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The tongue kills more than the sword 

Qui gladio ferit gladio perit  1

In the last fiOeen years, Ruben Mon.ni’s research has been developing coherently by 
directly aTacking the heteronorma.ve stereotypes linked to sex, sexual orienta.on and 
gender iden..es. He has been facing uncomfortable, yet current and cri.cal subjects, by 
using performance as the preferred medium. These characteris.cs have determined the 
outcomes of a precise aesthe.c strategy, which has marked the research of such a complex 
ar.st in the world of Italian performance art. 

Through the exhibi.on of his own naked body, flaunted, taTooed, humiliated, and 
some.mes wounded and bleeding yet glorified, Mon.ni has enacted his Passion, his secular 
martyrdom. A Via Crucis composed of ac.ons that reveal the topography of an imperfect 
body, a desacralised Ecce Homo. Mon.ni has engraved on his body the traumas, the pain, 
and the sufferance the Social Body inflicts on people who are considered ‘different’. It is a 
founda.onal part of his work, almost a part of his des.ny. 

In Mon.ni’s oeuvre, the ar.st’s body coexists with the residues celebra.ng his body’s 
absence: performance, photography, and video, together with pain.ng, drawing, 
installa.on, and embroidery, mixed with the residual traces of the ac.ons themselves.  

Embroidery is central in Mon.ni’s mul.faceted ar.s.c vocabulary. He recontextualizes an 
ac.vity usually connected to women’s du.es and oOen relegated to the “minor arts” while 
turning it into a tool able to celebrate, ironically and polemically, the subversion of socially 
accepted norms, as it oOen happens in the ar.st’s work.  

 This La.n sentence, literally translated as “he who kills by the sword shall die by the sword” is a rhetoric 1

formula.on of Jesus’ words in the Gethsemane, once he had been captured by the soldiers sent by the princes 
of the ministers. However, versions par.ally diverging from this appear in MaThew (26, 51-52), Mark (14, 47) 
and Luke (22, 50-51).



L’Amore Indicibile [The Unspeakable Love], year?, whose .tle recalls the famous yet painful 
defini.on by Oscar Wilde about the Love that dare not speak its name,  is an amateur 2

photograph that portrays one of the ar.st’s in.mate moment, erased by an intricate 
embroidering in gold thread which deletes the other person. Mon.ni creates an image that 
avoids the failures or idealisa.ons of memory, but s.ll preserves a highly evoca.ve 
poten.al.  

This work can trigger memories, create an aliena.ng short-circuit between the instant of the 
gaze and the moment captured by the image. It is even possible to imagine an in.mate 
moment of the ar.st’s private life that uncovers conflicts and contrasts. Memory and 
moments of life reveal themselves in their spontaneity, while offering a pompous and 
lascivious in.macy. The scene is constantly wai.ng for an intrusion by the spectator, who 
takes the privileged place of the trespassing into an arena where he will inevitably be an 
intruder, a consumer by proxy. 

Mon.ni has always used his body as a map of signs, a place to engrave cruel ac.ons 
alternated to private, in.mate moments. Se non uccide forFfica [If it does not kill, it makes 
(you) stronger], 2020, is a performance the ar.st realises for the launch of CONFINO, his 
recently opened ar.st-run space, whose mission is to exhibit young LGBTIQ+ ar.sts living in 
Italy .  In this ac.on, Mon.ni taToos on his arms the mangling of his name in the female 3

“NicoleTa RubeniTa” (from Nicola Ruben), the nickname used by his classmates, to mock his 
effeminate manners. As it oOen happens in Mon.ni’s modus operandi, the work narrates an 
autobiographic episode rooted in the ar.st’s childhood. This work recalls one of Mon.ni’s 
first performances Frocio [Faggot, 2009], a .tle that reflects a more aggressive offense than 
the ironic “finocchio”, whose poli.cally correct counterpart “gay”, is a neologism deriving 
from a historic sign of self-determina.on connected to the post-Stonewall movement in the 
United States: “Good as You”. In this ac.on, the ar.st reacts to the homophobia that 
characterised, and s.ll characterises, much of Italian society. While I am wri.ng this, in 
Bogotá, I hear the echoes of the debates over the approval of the DDL Zan, a law against 
homo/bi/transphobia, stuck at the Italian Senate between pressings, opposi.ons and a 
divided parliamentary majority. 

These two works are a tes.mony to how Mon.ni has always aTacked public morals, the so-
called common sense; they also reveal a more poli.cally engaged side of the ar.st. Frocio is 
a work conceived in dialogue with Regina José Galindo’s Perra [Bitch, 2005], where the 
ar.st, during a drama.c performance, carves with a knife the slur “perra” (bitch) on her leO 
leg, recalling the morbid prac.ce of engraving this insult in her country, Guatemala, as a sign 
of utmost contempt, in the flesh of the women raped and killed. Both works, just like the 
more recent Se non uccide forFfica, recall, without any rhetoric, that the human being, 
beyond the issues around gender, is always on the verge of submission and contempt. Both 
ar.sts oOen renounce the Baudrillardian strategy of seduc.on to adopt the submissive one, 
uncomfortable both for them and for their audiences. Regina protests the barbaric prac.ce 

 That is, Wilde’s defence pronounced during the trial that will sentence him to forced labour in 1895.2

 CONFINO, Castelnuovo del Garda (VR). From June 2021 in a new loca.on in Turin. 3



of femicide with a work of invec.ve, whose structure is assimilated in Mon.ni’s oeuvre and 
repurposed in two works that, aOer years, affirm LGBTQ+ pride.  

Finally, Lame (Blades, 2021), the .tle piece of the exhibi.on, cons.ts of 49 works on canvas, 
where the ar.st has embroidered all the homophobic insults from the Italian language and 
all the country’s dialects. They are cut in red organza and embroidered in Sardinian brocade, 
lace, velvet, and other fabrics. These works, whose lavish appearance clashes with the 
message they represent, are exposed in a dialogue with works by Nicolò Bruno, the duo 
Prinz Gholam , and Karol Radziszewski. Their works portray scenes of homosexual love, like 4

Prinz Gholam’s PG Monogatari [undressing] and PG Monogatari [public garden] (2021), and 
Nicolò Bruno (Love Story, 2013, and Nella buona e nella caRva sorte [In good and bad luck, 
2021]). Karol Radziszewski also shows a work that, like in the case of Mon.ni, lends itself to 
autobiography: Self-portrait, from the series “1989” (1989/2019), in which the Polish ar.st 
depicts himself as a child dressed as a princess. A child that has surely been burdened, like 
Mon.ni during his childhood, by homophobic slurs, of which Lame cons.tutes an uncanny 
archive. AOer all, as the old saying goes, “the tongue kills more than the sword”. In this 
sense, Lame sounds like a true declara.on of war to respectability, bourgeois hypocrisies, 
and conformism. A war that Ruben Mon.ni has taken on with his work, with awareness, for 
several years, one that he has con.nued, uninterruptedly, un.l today.  
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 Wolfgang Prinz (Leutkirch, Germany, 1969) & Michel Gholam (Beirut, Lebanon, 1963). They work together since  4

2001.


