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Abraham Cruzvillegas’ not so solo, solo show: Dismantling the Art World Star System and Rebuilding 
Relationships.  
 
 
Ace Lehner  
 

What do you get when you mix humor as a form of social consciousness, an international artist who uses 

anything, everything and nothing to make art, eleven MFA students from California College of the Arts, 

and the artistic recipe of making vehicles of collaboration regardless of aesthetic form? Give up? You get 

Abraham Cruzvillegas’ Magnificent Seven Exhibition and a Saturday afternoon in November, full of 

laughter, community relaxation and bicycle-esque riding. Drawing from relational aesthetics and 

considering the specific references carried by objects the Collaborative Re-Creation Vehicles (or CRV’s as 

Cruzvillegas and the graduate students he worked with affectionately call them), are scavenged, wheeled, 

collaborative constructions that playfully raise questions about the modernist ideal of the solo genius artist 

and systems of production, social interaction and aesthetics.   

 

On November 14, 2009, the day of the kickoff event I arrived early, a little before 2 pm, when the 

“opening” was scheduled to start, eager to see these vehicles in motion. Contrary to the openings of most 

Fine Art exhibitions this kickoff party for the CRVs was billed as a parade and in some cases as a race. 

When the artists and vehicles began to roll out of California College of the Arts’s nave into the street 

outside I couldn’t help but think if the street wasn’t blocked off 200 yards either side of the front entrance 

would these vehicles make it very far, and if so where would they go? These questions would be answered 

as I spent more time with the vehicles and with my thoughts about Cruzvillegas’ work.  

 

The event turned out to be more of a mini derby minus any major collisions, than an opening or a race and 

provided a space for interacting it ways not usually seen at art openings. People were giving each other 

rides in circles, laughing, falling and playing. All types of interaction and conversation were encouraged in 

this relaxed environment where the bottom line seemed to be enjoying the sun, each others company and 

the CRVs, not particularly in that order.  

 

Abraham Cruzvillegas, based in Mexico City is both an artist and art educator. He came to San Francisco 

as an Artist in Residence through the Wattis Institute for Contemporary Art in the Fall of 2009. 

Cruzvillegas participated as the first in a series of artists to engage in a residency at the Wattis Institute for 

Contemporary Art, in collaboration with the Capp Street Project in San Francisco. As part of what the 

Wattis Institute has organized as the Magnificent Seven, Cruzvillegas taught a class at California College of 

the Art’s in its Graduate Fine Art Department. The format of the Magnificent Seven, includes a solo 

exhibition at the conclusion of the artists residency. In discussing the opportunity for a solo show with his 

collaborators in the graduate seminar the group decided that a collective event, in which all the objects 

exhibited were made as collaborative efforts, would be more in line with their project.  
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After working for years as a museum preparator what is striking to me about this decision is the 

transparency of the artistic process. While most solo shows posture as being exhibitions of the work of one 

genius artist, created by the artist’s hands alone, the work is often done by many hands; assistants, 

preparators etc. In deciding collectively to scrap the one-man show where Cruzvillegas would have taken 

all the artistic credit --whether he wanted to or not-- the collaborators mobilized the methodology of the 

project. Replacing the signature of the solo genius artist with the stamp of collaboration the CRVs do not fit 

neatly into the confines of one artists archive but exist in a more complicated space. Not only complicating 

the authorship of the work the CRV project explores the metaphor of vehicles as a mode of making, that 

privileges spontaneity, sampling and community over the mobility or the aesthetics of the finished vehicles.  

 

Through one of the students in the class, the collaborative team made a connection with a local Oakland 

based bike shop. Scraps were found and salvaged from many junkyards around the Bay Area. Many of the 

resulting CRVs were made out of bicycle and wheeled vehicles, reconfigured augmented resample and 

welded. The reworking of discarded pieces and the recreation of objects from detritus reshapes the value of 

use. The play of reconfiguring material culture also points to artists such as James Luna, and calls to mind 

Jennifer Gonzalez’s writing about the cultural legibility of artifacts specifically sampled by artists for their 

cultural references. This strategy, for Gonzalez, points to how material culture is part of the construction 

and maintenance of race discourse.1 I would add that the sampling of culturally legible objects can also be 

used for reconfiguring not only racial relationships, but class, sex and gender as well. The finished CRVs, 

are multi-functional, semi-functional and anti-functional vehicles. They all work, but not in the general way 

that we think of working. The very term we use “work” connotes productivity and efficiency. In the process 

of collaboratively making the multi-functional vehicles Cruzvillegas and his collaborators have reworked 

how we think about vehicles. 

 

The term “Auto-Construccion,” is a phrase frequently used by Cruzvillegas in describing his work. The 

concept is one that began to take shape along side the way his hometown, as well as many other ‘ciudades 

perdidas’ or lost cities, were constructed in the illegal impoverished suburbs of Mexico City. Cruzvillegas 

often explains “Auto-Construccion” or self-building by describing the way ‘ciudades perdidas’ were built 

in the latter half of the 20th Century. Auto-Construccion was a strategy employed by the people living in the 

ciudades perdidas in efforts to create habitable buildings. Motivated by survival and striving to create 

solidarity and community the materials, and techniques consisted of whatever people could use and yielded 

structures that Cruzvillegas describes as “chaotic” and “aesthetically promiscuous.”2 Because most these 

areas were illegal they opened up new possibilities for what forms community, aesthetics, politics and 

economy might take. Cruzvillegas adopts the operatives of community building solidarity and non-

discriminatory choices of materials in his artistic process. Cruzvillegas’ Auto-Construcciones sample 
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objects from buoys to balloons, from feathers to cake, from limes to lumber redeploying these objects and 

artifacts for our consideration. 

 

Auto-Construccion resonates in my mind with José Esteban Muñoz’s notion of Auto-Ethnography. Which 

positions the artist as other who articulates their subaltern subject position through a performance that 

subverts the language of  mass culture to perform their sub-cultural identity.3 Through resampling of 

objects that reference popular culture, the CRVs use the language of popular culture embedded in the 

sampled objects to tell a new local narrative. Through the sampling and reuse of culturally coded objects 

and the repositioning of specific references against others seems to be a type of auto-ethnography wherein 

collectively and fluidly Cruzvillegas and the artist team make free associations to retell a specific local 

experience. 

 

Cruzvillegas’ projects are usually not concerned with form so much as process. In doing so they raise 

questions about aesthetic judgments. That one vehicle’s façade was completely made of cardboard boxes 

and packaging tape is less important to Cruzvillegas than the transformative power of the process of 

collaborative creation. I would add that the way the resulting vehicles intervene into the social realm also 

becomes essential to the project. These vehicles do not function in the colloquial or generally understood 

sense that a vehicle should. But rather they operate on a different system of priorities, they have been built 

not to last but to facilitate a playful way for people to spend time together and interact with one another. 

Being built in the spirit of humor and anti-function function, these vehicles create a space not only to think 

about other ways of operating in the world but also to actively participate in them. That the vehicles take on 

an anti-high art / white cube aesthetic form not only points to a challenging and rethinking of why these 

aesthetics are normalized but a reconsideration of what constitutes a successful piece. These ugly, welded 

and taped together unfinished looking works may remind us of Burning Man and make us flinch just a 

little, but they more importantly speak to the value system which tells us that only homeless people and the 

poor use cardboard boxes. Artists and Graduate Art Students make castings.  

 

Sitting in the sunshine at the opening event the voice of Annie Lenox reaches me in waves, not so much 

like the reverberating echoes of the inside of a club as I’m used to hearing the now infamous ballad, but 

more like the sound of the ocean, powerful yet soft then louder and then soft again. “Sweet Dreams are 

made of these, who am I to disagree?” This audio effect is the result of a mobile-mini-dance-party 

connected to the back of a quasi-bicycle that is being ridden in circles around the cordoned off lot in front 

of the main San Francisco campus of California College of the Arts where the Wattis Gallery is housed. 

The one-man impromptu dance party takes the form of a collapsible plywood platform on wheels attached 

to the back of the quasi-bicycle. It is under two conical layers of cloth, black underneath and red, decked-

out with low budge glitz in the form of red sequins and shards of glass on the outside. There is a smoke 

machine somewhere inside the curtained dance party and wafts of smoke escape as well as glimpses of the 
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scantily clad, male, solo dancer. The driver of the vehicle, who is also the rider of the bike creating the 

kinetic energy for this mobile dance party, wears a long cloak that visually echoes the covering on the 

dance party attachment. He has a shiny shaved head and a large smile across his face as he careens across 

the blacktop.  

 

“Travel the world and the seven seas everybody’s lookin’ for somethin’..” Lenox continues and in the case 

of this event it seems that some of us really are able to travel the seven seas; successful artists such as 

Cruzvillegas. And what they are looking for is us; the people who help not only sustain their artistic 

practice but facilitate the recreation of collaboration and aesthetics tat are more interested in the relational  

than the modernist. The solo dance party seems like a metaphor for the solo show that Cruzvillegas opted 

not to have. In the light of day, a plank attached to the back of a non-bike seems like a pretty lonesome and 

alienating place to be. Perhaps the one-man dance party is meant to parody the solo exhibition and queue us 

to consider the awkward and lonely way a solo show can function. Cruzvillegas seems much more at home 

in an arena where he can interact and collaborate. This type of exhibition/kickoff derby event seems a much 

more fitting way to get to know the CRV, Cruzvillegas and his collaborators than in a white cube.  

 

Another vehicle whizzes by, the dance party abruptly turns and BAM! The two-part mobile dance party 

collides with a second vehicle whose mode of steering can best be described as similar to a rowboat. The 

more one pedals with their hand on one side the more they push that side of the vehicle forward just as in a 

row boat if you paddle more on the left you turn toward the right. Linguistically it may sound incorrect but 

imagine rowing in a boat. Now imagine that you are on a plank attached to wheels, steering by pedaling 

with your hands on a vehicle culled from bicycle parts. This vehicle functions as an act in reconstructing 

how we think through modes of navigation.   

 

One vehicle took on the form of a reverse tricycle; it had one wheel in the back and two wheels in front and 

was in a constant state of shifting gears, or what is also known as slipping gears. Whether the derailleur was 

constantly trying to shift up or was forever slipping down I cannot be sure. The metaphor of being 

perpetually in a state of change seems a productive way of thinking through Cruzvillegas’ project. For if it 

is not the end result that is important, i.e. not the objects nor the final gear and if through the process of 

constant negotiation and interaction we are in an artistic and productive space then it seems only fitting that 

at least one vehicle was in this sustained space of negotiation. Similarly one rickshaw-esque vehicle was 

adjusted during the event, the seat was removed so that a participant with shorter legs could ride. The 

reconfiguring of the seating arrangement now asked that the person propelling by pedaling the vehicle was 

no longer an isolated laborer but would also be sitting on the platform meant for the riders. This immediate 

reconstruction by one of the collaborators when faced with an unexpected issue seems to also speak to the 

transformation that has taken place. For it is not often at an art show opening that a spectator / participant 
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can not only interact but ride a piece and further request that the piece be reconfigured to suit the spectator / 

participants needs.  

 

I asked myself, and you, earlier how far and where would these vehicles go if they could? The answer is: 

that’s the wrong question. For it is not the objects that are important it is the process that is the art. The 

Collaborative Re-Creation Vehicles were not built to last and they may be reconfigured or fall apart at any 

moment. Cruzvillegas’ practice is invites us to reshape how we think about life specifically in terms of 

production, values and interaction. Making work with no budget is second nature to Cruzvillegas and 

through this project has become so for his collaborators. Making something from nothing is freeing and it 

works outside of  the dominant art school / white cube economic model. The CRV project is not about 

trying to make something new-- more stuff in a world overflowing with objects. Nor is it about upholding 

artistic authorship and the myth of the solo genius artist. The Collaborative Re-Creation Vehicles are agents 

of restructuring our value systems; they allow us to experience different notions of functionality as well as 

aesthetics and encourage us to embrace a collaborative way of being.  
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