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Book Spines: Lolita, vol. 1 (by Vladimir Nabokov, The Olympia Press, 1959), 2008
Scanogram: performative scanning by the artist using her hands and the book spine, 50x36
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Self-Portrait with a Camera and a Door, 1979, archival inkjet print, 116x116
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Asylum (The Dress, 1855-2025), 2017, transparency in light box, wooden cabinet,
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Questions Marks: Michal's Birthday (Photo: Amilani, 1960), 19842025, manipulated
readymade and stamp, 46x31
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Book Spines: The Little Slave Girl (by Eileen Douglas, London, 1934), 2008, scanogram:
performative scanning by the artist using her hands and the book spine, 50x36
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Virginia? Radical Link: A New Community of Women, 1855-2025, 2022, Mask: Virginia Woolf
(b. London, 1882-1941), writer, detail from photograph, by George Charles Beresford, 1902,
transparency in light box and stamp, 64x50x10
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Questions Marks: Woodland #3, 2025, still from the film Looking for Sophia, manipulated
readymade and stamp, 28x50
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Looking for Sophia, 2024-25, short film, single-channel 4K video, color, stereo sound,

12:25 min, looped
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Book Spines: Sex Offenses (by William Taylor, Tel Aviv, 1959), 2008, scanogram:
performative scanning by the artist using her hands and the book spine, 50x36
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Book Spines: Sabbatai Sevi (by Gershom Scholem, vols. 1-2, Tel Aviv, 1974), 2008,
scanogram: performative scanning by the artist using her hand, face, and the
book spines, 50x36
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What's on Your Mind? (Man Ray / Noire et blanche, 1926), 2008, manipulated readymade and
stamp, 45x54, from the installation A Million and One Hundred Thinking Women, 2008-25
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Book Spines: ?,2008-25, scanogram: performative scanning by the
artist using her hand and the book spine, 50x36
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Book Spines: Sex and Character (by Otto Weininger, Tel Aviv, 1953), 2008, scanogram:
performative scanning by the artist using her hand, face, and the book spine, 50x36
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Book Spines: Was Fumigated (Sex and Character by Otto Weininger, 1953), 2008,
scanogram: performative scanning by the artist using the book's inner cover and spine, 50x36
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Looking for Louisa, 2023-25, short film, single-channel 4K video, color, stereo sound, 7:20 min, looped
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Questions Marks: Ship 2#, 2025, still from the film Looking for Louisa, manipulated readymade
and stamp, 34x34
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Questions Marks: Ship #1, 2025, still from the film Looking for Louisa, manipulated readymade
and stamp, 34x34
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two figures—Sophia, born in Greece, and Louisa, who arrived in England from
an unknown origin—the films trace journeys into the desolation these women

inhabited, into the state of estrangement from their own selves.

In six works composed of stills from the two films, the drawn line—the
question ?—emerges against backdrops marked by motion and
travel. In the works from Looking for Sophia, the depicted images are forests,
resembling reflections seen through the windows of a moving vehicle; in
Looking for Louisa, the imagery consists of ships and piers, drawn from early
documentary films shot in the port of Bristol, the city adjacent to Louisa’s

home. The question, the wonder, becomes a vector, a trajectory in space.

Twenty-two works—corresponding to the number of letters in the Hebrew
alphabet—form Punctuation Marks ?, an exhibition that constitutes
an intricate text. The Map is the title of a 1994 work, and maps are meant to
assist in orientation. This map, like a Rorschach blot, is the verso of a printed
photograph torn from Heiman's family album in Lithuania, left behind as her
relatives fled in haste during World War ll—an act which left its traces. What
appears to be a map is, in fact, a black stain—a void, like the line preceding
the question mark.
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Self-Portrait, December 12, 1987, archival inkjet print, 116x116
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16x116 , oyl &l > 1987, 93l 9l 12,313 4558
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The work Michal - Birthday (Photo: Amilany, 1960) (1984) was taken

during Heiman’'s kindergarten birthday party in Tel Aviv. The name
"Michal" is inscribed on the cover of her drawing folder, turned toward the
photographer. The child Michal gazes both forward and inward, as though
uncertain of her place. She is defined by her inscribed name. This is one of
her first works in which text assumes a key role, and the earliest instance in
which Heiman incorporates a photograph by another artist, enlarged yet
left unaltered. Coordinates of image and script signal duration, echoing one
another.

Text recurs in various forms across Heiman’'s work, illuminating, elucidating,

and at times undermining the image.

In What's On Your Mind? (Man Ray / Black and White, 1926) (2008) Heiman
subverts Man Ray's double objectification of a striking image—a sculpture
of an African figure and the face of Kiki de Montparnasse, a muse of the
Surrealist circle at the time. The question What's on your mind? challenges
the objectification, bestowing a new status on both the woman and the

sculpture, transforming them from objects into interlocutors.

The Book Spine series of scanograms was created using a technique
conceived by Heiman, an amalgam of early photographic practices
and contemporary tools. The works are the outcome of scans generated
through a performative act: draped in black cloth, leaning over a scanner
while holding the spine of a book or several books, moving in rhythm with
the scanner’s passage, unable to anticipate what will be captured. She
repeats the process multiple times before selecting the final images. The
act of entering under a black cloth recalls the practice of mid-19th century
photographers who veiled themselves to block light while working with
large format cameras. This temporary withdrawal from the world during the
image's formation evokes a sanctified rite—a return to ritual realms, between

art, mystery, and religiosity.

Alongside the scanned book spines, fragments of Heiman's body—her hand,
or a part of her face—surface fleetingly through the darkness, marking
moments of contact between the object and the body that holds it. Heiman's
scanograms evoke early, turn-of-the-century photographic experiments that
sought to prove the presence of ghosts. The use of a photograph as evidence
reflects the widespread belief in photography as a representation of truth.
Heiman employs scanning, one of the most precise imaging tools, yet the

vessels of knowledge—the books themselves—remain sealed.
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The series stems from close observation of a particularly charged cultural era.
Most of the scanned books were published in the 1950s, a time when Israel’s
cultural foundations were taking shape. It is intriguing to find among them
the Hebrew translation of Sex and Character (1902) by Otto Weininger (an
Austrian philosopher of Jewish origin who converted to Christianity shortly
before the book's publication and later committed suicide). The book's anti-

Semitic and misogynistic content would later resonate in Nazi ideology.

In another work, Heiman holds Gershom Scholem’s monumental two-volume
study on Sabbatai Sevi, published in 1956. She positions herself in between
the volumes, marked with the first two Hebrew letters, X and 1, which frame
her face and form the word “ax” (av - “father”).

Other book spines, untitled, remain silent; enigmatic, intense objects,
untamed bodies. Additional books resist interpretation in the absence of
a title on their spines, but the work’s title discloses their content—whether
a prayer book or a volume on sexual crimes. Heiman peruses the extremes
of human nature, grasping these bodies of knowledge and fusing them
with her own, echoing the way culture, in all its layers, is inscribed within us,

inseparable and irrevocable.

Trauma, experienced cyclically within a looped temporality, runs throughout
the installation Self-Portrait, from Asylum—The Dress (1855-2025) (2017);
Virginia? A Radical Link: A Community of Women, 1855-2025 (2022); and the
short films Looking for Sophia (2024) and Looking for Louisa (2023-25). Over
the past decade, Heiman's research centered on women—some identified,
most anonymous—many of whom were forcibly institutionalized in asylums

across Europe and the United States between the 17th and 20th centuries.

In the self-portrait in a light box, Heiman wears a patient’s dress, one she
sewed herself, inspired by a 19th-century photograph taken by Dr. Hugh
Welch Diamond at an asylum in Surrey County, Britain. She gazes at the world
through dark glasses, shielded from the photographer's returning gaze. The
archive beneath the light box remains locked, safekeeping memory, perhaps
the law, which tamed and shaped the norms under whose shadow she, and
others like Virginia (Woolf), could not find refuge. The distancing of testimony

across time and geography does not dull the pain.

In both films presented in the exhibition, a long line ending in a question mark
appears and fades. The women to whom Heiman directs her spotlight may

never have been asked: What's on their mind? What do you feel? Centered on
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The Map, 1994, archival inkjet print, 137x210
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Michal Heiman: Punctuation Marks ?

Smadar Sheffi

A long line ending in a question mark. A sense of wonder, preceded by a void,
an erasure, or the resonance of an infinite, continuous frequency, beyond the
range of hearing. An attentiveness to what is left unsaid, repressed, hushed,

or whispered has characterized Michal Heiman'’s art from the very outset.

The exhibition Punctuation Marks ? traces the interrelations
between body, text, and object—or rather, the equal value attributed to
them—a recurring motif in Heiman's oeuvre since her student days in the late
1970s to the present, spanning over four decades. This distinctive reciprocity
gives rise to a space and a time governed by an internal logic: places,
memories, or dreams unbound by their physical essence, suspended in a
non-linear time. This alternative logic enables an exploration of trauma and

a critical perspective, often through a feminist and political lens.

Through the vast archive of materials gathered by Heiman from both private
and public sources, stories and moments resurface in a new light, unraveled
and reexamined, as hegemonic perceptions are undermined. The works
in Punctuation Marks ?, like punctuation marks in a text, shift the

viewer's focus and enhance the sensitivities of the gaze.

The search for footholds, unresolved body-object interrelations, and a
frequency that seems to extend beyond the audible range—all these
are already present in the earliest work in the exhibition, Self-Portrait with
Camera and Door (1979), which contains a conspicuous performative
element and, at first glance, appears to document a stage set. An
outstretched arm, and a hand that opens (or closes) a door, while the body
becomes a towering shadow, mirrored by the shadow of a camera on a
tripod stationed outside the frame. Through the door's narrow slit, a second
figure is faintly discernible, initially appearing to be a shadow. Time in the
photograph remains ambiguous, as it captures an elusive quality, as though
repression had already settled into the moment of occurrence, a moment

which the body itself no longer remembers.
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