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BY MARTA RAMOS-YZQUIERDO PHOTOS LUIZA SIGULEM

IN THE POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CONTEXT we 

live today, the commitment present on our artistic 

practices and in the production of culture can become 

an alternative way of resistance. Walter Benjamin [1] 

reestablished the social function of the artist and 

thus ”won the intellectual for the workers’ cause”, 

by proposing a collective work, in which there are 

participants and not spectators. In this 

light, it is about “operating whitin it” and 

not representing it. In the old Cambridge 

Hotel is being developed one of the 

most recent experiences of insertion 

of artistic activity within the context of 

an active social struggle. The meeting 

between its agents - the inhabitants 

of the occupation, the curatorial staff, 

artists and collaborators - is composing 

a coalition camp from where a question 

emerges: what are the expectations that 

it creates and what are the reverberation 

capacity beyond those walls?

ART AND THE MSTC OCCUPATION IN HOTEL 

CAMBRIDGE: the MSTC (Downtown Homeless Movement) 

fights for the right to decent housing in the city center, 

where there are already social, educational and cultural 

services. On November 23, 2012, they occupied the old 

Cambridge Hotel, starting a first process of appropriation 

and cleaning. The space has now 119 apartments which 

house families from Brazil, as well as immigrants and 

refugees from countries such as Bolivia, Haiti, Palestine, 

Cameroon and Dominican Republic. In addition to 

maintaining the occupation, the creation of social bonds 

is priority, which explains the existence of collective 

cultural spaces. In the words of Carmen Ferreira da 

Silva, coordinator of the MSTC, “culture creates 

community, and in its flow interlaces and reaches all 

layers”. There was a turning point two years ago during 

the filming film, Cambridge Hotel, by director of Eliana 

Caffé: inside the movement, people were already 

accustomed to an interested and short-term use of 

the movement by cultural projects. Outside, there was 

a change of perception of the marginality of occupation. 

The collectives which organize projects inside the 

building multiplied, and from their activities emerged 

a library, a garden, and other initiatives, including the 

Cambridge Artistic Residence. 

SILKCREEN WORKSHOP HELD WITH RESIDENTS OF THE OCCUPATION
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CAMBRIDGE ARTISTIC RESIDENCE

Curators Juliana Caffé and Yudi Raphael had 

already done work about and with migratory 

movements. In January 2016, when the possibility 

of starting a project within the Cambridge 

occupation came about, the question was “how to 

work in this context?”. To answer it, they are trying 

to reformulate the curatorial and artistic practice 

through experimentation, resuming questions 

about modes of exhibition that surged in the 90s, 

especially with the theories of psychoanalysis in 

the city or relational aesthetics [2], and in tune 

with what critic Claire Bishop [3] said: “there 

wouldn’t make sense a micro-utopias laboratory 

if it happened within the institutional space. This 

is not an “occupation within the occupation,” 

and this is why its official name is Cambridge 

Artistic Residence. The project unites its horizontal 

and organic working premises with the cultural 

interests of the MSTC, the inhabitants of the 

occupation - including a significant percentage 

of refugees and other immigrants - as well as 

the interestes of artists and collaborators. At 

the moment, the initiative has the support of the 

MSTC itself, as well as other groups such as MSTC-

Projetech, the Lanchonete.org (independent arts 

space), Aurora Publication Studio and Dulcinea (a 

publishing house working exclusively with recycled 

paper). The cognitive capital of this network 

of collaborators, from inside or outside of the 

occupation, is considered essential, since it is 

what makes possible whatever action is proposed. 

The project focuses on building bonds with the 

surroundings and legitimizing the use of the space. 

Thus, it seeks to create a reflective field pointing 

to issues that are usually underestimated, such as 

who and how gains visibility with this project and 

its viability. “Activism is doing and also thinking 

about how to do it”, said the curators. 

Activities started in March 2016, with the first 

resident, artist Ícaro Lira, and will continue until 

January 2017 with other residents: artists Jaime 

Lauriano and Raphael Escobar, Virginia Medeiros 

and writer Julian Fuks. Each of them will remain 

a period between three to five months in the 

space. The experiences will be recorded in a final 

publication. The curators emphasize the need for 

negotiating continuously a desire for horizontality, 

with that an ongoing effort to rewrite roles and 

around now, with black leather cover and the 

label “Occupation Cambridge”, collects keywords 

of ideas on subjects and actions. Through the 

events organized in the library have passed 

Raquel Rolnik, Peter Pál Pelbart, Luiz Kohara, 

Ligia Nobre, Alex Flynn, Beto Brant and Camila 

Márdila. Films were projected in what Lira called 

“rotating nomadic sessions” - as the selection 

of films by Leon Hirszman which I was lucky to 

mediate -; publishing workshops were held with 

Dulcinea and Aurora; and walks around occupied 

areas of São Paulo were organized. Furthermore, 

Lira has organized meetings with the movement “ 

Black Funarte Occupation”, sessions of Palestinian 

Haitian and African cinema. There are also other 

activities such as the census already mentioned, 

language classes, and also the effort to activate 

the library with reading sessions. In this context, 

Lira’s drift towards the dematerialization of the 

artistic action can be seen as an act of resistance. 

It is not a coincidence that the last event of his 

residence time at the end of July, has as theme 

“the artist as gentrificador agent”.

REFLECTION:DREAMS AND EXPECTATIONS

Alex Flynn is one of the collaborators who came to 

Cambridge through the network generated by Lira. 

An English anthropologist, developing a research on 

contemporary art, politics and social mobilization, 

he underscores the “complexity of the project, 

from the internal and external point of view. It is a 

meeting point for various logics of participation: 

the anthropological, artistic, the social movement 

to give real support to the project is required. They do not 

expect to create connections through a culture of events or 

material artworks, but prioritize their catalytic function within 

the occupation, giving their abilities and connections, and 

giving voice to everyone. For this, Lira has articulated several 

tactics that will extend to the following residents: the creation 

of collaborative work; the use of common areas as workplace; 

the development of network of dialogue and interchange with 

the community; always thinking the duration of the initiatives 

beyond the period of residence. There are several initiatives 

that have been initiated or demanded by the community 

and articulated through the work of Lira: organizing group 

therapies, the enhancement of an existing film club, and a 

audiovisual census of the residents in collaboration with Isadora 

Brant and Fernanda Taddei.

ÍCARO LIRA: A JOURNEY OF DEMATERIALIZATION

Ícaro Lira (1986, Fortaleza, CE) occupied the space between 

the months of March and July. He defines his role as agent for 

activation of ideas and actions in a transversal way, thinking 

of what it is to be an artist in this context, what could be 

his work and what kind of return would it have. From the 

first moment he was sure he would not produce “artworks” 

and that he would base his practice as social capital. Thus, 

he focused on the development of networks, whether 

internal, with the consolidation of personal relationships 

with residents, or external, with the opening of channels 

to reflect on the situations surrounding the migration and 

occupation phenomena. His exhibitions are formalized as 

large, heterogeneous and mutable files accompanied by 

meetings for the updating of the stories. On these occasions, 

Lira sets aside his material production to focus on “working 

together”. He returns to what Lygia Clark, Oiticica and the 

carioca scene already defined as a “new perceptive behavior” 

in a strategy of emancipation and empowerment through 

the recognition of plural identities. Within his methodology, 

there is always a notebook. In it, Lira records information 

about various forgotten Brazilian stories, updated with a 

continuous correspondence with contemporary events. 

These current events are heirs of these distant narratives, 

and are surprisingly similar. In all of them, the worker and 

the emigrant are central figures. The notebook he carries 
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networks. ”And all this in a space defined as “disputed”: 

”Everything is always at stake, is mutable, which means 

a challenge and an opportunity”. Even without a defined 

action program, the next resident artists, Jaime Lauriano 

and Raphael Escobar, believe, like Ícaro Lira, in the 

formation of a context of action. They will work focused 

on the network of residents, while also tracking previous 

initiatives. They know they are not the first ones, taking 

as reference the Prestes Maia building occupation which 

happened between 2003 and 2006. According to André 

Luiz Mesquita’s[4] review, they question what were the 

true interests of each of the parties involved - between 

the movement’s need for legitimacy in the press, and 

the artist’s search for an alternative space - as well as a 

real understand of the needs of others. Marcio Harum, 

curator of Visual Arts at the São Paulo Cultural Centre 

approached the Cambridge occupation thanks to his 

interest in the programme organized by Lira. There he 

found ”a meeting point between the Brazilian artistic 

and cultural classes and other nationalities, which does 

not happen anywhere else in São Paulo. It is an elastic 

public”, he says. The project responds to the current 

political context and its social realities, in which the Sao 

Paulo society seems to be coming out of anesthesia to 

increase their collaborative participation. There are, 

however, many challenges that can be identified and are 

being faced in the Cambridge Artistic Residence: first, the 

formation of a community - even heterogeneous, which 

is one of the values underscored by curators Juliana 

Caffé and Yudi Raphael. There is only an initial cohesion 

between residents, which comes from the struggle for 

decent housing, but it doesn’t necessarily reflects their 

goals, interests and ways of life. For this, as pointed out 

by Isam Ahmad Issa, a Palestinian refugee living in the 

occupation, a comprehensive understanding of what it 

means an act of resistance in the current political and 

economic situation is needed. It would be the first step 

towards a free thought and not tied only to the fear of 

not being able to cover basic needs. On other hand, 

they need to think about the conscious construction 

of the visibility of the actions and the possibility or not 

of a reverberation beyond the purely artistic limits. 

Echoing a concern of Situationism, the project should 

be an activator element committed to the surroundings, 

and not only concerned with the symbolic sphere. It is 

this, the mode of operation proposed by this network of 

people connected to the Cambridge Artistic Residence: 

residents, artists and curators. Through the collaborative 

art practice, they seek together to think and create a 

space where the sensible can be shared and where would 

be possible to re-imagine ways of producing tensions 

and alternatives through transdisciplinary practices that 

leverage among them. That would be an opportunity to 

arouse critical thinking skills, being the art a catalyst in 

union with other areas of knowledge.

(1) Walter Benjamin, L’Auteur comme producteur, Paris, 1934. (2) Nicolas Bourriaud, 
L’esthétique relationnelle, Dijon, 1998. (3) Claire Bishop, Antagonism and Relational 
Aesthetics, October, New York, 2004. (4) André Luiz Mesquita, Poetic Insurgencies: 
Activist Art and Collective Action (1990-2000), São Paulo, 2008. (www.espiral.fau.
usp.br/arquivos-artigos/2008-dissertacao_Andre_Mesquita.pdf)

FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: THE  
RESIDENCE’S CURATORS JULIANA  
CAFFÉ E YUDI RAPHAEL AND  
THE RESEARCHER ALEX FLYNN
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