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Abstract

This paper explores hospitals as contemporary sites of artistic and critical creation, fo-
cusing on the artistic practices of Panteha Abareshi (they/them), Marcus Coates (he/him),
Jesse Darling (he/him), and Carolyn Lazard (they/them). It investigates how their personal
experiences of pain, illness, and hospitalization inform their artistic practices, empha-
sizing the intricate relationship between visual representation, embodied knowledge,

and medicalized environments. These artists critically engage with the medicalization of
their bodies, challenging conventional health narratives and questioning institutionalized
understandings of care and iliness.

Abareshi’s performances, videos, and sculptural installations confront the medical
surveillance of their body, using gestural forms to critique objectification, power, and the
able-bodied gaze. Coates’ projects engage with mental health by offering alternative
representations of personal. Darling reworks medical objects in their art to subvert the
sterile environment, questioning the dynamics of vulnerability and care. Lazard’s multi-
disciplinary practice, including video, performance, and installation, explores the nuances
of caregiving and patienthood, offering new ways to understand care within healthcare
settings. experiences, rethinking the roles typically assigned within psychiatric contexts.
By focusing on these contemporary artists and their work within hospital settings, this
contribution offers insights into the dynamic relationship between art, health, and healing,
revealing new possibilities at the intersection of art, design, and medical spaces.
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1. Hospitals as Contemporary Art Spaces

Contemporary shifts in art and design have led artists to
explore spaces beyond the traditional “white cube” gallery,
with hospitals emerging as critical contexts for artistic inter-
vention. As paradoxical spaces of power and care, hospitals
are where institutional frameworks of regulation and disci-
pline intersect with personal experiences of illness, pain, and
vulnerability. Drawing on Michel Foucault’s concept of the
“medical gaze” in The Birth of the Clinic (1963/2003), hospitals
become “coded spaces,” where the medical profession exerts
control over the body, objectifying patients and reducing
them to cases or conditions.

As Foucault observes, “where there is power, there is resist-
ance, and yet, or rather consequently, this resistance is never in
a position of exteriority in relation to power” (1976/1990, p. 95).
Hospitals offer unique opportunities for artists to engage with
these dynamics critically, navigating and subverting institu-
tional constraints to reclaim agency, challenge detachment, and
foreground lived experience. Suzanne Lacy’s new genre public
art (1995) exemplifies this approach, as it “engages audiences in
dialogue about issues directly relevant to their lives” (p. 19). La-
cy’s Cancer Notes (1991) - a seven-day performance conducted
at Roswell Memorial Hospital - embodied this ethos. Installed
in a vacant children’s ward, Lacy met with patients, doctors,
nurses, and administrators, conducting hour-long interviews to
document their experiences. She mapped histories and obser-
vations onto large sheets of newsprint, diagramming connec-
tions between personal lives and institutional systems. This
temporary installation culminated in a collective discussion,
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transforming the hospital into a space of dialogue, critical re-
flection, and shared meaning.

In this context, access emerges not as a static endpoint but as
a dynamic, generative process. As Hamraie and Fritsch (2019)
articulate in their Crip Technoscience Manifesto, access is
“collective, messy, experimental, frictional, and generative,”
positioning creative resistance and interdependence as trans-
formative, world-making practices. Hospitals, therefore, can
become sites of friction and possibility, where power is met
with resistance, and art intervenes to reveal the complexities
of embodied experience.

The perspectives of the contemporary artists examined in
these pages tend to subvert medicalized frameworks and
reimagine hospitals as sites of creativity. Abareshi critiques
medical surveillance and objectification; Coates reconceptu-
alizes psychiatric narratives, amplifying marginalized voic-
es; Darling rethinks vulnerability and failure by subverting
medical objects; and Lazard redefine caregiving, centering
interdependence and the labor of care. Together, their prac-
tices radically reimagine hospitals as spaces of resistance: to
a medical, de-sexualing gaze, and to the boundaries of disci-
plinary art.

2. Panteha Abareshi: Body Objectification and the Gaze
Abareshi’s work engages directly with the lived experience

of inhabiting a body that is constantly monitored, examined,
and medicalized (Foucault, 1981). As an artist living with
chronic illness, Abareshi are keenly aware of how the medical
system objectifies the body, treating it as a site for study and
control rather than recognizing its subjectivity and agency
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(Turner, 1992). Through their work, Abareshi (2020) critique
the medicalization process by actively resisting the reduction
of the body to a mere object of medical scrutiny. Their art
offers specific, embodied critiques that explore how the med-
ical system’s power dynamics shape, constrain, and erase the
lived experience of disabled bodies.

In For Parts (2020), Abareshi critique the medicalization of the
body through a performance video that contrasts organic bod-
ily actions with the inorganic, mechanized aspects introduced
by medical prosthetics and implants (Fig. 1). This work can be
seen as a direct engagement with Foucault’s theory of medical-
ization, in which the body is subjected to constant surveillance,
categorization, and regulation (Foucault, 2006). Through re-
petitive, strenuous actions and the interplay of medical devices,
Abareshi’s video explores the tension between medical inter-
ventions and the embodied, subjective experience of the body.

Figure 1. Panteha Abareshi, Image still from (For Parts), 2020.
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Figure 2. Panteha Abareshi, SWEET FUTILITY, 2023, medical ephemera, latex, silicone, 30,48x15,24 cm.

The fragmented imagery and distorted soundscapes in the
video emphasize the alienation between the body’s internal ex-
perience and its medicalized external representation, challeng-
ing the idea that the body can be fully understood through the
detached gaze of medical science (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/2012).
Similarly, in Invalid Pleasures (2023), Abareshi’s sculptural
installation subverts the very forms of medical devices by
abstracting them into non-functional, aesthetically altered
objects (Fig. 2). This recontextualization directly critiques
the medical-industrial complex, which often reduces bodies
to their clinical aspects, stripping them of their personal and
subjective dimensions (Davis, 1995).
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By transforming medical devices into abstract forms, Abareshi
resist the medical system’s drive to categorize and objectify
bodies, offering a space for the body’s complexities, vulnera-
bilities, and agency to emerge. This aligns with Nancy Fraser’s
concept of redistribution and recognition, where resistance oc-
curs not just in economic terms but in the recognition of bodies
as multifaceted subjects deserving of autonomy, not simply
medical intervention (Fraser & Honneth, 2003).

In 5 Alarm (Pull For Help) (2019), Abareshi engage with the
theme of accessibility within medical spaces. The installation
features hospital assistance panels placed just beyond reach,
symbolizing the inaccessible nature of help in medical envi-
ronments. This work resonates with Eli Clare’s argument in
Exile and Pride (1999/2015), where he discusses the emotional
and physical alienation felt by disabled people in spaces not
designed for them. The dangling cords not only emphasize
the physical barriers in medical contexts but also critique the
broader societal failure to recognize disabled bodies as full,
equal participants in societal and medical spaces. In doing so,
Abareshi foreground a central tenet of disability theory: that
medical and societal systems are designed with an able-bod-
ied norm in mind, systematically excluding those whose bod-
ies do not conform (Garland-Thomson, 2009).

Abareshi’s And I Gaze (2019) further critiques the normative
structures of art spaces. The piece asks the viewer to ascend
a metal staircase to view a distant video projection, yet even
the artist, positioned as both creator and subject, cannot en-
gage with the work as intended. This critique of accessibility
mirrors what Rosemarie Garland-Thomson calls the “freak
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gaze,” a term used to describe how disabled bodies are often
viewed as spectacles rather than subjects (Garland-Thomson,
2009). Abareshi’s piece points to the ways art spaces, like
medical institutions, are constructed around an able-bodied
ideal, and how these spaces often fail to acknowledge the em-
bodied experiences of disabled individuals.

In NATURAL DISASTER (2019), Abareshi examine the experi-
ence of bodily degeneration upon receiving their wheelchair,
documenting the cyclical and ongoing nature of illness and
disability. Presented on a CRT monitor placed atop a wheel-
chair, the work challenges ableist narratives of “deficiency”
by engaging Tobin Siebers’ concept of “complex embodi-
ment,” which resists reductive binaries such as “better” or
“worse.” Instead, the piece foregrounds the lived realities of
vulnerability and the dynamic processes of disability. This
approach resonates with Garland-Thomson'’s (2011) theoriza-
tion of vulnerability as arising from the interplay between
bodies and their environments. She asserts that vulnerability
is not an inherent attribute of the body but is situated in its re-
lationship to its context: “The contingent quality of misfitting
and fitting places vulnerability in the fit, not in the body.”
Abareshi’s work reflects this perspective, rejecting the medi-
cal model’s fixation on “curing” illness and instead situating
the body within a framework of fluid, relational experiences
shaped by social and material conditions.

Finally, NOT BETTER YET (2019) interrogates the ableist
framework that defines health in terms of linear progress -
either “better” or “worse.” This binary is a central critique in
disability studies, where theorists such as Lennard J. Davis
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argue that the medicalization of the body imposes a normative,
able-bodied timeline on experiences of illness and disability
(Davis, 1995). Abareshi’s work resists this narrative, presenting
the perpetual cycle of illness as an integral part of the body’s
existence rather than an anomaly that needs to be corrected.
Through the performance on a hospital bed, accompanied by
sound recordings of medical professionals, the work challenges
the assumption that health is linear, instead foregrounding the
lived reality of chronic illness as complex and multifaceted.
These works collectively form a critique that is both theoret-
ical and embodied. They provide a specific, concrete resist-
ance to medicalization by engaging with disability theory

and critiques of ableism, while also offering a personal and
artistic reimagining of the body. Rather than simply resisting
the process of medicalization in an abstract sense, Abareshi’s
works ground this resistance in the lived experiences of dis-
abled bodies, challenging the norms of medical and societal
systems that seek to control, objectify, and exclude.

3. Marcus Coates: Reconceptualizing Psychosis in

The Directors and the Decentering of Medical Authority
in Mental Health Representation

Coates’ collaborative project The Directors (2022),' extends
the critique of medicalization beyond the physical spaces

of illness into the psychiatric realm, specifically addressing
the stigma surrounding mental health and psychosis (Fig. 3).

1 Iamindebted to James Lingwood for pointing me to The Directors, a project by Marcus Coates
commissioned by Artangel. James Lingwood was Co-Director of Artangel with Michael Morris from
1991 t0 2023.
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Figure 3. The Directors (stills), 2022, single-channel HD video, 16 min 51 sec.

While artists like Abareshi focus on physical illness and clin-
ical environments, Coates intervenes in the highly medical-
ized and stigmatized space of psychiatry, offering an alterna-
tive approach to representing psychosis.

The Directors works with five individuals in recovery from
psychosis, each of whom directs Coates in re-staging a signif-
icant personal event from their life. This collaborative process
is crucial in challenging the traditional power dynamics within
the psychiatric field, where patients are often seen as passive
subjects of diagnosis and treatment (Rose, 2006). By granting
these individuals control over how their stories are represent-
ed, Coates disrupts the authoritative role typically held by
medical professionals in the portrayal of mental health.

This dynamic subverts the medical gaze and empowers par-
ticipants to reclaim agency over their own narratives, marking
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a stark contrast to traditional psychiatric practices where pa-
tients are often reduced to mere case studies (Goffman, 1961).
Rather than reducing psychosis to a clinical diagnosis, Coates
reconfigures it as a lived experience deserving of empathetic
understanding (Laing, 1960). The process of re-enactment,
where participants guide Coates in recreating their experienc-
es, presents psychosis not as a pathology to be managed, but
as a valid and personal experience. In doing so, The Directors
challenges the detached, clinical nature of psychiatric care by
foregrounding personal agency and the importance of lived
experience in the representation of mental illness. This re-
framing aligns with broader critiques of medicalization seen
in the works of artists like Abareshi, who similarly center
lived experience over clinical abstraction (Sontag, 1978).

One of the key distinctions in Coates’ project is the shift away
from the sterile, institutional spaces traditionally associated
with psychiatric care. Coates’ decision to film in personally
significant locations chosen by the participants challenges
the dominant medical narrative, which often removes indi-
viduals from their lived environments and places them in
clinical settings that strip away their subjectivity (Parr, 2008).
By situating the re-enactments in spaces that hold personal
meaning for the participants, Coates reorients the discussion
of psychosis away from clinical detachment and towards a
more grounded, subjective representation. This move not
only subverts the clinical authority of medical spaces but also
redefines care as a collaborative, participatory process, one
where the voices and agency of those with lived experience
take center stage (Chambers et al., 2014).
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The emphasis on self-representation and autonomy in The
Directors resonates with contemporary approaches in disabil-
ity studies, which stress the importance of agency in health
and care. Coates’ project contributes to the growing discourse
on participatory, patient-centered models of care that cri-
tique the hierarchical structures of knowledge within medical
institutions. Much like Abareshi’s work subverts the clinical
use of medical devices, Coates reconfigures the psychiatric
apparatus through artistic intervention, reframing psycho-

sis as a narrative shaped by those who experience it. This
reframing disrupts the traditional medicalization of mental
health, opening up space for more nuanced, empathetic, and
person-centered approaches to both psychiatric care and its
representation (Bishop, 2012).

Ultimately, The Directors offers a potent challenge to the
institutional framing of mental health, emphasizing the im-
portance of self-directed storytelling and the power of per-
sonal experience in disrupting the authority of the psychiatric
system. By elevating the voices of individuals recovering
from psychosis and empowering them to represent their own
stories, Coates creates a model of mental health representa-
tion that is collaborative, empathetic, and deeply rooted in the
lived realities of those it seeks to portray.

4. Jesse Darling: Subverting the Medical-Industrial
Complex through Art

In the exploration of embodied knowledge and self-rep-
resentation, Darling’s work is particularly relevant for its
nuanced engagement with the intersection of disability, soci-
etal norms, and institutional systems. Darling’s practice spans
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multiple mediums, including sculpture, installation, video,
drawing, text, sound, and performance, integrating personal
experience with historical and counter-historical narratives
(Darling, 2018). Darling’s exhibition The Ballad of Saint Je-
rome (2019), for example, uses the figure of Saint Jerome, who
heals the lion’s wound, as a metaphor for the dynamics of
controlled healing and subtle dominance. The work prompts
a reflection on the hierarchical relationship between humans
and non-human entities, offering a critique of the paternalis-
tic structures that govern care and healing (Smith, 2019).
Central to Darling’s practice is the repeated use of the cane,

a mobility aid that, in their work, transcends its utilitarian
function. Through works like Crawling Cane & Comfort Sta-
tion (2017) (Fig. 4), Darling transforms everyday objects as-
sociated with care and support, turning them into symbols of
vulnerability and resilience (Darling, 2017).

Figure 4. Jesse Luke Darling, Crawling Cane, 2017, steel, aluminum, rubber and lacquer, 73x40x20 cm.
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Figure 5. Jesse Luke Darling, Comfort Station, 2017, steel, aluminum, rubber and lacquer, 78x140x85 cm.

The bent cane (Fig. 5) becomes a metaphor for the body’s own
failure to conform to societal norms, a transformation that
challenges traditional notions of disability and vulnerability
(Garland-Thomson, 2009). The steel material used in these
sculptures contrasts with the fragile posture of the cane, sug-
gesting both strength and precarity, offering a critique of the
way society discards bodies that do not fit within idealized
norms of health and ability (Smith, 2018).

Darling’s practice critiques not just the physical body but also
the clinical and institutional systems that define and regulate
it. Their use of the cane as a sculptural object - bent, col-
lapsed, and deconstructed - engages with the institutionalized
frameworks of care and control (Foucault, 1982). The cane,

in its transformation, becomes a powerful symbol of resist-
ance against the medicalized and normative frameworks that
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seek to categorize human experience into rigid binaries of
health and illness, ability and disability. Darling’s assertion
that “objects are bodily and complicated” highlights the com-
plexity of these everyday objects, reinterpreting them as not
just tools but as representations of the body itself, intertwined
with histories of power, vulnerability, and control (Darling &
Luquet-Gad, 2019).

In their 2018 Support Level exhibition at Chapter NY, Darling’s
use of mobility aids and objects like commode chairs and
hygiene curtains illustrates how physical objects can embody
the discomfort and pain inherent in both the medical-industri-
al complex and societal attitudes toward disability. The com-
mode chair appears to “creep” on the floor, while the hygiene
curtain reveals a wound, visualizing the rawness of chronic
illness and medical interventions (Darling, 2018). These ob-
jects, distorted and reimagined, speak to the larger societal
discomfort with disability and pain. Darling’s works navigate
the tension between the object’s function and its new, subver-
sive narrative, questioning what is deemed useful or useless,
functional or dysfunctional (Jones, 2020). The cane’s anthro-
pomorphic form evokes the human spine or a contorted limb,
blurring the boundaries between object and subject, ability
and failure, health and illness (Darling, 2018).

Darling’s work also engages with the failure of systems -
health care systems, the art world, and societal structures -
that are meant to support but often fail to do so. In works like
Collapsed Cane (2018), the object (Fig. 6) ceases to fulfill its
original function, symbolizing the broader collapse of sys-
tems that fail to accommodate or support those who do not
conform to normative standards (Darling, 2018).
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Figure 6. Jesse Luke Darling, Collapsed Cane, 2017, steel, aluminum, rubber and lacquer, 75x60x0.5 cm.
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Darling’s sculptures, through their transformation and col-
lapse, point to the failure of both the medical-industrial com-
plex and the art world to accommodate alternative forms of
embodiment, inviting viewers to consider how bodies exist
within these failing systems (Butler, 2004).

In Darling’s work, the notion of collapse signifies more than
a failure of objects; it serves to portray the failure of systems,
be they situated within the realm of healthcare politics or the
art world. Whether it is a cane rendered unusable, as in Col-
lapsed Cane (2018), or a hygiene curtain revealing a wound,
the implication is that systems and objects cease to fulfill the
roles they were designed for. Darling’s works explore how
bodies exist alongside other bodies within these failing sys-
tems. As political economist Raj Patel and physician Rupa
Marya highlighted, these systems exist “in the multidimen-
sional spaces around and beyond the individual body-in histo-
ries, ecologies, narratives and dynamic of power” (2021).

The bent cane and the wound behind the hygiene curtain
invite some discomfort, thus not only visualizing pain and
chronic illness but also societal attitudes toward disability.
This plays into broader discussions around identity and the
intersecting issues of gender, race, class, and the body politic.
When addressing self-representation, Darling’s art refuses to
objectify pain, avoiding the voyeuristic gaze, a term that disa-
bility scholar Garland-Thomson (2009) differentiates from the
stare due to its association with asymmetrical power, as it is
typically directed at those perceived as “other” due to illness
or disability. Instead, his works question medicalization and
normativity, with objects like canes transformed to challenge
these concepts.
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In confronting their own health struggles, Darling highlights
the unacknowledged labor involved in creating art while
navigating chronic pain and disability. The “hermetic mascu-
line of phallic modernity” that Darling critiques underscore
the oppressive demands placed on disabled artists, who must
contend with both physical and societal limitations (Darling &
Luquet-Gad, 2019). Through this lens, Darling’s transforma-
tion of the cane - a symbol of failure and resilience - takes on
a new significance, not just as a subversion of function but as
an embodiment of a more inclusive, empathetic engagement
with the body’s limitations, rejecting the medicalization and
objectification of disability (Siebers, 2008).

5. Carolyn Lazard: Redefining Care and Patient Experience
Lazard’s artistic practice is deeply informed by their expe-
riences with illness and disability, focusing on how care is
administered, experienced, and understood within medical
spaces. Lazard’s work frequently interrogates the convention-
al narratives surrounding health, disability, and the body, of-
fering new perspectives on the patient experience. Their art,
which spans video, performance, and installation, is char-
acterized by a commitment to redefining the concept of care
within the context of illness and the medical environment.
Lazard’s video work often serves as a medium through which
they explore the dynamics of care and the patient experience.
Lazard documents the often overlooked aspects of care in
their durational performance Support System (for Park, Tina,
and Bob) (2016). Support System (Fig. 7) is a 12-hour perfor-
mance in which Lazard remained in bed and received visitors
individually for 30-minute intervals.
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Figure 7. Carolyn Lazard, Support System (for Park, Tina, and Bob), 2016, 24 gifted bouquets, documen-
tation of performance and collectively produced sculpture, dimensions variable. Courtesy of Carolyn
Lazard.

Each visitor was invited to bring a bouquet of flowers, sym-
bolizing care and the tangible exchange within the perfor-
mance. However, the nature of each interaction was left open
to interpretation, creating a fluid exploration of caregiving,
questioning who was giving and receiving care. The piece
deliberately subverted the art world’s typical focus on endur-
ance by creating what Lazard referred to as a “marathon of
comfort.” The performance often revealed a more complex
dynamic: what was intended as an opportunity for Lazard

to rest sometimes transformed into a scenario where they
found themselves tending to the needs of their visitors. This
role reversal highlighted the often invisible labor involved in
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caregiving and the social complexities surrounding the act of
receiving care, emphasizing that the need for support is an
essential part of the human experience.

At the core of Lazard’s practice is a recognition of depend-
ence - on medication, medical intervention, and especially on
other people. This resonates with the work of philosopher Eva
Feder Kittay, who critiques the disability rights movement of
the 1990s for its insistence on independence. Kittay argues
that this ideal, while often celebrated, is neither attainable nor
necessarily desirable. Much like Kittay’s critique, Lazard’s
work embraces the realities of interdependence, encouraging a
reexamination of the value and complexity of care.

In A Conspiracy (2017), Lazard employ an array of Dohm
white noise machines to subtly transform the acoustic envi-
ronment, creating a sensory experience that operates at the
edge of perception (Fig. 8). The barely discernible sound
produced by the machines challenges conventional distinc-
tions between functional objects and art, inviting viewers to
engage with the often-overlooked elements of their surround-
ings. Initially installed in the elevators of the New Museum,
New York, the work prompts a critical reflection on the unno-
ticed technologies that shape daily life. By utilizing objects
commonly associated with medical and therapeutic spaces,
Lazard foregrounds accessibility issues, suggesting how these
devices can discreetly modulate environments to foster col-
lective care. Through this minimalist intervention, A Conspir-
acy underscores the significance of shared, often invisible,
processes of support and interdependence within broader
discourses on health, illness, and care (Stabler, 2023).
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Figure 8. Carolyn Lazard, A Conspiracy, 2017, Dohm white noise machines, dimensions variable.
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6. Conclusion

Through the works of Abareshi, Coates, Darling, and Lazard,
the intersection of art and hospital spaces initiates a profound
discourse on the human condition, vulnerability, and insti-
tutional control over the bodies. These artists challenge the
hospital’s purely clinical conception, revealing it as a space
laden with cultural and social codes that regulate identity,
autonomy, and subjectivity. Their work exposes the hospital
as a site of tension—between care and control, healing and
surveillance, agency and objectification.

By offering transformative visions of how hospitals and
illness might be reimagined, these artists subvert the med-
icalization of the body. Abareshi’s gestural forms confront
the emotional and psychological dimensions of medical sur-
veillance. Coates decenters the medical gaze, amplifying
marginalized voices. Darling interrogates structures defining
normalcy and ability through the subversion of medical ob-
jects. Lazard redefines care, revealing the labor, intimacy,
and agency inherent in caregiving, moving beyond medical
sterility toward more profound interdependence.

Collectively, their practices disrupt the hospital’s historical
dominance as a site of power over the body, transforming

it into a space where the complexities of human experience

- pain, illness, care, and resilience - are embodied and ex-
pressed. The hospital becomes a place of active resistance
and self-representation, where vulnerability is strength and
the body becomes a site of agency, knowledge, and creativity.
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This investigation urges a reconsideration of the boundaries
between art, care, and medical practice. It reveals potential
for radical reimagination within regulated hospital environ-
ments - redefining care, emerging new forms of knowledge,
and creating spaces that honor embodied realities. By inter-
rogating the hospital’s role in shaping our understanding of
health, these artists open pathways for designing environ-
ments attuned to the human condition’s fragility, resilience,
and complexity. Their works offer not merely a critique of
medicalization but a vision of what care could be: an act of
deep, empathetic engagement that honors the dignity, agency,
and creativity of all bodies.
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