Art in common:
A reconstruction of meanings
Luis Herrera, al Zur-ich and tranvia cera; Quito, Ecuador

Note:   This paper introduces the work and objectives of al Zur-ich, as background for a presentation sponsored by the Cultural Policy Center of Chicago on May 19, 2006.   At this event, Luis Herrera will present images of works of art produced through the al Zur-ich project and talk about this collaborative effort. His talk will be delivered in Spanish, with English translation.  
One cannot understand the urban art encounter al Zur-ich without understanding the changes to the Ecuadorian arts and cultural scene in the 1980’s. During this period of increasing financial and social distress, Ecuador entered into a process of neo-liberalization that would reduce the intensive role of the state in social services, education, and the arts. Before this period, both state and private cultural spaces of production (museums, galleries, cultural centers) were more accessible because they were centered on the support of the artists, the academy, and the symbolic reproduction of the city. Beginning in the 1980s, those spaces of symbolic and cultural production began to retreat almost completely into the private sphere. The demands of the market created a new rhythm (of?) and new centers of production that distanced and separated local cultural centers from each other (for instance the various galleries and museums in Quito). 

Cultural institutions entered into a form of privatization, one that insisted on a certain kind of cooperation on the part of the artists that bordered on market cooption. This new configuration of the artist and his mode of artistic production broke with the autonomous and independent tradition – art should come from below, and the artist’s work should represent  the social realities of the community and the transformations taking place. With this change came new public cultural policies. The  state withdrew support for artists, and in some cases would even criminalize artists for the appropriation of public spaces (displaying or performing art in the street, the plazas, the markets, etc).  It is in this context that we created al Zur-ich, a cultural and artistic proposal that sought to engage other socio-cultural elements, to make this institutional abandonment of these sectors visible, particularly in this “other” city, the South of Quito and its peripheries.

From the 1980s onward, galleries, museums, and cultural centers became elite, cultural enclaves. For one, as they continued to pander to market forces, they introduced “los concursos” (competitions) as the primary mode of production and formation in the local arts and cultural scene. If artists were to succeed in the concursos structure they were forced to produce work dictated by external forces, not their own artistic integrity. These competitions still exist, and are mediated by art critics with their very strict, traditional and conservative notions and are unlikely to reflect the realities of the artists. This led to a disconnect between the artists, their work, and society.  Art was becoming less connected with people who approach production in an organic and integrated way.  Instead of an artistic process that fostered debate and social engagement, art increasingly became articulated by an elite social class that embraced a constricted definition of artistic “legitimacy.”  

Also, as centers of cultural production became more elite, they congregated exclusively in the northern (and coincidentally, wealthiest) part of Quito. In this way, cultural production became even more centralized and removed from the popular classes, the workers, the informal markets, and the artisans. Effectively, art was detached from the creation of critical and social meanings, which had long been the charge and the responsibility of the artists and cultural institutions. 
It is this moment where the arts and cultural infrastructure fled most of the city of Quito, most dramatically, abandoning the increasingly marginalized southern part of the city.

In the 1990s, many of us that founded tranvia cero, a contemporary art collective, studied in the Central University in the School of Fine Arts in Quito. Overall, the possibilities for artistic production within this environment were steadily diminishing and we began to recognize that as artists, our career options were narrowing. The traditional forms, legitimating forces, and locations of the art of the “official culture” under which we were training were restricted, conservative and suffocating. Salons and exhibitions of art only recognized themselves, and had a discourse that was legitimized only by the participation of artists, curators, and critics from the upper middle class who can pay for their participation. This narrow and conservative art circle now guarantees artistic production by means of  “a little prize” (greater than ten or twenty thousand dollars!) for the artists, in effect, securing the existence of a local artistic production that catered to their own demands. The lack of productive space for the creation and display of art, outside of this narrow band of conservative institutions, sparked us to think about the possibility of creating spaces of cultural production on different terms.

It is in this context that the contemporary art collective tranvia cero developed al Zur-ich, an urban art project and political proposal of integration and artistic insertion in the city. One of al Zur-ich’s central goals is the integration and democratization of cultural and symbolic spaces of production in Quito, by encouraging a new kind of relationship between the city and its vital actors. The proposal was constructed through the investigation and exploration of contemporary art in the neighborhoods south of Quito. Understanding that by coming close enough to the organizations and inhabitants of the barrios, we may be able to consolidate sectoral identities in the cultural field from their own imaginations, traditions, historical customs, and daily experiences, without abruptly interrupting their natural spaces. al Zur-ich began as a response to the cultural policies of neglect and exclusion described above, and it continues to be one of the few annual artistic events that take place in the southern part of the city. 

Al Zur-ich challenges the existing paradigm by focusing its energies on the South of the city. With more than five hundred neighborhoods and more than 700,000 inhabitants, the South is a diverse and historic space that has been built upon the  common needs of many people. The experiences of neighborhood organizations, workers, business people, sports players, youth, and cultural groups, have generated their own ways of coexisting with a minimum of interference (or assistance) from the State.

Al Zur-ich project seeks to create multidimensional art, without limitations on concepts, styles, or techniques, where self-defined artists present proposals for works of art that focus on the links between creator, the social community, and urban space, and not the art critic. Their works incorporate the community and its economic, political, and social elements into an urban vision of art, one that codifies and interprets the lifestyles and daily experiences of the community, and develops a process of common construction between the artists and the community. 

This year will be the fourth annual encounter of al Zur-ich. The entire process that culminates with an exhibition of final projects begins in March and lasts for nine months. During the first six months of the year, we are involved in the planning process. In the first three months, we organize an event to publicize the requirements for participation and then evaluate the proposals we receive from artists. As a second step, we begin the search for funding and in-kind support. This is the most difficult and conflict-ridden part of the entire process. When we first began the al Zur-ich: urban art encounter, we had to work with the modest support the people of the barrios were able to offer. They understood the idea, and with an almost instant passion for the project, began to get involved. They worked and helped to assemble whatever resources they could; space, materials, permissions, food and lodging, the basic necessities that would enable us to carry out these projects.

In the first and second year, their contributions, while generous, were not enough to meet the basic needs of the project. In the third year of the project, we approached larger institutions, like the Central Bank of Ecuador, the Provincial Council of Pichincha, Quito Municipal --all public entities who provided us with initial seed funding. Their financial support brought these institutions closer to the neighborhoods we were working in, where they came to better understand our work. Initially, these institutions were skeptical of the project’s ability to generate concrete results. Today, the project has earned the confidence of these institutions and convinced them of its importance and necessity as an alternative to the small “official” art circle of the north. 

Four years later, we are able to count on the increasing financial support of these institutions without having to beg; they have seen for themselves, and believe in its importance. One main reason for their support is self-interested, to be recognized as supporting a project in the South of the city. In a way, this motivation is antithetical to the idea of the project, but their financial support is necessary and allows us to continue this important initiative.

During the fourth month of a project cycle, we make the final selection of the ten projects that will be included in the exhibition and each artist is paired with a member of the tranvia cero collective. At this time, each pair approaches the neighborhood they hope to work in to carry out their project. The work in the neighborhoods between artists and community members takes place over the three months before the encounter.  It is during this phase of the project that we are able to generate communication, and personal and affective ties that are what eventually contributes to influencing the social reality in those sectors. Art now has a possibility of effectively reaching these neighborhoods, where it is able to reflect their traditional forms and has the potential to be more meaningful to the people. After four years, having seen the results of this process, we can more confidently evaluate the importance of the project and truly say that what we are doing is based on the collective experience. 

We believe that our process challenges artists to redefine their position as creators, and in fact, to see the point where the line between creator and observer disappears. This permits us to be able to situate ourselves in a shared experience and work with the members of the community collaboratively, thus confirming that both artists and the community can be part of the same process of creation and appropriation of public space. This implies a re- appropriation and struggle for new spaces for symbolic artist creation. By mutually supporting one another, it is possible. At times, the idea of working as a collective seemed difficult, but given the results, we can now say that it is something that we must do. 

Finally, in the seventh and eighth months, September and October, we present the final projects which are open to the public in more than ten neighborhoods to the south of Quito. The ten projects are exhibited at different times so that it is possible to view all of the projects. Over time, many new needs of the project have become apparent. For example, they need to have a team that can analyze and evaluate this new form of artistic construction. Last year we began to work with a team of professionals from other disciplines such as: sociologists, anthropologists, musicians, curators, and those working in other cultural organizations, who have given us new tools that permit us to have a broader understanding and analysis of the meanings and important results and social constructions that come from the project and break with the traditional parameters and conceptions within the contemporary art culture in Quito. 

When we began our work, we thought that al Zur-ich was something unique and that there were no similar projects in Central or Latin America. However, we now know that similar ideas are operating within other projects across Latin America. These projects share the objective of challenging the traditional forms of this “official culture.” Other similar initiatives include: INSITE, on the border between Tijuana and San Diego; LA BIENAL de VENESIA in Colombia; CIUDAD MUTIPLE in Panamá; and ARTE CIUDADANIA in Brazil. It is important to point out these similar initiatives because, like al Zur-ich, they are all born from the same conditions and needs, and together they appear to be forming a new movement in contemporary art in Latin America.


Objectives:

- To emphasize the artist’s experience of putting him/herself in common with the community and blurring the line between creator and spectator

- To democratize the modes of cultural and artistic production

- To reaffirm community culture and community cohesion

- To redistribute knowledge and skills and to re-appropriate spaces of  artistic production

- To demystify arts and culture

- To create new forms of artistic production

- To work towards a wider vision of art as social construction, not as property.

We have seen that the participants who  maintain their rigid position as “artist” do not progress easily with their projects, end up facing obstacles in the final exhibition and may even have negative results for themselves and for the community. However, those that are able to abandon their rigid positions as creators are able to achieve projects that produce changes in themselves and in their communities, where the projects are appropriated and shared. They have the possibility to achieve unimaginable and even spectacular results, when the line between creator and observer is blurred and ultimately, disappears. 
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