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When we look back on this time of the pandemic, it may be the confusion 
that we remember the most. We have been bombarded by tabulations 
of misery, but columns of data tell us nothing about the virus’s specific 
mechanics of travel — the real routes of contact that have enabled its nox-
ious spread. As in pandemics past, the afflicted often struggle to under-

stand how they got it, and from whom. Amid the staggering 
losses, this indiscernible causality overwhelms. 

It is a network of invisible gifts: infections 
bestowed by friends and family upon one another, and 
stranger to stranger. We visualize it in blooms on the map; 
it just seems to appear, moving around the country like the 
ebb and flow of weather systems (fig. 1). During this year 
of fearing what others may have given us, many have also 
raged about what they feel has been taken from them. With 
the same viral stealth, a different malevolent fog has spread 
and settled itself into the minds of what, by some counts, 
now amounts to about a quarter of the country. Spoon-
fed by conspiratorial lunatics and traitorous politicians, a 
horde was borne aloft on delusional winds to the Capitol in 
Washington — stumbling over barricades, hacking through 
locked doors, and violating its chambers. Geographically, 
it looked like a swarm of viral pathogens overtaking a host, 
infecting the heart of the national politic with the irrecon-
cilable and intolerant delirium that had overtaken them.

Because so much of this disease has spread 
through the public commons that is social media, some 
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enterprising data scientists may be able to map its transmission in time 
and space. Notably, this sickness is marked by an obsession with trans-
mission itself, a theory that spins inventive causal fictions which purport 
to diagram global child-trafficking systems of staggering complexity. To 
believers, these and other nefarious networks are controlled by the “deep 
state,” global cabals of corporations, the Illuminati, and various other con-
jured powers who marshal vast, if concealed, authority. Perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, then, an important part of the conspiracy is its visual culture. Much 
of its evidence arrives out of a hyperactive analysis that ascribes all sorts 
of meaning to a rampant symbology, linking ancient signs and texts to con-
temporary politics, and pop and consumer culture (fig. 2). 

Remarkable and banal at the same time, these representa-
tions (both those circulated among believers, and those created by critics 
attempting to understand them) testify to something about this sicken-
ingly networked period in history. Documenting little more than mere 
association or visual similes, these paranoid diagrams proffer byzantine 
flowcharts in which nothing flows. People and entities float around like 
bubbles in some cosmic miasma, or like electrons loosely circling a neb-
ulous nucleus. (Adopting scientific images of cellular biophysics, these 
schematics assume a vague and ersatz eminence.) They attempt to model 
our moment, fixing it as an unstable crystalline condition rather than as a 
system moving and changing over time. Bludgeoned by the complexity of 
the globalized world, it seems, “deep state” believers have turned, fever-
ishly, to constructing pictures of what they think it is, because they can’t 
figure out how it works. Having lost a grip on the way things happen, they 
consequently seem to be losing any sense of how to make things better 
without recourse to apocalyptic fantasies.

At its core, we might consider this an affliction of history — 
and one that afflicts history. Trying to determine who got what from whom 
is the practice of epidemiologists, but it also describes some aspect of the 
work of historians. What does it mean when the stories that ground us 
are overtaken by clouded networks, when narrative affect dissipates into 
mere aggregations of subjects? When Charles Darwin drew his explana-
tion of evolution in the mid-19th century, he charted a series of bettering 
inheritances over time, which helped the West to visualize progressive 
knowledge (fig. 3). Natural selection takes place at an invisibly slow pace, 
but art is much faster, and the concurrent development of 
the avant-garde offered people a visual index to cultural 
progress. Registering and modeling the anxieties and hopes 
that attended quickening technological change, modern art 
blazed a path towards better things to come. It attempted 
to do so by drawing everything — or at least what then 
passed for “everything” — into a common genealogy, which 
MoMA’s founding director Alfred H. Barr, Jr. famously 
represented as a torpedo moving forward through time 
(fig. 4). Barr’s conceptualization, however, pathologizes the 
prior century’s notion of art as collective social experience, 
perhaps best advocated by John Dewey. Somehow this art 
historical war machine of the 1930s was supposed to bear 
us into a great future.

What the missile left behind in its oceanic 
wake took decades to acknowledge, and we still find it 
hard to do what Christina Sharpe calls the “wake work” 
of looking to the black depths of the sea and contending 
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Figure 3. Charles 
Darwin, Origin of 
Species phylologi-
cal diagram, 1859
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Museum 
Collections,” 
The Museum of 
Modern Art,  
New York, 1941. 
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with the unrecoverable, sundered Black lives that haunt the diaspora and 
histories of modernity.1 See, for example, another charting of Modern 
Art that Barr created back then, which posed “Negro Sculpture” as some 
floating (African) antecedent; the museum figured African art as a dark and 
undifferentiated mass of aesthetic objects outside of the modern teleology 
(fig. 5).2 A similarly racist construct can be seen in the “tree of modern art” 
that Vanity Fair published in 1933, its branches replete with the names of 
artists and movements. Here we find a nameless African sculpture margin-
alized onto the grass beside it, wholly outside the protection of its roots 
and influence, and alienated from the “natural” superiority of the featured 
(white, male) artists (fig. 6).3 Both examples prefigure the catastrophic 
conflation of eugenics and war that was just around the corner (a history 
denied by many who stormed the Capitol, such as the man photographed 
in a Camp Auschwitz shirt).

Recent decades have been marked by historiographic 
reckonings the many figures left strewn about on the grass around Barr’s 
modern tree. Efforts to remediate absences in traditional art historical nar-
ratives — whether occasioned by race, gender, sexual identity, nationality, 
disability, artistic medium or discipline — have accelerated more recently 
with changes to the course offerings of major university departments and 
the exhibition and collection displays of some museums.4 But we struggle 
to understand what this does to our models of history. How, for example, 
do we account for the wakes that trail such absences? 

This problem is beautifully modeled in a 2009 work  
by Luis Camnitzer, a German-born Uruguayan artist based in New York. 
Responding to the disappearances of hundreds of people that occurred 
under Uruguay’s dictatorship (1973 – 84), Camnitzer inserted the names 
of the missing into a present–day edition of the Montevideo phonebook, 
which is displayed as 195 individually framed pages (figs. 7 – 8). He used  
the phonebook’s font and style for their names, and the missing are hard  
to find. As Camnitzer explained, they become legible only because they 
lack addresses and phone numbers. Literally, this means “that you cannot  
call them anymore,” but as he notes, “somehow they keep calling us . . .   
and we cannot really answer.” 5

Camnitzer’s Memorial provides a way to remember the 
absent by reinscribing them among us, which is, at base, how all memorials 
effect their work. By instantiating loss into the community of the present,  
the work also highlights the obvious difficulty of registering the more 
complex, unnamable loss that haunts the future as brutally as it does our 
present: how can we understand the impact those vanished lives would 
have had, had they never disappeared? Similarly, how can we begin to chart 
the imaginary influences of artists who didn’t exist in the histories of their 
own times? We are called to picture the unfollowed paths, the messy and 
contested routes of reception and influence that would have bequeathed to 
us a different culture of the present.

Describing the impact of conceptual art, Robert Barry said 
that “modern art was going out on a limb and then cutting off the limb  
to see what would happen,” and his formulation might allow us to envision 
progressive genealogies of art history littered with phantom limbs of all 
sorts, haunting the present with all that was amputated and never allowed 
to grow.6 Quantum physics has tried to resolve a temporal exercise called 
the “grandfather paradox,” which grapples with the question of what 
would happen if you could travel back in time and murder your ancestors, 
chopping down your own family tree. But we might also conceptualize 
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Figure 5.  
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Figure 7.  
Luis Camnitzer, 
Memorial 
(detail), 2009. 
Pigment prints 
in 195 parts, 
11 5/8 × 9 1/2 in.  
(29.84 × 24.13 cm). 
Edition of 5 + 
1 AP. Courtesy 
Alexander Gray 
Associates, New 
York; Gallería 
Parra & Romero, 
Madrid. © Luis 
Camnitzer/Artists 
Rights Society 
(ARS), New York



an inverted version of the paradox, one in which we travel back to create 
other, multiple lineages. The mental gymnastics required may help us to 
figure out ways to answer those calling us from the past’s discarded and 
disappeared versions of the future we now inhabit.

By collecting art together in synthetic, non-linear arrange-
ments, exhibitions furnish a particularly effective forum in which to engage 
these speculative challenges. Conceived ambitiously, exhibition-making 
can help us to develop other, new shapes for representing and conveying  
a wider cultural history to ourselves, different charts, and diagrams. We 
have spent much of the past decade figuring out how to historicize move-
ment, for example; dancers may remind us how histories are encoded in 
and conveyed between bodies. In acknowledging indigenous predecessors, 
we must also make space for ideas of tradition and heritage 
that we have long excluded, finding inspiration in forms of 
knowledge that point us towards notions of cultural prop-
erty that is held in common and stewarded broadly. It may 
be that we need to cut down the whole tree to see what 
should happen.

As it happens, the cover of Vanity Fair  
that featured the “tree of modern art,” depicted the US 
Capitol Building split down the middle, balanced between 
the era of Depression darkness and despair that preceded  
Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s recent inauguration, and  
the cheery future that the country hoped he might usher in 
(fig. 9). Whatever we expansively imagine to be our com-
mon culture during another fraught moment of suffering 
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Figure 8.  
Luis Camnitzer, 
Memorial, 2009. 
Pigment prints 
in 195 parts, 
11 5/8 × 9 1/2 in. 
(29.84 × 24.13 cm). 
Edition of 5 + 
1 AP. Courtesy 
Alexander Gray 
Associates, New 
York; Gallería 
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Madrid. © Luis 
Camnitzer/Artists 
Rights Society 
(ARS), New York
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and hope, we cannot ignore the pandemic’s gross evidence of inequitable 
accumulation. Even without a detailed understanding of the virus’s course, 
the disproportionate impact it has had on some communities is clear and 
devastating. That these communities — Black and brown, indigenous, 
immigrant — include those who have insufficiently figured in the story this 
country tells itself should give us pause.

Contemporary curators may be disturbed 
to recognize something familiar in the wild imaginaries of 
Q-Anon and its dispersed, malignant logics of association. 
I, for one, know the desire to excavate meaning from a 
picture and to follow it towards something bigger, to use it 
to craft a scaffolding on which to hang a larger story that 

Figure 9.  
Victor Bobritsky, 
Everybody’s 
Washington, 
cover of Vanity 
Fair, May 1, 1933. 
© Condé Nast



helps others to make sense of things. But ours is a historical project.  
Their teleology is one of aftermath, a model for an age after the end of 
history. Finding themselves having fallen from the tree, the faithful  
instead join a vast conglomeration of pedestrian facts to a grandiose lat-
ticework of explanation that is big enough to include them. 

Yet we should be able to relate — particularly as we seek  
to construct more inclusive edifices and arrangements of history in search 
of a truly common culture. These epistemic networks — the poisonous, 
stultified webs of conspiracy, but also the expanding filigrees of cultural 
history — are documents of our digital age. More practically, we might con-
sider them as symptoms of life under the many strains of crises — ecologi-
cal, economic, political and social — that are quietly changing the structures  
of our thought. What happens to the promise of culture when lineages of 
influence and innovation are overwhelmed by the sheer volume and rich-
ness of that which demands acknowledgment? What will be transmitted 
and what shall we receive? As the winnowed boughs of history are replaced 
by a metastatic florescence, confusion, curiously, might feel just right.

1	 Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2016).
2	 See the diagram that Barr created for the cover of Cubism and Abstract Art (1936). The year before this 

landmark show, MoMA presented another major show called African Negro Art (1935), with more than 
600 objects. For a critical history, see Charlotte Barat and Darby English, “Blackness at MoMA: A History 
of Deficit,” in English and Barat, eds., Among Others: Blackness at MoMA (New York: The Museum of 
Modern Art, 2019), 19 – 21.

3	 For this and many other diagrammatic models of history, see Manuel Fontán del Junco, José Lebrero 
Stals, and Maria Zozaya Álvarez, eds., Genealogies of Art or the History of Art as Visual Art, exh. cat. 
(Madrid: Fundación Juan March, 2019), which treats Barr’s diagrams extensively. In the Vanity Fair tree,  
a white head — perhaps meant to suggest classical Greek or Roman sculpture — appears in the magazine, 
but was not included in the original sketch. See Genealogies, 122.

4	 Among numerous examples, see Yale University’s restructuring of its survey courses, https://www.college 
art.org/news/2020/02/03/tim-barringer-yale-art-history-letter/, Museu de Arte de São Paulo’s Afro-
Atlantic Histories (2018), and the opening collection installations of MoMA’s expanded building in 2019, 
which inaugurated a new rotating approach to unsettle and expand the canon it had helped create.

5	 Luis Camnitzer interview: https://www.moma.org/collection/works/141548 
6	 Robert Barry, “Statement,” Flash Art 143 (November – December 1988): 115.

Peter Eleey is an independent curator. He was previously Chief Curator  
of MoMA PS1, where he organized more than forty exhibitions between 2010 
and 2020, including premier presentations of Ed Atkins, Darren Bader,  
Sascha Braunig, Ian Cheng, Devin Kenny, and Zheng Guogu, as well as surveys  
of Huma Bhabha, James Lee Byars (with Magali Arriola), Sue Coe, Simon 
Denny, Lara Favaretto, Maureen Gallace, George Kuchar, Maria Lassnig, 
Mark Leckey (with Stuart Comer), Thomas Lanigan-Schmidt, Henry Taylor 
(with Laura Hoptman), and Cathy Wilkes. Sturtevant: Double Trouble, which 
he organized at The Museum of Modern Art, traveled to The Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles. Eleey has curated a number of major group 
exhibitions, including September 11, organized on the occasion of the 10th 
anniversary of the 2001 terrorist attacks, and the last edition of Greater 
New York, in 2015, for which he led the curatorial team of Douglas Crimp, 
Thomas J. Lax, and Mia Locks. Eleey most recently co-organized Theater of 
Operations: The Gulf Wars 1991 – 2011 with Ruba Katrib. He is the coordinating 
curator for MoMA PS1’s upcoming presentation of Gregg Bordowitz: I Wanna 
Be Well, originated by Stephanie Snyder at the Douglas F. Cooley Memorial 
Art Gallery, Reed College, and is preparing exhibitions with Barbara Kruger and 
Deana Lawson (with Eva Respini). Before joining MoMA PS1, Eleey served as 
Visual Arts Curator at the Walker Art Center, Minneapolis and as a curator at  
Creative Time in New York.

Peter Eleey

https://www.collegeart.org/news/2020/02/03/tim-barringer-yale-art-history-letter/
https://www.collegeart.org/news/2020/02/03/tim-barringer-yale-art-history-letter/

