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AT THE 58TH Venice Biennale, among the installations that appear in the naval Arsenale, 
something is hidden in plain sight. Near the water, alongside a hydraulic crane, industrial 
equipment, war relics, and working boats, the busted hull of a wooden boat is propped upright by 
metal stanchions. Apart from a cordon preventing visitors from touching the hull, the vessel is 
unmarked. 

Few clues in the dockyards suggest that this object is contentious, but Barca Nostra, the project 
installed by Swiss-Icelandic artist Christoph Buchel as "a collective monument and memorial to 
contemporary migration," has received significant international attention for provocatively engaging 
issues of migrant precarity and related debates about European identities and borders. Once a 
Tunisian fishing boat, the vessel was transporting migrants from Libya toward Italy on April 18, 
2015, when it rammed into a large container ship and capsized near the coast of Lampedusa. Only 
28 of its estimated 700 to 1,100 passengers survived, in one of the deadliest known migrant 

shipwrecks. As the Italian government recovered the vessel from the ocean floor, the boat became 
the focus of debates about the obligation to rescue migrants in peril. The project claims to be an 
act of recovery and remembrance, but in and beyond the Biennale, it has been a subject of public 
dispute. 

In light of the boat's history and Europe's ongoing migration debates, we could read Barca Nostra 
as a call to consider "our mutual responsibility representing the collective policies and politics that 
create such wrecks," as the project's press release invites us to do. Indeed, since the Biennale's 
opening in late May, responses to Barca Nostra have considered it an installation that either 
succeeds or fails on ethical terms. While some have praised the boat's inclusion at the Biennale as 
a call to attention or a moving memorial, others have objected to its lack of contextualizing 
information and its consequent failure to hold accountable the institutions responsible for this 
wreck. 

This summer, while Barca Nostra stood quietly at the edge of the lagoon, migrants crossing the 
Mediterranean faced the highest rates of death in recent history, and the few rescue crews active 
at sea confronted Italy's criminalization of rescue. As the Biennale enters its final weeks, Italy's 
Democratic Party has returned to power, while the EU parliament now includes a commissioner 
charged with "protecting our European way of life." In this changing biopolitical context, public 
conversation about Barca Nostra - and the Biennale - has waned, leaving its impact on the 
conversation about border regimes in doubt. 

In a statement provided to The Art Newspaper by the Barca Nostra team, BOchel professes an 
interest in the work's circulation and reception: "Public response - including press articles, critical 
essays, and social media posts - is integral to the overall concept." The statement calls for 
"unmediated interactions" and a participatory process whereby "questions are raised, assumptions 
are made, intentions are projected onto the project, and a meaningful debate ensues. Again, the 
fishing vessel is not the artwork; instead, the ongoing project and its journey are the artwork." This 
statement is rooted in a paradigm of "contemporary art as laboratory," which was promoted in the 
early aughts by curators such as Hans Ulrich Obrist and Nicolas Bourriaud, who proposed the term 
"relational aesthetics" to describe practices that rely on open-ended, participatory exchange. 

BOchel's emphasis on collaboration, however, does not square with the experience of standing 
before the boat unequipped to understand one's own role in his ongoing project. Initially, we 
responded to the project as a readymade gesture that enacts a colonialist logic, as Barca Nostra 
positions a boat inscribed by the lives and deaths of black subjects for a largely European 
audience. Yet if the artwork is to be found not in the object, but in the process of reception, then the 
labor of artistic production is performed both by an audience responding to the project in situ and 
by those who encounter the boat on lnstagram and YouTube. 
























