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Admiranda e Arcana Naturae is a group exhibition of international artists, based in Naples and 
beyond, featuring a number of works from the Morra Greco Collection. It sets out to open up avenues 
for reflection through a dialogue between these artists’ works and the collections of the Museo 
Universitario delle Scienze e delle Arti – MUSA. The exhibition marks the beginning of the 
programme celebrating twenty years of the Fondazione Morra Greco, which opened to the public in 
November 2006, and grows out of a desire to set up a dialogue between contemporary visual research 
and the artistic and medical heritage of the city of Naples. 

The anatomical preparations and organic materials, both human and animal, set alongside 
photographs, sculptures, films, paintings and installations, span a time frame reaching from the 
centuries before Christ — with the skulls unearthed in the excavations of Herculaneum and Pompeii 
— to the sixteenth century, with the humerus attributed to Andreas Vesalius (Belgium, 1514 – 
Greece, 1564), running through the whole of the eighteenth century and on to works made between 
the 1970s and 2026. The exhibition unfolds as a discursive itinerary, trans-temporal and trans-cultural, 
moving between the nineteenth-century inheritance of the Enlightenment, colonial echoes, and 
contemporary debate around bioethics and biopolitics, questions of gender, class, the decolonial, and 
matters of museography and museology, among others. 

The title draws on two topoi common to the medical and scientific travel literature of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries — the historical moment when, in Naples as across the rest of Europe, 
medical science was consolidating and the conditions were taking shape for the conservation of the 
collections now held at MUSA. The admiranda thus point to the marvellous phenomena observed in 
nature by travellers, often recorded through notations of a scientific or proto-scientific kind. The 
arcana naturae, by contrast, describe hidden, opaque and barely accessible things that inhabit those 
same accounts as zones of ambiguity and fascination, soon to become objects of scientific study. 

The body — as a site for the exercise of power and control; fragmentary and incomplete; an object of 
punishment and discipline, of cult, relic, instrument of study, scientific observation and fascination; 
marked and unmarked — is the gravitational centre of the exhibition. On one hand, bodily materiality 
is sublimated into speculative forms, through the sound of the voice and through narration, as in the 
sound installation by Renato Grieco (Naples, 1991), Un Ordine delle Cose, 2024. Inspired by the 
essay L’Ordre des choses (1958) by the psychoanalyst Jacques Brosse, the work overturns the 
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premises of nineteenth-century classificatory and taxonomic systems through a vocal, spectral and 
unpredictable enunciation of the real. 

In other cases there is a reaching towards the transcendent, as in the cosmic-esoteric abstractions of 
the geometric drawings by Delia Gonzalez (Miami, 1972) — described by the artist as cellular 
particles, possible astronomical constellations, the veining of a mineral, or the geometries of a 
dancefloor — here set beside MUSA’s collections of vascular casts. 

Elsewhere, the materiality of the body returns in the photographic form of the self-portrait, as in the 
suite of photographs by Francesca Woodman (United States, 1958–1981), in which the body offers 
itself as a place of opacity, excess and deformation, plumbing recondite and perverse psychological 
depths. Something similar runs through the voyeuristic photographs of Miroslav Tichý (Czech 
Republic, 1926–2011), a vagrant by choice who, armed with a home-made camera, would photograph 
women caught in casual, everyday acts, answering a morbid impulse — an idolatry, almost — of 
obsessive objectification of the female body. At other moments the body resurfaces in grotesque 
guise, as in the ‘abstract scatologies’ of the paintings by Valerio Nicolai (Italy, 1988): romantic 
seascapes, Mari di Merda, that echo the tradition of the sublime, as well as the distinctions between 
high and low art and other myths and primacies of nineteenth-century stamp. 

Into this same tension fall the contemporary possibilities of transformation, mutation and 
hybridisation of the body, conjuring up what is offered by transgenic scientific practices and 
biotechnologies that redefine its limits and its potential. The collages of the filmmaker, artist and 
writer Isadora Neves Marques (Portugal, 1984) juxtapose and superimpose anatomical notations of 
reproductive organs onto Linnaean botanical drawings (and others besides), reflecting on the 
post-natural conditions that govern present-day biotechnology, the colonial management of 
reproduction, and the representation and cataloguing of life forms, in the past as in the present. 

As Jonathan Sawday writes (The Body Emblazoned, 1995), attitudes towards the body — and towards 
its interior in particular — have historically been shaped by gendered preconceptions and social 
stereotypes. The body’s inner life, with its obscure workings, its organs, waste and recesses — 
material and psychological alike, if we also take in the abysses of the unconscious opened up by Freud 
in the nineteenth century — has long been associated with the female body, and with femininity more 
broadly, as a symptom of unpredictability. From the stigma placed on menstruating women to those 
deemed hysterical — punished by the witch-hunt or by confinement in asylums — the dissected body, 
seen from within, has been culturally likened to the mythical figure of Medusa, a female character 
elevated into the symbol and icon of the taboo of the gaze. 

The never-revealed face of Francesca Woodman in her self-portraits, set in fragmentary, délabré 
domestic interiors and seen in the light of her tragic and self-willed early death, helps to confirm this 
image of a Medusa-woman interiority placed at the margins of society — kept at a distance or 
stigmatised, in a manner closely resembling the treatment historically reserved for mental illness or 
disability. It is perhaps no coincidence that Agata, 2004, the painted portrait by Markus Schinwald 
(Austria, 1973) from the Morra Greco Collection, captures in the image of a woman’s face the 
Western cultural taboo around suffering and death. 

Femininity as a source of inscrutable otherness — to be controlled or eliminated — becomes a means 
of tracing the entanglements between patriarchal society, gender inequality, the segregation of 
otherness, and the marginalisation, control and surveillance of bodies (Foucault). The morbid, 
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sensationalist spectacularisation of disability, crystallised in eras shaped by a bourgeois, Catholic 
morality and by the scrutiny of human and sexual drives — the Victorian age, with its ‘freak shows’, 
being one such — can be reopened for review in order to expose the colonial and ableist gaze at work 
within them (one need only think of the ‘phenomenon’ of the Mexican circus performer Julia 
Pastrana). 

The film by Beatrice Favaretto (Italy, 1992) exposes a body eroticised by the gaze of the camera to 
questions of sexuality and ableism, showing non-erogenous zones of her own body and of that of 
Maximiliano Ulivieri, an activist for the sexual rights of people with disabilities — dissecting, in this 
way, the able-bodied-normative body of contemporary Western society. The proposal by Maria 
Thereza Alves (Brazil, 1961), by contrast, takes as the premise of her intervention the removal from 
MUSA’s galleries of the human remains of a desiccated head, described in the museum’s interpretive 
materials as a ‘shrunken head, tsantsa of the Jivaro Indians, a head-hunting people of the upper 
Amazon’ (from the museum audio guide). Alves’s artistic and ethical statement takes the form of a 
letter requesting the head’s removal from the museum itinerary, addressed to the Director of MUSA, 
together with a letter of support written by me as curator of the exhibition. 

The intervention touches the raw nerve of the colonial narrative that saturates the terminology and 
description of this preparation: particular emphasis falls on the use of the words ‘Jivaro’ and ‘Indian’ 
to designate the still-living people of the Shuar, to whom this exhibited object belongs. Maria Thereza 
Alves’s gesture raises and brings into focus both the problematic nature of the collections gathered 
here and the revision made necessary by a postcolonial positionality — one that decentres the Western 
worldview and strips it of the colonial primacy imposed by Europe on the New World from the 
fifteenth century onwards. The age of nineteenth-century imperialisms was a pivotal moment, marked 
by the extermination and conquest of entire peoples, now vanished, onto whom centuries of history 
and cultural narrative had pinned the label of cannibals. The body of the ‘other-than-self’ opens up 
alternative positionalities that destabilise those currently in force. 

This line of thought connects to the making of a postcolonial museum, and touches on the ethical 
dilemmas that arise from the display of human remains for scientific, educational or entertainment 
purposes — dilemmas that have left a deep mark on the history of medicine, from the anatomical 
theatres to the papal edicts forbidding the use of cadavers for anatomical dissection. Questions of 
museography and museology intertwine here with discursive and curatorial strategies of an 
anti-Eurocentric (and not only anti-Eurocentric) revision, strategies that constructively revive and call 
into question the presentation of the human body, of MUSA’s collections — and, more broadly, of 
every museum in the twenty-first century. 

The question of the censorship and anonymity of the bodies on display here, bound up with that of 
marginalisation, grows especially pressing in the cabinets of skulls from the Vicaria (the former court 
of Naples) bearing phrenological notations. Here the works of Giulia Piscitelli (Italy, 1965), such as 
Ex Voto Suscepto, 2019, or Lesione Balistica # 551, # 118, # 174, 2026, can be read as a 
post-monument to social hardship and to the pockets of marginality present in societies of every age 
— from the treatment meted out to drug dependency to that reserved for mental illness, from prison 
policy to the absence or inadequacy of institutions. 

The encounter between MUSA’s collections and contemporary debate finds fresh discursive 
possibilities within reflections that call anthropocentrism and anti-speciesism into question. Side 
effects, so to speak, of the metamorphic sculptures of ears and horns in glass resin by Diego Perrone 
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(Italy, 1970), in dialogue with preparations of comparative anatomy and animal malformations; or of 
the silver-plated bull’s pizzle by Namsal Siedlecki (United States, 1986) — traditionally used by 
jockeys in horse-racing to strike the animal carrying them to the contest — set in dialogue with the 
medical instruments and implements held here. The animal world is also the subject of the 
photographic work of Yvonne De Rosa (Italy, 1975), whose images capture moments suspended 
between vegetal, animal and organic mimesis. 

The sculptures of Lizzi Bougatsos (United States, 1974), with the rigour of an indexical trace, are the 
cast-off remains of a body that once was: that of the performance artist who wore tights and leotards 
on her own body in order to perform — somewhere between imprint and image — here in symbolic 
dialogue with the upright skeletons of MUSA. What emerges is the notion of the body-as-casing, the 
body as relic, in which the cult of the garment sinks its roots into the history of costume and into the 
cultural, ideological and social expression that costume carries with it. The jewellery of Emiliano 
Maggi becomes living matter: natural elements such as butterflies, caterpillars and silkworms, 
crystallised into image and into bronze ornament that inhabits the body — here absent, museified — 
as in the marvellous mummifications of the great Efisio Marini (Italy, 1835–1900), works among the 
works. Absence of the body is likewise the subject of the piece by Carmela De Falco (Italy, 1994): a 
bronze cast, on a slightly enlarged scale, of the inner canal of an ear — a connection between the 
body’s inside and outside, an iconography and a recurring motif throughout the exhibition (as in 
Diego Perrone’s glass casts of ears, or in the variations of the voice in Renato Grieco’s sound 
installation). 

Ideally bringing the itinerary to a close is the large work by Anri Sala (Albania, 1974), Lines Recto 
Verso (Jung, Huxley, Stravinsky), 2015 — a drawing made by the artist on the recto and verso of a 
single sheet, its faint gradations of colour perceptible only at close range. A web of crossing lines, 
branching out from a single point on the surface, spreads across the support: these are the lines of the 
hand — the left hand, strictly — of three figures who were contemporaries of one another, here Carl 
Jung, Aldous Huxley and Igor Stravinsky. The magic of the chance meeting of great minds, beyond 
any discipline, prediction or scientism: the left hand as a metaphor for all that cannot be reduced to 
measure or calculation — the unforeseeable, genius — and poetry. 

 
The initiative, curated by the Foundation, is promoted and funded by the Comune di Napoli as part of 
its 2026 cultural programme, in partnership with MUSA and Magazzini Fotografici. Alongside the 
exhibition, the project comprises a series of events and workshop activities taking place between June 
and October, in which educators, together with audiences of different ages and communities, will 
reflect on the themes raised within the exhibition through experiential and hands-on activities — later 
recounted in a display of the resulting projects at the Foundation in September. The partnership 
between the three institutions involved is forged in the name of an ideal artistic and cultural route 
along the axis of Via dell’Anticaglia. 
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