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Georges Adéagbo
Barbara Wien, Berlin, Germany

Magazines, newspapers, records, bottles, 
textiles, statues, books and postcards cover the 
walls, baseboards and floor of Barbara Wien 
in Berlin. These materials – which comprise 
the gallery’s current exhibition, ‘‘‘L‘Abécédaire 
de Georges Adéagbo: la civilisation parlant 
et faisant voir la culture”..!’ (The Abecedary of 
Georges Adéagbo: Civilization Speaking and 
Showing Culture) – are laid out in symmetrical 
arrangements and bustling clusters, inter-
spersed with handwritten notes in French. 
Think of a flea market crossed with the work 
of a weekend anthropologist, or the office  
of a Freudian analyst, filled with the totems  
of overlapping worlds.

It is tempting, when looking at Adéagbo’s 
web of cultural fragments, to search for 
secret storylines, upending linkages, incisive 
commentaries. And it is equally to the work’s 
benefit that such connections seem only tan-
gential, the byproducts of an effort to capture 
the poetic, musical and literary energy of 
entwined societies. Given the frenetic variety 
of the objects on display, Adéagbo appears 
to be guided in his choices by intuitive play. 
This montage installation gathers understated 
power from the cumulative effect of assembled 
cultural artefacts, with all of their semiotic 
and formal resonances.

Sure, clever jokes lurk here and there: 
an item of women’s underwear, for instance, 
sits above an article on Gustave Courbet’s 
L’Origine du Monde (1886), seemingly hinting 
at a means of covering the painting’s naked 
subject. But it would take a significant creative 
effort to fabricate convincing relationships 
between the other items: newspaper articles 
about Notre Dame in Paris, German best-
sellers, the pan-African newspaper Jeune 
Afrique, ads for Giorgio Armani sunglasses 
and an album sleeve (one of many) by the 
Scottish rock band Bay City Rollers. Add  
to this carved wooden statues and reliefs, 
which were purchased at markets in Cotonou, 
and several paintings by the sign maker 
Benoît Adanoumè, based on Adéagbo’s own 
annotated collages.

It may be that Adéagbo’s notes illuminate 
arresting correspondences between all of 
these things. Unfortunately, je ne parle  
pas français. Therefore, my ability to under-
take this decoding effort was significantly 
hampered. I imagine many viewers may find 
themselves in a similar position. In this way, 
Adéagbo’s exhibition encapsulates the complex 
of sensorial information and uneven compre-
hension that defines our globalized world.

Aside from any interpretive meaning that 
Adéagbo’s notes might convey to franco-
phones, their greater purpose, as fragments 

of language, is to signify the presence of a 
thinking and feeling subject working its way 
through overlapping cultures. Put another 
way: the text is a signature of embodied 
thought. Through this writing, and the com-
missioned paintings, an energizing tension 
arises between the impression of a great his-
torical gust of cultural material and the more 
intimate fact of individual people striving to 
interpret it. What we really experience here is 
the spirit of artists moving between currents 
of history and culture, collecting and  
transforming them from within. 

Thinking about Adéagbo’s show, my 
mind drifted to the different orders of labour 
that enabled this exhibition: the Beninese 
carvers, Adanoumè the sign maker and the 
many unacknowledged graphic designers, 
typesetters, editors and writers. This aspect of 
hidden labour is just as important, if not more 
so, than the towering European intellectuals 
quoted in Adéagbo’s work. I had to ask the 
gallery for information about Adanoumè and 
about the origin of the carved sculptures. Both 
go unmentioned in the press release – in con-
trast to Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, from 
whose work the exhibition takes its title. This 
was disappointing. More than shedding light 
on this show, those most art world-friendly 
French philosophers cast a tired shadow. All 
of their rhizomatic meaning was immanent 
in the installation itself, with its overlapping 
textures of wonder and work.

— Mitch Speed

Franco Mazzucchelli
ChertLüdde, Berlin, Germany

In the late 1960s, Franco Mazzucchelli found 
something that eludes many artists: the con-
fluence of novelty and timeliness. Presented 
at ChertLüdde, five large, inflatable, orange 
and white PVC shapes (all Untitled, 1969) are 
suspended from the gallery ceiling like alien 
organs. Each piece comprises four hanging 
protuberances, which repeatedly inflate and 
go limp. Up above, pneumatics feed this cycle: 
transparent tubes lead back to an orange pipe 
spanning the gallery’s ceiling, disappearing  
at either end into the white walls.

Mazzucchelli’s cartoonish, geometric 
forms are charming, albeit unsettling, 
analogues for cycles of life. You could think 
of these sculptures as abstracted lungs, 
connected to the gallery’s cardiovascular 
system. It’s tiresome, in times of crisis, to 
find art made into a metaphor for plight. But 
certain resonances are inescapable. During 
the current pandemic, as we gasp for air, 
Mazzucchelli’s cartoonish cycles of inflation 
and collapse feel uncomfortably prescient. 
The work now seems a dream image of our 
underlying fears, which encompass not 
only the threat to human life in the current 
moment but the attendant loss of work  
and opportunity.

The show at ChertLüdde is historical;  
it reprises a 1969 exhibition wherein the 
artist filled Galleria Canale in Venice  
with these same sculptures and installed 
similar inflatable shapes on the neighbour-
ing canal. Nonetheless, what stands out 
today is the work’s seamlessness with the 
present. Consider the kinship between his 
inflating quasi-organs and Olga Balema’s 
water- and metal-filled PVC bags, such as 
Threat to Civilization (2015), which are like 
artificial, cyberpunk spleens and bladders. 
If you told me that the latter were siblings of 
Mazzucchelli’s inflatables, produced in the 
same year rather than decades apart,  
I’d believe you.

Does this kinship testify more to the  
timelessness of the Italian’s work or to 
the disorienting stylistic and temporal 
heterogeneity of recent art? It’s hard to say. 
To look back in history is to realize that 
Mazzucchelli’s sculpture is also unmis-
takably of its time. By 1969, pop art, which 
similarly foregrounded the power of taught 
and bright surfaces, had been firmly on 
the map for well over a decade. This was 
also the year that Hans Haacke created his 
canonical Circulation, wherein water and 
air are pumped through banal plastic tubes 
tossed across gallery floors. Haacke’s minimal 
approach toggles between alienating preten-
sion, in the way it seems to present viewers 
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