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The show “reForm” commemorates the Fairhill School in North Philadelphia and

represents the pain of losing 31 schools.

PHILADELPHIA — A school may be made of bricks and mortar, but when one
closes, the loss can feel like a death in the family.

So, when Philadelphia started to close 31 public schools three years ago, there
was an outpouring of protests, grief and tears — emotions captured in
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“reForm,” a show that opened on Friday and focuses on one shuttered school
and its neighborhood.

The exhibition, in a converted basement space at Temple University’s Tyler
School of Art in North Philadelphia, is a model of a classroom at Fairhill, a
kindergarten-through-eighth-grade school a mile away that closed at the end of
the academic year in 2013.

The space is filled with familiar equipment like lockers, books and desks — 80
percent of which comes from the school itself — but also includes written and
oral testimony about the closure and its wrenching effect on students.

Kiara Villegas, 15, a former Fairhill student who participated in the project.Credit
Jessica Kourkounis for The New York Times
In a corridor, a row of cubbies from Fairhill has backpacks, jackets and coat
hooks, and a glass case houses a stuffed bobcat, the school’s mascot, standing
on a pile of opened books.

Inside the classroom, a blackboard is covered by the text of a letter sent by Dr.
William R. Hite, the school district’s superintendent, to Fairhill’s
principal, Darlene Lomax, informing her of the decision to close the school.

“Our circumstances require us to reduce the unused space in our schools so that
we can better use resources on providing students with a safe environment and
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a higher-quality learning environment,” says the letter, written on the board in
what looks like a chalk script.

The room also contains a teacher’s lectern, affixed with part of a “property
available” sign. This recalls the actual placard on the shuttered building, with
which the school district hopes to attract buyers.

Among the most eloquent components are essays by nine Fairhill students who
contributed to the show. They wrote in pencil directly onto the walls of the
exhibition that are covered with oversize lined paper to look like exercise books.

Jacob Rodriguez, 17, another Fairhill student. Credit Jessica Kourkounis for The New
York Times
“Whenever I see the school and the ruins, I wanna break into tears,” wrote
Jacob Rodriguez, 17, who attended Fairhill from kindergarten through eighth
grade.

The direct application of pencil to the walls expresses the authenticity of the
students’ feelings about the closure, said Pepén Osorio, the creator of the
exhibition and a professor at Tyler.

“There is a sense of the urgency; there is a sense of allowing them to be able to
say what they think is important right there in the moment,” Mr. Osorio said.
“They had control; I wasn'’t filtering.” (On the wall, Mr. Rodriguez’s use of
‘wanna’ is corrected to ‘want to’ in red pen by a former English teacher who also
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corrected other students’ submissions.) In an interview, Mr. Rodriguez recalled
his feeling of belonging to the school. “Every time I went there in the morning,
it was just a positive atmosphere, even though it was a real bad neighborhood,”
he said. “People would say good morning to you as soon as you walked through
the door. It was a genuinely good place.”

Kiara Villegas, 15, wrote on the wall: “They closed our school, for what reason
though?”

Ms. Villegas, who attended the school from first to seventh grades, described it
as a haven. “It was like a second home to me,” she said in an interview. “The
teachers were like parents to me.” Spoken responses to the closure by Ms.
Villegas and 12 other students are recorded in a row of video screens, built into
shrinelike structures and supported by giant yellow pencils, standing along one
wall of the classroom.

The video statements, which provide a repeating oral backdrop to the show,
express a sense of powerlessness against bureaucratic decisions and a fear that
the closure would damage their education and increase the danger of falling
into a life of crime and incarceration.

Pepon Osorio created the “reForm” exhibition. Credit Jessica Kourkounis for The New
York Times
In an effort to understand how their school was chosen for closure, the
participating students made models of the senior officials who were connected



to the decision, including Superintendent Hite; the former Pennsylvania Gov.
Tom Corbett; and members of the state-appointedSchool Reform
Commission who made the final decisions.

“It’s really about understanding not only the implications but also the system
itself,” said Mr. Osorio, a prominent installation artist and former social
worker. “Very few of them knew there was a School Reform Commission.”

Fernando Gallard, a spokesman for the school district, said, “We completely
understand the feelings of the students and their community that something
that was part of their community was closed.” He said Fairhill was in a
neighborhood where there were two other elementary schools a few blocks
apart. Each school was operating at 58 percent to 65 percent of student
capacity, but Fairhill was chosen for closure because it was low-performing and
was in poor physical condition, he said.

Mr. Gallard said district officials would be willing to meet with any community
groups that might form in response to the exhibition, and he said that he
personally would visit it.

Mr. Osorio, whose previous work includes the 1994 creation of a crowded
inner-city barbershop, said he chose the school over others that were shuttered
because it is on his commute to work.

“The ghost of the building, and the presence of that ghost around the
neighborhood, and what that meant for the community,” he said, “was
overpowering to me.”

“reForm” opened Friday and runs through April 2016, at Temple University’s Tyler School of Art, 2001 North 13th
Street in Philadelphia, tyler.temple.edu/reform.

A version of this article appears in print on August 29, 2015, on page C1 of the New York edition with the headline:
Art Planted in Fertile Ground, Where Tears Fell for Lost Schools . Order Reprints| Today's Paper|Subscribe
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equitable education. Over the last decade, Chicago, Detroit, and

Philadelphia have shut hundreds of public schools—frequently leaving
behind vacant buildings in impoverished neighborhoods and raising
questions about lawmakers’ motivations. (Last year, four independent
education organizations in Louisiana, Illinois, and New Jersey filed a Title VI
complaint asking the U.S. Justice and Education departments to investigate
racist or otherwise discriminatory practices in state closings.) It’s against this
backdrop that contemporary artists are using the empty buildings to explore
the emotional toll that school closures take on residents—entering the fraught

education debate whether they intend to or not.

Artists have long realized the emotive power of abandoned places, from the
18th-century French painter Hubert Robert (known as “Hubert Des Ruins”)
to the 20th-century conceptualists who recognized that neglected buildings
can articulate complex social issues. One such example is Gordon Matta-
Clark, who in his 1974 project, Splitting, famously sawed an ordinary,
suburban New Jersey home awaiting demolition down the middle. As the
New York Times architecture critic Nicolai Ouroussoff put it: Splitting
encapsulated “the growing sense that the American dream was evaporating.”
(A few months later, the house was destroyed.) Similarly, the husband-wife
team Bernd and Hilla Becher are known for their powerful photographs of
the declining industrial era. Taken across Europe and North America, the
photos feature abandoned plants and factories whose functions, like those

who once worked there, had become obsolete.

But a growing body of contemporary artists are putting forth the idea that a
shuttered school can be more poignant than a decaying factory or boarded-up
home. As the artists interviewed for this article explained, a deserted school
and its remnants are at once more universal and personal than are other
objects because they represent both a collective childhood experience and a

deeply private one. Generally, there are two approaches in this field of art.



First, there are artists who document the sorrow and frustration felt by
parents, students, and teachers, either photographing empty schools or
constructing exhibits from the abandoned furniture and supplies inside
them. Then there are the artists who engage in an art form called social
practice: They tackle policy questions more directly—urging residents to

reimagine derelict schools and engage openly with city leaders.

Either way, there are various possibilities for abandoned art as an agent of
social change. Ai WeiWei, arguably one of the world’s most famous activists,
offers a strong precedent for American artists. In his 2009 piece
Remembering, Aiused 9,000 backpacks to spell out the words “She lived
happily in this world for seven years” on the side of a Munich museum,
criticizing the Chinese government after thousands of students perished in
their shoddy classrooms during the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Heaps of dead
children’s backpacks were found at the site of the demolished schools.
Although Chinese authorities initially censored Ai for publishing the names
and birthdates of 5,212 student casualties, the government released a tally
of student victims—5,335—a year after the quake and months of
obfuscation. Today, many credit Ai’s backpack installation and ensuing
media coverage for the switch in China’s policy. When it comes to shut-down
schools, perhaps the haunting images of a crumbling auditorium or a jumble
of discarded desks help officials empathize with their constituents and better

judge neighborhood impact in the future.

For example, in Chicago, evidence has shown that some recent closures have
forced children to cross through gang territory to get to their newly assigned
schools. In 2013, analyzing the city’s annual budget, the Chicago Teachers
Union president Karen Lewis questioned whether the additional security
costs (guards and Chicago police support) outweighed the estimated $1
billion the district saved in closing 49 schools. What might the physical

display of school artifacts—such as Ai’s backpacks—do to inform



policymakers versus parent protests or even a hunger strike?

And artists, of course, aren’t the only ones to grasp that everyday school
items can invoke a shared educational experience and a government’s
obligation to its youngest citizens. Last month’s “Notebooks For Peace,” a
project based in Charlottesville, Virginia, represented the devastation that a
school shooting can have on a community and a nation. Designed by Zoe
Bearinger, a senior at the Tandem Friends School and Charlottesville Center
for Peace and Justice, it was a display in the city’s downtown mall of 262
composition books; a Post-It is tucked inside each notebook with a name and
age of a student killed in a school shooting since Columbine. School closures
are certainly different from mass shootings and devastating natural disasters.
Abandoned school art in Chicago, Detroit, and Philadelphia may simply
reflect the challenges of which city leaders are already keenly aware, however

painful closings are for those involved.

* %

Teachers’ Democracy Project, a Baltimore advocacy group, recently posed a
question about the threat of school closures: “Why would we close any small,
safe and relatively successful school, particularly if it is located in a low-
income, Black neighborhood and serves as a vital anchor-institutions?” But
the hard reality often has to do with fiscal circumstances. According to The
Baltimore Sun, the school’s 176 students used only 58 percent of the
building, its maintenance costs financially draining on the city. Closures
certainly stoke feelings of powerlessness, but as Jelani Cobb’s New Yorker
story on the shutting of Jamaica High School in Queens illustrates, educators
and reformers have competing views about why cities close schools and

whether students always suffer as a result.

A 2011 Pew research study that looked at six cities that have engaged in

large-scale school closings—including Philadelphia, Chicago, and Detroit—



suggests that closures only minimally affect student performance.
Achievement measures fell in the final months of a school’s existence (the
emotional zenith for students and faculty), but tended to rebound or improve
afterwards. Still, closures in struggling neighborhoods could have social
ripple effects. While there’s no direct evidence that they do, closings might
make it more difficult for teachers to recognize incoming at-risk students
because they don’t share an on-going relationship, a key factor education
experts believe helps reduce dropout rates. Students living in low-income
families were five times more likely to dropout than those from more affluent
ones, and since closings are generally clustered in economically challenged
communities, they could, over the long term, perpetuate the higher rates of

imprisonment among students who don’t graduate.

“The thing about a school that’s different is that it’s symbolic of a
commitment,” said the artist Matthew Christopher, who photographs
abandoned spaces across the U.S., from Bethlehem Steel warehouses to
hospitals, movie theaters, and schools. “Everybody has a different idea of
what the American dream is,” he said. “But the standard that is agreed upon
is that regardless of your background, through hard work, intelligence, and
ingenuity you can rise above your station. Closing a school knocks rungs out
of the ladder, making it more difficult for kids to improve their lot in life.”
Photographing what was most recently Julia De Burgos Magnet Middle
School in northeast Philadelphia in 2007 and seeing its architectural
grandeur—as well as the values the school stood for—in ruins, according to

Christopher, was heartbreaking.*



Edison High/De Burgos Middle (Matthew Christopher)

According to Christopher’s book, Abandoned America: The Age of
Consequences, that building (originally the Northeast Manual Training School)

was built in either 1890 or 1905 (sources vary), designed to resemble a




medieval castle with a central tower, turrets, and gargoyles at a time when
“the idea of publicly funded school for the working class was progressive and
controversial.” (Christopher and many others refer to the school as Edison
High, the school that occupied the building until the late 1980s.)

Several schools occupied and then left the premises before De Burgos Middle
and, by the 1990s, as Christopher describes, the building was infested with
rats, textbooks were outdated, and student violence was rampant. Named
one of the worst in Philadelphia, the school was eventually taken over by the
private-management company Edison Learning, which ultimately vacated
the building in 2002, leaving it to vandalism and decay, according to
Christopher. In 2011, a four-alarm fire engulfed the building’s roof. It was
finally demolished in 2013, reportedly making the way for developers to

construct a discount supermarket and fast-food restaurant.

Edison High/De Burgos Middle (Matthew Christopher)






Edison High/De Burgos Middle (Matthew Christopher)

Edison High/De Burgos Middle (Matthew Christopher)

“Trying to fathom how many people had been part of the place, for better or
worse, was humbling,” wrote Christopher about photographing the
Philadelphia school. “There was no reflection or ceremony about it, just a
bunch of guys whacking it apart with hammers and power tools.” In many
ways, this is what his abandoned art—whether a photograph of a school or a
Detroit auto factor—strives to do: reflect upon the complex, emotional history
of a building and the city around it, while paying a ceremonial respect to

those who spent so many hours of their lives inside.

Meanwhile, an anonymous artist known as Detroiturbex is documenting
Detroit’s economic hardship, by photographing abandoned schools and other

buildings around the city—an area that was built for 2 million people but now



has only around 700,000. The photographer pairs then-and-now pictures of
an abandoned school with research about a neighborhood’s particular trends,
giving viewers a visual history of Detroit’s social challenges, the automotive

industry, and the Great Recession.

Pepdn Osorio, reForm installation
(Constance Mensh/ Temple Contemporary)

The artist Pepon Osorio’s latest project for its part responds to the recent
state of Philadelphia school closings. A professor of community art at Temple
University and a 1999 recipient of the MacArthur “genius award,” Osorio is
known for merging conceptual art with civic engagement to create highly
personalized installations. For his current show, “reForm,” he salvaged
chalkboards, lockers, and chairs from nearby Fairhill elementary, one of the
24 Philadelphia schools shuttered in 2013, and reinstalled them in the

basement of Temple’s Tyler School of Art. Every morning, Osorio said, he



would bike past the Fairhill building, struck by the chained doors and what he
describes as “the heavy feeling of abandonment that seemed to surround the
place, like an architectural ghost”—but also by a sense of urgency. Where did
all the children and teachers go? What does this abandoned building cost the

neighborhood?

And so hisidea of an art show to portray the effects of school closures was
born. Funded with a $300,000 Pew Center for Arts and Heritage grant,
Osorio encouraged former Fairhill students to cover the walls of the Tyler
classroom with written accounts of their own experiences, transcribed on
oversized lined paper to resemble school notebooks. For example, 17-year-
old Jacob Rodriguez, who attended Fairhill student from kindergarten
through eighth grade, penciled: “Whenever I see the school and the ruins, I
wanna break into tears.” There’s also a video loop of students’ oral testimony
—conveying the fears that, without a neighborhood school, they and their

friends are more likely to land in jail.

OPER






Edison High School, the school that occupied the building before Julia De Burgos Middle. We regret the error.
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Martha Wilson, Nick Cave and Pepon Osorio in New York City

By andrea kirsh | September 27, 2011

Pepon Osorio ‘Drowned in A Glass of Water’ (2010) mixed media, Ronald Feldman Gallery

Pepon Osorio’s exhibition at Ronald Feldman Gallery (through Oct. 22, 2011) consists of one large installation
in each of two rooms. Drowned in a Glass of Water revolves on a huge platform, each side revealing a tableaux
of contrasting domestic scenes. Osorio has an ability similar to Edward Kienholz’s, of evoking human
vulnerability through forms that suggest the human despite being only partially figural (or having figural
attributes). The living-room of a modest home is cramped and chaotic. A large woman looms over the scene;
she wears a red and white, crocheted ballgown and her arms are covered with bandages. In front of her is a
wheelchair occupied by a figure, represented by a video screen which shows the hands of a woman crocheting
the red and white yarn of the dress. Is the large figure a mannekin, or a dream of the incapacitated, knitting
woman? Or are there two women in the room? A boy in a football helmet sits at the back, watching television;
his back is to the room and to us, the viewers. Balloons with get-well wishes sit on a shelf, implying that
someone is recuperating. The shelves are otherwise filled with a multitude of gimcrack figurines, the floor is
littered with toys and a toppled, miniature Christmas tree.

The reverse of the platform is occupied by a sleeker and more monied scene: on a hospital litter lies a figure in
the guise of a video screen again, whose imagery implies the interior of the body at a molecular level. Beside it
a golden heart sits on the ground, covered in a glass bell jar of sorts, upon which rests a gold pocket watch. On
the back wall in an elaborate, gold frame is a moving image of a waterfall. 1t’s impossible not to associate it
with the flickering waterfall of Duchamp’s Etant donnés, but | can’t figure out what to make of that association.
A mirror reflects an image of a woman’s mouth, eating from a silver spoon.

The work in the second room, Todo o nada (All or Nothing), is clearer in its references. To approach it we pass
through security gates to find the bruised face of a boy looking out the window of a modest house, as we hear
the voice of his mother who describes finding him beaten. Both works evoke the harshness of everyday life
which, even for the wealthy, includes our common mortality. Osorio’s work is full of references to pain, yet the
very efforts he puts into the representations implies some optimism, or at least hope of redemption. But the
imagery of figures mired in difficulties pervades this exhibition.
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How the other half lives

Two homes, two communities go on display in Williams College exhibit
By Cate McQuaid, Globe Correspondent | October 3, 2010

NORTH ADAMS — The first thing Pepdn Osorio noticed when he came to town to work on his art installation “Drowned in
a Glass of Water” was how different this artsy but beleaguered old industrial city is from its immediate neighbor,
Williamstown, a manicured college town that has dubbed itself “the village beautiful.”

“Homes in Williamstown were a little more separated from the street,” Osorio observed. “In North Adams, there’s a
shortening of that space, more accessibility to the interior of the homes.”

Distinctions both subtle and obvious drive “Drowned in a Glass of Water,” which spent the summer inside a former Chevy
dealership amid the old brick industrial buildings on the eastern side of town. On Sept. 25, the exhibit officially reopened at
the Williams College Museum of Art, which commissioned the project.

Taking a break from preparing the installation for its move to the museum last month, Osorio settled down at a table just
inside the Chevy dealer’s door to talk about the project, which was prompted by an invitation to the museum from
Gastronomica, the food journal. The installation is about two communities, but Osorio got to know those communities
around kitchen tables.

‘I ate a lot. I'm on a diet now,” said Osorio, 55, a gregarious, Puerto Rican-born artist whose home is now Philadelphia.
“We had communal meals in people’s homes. Organic food and Cheez Doodles.”

Shared meals were only the starting point for “Drowned in a Glass of Water.”

“It wasn’'t necessary for the work of art to be about eating,” says Lisa Corrin, director of the Williams College Museum.
“Symbolically, it's about breaking bread and getting to know each other.”

Osorio approaches his work with an anthropologist’s eye. He has won a MacArthur fellowship for his art, which often
involves spending weeks or months in conversation with a community before he creates an artwork that portrays it.
“Drowned in a Glass of Water” takes a magic-realist approach to examining what Williamstown and North Adams share
and how they differ. The piece spins on an 18-foot turntable with a wall down the middle.

“I wanted to contrast and revolve, so that it's not either-or, but we see [both sides] simultaneously,” Osorio said. After
months of meeting locals, Osorio chose to focus on one family from each town. The Williamstown family is represented on
one side of the wall, and the North Adams family on the other. Objects and materials tell the family’s stories: The
Williamstown family’s father died of cancer. The North Adams family was served an eviction notice, fought back, and
stayed in their home.

Astroturf carpets the Williamstown side, and there’s a swimming pool, but there’s also a gurney on the lawn, denoting the
loss of the father. That side of the wall is mirrored, reflecting the viewer and surroundings. The North Adams side features
a living room crowded with figures and objects — including a mannequin in a gaudy, pink, hand-crocheted dress that
looks like a birthday cake, several toy police cars, and a wheelchair.

When Osorio visited the North Adams family, he said, “I sat in the living room and | started to see wheelchairs
everywhere. | didn’t say anything. Then, at the end, | said, ‘What’s up with the wheelchairs?’ ‘Oh,’ the mother said, ‘that’s



my grandfather.’ ”
The man was a Williamstown resident who had lost all his money and ended up in North Adams, Osorio said.

A video showing on the television in the North Adams section shows water rising and receding. It hints at some kind of
threat — such as the chance that the family might have been evicted. “They’re drowning in a glass of water,” Osorio said.

Straddling the class divide between North Adams and Williamstown, the work has generated intrigue and discomfort in
some viewers. Across the street from the Chevy dealership, at the Crystal Hard Hat Saloon, bar owner Todd Hebert kept
an eye on the project over the summer.

“It's off the wall,” said Hebert, a burly, bearded man with the easy manner of a friendly neighborhood barkeep. “I've seen
people walk over and look at it. People won’t go in during the day, but they stop by at night and look through the
windows.”

Hebert said he was a fine arts major in college, so he gets it, but he’s not sure about the wall in the middle of the
turntable. “Williamstown and North Adams are the same. A couple of miles different,” he said. “Williamstown is a little
prettier. It's like a $1,000 dress on a woman instead of a $100 dress. They look the same. But this one [North Adams] is
spending the other $900 on what's really needed.”

Setting up an art installation in an old Chevy dealership shattered a lot of expectations. People interacted with it differently
than they would have in a museum. Every day, museum staff sat in the dealership and found themselves in conversation
with visitors.

“Each person who came in had a question. ‘This is art?’ ‘What is this supposed to be?’ ” Corrin said. A museum, she
pointed out, offers a more quiet, introspective experience. When she spent a few hours at the dealership, a woman came
in with her autistic son. Corrin offered to watch the boy as his mother took in the installation.

“She said, ‘I like this piece. | really understand the relationship between the two families. | know a family in Williamstown
with an autistic child,” ” Corrin reported. “They might think they have nothing else in common, but the disability had
brought them together.”

Osorio carefully guards the identities of both families, and wouldn’t allow a reporter to talk with them.

“I have a theory that working-class people are more willing to have their lives opened up. They are more susceptible,” he
said. In Williamstown, he added, “people are reserved and cautious of having an artist turn them inside out and tell their
stories in public.”

He invited both families in to view the installation privately before it opened. “I needed their blessing,” Osorio said.

Ashley Benson, a social worker working with the Northern Berkshire Community Coalition who helped Osorio find the
North Adams family, says they enjoyed the opening. “The mother was absolutely thrilled and taken aback,” she said. “She
was very proud, but also | think she felt like she had contributed to the community.”

The Williamstown woman, Osorio said, was a little put off by the implication of a divide. “She thought it was elegant and
recognized it as her own space,” Osorio said. “But she didn’t like the wall. She wanted it knocked down. She didn’t see
that much separation between the two places.”

For Osorio, the division between the communities may be an illusion — that’'s why he has them set up on a turntable, so
they appear to mix and meld, and why the wall is mirrored.

He doesn’t see one side as better off than the other. “People accumulate and accumulate, and there’s a fear of
emptiness,” he noted. He could have been talking about the opulence in his rendering of Williamstown, or the jam-packed
North Adams living room. “Both places,” he said, “are extremely beautiful.”

Cate McQuaid can be reached at cmcq@speakeasy.net. =
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