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Inside Out: Fantasies of an Institutional Body 
by Carly Busta 

 

In March of this past year, Miguel Abreu opened a gallery on New York’s lower Lower 

East Side.  For its inaugural show, Abreu juxtaposed two rarely screened films by Jean-

Marie Straub and Danièle Huillet with a new series of paintings by Blake Rayne.  Like 

other art-related ventures in the neighborhood, Miguel Abreu Gallery is commercial.  

Unlike much art-related commerce elsewhere, the space functions foremost for the 

enrichment of its affiliated artists, curators, critics and friends.  

 

Fifty years after Yves Klein emptied Galerie Iris Clert,1 forty years after Robert Barry 

opened a show by closing the gallery, the gallery might, after all, be the most sincere 

space for art-related discourse. In stating why they chose to operate commercially, the 

twelve directors of nearby Orchard Gallery, explained that ‘it was a more realistic and 

honest option than affecting to transcend the market.’2 And it’s true.  Not only do non-

profit and third party sources of funding tend to limit as much as they enable, they are 

typically backed by the same individual and corporate money fed into the market through 

auction and gallery sales.3  We have to then ask what agency there is today in operating 

from outside of the gallery? Any past belief that a dematerialized art object circumvents 

                                                 
1 On April 28th, 1958 Yves Klein opened the service entrance of the Iris Clert gallery, in Paris for a show 
entitled The Specialization of Sensibility in the Raw Material State into Stabilized Pictorial Sensibility. 
Most called it The Void. Arriving, the primary entrance was obscured and the contents of the gallery had 
been removed save an empty vitrine that Klein had painted white. Exterior the gallery, Klein marked the 
location with his signature color, placing a blue dais at the side entrance and blue paint on the main door. 
His guests were served blue cocktails and he hired guards, or gardes, as it were, dressed to match. 
2 For an extended discussion of Orchard see: Melanie Gilligan, “Kollektive Erhebung. Über das Projekt 
‘Orchard’ in New York,” Texte zur Kunst. Issue 59 (2005). 
3 Public funding presents restrictions, typically mandating that a project benefit education, crime reduction, 
minority inclusivity or other socially valid yet none-the-less limiting advocacies.  Private grants often 
require the same. For instance, the Ford Foundation offers funding to projects aiming to “strengthen 
democratic values, reduce poverty and injustice, promote international cooperation, and advance human 
achievement.” From the Ford Foundation mission statement, (2006) 
http://www.fordfound.org/about/mission2.cfm 
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commodity status is an idea circumscribed by myth. Where there was once considered to 

be an ideological gap between the institution and itÕs opposing avant-garde; between the 

art world and the autonomous art object, the poles have merged. Institutional critique has 

exhausted itself.  Writing in Artforum last September, Andrea Fraser commented, Ò[t]hat 

the art world, now a global multibillion-dollar industry, is not part of the Ôreal worldÕ is 

one of the most absurd fictions of art discourse.Ó4  

 

In the 1990’s “relational” artists acted as organizers, making their art a set of conditions, 

(e.g. preparing a meal of pad thai for everyone attending the opening as the opening) with 

the aim of creating a space for community within the commercial / institutional sphere.5 

Galleries and museums, flexible after decades of critique, welcomed relational art.  By 

allowing in a critical practice, galleries appeared legitimated, and museums, hip.  

However, any avant-garde accepting an institutional invitation had to have been 

effectively disarmed.  Arguably, this was the death knell of institutional critique.   

 

In the same Artforum article Fraser laid to rest the term she is credited with coining; 

going on to say that we (the artists, dealers, curators, viewers, critics, et cetera) are the 

institution. 6 ItÕs inside of us.  And as we canÕt get outside of ourselves Ò[i]tÕs a question 

of what kind of institution we are, what kind of values we institutionalize, what forms of 

practice we reward, and what kinds of rewards we aspire to.Ó7 Since Fraser’s article was 

published, Chelsea’s plenum of mediocrity has become no less underwhelming.  

Meanwhile, the curatorial motivations of some major New York museums continue to 

dishearten.  Although institutional critique may have seen its day, its advances were not 

                                                 
4 Andrea Fraser, ÒFrom the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of CritiqueÓ, Artforum (Sept 2005) p. 
283.  Incidentally, Fraser is one of the twelve directors of Orchard. 
5 Somewhat like Allan KaprowÕs term Òhappenings,Ó since the publication of Nicolas BourriaudÕs book 
Relational Aesthetics, the term Òrelational artÓ has often been misappropriated to describe any socially 
engaged, project-based, neo-Fluxus artistic practice.  Here I am specifically referring to work made 
between prior to1996.  
6 Andrea Fraser first published the term Òinstitutional critiqueÓ in her 1985 essay on Louise Lawler printed 
in Art in America titled ÒIn and Out of PlaceÓ.  Citing Michael Asher, Marcel Broodthaers, Daniel Buren, 
and Hans Haacke, Fraser wrote that Òwhile very different, all these artists engage(d) in institutional 
critique.Ó This quote is reprinted by Fraser in Artforum (Sept 2005) p. 279 
7 Ibid, p. 283 
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made in vain. How now can the elements within an institutional body best be rearranged 

to support the qualities that compelled us to critique the institution in the first place?   

____ 

 

This is on my mind last June while visiting a show of Hans Bellmer on view at Miguel 

Abreu gallery. I had been there a few times before.  Once for the opening of the gallery, a 

second time because I was walking past, and a third, for a screening of Straub/ HuilletÕs, 

Cézanne.8  Walking up to the gallery again, I take note that there is no signage or frosted 

glass on the facade. Simple shelving, visible from the street and holding a collection of 

thumbed-through books, distinguishes the storefront from the rest of Chinatown spilling 

out of the doorsteps and windows of neighboring establishments. Miguel Abreu is sitting 

at a desk near the entrance finishing a call on his cell phone.  Thirty small frames 

containing drawings, photographs, and engravings by Hans Bellmer line the side and far 

walls.  As the grid of square floor tiles focuses my vision into one-point perspective, I 

pick up a press release and travel into the back of the space.  

 

BellmerÕs images are delicateÑ at times so precise that certain lines seem to be an 

extension of mechanical type.  Though, in contrast to typographyÕs linearly organized 

stream of thought, where all narrative progresses unidirectionally across the page, 

BellmerÕs bodies gracefully contort to the point of dissolution.  Later, IÕll learn that 

Bellmer referred to his drawings as Òanatomical anagrams.Ó9 Like a play on words, faces 

are transposed onto phalluses and human arms become the legs of tables. Conscious of its 

form as a body, the parts are rearranged, distended, and exchangedÑ reordered according 

to the demands of desire. Asking, ÒIs it really so sad and dangerous to be fed up with 

seeing with your eyes, breathing with your lungs, swallowing with your mouth, talking 

with your tongue, thinking with your brain, having an anus and larynx, head and legs?Ó 

Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari suggest making a ÔBody without OrgansÕ. ÒWhy not 

                                                 
8 During itÕs inaugural show, Miguel Abreu Gallery held several screenings of The Death of Empedocles, 
(1986) and Çezanne: Conversation with Joachim Gasquet, (1989), both directed by Jean-Marie Straub and 
Dani• lie Huillet. 
9 Constantin Jelenski traces this reference to Hans BellmerÕs L’Anatomie de l’Image in his introduction to 
The Drawings of Hans Bellmer. Ed Alex Grall, (London: St. Martins, 1972) unpaginated. 
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walk on your head, sing with your sinuses, see through your skin, breath with your 

belly,..Ó10  According to Abreu, BellmerÕs figures demonstrate Òthe point at which the 

social body falls apart expressing its true desires.Ó 

 

It is pointless to establish where BellmerÕs figures begin and where their surrounding 

environments end.  Stopping to skim the press release, I come across a quote by 

Bulgarian poet and BellmerÕs muse, Nora Mitrani.  She writes, ÒBellmer looks forward to 

a time when the liberated imagination will rediscover its physical imaginings and destroy 

the contradiction between the interior and the exterior.Ó11  I walk back to the first drawing 

in the show.  ItÕs an image of a girl peering into herself as she pulls back the bricked 

exterior of her middle body.12  The skin of her thighs is transparent revealing the femur 

and an imagined concentration of nerves and muscle tissue.  I mentally retrace my steps.  

Approaching Miguel Abreu Gallery from the street, I could see to the rear of the space.  

Visible from the exterior, accessible from the interior, the galleryÕs library created a 

membrane at their point of intersection, revealing from the outside, the intellectual core 

of what takes place within.   Entering, the gallery director conducted business alongside 

the art.  IÕm struck by how the transparency and alternative organization of the galleryÕs 

structure appears to mirror BellmerÕs bodies.   

 

In FraserÕs argument, like with BellmerÕs figures, a discrete outside does not exist. Our 

bodies constitute the institution and there is, therefore, no objective position from which 

to critique it.  Instead, we are called to pull back the false bricked exterior, and question; 

Òwhat kind of values we institutionalizeÓ and Òwhat forms of practice we reward,Ó 

rearranging the extremities and orifices to best support our potential answers. 

 

Miguel Abreu Gallery may be structurally homologous to a Bellmerian figure, but 

perhaps of greater importance are the values it aims to institutionalize and forms of 

                                                 
10 Gilles Deleuze and Feliz Guattari, ÒHow do you make yourself a Body without Organs?Ó A Thousand 
Plateaus: capitalism and schizophrenia. Trans. Brian Masumi, (Minneapolis: U. Minnesota Press, 1987) p. 
150-1 
11 From MitraniÕs unfinished writings on Hans Bellmer, Rose ou Coeur violet. 
12 The drawing is titled ÒRose ou verte la nuit.Ó A cursory Google search suggests that, a shortened version, 
Òrose la nuitÓ is a phrase containing the 10 letters most often used in the French language. 
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practice it rewards. For the gallery’s opening exhibition, Abreu obtained a print of two 

films by his long-time film heroes, directors Danièle Huillet and Jean-Marie Straub. 

Abreu then asked fellow artist Blake Rayne to contribute a series of paintings.  Although 

the films and paintings are superficially dissimilar, both are invested in the problem of 

staging representation. After discussing with Rayne, Abreu placed the paintings along 

side the projection, and invited a “small group of artists, critics, curators, and friends” 

along with any interested passersby to respond.13  If in the nineties, artists had to carve 

out a social space in the institution, contriving circumstances that would engender 

community, the activity of Miguel Abreu Gallery is predicated on a critical dialogue with 

the community already at hand.  

 

Abreu operates not from a place of profitability, but out of admiration for the artists and 

thinkers he engages. While venues elsewhere in the city increasingly bring together work 

on the grounds of stylistic similarity, Abreu stages content-based conflicts.  Primarily, he 

runs his enterprise with a belief that “art, structurally, is not for sale.”14 Ironically, in this 

hypertrophic moment of the art market, it may be just this attitude that sells best. If in the 

windows of Abreu’s gallery, books stand in for frosted glass, we might consider whether 

there is not a market for intelligence—or at least the appearance of it. Certainly the cost 

and proliferation of higher art-related degrees, would support this line of thinking. And 

indeed, as Simon Sheikh has recently suggested, today “we view art production as 

knowledge production rather than object production.”15 

 

If institutional critique has lost its punch, it is not a new institutional form but a new use 

that we need now.  By allowing them to ‘see through their skin’ and ‘breath through their 

bellies,’ Bellmer liberated his figures from habitual patterns of sensation in search for 

more satisfying alternatives. Likewise, by stretching the functions of the institutional 

body, Abreu’s gallery opens an area of indeterminacy. Although the strength of Miguel 

                                                 
13 In Miguel AbreuÕs letter to Straub/ Huillet collaborator and scholar Barton Byg, Abreu identified the 
galleryÕs community as Òas small group of artists, curators, critics, and friends who are beginning to operate 
and show their work in the area. . .Ó This correspondence doubled as the press release for the galleryÕs 
inaugural show. 
14 Personal communication 
15 Simon Sheikh, ÒSpaces for Thinking,Ó Texte zur Kunst. No. 62 (June 2006) p. 193 
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Abreu Gallery may be reliant on the current strength of the art market, for at least the 

time being, Abreu offers us the point at which one institutional body falls apart 

expressing its true desires. 


