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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 Medellín 
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 Medellín, 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 Riaño-Alcalá’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 Medellín, Colombia. 

From the beginning, both Helguera, Lacy, and Lacy’s collaborator Riaño-Alcalá, 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.”1 Integral to any true avant-garde artistic 
gesture, these energies can contribute to an object being unrecognizable as art. The unknown 

1
2

artwork—its unknowability—can sometimes signal its potential for radicality, still raising the  

age-old question, “but is it art?” Even if we feel certain that it is art (because we say so),  

it is always worth questioning the impulse driving us to display works of art, since these social 

energies can never be fully re-presented as they were originally realized. As challenging as  

it may be to grasp and resolve these endeavors as art, the opportunity to learn from ephemeral 

practices, particularly human exchange, has become increasingly urgent in times of political 

and social instability. 
Leading up to Skin of Memory (1999), artist Suzanne Lacy was approached by Colombian 

anthropologist Pilar Riaño-Alcalá to collaborate with a team that included architect  

Vicky Rameriz, designer Raul Cabra, and local artisans, contributing to a process conceived  

to “find alternatives to violence and strengthen civil society,” in Medellín’s Barrio Antioquia,  

an area ravaged by increasing violence related to the drug trade. Riaño-Alcalá invited Lacy to  

work within the community based on the sustained engagement and success of her decade-

long The Oakland Projects (1991–2001). Staged in eight parts, The Oakland Projects included  

The Roof is On Fire (1993–1994), which explored the tensions between youth and the police 

in Oakland, California, and Expectations Summer Project (1997), that examined the personal 

and political impacts of teen pregnancy. Lacy’s multilayered approach to engaging local youth 

on issues concerning their wellbeing—health, education, safety, and public policy—interested 

Riaño-Alcalá, who, at the time, was organizing on the community level in Medellín in response 

to the needs of neighborhood youth, whose experiences were fraught with the trauma 

associated with localized violence. The parallels between youth cultures in Medellín and 

Oakland are based in what Lacy and Riaño describe as “unprocessed personal losses”  

and “consequent paralysis and violence.” 2

In 2003, artist Pablo Helguera began planning a four-month journey titled The School  

of Panamerican Unrest (2006), which would result in a road trip across the Americas.  

Beginning in Anchorage, Alaska, he concluded in Tierra del Fuego, Argentina, having made 

twenty-nine stops across two continents. At each stop—in places like Mexico City, Bogotá, 

Vancouver, Calgary, Mérida, and San Salvador—Helguera set up a mobile schoolhouse,  

where he collaborated with local organizations and individuals in participatory workshops, 

that were a hybrid of performance art and experiential education. Featuring readings, 

performances, and lectures, they were shaped by the people involved at each location. 

Motivated by what he has described as a lack of communication between different countries 

within the Americas, Helguera’s project offered an opportunity to draw connections between 

the vast diversity of cultural communities that make up the continent. In order to reveal the 



The installation of Lacy and Riaño-Alcalá’s Skin of M
em

ory is anchored by the display of  

a collection of personal objects, that collectively function as a com
m

unity m
em

orial. O
riginally 

presented in a bus in M
edellín, the “m

useo arqueologico del Barrio Antioquia” w
as a m

obile 

com
m

em
orative exhibition that travelled to different parts of the Barrio, crossing contested 

boundaries rather than having residents risk the trip, in order to safely share the project w
ith 

different com
m

unities. It displayed 500 item
s selected and offered by participants, including 

currency, figurines, identification cards, stuffed anim
als, toys, jew

elry, household item
s,  

and the clothes of those killed in shootouts. W
ithin The Schoolhouse and the Bus, the objects 

featured in the m
obile m

useum
 have been reduced to a partial installation of ephem

era 

retrieved from
 individuals in M

edellín w
ho contributed objects in 1999, flanked by video 

docum
entation of the project. Adding to the view

er’s experience, Lacy and Riaño-Alcalá 

present m
aps, new

s articles, and a tim
eline in order to enrich our understanding of this 

conflicted period in Barrio Antioquia.

At the center of H
elguera’s installation of The School of Panam

erican U
nrest is a yellow

 

schoolhouse. Inside, an hour-long docum
entary of H

elguera’s odyssey begins w
ith him

 

reflecting on then-recent events leading up to his project: Septem
ber 11, the Iraq W

ar. In the 

video, he posits, “I w
anted to understand how

 the Am
erican ideals of peace, brotherhood,  

and unity had evolved to a project of global hegem
ony, and I felt, that w

e needed to look back 

at history at the tim
e w

hen the conscience of the new
 w

orld had been founded. W
here w

ere 

those 19th century ideals of perfect Am
erican dem

ocracies im
agined by leaders like Jefferson 

and Bolivar? W
here w

as the Am
erica described in the poetry of W

alt W
hitm

an and Jose 

M
arti?” Like the personal affects that com

prise Lacy and Riaño-Alcalá’s project, H
elguera’s 

archival m
aterial is, at tim

es, absorbed into his artistic output. H
is series of collages,  

The Panam
erican Suite, w

ere m
ade in a restorative, therapeutic effort, follow

ing the conclusion  

of the 25,000 m
ile trip, w

hich left him
 physically and em

otionally drained. They are com
prised  

of m
aps, scientific and m

athem
atical diagram

s, w
ith captions excised from

 book pages. 

 
It seem

s alm
ost the sam

e w
ay w

ith countries as w
ith people. 

 
W

e w
ill be heroes together.

 
It involves a sense of inner tim

e, an inw
ard perspective. 

These statem
ents read like a postscript, m

usings and reflections on H
elguera’s rigorous 

itinerary. If w
e recognize that objects are lim

ited in their capacity to re-present or capture  

potential relationships between these varied geographic locations, Helguera worked with local 

participants at each site on a community-specific basis to articulate the role and possibilities  

of art and culture to address the social, political, and economic issues of that moment in 2006.

1. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Mérida, Yucatán, Mexico, 2006.
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a project, to create an atm
osphere, or im

part the experience of being there, are there other 
w

ays of understanding the transform
ative potentials of a socially engaged artw

ork?  
O

ne approach m
ight be to reconstruct a scene and invite the public to experience a sim

ulation. 
A

nother m
ight be to restage a sim

ilar project in a new
 place, w

ith inform
ation about the 

original artw
ork. A

dditionally, w
e can attem

pt to capture som
e of the ripple eff

ects of said 
project, to assess w

hat, if any, connections can be m
ade in term

s of the its subsequent  
im

pact and legacy. The problem
 w

ith determ
ining im

pact is that social practice as an art  
form

 is continually in flux, both m
aterially and procedurally, and does not necessarily  

follow
 a scientific m

ethod of research and evaluation assessable by standardized criteria.  
A

s an art form
, our understanding of the best practices in re-presenting any socially engaged 

artw
ork is contingent on its particular com

ponents, characteristics, and relationship to  
context. W

hile it is im
portant to m

ake a distinction betw
een the archival com

ponents and  
the artw

ork w
ithin the exhibition, art and the archives it produces (or the archives that produce 

the artw
ork) are alw

ays inextricably linked. To refram
e the question in relation to context,  

does all of the content of the exhibition becom
e artw

ork—
albeit archive-based—

by virtue of 
being show

n in an art m
useum

 or gallery? There is a tension generated by the idea that an 
artw

ork’s value—
in term

s of people, places, and even m
oney—

changes w
hen it leaves the site 

of its production and enactm
ent, and is brought into the gallery. A

re the w
ork’s participants 

relegated to artistic m
aterial, or does a gallery setting elevate the status for all involved? Is its 

status as art retained beyond the gallery? 

The answ
ers to these questions are subjective, and w

ill depend on w
hom

 you ask. U
ltim

ately,  
it is the aftereff

ects, or legacies, of H
elguera’s and Lacy and Riaño-A

lcalá’s projects that  
reflect their value in the w

orld as art or otherw
ise. B

oth projects clearly resonate w
ith those 

w
ho experienced them

 directly, as w
ell as others w

ho learned about them
 after the fact.  

In 2011, w
hen the M

edellín B
iennial M

D
E11 invited Lacy and Riaño-A

lcalá to show
 Skin of 

M
em

ory Revisited, it becam
e an opportunity to extend the project, reflecting on the decade  

that had passed since its initiation in 1999, and to understand w
here it had succeeded and 

failed. In the years that follow
ed the first iteration of Skin of M

em
ory, the V

ictim
s of A

rm
ed 

C
onflict C

are Program
 began laying the groundw

ork for M
edellín’s M

useo C
asa de la M

em
oria, 

w
hich opened its doors to the public in 2012. Founded w

ith support and input from
 m

any  
of the sam

e collaborators involved in Skin of M
em

ory, the M
useum

’s m
ission is closely linked 

to the prom
otion of civil society and dem

ocratic engagem
ent, w

ith interactive educational 
installations that facilitate dialogue about M

edellín’s history of violence.  
 

The effects of H
elguera’s The School of Panam

erican U
nrest are m

ore difficult to trace, 

largely because of the project’s vast geographic scope, w
ith tw

enty-nine official participating 

com
m

unities (and other locales w
here he stopped). Taking H

elguera’s 2008 presentation  

of docum
entation of The School of Panam

erican Unrest curated by Itzel Vargas at C
asa del  

Lago in M
exico C

ity, one of the project’s art w
orld echoes could be found in panam

ericana,  

an exhibition presented by kurim
anzutto gallery in M

exico C
ity in 2010 (although any  

connection betw
een The School of Panam

erican Unrest and panam
ericana w

as not acknow
ledged 

in prom
otional m

aterials), w
hich aim

ed to connect artists from
 different countries in Latin 

Am
erica. Published in 2013, C

laire Fox’s book M
aking Art Panam

erican situates the visual 

arts program
s of the Pan Am

erican U
nion w

ithin the context of hem
ispheric cultural relations 

during the C
old W

ar. H
elguera w

as extensively interview
ed by Fox, w

hose w
ork illum

inates  

the institutional dynam
ics that helped shape aesthetic m

ovem
ents follow

ing W
orld W

ar II.

Another exam
ple of an outcom

e of H
elguera’s project w

as triggered by his stop in M
érida 

in the Yucatán, w
here he w

orked w
ith La Escuela Superior de Artes. In w

riting about her 

experience w
ith The School of Panam

erican Unrest, then-director M
ónica C

astillo w
itnessed 

the realization am
ongst students of how

 rarely art criticism
 w

as practiced. This prom
pted one 

student, D
ebora C

arneval, to organize critiques of artw
ork m

ade in M
érida. In its Panam

erican 

address, the city of M
érida had declared, “there is a lack of critical analysis of the art scene; 

that w
e consider that the end is not to necessarily transgress, but rather to m

ake art as w
e see 

fit in order to reflect our ideas.”

A shared ethos of both H
elguera’s The School of Panam

erican U
nrest and Lacy and  

Riaño-Alcalá’s Skin of M
em

ory is that each w
as conceived to engage participants in w

ays  

that m
aintain their agency, w

hether by m
aking declarations that reflect on local conditions,  

or selecting objects for display that represent collective loss. From
 the distance of tim

e and 

place, it becom
es clear that the relational nature of each artw

ork is supported by objects—
 

m
aps, docum

ents, new
spapers, collages, videos, and souvenirs—

w
hether it be in the 

production or presentation, as prom
pts for sustained engagem

ent. As w
ith any tem

poral 

form
 of art, the view

er m
ust actively reflect upon the com

m
unication transm

itted by the 

artw
ork, sim

ultaneously expanding its m
eaning, recognizing the im

possibility of a tim
e-based, 

experiential artw
ork being singularly understood any one individual, in its entirety. This is  

the crux of exhibiting social practice: the art objects provide an aesthetic point of entry, but 

the installation is only fulfilled as socially engaged art w
hen the dialogical prom

pt is activated 

relationally. The lesson learned m
ight be a teachable m

om
ent in w

hich objects are revealed  

to be essential, yet they never tell the w
hole story.
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4. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Mexico City, 2006.

2. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Calgary, Alberta, 2006. 

3. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Asunción, Paraguay, 2006.

5. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Mexico City, 2006.

7. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Tegucigalpa, Honduras, 2006.

6. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Mérida, Yucatán, 2006.

8. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, Vancouver, 2006.
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10. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, UC Santa Barbara, 2017.
13. Lacy/Riaño-Alcalá, Skin of Memory, UC Santa Barbara, 2017.

9. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, UC Santa Barbara, 2017.

12. Lacy/Riaño-Alcalá, Skin of Memory, UC Santa Barbara, 2017.

11. Helguera, The School of Panamerican Unrest, UC Santa Barbara, 2017.
14. Lacy/Riaño-Alcalá, Skin of Memory, UC Santa Barbara, 2017.
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17. Lacy/Riaño-Alcalá, Skin of Memory, 1999.

15. Lacy/Riaño-Alcalá, Skin of Memory, 1999.

16. Lacy/Riaño-Alcalá, Skin of Memory, 1999.
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th

e 
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m
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m
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e 
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G
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 th
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 th
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xp

er
ie

nc
e.
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f m
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te
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pt
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 c
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at

e 
an
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gy
 o

f T
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 S
ch
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an
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er
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nr

es
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ch
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in
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te
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 w
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w
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 th
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 S
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er
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l o

f t
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 p
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 th
at

 w
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m
e 

of
 th
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 h

ad
 v

er
y 
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ffe

re
nt
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ie

w
s 

th
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I s
aw

 th
e 
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pe
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 th
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 w

as
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ka
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 I 
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th
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 th
e 
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s 
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in
g 
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hi
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nt
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he
n 
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u 
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m
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s 
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 h
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e 
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l k
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w

 th
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th
e 

tru
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es
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he
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m
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 th

e 
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m
m
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 th
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e 
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sp
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ry
th

in
g 

ab
ou

t a
 m

ul
ti-

ye
ar

 p
ro

je
ct

 in
vo

lv
in

g 
so

 m
an

y 
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je
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l c
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m
ef

ra
m

e 
w

ith
in

 w
hi

ch
 m

an
y 

po
lit

ic
al

 e
ve

nt
s 

an
d 

pe
rs

on
al

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
es

 o
cc

ur
re

d 
am

on
g 

pe
op

le
 w

ho
 a

re
 s

til
l l

iv
in

g 
an

d 

w
or

ki
ng

 th
er

e.
 I 

do
n’

t k
no

w
 h

ow
 to

 ta
lk

 a
bo

ut
 th

e 
in

tim
ac

y 
of

 c
om

m
on

 c
au

se
 th

at
 w

e 
ha

ve
 

w
ith

 e
ac

h 
ot

he
r, 

th
e 

75
 o

r 8
0 

pe
op

le
 a

nd
 b

ey
on

d,
 w

ho
 c

am
e 

to
ge

th
er

 a
s 

a 
re

su
lt 

of
 a

 v
ar

ie
ty

 

of
 e

ffo
rt

s 
by

 N
G

O
s, 

so
ci

al
 s

ci
en

tis
ts

, a
ct

iv
is

ts
 a

nd
 e

du
ca

to
rs

, s
om

e 
of

 w
ho

m
 la

te
r e

nt
er

ed
 

go
ve

rn
m

en
t. 

Th
is

 p
ro

je
ct

 w
as

 a
 s

ym
bo

lic
 m

an
ife

st
at

io
n 

of
 a

 n
at

io
na

l e
ffo

rt
 to

 re
cu

pe
ra

te
 

m
em

or
y 

as
 a

 p
ol

iti
ca

l f
or

ce
 in

 th
e 

lif
e 

of
 th

e 
co

un
tr

y. 
Th

e 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e 

of
 o

pe
ra

tin
g 

w
ith

in
  

th
at

 c
on

te
xt

 w
as

 s
o 

po
w

er
fu

l f
or

 m
e 

an
d 

I f
ee

l t
he

 re
sp

on
sib

ili
ty

 o
f c

om
m

un
ic

at
in

g 
it 

w
ith

ou
t 

pl
ay

in
g 

in
to

 U
.S

. p
re

ju
di

ce
s.

Pa
bl

o:
 I 

th
in

k 
ev

er
yt

hi
ng

 h
as

 d
efi

ci
en

ci
es

, a
nd

 th
e 

be
st

 I 
ca

n 
do

 is
 to

 s
ee

 th
em

 to
ge

th
er

: 

ph
ot

og
ra

ph
s,

 d
oc

um
en

ts
, w

itn
es

s 
ac

co
un

ts
, a

nd
 v

id
eo

. T
ha

t i
s 

cl
os

es
t I

 c
an

 g
et

 to
 n

ar
ra

tin
g 

w
ha

t h
ap

pe
ne

d.
 I 

th
in

k 
w

e 
ju

st
 n

ee
d 

to
 a

cc
ep

t t
ha

t t
he

se
 a

re
 e

ph
em

er
al

 th
in

gs
 a

nd
 d

iff
ic

ul
t  

to
 fr

am
e 

in
 a

 c
le

an
 o

r fi
na

l n
ar

ra
tiv

e.
 

le
as

t, 
I t

hi
nk

 o
f w

ay
s 

in
 w

hi
ch

 th
is

 s
en

so
ria

l/
in

te
lle

ct
ua

l t
yp

e 
of

 e
ng

ag
em

en
t m

ig
ht

 m
an

ag
e 

 
to

 s
lo

w
 d

ow
n 

th
e 

vi
ew

er
 to

 m
ak

e 
th

e 
ex

pe
rie

nc
e 

m
or

e 
m

ea
ni

ng
fu

l.
 S

uz
an

ne
: T

ha
t g

oe
s 

to
 th

at
 is

su
e 

of
 b

ei
ng

 a
de

pt
 a

t c
om

m
un

ic
at

in
g 

id
ea

s 
to

 d
iff

er
en

t 
au

di
en

ce
s.

 A
rt

 d
oe

s 
pr

ov
id

e 
so

m
et

hi
ng

 o
th

er
 th

an
 th

e 
vi

su
al

 a
nd

, p
ar

tic
ul

ar
ly

 in
 s

oc
ia

l p
ra

ct
ic

e,
 

w
e 

en
ga

ge
 w

ith
 id

ea
s 

of
 c

oh
er

en
ce

, p
ol

iti
ca

l a
na

ly
si

s,
 a

nd
 th

e 
“s

ha
pe

” o
f e

ng
ag

em
en

t. 
 

W
ha

t I
 li

ke
 a

bo
ut

 T
he

 S
ch

oo
l o

f P
an

am
er

ic
an

 U
nr

es
t i

s 
no

t h
ow

 b
ea

ut
ifu

l t
he

 d
is

pl
ay

 w
ill

 b
e,

 
th

ou
gh

 I 
kn

ow
 it

 w
ill

 b
e,

 b
ut

 th
e 

co
he

re
nc

y 
of

 th
e 

id
ea

. H
ow

 d
oe

s 
th

e 
bo

dy
 o

f a
n 

ar
tis

t m
ov

e 
fr

om
 o

ne
 ti

p 
of

 a
 c

on
tin

en
t t

o 
th

e 
ne

xt
, o

rg
an

iz
in

g,
 fo

rm
ul

at
in

g 
co

nv
er

sa
tio

n,
 g

at
he

rin
g 

pe
op

le
 

ar
ou

nd
 it

…
th

er
e’

s 
an

 a
es

th
et

ic
 in

 th
e 

id
ea

 a
nd

 in
 th

e 
ac

tio
n 

its
el

f. 

Pa
bl

o:
 W

he
n 

I t
al

k 
ab

ou
t e

nt
ic

in
g 

th
e 

pu
bl

ic
 o

r e
ng

ag
in

g 
th

em
, I

 d
on

’t 
ne

ce
ss

ar
ily

 m
ea

n 
th

at
 it

 
ha

s 
to

 b
e 

in
 a

n 
ae

st
he

tic
 w

ay
. I

 th
in

k 
it 

ca
n 

al
so

 b
e 

a 
ut

ili
ta

ria
n 

ty
pe

 o
f e

ng
ag

em
en

t w
he

re
 y

ou
 

off
er

 th
em

 s
om

et
hi

ng
 th

at
 is

 u
se

fu
l, 

th
at

 is
 in

te
re

st
in

g,
 th

at
 c

an
 p

la
y 

a 
fa

m
ili

ar
 fu

nc
tio

n.
 W

ith
 th

e 
S

PU
 p

ro
je

ct
 I 

pr
op

os
ed

 a
 s

et
 o

f t
yp

es
 o

f i
nt

er
ac

tio
ns

 th
at

 w
er

e 
fa

m
ili

ar
. P

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 w

ou
ld

 c
om

e 
to

 ta
lk

s,
 w

or
ks

ho
ps

, a
nd

 c
iv

ic
 c

er
em

on
ie

s 
w

he
re

 w
e’

d 
re

ad
 s

pe
ec

he
s.

 A
t t

im
es

 it
 to

ok
 th

e 
fo

rm
  

of
 th

e 
po

lit
ic

al
 c

er
em

on
y, 

w
he

re
 w

e 
w

ou
ld

 s
in

g 
an

th
em

s 
an

d 
th

en
 re

ad
 s

pe
ec

he
s.

 T
he

 w
or

ks
ho

ps
 

w
er

e 
m

or
e 

lit
er

ar
y 

an
d 

w
er

e 
so

m
et

hi
ng

 th
at

 p
eo

pl
e 

co
nn

ec
te

d 
w

ith
 in

 a
 v

er
y 

ba
si

c 
m

an
ne

r.

Su
za

nn
e:

 P
ila

r a
nd

 I 
ar

e 
st

ru
gg

lin
g 

to
 c

ap
tu

re
 th

e 
M

ed
el

lín
 p

ro
je

ct
s 

fo
r a

 U
.S

. a
ud

ie
nc

e.
  

Th
e 

co
m

pl
ex

ity
 o

f t
he

 in
te

ra
ct

in
g 

fo
rc

es
 a

nd
 th

em
es

 o
f t

ha
t p

ro
je

ct
 re

ad
 v

er
y 

di
ffe

re
nt

ly
 w

he
n 

di
sp

la
ye

d 
in

 C
ol

om
bi

a.
 In

 th
e 

U
.S

. w
e 

of
te

n 
th

in
k 

of
 C

ol
om

bi
a 

th
ro

ug
h 

th
e 

le
ns

 o
f n

ar
co

-
tr

aff
ic

ki
ng

. O
ur

 p
ro

je
ct

 e
ng

ag
ed

 w
ith

 a
 p

ol
iti

ca
l t

ra
je

ct
or

y, 
an

th
ro

po
lo

gi
ca

l r
es

ea
rc

h,
 c

om
m

un
ity

 
de

ve
lo

pm
en

t, 
an

d 
a 

na
tio

na
l p

ro
ce

ss
 o

f m
em

or
y 

re
cu

pe
ra

tio
n 

an
d 

po
lic

y 
fo

rm
at

io
n.

 H
ow

 d
o 

w
e 

sh
ow

 th
e 

co
m

pl
ex

iti
es

 o
f v

io
le

nc
es

 a
nd

 U
.S

. i
nt

er
ve

nt
io

ns
, t

he
 n

ua
nc

es
 o

f r
el

at
io

ns
hi

ps
 th

at
 w

e 
fo

rm
ed

 a
nd

 th
at

 s
til

l o
pe

ra
te

 o
ve

r t
im

e,
 a

nd
 th

e 
w

ay
 in

 w
hi

ch
 s

oc
ia

l s
ci

en
tis

ts
 a

re
 d

ee
pl

y 
en

ga
ge

d 
w

ith
 c

on
st

ru
ct

in
g 

a 
ci

vi
l s

oc
ie

ty
, a

ll 
of

 w
hi

ch
 h

as
 le

d 
to

 th
e 

cu
rr

en
t p

ea
ce

 p
ro

ce
ss

?

I’d
 b

e 
cu

rio
us

, P
ab

lo
, w

ha
t h

as
 th

e 
pr

oc
es

s 
of

 p
re

pa
rin

g 
th

is
 e

xh
ib

iti
on

 b
ro

ug
ht

 u
p 

fo
r y

ou
,  

as
 a

n 
ar

tis
t?

 ‘C
au

se
 th

at
’s

 p
ar

t o
f t

he
 re

as
on

 y
ou

 a
nd

 I 
w

er
e 

in
te

re
st

ed
 in

 th
is

 e
xh

ib
iti

on
,  

to
 c

ry
st

al
liz

e 
th

es
e 

pr
oj

ec
ts

 in
 fo

rm
s 

of
 d

is
pl

ay
.

Pa
bl

o:
 O

ne
 c

ha
lle

ng
e 

th
at

 th
is

 p
ro

je
ct

 h
as

 a
lw

ay
s 

pr
es

en
te

d 
fo

r m
e 

is
 p

re
ci

se
ly

 h
ow

 to
 fi

t i
t i

nt
o 

an
 e

xh
ib

iti
on

. I
 a

lm
os

t g
av

e 
up

 th
e 

id
ea

 th
at

 I 
co

ul
d 

au
th

en
tic

al
ly

 tr
an

sm
it,

 o
r c

om
m

un
ic

at
e 

w
ha

t 
th

is
 p

ro
je

ct
 w

as
. I

 th
in

k 
it’

s 
an

 in
tr

ac
ta

bl
e 

pr
ob

le
m

, b
ec

au
se

 I 
ca

nn
ot

 b
rin

g 
pe

op
le

 to
 th

e 
pl

ac
es

 
an

d 
tim

es
 o

f w
he

re
 th

is
 p

ro
je

ct
 h

ap
pe

ne
d.

 P
er

ha
ps

 I 
ha

ve
 a

 v
er

y 
id

ea
lis

tic
 id

ea
 o

f w
ha

t i
t m

ea
ns
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in
te

re
st

 in
 c

on
te

xt
-b

as
ed

 s
oc

ia
l i

ss
ue

s 
fo

r y
ou

ng
 a

rt
is

ts
, t

he
 re

al
 re

w
ar

ds
 o

f t
he

 a
rt

 w
or

ld
 a

re
  

st
ill

 v
ia

 a
 s

ys
te

m
 o

f v
is

ua
l a

rt
 d

is
pl

ay
 li

nk
ed

 to
 th

e 
m

ar
ke

t.

To
da

y, 
co

m
m

un
ic

at
io

n 
w

ith
 th

e 
ar

t p
ro

fe
ss

io
n 

is
 la

rg
el

y 
th

ro
ug

h 
so

m
e 

fo
rm

 o
f e

xh
ib

iti
on

. 

 It
 w

as
n’

t t
ru

e 
in

 th
e 

70
s,

 o
r m

ay
be

 I 
sh

ou
ld

 s
ay

 it
 w

as
n’

t t
ru

e 
in

 m
y 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e 
co

m
in

g 
 

ou
t o

f C
al

Ar
ts

 a
nd

 e
nt

er
in

g 
a 

de
ve

lo
pi

ng
 p

er
fo

rm
an

ce
 a

rt
 s

ce
ne

. S
in

ce
 I 

w
as

 fi
rs

t i
n 

sc
ho

ol
, 

w
he

re
 w

e 
ea

ge
rly

 a
do

pt
ed

 p
or

ta
pa

ks
 a

nd
 p

ho
to

gr
ap

hy
, t

he
 te

ch
no

lo
gy

 o
f p

re
se

nt
at

io
n 

ha
s 

de
ve

lo
pe

d 
ex

po
ne

nt
ia

lly
. W

he
re

 w
e 

us
ed

 to
 u

se
 h

ig
h 

8 
fil

m
, y

ou
 c

an
 n

ow
 u

se
 7

0 
m

m
  

ca
m

er
as

. P
re

se
nt

at
io

n 
is

 m
uc

h 
m

or
e 

im
po

rt
an

t, 
w

hi
ch

 c
an

 b
e 

a 
di

le
m

m
a 

fo
r a

n 
ar

t p
ra

ct
ic

e 
 

th
at

 c
om

es
 o

ut
 o

f e
ph

em
er

al
 id

ea
s.

 

As
 o

ur
 e

xh
ib

iti
on

 h
as

 b
ee

n 
fra

m
ed

 b
y 

th
e 

cu
ra

to
rs

 a
s 

in
vo

lv
in

g 
“m

ob
ili

ty
, p

ed
ag

og
y, 

an
d 

en
ga

ge
m

en
t,”

 th
e 

id
ea

 o
f t

ra
ns

la
tio

n 
is

 c
rit

ic
al

: t
he

re
 is

 th
e 

ar
t i

n 
co

m
m

un
iti

es
, a

nd
 th

en
 th

er
e 

ar
e 

th
os

e 
to

 w
ho

m
 it

 is
 c

om
m

un
ic

at
ed

—
w

he
th

er
 d

ire
ct

ly
 to

 p
eo

pl
e 

in
 a

 c
om

m
un

ity
, o

ve
r n

ew
s 

m
ed

ia
, o

r t
o 

ar
t p

ro
fe

ss
io

na
ls

. I
n 

th
is

 tr
an

sl
at

io
n 

fro
m

 a
 M

ed
el

lín
 in

st
al

la
tio

n 
an

d 
pe

rf
or

m
an

ce
 

pr
oj

ec
t t

o 
th

e 
ex

hi
bi

tio
n,

 s
o 

m
an

y 
qu

es
tio

ns
 a

ris
e.

 P
ab

lo
, I

’m
 c

ur
io

us
 a

bo
ut

 th
e 

st
rik

in
g 

vi
su

al
 

qu
al

ity
 o

f y
ou

r w
or

k 
an

d 
ho

w
 y

ou
 n

av
ig

at
e 

be
tw

ee
n 

th
e 

be
au

tif
ul

 p
re

se
nt

at
io

n 
of

 th
e 

w
or

k 
an

d 

th
e 

pu
bl

ic
 s

ph
er

e 
w

he
re

 th
e 

w
or

k 
is

 c
on

st
ru

ct
ed

. 

Pa
bl

o:
 W

he
n 

te
ac

hi
ng

 s
oc

ia
l p

ra
ct

ic
e,

 I 
ha

ve
 n

ot
ic

ed
 th

at
 m

an
y 

st
ud

en
ts

 c
om

e 
to

 th
e 

fie
ld

 

w
ith

ou
t a

n 
ar

t b
ac

kg
ro

un
d.

 T
he

y 
co

m
e 

fr
om

 a
nt

hr
op

ol
og

y 
or

 p
sy

ch
ol

og
y, 

et
c.

 b
ut

 th
ey

 h
av

e 

no
 k

no
w

le
dg

e 
of

 a
rt

 h
is

to
ry

 n
or

 h
av

e 
th

ey
 m

ad
e 

ar
t o

bj
ec

ts
. F

or
 th

em
, a

ll 
th

e 
ar

t h
is

to
ric

al
 

re
fe

re
nc

es
 fr

om
 D

uc
ha

m
p 

to
 a

ny
on

e 
el

se
 w

er
e 

ve
ry

 re
m

ot
e 

an
d 

un
cl

ea
r. 

Th
ey

 s
tru

gg
le

 w
ith

  

th
e 

vi
su

al
 m

an
ife

st
at

io
n 

of
 th

e 
th

in
gs

 th
ey

 d
o.

 

Th
is

 m
ad

e 
m

e 
va

lu
e 

th
e 

ty
pe

 o
f t

ra
di

tio
na

l s
tu

di
o 

ed
uc

at
io

n 
I r

ec
ei

ve
d,

 le
ar

ni
ng

 th
e 

ba
si

cs
 o

f 

pa
in

tin
g,

 p
rin

tm
ak

in
g,

 p
ho

to
gr

ap
hy

, e
tc

. I
t i

s 
th

is
 p

ro
xi

m
ity

 to
 m

ak
in

g 
th

in
gs

 th
at

 c
an

 b
e 

he
lp

fu
l 

in
 c

re
at

in
g 

se
ns

or
ia

l e
xp

er
ie

nc
es

. I
n 

ad
di

tio
n,

 b
ec

au
se

 I 
ha

ve
 w

or
ke

d 
in

 m
us

eu
m

s 
fo

r 2
5 

ye
ar

s, 

I d
o 

th
in

k 
a 

lo
t a

bo
ut

 h
ow

 th
in

gs
 a

re
 p

re
se

nt
ed

 to
 a

 p
ub

lic
 a

nd
 h

ow
 th

ey
 m

ig
ht

 in
te

ra
ct

 w
ith

 

th
em

, s
en

so
ria

lly
 a

nd
 in

te
lle

ct
ua

lly
. 

I a
m

 g
ra

te
fu

l f
or

 h
av

in
g 

be
en

 e
xp

os
ed

 to
 tr

ad
iti

on
al

 w
ay

s 
of

 m
ak

in
g 

an
d 

ex
hi

bi
tin

g 
ar

t b
ec

au
se

 

th
ey

 o
ffe

r u
s 

a 
to

ol
 k

it 
fo

r s
ha

pi
ng

 e
xp

er
ie

nc
e 

in
 o

th
er

 w
ay

s.
 A

nd
 I 

se
e 

ed
uc

at
io

n 
as

 p
ar

t  

of
 th

at
 to

ol
 k

it 
of

 c
ou

rs
e,

 p
ar

tic
ul

ar
ly

 in
 h

ow
 o

ne
 c

on
si

de
rs

 th
e 

ty
pe

 o
f a

ud
ie

nc
e 

th
at

 o
ne

 m
ay

 

en
ga

ge
 w

ith
 a

nd
 th

e 
w

ay
s 

in
 w

hi
ch

 a
n 

ex
pe

rie
nc

e 
co

ul
d 

be
 m

ea
ni

ng
fu

l t
o 

th
em

. L
as

t b
ut

 n
ot

  

 

a v
ery

 deli
ca

te 
ques

tio
n th

at 
rig

ht n
ow

 has
 bec

om
e v

ery
 im

port
an

t. T
od

ay
 w

e a
re 

witn
es

se
s 

of 
the “

bien
nial

ist
” s

yn
drom

e—
the t

en
den

cy
 of

 para
ch

utin
g ar

tis
ts 

into 
ran

dom
 ci

tie
s a

nd 

co
untri

es
 to

 m
ak

e a
n ar

tw
ork

 ab
ou

t t
hat 

plac
e, 

oft
en

 w
ith

 lit
tle

 en
gag

em
en

t w
ith

 th
e l

oca
l 

rea
lity

. W
e k

now
 th

at 
a l

ot 
of 

sit
e-s

pec
ific w

ork
 ca

n m
ea

n w
ell

 but is
 m

isg
uided

. A
nd ye

t,  

I th
ink i

t is
 al

so
 im

port
an

t t
o r

ec
ognize

 tw
o t

hings: 
on

e, 
that 

as
 ar

tis
ts 

we c
an

 nev
er 

sh
ed

 th
e 

co
nditio

n of
 ou

tsi
ders

, a
nd se

co
nd, th

at 
this 

co
nditio

n ca
n be a

 st
ren

gth w
hen

 w
e a

re 
hon

es
t 

ab
ou

t it
—mea

ning, w
hen

 w
e d

on
’t p

ret
en

d to
 be i

nsid
ers

.

I a
lw

ay
s t

hink o
f P

au
lo 

Frei
re 

an
d prea

ch
ing a 

ped
ag

og
y, i

n how
 he a

pproa
ch

ed
 th

e r
ela

tio
nsh

ip 

with
 ot

hers
, a

ck
now

led
ging ve

ry 
dire

ctl
y w

ith
 w

hich
ev

er 
grou

p he w
as

 w
ork

ing w
ith

, th
at 

we 

are
 not 

the s
am

e p
eo

ple.
 W

e h
av

e d
iffere

nt p
ers

on
al 

hist
ori

es
, d

iffere
nt c

ultu
ral

 bac
kg

rou
nds, 

ed
uca

tio
n, a

nd perh
ap

s s
ocia

l s
tat

us.

 
Suzanne: I 

think y
ou

’re
 rig

ht, b
ut I 

ca
n nuan

ce
 th

is 
a b

it w
ith

 m
y i

nvo
lve

men
t a

s a
 w

hite
 

wom
an

 in
 ra

cia
l c

on
flict

s a
nd, in

 ot
her 

co
untri

es
, a

s a
 U

.S
. c

itiz
en

 in
 plac

es
 w

here
 ou

r 

gov
ern

men
t h

as
 bee

n des
tru

cti
ve

. O
ne h

as
 to

 be a
gile

 to
 w

ork
 cr

os
s-c

ultu
ral

ly 
in ci

rcu
msta

nce
s 

where
 st

ron
g poli

tic
s a

re 
at 

play
, w

heth
er 

it’s
 a 

man
 w

ork
ing w

ith
 w

om
en

, o
r a

 fr
ee

 pers
on

 

work
ing w

ith
 pris

on
 in

mate
s. 

“D
iff

ere
nce

” o
pera

tes
 diff

ere
ntly

 w
ith

in va
rio

us m
om

en
ts 

an
d 

co
ntex

ts.
 W

ork
ing w

ith
 Pila

r, I
’m

 al
way

s v
ery

 co
nsc

iou
s o

f h
ow

 dee
ply 

the U
.S

. is
 im

plic
ate

d  

in th
e p

oli
tic

s a
nd vi

ole
nce

s i
n C

olo
mbia.  

It’s
 th

e d
eg

ree
 to

 w
hich

 yo
u ca

n lis
ten

, le
arn

, c
o-cr

ea
te 

an
 an

aly
sis

, a
nd m

ak
e a

n em
path

ic 

co
nnec

tio
n th

rou
gh th

e w
ork

 th
at 

pos
itio

ns y
ou

 as
 a 

stu
den

t o
f o

thers
. In

 ea
ch

 proj
ec

t I 
beg

in 

as
 a 

lea
rn

er.
 W

hat 
I le

arn
ed

 in
 O

ak
lan

d, in
 th

e e
arl

y 9
0s, 

work
ing w

ith
 th

e r
ac

ial
iza

tio
n  

of 
yo

uth as
 poli

tic
al 

sig
nifiers

 in
 a 

ris
ing neo

-lib
era

lis
m, b

rou
ght m

e t
o M

ed
ell

ín, C
olo

mbia.  

For 
the “

we” 
that 

typ
ifies

 al
l m

y w
ork

—its
 co

lle
cti

ve
 produce

rs—
the m

utual 
ex

plor
ati

on
 in

  

an
 ex

pan
ded

 cl
as

sro
om

 th
at 

res
ults

 in
 a 

proj
ec

t. 

Pablo: A
bso

lutel
y. 

That 
was

 re
all

y t
he w

ay
 I t

hou
ght o

f t
he s

ch
ool,

 but I 
nev

er 
im

ag
ined

  

The S
ch

oo
l o

f P
an

am
eri

ca
n U

nres
t a

dvo
ca

tin
g in

doctr
inati

on
 of

 a 
part

icu
lar

 vi
ew

 of
 an

yth
ing.  

It w
as

 re
all

y l
ike

 a 
hori

zo
ntal

 plat
for

m fo
r c

oll
ec

tiv
e l

ea
rning.

Suzanne: T
hat 

proce
ss

 w
e a

re 
des

cri
bing is

 of
ten

 m
iss

ing in
 co

lle
ges

. T
he o

nly 
way

 yo
u  

get 
to 

be a
 goo

d so
cia

l p
rac

tic
e a

rti
st 

is 
if y

ou
’re

 w
illi

ng to
 put y

ou
rse

lf i
n ris

ky
 an

d pow
erl

es
s 

pos
itio

ns. 
Unive

rsi
tie

s h
av

e a
 hard

 tim
e p

roducin
g ris

ky
 ex

peri
en

ce
s, 

but t
hey

 ar
e g

ood  

at 
tea

ch
ing re

pres
en

tat
ion

 sk
ills

 su
ita

ble 
for

 m
use

ums a
nd gall

eri
es

. W
hile

 th
ere

 is
 a 

gen
uine 
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invited to join the team because of the work I’d done in the 90s with Oakland teenagers.  

It was an incredible opportunity be part of a larger process, one I didn’t initiate. My colleagues  

in Medellín were exploring how “the city educates.” Now, many years later, Antioquia Province  

is “The State That Educates”.  

 
Pablo: When I made The School of Panamerican Unrest, I d

id not have a pre-established strategy. 

In fact, when I conceived it originally it w
as not meant to be a road trip

: I th
ought it w

ould be a 

series of encounters in different cities around the Americas. A lot of the project unfolded in real 

time. And a lot of the circumstances would have been impossible to predict until th
ey actually 

happened. I had to use everything that I knew, at that point, about performance and education.

At tim
es I was an educator, an activist, therapist, journalist, and I was the screen onto which 

people projected their fru
strations, interests or ideas. I had to contend with performing all these 

different roles and learning how to perform them successfully. I also learned the importance of 

improvisation, of thinking on your feet as new circumstances arose and evolved. 

My role as artist played in a rather predictable manner until I c
rossed into Guatemala. After 

that point, th
e question of whether this project was art or not became gradually less important. 

This was really about coming to address and engage with local issues. And to be a successful 

listener and activator of conversations and debates that mattered in those places at the tim
e. 

When we ask about what kind of expertise or practices we incorporate into our work, I see the 

artist rather as a composer—someone who does not play every single instrument but knows 

what those instruments can do, and how they can incorporate them successfully into a larger 

reflection. While we as artists have to perform many roles, the objective is not to impersonate 

or to supplant an actual expert, b
ut to create gestures that help bring other disciplines into the 

art discourse.  Suzanne: What’s interesting is that you traced—with your body—a learning trajectory for 

social practice. When your project first came across my radar, I th
ought “th

is guy is positioning 

himself as a performer as well as a student and producer of other’s learning experiences.” 

You created an expanded classroom to trans-continentally explore political, pedagogic and 

interpersonal experiences. You also put yourself th
rough an educational process as an artist. 

Pablo: This connects to another question about the artist as outsider, specifically what kind 

of license do you have to enter into a cultural community that is not your own? I think this is 

PABLO HELGUERA & SUZANNE LACY ON SOCIAL PRACTICE:  
A CONVERSATION 
 
The Schoolhouse and the Bus: Mobility, Pedagogy, and Engagement is the result of curatorial 
conversations about the role of art in society. The exhibition was co-organized by the  
Shelley & Donald Rubin Foundation in New York City and the Art Design & Architecture 
Museum in Santa Barbara, two institutions focused on the belief that art and artists 
can transform individuals and communities. While these transformations are not always 
immediately visible, we believe artists have the potential to be catalysts for change, especially 
through dialogue that fosters mutual understanding. From our different vantage points on the 
east and west coasts, this exhibition reflects our desire to tease out the means and methods  
of utilizing art to affect change in unstable and challenging times. 

Focusing on the work of two social practice artists was a natural result of our discourse, 
considering the field’s emphasis on community engagement, with a goal of positive outcomes 
in relation to social and political concerns. The more we talked and listened, the more we 
understood The Schoolhouse and the Bus as an opportunity for broader audiences to 
experience the work of important artists in this genre. Suzanne Lacy and Pablo Helguera 
represent two generations of socially engaged artists who have also built their careers  
and work on pedagogical engagement. Excerpted here, their transcribed exchange “Pablo 
Helguera and Suzanne Lacy on Social Practice: A Conversation,” serves as a record of  
the artists’ overlapping concerns and guiding principles. Over the phone, on June 30, 2017,  
they discussed how they approached their projects, the politics of making artwork as an 
outsider for a particular community, what it means to teach (and learn from) social practice, 
and the challenge of translating lived experience into an exhibition.  
 
      —Elyse A. Gonzales and Sara Reisman, co-curators
 

Suzanne: I think there is an incredibly varied set of practices that social practice artists draw 
upon, from community organizing to conflict resolution. As I tell my students, the ability to 
negotiate is a definer of success in this work.

I was invited by Pilar Riaño-Alcalá and several NGOs to support their ongoing work on building  
a civil society in Medellín. Pilar’s book, Dwellers of Memory, discussed local applications  
of “memory work” in Barrio Antioquia where youth deaths were astronomically high. I was  
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SKIN OF MEMORY





SUZANNE LACY & 
PILAR RIAÑO-ALCALÁ

THE SCHOOLHOUSE AND THE BUS 
Mobility, Pedagogy, and Engagement


