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vera Frenkel
ol CARLETON UNIVERSITY ART GALLERY, OTTAWA

S-ﬂ. youre an artist d o certain dge, and, unlike your peers in ather
prabessians, you have no pension plan to suppoert you in pour golden
years. The incomveniences of housekeeping are moanting, and you'd like 1o
have easier access to health care, stodio space and exercise facilities. You
dream af membership in a community of creative types, a sort of Banil ar
Yaddo where you can stay on indefinitely 28 long as you pay the rent. [ this
describes you, youn may wan to consider taking up residence ina branch of
The MNational [nstifute for the Arts, alsa known as The Instiote™.

This is Vera Frenkel's propasal in The Institee™: Or, What We Do for
Love, a Web site and gallery installation mest recenthy on display at Careton
University Art Gallere Pairing former haspital buildings, made availabde by
inadequate funding for health care, with former cultural warsers, made
available by inadequate funding for the arts, The Institute™ provides resi
dential care {or artists who are “over 50 years of age and in the full bloom of
their creativity” The premise is utopian, responding o our langing 1o be
cared for and taken care of in ways that respect cur needs and identities.

But interwoven with the “official” content of the Web sife—mission
statements, staff bias and descriptions af idyllic excursions-—are a variety of
threads through which the real, dyshanctional life of The Institu="™
emerges. Through palicy statements and memos we gradually became
mware of The Institnde™ s manipalation of its residents; as it persuades them
to bequeath their archives to the in-house library and contemplates claim
ing copyright Lo all artwarks produced under its auspices. We can chat on
line with the inmates themselves, whose sometimes cryplic responses
reveal o degree of petulance and idiosynemsy that sugpests things have gone
a bit unhinged. (When 1 ask “Adrian™ how moch he pays for rent, he
replies, “I think suicide bombers adhere passionately to belizls 1 cannot
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resented on the sitel. A threesome of
Eruideriu have finagled their way in, 15 REMARKABLE
despile their lack of artistic credentials,
5o a8 ko purswe their unoomentional sex
wal relationship in a comenient setting.
Anather, disturbed after her studio is broken ina, is discaversd in a sub
basemen after a lengthy search, working away with therapeatic absessive
mess an a painting aboul the event. A resident finds himsel{ trapped when
the elevator key goes missing, since the stairwells are unfinished; anather
seeks bo investigate the daily e mission al o my=terious gas that is manitoned
by tight-lipped, while coated scientists.

Frenkel's mastery of a variety of idioms, mnging from the insipidly
bureauscratic to the asbsurdly lyrical, is remarkable, and the project i=
much literarg even theatrical, as it is wisual. The gallery installaticn is pre
sumably intended o contribule to this theatricality by providing a mise an
scéne through which we gain a sense of The Institute™ as physical site. Thus
it incorporaes couches and chairs, potted plants, coat racks, mismatched
teacups, old art magazines and branee plagues stating official policies. HBut
any sense of immersion in The Institme™ i underct by the ohirusive pres
ence af the Web site, and artifacts derived fram it, everywhere one loaks
Each seating area is oriented boward a large screen an which the Webs site is
prajected. Oin the walls hang a variety of digital peints, most of which can
sist of composites of images and text from the Web site. And througheut the
space one finds several compuler stations on which the Web site is pre
sented. Virtually everything in the space thus points cne back b, or
requires tor ils appreciation, an exploration of the Weh site.

I'na vy this is just as well, since the site contains many riches. including
audio wrsions of songs written by Institute™ staff members and the full text
of leclures by wisiting artists and scholars (all of wham do exist and did
deliver these bactures, although not 2t The Institute™ | T he site has a fecing
of expansiveness, even inexhanstibility, to it, partly because of the unintu
itive navigation: Fallewing a link may lead ane 1o a completely unexpected
destination, and this gives the sense of wandering along an endlessly {ork
ing path that sametimes loops back wpon itsell. Further development is
planned by Frenkel and ber project manager, Mark Jones. There are more
scngs. bectures and “private” social worker's reports in the works, along with
sbditional residents 1o chat with and refinements 1o the chat application
Iwhich, though not wery sophisticated as artificial-intelligence echnologies
o, pleases by the vexture of individaal responses it produces).

I{ wou have missed the gallery installations, do not despair The Insti-
tuke™ lives an at s the-national - institole.org. And perhaps, if a hospital
building and a few coltural workers becoms available, a new branch will
open near you. SHERRI IRVIR



