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“Energy Flash,” the first museum show 
dedicated to rave culture, has an ambitious 
scope. It intends to consider the “social, 
political, economic and technological 
conditions that led to the advent of rave.” If 
the desire to embrace such a complex and 
massive phenomenon seems understandable, 
the task is anything but easy. Unlike punk, 
rave had no Malcolm McLaren or Vivienne 
Westwood to help define its aesthetic or 
chronological framework. The choice to 
include in the show clothes designed by 
Antwerp-based Walter Van Beirendonck, in 
consideration of their resonance with Dutch 
hardstyle, seems a step in this direction. 
However, it is unlikely that ravers, like those 
portrayed by Matt Stokes in his installation 
Real Arcadia, thought of their parties 
as fashion statements. Gathering audio 
tapes, pictures, news reports and written 
interviews, the latter work is one of the best 
pieces in the show, as it demonstrates the 
very essence of rave culture: its inability 
to be reduced to a cultural archetype. 

The same goes for Andreas Gursky’s 
Union Rave (1995), the first in a series that 
the photographer dedicated to rave parties. 
Gursky suggests that the rave movement is 
not based on individuality (the desire to be 
singled out): what matters is being part of a 
crowd. Rineke Dijkstra, on the other hand, 
seeks the personal codes hidden in the way 
we dance: The Buzz Club, Liverpool, UK-
Mystery World, Zaandam, NL 1996–1997 
portrays young ravers doing their thing 
against a white background while the music 
plays loud. Jeremy Deller’s Acid Brass 
(1997) project has been re-performed in 
the streets of Antwerp as part of the show. 

Additional testimonies from the mid-
1990s are provided by Jef Cornelis, Daniel 
Pflumm, George Barber and Martin Kersels; 
more recent works by Cory Arcangel and 
Ann Veronica Janssens are mostly allusive 
to the rave movement. The show might be 
a bit too clean and organized compared 
to the essence of its topic, but this also 
shows that some subcultures are more 
reluctant than others to enter a museum.

by Pierre-Yves Desaive

Energy Flash
M HKA, Antwerp

Since joining forces in the late ’90s, artist 
couple Eva and Franco Mattes have brilliantly 
blurred reality and fiction with their often-
controversial meditations on the digital 
condition. In their new solo show at Carroll/
Fletcher, London, the couple focuses on 
the Internet’s vast but invisible workforce. 

Installed in abstract office-like structures 
that defy direct viewing, the video series 
Dark Content (2015–ongoing) investigates 
the psychological reality of the thousands of 
anonymous content moderators who daily edit 
the Internet on behalf of megacorporations 
like Facebook. This sense of enforced macro-
collective responsibility results in an extreme 
loss of the worker’s self: omnipresent and 
displaced, they assume generic digital avatars 
as they recount the moral implications of 
embodying censorship via poorly paid labor. 

By Everyone For No One Every Day (2014) 
fully reverses this empathetic scenario. A 
series of web streams of anonymous people 
performing bizarre tasks conjures the kind 
of net-based surrealism that the couple have 
made their trademark. There’s a stark reality 
check in their uncanny video, however, as 
the individuals depicted are revealed as 
poorly paid digital workers employed by 
the artists themselves. As a kind of absurd 
commissioned webcam performance, each 
worker was given a series of instructions to 
interpret. The videos were then distributed 
across forgotten social platforms around 
the web, so as to echo the invisibility of 
these workers in our digital social milieu. 

Entertainment or exploitation? Certainly, 
it felt alienating to watch precarious bodies 
“perform” for the bewildered amusement 
of privileged art audiences. The limited 
physical strain demanded from the viewer 
due to the intentionally awkward placement 
of monitors in the space felt mostly like a 
mockery of the very real hardships digital 
workers undergo daily. Is a critique of today’s 
digital economic structures possible only 
by embedding ourselves within them? Eva 
and Franco Mattes offer no univocal answer 
to this question. Instead, they suspend their 
position in a haze of unresolved fictions. 

by Jeppe Ugelvig

It is the goal of “Mary Heilmann: Looking 
at Pictures” to revel in a highly emotional, 
autobiographical artistic output that straddles 
Surrealism, Pop and post-Minimalist 
abstraction (three highly masculine 
discourses, to be sure). Paintings, ceramics 
and a surprisingly intimate slideshow 
populate Whitechapel’s wide and inviting 
gallery spaces, offering us a glimpse into 
a career that has been intensely inventive 
since the 1970s. While it is true that 
Heilmann’s work is quirky, personal and 
joyful, it is not immune to formal rigor. 
In this way she requires us to combine 
biographical and historical analysis. 

Good Vibrations Diptych, Remembering 
David (2012), for example, requires just such 
scrutiny. Its splashing circus of paint and 
ceramics, even in its flamboyance, reduces 
chromatic experience into a sort of distilled 
extreme. In Georges Bataille’s 1930 essay 
“Joan Miró: Peintures Récentes,” he says 
of Miró’s paintings, “The little angry and 
alienated elements proceeded to a new 
irruption, before once more disappearing into 
these paintings, leaving traces of who knows 
what disaster.” It is not that Heilmann’s work 
is itself terrifying (although it has a foreboding 
element of chromatic excess that, like Wayne 
Thiebaud’s thick impasto, seems wonderfully, 
deliciously overripe like a browning banana). 
However, like Miró, Heilmann legitimizes 
painting by showing us what its most 
fundamental elements can accomplish, as if 
she has created a post-painterly emergency 
food storage upon which we can subsist. 

While tales of Heilmann’s influences 
in music or beach culture are interesting, 
what we gain from seeing all of her work in 
one place is much more complex. It is the 
moment of Bataille’s eruption — wherein 
shapes and hues and textures are so deftly 
and sympathetically stretched that you 
must reshuffle the very building blocks of 
postmodern painting. There are entirely 
new possibilities that Heilmann forges for 
us, which leads to a break in normative 
vision that is both disastrous and, as 
Bataille would say, intensely generative.

by William J. Simmons
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Whitechapel Gallery, London
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