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Although theories such as object-oriented ontology,
speculative realism, and vital materiality have recently
made their way into the art world as direct references —
even appearing in a review of the 2014 Whitney
Biennial for Artforum, and as a rationale behind
Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev’s vision for documenta 13
(2014) — several artists and curators have been working
with these ideas for at least the past five years.

Animism, an ongoing exhibition and publication
project curated by Berlin-based curator Anselm
Franke, is one of the first to incorporate these theories.
The exhibition premiered at Extra City and M HKA,
Antwerp, in 2010 and since then has travelled to
Kunsthalle Bern (2010), Generali Foundation in
Vienna (2011), Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin
(2012), e-flux in New York (2012), OCAT in Shenzhen
(2013), Ilmin Museum in Seoul (2013/14) and Ashkal
Alwan Home Workspace in Beirut (2014). The show in
Berlin was accompanied by a conference that included
lectures by Graham Harman and Quentin Meillassoux
on correlationism, speculative materialism and object-
oriented ontology as examples of emerging theories
that critique modernity’s imposed separations between
nature and culture, subjects and objects, external world
and inner thoughts.

The exhibition itself featured over thirty artists
(the list grows a bit with each subsequent version)
whose works ‘reflect on the boundary between subjects
and objects and the modern anxiety that accompanies
the relation between ‘persons’ and ‘things’.”* Mostly
film and installation works by a diverse group of
artists — including Marcel Broodthaers, Len Lye,
Ken Jacobs, Harun Farocki, Candida Hofer, and
Ana Mandieta — were shown alongside archival
material, creating a complex narrative of disparate
references. The combination of contemporary art and
ethnographic artifacts acts as evidence of modernity’s
many contradictions. In a review of the Shenzhen
exhibition for Leap, Pu Hong refers to the exhibition as
a ‘quintessential product’ of modernist thinking, with
its cycle of anxiety and ensuing crisis.?Perhaps what
he means is that if it weren’t for modernity’s conflicted
colonialist foundations, we wouldn’t be looking at such
a fractured narrative.

Several works in the exhibition explore
objectification, specifically within the museum setting,
such as the film Les statues meurent aussi (1953)
by Chris Marker and Alain Resnais, which traces
the colonial appropriation of African artifacts both
in ethnographic museums and commercial tourism.
Some works such as Leén Ferrari’s subversive collage
series L’Osservatore Romano (2001-7), focuses on
the harsh boundaries established by Western culture
(specifically the Roman Catholic church) through the
domination of other cultures, while Yayoi Kusama’s
film Kusama’s Self-Obliteration (1967) documents
the artist relinquishing her own bodily boundaries to
become part of the broader world around her. Other ‘
artists explore interactions between humans and things
that seem all too animate, such as Daria Martin’s film
Soft Materials (2004), which shows human dancers ‘
and a robot performing an intimate choreography in |
an artificial intelligence laboratory, and Walon Green’s
film adaptation of The Secret Life of Plant (1979), |
which uses time-lapse both to ‘animate plants’ for
the human eye and to slow human life down to what I
we can entertain as a ‘plant’s perspective’. Agency’s
installation for the exhibition assembles a list of
things that defy the binary oppositions of nature/
culture and human/non-human to show that these
boundaries are not as steadfast as they seem. This range
of perspectives reveals that animism cannot be pinned
down as one might an exotic specimen for study; it is
a colonialist term with a fraught history, but one that
can be reclaimed, and whose subject matter — the more
reciprocal or spiritual relations between the human and
non-human world - has ceased to be stamped out.

These fractures within modernity’s foundations
that Franke references within the exhibition are
what have lead so many artists to investigate the
relationships between nature and culture, people and
things. Western image culture is at once ripe with
commodity fetishes and inhabited by objects that are
supposedly devoid of enchantment. Not every artist
who works with this subject matter was featured in
Animism. Several artists - video artist Shana Moulton =
and robotics and performance artist Paula Gaetano-Adi
in the US, and conceptual designers Dunne and Raby
and Auger-Loizeau in the UK, to name a few — have
all been making work that imagines new, often anti-
hierarchical, configurations of people and things (and‘
things and things) long before the exhibition premier
in Antwerp.

These interrogations, regardless of the form they.
take, approach what sociologist and anthropologist
Bruno Latour calls ‘the field of nonmodern worlds’”’
Latour uses the term ‘nonmodern’ to suggest that




modernism itself, along with the ‘disenchant[ment]’ of
the world, never truly took hold. ‘Our own mythology
consists in imagining ourselves as radically different’ s
Latour asserts, and this is where the difficulty arises,
not from having agencies that appear strikingly similar
to spirits of animist societies, but from having such
agencies and simultaneously denying their existence.
It is important to note that the ideologies that stem
from this confrontation with the modern are not simply
romanticisations or fetishisations of the premodern,
but develop from a long-needed critique from within of
| how Western civilisation has used notions of animism
, and primitivism to construct a linear hierarchy between
Western and non-western cultures.
One way of approaching this broader field of
the nonmodern is to reflect critically on the historical
construction of ‘modern’ civilisation in opposition to
‘primitive’ societies. In an interview between Franke and
Latour for Animism Volume 1, the exhibition catalog
(which doubles as a densely packed textbook) for the
first exhibition at M HKA, Antwerp, Latour poses the
following queries to propose how modern — declaredly
non-animist — societies have fallen into contradiction in
light of recognising their own animist mechanisms.
Suddenly, the Europeans realised that, wait a
minute, maybe we made a big mistake in attributing
animism to others. What happens if we have been
animists, and in what way were we? Since we have
agencies everywhere, we mix the agencies, we made
| a whole series of transformation about the agent, we
added wings, and we took the souls out, and sometimes
the opposite. We did all sorts of very, very strange
things, and we turned to the others, who are no longer,
others, and what did they do? Well they modernised
without any worry.

Using the exhibition as a platform, Franke seeks
to redefine the word animism, coined by 19+ -century
anthropologist Edward Tylor to classify ‘primitive’
societies, and apply it to what Latour calls ‘modernity’s
image culture’ which fuels ‘an aesthetic economy’ of
Products crafted to communicate desire.” Through
each iteration of the exhibition and corresponding
Compendium of essays, Animism prods at the border
Established when ‘modern’ civilisation declared so-
Called animist societies as other and used this negation
10 construct its own identity and presumed superiority.

Referred to as ‘master of the essay-exhibition’,
Franke is above all a curator of discourse; he uses the
'ex'hibition format to bring issues from post-colonialism,
Stience, ecology, ethics and politics into focus within
€ realm of visual arts and cultural production.®
:Ai‘tlz#ninzfsm and his most recent exhibition The
~“opocene Project, which opened on 16 October

2014 at Haus der Kulturen der Welt, Berlin, tackle
subjects beyond the cultural sphere.

Though Animism marks the first considerably
large-scale international exhibition to apply the term
animism within contemporary Western art, Franke’s
goal is to mobilise the ‘aesthetics and politics of
animism, and their significance for reaching beyond
the West/Non-West binary today.” For this reason, the
exhibition’s journey beyond the confines of Europe and
the US has been particularly important, and yielded
increasingly rich exhibitions. In her review of the
OCAT exhibition, Aimee Lin writes:

Animism as an exhibition does not simply
rethink colonialism at the political, economic
and psychological level, but also questions the
colonialism that appears anywhere, at any time,
in human thought and knowledge systems...

by touring around the world, the show itself

is practicing a kind of intervention... at an
atomic scale.!®

Each time Animism is presented, the exhibition
undergoes flux in relation to the history of its host
location. For example, the exhibition in Seoul co-
organised by Franke and the Ilmin Museum of Art
featured ‘documents, images, videos and installations
examining Korean shamanism’ from the Museum’s
archive that were displayed in addition to the works
featured in previous exhibitions. According to Lee
Woo-young, a writer for the Korean Herald, the
inclusion of these artifacts was a way for the museum
to address ‘shamanistic practices’ that government-
initiated campaigns of the 1970s had ‘stamped out in
[Korea’s| shift to industrialisation and modernisation.’!!
The exhibition also featured recent work by several
Korean artists exploring related themes, adding new
perspectives to the exhibition’s purposefully complex
narrative. At the press opening for the exhibition,
Franke spoke of the exhibition as a pursuit against
‘the division between tradition and modernity’ and the
negative effects such sharp divisions have had on social
conditions.'?The exhibition in Seoul is interesting
in that it continues the discourse from previous
exhibitions while paying particular attention to how
these ideas that Franke wishes to draw attention
to — the construction of modernism in opposition to *
non-Western cultural traditions and spiritualties — has
shaped the current culture and history of Seoul.

Though the exhibition has now spread to eight
different locales — Sdo Paulo is next - its only US
presence has been at e-flux’s exhibition space in New
York (2012). While e-flux is an apt home for the



exhibition due to the critical discourse the organisation
bolsters with e-flux journal, I wonder how it might
have manifested itself at a larger, more mainstream
institution such as New York’s Museum of Modern Art.
There is still much critical work to be done in the US
on the subject of anti-hierarchical theories of objects,
and for this reason I wonder if the exhibition’s lack of
exposure in the US is both a product of and evidence to
this lag.

Though more oblique and less overtly critical in
its approach, in 2011 MoMA hosted an exhibition titled
Talk to Me: Design and the Communication between
People and Objects, which featured the work of over
300 designers who aim to make the inanimate world
more communicable through integrating new interactive
technologies into consumer products. Though they share
the common thread of enlivened objects, the MoMA
exhibition took on an air that is more commercial, more
human-centric, and less critical — though many of the
artists and designers featured in the exhibition make
heavily critical work. In a statement for the exhibition,
curator Paola Antonelli claims that

whether openly and actively or in subtle,
subliminal ways, things talk to us. Objects and
systems that were once charged only with being
elegant and functional now have personalities and
have become communicative, making our world
newly interactive.'

Though Antonelli’s statement refers to a recent
communicable turn, the wealth of writing on evocative
and talkative objects denotes instead a gradual chipping
away at levels of interactivity and communicability
already present in objects, or at least perceived to be
present in such, rather than a dramatic shift. What
is most interesting to me, then, is what makes these
qualities so apparent now. What does a mass consumer
desire for objects that are more obviously interactive
rather than subtly or symbolically interactive signal
about the state of the modern subject, of the capitalist
consumer? Perhaps in line with Latour in his interview
with Franke referenced earlier, I wonder if perhaps the
modern subject of Western civilisation — unavoidably
a consumer — has begun to pine for a version of the
enchantment modernity denies, and has come to invest
the object with the spirit of technology, to animate the
consumer world in a way that passes under the radar
due to its shiny technological facade.

Recently in the US, advertisements have been
posted prominently at elevated train stops urging
people not to risk their lives by climbing down
onto the tracks to retrieve dropped smart phones.

Shopping centres boast advertisements for digital
cameras that say things like “Travel with me, I never
forget a face” and public service announcements
depicting diSposable plastic water bottles with the
text ‘I want to be a pair of jeans, recycle me!’ grace
bus terminals. In this modern age, it is becoming
increasingly difficult to explain our affinities for things
in a purely logical manner. Modernity has removed
the souls from things so that capitalism can sell them
back to us. We are already embedded within an
object continuum, but simply lack clear, linguistic
representations for addressing it.

Exhibitions like Animism help us parse out
these contradictions, and to place their origin within
Western modernity itself. As the exhibition grows with
each venue, and more theories, voices, visions and
speculations are added to the array, the possibility to
speculate alternatives increases at an exponential rate.
As evidenced from Franke’s current Anthropocene
Project, which stems from many of the same theories
evoked in Animism, sometimes looking back also leads
to moving forward.
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The first annual International Awards for Art Criticism were held in Shanghai

in November 2014. They are almost certainly the most open, and the most
generously endowed Awards of their kind and provide a fascinating insight into
the range of contemporary writing about art. As a record of some of the best
entries of the 2014-15 Awards competition, this book serves as a chronicle

of the year’s contemporary art exhibitions taking place around the world.

While the two bases of the award are in Shanghai and London, and the languages
for submissions are Chinese and English, this is a genuinely international

project, with entries from as many as 40 different countries, on all the continents,
and 22 regions or cities within China itself,

ER ZARIIEE BT 20144F 1 ATE 52890, SRR, %L AR &
BTt BB H &M R M 2 ARTES AL T, YR EARMIEL L EEIR AR HE |
TIHIETR A B2 TN H 30 3, AR SR ML R PR I 2 BR IR W R AR
RIFE IR 50 o IR LA _EMERACHON S S, LA 3O RSB T RIE &
ER—PEIER L EERIE, £ RETHALE TR E N0 N ER U RPE
TERE 221 1B X 3 T O 1 A

Prize Winners

RRE

Su Wei / 75 1%

Zhang Hanlu / 5K # 5%

Joobin Bekhrad / %12 - D sing/RiE

Selected Entries in English
RXABE

Kayla Anderson / ¥4 - Lffid
Andrew Brighton / &f88 - 1
Rachel Dedman / Fifk - 3
Natasha Degen / #f575 - {&E41

Ellen C. Feiss / 316 - C - 3£

Roos van der Lint / f#7 - FL - 78 - #ikk
Iris Xinru Long / &1

Maija Rudovska / 33 - §k4F
Jonathan P. Watts / 7744k - P - FL%

Selected Entries in Chinese
PIABE

Li Sisi / Z=E &

Liu Xujun / XJfE#AE

Roger Mandle / &7 - &
QuYue/ A

Wu Wei / ZEf

Wu Mo / i

Yang Beichen / #dt R
Zhou Xin / Wy

ISBN 978-0-9929039-4-7



