Books & arts

Art and politicsin Israel

Fault lines

TEL AVIV

An exhibition on the art of borders has reached a fitting audience

IN THE BEGINNING it seems to be an or-
dinary nature documentary. Two ga-
zelles, a male and a female, seek each other
out in the mating season. But as the back-
ground comes into focus, it becomes clear
that this a political scene, too. The viewer
sees the shiny white apartment blocks of a
Jewish suburb of Jerusalem, built across
the “green line” in the occupied West Bank.
The two gazelles are close, yet they are kept
apart by the security barrier, which on one
side Israelis refer to as “the separation
fence”, and the Palestinians on the other
call “the wall”.

A muted group of young people watch
the filmin the art gallery of Tel Aviv Univer-
sity. “Hey, we had a case like that,” one of
them says, breaking the silence. “We
opened the gate so they could get it on to-
gether.” The others chuckle; there is an air
of transgression. Their uniforms disclose
that these are not routine visitors. In Tel
Aviv on a cultural excursion, they are sol-
diers of Istael's Border Police, under in-
struction from their officers to be quiet in
the gallery. This is the last place they ex-
pected to see the barrier they know so well.

To the surprise of its curators, “Defence
Lines: Maginot, Bar-Lev and Beyond”, an
exhibition that includes the film, has
turned out to be very popular with security
personnel, both serving and retired. “We
didn’t originally think we'd get so many,”
says Tamar Mayer, the gallery's chief cura-
tor. But her team did aim to draw a crowd
beyond “the usual suspects”. In the event,
entire military units have come on organ-
ised tours, as have peace activists. One offi-
cer says he has been twice, in uniform and
then off-duty. “Coming as a civilian, you're
a different person from the officer whose
jobitis to guard these lines,” he says. “Isaw
things differently the second time and be-
gan to grasp that every wall I've ever guard-
ed will one day become obsolete.”
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Israeli galleries are stuffed with subver-
sive and radical art, but it is rarely seen by
such a wide audience. “Defence Lines” has
raised thorny old questions about the rela-
tionship between art and politics, but its
reception has posed them in a novel way:
an instant feedback loop has developed be-
tween the visions of walls and borders on
display, and the people responsible for
guarding them in real life.

The first exhibit in the show—a tall bor-
der fence in a rugged desert—seemed fa-
miliar to the visitors, too. Only upon closer
inspection did many realise that they were
notlooking at the Negev, but at a prototype
for Donald Trump’s proposed wall on the
Mexican border, in pictures by Assaf Evron,
an Israeli photographer. The disorienta-
tion is intentional—a bid to disconcert an
audience in a place preoccupied with de-
fining its own frontiers. Next comes “The
Line”, a series of photographs by Alexandre
Guirkinger (first shown in his native
France), which focus on the mouldering
fortifications of the Maginot Line. The im-
mense construction, built in the 1930s,
failed to protect France from the Wehr-
macht, which bypassed the defences by ad-
vancing through Belgium and the Nether-
lands. Butitis still standing, abandoned.

The traumatic folly of the Bar-Lev line
was Israel’s version of the Maginot. It, too,
was built at great cost and named after a
general. It, too, failed to stop an onslaught
(by the Egyptians at the start of the Yom
Kippurwarini973). The pictures of it by Mi-
cha Bar-Am, an Israeli photographer, p»
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» which appear in “Defence Lines”, begin
with the barrier’s construction in the late
1960s; move on to the placid routine of sol-
diers on the banks of the Suez canal; and
culminate in the carnage of war. The im-
ages have a special poignancy for Israelis.
Unlike the Maginot, which sits on French
territory, the Bar-Lev line was built to de-
fend the Sinai Peninsula, from which Israel
ultimately withdrew, returning it to Egypt
in the Camp David peace accords.

“It brings home the fact that while we
feel invincible, building walls and fences
and standing guard over them, there’s al-
ways an aspect of weakness and vulnera-
bility to them,” observes Commander Ro-
nen Bar-Shalom of the Border Police, as he
peruses the exhibition with his troops. “It's
a reminder that every wall can be
breached.” A retired combat pilotat the gal-
lery recalls how he was taken on a tour of
the Bar-Lev line’s construction and assured
of its impregnability, only to be ordered—
after the Egyptians had overrun it—to
bomb the fortified positions Israel had es-
tablished at such expense.

Walls have ears

The most sensitive defence lines in the
show, and in the country—the ones thatde-
marcate the current Israeli-Palestinian
conflict—are represented by “Gazelles,
Separation Fence Herd, Jerusalem”, a film
by Amir Balaban, an Israeli nature conser-
vationist and documentary-maker (see
previous page), and by “25FT", a collage of
video and stills. Netta Laufer, an Israeli art-
ist, put “25FT" together from military sur-
veillance footage taken in the West Bank.
Ms Laufer tries to recreate the experience of
anIsraeli soldier operating one of the cam-
eras. As with Mr Balaban’s film, the images,
in black-and-white night-vision, are not of
humans, but the outlines of small animals
moving across the contested landscape.

A critic for Haaretz, Israel’s liberal daily,
questioned whether all these snapshots
really counted as art (another hoary talk-
ing-point). Others have complained that
the treatment of the controversial barrier is
too mild. The occupation of the West Bank
haslasted 52 years and counting; this is not
the exhibition to dispel the widespread Is-
raeli complacency over its effects.

But the intention was less grand and
more subtle than that. “At firstI thought the
exhibition would be more political,” says
Sefy Hendler, head of the university's art
department and the gallery’s director. But
“we decided to try and escape the good
guys-bad guys dichotomy”: in other words,
to depict barriers, not erect them. Art
“shouldn’t belong to the liberal crowd who
come to gallery openings in Tel Aviv with a
glass of wine,” Mr Hendler insists. “T'd
much prefer to have military officers come
here and perhaps leave with a more nu-
anced perspective.” B

Mind-altering substances

Cactus spirit

Mescaline: A Global History of the First
Psychedelic. By Mike Jay. Yale University
Press; 304 pages; $26 and £18.99

ESCALINE IS THE drug that launched

the modern fascination with halluéi-
nogens. It is also the hallucinogen for
which there is the earliest evidence of hu-
man use. At Chavin de Huantar, a temple
complex in the Peruvian Andes thought to
date to as early as 1200Bc, stone carvings
show grimacing figures—part human, part
jaguar—clutching the oblong San Pedro
cactus, one of a few plants known to con-
tain the chemical. Another natural source
of mescaline, the squat peyote cactus, has
been used in rituals in northern Mexico
since pre-Colombian times. Anthropolo-
gists studying Amerindian culture, along
with botanists and chemists, turned white
people on to the stuff, eventually kicking
off the psychedelic revolution that is still
unfolding at spiritual retreats in California
and dance clubs in Ibiza.

Mike Jay's history of mescaline use is a
bit of a mind-altering experience itself,
both rollicking and intellectually rigorous.
Readers may know the drug as the inspira-
tion for Aldous Huxley's “Doors of Percep-
tion” in the 1950s. Mr Jay grounds his story
a century earlier in the white encounter
with (and near-extermination of) Native-
American culture.

In the 1890s James Mooney, an anthro-
pologist at the Smithsonian Institution,
befriended a Comanche chief named Qua-
nah Parker who embraced the religious use
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of peyote, which had spread from Mexico

_in_the cultural maelstrom accompanying

the genocide of Native Americans. Quanah
and Mooney saw peyote rituals as a peace-
ful alternative to the Ghost Dance, an apoc-
alyptic cult that had inspired a series of
doomed uprisings. They incorporated the
Native American church, which blended
Indian and Christian elements. Its right to
use peyote was enshrined in law in1994.

Meanwhile the pharmaceutical indus-
try, on the hunt for profitable plant-derived
compounds like cocaine, was eager to ex-
periment with the cactus. A Detroit-based
drug company marketed a powdered form
as an Indian panacea. In Berlin a celebrity
pharmacologist named Louis Lewin failed
to isolate the psychoactive ingredient be-
cause he was unwilling to test it on him-
self. A less squeamish chemist, Arthur
Heffter, worked it out after swallowing an
alkaloid derived from the cactus and find-
ing himself immersed in classic mescaline
hallucinations: carpet patterns, ribbed
vaults, intricate architectural phantasms.

Mr Jay takes seriously mescaline’s abili-
ty to produce such visual and emotional
revelations. But he also wants to demystify
the heroic accounts of some of its evange-
lists, who have imagined it as a delivery
system for their own aesthetic or spiritual
obsessions. Genteel Edwardian experi-
menters like Havelock Ellis and W.B. Yeats
saw it as a pathway to the symbolist worlds
of that period’s art. Jazz-age eccentrics like
Aleister Crowley took it as a direct line to
the occult. Antonin Artaud worked mesca-
line's effects into surrealism, Jean-Paul
Sartre into existentialism. Huxley, who had
studied with a Hindu swami, thought it
promised mystical experiences forall. Ina
darker vein, Hunter Thompson turned a
mescaline trip into the lunatic climax of
“Fearand Loathing in Las Vegas”. For MrJay,
this marks a moment when the drug cul-
ture was “leaving the utopian dreams of the
Sixties inits dust”.

Doctors’ hopes for mescaline have
foundered too—a fact worth remembering
as hallucinogens draw renewed medical
interest. Some 20th-century psychiatrists
thought mescaline might unlock the
mechanism of schizophrenia. It didn't. Its
effects are too unpredictable for clinical
applications: it can produce elation or
paranoia, elaborate visions or none. The
let-down spurred a search for related com-
pounds such as Lsp and ecstasy, which
have more reliable effects at lower doses.

For Mr Jay, the most rewarding way to
take the drug remains the Native American
“half moon” peyote ceremony, guided by
an experienced shaman and surrounded by
fellow travellers on their own spiritual
roads. When consuming mescaline, as
with many things in life, it is a mistake to
focus too much on the commodity, and too
little on the company.



[ ———-- e o

(@ Contents

Asia
51 Empty Japanese villages
52 India and America
53 Coal in Australia

54 Banyan South Asian
identity politics

China
56 Improving the army
57 Aban on foreign names

58 Chaguan The party v
Hong Kong

International
59 The new piracy

Business

61 Blackstone’s alternative
reality

62 Bartleby The American
exception

63 Japan's boisterous AGMs
64 Jinning up Netflix

64 Making steel in Europe
65 Sino-American tech war
65 The battle for Metro

66 Schumpeter Mr 47%

_ The
Economist

Volume 431 Number 9149

Published since September 1843

to take part in @ severe contest between
intelligence, which presses forward,

and an unworthy, timid ignorance
obstructing our progress.”

Editorial offices in London and also:
Amsterdam, Beijing, Berlin, Brussels, Cairo,
Chicago, Johannesburg, Madrid, Mexico City,
Moscow, Mumbai, New Delhi, New York, Paris,
San Francisco, Sao Paulo, Seoul, Shanghai,
Singapore, Tokyo, Washington DC

Subscription service

For our full range of subscription offers, including
digital only or print and digital combined, visit:
Economist.com/offers

You can also subscribe by post, telephone or email:

Post: The Economist Subscription
Services, PO Box 471, Haywards
Heath, RH16 3GY, United Kingdom

Telephone: +44 (0) 333 230 9200 or
+44(0) 207 576 8448

Email: customerservices
@subscriptions.economist.com

Finance & economics
67 The City and Brexit

70 Buttonwood Investing in
Russia

71 Funny money in Italy

71 India's auditors under fire

72 Cracking shell companies

72 Fund managers' liquidity

73 Marginal returns at a
museum

74 Free exchange The
fragile world economy

-

Science & technology
75 Cancer's natural history
76 Vegetarian crocodiles
77 Monkeys and tools
78 Hybrid-electric airliners

Books & arts
79 The art of borders
80 A history of mescaline
81 The scandalous Borgias
81 New Italian fiction
82 The Dickens of British TV

Economic & financial indicators
84 Statistics on 42 economies

Graphic detail
85 For now, house prices are likely to keep rising

Obituary
86 David Esterly, apprentice to a ghostly master-carver

One-year print-only subscription (51issues):

EUro-ZONE COUNITIES...covmmimmmmmssspimmissmnnss €275 O Please ]

Denmark DKr 2,035

Hungary. HUF 88,932 recyc e

Norway. NKr 2,165

Poland. PLN 1,183

Sweden. SKr 2,469

Switzerland SFr 349 /‘\ PEFC certified

Turkey. TRY 1,705 ‘ This copy of The Economist
Other Europe (ex UK) ... &, ’ is printed on paper sourced
Middle East-GCC......... " z from sustainably managed
South Africai. o s ZAR4690,US$335 . . MEFC forests certified by PEFC
Middle East and AfTiCa i ecmsrerined US $335 PERCor v www.pefc.org

€ 2019 The Economist Newspaper Limited. All rights reserved. Neither this publication nor any part of itmay be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,

recording or otherwise, without the prior permission of The Economist Newspaper Limited. Published every week, except fora year-end doubleissue, by The Economist paper Limited. The Ex

istisa registered trademark of The

Economist Newspaper Limited. Printed by Roularta Printing, Roeselare, Belgium. France, Numéro Commission Paritaire: 66832 GB. Encart d'abonnement de deux pages situé entre les folios 10 et 130. Rapp. Italia: IMD srl Via Guido da
Velate 11 20162 Milano Aut. Trib. M1 272 del 13/04/88 Poste Italiane SpA - Sped Abb Post DL353/2003 (conv. L. 27/2/2004 n.46) art 1 comma 1 DCB Milano, Dir. Resp. Domenico Tassinari




