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CHLOË BASS

As part of my multiyear project The Book of Everyday Instruction (2015–2018), 
 I’ve examined the pair relationship in a variety of forms, including asking the 
question, “How can we share love between individuals and institutions?” Part of this 
analysis took the form of a mock couples-counseling workshop, which has been run 
both to examine particular artist-institutional “partnerships,” and to interrogate  
the relationship between individuals and more abstract forms of institutionalized 
thinking, such as our relationship to blackness.

I have chosen to answer these questions from within that play perspective: the 
artist-turned-couples-counselor. Please note that this content is not intended to be a 
substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the 
advice of your physician or other qualified health provider with any questions you may 
have regarding your own condition.

In light of recent political shifts across the globe, have you sensed a change in the 
position of the art institution vis-à-vis political activism?

What it means to achieve and recognize a change, both internally on the part of  
the patient or patients, and externally in the relationship between patient(s) and 
practitioner, is one of the fundamental challenges of therapy. In the case of the  
art world, I’d like to say yes, there’s been some change, but a more responsible 
assessment adds, “but not really.” There’s a great deal of lip service done in the 
name of work, or working better, but I think real change has been obscured by a 
kind of reactionism. The position and cultural capital of individuals often rises 
louder, and gains more public attention, than the ongoing quiet, often insidious 
positions of institutions looking simply to maintain themselves. Of course I 
support the spread of news about recent museum director firings (“too political”  
or “too difficult” have been the main takeaways from these pieces), but on its own 
this doesn’t do much—or, to take it a step further, what it does may be harmful if we 
who are within institutions, and we who hold institutions accountable, don’t use 
this news cycle as a way to address the roots of how and why we insist on a false setup 
of neutrality. 

To put this in other words: think of your relationship with your partner. Perhaps 
you’re not always 50 percent responsible for the kernel of each argument. But there 
are reasons, having to do with comfort, that we allow ourselves to remain in familiar 
patterns, even painful or unproductive ones that we pretend to despise. 

Can an art institution go from being an object of critique to a site for organizing? How?

As with, or particularly from within, any relationship, shifting dynamics can be 
serious cause for instability, acting out, and anxiety before producing any kind of 
true growth or change. The real question is: Are both partners willing to put in the 
work? I ask this equally of each: Do you really want to be here? Why do you really 
want to be here? How does this affirm and support your idea of yourself, and  
where is that affirmation and support honestly helpful when you consider your 
connection to other people in this world? What do you hope to get out of this? 
What are you willing to shed? 

Should the art institution play this kind of role? What other roles can or should it play?

I think everywhere should be a potential site for organizing. If we’re really good and 
honest about sticking with that, it means there’s also lots of room for everywhere to 
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beauty and beauty alone is another one of those false truths of capitalism, akin to 
pretending that we’re not just working to perpetuate the idea of work. 

I do find the work model useful, however, when I ask people in the current day 
to reconsider their own relationships as a form of labor. I don’t mean the generalized 
“emotional labor” that we do, of course, conduct and disavow, often in equal measure, 
but the idea that we often perform tasks better when they’re “for work” because that 
gives us a sense of greater value, accountability, or potential of guaranteed reward. 

How can art institutions be better?

Art institutions are run by, and in service of, people, and people can be better. 
There’s a myth that we’re somehow going to solve these problems internally. I’m 
happy to perpetuate that myth if critics, audiences, and the institution understand 
themselves to be participants in that internal process together. We don’t get better 
alone, no matter how much we’re taught (#selfcare) to try. 

How does that make you feel?

serve as more than just a site for organizing—in other words, we could parcel this 
out in smaller bits, get more people doing it, and then work it out with time in one 
of two ways: (a) when necessary, all pulling together to work hotly in pursuit of real 
change; or (b) not needing to be the few who dedicate everything we have to this 
work because it’s shared, and, optimistically, finite. 

What other institutions, curators, or publics do you look to in formulating your own 
institution’s position?

I’m an observer. This is not a neutral position by any stretch (again: there is no 
neutral position). But my hope is that I can look toward most intimate situations as 
a way of formulating frameworks for thinking through things, rather than quickly 
forming positions about them. My activism is getting people to see, understand, 
communicate, and remember, all in the service of how we can live better together. 
The most important aspect of my position is to remain accountable to the ways in 
which my own current vision, past experience, and future hopes work in service  
of what I preach, and to start a difficult reconciliation and evaluation process with 
myself if, or when, they don’t. I question why anyone would need the advice of a 
therapist who’s unable to assess her own life with some measure of rigor and 
clarity. 

Recent controversies over curatorial choices have foregrounded the different ways  
in which institutions envision their audience(s). In your experience, is this process 
changing? How should it proceed?

This question asks me to consider the institution, the individual, and the audience 
as a kind of polyamory. Within that framework, I wonder about the dynamics of 
each relationship. Is there a primary partnership? Do these three partners operate 
within a system of polyfidelity? Is their system open or closed—in other words, 
who, or what, might be creeping in, even if just for a dirty little weekend, whether 
acknowledged or kept hush-hush? As an inadvertent lifelong museumgoer 
(thanks, parents!), institutional participator (thanks hospitals, social security, 
public schools, public transit, and so on!), and relatively recent artist, instigator, 
and critic, implication as a partner is a very comfortable position for me—but it 
comes with a keen awareness that we’re all keeping secrets out of some sense of 
protection, fear, or mistrust. 

Remember: true, meaningful polyamory is actually an invitation for increased 
accountability, not increased promiscuity. It also involves a lot of active scheduling, 
the demands of which are not inconsiderable. There’s a real, unfortunate truth that 
polyamory can also increase myopia: the multi-partner unit, again in an attempt at 
preservation, folds in to see only itself, and its little world, at the expense of larger 
scopes of connection, or how the unit affects others either through meaning or action. 

How can an institution address the dichotomy between art as cultural entertainment and 
art as political inquiry? What is the role of the curator in mediating this? How does this 
compare to the artist’s role?

Cultural entertainment and political inquiry as dichotomous seems like a relatively 
new invention in art. Whether you want to look at art and culture as stemming 
from the Greek city-state, or are open to considering the ways in which creativity 
shaped the world before we had what we now call “history” in all kinds of societies 
throughout the globe, the idea that art brings people together, and that people 
together constitute a kind of politic, seems really obvious to me. Art in service of 


