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Chimerical
Romance
CHLOE WYMA ON "THE MILK OF DREAMS"

VENiCE 2022

ITS NO EISAGGERATtON to sav tbal the 127-yeanokl Vr--orco ßienrrale iatfle
:standard atgainst whtGh every majorirttefnatiór7al ari exhihttion is Iudgett.
Sc WI1ée1'ttie fifty nlrith editionfirtailly alriveQt in Aprll, its opening delayed a
yearlalrCowld 19, all eyes turned to the aneierst Oitygl fvlasks to see wh-at
Itind Of tuture iheppämdcmic rnlgtrt enerintlzr.

Curatorr`ositia Alemani :s,'The Milk of Dreams," the event'S polests;r,
forcefully yet subtly errgages canonical preJudices- In the uage.s that
follow, Artiorum associate editor CHLOE WYMA and ¢3ntflbutin€ editor
DANIEL BIRNBAUM recknnwlttir Afernanira phantasmagonc show, whrle
artist KEN oK115H1 reflects on anºtner'-ofthe clty's touchstones: Wao
Mitlatmann and Taryn 5imcm's coylti cerebr-al 'Human Htains: It Begins with
an Idea- al the Fondazione Ftradas Venetian headquarters.
11'cl•y~„ n_nV~.nAww .b ,..ttLiN~rJl¢gnrme„wny¢kf.j•}•eo-,1'i"g.”7119 2?

Hunrbert.rpas the nrcrst bearytifrtl boy in 'the [GMT.
He had blue eyes and golden curls.
He uats rery beautiful, but Ire was rtasty.
Ileliked petting rats in the bc'ds of his>is/ers.
The litlle girl.s cried.
One day, Rose, bis sister, put a.crocbdile iw bis bed.
"A l" yelled Humbert, "l'nr afrairl there's a crocodile in rmy bed!"
But Humbert was so beautiful the crocodile gave bim an agreeable smile.
Humbert and the crocodile had become friends.
The child was et•en nastier than be was bel óre because herould go every-
where with the crocodile.

—t.eOnrira Carrington

PAINTED IN THE 1950S r>n the walls of her sons' bedroom and later collected
in a children's book called The Milk of Dreartrs, Leonora C:arrington's
wicked fairy tales inspired the title and tenor of rhe Fifty-Ninth Venice
Biennale. Filled with disohedient children, deviant friendships, orphaned
monsrers, evil crones, sentient meat, hungry forniture, misplaced heads,
scatological warfare, and pharrnacological magic, C:arrington's stories
struck curator Cecilia Alemani for their construction of what she describes
as "a world free cif hierarchies, where everyone can become something else."
Alemani endeavored tu create something like this world in her beautiful
and perturbmg exlibitinn,mnd to a great degree she has succeeded.

In the rotunda entrance tu the Arsenale, Golden Lion winner Simone
Leigh's sightless Brick House, 2019, part female figure, part architectural
envelope, is encircled by the gorgonizing black-and-white collagraphs of
che late Cuban printmaker Belkis Avón. A self-described atheist, Ayón
devoted her oeuvre to interpreting the mysteries and rituals of Ahakuá. an
Afro-Cuban initiatory fraternity whose core legend concerns a woman
who, much like Ayón herself, appropriated and redistributed patriarchal
knowledge. lX•'hile collecting river water, the princess Sikán captured in her
vessel a sacred talking fish that revealed to her ancestral wisdom reserved
for men. In defiance of her father, she disclosed these secrets to her lover,
said to be the prince of a rival kingdom. Her Promethean crime was
punished by death. (Ayrín's own story also ends tragically, with the artist's
mysterious 1999 suicide.]

Sikán appears in a number of Ayrin's collagraphs, sometimes its .a black
figure, sometimes white, often armored in fish scales. Shecradles a sacrifi-
cial goat in the icon-likeSin titulo (Sikún con chipa) tUnetled (Sikán with
G0;11.11, 1993, her big bright eyes meeting ourgaxe.The print, the wall rext
tells us, was a gift to the ceramicist Stéllana Favaro Paletti, who hosted
Ayón in italy when she exhibited at the 1993 Biennale; its back is irtscribed
with a dedication: To.Stellata with much loeeandgratitude. The work
presages much of whar's rn come in "The Milk of Dreants": a revaluation
of Indigenous and syncretíc uxmologies over Lnlightethnrenr paradigms of
knowledge production; a recursive treatment of art history lespecially in
the tive thematic "time capsule" rooms scattered through the Giardini and
the Arsenale); a pluralistic and aLfirmative feminist polmcs rc>flective of the
show's unprecedented demographics•(w'ith more than 90 percent of the
included artists identifying as female or nonhinary); an aesthetic embrace
of Surr•ealism and magic hefrtting Silvia Federici's cal.l for a "re-enchantment
of the world" against the spiritual privations of capitalism; and an ethos of
"symhbr(ffirs, solidarity, and sisterhood" across national, identitarian, and
speciational divisions. Key touchstones in this regard are Rosi Braidotti's
posthtttnan critical rheory- and Donna Haraway's "Cyhorg" ( I985) and
"Companion Species" 12003) manifestos. Conc•luding the former text,
Haraway wrote, "Though both are bound in the spiral danee, i w•ould
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rather he a cyborg than a goddess." "The Milk of Dreams" dances
botliparts, sublating primordiallst and constructivist imaginaries and
enjoining us to entertain the dc¢entering, hybridizing possibilitics of
"becoming-aninlal," 'rhecotning-machine," and "Ixcoming-earth."

G:trly on in the Giardini, we encounter "The Witch's (';radle." The
first of the time capsules, and distinguished. by Aletllani as the fulcrum
of her exhihitinn, the gallery is devotcd to women artists who "adopt
themesof inetamorphnsis, ambiguity, and fragmentation to contrast
the myth of the Cartesian unitary." Female Surrealist producrion
predominates, from the raam's namesake 1943 film by Maya Deren,
which weaves an ensclrcelling:web through the Correalist environs 
of Peggy Guggenheim's gallery, to .lane Graverol's L'école de la rairiré
{The School of Vanity), 191i7. a.collagetl<and-painted cylxtrg Sphin.s 
thatetnhherttt"ttizes, nuore manifestly than aoyotherwork on cicw:.
the Flarawayan assemblage of animal. human, and ntaclline that is
the show's polestat: C:arringt'on is represetlred here (thou¿:h wuh
fewer works, and less spectacular ones, than might be expected of
an exhibition flying her flag). So is her friend and partner in witcbcraft
Remedios Varo, whose 195.6 painting sl rrxurdn (ANlnrretrtlra smog-
create) ('Flarmony ISuggt'stiveSelf-Portraitjl glows like a cabochon
behind museuntglass, its central figure skewering va rious tttrios—
seashe:lls, crystals, a turnip, a scrap of paper hearing the number
pi—on the linrs of a musical staff.
A principled effort is made to reflec-t Surrealism's international

and often anti-impe.rialist trajectories. See, for exanaple, the vibrant.

116 AnrFURVM

I.ert Jlélkis Aydn. Sin taum
Stimo con ehAo! (Untitled ISlkdn
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gouaches nf selfaaught Algeri-an artist Baya Ivlahieddite lhailed by André
Breton as the teenage "queen" of a davvnìng era of "emtancipa[ionand
concord"I and the writing of Martinican intellectual Suzanne Césaire, who
viewed Surrealism as 'the tightrope of our hope." upon which "those sor-
did contemporary antinomies of black/white, f•.uropean/A frican, civilizedl
savage will be rranscended." "The Witch's Cradle" deterriettrializes
Surrealism and eventually excecds it, fot instance in a radiant idarlem
Renaissance vitrine in which Nletst. Vaux Warrick Fuller's plaster moquette
for the Pan-African allegory f:thiitpia riruakenpn,tt, 1921, unites with a
bronze model of Augusta Savage's losr World's Fair monument Lift Aver
Vince and Sing (the Harp), 1939, accornpanied by Laura Wheelev Waring's
neu-C.gyptian covers (1923-2$1 for W. H. B, f)u liois's Tbe Crisis.

There are also darker, Mephistophelian energies at work. Valentine
de Sairto-poinr, author of the prutofascist and antt-sisterhood "Manifesto
of F'uturist Wom:m" 119 12) and the "Futurist Manifesto of Lust" (191.3),
is rcpresented by ten woodeut impressions of her.Métachorie (Beyond the
Chorus) performances. Likened by one critic ta a"Ssvedish gymnastics
slemonstratiort in:\lerovmgian costume," the Méiachorie weresynestheric
experiences incorporattng poetry and dance with prtijecno».s of hermetic
symbols and the eflluvta of "exotrc and terrible perliumes Nearby, fontage
playstrf Mary Wigman's propulsive, l7rienralizmg Hcuntatt, (Witch
Dance). Conceived in 1914. rhe prece was restaged by the Nazi Ministry of
Propaganda in 1934, by which rime Wigman'sneopagan aesthetics had
evolved toward what could charitably be called an auonemodation cif
Vitlkisch atavism. 7 he wall tc•xr euphemistically tiptoes around this history,
describing Wigman's performances as "tools for addressing urgent issues
of modern life, such as the social role of womenor the policies of German
narionalism." I mention this unfortunar:e howdlerisnt not because I rhink
Hexentant should he stricken frorn the reworked canon assemhlcd here.
"fò. the contrary, it is useful—and art-historically honest—ro confront the
fact that reactionary art and ideas can be nurtured in the cradles of herstory
and history alike.
A soft mythology of matriarchal virtue is also apparent in the firsr

historical capsule in the Arsenale: a pink, wotnb-like Wnnderkarruner
inspired by Ursula K. Le Guin's 1986 essay "The Cartier Bag Tlteory of
Fiction," which posited that the earliest prehistoric tools were not weapons
but vessels for garhering nuts, berries, grains, and water (recall Sikán's
miraculous catch). This serves as an edifying pretext for the presentation
of myriad forms.srtggestive of caviries, chalices,:tnd containers: a floating
display of Ruth Asnw.i s ethereal vvire sculptures; a series of nineteenth-
centur-y papier-ntâché models of a fetus growing in utero (used by Aletta
Jacobs, the first w-nman doctor in the Netherlands, to study fentale repro-
ductinn); a group of frangible ovarc sculprures hy Maria Bantuszová, which
the artist made by coating balloons in plaster; a miniature beaded purse by
SophieTauher-Arp, precious un its mirrored tray.

In the Giardini, two other rime capsules ree:uperatefeminist art histories.
"Corps orbite" sontewhat perversely pairs concrete poetry by Tostano
Binga, Ilse Gamier, and Mary Ellen Solt with evidence of the rnediumistic
practices of niteteenthsentury spiritualist Georgiana Houghton and dis-
graced Puglian nen-omancer Eusapia Palladhro, among other examples of
mystically inclined automatism. The ties that bind this room might he
renuous lfuny talk of l'éerirure feminine), but why quibble in the presertce
of so tnuch marvelous paranotmtal activity?

In '•Technoingies of Enchantment," Alemani spotlights the '60s produc-
tion of tenta le Italian artists siclelined by official histories of arre program-
mata. Presented here, the glass-and-neon sculptures of Laura Grisi and
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Nanda Vigo, the syncopated rule-based abstractions of Lucia di
Luciano, and the protodígital kaleidoscopic screens of Grazia
Varisco seem like vestiges of a bygone rechnopositivisrn. They leave
me a bit cold, but their cybernetic imagery and cromputational logics
bleed into the truly enchanting art of the adjoining rooms, host to
the drunken deductive structures of Vera Molnar (an early adopter
of algorithm-generated art) and to Ulla Wiggeu'.s precísionist
gol.laches of circuir boards and archaic computer innards. A scroll-
ing diagram by Agnes Denes chronicles the longue dnfrée of man-
made tools and machines, a friendly reminder that we have always
been cybory,s.

The show'sfìnal capsule, in fact, proposes a lineage cff cyborgian
art—from the dumpster-diving genderfuckery of the Baroness Elsa
von Freytag-Loringhoven to the robot ectoplasms of Kiki Kogelnik—
that anticipates Ha raway's figuration of the cyborg as an avatar of
"transgressed boundaries" and "potent fusions" between nature
and artifice, body and mind. The room, titled "Seduction of the

Above: View of 'Seeucdon of

the Cyoorg;' 2022. Arsenale.

Venite. Foreground. Lavinia Schuh
and Wallet 000irs Costa 005,
19244/2005-2006 Pholo:
Roberto Marassr.

Left Vlew of'Technologles of
Enchantment; 2022,Arsenal9,
Venice. Photo' MarcoCappClletti.

OpposiSe page: Olfe Wiggen,
rresa.1967. atryllc onmuaoén
panel. 59 311/2" From Ida
Mllk of Dre.ims.'
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"The Milk of Dreams" enjoins us to renounce our "species
supremacy" and embrace the decentering, hybridìzing
processes of "becoming animal," "becoming-machine,"
and "becoming-earth."

Cyborg" in homage to a 1994 work by Biennale artist and special mention
recipient Lymt Hershman l.eeson, is host ro many biortic marvels and
extraordinary autornatons: See, for example, the cyherpank noavé of neo-
classical sculptor Anna Colentan Ladd's delicate prt>stheses forcfisfigured
World War i vetcrans; the ntechanomorphic elegance of Alexandra Eaeter's
costume designs for the 1924 Soviet sci-fi picmre Aclitn, the Queen of Mars;
the slow-moving bachelor machine of Rebecca Horrt's Kiss of the Rhinoceros,
1989. But what I'll probably remember most is a sextet of wacky and won-
derful Expressionist costumes by Hamburg dancer Lavinia Schulz and her
partner, Walter Huldt, which hold down the center of the cavernous gallery.
By al l accounts, the duo were a bsolutely dedicated tu their theatrica l art as
a higher calling. "Spirit and money are two anta};onistic poles," Schulz once
wrote, 'and if you sell spiritual ideas for money, you sold the spirit to the
mmney and losr the spirit." The lovable, Mupper-like costumes herr hail front

1.924—rhe same year that, in desperate financial straits, Schulz shot 1-loldt
and then herself, four days before her twenty-eighth birthday. Their fate,
unremarked in The gallery, is a harsh lesson that the transformativc power
of the imagination has its limits when ranged against economic reality.

"The Milk of Dreams" teems with iconographics of meta morpliism—
animal, vegetable, and rnineral—from Shuvinai Ashoona's platypus- and
walrus.headed chimeras (which earned the jury's second special ntention)
to Felipe Baeza and.Rosana Paulino's germinating dryads ro Silver Lion
wittner Ali C:herri's film O( Men and E;odsand Mtrd,2022, which overlays
footage of brickntakers in Sudan with tellnric creation myths from different
world cultures. Myrlande Constant hrings forth Vetelou mermaids from
intricare tambour Ileadwork; Ambra Castagneni furl>elows an Amazonian
breastplate with ceramic calamari; Fr.tnu Zïphirin transmogrifies Atlantic
enslavers into snouted beasts. The mononymous C)varraci conjures lost
Babylotts populated by hipedal feline -in paintings made during her fifty-,
six-year co» fincment in a Danish psychiatric hospital. (In 1957,. she per-
suaded the doctors rhere to allow.her gendet-affirtning surgery.)

As the fabulous menagerie assembled in "The Milk in Dreams' arrests,
tnulrispecies intermingling-isfertile territory tor art, hut hybridity as such
tsn't antologically innocent or virtuous. (Remember Carringtotì s litde
Humbert and how he ended up "even nastier' after his encounter with the
crocodile?) As Braidotti cautions in the exhibition's catalogue, "Wecannot
ttaively, take the posthummº as an intrinsically subversive or liberatory
category." and the show stumbles when its posthumatúst topo; begin ro feel
partaoean or programmatic. Take Eglé Budvytytë's Songs from the Compost;
t„rrtatingbodies, imploding stars, 2020,shot. in a lichen (o.rest in Lithuania-
The film features'indolettt, fashion-y takes of attractive young perft>rmers
idling, frolicking, and sprouting umbilical cords and funga) excrescences
asa snporífve votce-cwer guides the audience through "a process of miner-
alìzarion" (a process that involvcs "learning from the stone community"
and "implementing stone values") before enticing us to-enter the "moist
, I i ppery complex" of the bacterial`kingilom. Despite the pnsthumun i5t

crwyi.nr of such binary oppositiong as liiru/¢oe and naturetcttlture,.a kind 
of neo-Rousseauian pri in ti reemergesltere, with the image of the
"noblé savage" supplanted by that of a feminized nantre ("batxeria ... site
:vdl L,Lecare of you").

\ lu na nna Sinutett's porcine sexploitarion falde 1he.Seuereil Tail, 2022,
nr,rc Carnngrºmian ín its excesses and edges; embrtcing horror, obscen-

in, sntl grotesque humor Ditto Raphaefa Vtigel's Kï>rtrren und Müssen
(Ability and Necessity), 2022, installed nrar Sintuetí s work in the Arsenale.
,\ suprnfze model of the male anatomy, labeled in Cerman with various
10.1 1,1 l, , a n d d isorders and hitched to a cortege of skeletal giraffes, Vogel's

&aMMEn 2022 271

6 / 8
Pagina

Foglio

   07-2022
174/77

www.ecostampa.it

1
5
3
5
3
9

Mensile



ton: eanplpaün, xtemnsro, 2022,
nee,d ,nlllta. lnaqllanpn NeW,
Arwnoln, Vonca. Fmm'Ina MiNI of

Omorn,.' Moto: RnNen Ma rogsl.

aopvu, 4aanoaoMml,FYleor
trFptyan. 20a1-22, oil mi unan.
Inotallotlem view. Arºanale. Venkn.

2022. Rum -trio Ma to tAuam+.'
Plinio Mende Momini.

Opp0.Gitn pap: P/e010 W,1MIpyNllpn.
la Sete tM Farth eºram rtmEnd of
tM Wamf.2022. raw oad, yam, on.
blood, Fuau plants. eu4etanao tleqs,
Lvdtrmias. Moog syntneleeray
obmrm,lps,po,uueslon, b gtgliglbn

lN."r. Arlenala. Venke. Men
'Tln Milk of ßeams." Pilote

Amino MaIPSSÌ.

bizarrerie parades past the grand Pisser7'riptych, 2021-22, by Louise
Bonnet, wltose microcepha lic giantesses discharge formidable sprays
of urine and breast milk. Resembling elfin fountains, Jes Fan's
cantilevered structures contain puddles of pearly goop laced with
the hormone pralactin (an endouinological riff on "The Milk of
Dreams"?j, white Mire Lee's kinetic archìtecture of puntps and
wiggling tubes sccretes.l'Sataillean sttrpluscs of liquid clay.

Thirty•seven years ago, Haraway cnvisioned "buildings political
form that actually manages to hold together witches, engineers,
elders, perverts, Christians, nTrrrhers, and Lcninists long enough to
disarm the stare"—a speculative alliance that comes close to captnr-
ing the carn'avalesque, if not gnite state-dismantling, hybridity on
view in "'Die Milk of llreams," In her catalogue eontribution,
ßraidotti proposes another coalitional politics: "an assemhlage
betweenwitmen and IGltifQ+as the othersof'Man; and the other
'others' in the form of non-whites (postcolonial, Black, Jewish,
Indigenous, and hyhrid suhlects), non-anthropotnurphic organisms
i.mhnals, insects, plants, trees, viruses and bacteria), and so forth—
d cnlossal hybridisarion of species." It remains to be seen what
power this imagined community—cumprising, I suppose, all sentient
and nansentient i'natter excluding straight white shkotzim—might
lira 'In the electoral sphere, at the point of production, or in the

19a APTfOpuk,

7 / 8
Pagina

Foglio

   07-2022
174/77

www.ecostampa.it

1
5
3
5
3
9

Mensile



streets. But if one takes even a quarter-step outside the art world's magic
cirde, one can grasp how such rhetoric might serve a revanchist Right that
' terrifying ntomentum off itsüwn folk demons; in this case, a

, I cftelirethal hasmoretosavaboutmakingc•ommoncausewithmush- 
,s than about the rise of rural "deaths ofdespair." Alemani has char-

.tctenzed the exhibition's pasthumanism as a response, in part, to "the
luoming threat of gnvirnnmt•ntal disaster," bur framing this threat in iclealist
ternts—as a consequence of anthropocentrism, Enlightenment rationality,
or the Weltanschauung of "species suprentacy"—car t help but obscure
íts material cause. "Global warmitig," as environmental historian Jason
W. Moorc reminds us, "is not the accotnplishtnettt of an abstract humanity,
the Arrrhrnpos. Global warming is capital's crowning achievement."

It remains to be seen what power this imagined
communìty—comprising, l suppose, all sentient
and nonsentient matter excluding straight white
shkotzitn—might flex in the electoral sphere,
at the point of production, or in the streets.

Thar's not to say I have no use fur thinking with and through the plants.
Consider Candice Link X[enresrrr. 2022. Ha I f pagan alta r. ha If mad sciem-
tist's laboratory, the installation traces cosmopolitan emneslunents of
nature and culture, magic and medicine, witchcraft and racecraft across
late modernity. Various potions and tinctures ("clairvoyant Testosterone,'
"fermented face") are displayed on pedestals crowded with taxidertttied
reptiles, talismans, and chemistry sets, assvell as in niches lodged in the
bodies ut polyhedral ceramic idols.'1-he stnries,l.in tells with her assembled
materials are tero contplex to recount in full hc•re, btn they are fantastic and
real, from the rake's progress of eighteenth-century charlatan George
Psalmanazar—who duped London society with hís claim that he was rhe
first indigene of Formosa (nuw Taiwan) to travel to Europe—to the estab-
lishment. by fugitive Filipino slaves, of Saint Malo, Louisiana, believed to
be the first Asian settlement in the United States.
A jar tilled with a viscous, honey-like substance contains "fermented tea,

sugar, dried shrimp, and clay" from the swampy remnants of this lost
fishing village, swept away more than a century ago by a hurricane.
Nearby, Lin presents ceramic frogs tired front this muck—t tribute to a
cumrnunity she imagines as "a multi- racial space across rime, where
Filipino and African enslaved and indentured workers escaped and were
later joini•d by nineteenrh-century Chinese and Indian indentured laborers
fleeing debt-peonage conditions." Another display features a container of
kudzu roor and bioplastícs made front its starches. Tradition.ally used in
Chinese medicine, kudzu was introduced to the United States in rhe decade
after the Civil War, when it was championed as a remedy to the soil deple-
tion wreaked hy plantation agriculture.'I-he plant's westward migration,
Lin notes, parallels that of Chinese laborers, who were "hrought to the
LiS as a transition from and'solutiott' to slave lahor. Late r, both the plant
and the indentured workers were seen as invasive, perverse, and an
unsthppable scourge."
Thc same invasive species runs wild in Precious Okoyomon's Sout}iern

Gothic garden To See the Earth Before the End of the Worfd, 2022. An
elegiac coda to the exhihition inside the Arsenale, titis overgrown crepus-
: -clar environment cancludes a roulade of installations pnrtcnding civiliza-
tional extinction, from Sandra Mujinga's Ozymandian cffigies to Rohert
t:rosvenor's rusted husk of a corrugated-iron shed. Llere, a meandering
trail is superintended by female figures made front raw wool, yarn, dirt,
and hlood, their mnrphologies calling back to Leigh's monumental sculp-
ture at the show's entrance, their materials to a paradisial làrthwork by
Cólonihian artist Dcicy Morelos at its heart. Bur it's the shared symbolism
of the kudzu, in Lin's altar and Okoyornon's garden, that captures my
imagirlatíon, because it suggests links between different histoticizl origins
and itineraries, and maybe even the possibility of a comrnon human parh
through the weeds. 11
eHLOE WYMA IS.AN ASSOCIATE EDITOR OFARFF+9RUM. ISEE eONTRIstIrORS.1
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