
Núria Güell Challenges the Morality of 
Power in a Fake Retrospective at Fabra i 
Coats 
 
Unmasking the mechanisms of power—economic, political, and religious, as well as 
the patriarchy—is entirely in keeping with Núria Güell’s (b. Vidreres, 1981) strong track 
record as an artist who has always broken the boundaries between artistic practice 
and activism. However, Güell has gone one extraordinary step further in the exhibition 
now showing at Fabra i Coats, which purports to be a retrospective but is not quite so. 
In this case, for the core of the exhibition, she has broken the conventions of the typical 
survey covering an artist’s past body of work. Instead, she has invited other artists to 
make new versions of her works, which are not themselves included in the exhibition, 
although they are conceptually present.  
 
Güell subverts the concept of a traditional retrospective in this show, but more 
provocative still is the way in which her new material in the prologue, the third act, and 
the epilogue exposes double standards, hypocrisy, and what she calls “the banality of 
good, which can end up being worse than the banality of evil.”  
 
In the prologue, on an introductory panel of the kind that usually greets visitors at the 
start of exhibitions, Güell presents a selection of excerpts from the statements of intent 
that art centres and museums post on their websites. “During lockdown I took time to 
read these texts, and the strangest thing I found is that they all say more or less the 
same thing, with a series of buzzwords that crop up repeatedly, such as ‘diversity’ and 
so on. The surprising thing is the discrepancy between the words and the 
consequences of all this. And artists are complicit in the whole machine, we know 
about it because we know who pays us,” she says. To bring this self-criticism to the 
foreground, Güell has sampled texts from websites of museums and art centres she 
has worked at, including Fabra i Coats.  
 
From the morals of the art institution, Güell turns to the morals of the Catholic Church. 
Reversing the order of the structure of the exhibition—which is divided into three acts, 
plus a prologue and an epilogue—we jump to the last part of the exhibition: a series 
of conversations between Güell and ten priests and a YouTuber nun, Sister Sor María, 
who teaches catechism on the Episcopal Conference channel. Carrying her portfolio, 
her CV, and a hidden camera to record the conversations, Güell went to talk to them 
under the pretext that she was having moral dilemmas about her provocative projects 
and in need of advice on how to renew her faith. “What surprised me most is the fact 
that when I told them that making my works had involved pestering the police, trying 
to make myself stateless, and even marrying an undocumented person, they thought 
it was all God’s will, and all for a good cause. They defended the works just like the 
art institutions did, and using similar words,” Güell says. Only the parish priest from 



her hometown, Vidreres, reprimanded for her actions, but the other priests and the 
nun were patronising. Given this overall positive response and seal of approval of her 
way of working, Güell has decided to change her official self-employed status, and is 
now registered as a member of a Catholic religious order for tax purposes. This is the 
culmination of this exhibition. As an epilogue, the security guards watching over the 
room where the videos of the conversations with the priests and the nun are displayed 
are two former prisoners—one of whom was locked up for 28 years—who have served 
sentences for the theft of artworks and other valuables, and who have been hired for 
the duration of the exhibition.  
 
Act two of the exhibition presents the other artists’ versions of Güell's works, in a “third-
person retrospective”. The reinterpreted works were chosen by the artists invited by 
Güell. Thus, Honduran artist Lía Vallejo has created a mural inspired by Contribution 
of Law Enforcement Officers, made in Havana when Güell, sick and tired of constant 
catcalls and street harassment from police officers, decided to respond to their flirting 
while secretly photographing and filming them. In some cases, she ended up arranging 
a date with them at a certain time and place, which turned out to be an art gallery 
where they came face to face with the footage of themselves. The group Democracia 
has chosen a project by Güell that was supposed to be presented at the Abelló 
Museum in Mollet del Vallès in 2013, but was cancelled on the eve of its opening 
because it disclosed a thesis written by the then Chief Commissioner of the Mossos 
d’Esquadra, David Piqué, on riot control protocols that were partly based on illegal 
military strategies.  
 
Cuban artist Levi Orta has reinterpreted a work in which Güell demonstrates that it is 
impossible for a citizen to become stateless by choice. In his own version, Orta has 
decided to renounce his credentials as an artist in Cuba in protest against the country’s 
recent censorship and control policies. Instead, he will dedicate himself to the mental 
sport of solving the Rubik’s Cube in the shortest possible time, and already holds eight 
national records. Rosa Casado and Mike Brookes have reinterpreted the work A Godly 
Tale (2018), in which Güell invited eight young girls who had been sexually exploited 
in Mexico to choose fifty religious paintings from the colonial era that spoke to them in 
some way. Now, during the exhibition itself, Pere Llobera will paint a copy of a painting 
of Saint Agatha by Massimo Stanzione, which belongs to the Museu de Belles Arts de 
València. Lastly, Costa Rican artist Habacuc has turned his attention to the payment 
of taxes by all citizens in a work inspired by the action A Public Event, in which Güell 
was to reproduce a public, taxpayer-funded event, which was cancelled in October 
due to the pandemic. 
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