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FOCUS MEXICO — INTERVIEW

Subversion through
inefficiency

Abraham Cruzvillegas’s work raises questions related to the aesthetic and social

dimensions of objects, pedagogical processes and social relationships.

fr AMANDA DE LA GARZA MATA

One of the key coucepts in Criezerllegas’ work i5 “self-build-
ing.” which refers to the way that much housing in Third-
Wardd wrban areas ts built: that is, made by the inbabitants
themselves through processes that imply coexistence and col-
laborative work. Cruzvillegas takes up the strucinres and
the components of self-building to disseminate bis work i
a wide variety of formats and contexts,

Amanda de la Garza Mata: Cowld you tell me abont
the last project you completed for the Guwangiu Biennale in
South Korea?

Abraham Cruzvillegas: The Biennale is held in
a city that had an important event in 1982, a series of
student protests against a dictatorship that was installed
tollowing the division of the country after the Second
World War. On May 18 there was a massacre in the cirty
of Gwangju. Eight years later they managed to over-
throw the dictatorship. The Biennale was the result of
thar situation, a sort of compensation 1o society. It be-
came a catalyst, a space for discussing social, polirical,
and economic problems. So, instead of making a piece
in the Biennale building, 1 used an abandaned house.
The house belonged to the owner of a movie theater
thar’s had an experimental film program since the "30s.
I asked to work there because in it you can see the ves-
tiges af the house’s different uses — its modifications,
adaprations and destructions. | asked them ta let me
use it as a workshop in two senses: a workshop where
things are made, bur also a workshop in an academic
sense. | spent three weeks using it as a studio, making
my piece only with materials from the house. At the
same time, | was organizing meetings with people nwice
aweek to talk about topics of a different order, but that
were about the local cantext: the house, the theater, the
ciry, the country, history, economics, politics, culture,
foad, ete. 1 tried to design that space in the direction of
a discussion workshop, as an educational apparatus, so

I could learn from the people there. The pieces were left
as an exhibition in the house.

AdIGM: It what way does the project synthesize aspects
of yaur eariter work:

AC: I've used the artisanal aspect before — recuper-
ating materials and turning them into a whole, which
meant sculprure, then putting the objects into an as-
semblage, but trying to respect each of their experiences,
which is what | have dane since 1 began working as a
sculptor — and also the educational aspect, which has
interested me a lot ever since | studied for a degree in
education rather than art. There's also an epistemologi-
cal interest, bur always in a more individual sense, with
the possibility of constructing an individual identity
that is not collective. But obyiously this affects the col-
lective, and in thar sense the urban experience: how we
inhabit the city.

AdIGM: We might think of objects as ideological con-
tainers. Although you work under a single structure that
brings together assemblage and found obgects, in some way
each sculpture produces meaning tn each specific culture, or

Jor the awdience in the context where you're working.

AC: This idea of objects as containers of experience
is important. Experience isn’t just that objects should
be rusty or look old in arder w become artractive and
be incorporated into a work of art, For me, that's deco-
ration. On the contrary, experience implies a series of
moments of cconomic transformation, and objects are
vessels for that, for the transformation of thought and of
the modes of perceiving reality. From the perspective of
self-building, | would say that it's a necessity demanding
a paossible wansformation, Objects appeal to different
ways of seeing reality, and that's what | want: to create
phrases or enunciations that might bear many meanings,
to give objects voices other than my ewn. 'm interested
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in taking on the social life or the polirical life of objects
as a very fertile field of work.

Even when | know how to use a drill, a hammer,
I know how to make something that is a sculprure, but
1 also know that | can keep on learning, It's something
that has happened in my work from the beginning
— projects in which 1 appeal o the local, understood
as something from which I can learn, like the proj-
ect in Korea or at Documenta 13, or in a project that
I did with craftspeople in France, or another project
that I did with craftspeaple from my father's home-
town Michoacdn in Mexico. There's a part that has to
do with approaching a body of knowledge in order to
appropriate it, so | can transcend my own limitations.
Nowadays it would be strange to appeal to the idea of
style. In my case it's what [ty to escape. Occasionally
thase ways of using the drill, one material or another,
are repeated. Still, in each experience, in each new
project there’s a learning process that makes all the
previous bodies of knowledge unstable, so it becomes
a pile of instabilities,

AdIGM: It the case of the dialogues in Greanggi, there’s
the idea of process. But in the project you did for Documenta
13 there's another dimenston that bas to do with actions on
the street. It that context I was trying to wederstand the idea
of living sculptures.

AC: For me, what 1 did for Documenta 13 represents
abig challenge: it implied formulating a more profound
critical reflection abour public space and abaut my own
wark. I reviewed constant features of my work, trying to

destabilize my own forms. | worked with thirty-four con-
cepts, in order to generate works that could not be seen.
I'wanted to create aspace of work and of experimentation
that may not necessarily yield products. My list soughe
to go to the territory of experience and nort so much of
accumulation. The list of concepts came up by chance.
[ found myselfwith concepts like sweat: you sweatwhen
you work, but also when you dance, when you're in bed
with someone, when you're at the beach; it's a situarion
with a lot possibilities. [ assigned each concepr a color,
and [ painted a game of pick-up sticks with the thirry-
four colors that | used as a ool o decide the actions |
made in the street. | used as a reference the dynamics
of the Situationists, renaming streets and transforming
them with gestures that weren't necessarily meant to be
visible. I went out in the streets each day with the pos-
sibility of making a living sculpture, but with a weight
or a burden that was pressuring me, There came a point
where I wasn't doing anything; I reached a blind spot
in the coordinates of my own internal discussion. I'm
interested in crearing a space with a certain degree of
what you could call “subversion through inefficiency,”
That’s where an economic dimension reemerges in my
waork. One part of my belief lies in Taoism and con-
templation, which is inefficient. | produce works that
occasionally get into commercial spaces, but | believe
that those moments serve to generate resources for more
inefticiency, and not in an accumulative way. In the
eyes of the institution it’s immoral, which could be the
institution of capital. Investing in art becomes an im-
moral act to a certain degree.
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