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Luz Broto’s Abrir un agujero
permanente (2015): The Cultural Logic
of Anti-Institutional Aesthetics

KATRYN EVINSON
Columbia University, New York

In 2015 the artist Luz Broto (1982-) drilled a hole in the facade of the
acclaimed Richard Meier-designed building on the Placa dels Angels, home
to the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona (MACBA) (Figure 1). A
minimal, yet destructive, gesture, this hole was an artistic intervention
entitled Abrir un agujero permanente, part of the temporal exhibition
‘Especie d’espais’ (2015—-2016) curated by Frederic Montornés, and inspired
by Georges Perec’s famous book Espéces d’espaces (1974) on types of spaces
(Figure 2).! The exhibition arranged Perec’s thirty space taxonomies into
two focal themes: the public and the private. By organizing the works of
nationally and internationally renowned artists such as Marcel
Broodthaers (1924-1976), Guy Debord (1931-1994), Lucio Fontana (1899—
1968), Guillermo Kuitca (1961-), Gordon Matta-Clark (1943-1978), Lara
Almarcegui (1972-), Luz Broto and Manolo Laguillo (1953-), among many
others, into one of these two categories, Montornés intended to produce a
narrative that contrasted the spatial construction of intimacy with that of
social life.

The architectural office MAIO, based in Barcelona and New York, was
commissioned for the design of the exhibition room devoted to private
space. MAIO’s intervention consisted of dissecting the large circular-shaped
museum hall into a grid of sixteen small open-ceilinged rooms, each
measuring 4.8 metres square, creating a sort of labyrinth wherein rooms
were connected by doorless doorframes through which the visitor
circulated. Walls were painted in gradients of pink, which became
progressively whiter as the circulation reached its end, evoking the
gendered association that equates the private and domestic sphere with

1 Georges Perec, Espéces despaces (Paris: Editions Galilée, 1974).
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Figure 1 Figure 2
Luz Broto, Abrir un agujero permanente Image of the MACBA'’s vaulted wall where
(2015). Close-up image of the hole from the Abrir un agujero permanente is located.
inside wall. Part of temporary exhibition MACBA, Barcelona.
‘Espécie d’espais’ curated by Frederic Photograph by kind permission of the artist.

Montornés, 16 July 2015-24 April 2016.
Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona
(MACBA). Photograph by kind permission of
the artist.

Figure 3
‘Espeécie d’espais’ curated by Frederic Montornés, 16 July 2015—-24 April 2016.
Image of the area dedicated to private space, divided in in 4.8m? rooms.

MACBA, Barcelona.
Photograph by kind permission of MAIO architects.
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women. Each one of the sixteen rooms hosted artwork related to private space
(Figure 3).%

Challenging the spatial and temporal limits of the exhibition, Broto’s
piece sought to offer a critique of the ambiguous status of public space in
liberal democracies. Spatially, she requested the hole should perforate one
of the main walls of the museum building, breaking through to the square
outside and thereby establish a boundlessness—a pore—with the inside of
the museum. She insisted the hole should be placed in a portion of the
museum’s interior through which visitors would pass organically, as she
suspected the museum’s directors would solve the issue by finding a
convenient location that would avoid conspicuously blemishing the walls’
appearance. Her goal, as she relayed in an interview with me, was to
displace the internal distribution of the exhibition, which addressed public
and private space separately. Instead, she wanted to shift the focus
towards the material relationship between the inside and outside of the
museum in order to question the museum’s historical identification with
the public sphere and its social function.? In treating the museum as a
private space, she drew attention to the institution’s lack of commitment to
its socio-historical public function. Broto’s critique took the form of an
anarchitectonical figure, an incision that would inhabit the walls of the
MACBA.* Temporally, the piece should acquire a permanent status,
thereby transcending not only the ephemeral nature of temporal
exhibitions, but also posing a challenge to the MACBA’s internal rules,
which secure the museum’s ability to remove pieces as needed. The
demand for permanence, therefore, should be understood as a provocation,
one which the MACBA welcomed, although not with all its consequences.

Abrir un agujero permanente, as I will argue, 1s an attempt to address the
juridical side of the institution from an artistic standpoint, making the hole
stand in for an entryway into the unspoken corporate norms that regulate
the museum. By requesting that her piece be integrated into the museum
—whether with the architecture or the artistic collection—Broto makes the
process of artwork acquisition a public matter, intervening as a result in

2 MAIO Architectural Studio, Exhibition Display System for Species of Spaces at
macba, 2015-2016, n.p.; available at <https://www.maio-architects.com/project/48-x-48-m-
rooms/> (accessed 16 July 2020).

3 Luz Broto, personal interview, 19 October 2019.

4 The term ‘anarchitecture’ was first used by the Anarchitecture Group in the early
1970s. However, the term has been historically associated with the works of only one of its
members, Chilean-American architect Gordon Matta-Clark, and is used to name his violent
Interventions into architectonical structures, in the vein of a destructive anarchist
relationship to architecture as an institution. For a discussion on the category, see James
Attlee, ‘Towards Anarchitecture: Gordon Matta-Clark and Le Corbusier’, Tate Papers, 7
(2007), n.p.; available online at <https:/www.tate.org.uk/research/tate-papers/07/towards-
anarchitecture-gordon-matta-clark-and-le-corbusier> (accessed 23 November 2022).
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the fundamental question concerning the guiding principles and interests
defining the museum’s management. Far from simply reflecting or
problematizing the institution within the confines of art practice and her
role as an artist, Broto’s piece goes further by forcing her way into the
MACBA’s institution-making process, bestowing her hole with the potential
to transmute not only the museum’s architectonic and juridical features
within a particular scale, but also to establish new ways of imagining the
public’s participation in determining the museum’s direction.

In the art scene, ‘institutional critique’, an artistic current in visual and
performing arts from the 1960s onwards, foregrounded the museum’s role
in cultivating critique as essential to cultural practice—as opposed to
highlighting the museum’s exhibitive purpose—strengthening -citizens’
ability to understand the dynamics of social institutions.” Over the course
of its many waves, this artistic trend has moved towards asserting how art
practice must cease to be only a form of aesthetic critique, and expand its
scope to engage the institutional make-up itself as part of the artistic
process, merging critique with the making of the institution. This very
i1ssue has been addressed in broader terms in the debates about the
question of critique and the public sphere since the Enlightenment,
broaching the problem of whether critique should be autonomous of social
institutions to guarantee its independent practice, free from any coercions.®
More recently, in the 1960s, this issue was reframed by German
philosopher Jiirgen Habermas around the same time that institutional
critique was emerging as a movement in the arts. Habermas reconsidered
the public sphere’s political dimension within the liberal State. By
maintaining critique and institution-making apart from each other, he
thought that citizens preserved a disinterested stance that allowed them to
keep the State in check.” But by making it external to the institutions’

5 According to art historian Alexander Alberro: ‘institutional critique revisited that
radical promise of the KEuropean Enlightenment, and they [sic] did so precisely by
confronting the institution of art with the claim that it was not sufficiently committed to,
let alone realizing or fulfilling, the pursuit of publicness that had brought it into being in
the first place’ (Alexander Alberro, ‘Institutions, Critique, and Institutional Critique’, in
Institutional Critique: An Anthology of Artists’ Writings, ed. Alexander Alberro & Blake
Stimson [Cambridge, MA/London: MIT Press, 2009], 2—19 [p. 3]).

6 The notion of ‘public sphere’ in bourgeois society circulated in the seventeenth
century, with the formation of the liberal State. As early as the eighteenth century,
Immanuel Kant emphasized the importance for citizens to have the freedom to critique the
Church and the State, without retaliation, as a way of improving them as institutions. See
Immanuel Kant, ‘Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklarung? (‘Answering the Question:
What is the Enlightenment’) (1784).

7 See Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An
Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society, trans. Thomas Burger & Frederick Lawrence,
with an intro. by Thomas McCarthy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991 [1°* German ed.
1962]) for an historical account of the notion of ‘the public’. Habermas’ disregard for the
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internal configuration, critique and those who practise it became structurally
disconnected from the dynamics of institution-building. In fact, the very
claim to critique’s autonomy requires that it takes place in the private
sphere, thereby making the argument in favour of the public sphere one
that relies on the private sphere as an inherent feature.®

Marxist feminist thinker Nancy Fraser calls this association between
critique and the private sphere the problem of ‘weak publics’. She suggests
that within such an understanding of the public sphere lies an intrinsic
limitation regarding the actual effect that critique may have on the
constitution of the State and its institutions. ‘Weak publics’ perform
opinion-formation exclusively, without any bearing on decision-making.’
Instead, Fraser calls for a reconceptualization of the public to foster ‘strong
publics’ whose strength is measured by their ability to transcend opinion-
formation and impact decision-making. Nevertheless, collective decision-
making is often messy, as will be demonstrated in the case of Abrir un
agujero permanente by showing how this artwork increasingly meddles
with the status quo and disturbs the MACBA’s harmonious structure. In
penetrating the institution with the purpose of leaving a destructive yet
lasting transformative mark, I see the hole as a materialization of an
artistic reworking of ‘strong publics’.

Broto’s preoccupation with finding ways to make publics relevant agents
to the lives of institutions was also a highlighted principle of the 15-M, a
popular, anti-austerity movement that erupted in 2011. The movement
intended to defy the intensification of the anti-social neo-liberal politics
that had become predominant after the 2008 global recession. Out of this
long cycle of protests a so called ‘New Left’ emerged with the foundation of
political parties such as Podemos in 2014 and Barcelona en Comu (BCom1)
in 2015. The New Left’s main purpose was to reclaim the public nature of
governing bodies through what they called ‘asalto institucional’, running
for office on a local, regional and national level. The rising cases of
corruption that several pre-existing parties faced in the courts served as
their proof that this was a time in which the publicness of public
institutions had been undeniably compromised. ‘Asalto’, however, alluded

inherent exclusions upon which the public sphere was founded (including women and non-
bourgeois men) and his neglect of other articulations of the ‘public sphere’ such as those
produced by non-bourgeois persons, through unconventional channels, make his analysis
deficient. Yet his emphasis on the importance of preserving the public sphere’s autonomy
still predominantly informs the debate.

8 Critic Michael Warner alludes to this problem when he writes, ‘the public in this new
sense, in short, was no longer opposed to the private. It was private’ (Michael Warner, Publics
and Counterpublics [New York: Zone Books, 2002], 47; original emphasis).

9 Nancy Fraser, ‘Rethinking the Public Sphere: A Contribution to the Critique of
Actually Existing Democracy’, in The Phantom Public Sphere, ed. Bruce Robbins, Social
Text, 25—26 (1990), 56—80 (p. 75).
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to the need for a one-time power seizure in the name of the people, which had
to be secured with permanent participatory mechanisms becoming a defining
feature of public institutions. Unidas Podemos (formerly Podemos) has
governed Spain in coalition with the Partido Socialista Obrero Espanol
(PSOE) since 2019 and BComu currently governs the city of Barcelona in
1ts second consecutive term since 2015. I would argue that this New Left’s
attitude towards institution-making shares an offensive spirit also
contained 1n Broto’s intervention, in that ‘asalto’ and the hole are invested
in damaging the institution as a means of regenerating it (and by extension
contemporary art’s more general commitment to institutional critique). But
despite this overlap, the political parties in question neglected visual and
performing art centres from their political program in their quest to
regenerate Barcelona’s institutional life. In this essay I provide an
historical background to help explain BComu’s decision to exclude
contemporary art museums and centres from Barcelona’s cultural policy
programme, which, in a way, justified treating these public institutions
differently. In the pages that follow, I analyse the historical and political
conditions that have kept the New Left’'s agenda from engaging with the
artistic interest in institutional critique. While I focus on the Barcelonan
context, I hold that the cultural and political dynamics that unfolded in
this case are paradigmatic of a shift occurring in art centres on an
international scale, and therefore I hope to provide a rubric for
understanding the cultural logic that has maintained art and radical
politics as separate, yet invested in the same questions.

Proceeding with the analysis of Broto’s piece, the first section of this essay
proposes that in the context of Abrir un agujero permanente’s aim to create
durable architectonic and juridical alterations, the hole expresses a will to
damage as a means of instituting new modes of social governance within
the museum, that is, what we may call an ‘instituent praxis’.'®
Understanding art production as a platform furnished with its own tools
for institution-making, I situate Broto’s work within a particular lineage of
institutional critique in the Catalan context. First originating in
alternative underground circuits in the early 1990s, this version of
institutional critique understood the intersection of art and politics as a

10 I borrow the term ‘instituent praxis’ from Pierre Dardot and Christian Laval:
‘ “Instituent praxis” is therefore both the activity that establishes a new system of rules and
the activity that tries to permanently revive this inaugural activity so as to avoid the
ossification of the instituent within the instituted’ (Pierre Dardot & Christian Laval,
Common: On Revolution in the 21%° Century [London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019], 304).
See also Michael Hardt & Antonio Negri, Commonwealth (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of
Harvard U. P., 2011), 355-60, wherein they discuss how institutions are part and parcel of
the praxis of insurrection, according to a ‘minor line’ in social theory, which argues for social
conflict as the very foundational basis of society.
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form of engagement with the organizational level of institutions, leading
artists and cultural producers from that setting to build their own
marginal institutional scene. Its principles and ‘modes of doing’ were later
integrated as innovative managerial tendencies at well-established venues,
driving once anti-establishment attempts to produce alternate milieux
right to the heart of the state-funded art world.'

In the second part of the essay, I turn to a MACBA-sponsored institutional
experiment known as Las Agencias (2000-2001) to examine the cultural logic
that made it possible. A collectively self-managed project, Las Agencias was
led by activists and artists alike who together developed an autonomous
institutional structure within the museum. Its primary focus was to bring
together cultural producers’ interest in aesthetic and communicative
strategies and experimental forms of self-managing institutional practices.
Las Agencias was abruptly cancelled by the MACBA after only ten months.
This sudden shutdown blocked members from accessing their work and
computers, putting a traumatic end to the relationship between Las Agencias’
affiliates and the museum’s direction. Viewed as a failure, many saw this
episode as proof that political autonomy—here a form of suspending state
bureaucracy—was doomed inside an art institution. Participants in Las
Agencias included activists who went on to have careers in politics, including
the current mayor of Barcelona for BComu, Ada Colau, and the critic and
visual artist Marcelo Expodsito who, with Colau, was a founding member of
BComu. I follow this link between Las Agencias and relevant members of
BComu as a path to showcasing political activists’ disappointment with the
contemporary art world, which I will argue informed the New Left’s dismissal
of contemporary art in cultural policy after 2015.

In the last part of the essay I think through the contradictions of the
Barcelonan New Left’s disregard for contemporary art in an attempt to
elucidate what made this disappointment different from the generalized
disenchantment with power and public institutions altogether. The issue I am
interested in broaching is whether this is a case of careless neglect on behalf of

11 Broto’s work has often been identified with institutional critique, a conceptual artistic
trend first termed ‘neo-Avant-garde’ in its early stages of institutional criticism, which
emerged in the early 1960s, mainly in Europe, Latin America and the US, and has persisted
through a series of successive waves until the present on a global level. Its main features
are an abandonment of the centrality of the visual regime as denotative of ‘conceptual art’,
as Alberro defines conceptual art ‘a growing wariness toward definitions of artistic practice
as purely visual’ (Alexander Alberro, ‘Reconsidering Conceptual Art, 1966-1977, in
Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Alexander Alberro & Blake Stimson [Cambridge,
MA/London: MIT Press, 1999], xvi—xxxvii [p. xvii]). Institutional critique also offers a
questioning of art institutions’ investment in the reproduction of modernity’s project, as well
as their role in capitalism’s advancement through allowing the infiltration, as Alberro has
called it, of ‘political and corporate concerns’ (Alberro, ‘Institutions, Critique, and
Institutional Critique’, 7).
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these political parties as a result of their embitterment with contemporary art,
which led them to cede control of Catalan public cultural institutions to the
Partit Socialista de Catalunya (PSC), the Catalan branch of the PSOE which
had historically managed them, disregarding the importance of allowing the
PSC to maintain a monopoly on cultural hegemony; or, on the contrary, is the
neglect a calculation, one that seeks to dismantle the established art scene by
excluding its institutions from the necessary support to regenerate them, while,
at the same time, developing alternative projects of institution-making in
cultural policy that ignore the work and infrastructures in place?

I suspect that radical left politics’ characteristic distrust toward state
Institutions prior to the ‘institutional assault’ is key to answering this
dilemma. The New Left’s aversion toward so-called high and elitist culture,
epitomized in visual and performing art, I suggest, should be interpreted as
a sort of remnant of its previously anti-institutional ethos. To elaborate on
this matter, I examine BComt’s cultural policy in Barcelona to shed light
on the politics that govern their vision of cultural production in the visual
and performing arts, all the while paying attention to their relationship
with existing politicized and collective plans, which have come out of the
work by engaged artists and collectives, committed to the self-organized
sustenance of the experimental arts.

A Dirty Hole

A series of imperfections characterize the execution and life of Abrir un
agujero permanente. Broto related to me that, after prolonged negotiations
with the architecture department and the MACBA’s director, that a curved
wall, which extended along a staircase and connected the lobby with the
first-floor exhibition rooms, became the agreed upon site where she would
bore the hole (Figure 4). A few days before the exhibition’s opening, two
maintenance workers were scheduled to perforate the wall and Broto and a
staff member from the architecture department would be present during
the operation. There was not much of a plan in terms of how to deal with
the wall’s internal structure, Broto explained. No one really gauged
whether it was going to be a difficult task; all the involved parties assumed
two workers would get the job done relatively quickly with a drill and some
tools. But as they pierced the wall, the artist remembers how the drill kept
sliding, hitting what they assumed was the solid steel, preventing the
technician from maintaining a straight line. After many attempts, it
seemed like the more they drilled the further they were from reaching the
other side of the wall. After working on it for hours, they concluded the
angle was not appropriate and a second hole was needed. Broto recalls how
the prospect of a second attempt made the architecture department staff
nervous. The sloppiness of the procedure pleased her, she admitted in our
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interview. It was as if the clumsiness of it all could not help but complement
her intention to discomfort the MACBA'’s clean and flawless semblance. A few
days passed until the architecture department authorized a second attempt.
This time the construction workers managed to reach the outside, creating a
fairly straight line through the reinforced concrete.'?

Figure 4
Luz Broto, Abrir un agujero permanente.
Photograph of the inside of the curved wall where the hole is located.

MACBA, Barcelona.
Photograph by kind permission of the artist.

Projected as incisive, surgical and minimal, extending barely two inches
in diameter, the hole’s appearance, however, was far from sterile. On the
outside, it lay bare on the facade that faced the square where the MACBA
1s situated, unprotected from the weather conditions. On the inside, it was
accessible to visitors’ touch, who felt encouraged to look through, pressing
their cheeks on the white painted area surrounding the hole and touching
the drilled concrete with their fingers in order to explore it. The filth
resulting from visitors’ contact with the hole made the perfect addition to

12 Luz Broto, personal interview, 19 October 2019.
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the piece, Broto thought. But the maintenance staff, on the contrary, were
instructed to constantly fix any cosmetic damage on the inside, caulking
the wall and repainting it to cover the filth which accumulated from people
leaning their faces on the hole’s surrounding area (Figure 5). The artist
retells how she had to confront the architecture department to request that
they stop fixing the hole’s signs of wear, but her efforts were futile; Broto
still had to stop maintenance workers several times from reconditioning it
throughout the nine months the exhibition lasted. After the exhibition
ended in April 2016, the hole was sealed on the inside while negotiations
about its permanence proceeded. But despite the museum’s attempt to
cover it up, anonymous visitors would continuously reopen it when security
guards were not paying attention, exposing its rough shape.

!
—
A‘

Figure 5
An image of a visitor looking through the hole that features on the brochure of Broto’s
workshop ‘Dins 1 fora’, offered as part of the public programming
connected to the temporal exhibition ‘Especie d’espais’.
MACBA, Barcelona.
Photograph by kind permission of the artist.

The hole’s ‘under construction’ appearance conveyed a sense of
unfinishedness that somehow had a magnetic effect. Perhaps it was its
random and accidental appearance, pathetic to an extent, that compelled
visitors to touch it, like children inclined to put their finger into an available
tear or a rip. I would argue that the hole’s modest location, unassuming size,
its rawness, its erosion and filth were aesthetic strategies that created a
juxtaposition with the Meier building’s rational and finished form. Such
contrast disrupted, however frugally, the projected image of the museum.
Furthermore, the hole’s defective presentation defied the visitor’s
expectations of the MACBA. Abrir un agujero permanente’s deliberate
imperfection, in a way, mocked everything the MACBA was intended to
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mean. Inseparable from the hole’s filth, the piece’s insistence on becoming
permanent was a way of materially expressing the importance of integrating
the people—and their messiness— into the walls of public institutions.
While filth and imperfection spoke to the problem of publics’ participatory
role in the museum’s governing process by provoking the audience into
engaging with the hole through touch, the meanings converging in drilling a
hole as an artistic action merit further analysis. Different to making a stain,
for example—which may also elicit a desire to touch—the choice to perforate
the wall might be read as playing upon the fantasy of destabilizing the
building’s structure, which carries also a conspiratorial implication. For
instance, infiltration as a physical phenomenon, whereby liquids permeate
through substances, is putting to use architectonic grammar to point to its
political counterpart: infiltration as a cunning adversarial tactic whereby an
agent or worker pretends to be part of an organization with the true goal of
sabotaging and undermining that opponent. Moreover, drilling into the
facade’s concrete wall invites us to enquire about the potential risk for the
architectonic structure’s stability and, in consequence, on the conceivability
of unsettling the institution through a relatively small act (drilling as an
endeavour of weak-point searching). Infiltration, furthermore, has been a
long-standing motif in institutional critique, let us recall German artist
Hans Haacke, one of institutional critique’s most polemical and acclaimed
figures who described his works as ‘snares’ to portray his commitment to
uncovering the politically perverse dynamics of art institutions.’® I suggest
that Broto’s research expands the ways of thinking about infiltration from
the standpoint of plastic expression. Rather than finding intangible political
weak points, as Haacke thought of himself as doing, in using construction
methods, Broto renders forms of obscured institutional power palpable by
materially constructing the weak point instead.

Anecdotally, Broto shared in one of our interviews that during a period in
which the MACBA underwent a serious institutional crisis she had joked
with a friend about the MACBA underestimating the hole’s capacity to
bring the museum to its collapse.'* As an anarchitectural fantasy, I
assumed Broto had anarchist sympathies. So, I asked her thoughts on
anarchism, to which she replied that she was not well-versed in its political
creeds, but to this point, she did mention recently reading a very inspiring
book by an anarchist author whose name she could not recall. Hours later
she sent to me, via text message, a picture of the book’s cover, it was Dieu

13 Alberro describes the works of Haacke as ¢ “double-agents” that enter into the
institution of art to show that much of what it presents as natural is actually historical and
socially constructed’. He takes this framing from a conversation held between Pierre
Bourdieu and Hans Haacke in which Bourdieu calls the artist’s works ‘snares’ and Haacke
agrees with the sociologist. See Alberro, ‘Institutions, Critique, and Institutional Critique’, 7.

14 Luz Broto, personal interview, 4 October 2019.
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et L’Etat (God and the State) (1882) by Mikhail Bakunin, one of most
influential figures of anarchism.'”

On a linguistic level, Abrir un agujero permanente’s title furthered the piece’s
attempt to create an interruption. Hardly an innocent demand, Broto’s request
for permanence challenged the museum’s right to decide on when and where
works of art pertaining to the collection are exhibited, and questioned its
commitment to transformative institutional critique. So, how exactly does
permanence function in her piece—what directions does it pursue? In looking
only at the title and knowing that museums, as I referenced earlier, generally
reserve their right to exhibit and circulate their collection at will, to demand
permanence is to unsettle the norms of the institution. While the MACBA
was eager to allow a hole in its main facade, excited to challenge its white and
sophisticated appearance, the demand for permanence tested its authority
just too far. However, Abrir un agujero permanente is not only a simple
provocation, for the artist has stood by her demand since 2015, making many
phone calls and demanding multiple meetings with the MACBA’s acquisitions
team and museum director to insist on a resolution, to the point of becoming
an annoyance. Proof of this is how in 2018 they bought her piece Aumentar el
caudal de un rio (2014), consisting of elevating the level of the Segre river,
which had been below environmental standards, intervening—however
minimally—in Spanish state-run infrastructure. Apparently, it is a common
practice among art centres’ acquisition divisions to compensate artists by
purchasing artwork other than those interventions for which they were
commissioned; in this case, the timing of the MACBA’s acquisition of Broto’s
river piece could be understood as a reparation for not consenting to the hole’s
permanence. Despite the MACBA’s efforts to settle the issue, Broto is still
determined to achieve permanence for her hole, for she does not want her
gesture to contribute to art institutions’ presentation as rhetorically
provocative and self-critical, while leaving the social formation fundamentally
the same. Ferran Barenblit, the MACBA’s director from 2018 to 2021, showed
willingness to continue negotiating a path for the piece to remain in some
form but he has relayed to Broto that he found resistance from the board. In
2019, for instance, they contemplated incorporating the hole into the
structural nature of the building, with the caveat that Broto would have to
renounce the piece’s status as a work of art. Broto agreed to this proposal but
she insisted a record of this process should be documented and a copy should
be given to her as evidence of the piece having morphed into a physical
element of the building. To this date, the museum has not replied to her
demand. The artist suspects that the written acceptance of permanence, its
juridical binding, must be the point of contention.

15 Mikhail Aleksandrovich Bakunin, God and the State, trans Benjamin R. Tucker, with
an intro. by Paul Avrich (New York: Dover, 1970 [1%* French ed. 1882]).
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Broto used her petition of permanence as a tactic that could set a precedent
in the museum’s decision-making process and legal framework, carving out
ways to implicate artists such as herself, who form a vital community for
arts centres. By positing permanence as a paradoxical method of
interruption for transforming the juridical reality of the institution, she
intended to show the limits of public participation within the context of the
MACBA, a way of highlighting the difficulties to penetrate the institution’s
organization, including for artists who are purposefully invited to do so.
Insofar as it attempted to shake-up the museum’s policy and call into
question the nature of the museum’s governance, permanence presented an
entryway to invoke decision-making as a form of public self-management,
which in the context of 2015—the very year when Colau became mayor of
Barcelona for BComu—resonated with the 15-M claim to an instituent
process, a notion that was predominant in radical politics at the time. In
doing so, I see Abrir un agujero permanente as an attempt to break down the
previously discussed impotency defining critique in liberal democracies, to
instead propose art as an instituent process with its own strategies.

But the demand for permanence was not Broto’s only strike at the juridical
side of things. She also used a free open workshop she was invited to lead—
which she titled ‘Dins 1 fora’ that would take place in November 2015 as part
of the MACBA’s public programming for ‘Especie d’espais—as a platform to
further her juridical research on the piece. The artist is known for creating
participatory processes both in her pedagogical and her artistic work, which
tend to push and challenge the boundaries of the institution that invites her,
if not the law. For example, during an artistic residency at a high school, she
carried out a collaborative process titled Salir del aula (2015-2016) in which
she engaged a group of twelve-year-old students to lead a self-determined
process. Students collectively decided to propose a day without teachers,
persuading the student body, teachers and parents with much difficulty.
This project involved the violation of state laws and regulations, and yet it
was successfully executed because its artistic framework justified its
educational and political valency. So, aware that the MACBA knew her
trajectory quite well, Broto could not have suspected the trouble she would
get into with the MACBA because of her participatory and provocative
approach.

Using the issues raised by her piece as a pretext, the artist facilitated an
instituent process. The museum’s legal statutes became the main materials
for the workshop, which she circulated among participants with the
purpose of brainstorming solutions collectively to imagine juridically viable
ways to ensure the hole’s permanence. Unaware that she would share the
museum’s legal information with participants, the head of the museum’s
collection scolded her when she learned about the content of the activity,
according to Broto. This element of conflict is significant because it reveals
the limits of the institution’s willingness to invite disruption, such that it
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points to those elements of contention, disputable in the quest to reconstitute
the museum’s social role. As a process where participants were prompted to
contest the museum’s regulations and project new outcomes for the hole and
were aware of how this was linked to the practice of remaking the institution
by making it more porous to the people, I would argue that Broto thus
activated an instituent process.

Abrir un agujero permanente integrates Broto’s work with collective
processes, rethinking the institution in ways that pose a threat to the status
quo. On the one hand, the hole’s aesthetic imperfection, the filth of people’s
bodies on the area surrounding it, its several revivals by anonymous persons
after the closure of the temporary exhibition; and on the other, Broto’s use of
the exhibition’s public programming to produce a collective body that would
perform a process of decision-making, challenging the institution’s norms,
together produce what I suggest is an ‘anti-institutional aesthetics’, which
invests her artwork with the capacity to dare and potentially transform the
institutions that engage with it. In other words, by defying the institution,
using ambivalent strategies, Broto seeks to undo the foundational
contradiction of the public sphere, constructed on the basis of preserving
critique as what I call an ‘“mpotent practice’, whose bearing on the construction
of social institutions is subsidiary at most. Through her anti-institutional
practice Broto puts critique to use as an instituent process that oscillates
between pushing the boundaries of the museum’s cultural pillars—crystallized
in the damage done to the facade—and forcing the institution’s reconstruction,
integrating the production of collective agency as a fundamental piece of this
latter, generative, process. Broto’s juridical and political interests point to
having instituent processes of this sort proliferate through art production to
the point that the museum’s social role would be the result of this permanent
exploration of relaunching this foundational process of instituting.

Las Agencias: An Autonomous Hole

The MACBA has a track record of inviting disruptive interventions into its
walls and foiling them as soon as they become a force of their own. Las
Agencias (2000-2001), self-defined as ‘a collaborative method working in
conjunction within the networks of political action’, was a collectively self-
managed project funded by the MACBA and led by activists and artists to
produce ‘systematic research for political antagonism’ within the artistic
context.!® As such, it became known as a paradigmatic case of what we
would now call the fourth wave of institutional critique, a current
concerned with the making of institutions as a creative practice. In

16 ‘Memoria de Las Agencias’, Centre de Documentacié Col lecci6 MACBA, Centre
d’Estudis 1 Documentacid. Donacié de John Zvereff; my translation.
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Barcelona, this wave forged itself outside of the institution throughout the
1990s, 1n an alternative art scene in which artists and curators developed
novel institution-making trends, partly in response to the conservatism of
museums and art centres. In the latter part of the 1990s and early 2000s,
however, we started to see how those very museums, like the MACBA,
which had been reticent in allowing unconventional ideas of institutionality
enter the scope, progressively made it a mission to capture and
institutionalize these new formats. Las Agencias was an example of this
cultural shift.

While Broto’s work has been interpreted as pertaining to an international
lineage of institutional critique, I would argue, on the contrary, that Las
Agencias’ influence marked the limits of what was possible in the context of
Catalan art centres, more than the achievements of institutional critique
artists in territories like the US ever did. As such, Broto’s attempt to
transform the museum—architectonically and juridically—constitutes a
minimalist expression of an ethos that Las Agencias not only believed in,
but managed to put into effect, pushing the institution to allow other public
actors to take part in the process of making the institution. In examining
how these dynamics played out in Broto’s piece fifteen years later, I hope to
show how the cultural and political dynamics that determined Las
Agencias—whereby the contemporary art world promotes interventions in
the knowledge that they will involve having to face the very transformation
of the institution to then reify the disruption by blocking the impact on the
museum altogether—continue to persist today.

The continuity between these two experiences—Las Agencias and Abrir un
agujero permanente—might not appear striking at first glance. However, if we
consider that Broto’s piece takes place in the post-15-M era, a period defined by a
change of mentalities in how institutions were imagined as platforms bestowed
with the responsibility to foster and promote participatory processes, we might
ask: why was Broto’s piece treated as a gesture that needed to be diffused? The
New Left parties’ larger project of regenerating public institutions was aimed at
establishing a common sense where, instead of an inertia toward statism,
change had to become built into the institutions. To this end, social
movements’ understanding of instituent processes as a praxis of permanent
revision served as the model. While this was a cultural shift that impacted
how public institutions, in general terms, were considered, museums and art
centres were neglected within this shift; in spite of the fact that not only did
the contemporary art world’s values seem to agree with this New Left’'s
eagerness to welcome structural alterations, but also in the face of the explicit
support of BComt among cultural workers in that sector. In the last section I
will discuss BComU’s attempt to address cultural policy in a project called
Cultura Viva, an initiative to develop cultural networks and ephemeral
projects outside institutions, as an example of the New Left’s refusal or
inability to transform already existing cultural centres.
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Las Agencias was funded by the MACBA when Manuel Borja-Villel was
the museum’s director (1998-2008) and, to my knowledge, remains today
one of Spain’s landmark institutional ventures into fostering forms of
independent self-governance inside a museum of contemporary art. Broadly,
the goal was to investigate new ‘modos de hacer'—as one of the founders of Las
Agencias Jordi Claramonte Arrufat explained—with the idea that they would
defy the museum’s capitalist logic of production.!” The MACBA, however, did
not intentionally design Las Agencias as their watershed program to
inaugurate autonomous microinstitutions within the museum. On the
contrary, its inception derived rather casually from a workshop offered to
artists and activists titled ‘De la accion directa como una de las bellas artes’
that took place in October 2000, coordinated by Claramonte. It was in view of
that workshop’s success that the museum agreed to develop a long-term
project with an assigned budget that would be managed independently by
those who participated in what became Las Agencias.'®

As briefly mentioned, Las Agencias was an indirect result of the 1990s
alternative art scene, which had been a hub for many artists, curators and
cultural producers to try out cooperative ways of working together, severed
from the institutional and economic aegis of state-funded art centres. Two
main branches grew outside of the established channels pertaining to the
public institutional network where cutting-edge projects were developed. The
first one was a radical anti-institutional stream that disseminated through
Centro Sociales Ocupados (CSO), cultural squat centres promoting their own
production, and comparable networks. The second included those artists
striving to access the art system by gaining visibility through informal
itineraries. In this latter para-institutional scene, artists and curators
formed collectives, working their way into the system by doing what they
believed was radical and innovative, ultimately hoping for the institutional
scene to eventually value their approaches and proposals. One example of
the latter was the curatorial collective Creatures (1995-2001), which in the
1990s, a time when the figure of the curator was on the rise in Spain,
worked independently, competing for public calls to produce exhibitions,
slowly and precariously working their way up by proposing trend-setting
curatorial formats. ‘S.0.S. on air’ for instance was an exhibition that took
place on a radio station where ideas and images were narrated following an
expository itinerary. As their work became more visible, established curators
and institutional figures harshly criticized their approach to contemporary
art, at least at first. For instance, critic and curator Martin Manen
remembers how during a panel on new perspectives on curatorial work at

17 See Jordi Claramonte, ‘Modos de hacer’, in Paloma Blanco et al., Modos de hacer: arte
critico, esfera publica y accion directa (Salamanca: Univ. de Salamanca, 2001), 383—90.
18 Jordi Claramonte, personal interview, 27 March 2019.
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the art centre Espai B5-125 at the Universitat Autonoma de Barcelona in 1999,
members of Creatures were attacked and condemned by the MACBA
representatives who thought their endeavour was foolish and lacking in
rigour.'® That is to say that even within the context of contemporary art
where provocative experimentation and originality is not only expected but
sought after, there was something about the radical methodologies of
independent collectives that were perceived as threatening in the Spanish
context.?’

In the summer of 2000, the MACBA became increasingly aware that
museums were undergoing a crisis with regards to justifying their social
function. It was then that Manolo Borja-Villel saw an opportunity to
reposition contemporary art institutions as sites of independent and
rigorous critique through a process of what has been known as
‘repoliticization’, a vision he had been forging since his time as director of
the Fundacié Tapies (1990-1998).?! Stemming from a commitment to the
public nature of art institutions—not to mention that most, if not all,
contemporary art institutions in Spain are publicly funded to some extent
—this idea to re-politicize contemporary art was ideologically aligned with
the first waves of institutional critique. Active as Borja-Villel was in
New York City’s circuits in the 1980s out of which institutional critique
grew since the late 1960s, the MACBA’s director largely shared its political
creeds, which shaped his notion of art institutions as sites for politics.

Drawing from Belgian political scientist Chantal Mouffe’s ‘agonistic
democracy’, Borja-Villel subscribed how instead of a search for consensus,

19 Marti Manen, ‘Creatures. Retazos de un momento de explosion curatorial’, Zeroms3,
29 July 2014, <http://zerom3.net/pdf/text1406713366.pdf> (accessed 18 January 2023).

20 A couple of years prior to this incident with Creatures, Rosa Olivares, founder of
Ldapiz, the international art magazine edited in Spain since 1982 (and its director until
1999), stated ‘Espana es un pais sin critica. Pero no porque no haya voces y capacidad
critica, sino porque a esas voces se les niega la existencia’ (Rosa Olivares, ‘Un pais sin
critica’, Pautas. El Arte y sus Revistas [1997], 14—15 [p. 14]). Her cultural diagnosis pointed
to the institutional blockage that existed against unconventional perspectives, particularly
threatening if they came from politically radical collective practices, as there was a fear that
they would unsettle the State’s ideological understanding of cultural production. A state-
imposed culture of consensus that neglected cultural representations that were invested in
profound and discomforting anti-establishment critiques—that which Spanish critic Guillem
Martinez and others have defined as ‘cultura de la Transicién’—whether that was pushing
the boundaries of how things were normally done, whether it was about impeding certain
issues to come to light, or to prevent certain classed and gendered identities to take centre
stage (Guillem Martinez et al., CT o la cultura de la Transicién: critica a 35 arios de cultura
espanola [Barcelona: Mondadori, 2012], passim).

21 See Juan Albarran, Disputas sobre lo contempordneo: arte espaniol entre el
antifranquismo y la posmodernidad (Madrid: Espafia Producciones de Arte y Pensamiento,
2019), 41 & 117; and Marcelo Expésito & Manuel Borja-Villel, Conversacién con Manuel
Borja-Villel Madrid: Turpial, 2015), 101-02.
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democracy required the recognition of inherent structural conflict and
antagonism at the base of society. Art institutions, Mouffe suggested, had
an i1mportant role to play by redirecting antagonism toward democratic
forms of critique and public exchange.?? Published by the MACBA in 2007,
Mouffe’s book, Prdcticas artisticas y democracia agonistica, proved very
influential in the Spanish art circuits of the time, even though proclaiming
that dissent and conflict were the maximum expressions of democracy was to
challenge the Spanish democratic State’s demand to yield cultural production
to state interests.?® Such was the resistance to discord that Spanish artist,
critic and one of BComu’s founding members, Marcelo Exposito, remembers
how, after a seminar in 1999 titled ‘Globalizacion y diferenciaciéon cultural’,
to which Mouffe was invited as a guest speaker, Spanish intellectuals at the
venue were so scandalized by Mouffe’s defence of conflict and dissent that
they refused to talk to her after the session. Expésito recalls Spanish
intellectuals’ indignation: jEsta mujer es una radical! |Se quiere cargar la
democracia deliberatiba!?* However, while in principle agonistic democracy
appeared radical in this particular historical moment, I would argue that it
was also politically insufficient. By channelling forces of antagonism—and
their implicit violence—into democratic forms defined by inclusion, agonistic
democracy suppressed the very dialectical logic of antagonism, thereby
neutralizing the forces that have historically pushed society to change.
Furthermore, it is unclear whether it would be more or less democratic to
attempt to defy the neo-liberal forces that govern a museum such as the
MACBA. In other words, does the insistence on dissent generate a path
toward transforming institutions by addressing the material forces that
determine their political and financial structures. Or, on the contrary, does
this framework just provide a space where those who, for instance, do not
want to see any change occur, can focus instead on how they are committed
to democratic institutions insofar as they support critique.

Furthermore, the work of Spanish art historian Jaime Vindel has pointed
out how this process of institutional re-politicization from above was carried
out with a lack of awareness with regards to the degree to which museums
belonged to Spain’s neo-liberal state apparatus.?” For instance, when asked

22 Chantal Mouffe, Prdcticas artisticas y democracia agonistica, trad. Jordi Palou &
Carlos Manzano (Barcelona: Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona/Univ. Autonoma de
Barcelona, 2007), 22.

23 See Jorge Luis Marzo, La memoria administrada: el barroco y lo hispano (Madrid:
Katz, 2010), 312.

24 Exposito & Borja-Villel, Conversacién con Manuel Borja-Villel, 112—-13.

25 Jaime Vindel, ‘Desplazamientos de la critica: instituciones culturales y movimientos
sociales entre finales de los noventa y la actualidad’, in Desacuerdos 8. Sobre arte, politicas y
esfera publica en el Estado espariol, intro. de Jesus Carrillo & Jaime Vindel (San Sebastian-
Donostia: Arteleku-Diputacion Foral de Gipuzkoa, Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona/
UNIA Arte y Pensamiento, 2014), 290-319 (p. 291).
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about the mission of confronting corporate interests in his role as a museum
director, Borja-Villel replied by comparing this conundrum with the
Zapatistas’ struggle, explaining that his tactics consist of displacing conflict
to a battleground where he stands a chance of winning in the same way
that the guerrilla would avoid going to the Sierra Lacandona.?®

While such a parallel might help to convey the degree to which the belief
in the public commitment of art institutions to transform society was
radically political, it obscures the analysis of how, perhaps contrary to
what Borja-Villel would admit, the museum’s social agenda was not in
stark opposition to the foundation’s capitalist logic. This raises the question
about whether there was ever really a struggle between the museum’s
claimed commitment to its public function and its corporate side. The
MACBA, we should recall, was partially a privately run foundation made
up of sixty individuals and eighty enterprises, among which stood one of
Spain’s biggest banks La Caixa, and insurance company Albertis—in
consortium with local, regional and state-level administrations—whose
mission 1s ‘establishing and developing [the museum’s] own holding of
contemporary art’,>’ that is, to thrive in the art market business, a global
industry whose annual revenue in 2018 exceeded $67 billion, of which
contemporary art’s share in 2017 amounted to $1.58 billion.2®

Given this background and reading alongside the twin contexts of the
growing anti-globalization movement from 1999, a year prior to this
nascent interest in integrating political activism into the museum; and
Barcelona’s preparation to host the World Bank summit in the summer of
2001, the MACBA’s investment in rethinking its model through integrating
radically political practices within its confines should be partly read as a
neo-liberal test. In other words, to foreground the museum’s social role by
allowing forms of supposed freedom provided that they served the
institution’s economic and political interests. Nevertheless, in so doing, it
planted mechanisms of resistance within the museum’s internal structure,
which became capable of preventing corporatist development while at the
same time jeopardizing the hierarchical hegemony necessary to ensure it.

And while these events are specific to the Barcelonan context, similar
dynamics have unfolded in other Spanish contexts. I would argue that
integrating forms of radical politics and institution-making into the museum
presents both economic and political advantages. The economic ones tend to
be attached to the financial benefits that come with externalization, that is,

26 Exposito & Borja-Villel, Conversacién con Manuel Borja-Villel, 111.

27 See the Museu d’Art Contemporani de Barcelona’s mission statement: <https://www.
macba.cat/en/about-macba/museum/macba-foundation> (accessed 9 July 2020).

28 See ‘The Contemporary Art Market Report 2017, n.d., <https://www.artprice.com/
artprice-reports/the-contemporary-art-market-report-2017/renewed-growth> (accessed 19
September 2019).
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assigning low-budget projects to cultural workers and political organizers
without granting them benefits. The political ones lie in how externalization
1s reframed as the promotion of micro-institutions and so-called autonomy
and horizontality, which helps to confect the museum’s socially committed
1mage, thereby justifying its public function.

Han echado un
casquete matutino

Figure 6

Poster of one of Fiambrera Obrera’s campaigns against Spain’s growing real estate bubble.

‘SCCPP Sabotaje contra el capital pasandoselo pipa’.%’

Public Domain.

However, while in retrospect Las Agencias appears as a planned
experiment with autonomy, it started rather casually. Jorge Ribalta, the
MACBA’s director of public programming contacted Claramonte to invite
him to organize ‘De la accion directa...’. Claramonte was a founding
member of Fiambrera Obrera, an activist group of artists and graphic
designers, which had become relatively well known for their visually
provocative campaigns organized against urban speculation. For instance,
one of the Fiambrera’s late 1990s initiatives against Spain’s growing real
estate bubble consisted of organizing a counter-real estate agency to promote

29 See <https://sindominio.net/fiambrera/sccpp/feb_may/okupasaOl.htm> (accessed 30
January 2020).
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squatting; their poster read ‘Han echado un casquete matutino y estan
Okupando’, where the use of ‘’k’ instead of ‘¢’ signalled an anarchist reference
to squatting (Figure 6). In gathering together artists and activist collectives,
this workshop fostered the exchange of visual and performative strategies in
an effort to, on the one hand, infuse art with political organizing and, on the
other, familiarize radical politics with aesthetic resources.

Claramonte recalls, ‘[d]e la accién directa [...] genero la ilusién [...] de que
era posible una colaboracién entre una institucién como un museo de arte
contemporéaneo y las redes sociales y artisticas auténomas’.?* The MACBA
was also pleased with the outcome and at the request of the most involved
participants, the museum agreed to extend funding and other resources to
the projects. Las Agencias was assigned a permanent space in the
‘cuartelillo’, key access to the museum (to use a photocopying machine),
and a budget of 12,000,000 pesetas, the equivalent today of €72,000, which
members self-administered.

The name Las Agencias was chosen due to its polysemic nature. As
Ribalta writes:

[...] entendiamos el concepto de agencia en dos sentidos. Uno tenia que ver
con laidea de ‘empoderamiento,’ es decir, de otorgar poder y autonomia a los
publicos, de acuerdo con una idea de pluralidad de las formas productivas de
apropiacion del museo [...] El otro sentido era el de microinstitucién, un
organismo de mediacién entre el museo y los puiblicos.?!

Such agency, however, became problematic as the MACBA witnessed this
‘microinstitution’ lead the anti-globalization protests against the World
Bank summit in July 2001, compromising the museum.?? As a result of the
protests organized by the groups involved with Las Agencias, the summit
was cancelled. The MACBA abruptly called off the project and Las
Agencias was dismantled, preventing access to members’ work and
computers and blocking participants from proceeding with their projects
even if they would develop separate from the museum. Although there was
never any proof, members of Las Agencias, who have requested anonymity,
suspected it was the police who had pressured the MACBA, accusing the
museum’s director of obstructing police activity in supporting Las Agencias.

Viewed as a failure, this episode was taken as proof that political
autonomy—here the suspension of state bureaucracy and corporate

30 Jordi Claramonte, Arte de contexto (San Sebastian-Donostia: Editorial Nerea, 2010),
55.

31 Jorge Ribalta, ‘Experimentos para una nueva institucionalidad’, in Objetos
relacionales. Coleccion MACBA 2002-2007, ed. Manuel J. Borja-Villel (Barcelona: Edicions
de I'Eixample, 2010), 22466 (pp. 234-35).

32 Claramonte, Arte de contexto, 56.
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interests—was doomed inside an art institution. In the several interviews I
conducted with participants of Las Agencias it became clear that the
MACBA’s handling of this particular event still largely conditioned current
views regarding the political loyalties of art institutions, in turn reinforcing
social movements’ common belief that the contemporary art world is
aligned with the status quo. As mentioned earlier, Las Agencias was a
breeding ground for many activists who, with time, entered the world of
institutional politics. For instance, Ada Colau, the mayor of Barcelona for
BComu since 2015 was an active participant. I suggest that Las Agencias’
connection to the post-15-M institutional politics, which flourished in Spain
after the 2011 uprisings is not only noteworthy, but fundamental to
understanding BCom#’s neglect of contemporary art and its institutions. In
the vein of how Ribalta qualified the MACBA’s investment in Las Agencias
as a way of fostering empowerment and appropriation among plural
publics, Broto’s hole (from how it forces a process of rethinking the
Institution, to how she involved the public in indirectly imagining forms of
insitutionality through the workshop she led) was a symbol of those core
values on behalf of social actors who do not belong to the museum’s
management. Moreover, this keenness towards autonomy within
institutions, which, as we have seen, had been—if not forged then at least
institutionalized with Las Agencias—circulated widely in the cultural
sector by the time Broto’s piece was produced. Additionally, and as a result
of the shift in the political landscape that came to fruition after the 2011
Spanish uprisings through which participatory processes became an
emblem among the New Left politics, publics’ direct involvement in the
making of institutions had become somewhat common sense by 2015. So,
we must suspect that it was precisely something about the post-15-M
historical and political moment that made the hole’s claim to autonomy and
participation especially uncomfortable for the MACBA. In the next section
I reconstruct the ideological and political aspects that kept the New Left
from engaging in changing art institutions by first providing some
background on the cultural turn that occurred through the 15-M.

A Hole in Barcelona’s New Left Cultural Politics

Spain’s 15-M was the most extensive experience of political institutional
criticism to occur since the Spanish transition to democracy. Mobilizations
in May and June 2011 called into question the Spanish government’s pledge
to govern in the interest of the people in face of the neo-liberal cutbacks
mandated by the European Troika (the alliance between the European
Commission, the European Central Bank and the International Monetary
Fund). While the 15-M is usually praised for its ability to channel a social
majority’s indignation, regardless of political affiliation, one of its main
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markers was also the way in which it pushed anti-capitalist groups to revisit
their left libertarian (philo-anarchist), anti-State stance. The so-called ‘giro
institucional’ intended to make explicit the change in perspective that
affected both Spain’s society at large and ‘antisistema’ activists in
particular, by reconceiving political institutions as an integral part of social
life. Rather than banks and other corporations, this ‘giro’ claimed it was
political institutions that needed rescuing from neo-liberal interests.

However, as I pointed out earlier, in the case of Barcelona’s local
government, at the head of which was former Las Agencias’ participant
Ada Colau, contemporary art institutions were set aside from all remaining
public institutions. The question I ask is why were publicly funded
contemporary art institutions treated as if they were somehow private and
therefore excluded from the transformational vision of these new political
parties, primarily focused on bringing institutions back to the common
interest. After a year in office, Ada Colau announced in June 2016 that
Jaume Collboni, from the Partit Socialista de Catalunya (PSC), would take
charge of the city’s cultural policy. This decision caused great
disappointment across the sector, for it meant that BComu was
transferring the cultural agenda to a party that had historically controlled
it, virtually preserving the status quo. It became clear that BComu’s
commitment to cultural policy was not among its priorities, even though it
had relied on the support of the sector to win the elections. Collboni
designated Catalan economist Xavier Marce his personal advisor (whom
the PSC had repeatedly appointed for public positions within the culture
sector), despite his previous appointment as commissioner for culture being
vetoed by Colau’s government due to his strong ties to the private sector.
Within months, Marcé had taken hold of most of the city hall’s cultural
foundations’ director positions.?? In their approach to cultural policy there
was no explicit mention to participatory process, which had been an
important aspect of BComd’s discourse on cultural politics.

In 2017, after being exposed to strong criticism, BComu named Catalan
political science professor Joan Subirats the commissioner for culture.
Subirats had been closely linked with the founding of Catalunya en Comu,
the regional party affiliated with BComu and was therefore a legitimate
figure of this New Left. However, his lacking experience in the cultural
sphere generated a sense of confusion in the sector. As soon as he took up
his new role, he developed a philosophy festival titled Ciutat Oberta.
Biennal de Pensament.?®* Launched in 2018, renowned figures were

33 See José Angel Montanés, ‘Barcelona, el cambio que no fue’, El Pais, 22 May 2017,
<https://elpais.com/cultura/2017/05/18/actualidad/1495082809_522902.html> (accessed 2
December 2019).

34 See the webpage for this festival at <https://www.biennalciutatoberta.barcelona/en>
(accessed 20 September 2019).
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featured in the programme such as Judith Butler, Rosi Braidotti and Paul
B. Preciado, among a long list of national and international speakers.
Subirats was criticized for this initiative on many levels.*® Croatian
performer and activist Semolinika Tomic, the director of the Antic Teatre, a
publicly funded, though independent, experimental theatre and
interdisciplinary arts centre founded in 2003, pointed out how Subirats’
cultural politics had been disconcerting from the outset. Instead of
supporting and strengthening the already existing network of cultural
producers (e.g., artists, performers, dancers etc.) and their precarious
institutions, Tomic explains how, via her involvement in open sessions,
programmed by the local government to ensure that the government’s
cultural policy followed a participatory process, she had learned that BComu
allocated more than €1 million to the biennial, more than three times as
much as the experimental arts were allotted altogether. In her view, the fact
that BComu was leading a cultural production project in Barcelona in the
first place was already problematic. Subirats’ role as a cultural policy
commissioner (and since 2019 councillor of cultural policy) should be one of a
facilitator of resources, rather than that of a cultural producer.>®

In 2018 the outlook for cultural policy began to change. BComu relied on
Catalan musician and cultural producer Dani Granados to lead a cross-
disciplinary participatory cultural initiative called Cultura Viva with the
goal of promoting research and project-based proposals, fostering
opportunities for co-production between local government and existing
independent collectives.?” Although Tomic and Itziar Gonzalez Virés,>®
think that it would have made more sense to directly collaborate with the
movement they are both a part of, Cultura de Base (CdB), an independent
platform of more than fifty cultural producers and collectives in Barcelona
and its surroundings, invested in experimental visual and performing arts
(where Dani Granados participated in its initial stages soon after the 15-
M), the government chose to launch its own platform, appropriating CdB’s
demands, according to various of its members, without an explicit
acknowledgement.?® Cultura Viva’s philosophy sees culture as a platform
to articulate communities in concert with their institutions and
independent spaces through a decentralized and participatory production.
This often translates into the choice to support projects that explicitly seek

35 It is worth mentioning that despite my attempts, I was never able to interview Joan
Subirats to clarify his position on these issues.

36 Semolinika Tomic, personal interview, 2 May 2019.

37 See the webpage of Cultura Viva, Ajuntament de Barcelona, 2018: <http:/
ajuntament.barcelona.cat/culturaviva/en/> (accessed 18 September 2019).

38 Itziar Gonzalez Virds, personal interview, 7 October 2019.

39 My requests for an interview with Dani Granados to discuss his views on these issues
went unanswered.
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to strengthen the social bond in a particular neighbourhood. While Cultura
Viva seems to locate itself within the lineage of institutional critique
invested in institution-making insofar as each project configures a kind of
microinstitution, it imposes a narrow definition of the social, which
underscores art’s role as a medium for bolstering community ties. But by
privileging the social over the cultural, Cultura Viva relegates poetics to an
unambiguous instrumental place wherein its function must be explicitly to
serve the community.*® In so doing, it precludes artists from tackling
radically political questions through the ambivalent grammar of
contemporary art. BComu’s disregard for CdB, its 2016 transfer of cultural
policy to the PSC, and the 2017 nomination of Subirats, whose relationship
to cultural production is unknown, seems to indicate the local government’s
disinterest in strengthening the existent radical cultural sector. Instead, it
relinquished culture to the status quo by preserving the power of the
established elite, while understanding radical cultural policy to mean that
the local government should be a cultural producer. As a result, they
seemed to disavow the organizing that had been well underway among
many artists working within experimental art and whose production does
not clearly state how it contributes to building community.

Broto’s work in this sense is situated within this ambiguity. Through the
case of Abrir un agujero permanente I wanted to illustrate how contemporary
art can use its own grammar and tools to bring about instituent processes on
both aesthetic and political levels. However, as experimental procedures they
are interested in locating concealed or silenced inconsistencies in order to
challenge not only the authority of institutions, but also to show how they
can be defied. As interventions, they seek to threaten the very pillars that
sustain a community in order to precipitate the kind of change that may
bring about the reconstruction of art as a social institution. So what might
make these propositions unappealing for BComua’s cultural policy? How can
we read Abrir un agujero permanente’s anti-institutional aesthetics and
practice against this particular example of this New Left approach to culture?

40 British critic Claire Bishop has termed this move ‘participatory art’, following what
she calls art’s ‘social return’. She locates this turn in the 1990s when the process of
dismantling the Welfare State began. At that time, a nostalgia for a receding communism
upon the fall of the Berlin Wall was met by neo-liberal governments’ encouragement of
citizen’s responsibility for social tasks, which up until then had been attributed to the
Welfare State. In her study, Bishop has suggested that instead of bolstering democratic
processes as it promised to do, participatory art from the 1990s and 2000s can in fact be
seen as depoliticizing. If the democratic process is experienced as an art form at the service
of strengthening social ties, it confines democracy to very specific dynamics that obscure the
forces of antagonism responsible for change, resulting in a deactivation of politics. Thus, art
seen as a community-building tool, denies it its poetic register to uphold a political
dimension in its own terms. Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics
of Spectatorship (London/New York: Verso Books, 2012), 19 & 3.



26 BSVS, (2023) KATRYN EVINSON

I propose that there are two ways of situating BCom’s position in light of
the place given to culture in the context of Spain’s democracy. The first one
considers this New Left’s approach as an unconscious reinscription of
culture as the reproduction of a state-imposed consensus, repeating the
same gesture which resulted from Spain’s transition to democracy, as Luisa
Elena Delgado has argued, a national fantasy buttressing unity and
consensus in how we shape the desire for democracy in Spain.*' To this end,
BCom’s building of platforms that directly mediate the production of so-
called radical culture, has come at the cost of siloing independent and
experimental production, decreasing the venues where art as an anti-
institutional practice can materialize. It has been a way to guide and control
the type of cultural production that is governmentally supported in order to
ensure it matches BCom#’s ideological project, having the capacity to block
the emergence of what they consider problematic and ambivalent reworkings
of cultural perspectives. This is particularly striking because overcoming the
widespread refusal of dissent and heterogeneity in democratic Spain is
precisely key to this New Left’s political project. As a process that left
historical conflicts unresolved in the name of equating democracy with
consensus, the notion of culture that was imposed throughout Spain’s
democracy saw culture’s disruptive force as a threat to democracy as opposed
to a place where democratic forms could be reimagined. By excluding the
existing networks of experimental visual and performing arts such as CdB,
BComu moves away from a conflictual and dissentient idea of culture—which
also would explain why it granted the PSC control over cultural policy.

The second hones in on a philo-anarchist distrust in state institutions
that dominated anti-capitalist organizers in radical politics in the pre-15-M
landscape of which many BComu members were a part. With the so-called
‘giro institucional’ came a resignification of their anti-capitalist struggle
which had been generally also an anti-institutional one; these activists
who, through the experience of the 15-M, became part of the New Left,
went from perceiving Spanish government-run institutions as inherently
fraudulent, to reclaiming them from the hands of a corrupt political class.
In that cultural transition, the idea of publicly supporting experimental
cultural production that lacked the type of explicit social translation they
were after, regardless of how politically radical it may have been, was seen
as undermining their programme. It is in this sense that we could read
their pre-15-M anti-institutional ethos as re-emerging, or never having
dissolved even after entering office, thereby remaining preserved in the
neglect of contemporary art as an institution. It is as if their anti-
institutional remnant, especially significant for how these activists

41 Luisa Elena Delgado, La nacién singular: fantasias de la normalidad democrdtica
esparniola (1996-2011) (Madrid: Siglo XXI, 2014), 72.
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understood their relationship to institutional politics and the State, had been
maintained in order to counter the anti-institutional poetical practice of
contemporary visual and performing arts for fear of its destructive power.*

* Disclosure Statement: No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.
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