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the impossibility of achieving a compre-
hensive archive, and the meaningfulness 
(or not) of the omissions. What stands 
out are not the missing pieces, but rather 
the hidden gems that one stumbles upon 
in the course of Scotini’s (un)archive 
treasure hunt. Next to celebrated mas-
terpieces such as Giovanni Anselmo’s 
Entrare nell’opera (1971), Luciano Fabro’s 
Iconografie (1975), and Fabio Mauri’s 
Linguaggio è guerra (1975) sit little-known 
works that lend a new hue to the light 
cast on secondary figures who deserve 
much more consideration. Take for ex-
ample Lisetta Carmi’s photographs of 
transvestites I Travestiti (1965–71), which 
bear an incredible resemblance to Nan 
Goldin’s work, or Marcella Campagnano’s 
series L’invenzione del femminile: Ruoli 
(1974–80), and which predate by a few 
years Cindy Sherman’s world-renowned 
conceptual portraits. Another interesting 
discovery is Marisa Merz’s installation 
L’età del rame, realized for her solo exhi-
bition at Galleria Salvatore Ala in Milan in 
1978. The two-piece work was split after 
the show and almost lost, and is recon-
structed here for the first time since.

Witnessing these diverse, heteroge-
neous stories—the plurality of their voices 
and messages—gathered together under 
the same roof elegantly illustrates how nei-
ther the cultural nor the political discourse 
of the 1970s could ever be amalgamated 
into one single storyline. The hard evidence 
is in the last work the visitor encounters: 
Alberto Grifi’s epic video account of the 
1976 proletarian youth festival at Parco 
Lambro in Milan, a visual “anthropology 
of disobedience” (based on twenty-sev-
en hours of videotape in black and white 
and three hours of 16mm film in color). 
Watching the footage, on four different TV 
screens, one can see a cohesive, celebra-
tory, organized happening slowly turning 
into a breeding ground of vocal protests, 
small riots, and looting. The camera passes 
from hand to hand, capturing the vital en-
ergy of youth, but also the destructive rage 
of an antagonistic subjectivity: the first 
glimpse of a movement that no longer rec-
ognizes itself in any prefixed notion of pol-
itics or culture, and that from that very mo-
ment on will loudly resist all taxonomies 
and challenge any form of historicization.
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Text by Isabella Zamboni

A gray analog film projector installed on a 
shelving unit appears in the white space 
of Galerie Barbara Weiss in Berlin. A list in 
alphabetical order is printed on the wall: 
“Anal Coitus,” “Anilingus,” “Breast 
Licking,” “Wax Play,” and so on. Under 
the list, the indication: “The films will be 
screened on request.”

Film Lexicon of Sexual Practices 1999 / 
2005 / 2008 / 2014 / 2015 is a collection of 
twenty short 16mm films, silent and in 
color, which the visitor must select and ask 
a projectionist to screen on the wall. Shot 
as narrow close-ups with a static camera 
against a neutral background, the scenes 
correspond literally to the titles on the wall 
and mainly depict sexual practices that 
are depersonalized (faces are generally 

absent), the actions mechanical and far 
from erotic or passionate. 

 One installation feature complicates 
this impression: the gallery space is undark-
ened, the ceiling neon lights at full power. 
The objective, analytical approach of the 
mechanical sex scenes and of the factual list 
on the wall appear somehow unsettled by 
the disturbed visual condition, as the bright 
light often hinders a precise and comfort-
able visualization of contours. The impres-
sion is then doubled: in the moment you 
try to dissect, to define, to constrain what 
sexuality is, the less clearly you see. Maria 
Eichhorn’s work seems in this way to reveal 
and at the same time question the process 
of making sexuality public, objective, mea-
sured, and standardized. As Judith Butler 
reminded us some time ago, and it is still 
valid today, sexuality is less natural, subjec-
tive, and private than one may think.

The relation between what is seen and 
what is not entitled to be seen seemed to 
be further and simultaneously developed 
in Eichhorn’s exhibition 5 weeks, 25 days, 
175 hours, recently on view at Chisenhale 
Gallery in London. As the title suggests, 
the show focused on the issue of time: 
for the entire five weeks of the exhibition, 
Eichhorn required the gallery to close. 
Visitors arriving at 64 Chisenhale Road 
found only an information plaque: “For the 
duration of Maria Eichhorn’s exhibition, 
Chisenhale Gallery’s staff are not working. 
The gallery and office are closed from 
24 April to 29 May 2016.” The sign on the 
gate continued with the announcement 
of a symposium, held the opening day, 
which intended to explore contemporary 
labor conditions and featured lectures by 
Isabell Lorey, political theorist, and Stewart 
Martin, professor of philosophy and fine 
art at Middlesex University. The decision to 
close the space, to explicitly ask the staff 
to suspend working activities, to not offer 
art pieces to be seen but rather to invite 
people to a discussion on labor, incites a 
reflection: What agency do we attribute to 
art, what value do we ascribe to time, and 
what is the distinction between work and 
leisure? Considering today’s neoliberal 
subsumption of not only work but also 
sociality and supposed free time, this invi-
tation seems quite crucial.

Both the Berlin and the London exhibi-
tions can be described as critical. They are 
projects that respectively critique the stan-
dardization of sexuality and oppose capi-
talist logics of production and exploitation. 
But if we think of the recent suggestion 
of “oppositional” artworks as a game of 
complicity with capitalism and its languag-
es, an “accelerationist” aesthetics (Steven 
Shaviro) as a way to implode the problem 
by the same means, then Eichhorn’s work 
does not seem critical. The visual dimen-
sion of both projects, however reduced, 
is—as is any aesthetic intervention—not 
as neutral as many commentators define 
it. The sober and plain typeface chosen for 
the London gate sign could be interpreted 
as a conscious stance against the visual 
imaginary that contaminates the dimension 
of free time exploited by neoliberal forces, 
be they corporate, mainstream, pop, or 
commercial. Similarly, the gesture of inter-
rupting work productivity, while organizing 
a symposium which deals with a (tradition-
al) critical analysis of the problem, appears 
not so “oppositional” in this recent sense. 
In a similar way, the sober aesthetics of 
the Berlin wall text, the 16mm film’s warm 
color tones, as well as the vintage projector 
don’t appear complicit with nor reference in 
any way the visual imagery that determines 
sexuality today, namely the digital realm 
of Internet pornography or the ubiquitous 
presence of sex in the commercial sphere.

But what does this recent definition 
of “critical” art imply? That the aesthetic 

accelerationist strategy is to be prescrip-
tive? That only artworks complicit in the 
problems they address are to be defined 
as critical? Or that you’re forced to repre-
sent explicitly current configurations of 
a phenomenon in order to speak of it?

First of all, why shouldn’t it still be 
legitimate to abstract from the particular 
in order to address an issue? The specific 
aesthetic feature of Eichhorn’s Berlin proj-
ect suggests a representation of something 
crucial today by way of highlighting its 
longer history of visual means (16mm 
films), as the naturalization of standardized 
sexuality is a process that began long be-
fore the Internet. Secondly, looking at the 
London Chisenhale project, one reasonable 
question to ask is whether instigating a dis-
course about capitalism without complicity 
scheming is still effectively a valid instru-
ment, if not to radically change human con-
sciousness, then at least to attract attention 
to and awareness of the problem.

There is another important factor: the 
employment of an analog projector and 
16mm format in Berlin, and the decision to 
replicate a gesture of 1970s radical concep-
tual and institutional art (see Robert Barry or 
Michael Asher) in London, suggest a force 
that can be highly constructive: nostalgia. 
The power of nostalgia lies in inducing a 
moment of reflection that, while not a wish 
for an actual return to the past, can help give 
meaning and coherence to the present. The 
gesture of closing a gallery is nostalgic for 
a time when an act of this sort was a trans-
gression (not really today), while organizing 
an academic symposium evokes the 1960s 
and 1970s countercultural hope to change 
consciousness by discourse. The decision to 
employ 16mm film and an analog projector 
is nostalgic for a less invasive and omnipres-
ent mode of visuality than that which deter-
mines sexuality today. Experiencing both 
of Eichhorn’s shows, in 2016, might induce 
one to ask why transgression, ideas of con-
science transformation, and visuality are not 
the same any more and problematize, 
by contrast, how they look now. 
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Text by Elena Tavecchia

At the core of the group exhibition Mirror 
Cells, curated by Christopher Y. Lew and Jane 
Panetta at the Whitney Museum of American 
Art in New York, are two primary concepts. 
One is what gives the show its title, the mir-
ror neurons, a new set of brain cells discov-
ered in 1992 by a group of Italian scientists 
observing macaque monkeys. The discovery 
shed light on how we understand others and 
confirmed the essential role of repetition in 
the interpretation of other people’s actions 
and intentions, as in the case of empathy.

The auxiliary concept of Umwelt, intro-
duced by the German biologist Jakob von 
Uexküll in the mid-1950s, explains how 
different creatures that may be living in the 
same environment can be focused solely 
on those elements that are instrumental 
to their own survival. The example of the 
tick that shares the same space with the 
mammal that unknowingly hosts it illus-
trates how the tiny blind parasite relies 
only on its sense of touch and the smell of 
the acids emanating from the follicles for 
orientation. It has a completely different 
experience of reality from its host.

We could try a similar experiment in 
looking at the perceptions of reality of the 
artists in the show. The eighth floor of the 
Whitney Museum is covered with a gray 
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