, they built a physical studio
model of a gallery niche, of the kind
that eventually was to house the
images. The dimensions of the model,
made of MDF wood, were exactly
those of the real niches. Wegner and
Nissim composed fourteen collages of
photo segments, fitting each into the
wooden model, to be photographed in
preparation for the gallery installation.
Although the dialogue with the Al
model inspired the disrupted images,
in the final processing and composition
of the collages the artists distanced
themselves from the versions created
by Midjourney. All the exhibited images
are compositions created by the human
mind and realized in actual materials
such as paper and fabric cuts, before
being rephotographed and printed on
backlit slides. The artists' insistence
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on using actual materials in building
the improbable architectural spaces
that emerged through dialogue with the
machine was such that they used mesh
fabric to simulate digital noise. By doing
so, they recreated the abstract essence
of the digital in a tangible material way.

It is worthwhile recalling the words
of digital culture critic Katherine
Hayles, who discussed, more than two
decades ago, the ethical implications of
being infatuated with the virtual while
ignoring the flesh and blood essence of
humanity. In her book How We Became
Posthuman (1999)4, she warns that even
in the posthuman age, it is dangerous
to ignore the existential fact that
humans are, and will remain, physically
embodied. Hayles warns that if we are
tempted to perceive the biological body
as nothing but “an accident of history,”>
we will end up ignoring the essential
human vulnerability. Culture researcher
Sherryl Vint also stressed the vital
need to preserve our awareness of the

material body in the posthuman age, if
we are to maintain ethical responsibility
for people who are hampered by flawed
or otherwise vulnerable bodies. In other
words, Vint stressed the importance of
preserving moral responsibility for our
fellow humans, even when the body,
with its limitations and suffering, seems
no longer relevant to our existence.®

The collages displayed in the row of
lit gallery niches do not conceal their
seams and cuts, nor do they aspire to
a perfect digital finish. They are man-
made, or rather handmade, by artist
Shirley Wegner, whose hands may have
trembled a little when she cut and glued
layers of fabric and paper into a wooden
niche. Closely viewing the images and
the video reveals their underlying human
imperfection. The onlooker, standing
a little farther from the stained-glass-
like lit niches reminiscent of a house of
prayer, detects a poetic, even sublime
tone that insists on remaining human
even in a posthuman age.

4 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman; Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics
(Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 1999).

5  Ibid. p. 2.

6  Sherryl Vint, Bodies of Tomorrow (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2007).
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Architectural Choreography
Carmit Blumensohn

In the exhibition, Generative Crafts,
Shirley Wegner and Tal Nisim create a
space composed of different types of
media. In the body of works presented,
they rethink the relationships between
inside and outside, the connection
between virtual space and physical
space, and the tension between
traditional art practices and new
technologies while using the gallery
space and the entire campus complex as
raw materials. The two artists maintain
an ongoing dialogue with a generative
Al-based image creator. At the core
of the exhibition lies an exploration
of the boundaries of perception and
representation of the digital image and

the gaps that arise between human
knowledge and experience versus
artificial ones.

The exhibition consists of two parts: on
one side of the gallery, 14 large scale
photographs are displayed while, on
the other, a video is projected. The two
parts of the exhibition face each other,
creating a dynamic relationship between
them. The 14 tall, longitudinal niches
between the gallery's columns transform
their identity and become light boxes.

In their studio, the artists create a
meticulous, handcrafted photographic
assemblage, using fragments of gallery
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photographs, and then photograph the
resulting installations. The final works
are displayed as prints on frosted
transparencies in the 14 niches that
appear as light boxes. This process of
deconstructing and reconstructing the
space gives birth to a new architectural
reality that is “labyrinthine" in nature,
both perceptively and mentally. These
spatialimages hangingin the light boxes
interfere with the gallery's actual space
and create a sense of disorientation. The
juxtaposition of forms within the box-
like structures also creates a hybridity
that can be experienced as both a
psychological and a physical maze.
The sequence of these niches creates
the syntax for the exhibition. Similar to
artificial intelligence, which is able to
construct an image through "observing"
millions of examples to distill an image,
viewers find themselves studying,
searching, and playfully trying to decode
the images that compose each niche-
box. Wegner and Nisim’s work process
echoes the dialogue between machine
and human as they "stack" numerous
visual details and then continue with a
process of editing, cleaning, distilling,
and clarifying.

On the concrete wall opposite the
arcade gallery, a video is projected
(4:05 minutes), based on the same
raw materials as the images in the
niches. In this piece, the artists breathe

movement into the still images through
artificial intelligence and create a
visual journey along the concrete
structure of the campus at large. The
familiar photographed spaces undergo
a transformation: walls gape into
imagined spaces, columns elongate,
and new spaces emerge. This process
creates a sense of displacement in
the familiar structure or a continuous
dream-like state, where the familiar
space loses its permanence and reality,
inviting the viewer to wonder about
its material stability and the changes
occurring within it.

The exhibition presents different layers
of dialogue: between mass, light, and
shadow; between different artistic
languages foreign to each other; and
between manual studio labor versus
digital space. In the creative process, the
artists invite the image generator to blur
spatial boundaries and to create a visual
dialogue with the two main architectural
elements of the gallery space: the
arcade and the curved concrete wall.
The architectural complex of the Open
University campus designed by Ada
Karmi — which includes the botanical
garden, patio, vegetation adorning the
buildings and concrete walls from the
outside and the niches and transitional
spaces inside the buildings - is sampled
through its photographs and fed into the
image generator. This creates a chain of
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disruptions, exposing the gap between
the human knowledge system - based
on a set of experiences, instincts, and
the collective unconscious - and the
non-human, algorithm-based perception
of artificial intelligence. The dialogue
between the two artists themselves also
exposes gaps in their artistic syntax
that amplify this body of work, charging
it with an additional layer of meaning.

The complexity of their practice is
connected to the unique project
of German artist, Kurt Schwitters,
titted Merzbau (1933 onwards).
Schwitters conceived and created the
Merzbau between the two World Wars
(Perhaps the parallel to the crisis we
are currently experiencing in Israel
is not coincidental). Merzbau was a
monumental assemblage work that
spread across two floors of the artist's
house in Hanover, Germany, created
over many years. In it, slabs of wood,
pieces of cardboard, fabric, furniture,
paintings, drawings, sculptures, and
other objects were used as the raw
materials: they were cut, truncated, and
reassembled into different forms, built
into corners, columns, walls, and niches
with varying and diverse themes, both

personal and universal. This created
a crowded and overflowing dystopian
environment that continued to grow and
develop, yet it was never fully realized.
The house was bombed in an air raid
during World War 1l (1943), resulting
in the loss of this monumental piece,
with only photographic documentation
remaining that, years later, allowed for
its meticulous reconstruction.

The exhibition Generative Crafts
presents the work of Shirley Wegner
and Tal Nisim who, through dialogue
with  photography, craftsmanship,
and artificial intelligence knead the
architectural materials of the Open
University gallery campus to build a
new space. In joint orchestration, they
manage to blur boundaries between
reality and fiction, they charge the
space with moments of mysterious
occurrences, and explore the complex
relationship between human systems of
knowledge and the algorithmic system.
Their dialogue with artificial intelligence
serves as a tool for deconstructing the
gaze and displacing the gallery space,
emphasizing technology's potential not
only as a subject but also as means for
a critical investigation.









Generative Crafts, 2024, video, 04:05 minutes

The video portrays a process of deconstruction and revelation, where
photographed spaces undergo transformation: walls open, columns extend,
and new spatial configurations emerge from the familiar spaces. This process
evokes an ongoing dreamscape where time and space lose their constancy and
materiality, inviting viewers to question the nature of structural stability and the
transformations occurring within it.
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Shirley Wegner and Tal Nisim in conversation

with Carmit Blumensohn

Carmit: Already in our first meeting at
the Open University, | had a feeling that
the building speaks to you, captivates
you. You wanted to wander through it,
to discover another floor and another
corner, and another vegetation. What
is it about the architecture that spoke
to you and stimulated your creative
senses, each of you separately and both
of you as an artist duo?

Shirley and Tal: Our encounter with
the space is based on an ongoing
experience of wandering through it:
its various architectural elements and
interplay of light, the contrasts between
the lush exterior vegetation and the
architectural discipline within. All these
create an active experience that asks us
to spend time in the space of the gallery
and in the building for a while. The

entire building embodies a junction of
contrasts: between interior and exterior,
betweendifferentmaterials andtextures,
and between different architectural
languages. As visitors to the gallery,
we realized that we had to think about
all these parts and how to bring them
together in this project. The building
itself seems to lead us into a specific
experience of wandering through its
repetitive and fixed elements, from the
niches that unfold from both inside and
outside the gallery through the rhythmic
appearance of the outdoor vegetation,
the wooden ceiling-lined surfaces that
border on the concrete walls through
the varied and shimmering patterns
of staircases to the tall columns that
punctuate the transitional spaces. All
of these elements together create an
experience of spatial flow and a feeling
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of necessity to move with it. This is what
we were looking to work with.

Carmit: You are both artist-
photographers whose trained eyes
capture reality with great sensitivity.
How did you form a connection with
artificial intelligence which relies on
vast amounts of data and on data
analysis, comparison, averaging, or
the intersection between them? This is
exactly the opposite of the human eye,
especially photographers' eyes which
are accustomed to relying on what is
visible, what exists and is real.

Shirley and Tal: The photographic
medium today is undergoing a radical
change due to the development of
artificial intelligence. As photographers,
we are aware of the historical timeline
in which we function. Since the dawn
of photography, central questions have
been asked about the medium itself
and the technology it's based on. In
a sense, artificial intelligence is the
opposite of the photographic paradigm,
yet it also complements it. Al is created
through the reduction of "noise" layers
and, therefore, one could say it poses
a fascinating contrast to traditional
photography which, in its classical form,
is thought of as representing a sliver of
reality. There is a paradigmatic shift in
how we perceive what a photographic
image is and in how it guides us to

rethink the relationship between image
and reality in an exhibition that echoes
the very architectural space that
envelopes it.

While classical photography represents
first person reality — meaning, what is
seen and captured by the human eye
- an Al creation offers representations
that are once or twice removed from
reality. It doesn't aim to reflect what's in
front of us but rather produces images
that are data-based interpretations
influenced by information processing.
We see this asamoment that challenges
the way we perceive the relationship
between image and reality as well as
posing new questions about what is the
“real” essence of photography.

Carmit: What's unique about vyour
practice in this exhibition is your labor-
intensive, material-based studio practice
- a practice that takes time and manual
work, like cutting, tearing, collating,
connecting, combining, and attaching
elements together. The result of it can
be seen here in the gallery as the next
phase: photographing the constructed
pieces in the studio that were initially
made from photographs taken in the
gallery. The viewing experience might
be somewhat confusing - as I'm not sure
one can understand exactly what they're
seeing - and that's what's so interesting
about it. Was this your intention?
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Shirley and Tal: It's worth noting that
our artistic practices are quite different.
Shirley works in the studio through
various mediums, creating images
from scratch through labor-intensive
processes. For her, the photographic
image doesn't necessarily speak to a
representation of reality but it is more
about the essence of the photographic
medium and about disrupting a direct
representation of reality. Shirley's
photographs are made through various
layers of working in the studio (such
as, reconstructing the environment of
a particular landscape or constructing
natural phenomena in the studio, etc.)
which, only at the end of the process,
converge into one image that is
photographed and which then exists on
a surface one might call a photograph.

Tal works from an approach that
combines photography and thinking
about digital space as part of the
cultural-social fabric of the image.
Recently, he has been investigating the
shift of the photographic medium in this
technological age, especiallyin light of Al
developments. Advanced technologies,
such as facial recognition, emotion
detection, and various surveillance
technologies position photography as
part of a complex network of power
mechanisms. For Tal, investigating
the photographic medium is also
an investigation of how technology

influences the way we see, perceive,
and shape reality around us, whether
through control, visibility, or through
creating new forms of representation in
the social and cultural space.

This is why the connection between us
can also be seen as a microcosm for
the complex relationship we have with
artificial intelligence: a relationship
that both approaches it and distances
from it. These are the questions that
accompanied our collaboration and they
seem to be universal and contemporary
regarding Al. The connection between
us also represents the variety of voices
on this issue: some see the promising
potential of Al while others approach it
with skepticism and fear.

Carmit: The video was born out of the
work on the niches. Please elaborate
and tell how it was created.

Shirley and Tal: The video is essentially
a meeting point between two still
photographs, where artificial intelligence
was used as a tool for creating the
transition between them. This process
gave birth to bridges: endless and
imaginary spaces that don't exist in
reality and offered a new interpretation
of Ada Karmi's complex architectural
structure. The video creates a visual
journey moving from the basement floor
to the outside, between the different
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galleries onto the synagogue, and
recreates the experience of wandering
through the entire building while offering
new spaces and additional architectural
viewpoints of the structure in a way that
blurs the boundary between reality and
its imagined possibility. The video deals
with the possibility of experiencing
the building on a psychological level,
through the fluidity between the
different parts which seem to offer a
kind of mapping of a microcosm: we
find ourselves unconsciously moving
from the basement floor to the interior
of the building, into it, caressing the
opening concrete walls, penetrating
the synagogue and beyond it to the
unnaturally moving vegetation, out to the
sculpture garden where the sculptures
seem to be in motion too, and so on.

In a way, the video was born from a
similar departure point as the niches:
in both works, we based the project
on wandering through the building
and exposing what appeared to us as
its central elements, on one hand and.
on the other, transitional and hidden
spaces, like the basement, the dark
doorways, the floating staircases that
seem to lead nowhere and create an
overall sense of dystopian moments.

Carmit: Please elaborate on the
“labyrinthine" aspects that played a
significant role in the work for the

exhibition, both on a physical and a
conscious level.

Shirley and Tal: We discovered the
“labyrinthine” nature of the building as
we continued to wander through it. Every
time we stopped to photograph, we
discovered new corners, like perpetual
tourists in a new and intriguing place.
We wanted to recreate this feeling in
all the different derivatives of the work
leading up to the exhibition: from the
work processes in the studio to the
images created.

Later on, the studio work stemmed from
virtual wandering in the space of images
we photographed and feeding them into
Artificial Intelligence as another layer
of the creation process. The physical
wandering inside the building and the
digital wandering inside the images
allowed us to delve deeper into the
building's "conscious innards" and into
our work processes with it. These work
processes around the photographs -
which were quite intuitive — helped us give
material expression to the labyrinthine
quality: cutting, tearing, pasting, framing,
connecting and assembling, positioning,
stacking, compressing frame parts or
interweaving them together, and then the
next stage of re-photographing them.

In contrast, the video offered acompletely
new way of wandering that was made
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possible due to artificial intelligence.
Through Al we created an imagined
transition from space to space in a way
that doesn't echo reality. The wandering
in the video became a kind of imaginary
journey where the viewer is guided by
observation and a sense of rediscovery
while moving between spaces born from
an abstract digital mechanism.

Carmit: Please describe your dialogue
with Al. How did the conversation with
the machine "confuse" (in terms of
expanding perception and understanding
possibilities) you and you it?

Shirley and Tal: The ability of artificial
intelligence to create spaces and
images that don't exist in reality made
us curious and positioned us in a new
creative space. Wandering within the
Al-created spaces at times confused
us, at times confused it but, at the same
time, expanded the way we think about
the essence of art-making, affecting
our physical process of working in the
studio.

The dialogue with artificial intelligence
was for us not just a tool but also a field
of investigation where questions arose
related to the power relations between
the creators and the creating platform,
between us and it. The conversation
with the machine was based on feeding
photographs we took in the building into

the algorithm which, in turn, learned
from the photographs and created new
visual possibilities for us for the exact
measurements of the niches we fed.
By processing the architectural photos
of the building, the algorithm came up
with the result of its own understanding,
created, so it seemed, from scratch.
In these images, we found great
inspiration; they became the foundation
for our work while building the niches in
the studio although they were certainly
not their direct source. We studied
how Al thinks and, based on this, drew
inspiration in the studio, on how we
constructed the images and on how we
photographed them.

Inthisvideo, thisdialogue was particularly
intensified. The video was constructed
from two starting points, two frames,
where artificial intelligence was asked
to bridge and connect the movement
between them: the initial frame and the
final frame. This is how the film was
created. This transition from frame to
frame not only created new spaces but
also explored our ability and Al's ability to
perceive and define different viewpoints
and imagined spaces. This process
confused both us and the algorithm: we
tried to formulate and direct the digital
gaze of artificial intelligence while it kept
creating images that, at times, seemed
chaotic while, at other times, seemed
groundbreaking. The spaces that artificial
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intelligence revealed challenged the
traditional concept of the gaze, offered
a different interpretation of space and
structure concepts, and allowed us to
rethink the whole experience of how we
walk through this architectural structure.
Thus, an ongoing dialogue was created
between our gaze and the machine's, to
the point where reality and imagination
could no longer be separated.

Carmit: You are both well-known and
senior artists who have also taught
together and maintained a dialogue
for several years now. Is this the first
time you are making art and exhibiting
together? How did this duo come about?

Shirley and Tal: The dialogue between us
actually started as fellow lecturers at the
Shenkar School of Multidisciplinary Art
and not as artists and, in recent years,
collaborations have formed between
us around exhibitions and creation
processesinthe studio. Werealizeditwas
time to create a joint project in the gallery
and not just one that existed behind the
scenes. Our approaches to photography
and thinking about the medium are very
different but, precisely because of this,
other ways opened up for us to dialogue
and observe the photographic medium
and the possibilities inherent in the
interface between the analog space in
the studio and the digital space, with its
many derivatives.
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