Minor compositions
Marina Vishmidt’s collaborations

E.C. Feiss

The spate of short essays published since Marina Vish-
midt’s passing have endeavoured to catalogue her major
works: to summarise the immense, multifaceted contri-
bution, only beginning to be digested, of her book Specu-
lation as a Mode of Production, and to map the paramet-
ers of her theory of ‘infrastructural critique’ before the
phrase is aerosolised in the ether of the art and academic
milieu in which she trafficked, separated from the preci-
sion and utility embedded in her original articulation of
the concept. As many have noted, Marina often shunned
the standard markers of intellectual property common
to the academic and art institutionalisation of thought
in favour of a million partnerships, some easy to point
to and others less so. Consider the countless exercises
frequent within her life practice — informal crits, reading
groups, summer camps, partnership with various small
art institutions or formations, and heterogenous forms
of organizing -- a grind as immaterial to her published
record now as it is baked into how certain art worlds -
between the UK, the EU and increasingly the U.S. - un-
derstand their bind with capital. Her fleshly, lifelong
commitment to an intellectual commons was grounded
in how she worked every day; it was equally philosoph-
ical and methodological. This latter point is especially
important given that, in my view, there is a mundane
gendered reason for the fact that although Marina’s work
shaped a particular art world configuration for the last
decade, she has not been exalted to the extent of her male
art theorist peers, even if she had begun more recently
to receive the kind of institutional recognition her work
demanded. This lag stems too from the way she operated,
with an eye to the living ground of thought, to its genesis
in common. Thus, a shorthand has developed to account
for the numerous set-ups this commons took — that she
was a writer, professor, mentor, organiser, critic, editor,
programmer, etc, alongside and as fuel to her theoretical
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production. What I want to address, with inevitable in-
adequacy, are some points of integral feedback between
this praxis and her theoretical production.

The generative quality of this exchange can be under-
stood under the awning of ‘criticism’, as she unraveled
that term and as it traversed her academic, art institu-
tional and organisational activity. In other words, I'm
going to address Marina’s impact on art. Surely art and
its world(s) was the ‘convenience store’, as Kerstin Stake-
meier recently put it, of her archive, a stop on the side
of the road in her pursuit of articulating the terms of un-
freedom and the possible paths of its contestation.! Yet
art and its determinate contexts, which she catalogued
casually, and with a singular precision, were frequent
infrastructures, social and material, offering a certain
autonomy of means for her writing. I am thinking here
most immediately of the appearance of her thought in
many smaller formats outside the larger book projects,
as well as the discursive production that filled many an
EU-funded cultural space. Another example would be
the many - particularly female — writers, like myself, who
Marina fortified, whose collective output has slowly in-
tegrated into art theory and criticism, how it’s done, and
what we expect it to do.? The impact of Marina’s work
in this sense isn’t measurable, or perhaps might only be
decades from now. Or we could insist that the immeas-
urability of all this ‘minor’ production is a feature of its
structural relation to the world it created. As Marina
summarised this recently:

the constitutive exception, whether it is reproductive
labour in the home or the unquantifiable reproductive
labour of the cultural worker or the serviceable artist:
the ‘under-labourer’ who is the condition of possibility
of the system’s ability to reproduce itself as a whole, the
‘work’ that must disappear in order for ‘the work’ to ap-
pear, whether that work is the waged worker or the art
installation.3



Marina Vishmidt at We are the Time Machines: Time and Tools for Commoning (WTM), Forum IV: Commoning
Aesthetics, 12 March 2016, 14:00-18:00 at Casco HQ. Photo by Cee Bakker. Courtesy: Casco Art Institute: Working
for the Commons.

As many have noted, Marina practiced what she the-
orised; this also entailed that her own ‘under-labour’,
namely all the activity, from small format writing to or-
ganising, outside of her central oeuvre, fashioned the art
system she circulated in. Provisionally, we can trace this
in three guises. First, the historical effects propelled by
her thought, trackable through institutional, and counter
institutional, formations. Second, how Marina’s criticism
enacted the kind of partnerships she forged in the rest of
her life, writing with and alongside works of art in pursuit
of more exacting social theory rather than as part of (or
sometimes self-consciously pointing to) the processes
of valorisation her work tracked at large. Finally, the
way that — at a remove from art history and aesthetic
theory — Marina’s writing renovated the artistic subject
through capturing the terms of its relationship to the
‘automatic subject’ of capital, nullifying the possibility of
perceiving this artistic subject in singular terms, despite
the near complete disciplinary mandate to do so; how

the automatic subject of self-valorising value ‘shapes the
activity of the practitioner’, or in other words, how social
form in capital preconditions what the artist can begin to
think, much less produce, changes the terms of writing —
description, the question of assessment — on artworks. *

Marina was a key critical theorist of art after the 2008
financial crisis, who responded to but also expanded post-
operaist theories of artistic labour by integrating theories
of social reproduction. Social reproduction theory wasn’t
an applied analytic but how she configured her overall
practice, in the creation of the artistic realities she wrote
about. There are the numerous artists organisations she
shaped and was shaped by, perhaps most pertinently to
what I'm arguing here is W.A.G.E. (Working Artists and
the Greater Economy) which has reconfigured conscious-
ness around artists’ labour and its institutional condi-
tions, and arguably had a hand in the frameworks avail-
able to the last decade of museum strikes (such as the
New Museum in 2019 and Tate United in 2020).> As much
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as she would reject the attribution of any singular influ-
ence, including her own, on a mass mobilization, or shift
in labour consciousness, of cultural workers, she’s not
here to argue with me. The urgency of her intervention in
these earlier years lay in the excavation of what happens
after the popular recognition of art as work and what
this entailed for theory, and particularly for organising
around the determination of their interlinked value. It
was inseparable from her own involvement in these emer-
gent struggles that her criticism shaped how a contingent
of artists understood the form, location and function of
their labour in the greater economy, so to speak.
Marina’s earliest stewardship of this subject — edit-
ing the volume Immaterial Labour: Work, Research, and
Art (2003) and her writing for Mute, particularly the es-
say ‘Precarious Straits’ (2005), on issues resulting from
the equation of art with precarious labour - predates the
founding of W.A.G.E in 2008.° Her seminal essay ‘Situ-
ation Wanted: Something about Labour’, condensing and
departing from the mounting literature on art and labour,
appeared in Afterall in 2008, the year of the crisis.” She
would be the first to say that many others also drew new
linkages between art, labour and value in the fury sur-
rounding the financial collapse. Indeed, the Immaterial
Labour volume was a collaboration with Melanie Gilligan
who would become a regular co-author over the course of
the next decade. However, Marina’s articulation of how
art is a ‘specialised niche’ within the dynamic of real sub-
sumption had a particular saliency, because it assessed
the poles of art and value beyond the framework of the
commodity and provided a necessary counterpoint to the
limited organisational imagination for an artist’s wage.
Essays like ‘Mimesis of the Hardened and Alienated: So-
cial Practice as Business Model’ (2013) narrated how art’s
logic of ‘disruptive innovation’, a process within capital’s
unabating incorporation of all that lies outside of it, ex-
plained not only the baldly ‘threadbare and transparent’
procedure of arts-led gentrification but the production
of life-forms and activities shared between the vanguard
outer lip (as one and the same threshold) of contempor-
ary art practices and the technics of accumulation. In
this essay, that was the entrepreneurial figure stationed
at the heart of the surge in artist’s social practice, ‘dis-
tinguished by a pragmatism that appears subversive at
first glance’, against which she furnished a genealogy of
that self-motivated character stretching from DIY ‘small
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ownership’ culture in the Thatcher era through to NGOs
and micro-finance.? In turn, she consulted for W.A.G.E
on policy regarding ‘the value of non-monetary com-
pensation’ for artists, as well as the contract mechanism
for deciding which activities are tied to the artists’ fee,
beyond the delivery of the discrete art object.” She also
relentlessly criticized the organisation, in many a board
meeting or strategy summit, for its role in the social-
ization of art as abstract labour even as she pragmatic-
ally aided it at every turn. Her work thought with and
in excess of the expected categories of artists’ involve-
ment in the economy - the question of the wage and
the figure of the commodity. Instead, in demonstrat-
ing how contemporary art uniquely facilitates capital’s
evolving vanguard, she also located logics of solidarity
for artists with those who labour on the non-valorised
side of the reproductive border, particularly underpaid
domestic workers such as those represented by groups
like Italy’s Chainworkers and San Precario Union and the
National Domestic Workers Alliance in the U.S., founded
in 2007.10

In true dialectical fashion, she wrote about consult-
ants while serving as a clandestine one herself, critic-
ally informing several key feminist public art spaces as
a board member and general touchstone, as funding for
these types of institutions began to dwindle in the UK and
EU.!! Organisations like CASCO in Utrecht and the Show-
room in London developed exhibitions on reproduction
(as a body of theory and as a social reality in art histor-
ies) in consultation with her long before the art system’s
hazy discourse on ‘care’ appeared post-COVID.!? How
an analysis of reproduction - as undergirding value —
has reconfigured art’s politics cannot be overstated.!3
It renovated the subject of the artist-worker, the sites
and forms of what counts as her work, particularly the
border between the art object and the life processes un-
derstood to be included in its production, and therefore
the terms of both exchange and confrontation between
artist and institution. Marina’s work both cut through
a masculinist art theory Left, caught in the intractable
embrace of a Situationist-derived tactical imagination,
and illuminated other histories that this version of an
artist-subject-revolution couldn’t apprehend. What does
it mean that social reproduction theory and the history
of Wages for Housework have broadly been art institu-
tionalised? One measure is Silvia Federici’s appearance



in both Documenta 13 (2012) and 15 (2022).'* What does
that incorporation, which I am inferring was partly fa-
cilitated by Marina’s thought, entail for what she called
the ‘value-form of artistic subjectivity’, or in other words,
what politics does it enable and what kind of foreclosure —
what kind of institutional guardrails and preconceptions
of activity or possibility — does it introduce to the ma-
terialist feminism it also invokes? We need Marina now
to point towards how we, those still allied with art as
a potentially pliable corner of financialised capitalism,
‘win an autonomy with a general, socialized horizon.’'®
Or in other words, how we pursue the extension of art’s
autonomy to its fullest imaginable realisation, ‘to effect
a more thoroughgoing transformation of social life and
productive relations, one that would render autonomy

specifically for art or culture redundant.’!®

Photo by Cee Bakker. Courtesy: Casco Art Institute:

Working for the Commons.

Marina’s writing on and with art disenabled the em-
battled but still very much alive project of modernist
criticism — to demarcate, to valorise — kept on life sup-
port by writing that furnishes the artwork with untold
humanistic capacities, sustained by the laissez faire pro-
cedure of, as one example, the many critics who continue
to write for Artforum despite the boycott of it in solidarity
with Gaza. That the critical authority of art rests on a
platform invested in genocide (perhaps an inevitability
given the colonial underpinnings of aesthetic judgement)
situates one such iteration, one narrative, of Marina’s de-
parture from ‘criticism’. Instead, she utilised art within a
larger project on the relations of value today, producing
a form of writing about art that sought the demise of it
and its present conditions; a seamstress of the negative

if there ever was one. What kind of value, then, did her
writing in the field of art generate, if we think about ‘criti-
cism’ as normatively directly productive of art’s stature?
Her work produced social, historical and specifically la-
bour consciousness for artists; it also imagined tactical
and organisational schema, and it functioned like the
traditional broadside, albeit in a materialist lyrical form,
to diagnose and build collective feeling toward action.
In 2009 for example she wrote of works by Melanie
Gilligan (‘Crisis in the Credit System’) and Blaise
Kirschner, artists with whom she would remain close,
about how the ‘opacity and argument’ of their work de-
flected a reactionary curatorial melancholia around the
crisis for the cultural sector created by the larger financial
meltdown.!” Writing on Rosa Barba’s exhibition at the
Turner Contemporary in Margate, Marina read the artist’s
employment of film as a device of inherent repetition, as
an ‘engine’ of production rather than a medium, through
the work’s inevitable participation in the culture-led re-
generation of that city. What that reading entails for
Barba’s position is left relatively ambiguous, but perhaps
resonant in the way her antique, ‘tender devices break
down easily’, interrupting the unimpeded drive of the
institution through their fragile form.'® She showed us
how both Cameron Rowland and Grace Schwindt, two
artists who at first seem unalike, grasp that ‘medium-
specificity has changed by now, now that the medium
includes the market.’!® The phrasing links Rowland’s
manipulation of the real legal instruments of racialised
property and Schwindt’s furnishing of liberalism’s em-
bodied voice, to build the terms of an artistic posture
between institution, artwork and market based on a re-
lation rather than the standard markers of comparison
(style, material, method).?’ Rather than a method, Mar-
ina identifies an artistic orientation to the space between
the art object, its space of appearance and the market,
in any given circumstance with any specified tools. In
one of her last published art writings, an exchange with
Claire Fontaine, she asked broad questions of their recent
involvement in the Venice Biennale (2024), the reception
of which is now cluttered with misguided treatises on the
supposed dominance of ‘identity’ in contemporary art.
Instead, Marina asked if their work ‘sharpens antagonism’
or ‘provides resources’ against the rise of a xenophobic
far right (including Giorgia Meloni’s government in Italy)
beyond the inevitable limits of the exhibition’s cosmo-
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politanism. She used the situation of their practice to
pose, not the problematic of ‘identity’ within the con-
fines of an updated multiculturalism, but the potential
of a “human strike” against the increasingly unlivable
present.?!

Marina’s materialist criticism also manifested
through her lucid descriptions of the exhibition’s sur-
rounds, placing artist and artwork in a wide and richly
realised landscape. For example, she writes of the qual-
ity of the stone inlaid around the Turner Contemporary
against the duller asphalt and iron otherwise used on
walkways in Margate. She contrasts the lush curtains in
Marres Contemporary Art Centre with the uncertainty of
its institutional coffers. This is one way she lined the pas-
sage between art’s exception in capitalism and how that
exception concretely appears in the social field. There
are the artworks in question amid a set of curatorial
decisions, but there are also all the tangible realities
surrounding art in its realised state which exceed how
the exhibition self-determines: the city it’s in and the
coarse history of its present, the interior designer, ad-
ministrators and city planners who furnished, organised
and sign-posted the institution. Such details are one
means by which Marina’s criticism refused to attribute
any sense of singular agency to artist or artwork outside
of their determination within the present relations of
production and history. This is how she isolated what
actual ‘determinate negations’, artistic gestures able
to evince contradiction within capital, could achieve
vis a vis an artwork’s contingent space of exception, a
practical autonomy she hemmed tightly to the presiding
details of possibility (whether the specificities of the
institution or the discourse of ‘creativity’).??

Most writing on art, whether variants of art history,
criticism or aesthetic theory, contains an artist subject
whose criticality manages to transcend even the dutiful
plotting of his complicity within the immediate frame.
It is worth briefly noting that where art history and its
ancillaries can be easily dismissed, with the discipline’s
evident roots in connoisseurship, the presumptive sub-
ject of aesthetic theory in the German tradition - ratified
in Adorno’s thought, which Speculation departs from —
is also one constitutively separated from labour, occupy-
ing an autonomous sphere from which it produces under
alternate terms. Marina’s writing frayed this configur-
ation by showing how contemporary capitalism rendered
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all labour ‘creative’, seemingly incorporeal, and future
leveraged, while also showing how, like the illusory but
intractable realm of art’s state of exception, the value
of speculative capital (in art or finance) is dependent on
concrete labour. The level of abstraction she wielded in
her writings served to place a fuller range of aesthetic
subjects, including but not limited to artists, within the
spectrum of analysis. One important aspect of this is
how, with an indifferent negativity, it displaces the artist
from the centre of aesthetic inquiry without removing
her entirely. Her range of subjects includes the famil-
iar homology between artist and entrepreneur, but also
those at work in the inverted shadow of speculative pro-
duction, such as those on right-to-work rolls, miming

work to receive a welfare check.?

Marina Vishmidt at Policy People 1, organised by E. C.
Feiss and Karisa Senavitis, W139 Gallery, March 28, 2015.
Photos Kym Ward.

I attempted to use Marina’s rendering of speculative
value — that it describes art’s elastic appreciation as well
as indebtedness or wagelessness — to describe a set of
relationships (in 1961, at an earlier onset point of post-



Fordism) between an artist, his sculpture and the lumpen-
proletariat around him. I don’t think he consciously per-
ceived the relation between his art and the surrounding
unwaged population. Instead, I argue that this uneven
economic landscape produced both him and his art, if not
the sculpture’s intimate formal elements, but certainly
its available materials and the basis of its display. For ex-
ample, his performance - as a “shopkeeper” in a gallery-
cum-bodega — was isomorphic, to use a Marina word,
with the kinds of welfare job play (as fake cashiers, gas at-
tendants and servers in state-run establishments) these
unemployed people were mandated to do. The art his-
tory journal that ultimately published it converted most
of the argument into one where the artist maintained
his interiority, if largely through a lapse to shared histor-
ical ‘context.” The reviewers kept saying I had a subject-
object problem — what was I arguing the artist was doing?
Perhaps it was my own clumsy application, but this re-
ception indicates how artistic authorship remains largely
unassailable, fully insulated by its exceptional status.
A more recent essay in the same journal uses Marina’s
work to argue that a certain artist ‘speculates’ or ‘spec-
ulated’, ironically collapsing an argument about class
stratification into a descriptor of artistic innovation, but
I imagine that was also a disciplinary conversion made
through the pasta strainer of the review board. The fo-
cus in her writing ultimately never fell primarily on the
artist’s gesture, but rather on how an oblique view of
it furnished a model for understanding contemporary
modes of extraction as well as the ‘speculative and cre-
ative dimensions of antagonism.’** This is why criticism
of Speculation for its lack of examples in artistic practice
is banal and misguided - such case studies simply need
collection from across her wider corpus, but art is also
not really the point. I wonder whether, in some particu-
larly heady corners of the later work, she began to offer
‘examples’ only through her graphic prose rather than
external art objects.

Widespread mourning for her passing feels weighted,
as Sven Liitticken recently put it, by the compounding of
the loss with the deterioration of the Left’s power more
broadly.?® The loss of Marina though is more specific to
her role within that enfeebled Left, or, to put it another
way, we feel the chasm of her departure at an increas-
ingly frightening time. We lose her role as a narrator
of and guide to our conditions; the loss of her abruptly

terminates, as she and Melissa Gordon once put it, the
building of the collective ‘we’ that she wove so carefully
with others.?®

Thanks to Danny Hayward, Kerstin Stakemeier and Avigail
Moss
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