THE SCHOOLHOUSE AND THE BUS

Mobility, Pedagogy, and Engagement

PABLO HELGUERA



Image Credits

Pablo Helguera Cover. Pablo Helguera near Tok, Alaska, May 2006.
Photo by Sean Arden.

The School of Panamerican Unrest title page, top left. Pablo Helguera
with Paraguayan sculptor Hermann Guggiari at the Plaza del Cabildo,
Asuncion, Paraguay, September 2006. Photo courtesy of the artist.
The School of Panamerican Unrest title page, top right.
Panamerican banner hanging at the old palace of Congress, Asuncion,

Paraguay, September 2006.

The School of Panamerican Unrest title page, bottom left.
Panamerican ceremony in Puebla, Mexico, July 2006.

The School of Panamerican Unrest title page, bottom right.
Panamerican schoolhouse in Casa del Lago, Mexico City, July 2006.

1. Setting up the school house at the School of the Arts, Mérida,
Yucatan, Mexico, July 2006.

2. School of Panamerican Unrest workshop, Calgary, Alberta, May 2006.

3. Carrying the schoolhouse in Asuncion, Paraguay, September 2006.

Endnotes

"Lucy Lippard, Six Years: the dematerialization of the art object from 1966

to 1972, (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press), 1997
(original printing 1973), p. xxii.

2 Interview between Suzanne Lacy and Pilar Riafio-Alcala, September 18,

2006.

The 8th Floor is an exhibition and events space established in 2010
by Shelley and Donald Rubin, dedicated to promoting cultural

and philanthropic initiatives and to expanding artistic and cultural
accessibility in New York City.

4. Photo of the bell, Mexico City, June 2006.

5. Director of Casa del Lago cultural center José Luis Paredes (Pacho)
at the Panamerican Ceremony, Casa del Lago, Mexico City, July 2006.

6. Panamerican Ceremony, Mérida, Yucatan, July 2006.
7. Schoolhouse at Plaza de la Merced, Tegucigalpa, Honduras, July 2006.

8. The School of Panamerican Unrest discussion at Helen Pitt Gallery,
Vancouver, British Columbia, May 2006.

9. The School of Panamerican Unrest, 2017. Installation view, AD&A
Museum, UC Santa Barbara, fall 2017. Photo by Tony Mastres.

10. The School of Panamerican Unrest, 2017. Installation view, AD&A
Museum, UC Santa Barbara, fall 2017. Photo by Tony Mastres.

11. Pablo Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest Banner, 2006.
Installation view, AD&A Museum, UC Santa Barbara, fall 2017.
Photo by Tony Mastres.

Z®i™ SHELLEY & DONALD RUBIN FOUNDATION
The 8th Floor is located at 17 West 17th Street and is free and open to the
public. School groups are encouraged. Gallery hours are Tuesday through
Saturday, 11:00 A.M. to 6:00 P.M. The8thFloor.org



THE SCHOOL OF
PANAMERICAN UNREST



OBJECT LESSONS

Sara Reisman

The Schoolhouse and the Bus: Mobility, Pedagogy, and Engagement is an exhibition that
presents two artistic projects that encapsulate a process of translation between the
unruliness of lived experience and the formulas of exhibition practice. In organizing such

an exhibition, in dialogue with the artists, we as curators were forced to question how socially
engaged artwork can be translated—physically, spatially, and spiritually—into the often
stagnant, neutral space of a gallery. How do objects that are byproducts of an artistic process
figure into the presentation of an ephemeral, relational project? To what degree does the
archive of an artwork become the work itself? Featured in the exhibition are maps of Medellin
and of a journey across the Americas, collages, on-the-road documentary footage punctuated
by collective declarations made by community members of twenty-nine cities, video interviews
with residents of Medellin, souvenirs, ephemera, and records including news articles, letters,
and blog posts. These materials, some conceived as artworks, others selected to recreate

an out-of-reach context, point to two projects that differ in scale, duration, and atmosphere.
Larger structures have been restaged—the yellow fabric tent of a schoolhouse and an
illuminated shelf displaying personal affects—to reflect the elastic characteristics of time
and place, as a partial manifestation of the lived experiences that continue to comprise

two socially engaged projects. Suzanne Lacy and Pilar Riafio-Alcala’s Skin of Memory and
Pablo Helguera’s The School of Panamerican Unrest, originally realized in 1999 and 2006
respectively, intersect conceptually within the exhibition The Schoolhouse and the Bus:
Mobility, Pedagogy, and Engagement, having been informed by and produced within the
broader geographic frame of the Americas, and specifically Medellin, Colombia.

From the beginning, both Helguera, Lacy, and Lacy’s collaborator Riafio-Alcala, questioned
the efficacy of relying heavily on the display of objects to adequately capture and represent
their respective works. Questions surrounding the limitations of conventional exhibition
making are acutely raised in the context of socially engaged artistic practice, where the desire
to show the work, and the experiential and relational nature of the artwork, are often in
conflict with the means of translating the experience into a display. Indebted to the legacy

of conceptual art, artists and curators are continuously compelled to attempt this process,
whether it is for visibility, legacy, art world legitimacy, or a more engaged notion of pedagogy.
As Lucy Lippard has noted, “Conceptualists indicated that the most exciting ‘art’ might still

be buried in social energies not yet recognized as art.”" Integral to any true avant-garde artistic
gesture, these energies can contribute to an object being unrecognizable as art. The unknown
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a project, to create an atmosphere, or impart the experience of being there, are there other
ways of understanding the transformative potentials of a socially engaged artwork?

One approach might be to reconstruct a scene and invite the public to experience a simulation.
Another might be to restage a similar project in a new place, with information about the
original artwork. Additionally, we can attempt to capture some of the ripple effects of said
project, to assess what, if any, connections can be made in terms of the its subsequent
impact and legacy. The problem with determining impact is that social practice as an art
form is continually in flux, both materially and procedurally, and does not necessarily

follow a scientific method of research and evaluation assessable by standardized criteria.

As an art form, our understanding of the best practices in re-presenting any socially engaged
artwork is contingent on its particular components, characteristics, and relationship to
context. While it is important to make a distinction between the archival components and

the artwork within the exhibition, art and the archives it produces (or the archives that produce
the artwork) are always inextricably linked. To reframe the question in relation to context,
does all of the content of the exhibition become artwork—albeit archive-based—by virtue of
being shown in an art museum or gallery? There is a tension generated by the idea that an
artwork'’s value—in terms of people, places, and even money—changes when it leaves the site
of its production and enactment, and is brought into the gallery. Are the work’s participants
relegated to artistic material, or does a gallery setting elevate the status for all involved? Is its
status as art retained beyond the gallery?

The answers to these questions are subjective, and will depend on whom you ask. Ultimately,
it is the aftereffects, or legacies, of Helguera’'s and Lacy and Riafio-Alcald’s projects that
reflect their value in the world as art or otherwise. Both projects clearly resonate with those
who experienced them directly, as well as others who learned about them after the fact.

In 2011, when the Medellin Biennial MDE11 invited Lacy and Riafio-Alcala to show Skin of
Memory Revisited, it became an opportunity to extend the project, reflecting on the decade
that had passed since its initiation in 1999, and to understand where it had succeeded and
failed. In the years that followed the first iteration of Skin of Memory, the Victims of Armed
Conflict Care Program began laying the groundwork for Medellin’s Museo Casa de la Memoria,
which opened its doors to the public in 2012. Founded with support and input from many

of the same collaborators involved in Skin of Memory, the Museum’s mission is closely linked
to the promotion of civil society and democratic engagement, with interactive educational
installations that facilitate dialogue about Medellin’s history of violence.
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