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Original and new concept
When I went to Moravia, a poor neighbourhood in Medellín, Colombia in October 2009,
I had already changed my original idea, which was to record children’s stories relating
to a specific site of their neighbourhood and making the stories downloadable to mp3players. Those would have been handed out with a map indicating the corresponding
locations. Thus, the children and visitors would have been able to walk around individually
in the neighbourhood, selecting and listening to a story that took place at the very spot
they were currently at. Past and present, recorded audio and actual live processes would
have been intermingled, putting the listener and spectator in a space between a child’s
individual memory and the currently happening life on location, creating a notion of
collective memory in that area, which was the main objective in the original call for ideas.
Moravia, as seen from “El Morro”

I slowly came to changing the concept
during my further research before travelling
to Moravia. I learnt that one of Moravia’s
major characteristics is the immense density
in inhabitation due to its specific history
and development. Very little public space is
commonly shared in one of Latin America’s
most densely populated neighbourhoods,
creating general problems of hygienic,
traffic and privacy as well as more serious
issues, as fight over control of territory
between rivaling groups. The children of
Moravia are amongst those suffering most
from these conditions, as they lack the
space, spatially, emotionally and mentally,
to adequately develop their skills and
interests. Yet, at the same time they are very
adapted and used to the situation as they
have been growing up with it, managing it
on a daily routine, usually not knowing a
different life.
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One of the further prerequisites of the call for ideas was to involve the children actively
in the project’s process and development. Yet, this would have been possible to a lesser
extent with the original idea, which is why I decided to try to create and explore new space
together with and for the children. A space for them to express their demands, wishes or
problems, in a way that would be very visible to the rest of the neighbourhood and the
whole city of Medellín, and in clear relation to architecture and urban structure.
For this purpose I planned to do an installation with very big helium-filled balloons, that
were supposed to be designed and painted by the children. The balloons would extend
the space of the neighbourhood on another level on top of the actual houses and streets
and would belong only to the children. Hopefully it would cause them to reflect on their
environment in some way. The installation was to be temporary and visible even from
distant points in the city.
With this concept I arrived to Medellín.
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Situation and adaptation
After pitching the new concept to Carlos Uribe, curator of the Centre for Cultural
Development in Moravia, I started to research how to realize the installation in detail,
together with local artist Alejandro Salinas Vasquez. For this purpose I spent about two
weeks talking to children and adults living in Moravia. Guided by Natalia Cardona Ospina,
native to Moravia, I visited their houses, listened to their stories of life in Moravia, learned
their habits and ate their food.
I came to the conclusion that the most adequate location for the installation in Moravia
was “El Morro”, a hill formed by piled up waste from the time when Moravia was still the
waste dump of Medellín, throning over the whole neighbourhood, standing for Moravia
and its history. Starting in the 1960s, Moravia originated as a slum at the location where
the richer parts of Moravia used to dump their trash. Poor people from the countryside
arrived, settled at the waste dump, built their houses from the trash and lived on recycling
it. Around 2000 the municipality quit using Moravia as waste dump. Still today, recycling is
the major industry in Moravia, done mainly manually in big and mid-size barracks.

The question of identity in Moravia is a complex one. Although working and living in
Moravia gives one a specific feeling as it is a very distinct neighbourhood in the city and
almost famous for its specific history, identification with the neighbourhood within it is
much more vague and defined by personal interests. There is little of such a thing as
common sense and feeling of community, which I also refer to by “collective memory” - it
is very weak.
I had the impression that even the people most committed to building community and
creating common notion amongst the inhabitants are regularly surprised and overwhelmed
by the dynamics and reactions their initiatives evoke or do not evoke. Consequently, they
have been assuming a necessary “professional” distance to its subject, in order to be able
to continue their work without suffering personally from recurring difficult or negative
experiences. To them, as well as to the other inhabitants, Moravia remains difficult to
comprehend and seems to be something so much bigger than him- or herself.
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Simply put, you can never be sure to get the reaction you expect, so you stop expecting
anything.
Being there and confronted with all the stories and history of Moravia and its inhabitants,
I learnt that the neighbourhood had been constantly changing since it evolved in the
1960s and that the “Macro Project” plans imposed by the municipality of Medellín were to
foster further and more radical changes. Considering Moravia, formerly on the outskirts
of the city and now very central, as a strategically important quarter, the “Macro Project”
intends to “clean” the area of its poverty and the problems it brings along. A process
of gentrification has started, which goes from building public space and institutions for
everybody to relocating poor families to the current outskirts of the city. A new fight over
control of territory is in progress, by distinct means. The people I spoke to had different
opinions and points of view on the process, even though no one seemed to have a big
picture of the things to come, nor seemed to be really looking for one. Yet, or maybe for that
very reason, everybody generally seemed to accept the fact that things are changing, be it
for better or worse. In my opinion this is also due to the lack of a clear self-understanding
of the neighbourhood, to the weak collective memory.
Given all the conditions described above, the fact of Moravia’s weak collective memory as
well as the changes being imposed on the neighbourhood, I adapted my project according
to the following objectives:
•
•
•

•

It was not to be nostalgic, not to preserve a past notion as if in a museum for an
uncertain future, when the quarter may have changed profoundly.
It was to appeal to the children of Moravia, involve them in the process and 		
question them about their relation to their neighbourhood.
It was to create a collective experience for the children, a live event that they may
remember one day in their life, leaving them with a small question mark of what
it had actually been about.
It was to be an experiment, the end of which I was to leave open, as I was not able
to control the events in public space beyond a certain point.
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The poster we put up to advertise the project
The experiment
Thus, I decided to go for the following procedure: We would buy 99 big metal-coated
reflecting balloons of about one meter in diameter, which are common for fiestas and
decoration and sold in shops all through Latin America. Then we would ask 99 children
from Moravia to paint or design one balloon each, according to their favourite location
in Moravia, what they liked most about it, what was or what they wished for happening
there.
The painted balloons would be connected with each other on a rope, forming a web of
individual stories. Then we would fill the balloons with helium and install the web on top
of “El Morro”, as symbol for all of Moravia. On that hill in the centre of Medellìn it would
be visible from many parts of the city, as from the nearby northern bus terminal, the Metro
station “Caribe” and actually all areas that are going up the mountains around the valley
of central Medellìn. “¡Pongamos el Barrio a volar!” was the call to the children to fill the
web with their personal story and thus make it fly together. With them all connected,
when one story/balloon would move due to someone pulling its string or the wind passing,
it would move the neighbouring stories/balloons, which would in turn move others and
so on. How would it move, what dynamics would it create, how would the children and
people interact with it and how long would it last?
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The web would on one level be a utopian version of the neighbourhood created by the
children, and on another level a model of collective memory. Furthermore it would be
a comment to the gentrification process: “If you don’t want us here, we’ll just fly away
- ¡Pongamos el Barrio a volar!”. But foremost the installation would provide the children
with a playground in which they could play with collective dynamics on individual units.
Hopefully the children would one day remember the event. Thus, today we would create
a collective memory for tomorrow.

Realization
We bought more than 100 big balloons typical to fiesta decorations in all of Latin America.
They were around one meter in diameter, metal-coated and came in spheres, stars or hearts.
The balloons were pretty, they reflected their environment like mirrors, and immediately
appealed to the children. Most of them were between six and ten years of age, but we had
some of about three/four years and some around twelve/thirteen years that took part.
After advertising the project for a few weeks with posters, flyers and word of mouth,
we did three days of painting workshops with the children in the Centre for Cultural
Development of Moravia. We asked the children to paint one balloon each, with their
personal story about, their favourite location in or their view on Moravia. I was surprised
how easy it was to animate the children and with how much joy they participated. Indeed
we were not able to provide balloons to everybody that wanted to take part. Having
finished painting, some of them wanted to take their balloons home immediately, even
though they were not inflated, to show them to their siblings and parents. We had to take
care they would leave them at the Centre and told them what we had in mind with the
installation on top of “El Morro” and that after the installation they were allowed to take
their balloons home. Even then a few children “stole” their balloons from where we had
hung them for drying, pulling them out of the collective process.
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Finally, on October 22nd 2009, we climbed “El Morro” in the morning, with about 10
helpers, the painted balloons and two big bottles of helium. On the top platform we
started to knot a web with light rope, laying it as an outline on the ground. Then we
started filling the balloons one by one and attaching them to the web. Then at the latest,
the first children came running, excited to see the balloons fly. They were looking for their
own and if they didn’t find it, we would tell them that it is probably still to be filled and
put up. So they started to help filling the balloons and bringing them to the web joint
spots, where we would fix them. They would walk around proudly with their gigantic filled
balloons that they could hardly hug with their arms. Sometimes they would accidentally
let go a balloon, one individual story that did not want to be integrated in the collective
but only enjoyed a short existence in the public attention before flying away. Then they
would follow it with their eyes and see it slowly disappear.
After about two hours we had finished putting everything up and stood, watching the
balloons move in the wind, of which there was quite some that day. Also, the children
would pull the balloons, playing with the whole web and model of collective. Furthermore,
some balloons started to get entangled in each other with their rope, forming clusters of
individual stories that were impossible to take apart again. Thus, the web would bounce
up and down, constantly changing its form and movement.
Some of the children and their painted balloons
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Impressions from the day of the installation
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Termination
I had already been wondering, what would happen once we had put up the installation.
Originally we had told the children that the installation would last from Thursday, which
was that day, until Sunday, when they could come and pick up their balloons. We had
actually told them that they should watch and guard “their” installation until then. But
soon we figured that it would not happen that way. As Marlin, press officer of the Centre
for Cultural Development, put it later: “It was interesting to see in the eyes of the children
how they were actually uncertain of what to do. Usually they would have followed the
impulse to rob the balloons, as it was something pretty that was available and loose in public
space, and take them home.” But as we had involved them in the process and they actually
liked the installation and how we were exhibiting their work, they were wondering if that
was what they really wanted to do. Then again, many children came up to me and asked
if they could take their balloons home now because, as they said, they were not trusting
the collective to leave the installation unharmed in the night. Sensing that atmosphere
and how the dynamics were slowly changing over the course of the morning, with more
and more children arriving that actually had not taken part in the workshop but seen the
balloons from far, we told them that we would take them down in the evening and they
could take them home then.
Yet, little had we been expecting what was about to happen around one hour after we
had finished putting up the installation: At about 1 pm a school not far from “El Morro”
ended its class and many children, slightly older, maybe around thirteen/fourteen years,
left the building, immediately spotting the balloons on top of the hill. Totally excited, they
came running, still in their school uniform and pulled all strings they could get a hold of in
order to catch the balloons. Immediately chaos broke out and where the children pulled
down the single and clustered balloons everybody came running and started to fight over
them like carnivores fighting over prey. One after the other the balloons would burst until
after a few minutes the whole installation was torn down.
There was no way to hold them back, even if we had tried to. Thus, we let it happen and,
amazed by the energy suddenly set free, watched how reality was crushing down utopia.
Slowly the situation calmed down, more and more children left with the remains of the
burst balloons, some of them with ones still inflated. Some children would stay longer
and play with few remaining balloons in an atmosphere that resembled a big calm after
a collective hysteria. Some of the children that had taken part in the workshops from the
beginning stayed up on “El Morro” with us until the end and finally left with me to the
Centro Cultural. As they asked me, if I was angry now, I said, no, what happened was just
real and honest. From here on you can work with it.
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The installation is torn down
Epilogue
Looking back I like to call the project an event, a happening or socially experimental art.
For sure, it was and remains a process. Any future project to be realized in Moravia or
Medellín may decide to immerse itself into a social process and mirror it on another level
as a model of what is happening at large, on the cost of its life time, as I decided to do. Or it
may try to stand permanently with a timeless statement with or against ongoing progress.
I guess you can call it a in some way successful project if it causes at least one person at
some point in time to wonder what has happened. I, on my behalf, certainly hope, that
one or a few of the children that took part will remember the event one day and seize the
opportunity to ask some questions and maybe draw some conclusions for themselves.
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