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This, of course, raises a paradox. If an artwork or
exhibitionis difficult —even impossible—to decipher, how
does it manage to say anything at all? My own sense is that
Middleton’s workis abundantly readable, it just doesn’t take
aset position. It has a complexity that takes time and effort
to appreciate. To borrow a word from our contemporary,
marketized lexicon, it requires ‘investment’. Ina sense,
we could see ‘Beat” as an act of communications insurgency
—jammingits own signals and, in so doing, offering an
exemplary image of how to refuse and resist the ‘access
culture’ so pervasive in contemporary art institutions.

Ithas only been in the past two decades —ushered in by
the neoliberal one-two punches of Blairism and the yBas
—that contemporary art has been re-imagined as a truly
populist experience in the UK. Attempts to diversify au-
diences and redress endemic elitism are both worthy and
necessary: however, it’s impossible to deny the creeping
‘Disneyfication’ affecting some of the UK’s larger institu-
tions. Autographed architecture, prizes and competitions,
marquee shows, bandwagon-jumping thematics and large-
scale commissions are all attention-grabbing strategies,
butare there not other ways of experiencing art? T felt that
‘Beat’ signalled a wilder possibility: an institution as it
mightbe.

‘On Unbelonging’ was a public programme organized
by the ICA's associate curator, Rosalie Doubal. to accompany
‘Beat’. Tt brought together artists, architects, activists,
geographers and poets to explore contemporary notions
of urbanlandscape, particularly inlight of social disrup-
tion and displacement in London over recent decades. One
event took place on the slatted platform of 1: a reading by
the poet Bhanu Kapil. In her introduction, Kapil made
repeated references to moving below the platform., to the
space underneath. After the reading, a technician removed
some of the floorboards and both Kapil and Middleton dis-
appeared beneath. There, flowers and water gathered at the
spoton the River Stour depicted in John Constable’s The Hay
Wain (1821) —a seminal image of Britain’s pastoral land-
scape delivered to the world at the height of the industrial
revolution —were offered. This movement downwards
—away from the public, into a different space, one separate
and inaccessible—feltfugitive. As the writer Jack Halberstam
states in the introduction to Stefano Harney and Fred
Moten’s The Undercommons: Fugitive Planning and Black
Study (2013): ‘Fugitivity is being separate from settling. It
is a being in motion that has learned that “organizations
are obstacles to organizing ourselves” [...] and that there
are spaces and modalities that exist separate from the
logical, logistical, the housed and the positioned.” While
Idon'tknow where Middleton descended to with Kapil after
the reading, their movement seemed important. Within
the space of one of the world’s most visible contemporary
art institutions, the art— just for a moment — disappeared
fromsight®
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“Middleton’s work is abundantly
readable: it just has

a complexity that takes time and
effort to appreciate.”
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