












































(This draft essay is part of the forthcoming book Immersive Life Practices edited by 
Daniel Tucker for the School of the Art Institute of Chicago and the University of 
Chicago Press. Do not circulate this draft) 
 
The Jailer’s Tale: A personal recounting of The Couple in the Cage 
by Pablo Helguera 
 
The summer of 1992 was probably the most defining moment of my artistic conscience, 
due to circumstances that I could not have anticipated. I was about to enter my senior 
year in college, as an art student at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. I had come 
to Chicago from my native Mexico City to pursue a kind of art that I felt needed to have a 
higher goal — influenced as I was by the public art ideas of muralism. At the time I was 
almost entirely unaware of what was going on in contemporary art, and the encounter of 
the work of the likes of Barbara Kruger, Andrés Serrano, and Jenny Holzer threw me into 
great intellectual turmoil.  I had no idea of how to make sense of the culture wars that I 
encountered in my early student years; yet I also knew that I could not continue making 
public art as Mexican artists did in the 1930s.  
 
In addition, my own cultural identity troubled me, as a volunteer exile from a middle-
class family in Mexico City, I had first found great joy in encountering the Mexican 
community in Pilsen. Part of it led to me getting an internship in the education 
department of the Mexican Fine Arts Museum (now the National Museum of Mexican 
Art), then a small organization with a handful of staffers. The experience of working in 
that small community museum in Pilsen, in retrospect, had a profound importance in my 
life, first in a professional basis— I ended up pursuing museum education as a 
professional career, as I have done for the last 22 years. I also was forced to confront my 
own discomfort with cultural identity: as a white, over-educated, middle class chilango 
coming from a family of classical musicians, I was an anomaly even in my place of 
origin. Thus it is not surprising that I was not recognized by other Mexican immigrants. 
Speaking a very proper Spanish was even at times seen with suspicion, I took offense to 
other’s questioning of my own cultural authenticity, when in many instances some of 
those who questioned it would not even speak Spanish themselves. I slowly became 
aware of the cultural complexities of immigration, which include the mythical re-
imagination of the place of origin, which in the mind sometimes becomes so real that it 
can even overpower the actual place and prevent one from noticing its fiction. 
 
It was in the context of those experiences when I was approached to be part of a 
performance project that was taken place later that year.  It was the idea of Encarnación 
Teruel, my internship supervisor along with Gissel Mercier at the museum.  Encarnación, 
who later became a mentor and a friend, was a fascinating person to me, and to many 
others. He had a striking figure: dressed in black, with long black hair, dark Mayan 
features, skull rings and earrings, he was a mixture of a heavy metal rocker and a pre-
Columbian deity. A native Chicagoan with  parents from San Luis Potosí, Teruel had 
practiced as a performance artist through the 70s and 80s, and was also an experienced 



exhibition designer transitioning toward a more curatorial role in the position of 
Performance Coordinator at the museum1.  
 
Learning that I had recently become interested in performance art, Teruel pulled me aside 
one day in the office and asked me on whether I would like to participate in a 
performance project the museum was organizing. Teruel was working with Guillermo 
Gómez-Peña and Coco Fusco in presenting an exhibition entitled “The Year of the White 
Bear”, which opened in the fall of 1992— a show that was mainly a critical look at the 
Euro-centric celebrations of the Quincentennial of the “discovery” of the Americas.  
 
The Year of the White Bear project was accompanied by a series of performances at 
Randolph Street Gallery, a residency at Experimental Sound Studio, and most 
importantly, a performance that Gómez-Peña and Coco Fusco were undertaking, entitled 
“Two Undiscovered Amerindians Visit the West” (1992-1994) which also became known 
as “The Couple in the Cage” (the title of the documentary about the project that Fusco 
would produce later).  The piece consisted in that Gómez-Peña and Fusco would exhibit 
themselves in a 12 x 12 foot cage, dressed in some ambiguous but illustrative costumes 
that made them look like natives from some primitive land, with spurious signage and 
labels explaining that this was an exhibition of two recently discovered natives of the 
island of Guatinau, an untouched land by Western civilization off the coast of Mexico. 
 
For Gómez-Peña and Fusco it was important to present an ambiguous context where the 
viewers would have to be confronted with their own decisions —and prejudices— as to 
what they were looking at. For this reason, exhibiting the piece at an art museum would 
immediately disarm the work, as it would implicitly reveal it as an action created by two 
performance artists. Instead, they aimed for a much more ambitious context: a true 
museum of science. The Field Museum of Natural History was the natural location for 
Chicago. To this day it continues to amaze me that the authorities at the Field were 
progressive enough to allow this intervention in their premises2. 
 
Teruel was in charge of organizing the Chicago presentation of the cage piece, which 
included finding two performance artists who would be willing to act as museum guards 
for the work. He asked me on whether I would be interested in playing the role. I 
immediately accepted, not quite knowing at the time what it would exactly entail. I was 
hired along Chicago performance artist and writer Paula Killen to play the role of docent. 
We were given Field Museum guard suits —an ugly mustard color— and met with 
Guillermo and Coco at the museum to be coached for the piece.  
 

                                                 
1 In the history of Chicago’s performance and alternative arts, Teruel should be given credit for creating 
important synergies amongst Chicago’s art organizations, for spreading the awareness of public and 
performance art, and for paving the way for seminal art projects that were at the forefront of political, 
cultural and social debates inside and outside of the art world.  One of those key contributions were the 
voices of Guillermo Gómez-Peña and Coco Fusco.   
2 Part of the reason this was possible, as I recall, was the presence of Maureen Ranson, an anthropologist 
from Mexico City who then worked in the Education department there, and who became our main liaison 
and interlocutor, and who I believe was instrumental in making the project possible at the Field. 



Gómez-Peña and Fusco were a striking couple together —both equally articulate, 
attractive and with a seeming complete assurance about themselves and their bodies, that 
were to be so exposed in the piece. My main recollection were the warnings from 
Guillermo, who told us that this would be a difficult emotional experience, and asked us 
to be prepared for it. We would in essence represent the institution, explaining to visitors 
the perverse rationale for which two human beings were being exhibited in cages (“for 
educational purposes,” as I recall). He thought it was interesting for me to be a white 
Mexican, and asked me to reflect on the conflict of what it meant, to be the jailor of your 
own kind. We were given a verbal script of things that we could say or not to the visitors, 
as well as phrases that we could use when we felt cornered. 
 
The cage piece was presented on January 16 and 17 of 1993. The golden-painted cage 
was placed right in the center of the main atrium of the Field, in a way that it was 
impossible to miss. The vast weekend audience was immediately attracted to the work 
and we had dozens of viewers at any given time, from start to finish.  A review from the 
Chicago Reader provides a good description of the upheaval and disruption that this 
created at the Field: 
 
“Many people were first drawn to the installation performance by the mariachi music, Latin rap, and 
overlapping melodies of rock and salsa--incongruous enough in the Field Museum. At the sight of the people 
in the cage, visitors often stood mesmerized, then slack-jawed. Reactions ranged from shocked disbelief to 
sadness, from indifference to anger. Some viewers embarked on a sort of ritual, circling the cage, standing 
back, coming up close, reading the plaques, then asking questions. The passing, shifting crowd showed the 
melding of many cultures: the museum cleaning crew, a gaggle of teenage girls with big hair and distressed 
jeans, parents with small children, artists, writers, television crews, foreign tourists. They were as much a 
part of the performance as the two artists. The "docents"…continually spoke to the audience and seemed to 
encourage questions and analysis, though they followed a script Gomez-Pena and Fusco had prepared. The 
audience spoke to each other as well as to the docents, and watched other visitors for their reactions and 
questions.”3 
 
A striking aspect of the cage piece was that even though Gómez Peña and Fusco were 
creating all sorts of ludicrous poses and actions —wearing S&M items, holding a boom 
box in their shoulder, watching TV, enacting pretend rituals— to a vast majority of the 
public these did not insert any doubt in their minds that the exhibit they were being 
presented to was authentic (additionally there were plenty artists and Gómez-Peña fans in 
the audience throughout the weekend, who had specifically come to the Field to witness 
what they knew was a performance piece).  
 
As for us, the docents, were strictly instructed to never break character, no matter what 
the pressure would be — and we never did.  We offered certain services: for a dollar, 
visitors could take a polaroid of themselves with the natives, and—which was probably 
the most humiliating and ridiculous idea of the whole performance— we the docents 
would occasionally feed bananas to either “the male” or “the female” specimens (we 
would also refer to them in this gendered way, ostensibly stressing the parallel between 
them an animals in a zoo). The job was physically demanding, but it didn’t compare to 
the emotional investment, as Gómez-Peña had well warned us.  Every few minutes we 
would be confronted by angry visitors, some of them in real rage, in total disbelief of how 

                                                 
3 Carmela Rago, Specimens from the New World, Chicago Reader, January 1993 



the Field Museum was capable to incarcerate two human beings. Because we were the 
front line, and in fact the only institutional interlocutor to the visitors, we would be on the 
receiving end of all that indignation. Some people looked at the “natives” in silence for 
long periods of time, with great sadness, as if in a poignant recognition of their common 
humanity.  Several were in tears. More disturbing, however, were those who seemed 
perfectly at ease with the display, —mainly young and middle-aged white Anglo Saxon 
men— who ranged from showing inexplicable indifference (as if this was something 
perfectly natural) to outright racism and crassness (some asked us as to whether and when 
the couple would have sex, when they would go to the bathroom, or whether they could 
see the breasts of the female). I remember taking short breaks in a hidden specimen room 
in a nearby hallway that served as our makeshift green room, falling vanquished onto a 
chair, almost breaking into tears myself. 
 
At the same time, the project was incredibly invigorating. Visitors and other participants 
would animatedly debate the issues that the project raised.  A video camera captured 
people’s responses.  At some point while in the green room at the end of one of those 
days, with both Guillermo and Coco in there, someone brought up the ethical question of 
not telling visitors “the truth” about the piece. Gomez-Peña then responded with 
something along the lines of “it depends what you mean by the truth. The truth is that 
human beings have been put in public display for centuries.” In that sense, he reasoned, 
we were actually displaying the truth to viewers, not hiding it. The project laid bare, as 
well as any institutional critique project I can think of, the way in which an institutional 
context bestows credibility to an idea, as insulting as this can be; and the complicit way 
in which we, as society, are willing to go along with it if we see that the offending notion 
is widespread and institutionalized.  
 
Now that more than 20 years have passed since its presentation, there are many reasons 
why a work like this one continues to have relevance for us. Yet it seems to me these are 
not always fully laid out when The Couple in the Cage is discussed.  The more common 
reason has to do of course with the history of activist art and identity politics in the 
United States (the piece was included in the infamous 1993 Whitney Biennial). Certainly, 
The Couple in the Cage created a public confrontation with racial, sexual and cultural 
stereotypes that hardly was achieved by other artists. This is because the nature of the 
majority of confrontations created by artists at the time who espoused tenets connected to 
multi-culturalism and identity politics, had a very direct shaming and intimidating tone 
that for the most part pushed audiences away instead of encouraging discussion. Two key 
components of this work prevented that from happening: one, because of its hidden 
fiction, audiences were eager to engage with it to “unmask” the fiction of the work and 
debate its ethics; by doing so, as Gómez-Peña would have liked, they would 
unsuspectingly engage already in the larger ethical discussion on how a western-centered 
society resolves its conflict with otherness. The other weapon that the piece wielded was 
its humor, and the sheer absurdity of the costumes and language constructions that is 
vintage Gómez-Peña. The use of this element played a key role in allowing us, perhaps, 
laugh at ourselves, as much as forcing us to confront very dark prejudices and fears. 
 



This is the second reason why I believe this work is relevant to an art historical 
accounting of the 1990s: in the context of institutional critique and post-modernism, The 
Couple in the Cage (instinctively or not) responded in perfect synch and perhaps 
foresight with its times. The use of institutional fiction, which could be attributed to 
Marcel Broothaers and his Musee d’Art Moderne and to others who followed like Hans 
Haacke, was fully absorbed in the work, appropriating didactic language and institutional 
discourse to make a point. It may be worth noting that institutional critique, including 
Andrea Fraser’s Museum Highlights tours, was mostly focused on issues of economics 
and its attendant power, but not so much on issues of race. Fred Wilson’s Mining the 
Museum at the Maryland Historical Society, which would be perhaps the most important 
work addressing this subject, coincides in times almost exactly with this performance 
(1992-1993).   With this work, Gómez-Peña and Fusco created a bridge between the 
discourse of identity politics with the post-modern zeitgeist that employed institutional 
fiction to deal with an urgent and complicated topic. 
 
Finally, the third reason why The Couple in the Cage is important is as a seminal 
example of immersive practices. One could argue that performance art is the ultimate 
immersive practice in any case, and this is no exception of The Couple in the Cage. 
However, the project went much further than the normal boundaries of a performance 
work that is often constrained within the institutional context of the gallery of the 
museum. By intentionally blurring the boundaries between reality and fiction, the project 
forced an immersion of the audience’s reality into the fiction of the project.  
 
Looked as a whole —the cage tour, the Year of the White Bear exhibition, and the 
documentary that Fusco produced after the experience— Gomez Peña’s and Fusco’s 
project was more than a performance. It was a multi-faceted endeavor to stimulate a 
debate around a subject that included guerrilla-like interventions, exhibitions and 
educational mediums. The project brought different communities in the city into dialogue 
that did not have a history of interaction before. The most evident case in point was the 
interaction between the disparate institutions that partnered in the project. Harder to 
finger point, but I believe evident to many of those who were involved in the project, it 
offered a model of public art, activism and social action that while provocative and 
controversial was also very inclusive in Chicago, engaging the performance art and the 
Latino communities alike4.   
 
The Couple in the Cage remains in my mind valuable model for contemporary artists 
today of a project that was truly immersive in its origin, its application and its 
consequences, where the various social actors were deeply implicated individually and 
politically.   
 
 
 
 
                                                 
4 It is important to note that over subsequent years the gregarious Gómez-Peña continued returning to 
Chicago to present more performances and interventions, often drawing from the initial circle of 
collaborators. 
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Never The Same
Conversations About Art Transforming Politics & Community in Chicago & Beyond

Mary Jane Jacob

Curator Mary Jane Jacob was interviewed by NTS at the Sullivan Galleries in the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (July, 2011) where

Jacob is the Executive Director of Exhibitions. The interview focuses on the work leading up to and during the ambitious  “Culture in Action”

project organized for Sculpture Chicago, which took place over a two-year period (1991-93). For the project artists worked in direct

partnership with community members to explore the changing nature of public art, its relationship to social issues, and an expanded role

of audience from spectator to participant and offered a new model for art in the urban context. 

 A publication by Bay Press, Seattle, traced these multi-layered projects that took the form of monuments, parades, candy bars and

billboards, hydroponic gardens, and a permanent youth media program. Herbert Muschamp, architecture critic for The New York Times,

wrote that these “conceptually oriented public artworks update the City Beautiful tradition of integrating fine art into the urban fabric…

using art and urbanism to reinforce each other” as part of a movement to “think globally, act locally.” The project featured works by

Suzanne Lacy and A Coalition of Chicago Women; Inigo Manglano-Ovalle and Street-Level Video; Haha and Flood: A Volunteer Network for

Active Participation in Healthcare; Robert Peters; Mark Dion and The Chicago Urban Ecology Action Group; Simon Grennan, Christopher

Sperandio and The Bakery, Confectionery and Tobacco Workers’ International Union of America Local No. 552114;  Kate Ericson, Mel

Ziegler, and A Resident Group of Ogden Courts Apartments; and Daniel J. Martinez and The West Side Three-Point Marchers.

 Daniel Tucker (DT): As a starting point could you talk a little bit about what research or projects you were involved in or

that you were observing elsewhere that provided inspiration for  “Culture in Action”.

Mary Jane Jacob (MJJ): It came from a few fronts happening in art of the

80s. One is straight-forward: NEA and other government public art panels

defined how stuff got made in cities at that point, through a panel of

expert and local representatives or sometimes just art professionals

picking the artists. The process of selection was the short-term (one day)

and jury-style that did not value community citizens as relevant. It was one

established to ensure “art quality.” Furthermore, the result of that process

was that often times the art work never got made or when it did—I

suppose this was the greatest impetus to me—it became highly

compromised as it made its way through a logistical process that

succumbed to the power of site architects or politics. Or because the

artist’s distance from the process, it might not be the right work for the

context. So that was one motivation from the public art field.

Another contributing experience came even earlier. As a graduate student at the University of Michigan, I did an internship as

curator of the Michigan Artrain, working on a show from the Upper Midwest. As I met artists in local terrains, I heard about the

regional prejudices they faced and how their place—outside the mainstream—labeled them in negative ways and restricted their

access to showing. Thankfully, that has changed a lot in the last three decades in large part due to champions like Marcia Tucker. I

thought it wrong that they felt compelled to leave the place where they lived and from which they drew their inspiration in order to

have a career. It also made me think about place and its relationship to making: What does an artist can bring to the perception of a
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place.

I had also begun working with other artists “outside the mainstream”: women artists, those who employed material associated with

crafts for their art, or new genre like performance and installation. Combined with that, I took an interest in art with a political and

social agenda. So all of this led to cultivating a kind of curatorial position and with that came relooking at the state of public art. At

that time early in my career I also found a dialogue around this discourse with Suzanne Lacy who has certainly been a leader in

rethinking the field public art.

So all those experiences served as some professional background for a

critique of public art and set the scene for engaging a conversation with

Sculpture Chicago around doing an exploratory program, which eventually

became  “Culture in Action”.

In 1990 I was a board member of Sculpture Chicago. I was also doing a

site-specific show in Charleston, South Carolina—“Places with a Past”—

where the invited artists were grappling with erased histories of slavery. At

Sculpture Chicago I was impressed with the real enthusiasm among that

committed board for the work they’d most recently accomplished with

Vito Acconci and others. However, their programmatic separation of local

and national artists seemed to smack of regionalism to me. Additionally,

their “curatorial” process of having jurors select artists based on

maquettes of work they wanted to make outdoors seemed reactionary. It didn’t allow for the way artmaking was going. And by

focusing art on the plaza, what the public was exposed to was restricted. I thought the process needed to be opened up to another

way.

But in spite of this critique, at the heart of what they were doing—and what seemed to touch most deeply the heart of the board—

was bringing the wider Chicago community into the process by enabling the public to see artists at work. Moreover, the board was

moved by stories of other professionals (crane operators, welders…) who had helped the artists in the process and then returned

to see the work with their families full of pride and a sense of ownership. The board was excited that non-museum go-ers had an

experience with art through what they provided and could even participate in the process with the artist.

This was ultimately where the whole process started: with the public. I thought: What would happen if we opened up the process

fully to allow artists to do what they do? And what would happen if we really opened up the process to allow the public to be part of

that process? How can that be best realized? Not through marketing. To bring people who aren’t usually the art audience into art, I

thought, could best be achieved through something personally meaningful to them. (I saw how this was working on the subject of

history with my exhibition in Charleston.) So that became the inspirational moment thing that brought all the other art discourses

to bear in  “Culture in Action”.

The critiques embodied in this program caught the attention of the

National Endowment for the Arts; there was a feeling a test case was

needed to think about public art in another way. It was a moment. But

how it was going to happen and what the art was going to look like was

hard to explain to funders. It wasn’t acceptable for a curator to work

organically, developing a project for which outcomes were not defined. So

it became challenging for me to hold the space open for artists to work,

for things to emerge, and the public process to unfold—but that was the

only way to truly include the public in the process. Furthermore, this is

how the creative process goes and as a curator I wanted enable that

process. So the fact that we couldn’t describe at the outset where the work
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was going to be, what collaboration would look like, which artists would

eventually become end up being part of the program, who the audience-participants would be, what would be produced was the

right process. This meant that all those involved needed to work from a certain level of trust. And for this Sculpture Chicago was the

right board; I have never worked with a board that was so involved throughout that whole undertaking.

DT: And so most of the funding was from the NEA?

MJJ: NEA and also the Lila Wallace Reader’s Digest Fund were the primary funders, but there were other significant ones, too, such

as Rockefeller and Nathan Cummings Foundation on the national level, and Polk Foundation and MacArthur in Chicago. Funders

were entering in at various points, but it was a good moment for fundraising because people didn’t have examples; they couldn’t

quite nail down what we were doing; they hadn’t set up categories of funding yet for such projects. I was willing to go out there and

talk about what we aimed to do and why. So if they were curious and maybe inspired, too, they got into the discussion as we tried to

figure it out.

Rebecca Zorach: I have a follow-up question, partly about the way you talk to funders and partly just about the way you

thought about the project yourself. Because when Daniel asked the initial question, the first sort of way that you framed it

was as a critique of the NEA process and what was going out in public art. But I’m curious about this when you talk to

funders, did you balance critique with an affirmative argument about—

MJJ: Yes,  “Culture in Action” was presented along the lines of potential:

potential of what the audience can bring to the art experience, potential of

the passion and vision of artists to work in new ways and in public, and the

potential for art to be a way of thinking about and dealing with the

problems we face. It was also presented as a program that needed to be

comprised of several projects coming from different directions, dealing

with different ideas and issues. Then what resulted might offer some

examples of working relationships and ways to imagine the potential for

public art, for art and the public.

Funders think about how to design programs that can and serve needs.

It’s all well intentioned. Sculpture Chicago board members had the desire

to create meaningful, embedded, personally life-transforming experience

through art for the public. That wasn’t their mission statement, but it was what they believed in. I approached board members and

funders on this level, seeking their best possible selves, and we became engaged in a critical conversation about what could

happen: What is art for? To talk in that way rather than do a sales pitch is all I could do as a curator. For some people that worked,

and for others, I can tell you, it didn’t because the story I was delivering is too complicated, risky, and murky. With  “Culture in

Action” I was really up front that we might deliver anything. We were not claiming there would be sculptures or change society, but

we wanted to try to see what art can mean in people’s lives.

DT: How were the artists in  “Culture in Action” identified and what was sort of the process like of connecting them with

communities that they end up working with?

MJJ: In the beginning I was critiquing sculpture in urban spaces, but as time went on notions of collaboration came to the forefront,

along with co-authorship among a segment of the population that, before or for this occasion, could be thought of as a community.

Some artists came and went in that evolutionary process. My way of working on a group show always involves starting the

conversation with a few artists, bringing them onboard to think with me, and not waiting till I have settled on a final list before

beginning on the ground.

Mark Dion was one of the first artists to begin, and he was certainly the first one to clearly define that he was working
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collaboratively, having us solicit a group of high school students. Of those

who lived outside Chicago, Mark also spent the most time here. He came

nearly every week during the school year to lead a class and stayed all

summer. He knew what he wanted to do. Ronald Jones had recommended

him—listening to artists is one way I select other artists. [I had done a

work with Ron just prior for Sculpture Chicago, which also helped launch

“Culture in Action.”] It was a temporary park in sited on open land left over

from building the Harold Washington Library building. His project, Pritzker

Park, could have been a permanent, but ultimately was not. It was largely

enabled by collaborating with the head of City Planning at that time, Chuck

Thurow, who went on to lead the Hyde Park Art Center and carry out their

new building.

As to selecting other artists, well, I always loved the work of Kate Ericson and Mel Ziegler and had just worked with them in

Charleston where they made a very successful project with a resident, painting his house [Camouflaged History]. I knew they were

interested in issues around housing and thought they would find Chicago a good place to work.

Daniel Martinez was an artist that I would have liked to have worked with when I was Chief Curator at LA MoCA, but that museum

was not open to that. So I invited him here to Chicago. I had worked with Bob Peters in Chicago as Chief Curator at the Museum of

Contemporary Art, so chose to do so again here.

Haha was a Chicago four young artists already working collaboratively who proved interested in creating a wider collective.

Christopher Sperandio and Simon Grennan were just graduating from UIC; their first projects in Chicago parks intrigued me

because of their irreverence and critical insight. So I met with them and talked about what they might do.

Suzanne Lacy, as I mentioned, was a leader in thinking about public practice and an artist I

knew well; we had shared many discussions.  I felt that the program overall could benefit

from her experience and intellect, and that with her we could build a deeper discourse.

DT:  “Culture in Action” gets referenced frequently, but a lot of the time it is the idea of

the exhibition, and there’s not as much reference to specific projects. I’m just kind of

curious if you have any anecdotes or project stories that you think are really

meaningful or transformative kind of experiences that happened in  “Culture in

Action” that are not widely known?

MJJ: Full Circle, Suzanne Lacy’s

project about women, was

centered on the inspirational

historic figure of Jane Addams. In

the magical, spectacular way

Suzanne works best, overnight

where there had no Chicgao

monuments to women, appeared a

hundred monuments in the Loop. These temporary works are often

pictured, but the second part was of her project, Dinner at Jane’s, was a

dinner among women world leaders, staged and filmed at Hull-House.

This part is less known but is what made this work truly come full circle.

Grennan and Sperandio’s project ran into some interesting challenges. At one point it looked like it might be stopped when the
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Nestle headquarters would not allow the workers at their local plant that we had been negotiating with to participate in the art

project for one week.  It represented 40 hours for 15 people, so to them it was a lot of money, but also maybe they were fearful in

other ways. At that time the union was suspicious of the corporation’s new program of “employee empowerment.” It was the head

of that suburban Chicago plant that actually gave those workers the week off. He said, “Just don’t meet in the factory.” So we held

collaborative design workshops in the offices of Sidley & Austin made available by Sculpture Chicago board member Jack Guthman.

We also had to have the candy bar made out of state by a sympathetic union. In the end the local union leader, Jethro Head,

brought the project back to the factory, handing out the candy bars that represented the workers’ ideas and literature about the

union’s goals. But I always remember the head of the plant who put his job on the line because he believed in an art project. That

was a big deal.

Daniel Martinez’s project had two aspects: a parade and an outdoor

installation. For the latter, we got all this granite from UIC that was

dismantling the raised pavement that was part of Walter Netsch’s building

scheme. A fortune in granite was diverted for a time on its way to the

salvage yard. The people’s plaza that Daniel imagined was going to be

constructed on a City-owned block of the former Maxwell Street Market,

and we had received City approval for this. But some board members got

worried that the mayor might not be pleased with us doing this. At the

proverbial 11  hour (at 11:00 p.m. the evening before we were to meet

the salvage truck and start placing the granite slabs), a call came in saying

we shouldn’t do this. So I “gave a grant” to Daniel to pay the salvage

company, and went down to the site early that morning with our

installation crew to cut the lock off one of the UIC-owned lots. We didn’t

ask permission. There wasn’t time. Anyway, guerilla art has a long tradition in the public sphere. A head UIC administrator came

about a half an hour later and said, “What are you doing here?” And I said, “We’re making art.” I think they thought it was easier to let

us proceed than risk causing a fuss, because it could have become another flashpoint in the ongoing controversy over closing the

Maxwell Street Market. The piece got done and stayed up all summer. It was interesting that Sculpture Chicago didn’t stop us either.

Ultimately, this work became the cover of the book.

With Iñigo Manglano-Ovalle’s project, Tele-Vecindario, the process was intensive. He exposed himself daily to the issues of the

community in which he lived, all your time consumed with the youth’s problems and the weight of responsibly of what it meant to

work there with them. It did not become Inigo’s regular mode of practice, but I think it came at a good moment in his career and, I

would say, it affected where he went in his own work. Inigo brought a lot of critical intelligence to the program, understanding

questions of audiences and diverse publics. Of course, the process he did set out, not controlling the conversation but responding

and shaping it, gave others a role, a buy-in, while building an infrastructure for what was to come—even though there was never a

grand plan that forecast what that would be. That’s why the Community Television Network staff members who worked as part of

this and the social worker, Nilda Pauley, at Wells High School could join forces at the conclusion of the exhibition and create

something else. They created Street Level Video, now called Street Level Youth Media.

DT: Along those lines, can you talk about projects that have legacies like that?

MJJ: Street Level Youth Media is the most obvious example of legacy. They are coming up on their 20  anniversary. It is an

institution that serves 1000 youth each year, teaching them skills in media technologies and using art strategies. They aim to

cultivate a consciousness of self in society, with a goal of helping less advantaged students be competitive in college. There are

individual stories here, too, like Paul Teruel who was a there at the beginning, became a founding director of Street Level, and went

on to develop community partnerships at Columbia College Chicago.

But Street Level brings up an issue which public art practioners need to be cautious about. If our goal had been to create such an

organization from the outset, I believe the exploration would have been lost, the process would have been narrowed to focus on

th
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Inigo Manglano-Ovalle at MCA

implementing the founding of an organization. But we could not have

defined this outcome at the start. It had to find its natural, necessary way

as a shared agenda among a broader set of stakeholders—and first they

had to find what stake they had in common.  Undertaking temporary

artworks enabled them to see that and feel it.

Funders would

have liked us to

have expressed

clear outcomes,

tangible goals;

today they are

often mandated in grant making process. Instead what happended came

about in a real, organic way. But “organic” was taboo then, as was

intuition, because these were not valid business-like words. Yet good

creative processes define intent and then listen to the process and let it

go. That is exactly what Tele-Vecindario did as an art project, and this

allowed it to fluidly lead to Street-Level Youth Media.

There were also so many beautiful acts of generosity on the part of all the artists. For instance, we were offered a small gallery on

the first floor gallery of the MCA (this was the former building on Ontario Street), because they had a gap in their schedule. I think

they thought we install documentation to orient visitors to the  “Culture in Action” projects around the city. But I felt the gallery was

too significant a space for that; it should be a work of art. So I asked Inigo to do something. None of the other artists complained

that this opportunity went to him. Acts of generosity.

Inigo made a piece called Cul-de-sac, which dealt with the new anti-gang

law and the City putting in cul-de-sacs to segregate communities and

contain gangs. He showed videos behind cyclone fencing, as would later

happen with actual fencing on Erie Street in West Town. So this work also

became a model, a maquette in a way, for how the first block party, which

was a major art installation, ended up looking. It also became a lesson for

the youth involved to find their way into the museum for the first time and

enter without fear. This was one of the things that Inigo did: bridge the

hierarchy between the mainstream institutions and the non-art world

neighborhood for these students who thought the museum was not for

them, who were intimated to actually “pay what you wish,” and who found

guards intimidating. This show also proved to be a way for many museum

patrons to see the students’ work because, conversely, they were fearful

at that time to go to the block party on Erie Street west of Ashland.

RZ: You were mentioning a concern about how outcomes are talked about now. And I wonder, is it possible to find ways to

celebrate outcomes without imposing expectations that there will be a certain outcome?

MJJ: Oh, definitely we can celebrate outcomes after they happen and celebrate the potential for outcomes. Not predetermining

outcomes does not mean there is not a desire to have an outcome. The concern is in determining the outcome before you have

done the research, worked with others, and tried some things together. A temporary artwork is not an outcome—it is a product of a

process, a gesture, and it can be a meaningful gesture. An outcome can be an organization like Street Level or a new mindset; it can

be a change in the art field. In all these ways outcome implies something more.  I don’t want to use the word sustainable here,

because some things can be wonderful for a short time or for, you know, a longish time, like ten years. Not everything has to be
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sustainable forever. I speculate on outcomes all the time with artists, but I work with those

who do not become fixed on what they want others to do. The outcome has to come from

another place, another space.

In  “Culture in Action” we were in the same stew together. We had questions about public art;

we had questions about what art could be; how communities could be involved and we had

a stake in how could artists actually make change. Those things were either in the back of

the mind or the front of the mind of everyone, but it was in some part of the mind for

everybody. So maybe that had some effect, left some legacy, too.

DT: Were there any other legacies you want to discuss?

Haha’s Flood might have inspired green developments in art, which certainly John Ploof and

Laurie Palmer, artists in the project, have continued. From Mark’s project, MCA curator

Naomi Beckwith, then a student, emerged in the field. These may be outcomes. This may

indicate validate that in order to actually analyze these projects, you have to analyze them

like medical research—over a lifetime—not just in the time of the artwork because the art

keeps working.

DT: At the time how did you try to show the project to people in the art world so they could understand its complexity?

MJJ: Well, there was New York Times critic Michael Kimmelman who I meet at the Venice Biennale and who said, “there’s nothing

interesting here.”  I said, “Well there’s something interesting in Chicago,” and he came the next week. Of course, since these projects

existed over time as well as in different places in the city, it was challenging to show him what was going on and for him to grasp the

whole.  Still there were things to see and people to meet in order to get a sense of that moment. So he did a great job keeping pace

with the energy up of the day as he different realities were thrown at him.

DT: This was during  “Culture in Action”?

MJJ: This was during the summer of 1993. But we also offered something

like this to anyone who signed up fro a tour; it was a demanding bus tour

—five hours—led by Rebecca Keller, who is an artist now doing site and

community projects. Every tour was a little different because time wasn’t

static for these projects; each time we unpacked together what was being

experienced. It ended with a box lunch and discussion at the Haha garden

project.

But controversy arose in the art community around public art around:

who’s the author; ethically, how long does an artist need to work with a

community; what does the artwork look like?

DT: I am curious if you have anything else to say about the

differences between that moment when you were initiating it and now, because I feel like you really defined the moment

well in your essay in the  “Culture in Action” catalog.

RZ: In some ways this kind of practice has become more institutionalized.

MJJ: Well, that’s not necessarily negative. Things that were questions before aren’t now. So, I don’t think co-authorship is such a

problem for the art establishment. Questions around curator as artist
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have settled down, so that curating is seen as a wider practice that

includes not only commissioning but also being part of the creative

dialogue. I think that there is greater consciousness of process and what it

means to follow a process. Some of the questions around the evaluation

have led to an appreciation of qualitative over quantitative means, and the

need to invent new ways of carrying out evaluation. Certainly at this point

the big questions, or the big issues, of society that were touched on in

programs like  “Culture in Action” are accepted as part of the terrain of

artists’ work.  So while I think questions about what art can and cannot do

are always there, we see a continuum of answers and artists’ practices.

I don’t want to

make it sound

like everything is great, but today there are a lot more artists working

outside the museum and undertaking a wide range of practices. So the

same artist can do a public artwork and work for a museum. I think having

those options or the chance to have a multiplicity of practices is one of the

things I try to instill here at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. I

encourage students to try their hand at public practice or be part of a

team, and to know that this doesn’t mean they can’t do their own thing—

make work, show it, and sell it. But knowing something about public

practice can make students more open to this kind of work by others and

not accusatory that it isn’t art, which was what we experienced so often

with “Culture in Action”. Even more so, they can be more sensitive to the

presence of the audience—and that is important for any artwork. When I began here at the School about ten years ago, talking

about community in the classroom was rare; now it is different and it is an expanded and more nuanced, richer conversation. So

this institutionalization, if you will, seems to me a good thing.
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