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Abstract 
 
 
This dissertation focuses on the work of the Spanish artist Núria Güell, developed 
around the migration issue, relevant and significant within the present European social 
and political context. Güell’s investigation of the migrant’s figure and of the power 
dynamics whose is subjected to is presented through the analysis of three works, 
Humanitarian Aid, Too Much Melanin and Negro Sobre Blanco, produced between 
2008 and 2014. Each project allows to develop the discourse around three different 
points: the migrant as the participant, the public institution and the viewer.  
 
Güell’s artistic strategy produces practical and useful tools to allow the participants to 
circumvent the legal restrictions imposed by immigration policies and to exit from 
their marginalised condition. The investigation of the status of the migrant, stripped of 
socio-political rights and recognition for the lack of citizenship, is supported by the 
theoretical thinking of the philosopher Giorgio Agamben. 
 
The artist’s interventions actively involve the public institutions, which are engaged 
in a critical but constructive dialogue around the migration issue. The artist pushes the 
institutions to a self-critical reassessment, in contrast with the public power they 
represent, using to her advantage the new curatorial approaches labelled as new or 
experimental institutionalism. 
 
Güell’s projects are able to create disruptive and uncomfortable situations through the 
antagonistic presence of the ‘other’, to move the public to a critical reflection on the 
migration issue and on its position in front of it. The concept of antagonism is read 
through the critical thinking of Claire Bishop and the theoretical approach of Chantal 
Mouffe.  
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Introduction 
 
 

Europe is facing a tide of migration of unprecedented proportion. Escaping 

from zones of conflict, repressive regimes and poverty, a multitude of migrants is 

attempting to cross the European Union borders. Attracted by the promising European 

appearance of widespread wealth and freedom, an increasing number of people is 

traversing Southeast European regions and the Mediterranean Sea. Since the beginning 

of 2015, more than 300,000 people have risked their lives in decrepit vessels and over 

2,600 did not survive their attempt to reach European shores, bringing the public 

discourse to identify the current situation in terms of ‘European migrant crisis’. Once 

the dangerous crossing is overcome and the Old Continent’s frontiers are reached, the 

challenge of the migrants continues in the attempt to remain on the European soil 

through the legal recognition of their status by the authority. Once arrived to their 

destination often without the compulsory permissions, the migrants face a possible 

rejection and deportation due to the restrictions of immigration law, impeded only by 

the concession of a new citizenship or a temporary legal permit.  

The flux of migrants and its clash with the borders brutally underline how the 

system of passports and permits, immigration policies and closed frontiers, is the 

current other side of a world that is considered as global because of its free 

transmission of goods and capital, because of its world-wide network of 

communication and travel; how globalisation and its promises of free market and 

democratic inclusion are actually opposed to uneven geographies, in which the path of 

life of the individuals, their identity and movement, are determined by the arbitrary 

and artificial criterion of the belonging to a citizenship. The aspiration to reach the 

possibilities embedded in the belonging to a different citizenship brings individuals to 

change their behaviour, pushing legal and moral limits for a chance of change. To 

grasp the European values of democracy, solidarity and inclusion, migrants are 

abandoning their place of origin, often without any legal authorisation, incurring the 

risk of increasing the unidentified and powerless multitude of stateless.  

The disparity of condition due to the possession of a nationality, of a passport 

or a legal permit embodying social, political and economic possibilities, is the origin 

of the artistic work developed around the immigration issue by the young Spanish 

artist Núria Güell (Vidreres, 1981). Through her artistic practice the artist aims to 
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investigate the limits imposed on individuals by immigration law and national borders, 

the influence of legislative restrictions on migrants’ behaviour, choice and 

opportunities. However, not only she works to present the contingent situation but she 

also aims at subverting the established power relations through projects that become 

operations with practical and effective outcomes for the participants involved, 

following the lecture of her Cuban training at Tania Bruguera’s Cátedra Arte de 

Conducta.  

The three projects, one for each chapter, open the space for a plurality of 

interrogations. Can the artistic practice contribute to the debate around migration, now 

more relevant than ever? How can the artist enrich the public sphere’s discourse and 

develop artistic strategy to present and interrogate the migrant condition? Can she 

envision artistic tactics to question and contrast the established socio-political 

imbalances based on different nationalities? Can she effectively involve the 

institutions and the public into a constructive and reflective critique on their role, 

position and responsibility in front of the issue?  

Although developed for a specific context, in response to particular social, 

political and legal circumstances, all works orbit around migrants, various individuals 

whose lives are engaged and influenced by the participation to Güell’s projects. 

Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013) involves a Cuban man ready to arguable compromises 

to be able to reach Europe; Too Much Melanin (2013) a Kosovar woman hiding in 

Sweden after her second asylum petition was rejected; Negro Sobre Blanco (2014) a 

group of illegal migrants coming from Spanish former colonies willing to work in 

Spain. After an initial investigation of the contextual legislative system to find the right 

legal loopholes to act on, Güell devises projects on the margins of legal and moral 

borders as tactics to enable the participants to subvert the status quo and gain what was 

impeded by the immigration policy restrictions. In each analysed work, through the 

signature of a legal contract between the participant and the artist, or an artistic 

institution, Güell empowers the migrants to overcome the impasse and to acquire the 

legal status necessary for their identity recognition and socio-political expression.  

Despite it is fundamental in the artist’s vision to produce a practical tool, an 

effective resource for the participants to change their marginalised condition, the 

usefulness cannot overshadow the visual outcome and the conceptual strategy. The 

examination of the works interrogates in which way the projects engage with the 

viewers and the institutional context, if and how they create a space for reflection and 
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debate, contributing to present and rethink the migrants’, but also the viewers’ and the 

institutions’ positions within uncomfortable dynamics of power, to develop and 

discuss alternative and antagonistic perspectives on the problematic and compelling 

migration issue. 
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Humanitarian Aid 
 
 

In the loud and colourful streets of Havana a card raises astonishment and 

surprise. A proposal is on the paper: ‘Chica española se ofrece como esposa al cubano 

que le escriba la carta de amor más bonita del mundo’. (Fig. 1.1) Through this 

uncommon public call, the artist Núria Güell states that she will offer herself as a bride 

to the Cuban who will write her the most beautiful love letter in the world. On the back 

of the card, the invitation emerges as an exchange with its terms and conditions, as a 

contest open to any Cuban man 20 to 35 years old living in the country, having a valid 

certificate attesting his single or divorced status and, crucial point, longing to emigrate 

to Spain. A wedding and a one-way ticket to Barcelona are offered to the author of the 

winning letter who, in return, must promise to be at the artist’s disposal during the 

marriage with a pre-set deadline, to collaborate until the legal procedures for providing 

him with Spanish nationality are accomplished. Spread in October 2008, the call gave 

time till the 30th November of the same year to lavish sheets with affected and 

pretentious sentimentalism. 33 men sent as many letters to the Galería Wilfredo Lam 

in Havana awaiting the verdict, perceiving a handwritten love letter as a pass to leave 

Cuba, a wedding as an open door to access Europe.  

A jury composed of three Cuban prostitutes, jineteras, selected the winning 

letter and, then, Güell’s future husband. Yordanis Martinez Perez from Santiago de 

Cuba was the chosen one. On the 30th March 2009 Güell and Yordanis privately signed 

a service provision contract to protect and define the mutual commitment of both parts, 

complete strangers about to be bound in marriage the following day. Written with the 

legal advice of a Spanish lawyer, the contract denied any marriage vows except for the 

necessary responsibilities to get the bureaucratic paperwork for the man’s new 

citizenship. The wedding was celebrated on 31st March 2009 in Havana at the Galeria 

Habana, in front of the visitors who unconsciously become the bride and groom’s 

guests (Fig. 1.2). Then, in order to register the marriage at the Spanish Consulate in 

Havana, which was responsible to attest the authenticity of the love story, the artist 

and her husband staged a fictional narrative, editing a sequence of pictures taken in 

different places with different clothes into a video. After passing the examination and 

receiving the family book and the visa permit, they travelled to Spain. 

In Barcelona, in order to help Yordanis orienting himself in the new reality, the 

artist gave him a welcome pack consisting of a jacket, a newspaper, a Catalan-Spanish 
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dictionary, 643.30 euro – minimum monthly wage in Spain – a camera and a diary, 

while asking him to take a picture and to write at least a sentence every day to 

document his discovery process from the moment of his arrival to the divorce. After 

the acquisition of the new nationality, the end of the marriage coincides with the 

conclusion of the project. On the 6th December 2013, Güell and Yordanis were in 

Eindhoven, Netherlands, at the Van Abbemuseum to divorce by mutual agreement, 

witnessed by an audience, this time informed, and by Charles Esche, the director of 

the museum, who could validate it as a notary because of his position as an institutional 

officer (Fig. 1.3).  

Far from being a marital fairy tale, the project Humanitarian Aid, Ayuda 

Humanitaria reduced marriage to a mere agreement, turning matrimony into a 

powerful tool to acquire a new nationality. Started in 2008 and ended in 2013, the 

crossing frontier plot of the project unveiled the use of the marriage of convenience as 

an illegal device to bypass an illegal condition afterwards. Contracted to overcome 

legal loopholes, the marriage of convenience became the fulcrum to begin a wider 

investigation on different levels. By portraying this reality, Humanitarian Aid 

discloses the privilege of certain nationalities, the power of certain passports, 

underlining the persistent inequality of a world intended and declared as global, while 

it maintains and reinforces borders. Through Humanitarian Aid, Güell re-enacts a 

widespread political strategy adopted to go beyond the limits imposed by the 

immigration law, affecting action and behaviour.    

Inspired by her personal experience, Güell drags in the realm of art her Cuban 

direct experience. She moved to Havana for the first time in 2004, through an exchange 

programme promoted by the University of Barcelona where she graduated in Fine Arts 

the same year. While she was studying at the University of Havana, Güell first met 

Tania Bruguera, the artist whose practice brought her back to the island in 2008. Güell 

was dissatisfied with the classical approach to sculpture that she learnt during her 

academic education and she was longing to deeply root and interweave her artistic 

practice with the socio-political reality and issues around her. Güell found the 

environment where developing her work in Bruguera’s Cátedra Arte de Conducta, 

Behaviour Art Department (2002-2009), the Cuban artist’s long term project in 

Havana intended as a contemporary art training focused on ‘the discussion and 

analysis of socio-political behaviour and the understanding of art as an instrument for 
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the transformation of ideology through the activation of action on its environment.’1 

For two years Güell attended the school’s workshops run by Cuban and international 

artists, shaping her practice witnessing different strategies and approaches to art and 

its social role. Particularly affected by the encounter with Artur Żmijewski, Fernando 

Sánchez Castillo, Dora García and Miguel Calderón, and informed by the project’s 

conceptual framework and its two pillars – the key concepts of Arte de Conducta, the 

art using social behaviour as its work material for public and social projects2, and Arte 

Util, the art aiming at producing practical and useful outcomes in real situations within 

society3 – Güell learnt to represent but also to transform reality through behaviour, 

gesture and action, at the intersection of usefulness and illegality, in accordance with 

Bruguera’s need to test the domains of ethics and law. 

Güell was one of the only four non-Cuban artists participating to the project 

for its entire seven-years duration. For this reason, in her everyday life on the island 

Güell experienced a distinct treatment from the local people, a contrasting mix of 

privilege and exclusion. As a European white woman, and specifically as a Spanish 

citizen, the exclusive rights’ prerogative and the colonial history’s legacy made Güell 

the subject of simultaneous attention and rejection, influencing the artist’s experience 

with a sense of uneasiness. The Spanish supremacy, which made the island one of the 

most important stopovers of their Americas’ trade, and the American neo-colonialism, 

which from the end of the XIX century, and especially during Prohibition, found in 

the island the place to satisfy its forbidden pleasures, left their traces, still tangible in 

Havana’s Spanish Baroque architecture and Liberty buildings.   

While in Cuba, Güell came directly in contact with the unequal conditions 

characterising and influencing Cubans and foreigners’ lives, opportunities and choices 

in the country. Despite the promise of lifting some prohibitions and regulations 

burdening on Cuban people, made by Raúl Castro, empowered by his brother Fidel 

Castro in June 2006 and unanimously elected Cuban President by the National 

Assembly on 24th February 2008, restrictions on freedom of expression, association 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Tania Bruguera, ‘Cátedra Arte de Conducta (Behavior Art School)’ 
<http://www.taniabruguera.com/cms/492-0-Ctedra+Arte+de+Conducta+Behavior+Art+School.htm> 
[accessed 23 July 2015] 
2 Ibid. 
3 Tania Bruguera, ‘Introduction on Useful Art’ <http://museumarteutil.net/about/> [accessed 23 July 
2015] 
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and movement were still strict and widespread in 2008.4 Criticism and opposition to 

the government could be punished with acts of violence and intimidation, known as 

actos de repudio, and with arbitrary and short-term detention based on the pre-emptive 

charge of el estado peligroso, the social dangerousness of an individual’s proclivity to 

commit a crime. All print and broadcast media remained under state monopoly and the 

access to foreign publications and television was denied to prevent dissent. The use of 

the internet was tightly controlled by the government and complicated by a weak 

infrastructure and the prohibitive costs blocking the access to information – ‘the only 

internet café in Havana charged 5 US dollars per hour, one third of the average Cuban 

monthly salary’ and ‘two others cafes could be used only to send emails on a closed 

Cuban network.’5 The movement outside and within the island was strictly limited 

through expensive exit visas, often denied as were the rights of travelling abroad with 

children, who were held as hostage to guarantee their parents’ return. Illicit behaviour 

was to expect tough consequences, as criminal persecution in case of unauthorised 

travel or prohibition of returning to the country if the validity of the exit permit was 

not complied, leaving the individuals effectively stateless.6 Even the liberty of 

movement within the country’s border was firmly restricted. Designed in 1997 to limit 

migration to the capital, the Decree 217 required Cubans to obtain government 

permission before moving to Havana and forced illegal residents to return to their 

home provinces.7 

All these limitations concentrated Cubans’ attention and expectation on the 

foreigners in the country and on their privileged status, qua concentrations of 

inaccessible rights. The resulting image of power, nourished by the tourists’ wealth on 

holidays, weaved symbolic and economical privileges, fostering a contact between 

Cubans and foreigners which was often not uninterested. Güell witnessed both self-

interested approaches, from Cubans to foreigners and vice versa. Noticeably not 

Cuban, the artist experienced daily attention on the streets, resulting in approaches, 

mostly lecherous attracted by her advantaged status. On the other side, she could 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 United Kingdom: Foreign and Commonwealth Office, Annual Report on Human Rights 2008 – 
Cuba, 26 March 2009 <http://www.refworld.org/docid/49ce3618c.html>[accessed 27 July 2015] 
5 Human Rights Watch, Cuba Events of 2008, (January 2009) <https://www.hrw.org/world-
report/2009/country-chapters/cuba> [accessed 27 July 2015] 
6 Amnesty International, Amnesty International Report 2008 - Cuba, 28 May 2008 
<http://www.refworld.org/docid/483e278441.html> [accessed 27 July 2015] 
7 Human Rights Watch, Cuba’s Repressive Machinery: Human Rights Forty Years After the 
Revolution, (June 1999) <http://www.hrw.org/legacy/reports/1999/cuba/> [accessed 27 July 2015] 
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observe what she defines abuso de nacionalidad, the foreigners’ abuse of their 

politically highly charged position, engaging with Cubans through the power gained 

from wealth and nationality and the fallacious promise of money and marriage. Güell 

became completely conscious of the dynamics of power in terms of nationality once 

having a dinner with her parents visiting Cuba. For the first time she went to a touristic 

restaurant and she could eyewitness a place full of old men of different nationalities 

dining with young Cuban girls. A new kind of colonisation was disguised as aid, an 

interested Humanitarin Aid that offered help in exchange for exploitation, reiterating 

through the relations between individuals the bigger one between nationalities.  

The intense event made Güell think of using her artistic practice to reproduce 

and question the existing dynamics, to investigate on how immigration policies raise 

barriers, pushing to modify subjects’ behaviour. The open call made in the autumn of 

2008 was public as performed in the streets, but the cards were only delivered to 

Güell’s beguilers in specific response to their catcalls. Often mistaken for a subtle 

governmental strategy to identify those who were looking for a way off the island, the 

proposal was tempting and unbelievable: a marriage of convenience in return for a 

love letter. Nothing differed from the questionable and yet common strategy on the 

island, of a fictional love used to get a possible wedding and, then, the right to travel 

without having to leave the country forever. The dynamic was underlined by the jury 

appointed to elect the winning letter of the competition: three jineteras, women who 

not only sell illegally their company and their body to tourists, but also a contrived 

romance, hoping to receive back a generous love from a possible foreign spouse.  

On 16th December 2008, the three women met in the Bar de Tejadillo y 

Aguacate, in Habana Vjeia (Fig. 1.4), to read out and comment the 33 handwritten 

love letters, with their words of love, hope and incredulity, published as a collection 

in 2011, Epistolario Ayuda Humanitaria, a limited book edition printed in 300 copies. 

The letters’ reading was recorded in Jury Deliberation, one of the chapters of the video 

Humanitarian Aid named after the project and series of its salient episodes, which with 

copies of bureaucratic documents became a mean for the artist to show her work in 

following exhibitions, as ‘Alegaciones Desplazadas’ organised by the AND Galeria in 

Barcelona in 2012 (Fig. 1.5). ‘I asked myself: why a Cuban? I don’t know but it is 

fascinating that you have chosen this risky and uncertain path. I could write a 

thousand love poems based on lies with the purpose of being your husband, because 
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it would be the easiest thing’8, wrote Alexeider, and indeed many letters were covered 

with poems about unconditional and romantic love. One of the three jineteras’ 

comments is interesting to note and to wonder about behavioural limits: ‘to write a 

love letter you must have ethics, values.’9 

A love offered as a possibility and not declared out loud won the competition. 

Through the metaphorical sentences and expressions of a feeling described as a flower 

care, as a gardener’s thoughtful gift to an unknown bud, the romanticised desire to 

discover a far land emerged clearly for the first time (Fig. 1.6). Yordanis wrote: ‘this 

time I am tired of my garden and the beauty of my flowers and have decided to explore 

other flowers that do not grow in my country, but in a beautiful place everybody knows 

by the name of: Barcelona’10. Was this the necessary expression of ethics that the 

jineteras were awaiting? The candour in revealing the authentic and intimate lust for 

leaving the country?  

Yordanis’ frankness emerged, furthermore, through his story’s narration 

recorded before the departure in the video’s chapter ¿Por Qué Quieres Irte de Cuba?. 

While a series of postcards pictured the tourists’ dream scenario on the island, 

Yordanis’ life narration enriched Cuba’s uncomfortable portrait. Illegally in Havana, 

if stopped by the police Yordanis risked to be deported back to Santiago with the 

accusation of jinetear, of ‘asking for things to foreigners, talking to them, dating them’ 

in exchange for  ‘things, money, help’11. In the voice-over, Yordanis acknowledged 

his consideration of the visitors’ wealth as an opportunity, and he explained how, 

besides trying to make the foreigners sorry for his economical situation to obtain things 

and money, he lived procuring young boys to satisfy tourists’ lust. With his 

controversial life built on survival strategies, beyond the limits of Cuban legality, 

Yordanis caught the opportunity offered by Güell envisioning Spain as a chance to 

move forward, to ‘progress a little bit’12. 

Focusing the attention on the opportunity offered by the artist, Humanitarian 

Aid could be easily misunderstood for a benevolent and charitable project and it could 

therefore fall under the category criticised by Claire Bishop of ‘feel and do good’ art, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 Núria Güell, Epistolario Ayuda Humanitaria, (Barcelona: Sala d’Art Jove, 2012), letter XII. 
9 Güell, Ayuda Humanitaria, video, 2009-13, Jury Deliberation, min. 07.49. 
10 Güell, Epistolario Ayuda Humanitaria, letter I. 
11 Güell, Ayuda Humanitaria, ¿Por Qué Quieres Irte de Cuba?, min. 38.35. 
12 Güell, Ayuda Humanitaria, Aspirations From Havana, min. 38.05. 
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as playfully labelled by Shannon Jackson13. As an opportunity to change the 

participant’s life, a turn to improve his condition, the work would be misread as a 

‘good project’, defined through Bishop’s words as a project that ‘appeases a 

superegoic injunction to ameliorate society’14 – in this case the participant’s status – 

expression of a kind of ‘good soul’15 art that, when social agencies have failed, feels 

obliged to step in, often inspired by Christian humanitarian ethics16. Güell’s presence 

and role in the projects could be interpreted as an overly investment of the self, which, 

more than the ‘Christian ideal of self sacrifice’ criticised by Bishop17, resembles a 

contemporary Robin Hood attitude, with the artist involving her own persona in the 

illegal action of the marriage of convenience, punishable by imprisonment and fines 

in both Cuba and Spain18.  

However, despite the apparent good intention and compassion of offering a 

new nationality to the participant, the project precisely reproduces uncomfortable 

dynamics of power. In fact, Humanitarian Aid consists of a privileged person who 

comes from a developed country and who makes individuals without options compete 

with each other, asking them ‘to do what they habitually do, but through the written 

word’19 in the attempt of emigrating from Cuba and of legally living in Spain without 

incurring in police persecution or incarceration in a Centre of Internment for 

Foreigners. Consciously working from an advantaged position awarded by her 

nationality, Güell reproduces the roles of ‘first-class citizens and second-class 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13 Shannon Jackson, Social Works: Performing Art, Supporting Publics, (New York: Routledge, 
2011), p. 47. 
14 Claire Bishop, ‘Participation and Spectacle: Where Are We Now?’, Living as Form, Creative Time, 
New York, 18 May 2011 <https://vimeo.com/24193060> [accessed 31 July 2015] 
15 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and The Politics of Spectatorship, (London: 
Verso, 2012), p. 40. 
16 Bishop, ‘Participation and Spectacle: Where Are We Now?’. 
17 Claire Bishop, ‘The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents’, Artforum, 44 (February 2006), 
pp. 178-83 (p. 183). 
18 In Cuba, the Penal Code (Law 62/1987, Chapter II, Fourth Section, Article 307) punished illegal 
marriage by deprivation of freedom for a period between three months and one year, by a fine of one 
hundred to three hundred quotas, or both; 
<http://www.wipo.int/wipolex/en/details.jsp?id=900>[accessed 31 July 2015] In Spain, a false 
marriage can be punished by a fine ranging from 501 to 10000 euros and comprises a criminal offence 
if it is linked to the offence of facilitation of illegal immigration, punished by four to eight years 
imprisonment (Article 318 bis Criminal Code), or to offence of documentary forgery, punished by six 
months to three years imprisonment and a fine (Article 400 bis Criminal Code); 
<http://extranjeros.empleo.gob.es/es/redeuropeamigracion/Estudios_monograficos/EMN_ES_Marriag
es_of_Convenience_EN.pdf> [accessed 31 July 2015] 
19 Clare Sheppard, ‘Interview with Núria Güell’, ArtSlant New York, (February 2013) 
<http://www.artslant.com/ny/artists/rackroom/236647-nria-gell> [accessed 6 July 2015] 



	   18	  

citizens’20, the same applied by Cuban government depending on the individuals’ 

passport and personified by foreigners ‘to satiate their need of gratification and to 

reaffirm their superior position, forcing the outside interest to disguise itself as love’21. 

Beyond denouncing the inequality of an oppressive system, through a disturbing 

portrait of a country and its populations’ behaviour, the project, as stated by the artist, 

‘does not solely speak of Cuba’, but through the part played by the artist ‘it also 

addresses the first world, the Humanitarian Aid’22. Thus, the project’s title becomes a 

caustic reference not only to the foreigners’ exploitation disguised as economical 

support in Cuba, but more widely to the humanitarianism’s attitude of the first world, 

which through charity positions those receiving aid and intervention as victims, 

reinforcing the juxtaposition between those privileged, advantaged and those 

vulnerable, powerless.  

By adopting the status quo and by questioning it not through a direct and open 

critique, but rather through an exaggerated and troublesome adoption of it, the role-

playing orchestrated by Güell recalls the psychoanalytic concept of over-identification 

that Slavoj Žižek borrowed in the 90s from Jacques Lacan, ‘for whom therapy is the 

painful, almost existential process of coming to terms with your unconscious 

symptoms, desires and aversions, however socially unacceptable they may be.’23 As 

underlined by the group BAVO’s research, ‘such explicit, uncut rendering […] makes 

the strategy of over-identification an effective antidote against what cultural 

philosopher Peter Sloterdijk describes as today’s all-pervasive cynicism, in which 

people know very well that there is something fundamentally wrong with something, 

yet continue to act as if they don’t.’24 As stated by the artist herself, Güell worked 

accepting the reality around her, considering that ‘accepting what is real does not mean 

legitimising it, and what would have been immoral […] would have been to have 

worked omitting this condition.’25 

Güell’s act of over-identification performed a mixed reproduction and critique 

of dynamics of power, not dissimilar from what Christoph Schlingensief staged in the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Julia Austin, ‘Trauma, Antagonism and the Bodies of Others: a dialogue on delegated performance. 
An Interview with Claire Bishop’, Performance Paradigm, 5.1 (May 2009). 
24 BAVO, ‘Always Choose the Worst Option: Artistic Resistance and the Strategy of Over-
Identification’, in Cultural Activism Today. The Art of Over-Identification, ed. by BAVO (Rotterdam: 
Episode Publishers, 2007), pp. 18-39 (p. 31). 
25 Sheppard, ‘Interview with Núria Güell’. 
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project Please Love Austria! (2000). In the main square of Vienna, the German artist 

put a group of immigrants under constant camera surveillance in a shipping container, 

emblazoned with the words Ausländer Raus, Foreigners Out. For a week, in a Big 

Brother-style competition, Austrians could monitor asylum seekers’ life in real time 

and vote participants out for deportation, two per day, among the contestants for the 

prize of Austrian citizenship through marriage. As a direct response to the recent 

electoral success of the Austrian anti-foreigner far-right nationalist party (Freiheitliche 

Partei Österreichs, or FPÖ), through its biting sarcasm, the event ‘pitted the spectacle 

of xenophobia against itself’26, as pinpointed by TJ Demos’ analysis. However, as 

underlined by Bishop, the over-identification with the FPÖ through the party’s 

language replication and its logic appropriation became an ambiguous tool of 

critique27. Both Schlingensief and Güell’s gesture made ‘too visible what is intolerable 

in society but accepted on a daily basis’28. Questioning, while reproducing, ruling 

ideological coordinates, the projects did not offer definitive, authoritative positions on 

an issue but they triggered debate to confront the uncomfortable, ascribing contrasting 

meanings to the performance. As BAVO highlighted while analysing Schlingensief’s 

project, a work fluctuating between over-identification and critique gives out ‘mixed, 

highly contradictory signals, thereby depriving the audience of any stable vantage 

point from which to cognitively map the event.’29 Güell did not provide consoling 

solutions, did not give reassurance that she opted for the politically correct position on 

the viewer behalf, but, as stated by the artist herself, she tried ‘to interpolate, to make 

an antagonist situation in the audience that feels committed to take position.’30 Güell’s 

ambiguous representation pushed the public to confront the uncomfortable.  

Entirely developed around an illegal action, Humanitarian Aid occurred among 

various sites, intertwining a chain of places, almost mapping the actual migrant 

movement of the artist and the participant. Crossing spaces, Güell involved different 

institutions in her project, questioning their role and ethics but at the same time 

depending on their support and frame: the V Girona Biennial and its first prize of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26 TJ Demos, The Migrant Image: The Art and Politics of Documentary during Global Crisis, 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), p.15. 
27 Austin, ‘Trauma, Antagonism and the Bodies of Others: a dialogue on delegated performance’. 
28 Ibid. 
29 BAVO, ‘Always Choose the Worst Option: Artistic Resistance and the Strategy of Over-
Identification’, p. 34. 
30 Ida Hirsenfelder, Núria Güell, Jean-Baptiste Naudy, ‘Tools For Civil Disobedience’, Cartography 
of transitions. A transitory Research Symposium and Meeting, ARTos Foundation, Nicosia, May 2014 
<http://transitoryart.org/tools-for-civil-disobedience/> [accessed 5 June 2015] 
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12000 euros won in 2008 for the work Valor #1 (2007), Spanish public money that 

covered the costs of Humanitarian Aid; the Galeria Habana and its show Estado de 

Exceptión (24th March – 1st Aprile 2009), the collective exhibition organized by 

Bruguera as a farewell to her Cátedra Arte de Conducta that became the framework 

of Güell’s wedding; the Van Abbemuseum and its director Charles Esche that greeted 

and validated the end of the project in the context of the Museum of Arte Útil, 

Bruguera’s investigation of the museum’s function aligned with Esche’s advocacy of 

experimental institutionalism – interested in ‘understanding what institutions could do 

in terms of emancipation, in terms of community engagement, in terms of art as a 

potential way in which the reimagining of the world could take place’31. By dragging 

the project into the art context, Güell flirted with its affirmative power. Pushing the 

institutions to engage with the issue presented through their choice of supporting and 

hosting her performance, she used to her advantage their interest in reshaping their 

role, following the practice of new institutionalism, as ‘a place of production, site of 

research and place for debate, […] which artists may use as a functional tool’32.    

In all the sites touched by the nomad, long-term performance – the Galeria 

Habana, the Van Abbemuseum, and all the other artistic spaces where the video 

documenting the project continues its life in a clearer overview – Güell instilled a sense 

of discomfort, of wrongness. Unaware witness of an illegal marriage before, informed 

observer of a divorce later, and then conscious viewer of the video documentation, the 

public dealt with a scenario outside its proper space, beyond the acceptable limits of 

legal and ethical boundaries, encountering a place definable, borrowing the expression 

of Miwon Kwon, as ‘wrong’. Through Güell’s prevailing role – despite the 

biographical and legal implications for the bold artist herself – and the participant’s 

dependent condition tied in a binding contract, Humanitarian Aid presented thorny 

power relations and behavioural models deriving from different nationalities, which 

unsettled and disoriented the public, raising questions to map the ‘wrongness’ depicted 

and its relation with the concepts of proper and improper ‘as set by social conventions, 

ideological regimes, religious dictates, or habitual familiarity.’33 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
31 Lucie Kolb, Gabriel Flückiger, Charles Esche, “We were learning by doing”, Oncurating.org, 21 
(January 2014), pp. 24-28 (p. 24) <http://www.on-curating.org/files/oc/dateiverwaltung/issue-
21/PDF_to_Download/ONCURATING_Issue21_A4.pdf> [accessed 12 July 2015] 
32 Lucie Kolb, Gabriel Flückiger, ‘New Institutionalism Revisited’, Oncurating.org, 21, (January 
2014), pp. 6-17 (p. 6). 
33 Miwon Kwon, ‘The Wrong Place’, Art Journal, vol. 59, 1 (Spring 2000), pp. 33-43 (p. 42). 
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Furthermore, Humanitarian Aid confronted the free movement’s illusion in a 

globalised world, destroying the nomads’ fairy tale. In the last chapter of the video, 

Yordanis’ account denied the achievement of the migrant’s dream and the 

representation of national stereotypes. After migrating to finally acquire the status 

which had belonged to the foreigners on his island, with their rights of movement and 

expression, Yordanis recounted his tough collision with reality. The encounter with 

Europe did not satisfy his false expectations of an easy life of wealth and freedom: 

‘Fuck! I did not know it would be like this. Otherwise I would had stayed in my country. 

[…] Here if you do not work, you are fucked. You are told a lie, and when you arrive 

you are disappointed.’34 However, when the artist offered him a flight to Cuba at the 

end of the project, he preferred one to Germany. 

The unsettling end of the video reinforced the entire project. No reassurance, 

no comforting finale, but a last bitter feeling due to the unveiled truth of the migrant 

that strengthened and amplified the malaise. Even more clearly, the conclusion 

underlined how the project, although it changed the life of the participant, did not offer 

an ameliorative, universal solution. It did produce disorientation from its beginning, 

which accompanied the public till its end. However, it was through this unsettling 

process that Güell engaged the viewers in her questioning and crossing of legal and 

moral limits, making them reflect on their roles and relative positions, depending on 

the owning of a specific nationality and on the socio-political imbalances that it 

implies. 

  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
34 Güell, Ayuda Humanitaria, Thoughs From Spain (2012), min. 58.21. 
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Too Much Melanin 
 
 

In the strip of land outside the Röda Sten Konsthall of Gothenburg, a woman 

wanders waiting to stop passers-by with an invitation. She asks them to play hide-and-

seek with her in the corners and open spaces alongside the city’s harbour on the 

Kattegatt (Fig. 2.1, 2.2). The same question stands out on some posters affixed on the 

walls around the area: ‘Do you want to play ‘‘hide and seek’’ with a political refugee?’ 

(Fig. 2.3). A game as a project, Too Much Melanin (2013) was presented by Güell to 

‘Play! Recapturing the Radical Imagination’, the Gothenburg Biennial of 2013, where 

the artist was invited by Joanna Warsza to be part of her section ‘Art and Crime: 

Legally on the edge’. 

The political refugee cited in the question was the woman herself, Maria, an 

asylum seeker from Kosovo, instructed by the artist to approach and engage the 

visitors of the biennial in the hide-and-seek game, but with altered rules. In fact, in 

Güell’s distorted version of the innocent childhood amusement, no alternation of roles 

happened: the public was always the seeker of the hiding asylum seeker. For Maria, 

her fixed and hidden position meant re-experiencing, but at the same time changing, 

her daily condition. Arrived in Sweden nine years earlier with members of her family, 

she had been forced to hide because of the Government’s denial of her asylum petition. 

During these years her status varied between legal and illegal: she was legal while 

waiting for the result of the asylum petition and illegal when it was denied. Two 

applications, two rejections. The first time Maria suffered a deportation, the second 

time she resisted deciding to hide. However, hiding in the game allowed Maria not to 

hide from the Swedish police in real life. Through Too Much Melanin, Güell asked the 

Röda Sten Konsthall – Center for Contemporary Art and Culture hosting the biennial 

– to hire Maria, who through the employment contract for the project could legalise 

her status and obtain a permanent work permit (Fig. 2.4, 2.5).  

Too Much Melanin is one of three similar interventions. In 2009, in Offside, 

Fuera de Juego Güell made the Centro Cultural La Marcè in Girona hire Mahamadou, 

an unemployed African immigrant, to play hide-and-seek with the visitors in the 

exhibition space, allowing him to avoid the illegal status and renew his resident permit. 

In 2015, the artist brought the project to Vienna and for Imagentanz, Festival for 

Choreography, Performance and uncanny Bodies, she developed Organized 

Disintegration, involving five people, both asylum seekers and members of the Vienna 
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Refugee Protest movement, contracted by Brut, Viennese institution for performing 

arts, to play hide-and-seek with the passers-by in Resselpark.  

Moving the project across nations, Güell had to adapt to different legal 

frameworks, to deal with various institutional environments and to respond to distinct 

socio-political situations. In particular, Too Much Melanin responded to the recent 

political choice of reinforcing Sweden’s internal border controls, through the 

introduction in 2009 of undetermined police tactics known as Reva (Rättssäkert och 

effektivt verkställighetsarbete, Legal and effective policy execution). Despite the fact 

that stopping a person without reasonable grounds for suspicion was illegal in Sweden, 

as in many other European Union countries, the new operation emerged as a police 

stop-and-search strategy based on some legitimate pretexts, de facto covering a racial 

profiling aimed at checking identity documents and residents permits, to chase, detain 

and deport illegal immigrants. Morally justified by the head of the parliamentary 

Committee on Social Insurance as protective actions towards the illegal immigrants 

against ‘possible abuse by employers, or from being drawn into prostitution or criminal 

activity to support themselves’35, the controls increased deportations by 25 percent.36  

Too Much Melanin was neatly calibrated to the local socio-political context, to 

create a debate around the detachment of Sweden from its past exemplar model as a 

democratic society. More widely, the project addressed the problematic confrontation 

with the immigration issue, a substantial fault line of Swedish politics, as it now 

happens in many other European countries. Despite respect for human rights and 

dignity, for non-discrimination and solidarity stand out among the core values of 

European Union, the rise of migration flows from North Africa and Eastern Europe 

has shifted the European reality towards the political imperative of restraining the 

wave of asylum seekers. Animated by the fear of illegal migrants and refugees, 

European countries have reinforced their national sovereignty by modifying laws, 

increasing internal controls, intensifying deportation, developing refugee camps and 

detainment centres, and even by hypothesizing the suspension of the Schengen 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 Claire Doherty, Out of Time Out of Space: Public Art (Now), (London: Art Book Publishing, 2015), 
p. 147. 
36 Daniel Wiklander, ‘Undocumented migrants are not the problem’, The Local.se, 22 February 2013 
<http://www.thelocal.se/20130222/46350> [accessed 12 August 2015] 
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Agreement, and the freedom of movement it entails37, just to strengthen not only the 

European borders but also the modern trinity nation-state-territory.  

Based on a claim to necessity, these exceptional measures deny globalisation 

and, specifically, EU’s promise of inclusivity and openness, in a displacement of the 

law – as the imposed legal control which impairs the ordinary rights protection. The 

sovereign decision of suspending the rule of law in order to cope with the immigration 

crisis recalls the state of exception theorised by Giorgio Agamben, the set of political 

and juridical phenomena creating ‘not a ‘‘state of law’’ but a space without law’, a 

‘zone of anomie.’38 In this zone the migrant is marginalised, stripped of legal status 

and political rights, and included in the juridical and political order only through its 

exclusion.39 The refugee is ‘outlawed, so to speak, placed beyond recourse to law and 

yet still in a precarious relationship to law itself’40, as Anthony Downey underlines in 

his reading of the Italian philosopher, and thus becomes the contemporary counterpart 

of homo sacer, ‘exemplary figure of that exceptionalism in historical terms […] an 

obscure figure of Roman law who, although once a citizen, is reduced to ‘‘bare life’’ 

by sovereign decree and deprived of basic rights such as representation before the 

law.’41 

Thus, under the state of exception the sovereign power withdraws rights and 

prerogatives from human beings to stem the tide of migration, it marginalises and 

reduces their life to bare life, to support the chase, segregation and rejection of the 

asylum seeker in a defensive mobilisation. ‘Here the paradox’, as Agamben underlines 

developing from Hannah Arendt’s reflection on the refugee problem42, ‘the figure that 

should have embodied human rights more than any other – namely, the refugee – 

marked instead the radical crisis of the concept.’43 The refugee, denuded of all juridical 

and political relations, ‘except for the pure fact of being human’44 unveils the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
37 Jenny Hill, ‘Migrant crisis: Schengen border agreement could be suspended’, BBC, 21 August 2015 
<http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-europe-34015197> [accessed 21 August 2015] 
38 Giorgio Agamben, State of Exception, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), p. 50-51. 
39 Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1998), p. 12. 
40 Anthony Downey, ‘Zones of Indistinction. Giorgio Agamben’s Bare Life and the Politics of 
Aesthetic’, Third Text, vol. 23, 2 (March 2009), pp. 109-25 (p. 109). 
41 Ibid. p. 109-10. 
42 Hannah Arendt, ‘The Decline of the Nation-State and the End of the Rights of Men’, in The Origins 
of Totalitarianism, (New York: Schocken Books, 2004), pp. 341-84. 
43 Agamben, ‘Beyond Human Rights’, in Means Without End: Notes On Politics, (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2000), pp. 15-26 (p. 19). 
44 Ibid. 
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untenability of ‘the conception of human rights based on the supposed existence of a 

human being as such.’45 The refugee reveals how the universal and inalienable human 

rights are left unprotected if they are not embedded in the rights of the citizen and how 

an autonomous space for the pure human is unconceivable within the political order 

of the nation-state. The refugee controverts the sovereign principle of conferring rights 

to the human through nativity and birth, therefore becoming the threatening and 

disturbing element for the nation-state, which reaffirms its power by naturalising or 

repatriating the asylum seeker.46 

With Too Much Melanin, Güell revealed the break of identity between the 

human and the citizen based on the possession of nationality, and the limbo-state in 

which the refugee, pushed by the sovereign power, has to develop survival strategies, 

strategies of invisibility. Through the dynamics of the game the artist re-enacted the 

relation between the refugee and the sovereign power, asking Maria and forcing the 

viewer to identify respectively with them.  

Maria had to restage her dramatic experience of hiding after her second asylum 

petition was rejected in 2009, shifting her status to illegal. In the video named after the 

project and shot during the biennial’s days, Maria recalled her post-traumatic 

symptoms, the fear of a passer-by’s prolonged gaze that made her anxious in public 

space, the obsession of the arrest that woke her up four, five times each night to check 

from the window if the police was coming47 - paradoxically, in Kosovo she was a 

police officer working at the border, specialised in disappearance and trafficking of 

people. Beyond the aim of regulating the legal status and earning a wage, the 

participant had to confront the exposition of her situation, to relive in public her 

traumatic experience, performing her survival strategy in a game for four hours a day, 

two days a week, for the entire duration of the two-month biennial.48  

The performative condition required to the participant not only psychological 

strength but also a determined commitment to publicly report her state of exception. 

Therefore, it was fundamental for the project to be built ‘on the basis of trust and 

collaboration with the person(s) involved.’49 The involvement of a group of doctors 

and lawyers, engaged in the advice and defence of illegal migrants, was key not only 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
45 Ibid.  
46 Ibid., pp. 19-21. 
47 Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin, video, 2013, min. 03.34. 
48 Doherty, Out of Time Out of Place, p. 147. 
49 Ibid. 
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because it helped the artist to investigate Swedish law and to ‘find the legal loophole 

with which the project could be spun’50, but moreover because it identified Maria, 

known personally, as the ideal participant, ‘a strong woman who has the strength to 

denounce the abuses […] [suffered] as a result of the immigration law.’51  

Conversely, Güell imposed the permanent seeking role on the viewers, and 

even if disguised as an innocent invitation to play, the project deliberately drove them 

to search for and drive the hidden out, embodying the power structure and the politics 

of exclusion that chase and segregate the refugee. The public became at once the 

controller of Maria had to evade and the people she had to confront with inequality52, 

as Martí Manen clearly pointed out in his review of Too Much Melanin. The same 

strategy was also cleverly recreated in further expositions of the projects. In 2014 at 

the ‘Extralocals’ exhibition organised by the Centre d’Arts Contemporànies in Vic, 

despite the physical absence of Maria, the relation between the viewer and the 

participant was cleverly reproduced. Aside the video recorded during the performance 

and the employment contract, a series of small pictures shot in the Gothenburg’s 

harbour was on display. Using a magnifying glass, the viewer had to look for Maria, 

identifiable only through the detail of her hands (Fig. 2.6).  

Despite the opportunity offered to the participant to legalise her status, Güell 

envisioned a project able to reproduce uncomfortable dynamics of power through a 

role-playing that did not remove but rather underlined the unbalance and the 

conflictual relation between the participant and the viewer, between refugee and 

citizen, recalling the concept of antagonism – ‘in  which relations of conflict are 

sustained, not erased’53 – developed by Bishop from Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 

Mouffe’s Hegemony and  Socialist Strategy.54 Güell did not built an inclusive and 

reassuring togetherness, impeding the viewer’s identification with the refugee, but 

underlined the exceptional presence of the other, reinforcing the visitor’s privileged 

role as citizen belonging to the nation-state. 
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The antagonistic situation enabled the public to confront and question their 

position, because, as lucidly explained by Bishop, ‘the presence of what is not me 

renders my identity precarious and vulnerable, and the threat that the other represents 

transforms my own sense of self in something questionable.’55 As stated by the artist 

herself, she wanted to constrain the public to feel bad, to make them conscious of their 

privileged status, and to force them to examine their position: by briefly altering the 

relation between the refugee and the citizen, the latter entrapped in a role that he did 

not choose either, the project exercised ‘a symbolic counter-violence on the public’, 

who was also the one voting for the politicians who applied the immigration laws.56  

Too Much Melanin displays uncomfortable dynamics of power involving the 

body of the other in a delegated performance that, ‘as many other works by Güell [see 

Humanitarian Aid], does not shy away from difficult ethical issues regarding the 

‘‘exposure’’ or ‘‘use’’ of vulnerable social positions’ and ‘it consciously implicates 

the visitor/seeker as part of the problem’57, as stressed by Claire Doherty in her 

analysis of the project. For certain aspects the comment brings to mind the 

controversial work of the Spanish artist Santiago Sierra, similarly known for 

representing uncomfortable power relations, by involving people to re-enact their 

marginalised and borderline condition. During his actions Sierra reproduces the 

dynamics of the economical system and its thorny disparities by hiring workers willing 

to participate for the minimum wage58, and for this reason he has been hardly criticised 

for merely repeating the inequities of capitalism and globalisation, for ‘exposing the 

reductive operations of social inequity by mimicking their forms.’59 However, as 

argued by Bishop, Sierra’s work has its strength precisely in the element of discomfort 

that the delegated performances of ‘people paid to perform some aspect of 

themselves’60 rise in the viewer.  

More specifically, a parallel between the two Spanish artists’ practices can be 

drawn looking at Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to Remain Inside 

Cardboard Boxes (2000), in which Sierra hired six Chechen asylum seekers to sit 

inside cardboard boxes for four hours a day in the large hall of the Kunst-Werke in 
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Berlin. Part of a series of works developed around a similar strategy in Guatemala City 

(8 People Paid to Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes, 1999), New York (12 Workers 

Paid to Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes) and Havana (3 People Paid to Lay Still 

Inside 3 Boxes During a Party, 2000), adapted to different contextual conditions, in 

Germany the project had to circumvent the legislation, which prohibited asylum 

seekers from working under the threat of deporting them to their country of origin, and 

Sierra had to pay the participants secretly.61 

Beyond some immediately verifiable analogies between Too Much Melanin 

and Workers Who Cannot Be Paid, Remunerated to Remain Inside Cardboard Boxes 

– delegated performances both part of itinerant series, involving asylum seekers, 

confronting the local immigration law, and unsettling the viewer – the most interesting 

correspondence is in the aesthetic strategy of representation. By hiding the asylum 

seekers, both works illustrate their condition as marginalised, secluded and excluded 

individuals. The tactic of hiding uncovers the presence of the participant through its 

absence, it brings visibility to the figure through its visual concealment. ‘Hiding is a 

very effective technique’, stated Sierra, ‘when you hide something instead of teaching 

or revealing it, you provoke a response in the imagination of the spectator’62, who 

becomes interested in the nature of what is hidden. The visual eclipse produces 

disorientation in the viewer, the sense of ‘awkwardness’ described by Bishop that 

‘derives from the way in which these works mess with your enjoyment in looking.’63 

The immediate reaction is ‘to feel conflicted, finding an uneven power dynamic 

between the viewer and these (supposedly) reified subjects.’64    

However, the sense of uneasiness floating in both scenarios has different 

outcomes. In Sierra’s work the line of demarcation between the anonymous participant 

and the viewer is insurmountable. Divided by the cardboard containers they detect 

respectively their presence only through the perceptible sounds of their movements. 

Their voices are neutralised. Conversely, Too Much Melanin opens up a space for a 

one-on-one encounter between the asylum seeker and the visitor, in which the first can 

narrate her personal story and the second manifest the discomfort for the dynamics of 

power and the inequality of position represented. In fact, as recounted by Güell, the 
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uneasiness raised by the invitation to play was so widespread in the public that many 

viewers decided to deliberately reject the engagement in the game, preferring to open 

a dialogue with Maria. 

Thus, as underlined by Doherty, the project ‘unsettles’, ‘activates’ and ‘raises 

questions’ with a structure that enables the artist to destabilise the viewer’s sense of 

self: beyond the impression of being in a wrongly unchangeable position, in an 

uncomfortable privileged status65, it gives the possibility to engage in an exchange and 

build up a space of encounter, where to express some questions and hear a narration 

diverging from the predominant one of politics and media, which would be impossible 

or at least difficult in the daily life. The performance changes the perception of the 

asylum seeker and complicates the confrontation with her, who is not merely an idea 

or an image and reveals her corporeal reality, which is similar for appearance and 

physicality to the viewer, but is lacking of a citizenship and therefore is confined in 

the state of exception.   

Too Much Melanin builds a challenge and, as stated by Güell, asks for a 

positioning in front of the asylum seeker, not only the viewer, but also the institutions. 

The engagement of the Röda Sten Konsthall, host of the Gothenburg Biennial, was 

fundamental. As a public institution, mainly funded by the municipality of 

Gothenburg, the Swedish Arts Council and the Region Västra Götaland, the Röda Sten 

Konsthall is an expression of the Swedish government, the same government that was 

responsible for the immigration policy influencing Maria’s legal status. Asking the 

museum to hire the participant through a contract in which the Röda Sten Konsthall 

appeared as the employer of Maria, Güell forced the institution to clearly position 

itself. The museum assumed a position in contradiction with the one of its funding 

power, the power that denied Maria’s asylum petition twice. It adopted a role of shared 

responsibility with the artist and it implemented an alternative solution: instead of 

rejecting Maria because of her illegal status, it embraced the legal strategy developed 

by Güell including and legalising the woman through the loophole of the employment 

contract.   

Güell clearly declared that she sees the institution ‘as someone who is able to 

provide the funds’66 necessary to realise her projects. However, being conscious of the 

position of the institution and of the privileges it entails, she not only asked to support 
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her work by framing and validating it, but also to engage actively in her project, 

pushing forward her critical strategy. Once she founded the legal loophole to elude, in 

Güell’s  words, ‘the abuses of power committed through legality and hegemonic 

morality’67, the artist flirted ‘with the established power’68, using and underlining the 

institution’s privileges, but also pushing the institution to critically position itself. 

Through this tactic the institution is not simply the object of the critique against 

the power relations, but it becomes the subject that shares the artist’s responsibility in 

the critique through its active role in the project. Initially outlined in Humanitarian 

Aid through a partial engagement of different institutions as sponsor, host and witness 

of her illegal action, Güell’s strategy was pushed forward in Too Much Melanin, with 

the institution becoming a collaborative, active agent.  

Thus, the tactic can be related to the third phase of institutional critique, 

described by Maria Lind as the artistic tendency arisen in the late 90s ‘where the artists 

entered a more constructive dialogue with the institutions.’69 As underlined by Lind, 

based on institutional issues and dilemmas this third wave ‘proposed changes which 

sometimes operated with the institution, at other times against it but always 

dialogically.’70 Therefore, as in Güell’s work, ‘the institution became part of the 

solution and not only the problem’71, entailing an internalisation of the critique by the 

institution itself. The process brought to a new form of critical art institutions that 

supported a new relation with the artists in a ‘combination of social critique, 

institutional critique and self-critique.’72, propagated by directors and curators 

themselves, as Charles Esche and Jonas Ekeberg, through radical and self-reflective 

curatorial choices under the label of experimental or new institutionalism73. 

Through Too Much Melanin Güell successfully built a critical dialogue on 

several fronts: with the institution, pushed to hire and then legalise Maria’s status, and 

with the public, invited to play hide-and-seek with the woman. Both these encounters 
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were strategies to engage in the questioning and self-positioning in front of the delicate 

issues that immigration policy and law entail. The legalisation of Maria’s condition, 

with its radical, practical consequences on the participant’s life, is a useful corollary 

for the project, able to redirect a priori adverse circumstances. However, the work has 

its strength in its remarkable aesthetic representation of the illegal migrant’s state of 

exception, of the identity break between human and citizen, of the human rights’ 

paradox, through an antagonistic situation that unsettles and disorients whoever 

connects with it in a revision of identity and role.  
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Negro Sobre Blanco 
 
 

In 2014 Güell was invited by MACBA, the Barcelona Museum of 

Contemporary Art, to participate to ‘La Realitat Invocable’, ‘Invocable Reality’, a 

group exhibition curated by Montse Badia, bringing together various artistic practices 

justified under the wide umbrella of art as approach to ‘explore and question the 

frameworks of reference of our conception of reality.’74 Güell used the commission 

and its 3000 euro grant to create Negro Sobre Blanco, a project involving one of 

Barcelona’s realities, the reality of Cal Africa.  

Cal Africa was the name given by its inhabitants to the Nave del Poblenou, an 

old, disused factory of the Poblenou district in the Catalonian capital, a city within the 

city: hundreds of illegal immigrants were living there in precarious conditions, self-

managing the space and the activity inside a dilapidated industrial building. For over 

a year immigrants from different regions – mostly from Sub-Saharan Africa, but also 

from South America, Caribbean and Eastern Europe – peacefully coexisted, finding in 

Cal Africa a refuge and a possibility. In a structure with no running water or electricity, 

the illegal settlement was able to self-organize a community and to develop survival 

strategies, beyond the limitation of immigration laws and the prohibition of 

employment without legal authorisation.75 The majority of immigrants lived gathering 

scrap, pushing carts through the streets of Barcelona to collect the waste of its 

population. In the Nave the material was selected, stored and organised, waiting to be 

purchased by established companies for a minimum, illegitimate price.  

The 24th July 2013 the Catalonia Government’s Institutional System evacuated 

the warehouse, pushed by the denounce of the property’s owner, the Baciana Iglesias 

family, paradoxically founder of a private foundation providing ‘assistance, mainly 

economic, to young people and women committed to themselves to seize the 

opportunities presented to them for avoiding social marginalisation.’76 The evacuation 

was justified by the Catalonia Government as a necessary measure to accelerate the 
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regularisation process of the immigrants.77 The City Council reassured the evicted 

immigrants with the promise, not accomplished, of assistance in providing a new 

accommodation and employment, and in supporting the legalisation process through 

the concession of arraigo social, the first legal step in accessing a temporary resident 

and work permit for exceptional circumstances.78 

Despite the supposed governmental commitment, the immigrants were left 

outlawed, in their marginalised and excluded lives, on the edge of social, political and 

economic borders. Deprived of social and political representation, but still subject to 

the decision of power and therefore included in the law – in the same paradoxical 

position of Agamben’s homo sacer79 – the illegal immigrants were also stripped away 

of the survival strategies developed in their precarious existence in the confined space 

of the Nave, without any valid alternative, incurring the risk of reclusion in Centres of 

Internment for Foreigners in Barcelona or of deportation to their countries of origin.   

The immigrants left in their limbo-like state were the starting point of Güell’s 

Negro Sobre Blanco. Personally involved in the events, having taken part in many 

demonstrations in support of the Cal Africa community, which occurred before and 

after the evacuation, Güell aimed to create a concrete alternative, to re-establish a 

possibility of independent subsistence for the illegal immigrants. Through Negro 

Sobre Blanco the artist produced a legal framework to allow the evicted people to work 

and be self-employed, despite the immigration law’s preclusion of legal employment 

without working papers. The loophole devised by Güell consisted in the creation of a 

cooperative, able to provide also illegal immigrants with occupations under 

employment contracts, signed in the name of the cooperative itself, and thus being able 

to start their regularisation process. 

Despite the possibility of involving illegal immigrants in the organisation’s 

activity once founded, the cooperative required three hundred legal signatures of 

members with valid identification evidence to be established. To collect the 

compulsory amount of signatures Güell intertwined a supporting network, with the 

advice of the lawyer, who had already counselled her for Humanitarian Aid. With the 
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complicity of a spokesperson for the people evicted – Kheraba Drame, natural leader 

of the Nave for his language skills – and several of his trusted people, and with the 

help of the Cooperativa Integral Catalana (CIC), Güell organised an open call on 

Facebook to collect the necessary signatures. Spanish citizens and residents who 

identified with the cause gave the artist their signatures and identification details, 

allowing the constitution of Cooperativa Ca l’Africa on 8th April 2014, indispensably 

supported by the 3000 euro of Macba’s commission – precisely corresponding to the 

essential amount for a cooperative’s creation (Fig. 3.1).  

Once the cooperative was established, the aim of the artist was to leave the 

project to its autonomous and self-managed development (Fig. 3.2). However, before 

withdrawing her presence from the cooperative, the artist asked Macba to be its first 

client and to hire it in the contextual frame of the exhibition ‘Invocable Reality’ to 

provide several services related to the museum’s activities, from catering and 

wardrobe services to exhibition tours in different languages (Fig. 3.3). In the museum, 

the presence of the member of the cooperative was accompanied by an explicative 

panel in vinyl, underlining the nature of the Cooperativa Ca l’Africa and of its 

members, migrants coming from Spain’s former colonies or territories where the 

inhabitants were enslaved by Spanish (Fig. 3.4).  

Because of the issue confronted and of the strategy developed, Negro Sobre 

Blanco recalled the Immigrant Labor Issues created by WochenKlausur in 1995. Both 

projects dealt with immigrants unable to work because of the restriction imposed by 

immigration law and both acted through a legal loophole to circumvent the legislation 

and to give the participants the assurance of work and income. The project developed 

in Graz by the Austrian collective involved seven immigrants without work permit – 

a certification released by the Austrian Government in a pre-established maximum 

number per year. To solve the impasse, the collective took advantage of the different 

statute recognised to foreign artists, who are allowed to stay in the country without a 

regular work permit if they are able to prove they could sustain themselves with their 

own artistic practise. WochenKlausur changed the participants’ status from 

immigrants to artists, through the production of ‘social sculpture’, mainly intended as 

a collection of aid material, baby food, children’s clothing and school materials for 

Kurdistan and Bosnia. To guarantee that art was created in the operation, the project 
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was presented to the public in an exhibition, ‘Project Social Sculptor’, inside the 

framework of the 1996 Steirischer Herbst Festival.80  

Both Negro Sobre Blanco and Immigrant Labor Issue created alternative and 

effective tactics to change the participants’ condition, using legal strategies ‘to 

empower the people who would normally find themselves in a submissive position in 

relation to the law’81 itself, as declared by Güell, ‘as a means of circumventing strict 

legislation concerning foreigners’82, as stated by WochenKlausur. The aim of both 

projects links to Tania Bruguera’s conception of Arte Útil and its purpose of ‘creating 

possibilities for those who are unjustly exploited, for those whom the law does not 

protect, for those who do not have any other alternative than to rebel against the 

system’83. Emanuele Rinaldo Meschini’s reading of Immigrant Labor Issue84, through 

the eight criteria drawn by the Cuban artist to define Arte Útil, could be used as the 

thread to unravel a deeper analysis of Negro Sobre Blanco in comparison with 

WochenKlausur’s social intervention. 

As shown on the Museum of Arte Útil’s project website, the first point asks the 

work to ‘propose new uses of art within society’85. Both projects used creativity to 

envision legal strategies that can be effectively adopted in reality, functionally applied 

in a social context, through the loopholes found in the legislation. The second point is 

to ‘challenge the field within which it operates (civic, legislative, pedagogical, 

scientific, economic, etc.)’. Both projects interfered with the immigration law, 

challenging and winning the legislative bureaucratic system directly, and the socio-

political status quo and its power dynamics indirectly. The third point requests the 

work to be ‘timing specific’. Although the provision of work for migrants as a tool for 

their integration into society ‘can be considered a timeless issue’86, as underlined by 

Meschini, both projects responded to current urgencies – Immigrant Labor Issue 

involving Bosnian refugees during the Balkan conflict, Negro Sobre Blanco the 

immigrants evicted from the Nave in the summer of the previous year. The fourth point 
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states that it needs the work ‘to be implemented and function in real situations’. 

Through the legal loopholes, both projects gave immigrants a framework to work in, 

allowing them to legally reside in Austria or to trigger the process of legalisation in 

Spain. The fifth point asks to ‘replace authors with initiators and spectators with users’. 

WochenKlausur and Güell were initiators of their projects, having generated and 

started a process then carried on by others. They both created a path for others’ 

necessity, drawing its guidelines but leaving it to its autonomous development and 

management. The sixth point demands the work to ‘have practical, beneficial 

outcomes for its users’. In both projects the users, the immigrants could benefit of a 

legal employment and of the consequential change of getting a resident permit. The 

seventh point requests the work to ‘pursue sustainability while adapting to changing 

condition’. By challenging the legislative system, the projects circumvented the law 

and they both found a way to procure a practical result, repeatable until the law will 

not change – as it happened in Austria in 2006, when the legislation withdrew the 

privileges granted to foreign artists. The eighth point asks the work to ‘re-establish 

aesthetics as a system of transformation’. Probably the most complicated criterion, it 

can be justified through Bruguera’s explanation of her understanding of aesthetics, 

which she prefers to address as ‘aesth-ethics.’87 In Arte Útil ‘art and ethics cannot be 

separated […] they are interdependent, they define each other.’88 For Bruguera the 

aesthetics of Arte Útil is ‘the ethics of social transformation’, ‘the ethics of the 

exploited against the moral of the exploiter’, involving also ‘the power relations and 

dynamics that allow Arte Útil projects to happen’. Both projects entailed 

transformation for the engaged communities, empowered by the artistic tactics to 

change their social, economical and political marginalised position.  

Among the power dynamics that allowed the projects to happen, the relations 

with the artistic institutions were fundamental in both cases to justify the social 

interventions. Both projects found practical answers to socio-political deficit, 

alternative solutions to the marginalisation of the immigrants due to governmental 

position on immigration policy, and dragged them into the realm of art. As underlined 

by Meschini in his analysis of the WochenKlausur’s work, ‘the invitation from an 

artistic institution is the basis of all’89 to legitimise and validate the creative solutions 
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inside an artistic context, to support them with cultural capital and institutional 

framework. Moreover, the artistic context became the site of encounter for a 

constructive dialogue between the artist and the institution, in a mixed balance of 

critique and collaboration. Used by WochenKlausur as a place to justify the artistry of 

the project and the changed status of the immigrants to artists90, the institution became 

for Güell also a space for deeper and more explicit confrontation. 

In fact, through the dialogue with the institution Güell questioned and 

confronted the power dynamics involved in Negro Sobre Blanco more directly. While 

WochenKlausur had to find economical support from patrons providing the 

immigrants with an income, Güell implicated the artistic institution not only as a space 

for display, but more actively as a funder and an employee of the participants, members 

of the cooperative, furthermore pushing the institution to position itself in a critical 

way. The institution, as a public entity, could be considered the cultural expression of 

the governmental power. Especially MACBA, being a public museum and a 

consortium managed by the Government of Catalonia, Barcelona City Council, the 

Spanish Ministry of Culture and the MACBA Foundation, was an alternative 

manifestation of the same power that evicted, marginalised and outlawed the 

immigrants involved in Güell’s project. Developing a tactic similar to the one put in 

place in Too Much Melanin, a critical but constructive approach, the artist underlined 

the institution’s privileges, but also pushed the institution to take a contradictory 

position in front of the choice of the power it represented; the artist moved the 

institution to acquire an active role of shared responsibility in the alternative solution 

developed in the lack of governmental commitment and action. This way, by asking 

the institution’s complicity and operating within it, the artist underlined the possibility 

of having a museum as an actor in a constructive social, institutional, self-critique.  

As advocated by radical curatorial approaches – as the one already indicated 

in the practice of experimental and new institutionalism – the critical and collaborative 

dialogue between the artist and the institution could move museums and art institutions 

from being a problem because of what they represent, to become solution bearers for 

what they support, present and do. Thus, as stated by Chantal Mouffe, museums and 

institutions could release themselves from ‘the role of conservative institutions 

dedicated to the maintenance and reproduction of the existing hegemony’91 and, then, 
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‘contribute to subverting the ideological framework of society.’92 Through the 

constructive dialogue with artists they could be ‘transformed into agonistic public 

space where this hegemony is openly contested’93, contested from within, and thus 

they could recognise the potential, and necessity, in a democratic society of a 

discussion about possible alternatives, of a constructive struggle among antagonistic 

views.94 Not accidentally, in her discourse around the role of the museum, Mouffe 

pointed to MACBA. Under the direction of Manuel Borja-Villel between 2002 and 

2008 MACBA aimed ‘to establish a vibrant relationship between the museum and the 

city, and to provide a space for debate and conflict’95, by developing exhibitions 

‘combining artistic work and social dynamics.’96  

Negro Sobre Blanco challenged and engaged the institution in an antagonistic 

dialogue, showing the vulnerability of the legislative system through the functional 

legal loophole, turning upside-down the established dynamics of power, and working 

collaboratively with the public entity from its new, shifted position. However, it is 

interesting to understand if and how the project challenged the public in a critical 

confrontation and conflictual debate.    

Inside the exhibition space the public found the already mentioned presence of 

some members of the cooperative and an explicative panel on the nature of the project 

– the tool used to legalise the work of migrants coming from territories subject to 

Spanish colonisation and slave trade in the past. The migrants performed various tasks 

related to different museum activities, from catering service during the opening to 

wardrobe and tours assistance for the duration of the exhibition. Brought into the 

museum, hired to hold visible positions in contact with the public, the migrants were 

not the anonymous figures of a marginalised, faceless multitude, encountered only 

through the impersonal mediation of newspapers and television’s reports. They 

acquired a physical presence, with a recognisable identity and a recognised position in 

the social sphere. They overstepped the margins of their illegal and hidden zone, being 

openly integrated in the social realm through the cooperative’s legal framework and 

its authorised work and income. However, as underlined by Bishop, a work of art has 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
92 Ibid.  
93 Ibid. 
94 Ibid., 5-8. 
95 Ibid., 102. 
96 Ibid., 103. 



	   39	  

‘to think about the form in which it is relayed to its public who are not its participants. 

[…] It has to be communicable in some way, rather than existing in pure presence.’97 

The project focused on social inclusion and presented the crossing of the 

excluding boundaries through the physical presence of the immigrants inside the 

museum’s space. Nonetheless, the public’s contact with the members of the 

cooperative did not differ from any other encounter with the employees of the 

museum. The lack of difference could be considered as proper integration specifically 

in the museum context, and extensively in the social sphere, but exactly this 

desegregation could be dangerous for the public’s necessary critical encounter with 

the project, with the issue it presented and with the dynamics of power it challenged 

and eluded. The inclusive solution presented by Negro Sobre Blanco avoided the 

presentation of the balance of power among the sovereign power, the citizenry and the 

outlawed, overcome in the project but persistent outside the exhibition space (Fig. 3.5).  

When presented to the public, the absence of a disruptive element in the work could 

complicate the confrontation, prevent enquiry and self-reflection. The pre-packed 

solution of the cooperative, shown to the public through its successful activity, 

underlined the usefulness of the project, its well-argued position and well-developed 

strategy, but foreclosed the possibility of an antagonistic debate due to the absence of 

contrasting meanings. The condition of the interaction between the participants and 

the public precluded the unsettling identification of the various identities engaged in 

the circumstances, the uneasy confrontation with the imposed exclusion and 

‘otherness’ that triggered the project. The reassuring formula of a concrete and 

working intervention moved the public to embrace it as an ethical alternative to the 

status quo, but it was less likely to question the apparatus beyond the current situation 

and to help the public self-reflecting on its position in front and within it. 

This becomes clear when considering the critique moved against Negro Sobre 

Blanco, not an expression of a self-reflective process from the public, but an attack to 

the artist’s gesture. As recounted by Güell, a portion of the public criticised the 

intervention accusing her to have relegated the participants as servants of the public, 

especially during the opening event in which the immigrants were serving drinks. 

However, the critique easily collapses when it is considered that the immigrants’ 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
97 Claire Bishop, Tom Finkelpearl, ‘Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, in What We Made: Conversation on 
Art and Social Cooperation, ed. by Tom Finkelpearl (Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), pp. 204-
18 (p. 205). 
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activity was recognised and paid, and it did not differ from the one conducted by other 

members of the museum staff. The presumed exploitation was denounced focusing on 

the presence of black members in the service catering, evidence of an internalised 

racism in the look of the beholder98. 

The inclusion of the cooperative in the activities blurred the original status of 

the participants with the typical service offered in a museum context, and so the 

awareness of part of the public could focus on the only evident difference. This 

reductive approach to the work could be considered as a consequence of the lack of 

confrontation in the presentation of the issue. The powerful structure and the 

antagonistic ideas underpinning the project faded in a smooth inclusion and 

collaborative integration, which created a contact between the participants and the 

public, but not a troublesome encounter. The public could perceive the usefulness of 

the project, the artist’s ethical responsibility and the concrete social transformation it 

achieved, but it could not deeply interrogate its position and burden as citizens.  

Negro Sobre Blanco accomplished its goal in creating a useful tool to empower 

people to meaningfully change their marginalised condition, in producing an 

alternative and concrete possibility with consequences beyond the limits of art, in the 

achievement of a practical resource with autonomous life and development beyond the 

boundaries of the artistic context. It involved the museum in a constructive and critical 

reassessment of its powerful institutional position, in front of the legislative and 

executive choices regarding immigration policy and, in particular, the local and recent 

events of the Nave del Poblenou. However, because of its useful nature, the project 

incurred the risk underlined by Bishop in her reflection on Arte Útil, the risk of the 

usefulness not to be a corollary of the work, but its raison d’être, overshadowing its 

visual realisation99. The reduction of the aesthetic of the work to the ethics of its social 

transformation limited the public’s encounter with the immigrants’ reality, reducing 

what could have been the arena for a constructive, although difficult and uneasy, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
98 Unexpectedly, a concrete exploitation occurred within the cooperative itself. Kheraba Drame, the 
spokesperson of the Nave’s community, started to impose himself internally: he seized some 
members’ salary, he impeded pre-employment contracts to avoid some immigrants’ deportation, and 
he used the cooperative’s Vat number to initiate a gold trafficking business from Africa to Spain. 
Informed by some members of the cooperative board about Kheraba’s coercive and tyrannical 
behaviour, Güell communicate the situation to the entire cooperative and resigned as a member 
herself, denouncing how Kheraba’s manipulation of the political capital of the evicted was 
reproduction of the same abuse criticised. <http://www.nuriaguell.net/> [accessed 15 August 2015]  
99 Bishop, Finkelpearl, ‘Cátedra Arte de Conducta’, p. 214.  



	   41	  

reflection on the privileges of a nationality and on the break between human and 

citizen, to a more reassuring and comfortable space of inclusive and moderate contact.  
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Conclusion 
 
 

Despite Güell’s three works can be perceived as autonomous, each one 

independently developed for a specific legal and socio-political context and in 

response to a particular legislative system, they can be interweaved in a coherent 

discourse through three leading threads: a progressive presentation and engagement 

with the migrant’s figure; an increasing constructive critique and collaboration within 

the institutions; an evolving relation with the public. 

The migrants and their position are the fulcrum of all projects. Despite their 

different nationalities, all participants are in the same condition, impeded in their free 

movement by the limitation of restrictive immigration policy. The legal framework is 

the binding and confining structure imposed on the life of the migrants, but also the 

system investigated by the artist to find the right legal loopholes to built an effective 

and useful strategy to change the participants’ status, facilitating the achievement of 

their purpose. Güell ignores legal and moral limits, she works beyond them, to 

envision and produce a concrete alternative to the established, and too often 

unquestioned, status quo. The different legal tools conceived in the chronological 

progression of Güell’s work are in parallel with the evolution of the condition and 

position of the migrants in their journey.  

The first project, Humanitarian Aid, focused on the unbalanced dynamics of 

power embedded in different nationalities, on the expectations built by the migrant on 

the possibilities offered by a different nationality, on the arguable behaviour embraced 

by the migrant in the attempt to circumvent the legislative restriction. From her 

privileged position, the artist offers the participant the craved passport to legally cross 

the frontier, to free himself from the legislative limitation and to personally experience 

the desired reality from a legitimated position.  

The second work, Too Much Melanin, presents the migrant when she is already 

arrived to her destination. However, the rejection of two asylum petitions confined the 

migrant outside her new reality, in a disadvantaged position for her lack of citizenship. 

Despite her physical presence on a new nation’s soil, the migrant is deprived of legal 

recognition and political rights, but still subjected to the sovereign power’s decisions. 

After being denied the legal recognition, the migrant is marginalised, outside the 

borders of the socio-political sphere, a liminal zone where she has to develop survival 

strategies of invisibility. The useful solution devised by Güell allows the participant to 
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obtain the legal permit necessary to exit her limbo-state and gain new visibility, 

recognised and protected in her rights by the law.  

The third project, Negro Sobre Blanco, moves a step forward. The migrants are 

similarly in a new country without the necessary papers to have their presence legally 

recognised. However, the strategy developed by the artist aims not only at dragging 

the migrants outside their outlawed condition through a socio-political recognition, but 

it wants to create a tool for their possible independent subsistence, to achieve an 

economical inclusion in the new environment, recognising it as a fundamental aspect 

for an effective integration into society. 

All the projects are developed thanks to the indispensable financial support of 

public institutions and presented within their institutional frame. Güell progressively 

embeds her projects inside the institutions. If previously they were only sponsors and 

validating hosts of the projects, as in Humanitarian Aid, the institutions then become 

active actors in the process, signatory of the employment contracts that change the 

migrants’ legal condition, as in Too Much Melanin and Negro Sobre Blanco. The 

institutions’ engagement grows more and more in each work, pushed by Güell to 

reshape their positions in contrast with the public power they represent, in a critical 

but constructive approach that entails a responsibility shared between the artist and the 

institution. Güell’s enters the institutional space and flirts with its power, burdening it 

with tension, making it unstable but open to change. 

Beyond the critical debate for a constructive reassessment of the institutions, 

the projects open up a space for a thoughtful reflection within the public, although 

through different degrees of engagement. In Humanitarian Aid the public is engaged 

in a tangential encounter with the situation: the viewers are witness of the wedding 

and divorce during the on-going performance, as they are in front of the video that 

unfolds the project’s entire plot. From their peripheral observation the viewers acquire 

consciousness, the awareness of the socio-political imbalances deriving from the 

ownership of different citizenships. Through the position undertaken by the artist, the 

re-enactment of unbalanced dynamics of power unsettles the viewers. A disorientation 

derives from the situation unfolded beyond legal and moral limits, a sense of 

uneasiness arises from the pronounced demarcation of different passports’ power. The 

antagonistic presentation of the migrant as the ‘other’ is the necessary spark to trigger 

the unsettling process that enables the viewers to re-think their roles and positions, 

dependent on their nationalities. The same destabilising process is created in Too Much 
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Melanin, in which the public’s encounter with the migrant is direct and dynamic. The 

active seeking role imposed on the public – in the performance during the biennial or 

in front of the pictures in following exhibitions – powerfully makes the viewers aware 

of their privileged positions, presenting the marginalised and bare life of the migrant, 

stripped of her rights, and underlining this way the break of identity between human 

and citizen. However, a confrontational encounter is denied in Negro Sobre Blanco, in 

which the encounter between the participants and the public is reduced to a mere 

contact, blurred by the integration of the migrants’ in the museum activity. The 

presence of the ‘other’ is confused in a pretended inclusion, partially achieved in the 

exhibition space, but persistent outside it, that reassures the public but complicates its 

development of a critical and thoughtful self-reflection.  

However, it is through the antagonistic presence of the ‘other’, of the migrants 

in their underlined different condition, that the viewers can rethink and reassess their 

position. The comforting integration obstructs the identification of the fracture 

between the human and the citizen, essential for a critical self-analysis. It offers an 

inclusion not yet enough considered and achieved in legal and political terms within 

society, but that can be prompted and sustained by a reflective and critical 

reassessment of the public. Through disruptive and antagonistic interventions, the 

artistic practice can play a key role, opening up new spaces to subvert and rethink the 

established configuration of power, to envision and trigger the repositioning of the 

public sphere.  
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Fig. 1.1 
Núria Güell, Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013). 

Cards Announcing the offer. 
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Fig. 1.2 
Núria Güell, Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013). 

Civil Wedding (Cuba, 2009). 
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Fig. 1.3 
Núria Güell, Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013). 

Divorce (Netherlands, 2013). 
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Fig. 1.4 
Núria Güell, Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013). 

Exhibition Display. 
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Fig. 1.6 
Núria Güell, Humanitarian Aid (2008-2013). 

The Winning Love Letter. 
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Fig. 2.1 
Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin (2013). 

Maria Hiding. 
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Fig. 2.2 
Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin (2013). 

Maria Hiding. 
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Fig. 2.3 
Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin (2013). 

Poster announcing the project. 
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Fig. 2.4 
Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin (2013). 

Maria’s Employment Contract. 
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Fig. 2.5 
Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin (2013). 

Personal Identification of the Hired Migrant. 
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Fig. 2.6 
Núria Güell, Too Much Melanin (2013). 

Exhibition Display. 
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Fig. 3.1 
Núria Güell, Negro Sobre Blanco (2014). 

Constituent Assembly of the Cooperative Ca l’Africa. 
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Fig. 3.2 
Núria Güell, Negro Sobre Blanco (2014). 

Validated Statute of the Cooperative Ca l’Africa. 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 3.3 
Núria Güell, Negro Sobre Blanco (2014). 

Cooperative Ca l’Africa registered as provider among MACBA’s clients. 
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Fig. 3.4 
Núria Güell, Negro Sobre Blanco (2014). 

Project’s Explicative Panel. 
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Fig. 3.5 
Núria Güell, Negro Sobre Blanco (2014). 

Members of the Cooperative Ca l’Africa hired by MACBA 
for catering, wardrobe and guided tours services. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


