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From 2002-2013, the Museum of Contemporary Art Barcelona (MACBA)
brought together professionals from the fields of psychoanalysis, art
therapy, and anthropology to provide different services for a variety of
groups and individuals in an effort to create new forms of socialization
between the museum and the city. In the words of the former director of
MACBA’s Public Programs, the intention was “to restore forms of
subjective appropriation of artistic methods in processes outside the
mainstream and outside the museum” going “beyond the idea of visibility
whose paradigm is the exhibition” (Ribalta, 2004, p. 9). This involved
removing art from its supposed traditional elitist pedestal, as informed by
Benjamin’s and Brecht’s ideas regarding the secularization and
proletarianization of the arts (see Benjamin, 1998, 1968; Brecht, 2014;
Marxen, 2019, 2018, 2011), and taking art to groups within the community
that would not ordinarily visit a contemporary art museum. As such,
centering the inevitable connection of the arts with the social and political
fields was a priority throughout the project.
MACBA’s project took place at educational centers in Raval, the
museum’s neighborhood in Barcelona, focused on teenagers who had
been labeled “at risk of social exclusion.” The MACBA project is one of
several initiatives I explore in my forthcoming book, The
Deinstitutionalizing Art and the Nomadic Museum, to be published later
this year by Routledge. The book itself starts with an in-depth description
of the art therapeutic device collaboratively developed in the museum
context. I explore the use of art therapy in deinstitutionalization and
anti-psychiatry, and their relationship to the arts.
The deinstitutionalization movement in psychiatry was coined by the Italian
psychiatrist Franco Basaglia (1924-1980) who achieved the legal abolition
of psychiatric hospitals in Italy, starting in the town of Trieste and the Friuli
Venezia Giulia region. Deinstitutionalization has been one of several
approaches usually collapsed into the term anti-psychiatry. “Closing
hospitals” was meant in a literal and legal but also symbolic sense. Yet, in
no way did it mean simply releasing people and letting them find their own
destiny without any care or support. Rather, the deinstitutionalizing
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movement argued that hospitals must be replaced by community centers
for mental health and wellness. For Basaglia, mental illness was produced
by society, and for that reason must also be treated in and by society, as
opposed to interning patients in closed wards usually located in the
peripheries of cities or beyond (Passos, 2011). For him, the violence of the
institution and its social control over poor or lower class people who have
less means to defend themselves against oppression was the main focus
of his struggle, as was the fight against stigma related to mental illness in
society.
For me, the role of artists in retrieving powerful, unruly knowledges is a
special interest. Sophisticated examples of such work include, Spanish
artist Dora García’s series, Mad Marginal, Ana Longoni and Cloe
Masotta’s curation of Argentinian artist and psychoanalyst Oscar Masotta,
who stressed the importance of theory in artistic practices, insisting on
“the political condition of the exercise of thinking” (Longoni, 2017: 22),
and Maurizio Lazzarato together with Angela Melitopoulos, actualizing the
thoughts of Tosquelles about institutional therapy. The MACBA’s efforts
extended into different spheres, including the publication and
dissemination of the work of anti-pedagogue Fernand Deligny (2009) in an
effort to question itself “about its institutional practices, its political
responsibility, its objective of inquiry in an epoch when art is self-indulging
in the denial of its history and its anthropological meaning” (Álvarez de
Toledo, 2009, p. 5). As such, MACBA’s efforts suggested, institutional
therapy must be focused in the first place on the critical treatment and
analysis of the psychiatric institution itself. It should facilitate the
symbolization of experience through the relational network of institutional
or community therapy, wherein collaboration is instituted within and
dedicated to both the individual and the collective. Through dialogues with
different interlocutors, in steady connection among themselves, the
client/patient can find a model to coordinate the fragments of their
psychological life, an organization of their thoughts, and empowerment
through the active participation in daily life tasks within the institution.
Institutional therapy goes clearly beyond psychiatry and embraces the
psychological, the social, and the political.
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The Artists Without Works: A Guided Tour Around Nothing
2009
Performer: Michelangelo Miccolis
Spanish Pavilion 54th Venice Biennale
Private Collection
© Dora Garcia
Dora García intensively researched the deinstitutionalization and
anti-psychiatry movements. In this context, the video The Deviant Majority
(2010) is the first of her Mad Marginal series (initiated 2009) and is
inspired by Franco and Franca Basaglia’s eponymous book (1971/2014).
García adds “from Basaglia to Brazil” because Basaglia’s work was the
base for psychiatric reform in Brazil, where at that time the
deinstitutionalization movements coincided with protests against the
military dictatorship fought by psychiatrists, psychoanalysts, artists, and
other activists (Passos, 2011; see also Fusar-Poli, Bruno, Machado-de
Sousa, & Crippa, 2009). García (2010) draws from anti-psychiatry and
deinstitutionalization practices as a prism for examining marginality as a
potential creative position. She also deepens into “the concepts of the
mainstream and counterculture, anti-institutional movements, and the
notion of outsider art” (p. 11). Regarding the latter, she reflects that “[a]
term such as ‘outsider art’ deserves some reflection. Outside of what?
Obviously the term ‘outsider’ implies exclusion, exclusion from
something” (p. 18).
The video formed part of the Spanish Pavilion titled The Inadequate at the
2011 Venice Biennale. The artist offered spectators movements through
different continents and art projects, such as the theater group Academy
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of Madness in Trieste, the Theater of the Oppressed in Brazil, and the
Italian imprisonment publishing cooperative Sensibili alle foglie [trans.
“Sensitive to pages”; a play on words with follie: madness].
Simultaneously, Dora García invited the visitors for an open route around
references to Basaglia, the SPK (Socialist Patients Collective), Deligny,
Goffman, Joyce, Artaud, and others. The “inadequation” represented
different positions: independent, underground, dissident, unofficial,
marginal, and exiled (García, 2018, p. 99). Visitors were purposely
deprived of the clarifying limits of the interpretative armor of an exhibition
and “had to assimilate by themselves this strange assembly of bodies and
voices” (Beard, 2018, p. 87).
The art therapy program with adolescents under the auspices of MACBA
shared similarities with the principals of deinstitutionalization. With the help
of the museum, a much-appreciated service was established for
participants that went beyond psychiatry and medication. Dora García
participated with this artwork, related research, and her thoughts in the
MACBA seminar Alleged Opposites. On the Public Sphere, Art, and the
Clinic (Marxen and Rodríguez, 2012). This seminar concluded the art
therapeutic and psychoanalytical MACBA practices mentioned above. In
the seminar’s discussion, we drew links between Dora García’s work and
the importance of a critical vision of psychiatry, psychology, and therapy.
The ideas and concepts of the representatives of the Sociology of
Deviance and Labeling Approach, like Becker and Goffman, are present in
her work, as are the thoughts of Foucault.
Since his very beginnings, institutional therapy initiator Francesc
Tosquelles (1912-1994) had actively employed theater activities, including
psychodrama, and other art forms into his psychiatric practice both in his
hometown Reus, Catalonia, and Saint-Alban, France. He frequently
mentioned “ergotherapy stations” such as pottery, book printing and
binding, and wood workshop. He intended to change patients’ forced
inactivity due to confinement into an “active therapy” in the form of
workshops (Robcis, 2016). Tosquelles (1972) offered interesting reflection
on using art with children with severe mental disabilities. As typical for
institutional therapy, he considered the art space as an extension of the
body into the social and the painting as an exteriorization of the body. The
setting must allow for the free expression of the conscious or unconscious
desires of participants. The presence of the group members as well as the
facilitator allowed for a certain socialization of desire. He stressed the
discovery of the other and the social.
In La Borde, where Tosquelles’ followers Jean Oury and Felix Guattari
extended Institutional therapy, theater and art activities were frequently
organized. Guattari (2006, p. 82, 79) had stressed the importance of the
arts to create space for liberating subjectivities. The arts are able to
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“unframe” dominant discourses, to “rupture senses, forms, and
significations” both in the personal and social field, being the two
permanently entangled. Through decoding and deterritorializing, the arts
can work as desiring machines (Deleuze & Guattari, 1972/2009).
Constantly overthrowing their own current forms, the arts “untool” current
forms of social life, of definitions of being together. Both new subjects and
social positions are created, substantiating “a critical cultural analysis, a
reason for one’s existence” (Larsen, 2006, p. 172).
Rodríguez (2015 and her letter for Dora García ’s artwork Exile, 2013) had
already related the MACBA devices to Tosquelles’ work, precisely
considering said devices as its clinical extension. Referring to Pierre
Délion, the legacy of Tosquelles should not be conceptualized as either
intra nor extra-hospitalarian, but rather as a practice of unlocking the
alienated subjects while at the same time providing the possibility of a
rearticulation with their socio-cultural historical and present context. And
that is precisely what happened in the work with the adolescents at the
museum: The project consisted of the creation of the necessary conditions
(Winnicott’s ‘potential space’) for subjective work aimed at maintaining
the capacity for symbolization (Marxen and Rodríguez 2012; Marxen,
2018, 2016, 2011; Sajnani, Marxen, and Zarate, 2017). The main objective
was to create and maintain spaces of freedom, as opposed to promoting
dynamics of normalization, functionalism, and dominant subjectification (in
the sense of Foucault 2001, 1983; Rolnik 2001; Deleuze and Parnet
1987). At the same time, responses that differed from those the
participants were usually given in institutional contexts, as were the
experiences of the adolescents when written off by their schools and
society more generally as total academic and social failures, as well as
carriers of ADHD (Marxen and Greteman, 2019). By not following these
discourses, a subjective rearticulation with their social context was made
possible.
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Dora García
La verità è rivoluzionaria, Trieste, 2009
© Dora Garcia
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