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Helen Chadwick Model Institution
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Commissioned by the Architectural Association in 1981, and  

realised by the late Helen Chadwick, the intent of Model 

Institution was to explore and address the animosity and 

conflict between the individual, the inevitable power of the  

system and a general status-quo.

Entailing a microcosm and analysis of the entire structure and 

workings throughout the process, ‘model’ is used to mean both 

an attained-for ideal as well as attained perfection, as in the 

earlier Industrial Revolution concept of efficient and humane 

order and function, the ‘model dwelling’, the ‘model factory’.

Conveying the reality of institutional environments, their sympto-

matic characteristics are targeted, mimicked and taken to their 

most logical extreme, with more than just some crudeness and 

simplicity; equal with, referencing and evoking believable and 

authentic experience.

Although a replica or parody of the reality encountered in such 

places, it is physically very ‘real’, verging on oppressive. There 

is a sense of the presence of some artificial ‘veneer-façade’, 

representing the system, but somehow isolated and  

not belonging.
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Model Institution comprises five, three-sided booths, all self-

screening, following along a central line. This central spine of 

panels includes a continuous window section which acts as  

a communication channel, for two-way vision, speech and  

listening, with the corridor area enclosed behind by means  

of a free-standing back wall. 

Thus the spaces delineated comprise five cells of a seemingly 

inaccessible central passage, nonetheless open at either end 

without physical barriers. Five constant tape-loops of scripted 

human voices, all talking first hand about unemployment,  

state-benefits and other living-conditions are each running  

simultaneously in the five separate booths.

The proliferation of large scale organisations is a phenomenon 

of contemporary life. Dominating the social fabric, especially 

built-up urban areas where they operate, monopolising the 

governmental public-sector, all strata of human co-existence  

is entered and influenced.

The power and growth of organisations is a crucial contempo-

rary problem, as the individual is increasingly alienated  
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by the mechanised efficiency supposedly acting on their behalf.

By bringing this pressing issue into debate in 1981, Model 

Institution toured various U.K cultural and public venues, 

gaining much attention, engaging feedback and critical  

acclaim. However, now - 30 years on, where the universalising 

tendencies of modernism further aid in capitalism’s  

colonisation of spaces, breeding local homogeneity and  

spatial-interchangeability, Chadwick’s project seems ever more 

relevant as a mode to once again interrogate or at least open 

up into debate the consequences upon individual identity of 

a society where alienation and fragmentation have degraded 

contemporary life and the environment that has partly formed 

our identities.

Adopting it’s structures in order to parody contemporary life, it 

was Chadwick’s intention to make Model Institution a traveling 

resource, moving from location to location within the U.K by 

the means of a modular assembly, allowing for portability and 

adaptation. However in order to match today’s further  
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developed means of control and enable Model Institution to 

evolve from handcraft to high-tech, Hive aim to expand this 

concept globally, mounting presentations of Model Institution 

throughout Europe, as a reliquary and homage to  

Chadwick, complete as an audio piece.

This re-construction is to be shown alongside a museum archive  

display of Chadwick’s original working material, photographs, 

documentation and memorabilia.
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This publication was originally issued as an A3 sized limited edition multiple as a  

presentation of Hive’s ongoing research work on Model Institution as part of the 

exhibition ‘The House of the Noble Man’ at Boswall House, Cornwall Terrace,  

Frieze Art Fair from the 12th - 20th October 2010.
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