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The black-and-white generic product packaging seen in Maryam
Jafii’s recent exhibition “Economy Corner” points toward timely
issues: income disparity, the commercialism of culture, and the roles
of language in art. Jafti, a Pakistani-American artist who has shown
mostly in Europe (including at the 2015 Venice Biennale), presented
food and sundries from the “generic” sections of 1970s American
supermarkets. (She purchased the vintage items secondhand.)

Two white cans emblazoned with the word “BEER” in blocky black
capitals—the fonts varying slightly—announced themselves to
passersby from a vitrine in the gallery’s front window, establishing an
energizing conundrum. Was “Economy Corner”an odd bodega, an
ethnographic investigation, a design expo, or an art show?

Entering the gallery intensified the questions. Did the contain-
ers, some of which looked fully forty years old, have real food inside
them? Were they empty reproductions? Learning from the gallerists
that there were actual goods as well as copies heightened the exhibi-
tion’s wry wit. Hung on the walls, black-and-white photographs of
similar products, centered against white studio backgrounds, found an
analogue in the only photograph printed on a package: a black-and-
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