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Financial crisis. climate change. Swine flu. Thanks to our unprecedented 

interconnectedness, we have never been more aware of the endless stream 

of human misfortune around the globe. Distant events, from revolutions 

to hurricanes, are immediately made visible. In this hypermediated world, 

we can feel either empowered or helpless. Acute awareness of global 

events often leads to anxiety and frustration. What if the company I work 

for is relocated offshore or goes under? I will lose my home, my car. Why 

is there a marked increase in flooding in recent years? Is it something to 

do with the melting polar ice caps? The itch in the back of my throat — will 

I soon fall victim to a global pandemic?

The “talking cure” was coined in the late nineteenth century by  

Dr. Josef Breuer’s patient Bertha Pappenheim — or Anna O. — to refer  

to the psychotherapeutic method that relieved her anxiety. Anna O. 

became well-known in Sigmund Freud and Breuer’s book Studien über 

Hysterie from 1895, which introduced the technique of psychoanalysis to 

a wider audience. As psychiatrist and writer Jacques Lacan put it in The 

Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis, “the more Anna provided 

signifiers, the more she chattered on, the better it went.”1 Since that time, 

therapy in its myriad forms has become part of life for many of us. Given 

the economic, ecological and social turbulence that defines our age, this 

is no surprise. As philosopher and sociologist Maurizio Lazzarato writes, 

“From one financial crisis to the next, we have now entered a period of 

permanent crisis, which we shall call ‘catastrophe.’”2

representations of anxiety, terror and fear have a long tradition in 

art. In the years since the global financial crisis in 2008, many artists 
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began examining the relationship between personal calamities and social 

catastrophes, employing different forms of therapy as tools for reframing 

perceptions of ourselves and of our surroundings. The financial crisis 

is the linchpin, but events such as 9/11 and the socioeconomic changes 

brought on by deregulation and globalization marked the beginning of 

this shift toward the current state of ongoing distress.

Foregrounding film, video and performance, The Talking Cure features 

works made since 2008 by six artists. Addressing a broad affective and 

political spectrum, the exhibition explores a world in perpetual upheaval. 

It provides space both for hands-on audience engagement — such as  

in Stuart ringholt’s anger workshops — and time for contemplation  

and introspection, as in Andrea Fraser’s self-scrutinizing two-screen 

video Projection.

In line with Freud’s thinking on psychoanalysis, many of these artists  

use approaches that “act out” either these structural societal ills or elu-

sive personal traumas. The works in the exhibition range between two 

manifestations of anxiety and frustration: collective struggle, which can 

simultaneously instigate social change and be manipulated by political 

forces; and individual strife, with its more intimate and immediate out-

comes, which are nonetheless intertwined with the conditions under 

which each of us lives and works. To externalize anxieties, the artists 

have employed methodologies from psychoanalysis to hypnotherapy to 

the Theatre of the Oppressed, with results that are at times more disturb-

ing and disruptive than healing. Two distinct modes of address are used 

in this group of works: some works address the audience as a potential 

patient, and others allow viewers to absorb the work from a distance, 

depending on the type of struggle being exposed.

The Working Life (2013) by superflex invites you into a room filled 

with the captivating voice of a Danish hypnotist who takes you on a guided 

meditation. First you see an office building, and then you enter it; you 

get down to work and the stress begins to mount. Although it seems 
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superflex, The Working Life (video still), 2013, courtesy of the artists.

paradoxical to instigate a minor form of trauma through the visualization 

of work-induced stress, it is only the first phase in a journey that questions 

the notion of nine-to-five productivity and the individual’s responsibility 

to the working world more generally. ultimately, The Working Life offers a 

way out for those who can muster the courage to step outside the norms 

that structure what people do from Monday to Friday, while at the same 

time acknowledging that being a working, economically engaged person 

is a defining characteristic of belonging in contemporary society. What 

does it mean to choose not to work, to refrain from participating in the 

most dominant mode of social legitimation?

Jesse Jones’s single-channel video The Selfish Act of Community 

(2012) takes audiences back to when the American civil rights Move-

ment was igniting many individual lives. The work restages a group  

encounter therapy session that was organized and led by carl rogers 

in 1968 with a cross-section of the American public. The participants 

talk about themselves to better understand what needs to change within  

society. Jones thereby reanimates a critical moment of rethinking “the self” 

in relation to such complex issues as gender, sexuality, race and class. 
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Jesse Jones, The Selfish Act of Community (production still), 2012, courtesy of the artist.

using transcripts of the therapy session as a script, this re-enactment 

reveals deeply personal experiences of repression and oppression, and in-

vokes a troubling doubt as to how far we have come in the last half-century.

Marianne Flotron’s practice explores the interrelationships between 

political and economic systems and human behaviour. Like Jones, she is 

interested in how the subject creates society, and vice versa. In her four-

channel video installation work (2011), she collaborates with colombian 

theatre director Hector Aristizábal and several actors to use Augusto 

Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed techniques on an unexpected crowd: 

the staff of a Dutch insurance company. This progressive workplace has 

blurred the boundaries between employers and employees, work and free 

time — all aimed at creating a sense of ownership and camaraderie in 

workers at all levels in a multinational operation.

How do theatrical games reveal hierarchy and oppression? In its 

presentation of the workshops Flotron conducted and in the interviews 

with employees and with Aristizábal, work reveals patterns of exhausting 

self-regulation, posturing and control. The effect is at once humorous and 
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Marianne Flotron, work (video stills), 2011, courtesy of the artist.
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unsettling. Insurance agents and hr personnel reinforce an environment 

much like the one constructed by The Working Life, which takes us through 

hypnotherapy as a way to create an escape hatch.

In her essay for the 2012 Whitney Biennial catalogue, Andrea Fraser 

expounds on the seemingly irresolvable contradictions that characterize 

the contemporary art world. In the discourse surrounding contemporary 

art, there is a notable tendency to frame art in social and political terms, 

imbuing it with the uncanny ability to challenge, make strange, examine, 

explore (and so on) the deeply troubling world around us. Fraser focuses 

on the ever-increasing economic disparity in society, which she points out 

has not been this extreme in the united States since the 1920s.3 An artist 

who has spent the past thirty years revealing the underlying mechanisms 

of the art world and pointing to its irresolvable contradictions, Fraser is 

distressed by the degree to which art, in private gallery sales and public 

and alternative galleries alike, profits in these times of extreme economic 

imbalance. Fraser writes:

Much of art discourse, like art itself today, seems to me to be driven by the 

struggle to manage and contain the poisonous combination of envy and guilt 

provoked by that complicity and by participation in the highly competitive, 

winner-take-all market the art field has become, as well as the shame of 

being valued as less than its precipitous hierarchies.4

Fraser clearly recognizes that much artistic discourse demonstrates 

artists’ awareness of and discomfort with current economic conditions 

while they still hope for and position themselves as worthy of the benefits 

of extreme wealth. She contends that this is made possible through what 

Freud calls negation, which is “not only a defensive maneuver. It is also a 

step in the direction of overcoming repression and reintegrating split-off 

ideas and affects.”5 In describing the productive potential of negation, 

which in some artistic traditions serves to make reality strange and 

therefore visible for logical or analytical consideration, she writes:
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Andrea Fraser, Projection (video stills), 2008, courtesy of the artist and Galerie Nagel Draxler, 

Berlin and cologne.

Far from judging negation and the manifest contradictions it may produce as 

a kind of hypocrisy, fraud, or bad faith, the analyst nods and lets the analysand 

move on, making note of the forces of repression at work and leaving open 

the way for further associations that might lead to the relinking of intellectual 

process and affective investment and eventually, to meaningful change.6

In Projection (2008) Fraser offers viewers direct access to her own 

hypocrisies and ongoing struggle to come to terms with her position in 

the art world. Her status and her economic position are predicated on 
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Melanie Gilligan, Self-Capital (video still), 2009, courtesy of the artist.

her critique of the system, which rewards her. This exceptionally personal 

work reveals how rarely individuals operating within the art world expose 

and critique their own role in supporting the current economic system, 

which left-leaning art-workers make a show of contesting.

Melanie Gilligan shares with Fraser a consistent critical attention 

to the structures — especially economic — that underpin their own posi-

tions in the world. Since 2007 Gilligan has been making multi-channel 

videos — exhibited as installations and circulated freely online — that 

address the economic, technological and social conditions shaping our 

reality. With Self-Capital (2009) she casts the economy as a character 

in crisis who is undergoing a series of radical experimental therapies 

to come to terms with her own nature and to try to emerge from the 

current period of turmoil and trauma. As a patient undergoing therapy, 

she embodies both the global capitalist system and an individual affected 

by a financial upheaval. Self-Capital follows the Global economy — the 

capitalist social body — as she moves through a series of “unorthodox 

body-oriented techniques,” implying that the crisis has corporeal effects. 
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Stuart ringholt, Anger Workshops, 2008 – present, documentation from documenta (13), Kassel, 

courtesy of the artist and Milani Gallery, Brisbane.

Moreover, the work suggests that psychological subjects are increasingly 

treated as mere bodies suffering from biochemical imbalances.

Stuart ringholt is known as not just an artist but also the author of the 

book Hashish Psychosis: What It’s Like to Be Mentally Ill and Recover.7 His 

personal experience as a patient and analysand has deeply influenced his  

art practice; this is evident in his appropriation of anger management 

techniques for the Anger Workshops series presented in documenta (13)  

and now in The Talking Cure. Another stream of his practice is an explo-

ration of naturism (also known as nudism) in an art context. At first glance 

these two streams appear incompatible: the naturist community is not 

associated with anger issues or violent behaviour. On the contrary, they 

are thought to be “in touch,” not just with their own bodies but with the 

natural world as well. The notion of being in touch with oneself and each 
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other — physically, emotionally and socially — is what binds ringholt’s 

two approaches. He explores and examines what these ideas mean rather 

than providing tools for resolving them. (In ringholt’s biography, the 

two streams also intersect: the doctor’s notes from his recovery period 

describe multiple episodes of totally uninhibited nakedness but also 

unexpected acts of aggression, such as throwing a plate.)8

The Talking Cure brings together a selection of artworks that use, mimick 

or subvert therapeutic methodologies to analyze how individual psyches 

relate to the world at large. With humour and self-awareness, the artists 

treat themselves, their subjects — human or anthropomorphized — and 

their audiences as patients, not to heal heartaches but to expose hypocrisy 

and invoke reflexivity. It would be an overstatement to suggest that the 

works in this exhibition could solve the traumas that they externalize. 

However, as Fraser clearly articulates, if we take note of fraud, hypocrisy, 

injustice and our own anger, we open the door to further discussion and 

perhaps someday, to change.
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