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”We may see the overall meaning of art change profoundly - from being an
end to being a means, from holding out a promise of perfection in some
other realm to demonstrating a way of living meaningfully in this one.“
- Allan Kaprow

SUELO is Estudio Nuboso’s pilot phase which activates our goal of connecting art with human ecology by
addressing soil from various perspectives in order to raise awareness of different biological and cultural
contexts in Panama.
Suelo Vol. I is the reflection of a multidisciplinary residency which took place in January 2014 in Punta
San Lorenzo, Veraguas. It was a knowledge exchange between the Arrimadero community community
members and selected residency participants: farmers, geologists, architects, writers, cooks, artists,
philosophers, cultural agents, amongst others. With an open, horizontal, artistic platform we addressed the
theme of soil through the lens of land, territory, food production, grounding, history, building methods and
sustainable living. In your hands is our first publication.
										 Ela Spalding
Artistic Director
Estudio Nuboso
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I used to live in Paris in a 6th floor walk up on the
Rue Montmarte in Les Halles. It was four tiny rooms
at the top of a rickety stair with two windows to the
street and one to a courtyard and I couldn’t stretch
my arms up without hitting the ceiling. For years
it was heaven but as that illusion receded and it
revealed itself to be more like a straightjacket than
paradise I often found myself musing about living in
a place with no walls, no windows, no restraints, no
limits.
Years later, when Punta San Lorenzo (simply, SaLo,
though I can’t help but think of Altazor when I go
there) revealed itself to me one glorious orange and
purple hued February afternoon, sitting out in the
break at Santa Catalina, it suddenly occurred to me
that I might find there what I had been longing for.
And so it was.

Although slash and burn farming had reduced the
hilltop to a barren, scorched knob, it was bounded
only by an endless sky and ocean all around, with a
fringe of forest that echoed with the hoots of curious howlers and a view south almost all the way to
the Galapagos.
Standing on that hilltop that first day it was clear
to me that if we were going to try to live there we
would need to recreate the devastated ecosystem,
and with that in mind we set about constructing
a structure made with salvaged materials that we
hauled by truck, cayuco, raft, horseback and on our
backs over muddy roads, down the Rio Grande,
through mangroves, past Playa Banco and across
the bay at Arrimadero to the top of the hill. We built
a roof to capture rainwater that fed an open air
cistern, trees and flowers were planted haphazardly
and nature was allowed to take her course.

She obliged with a spontaneous explosion of
life- birds returned first, twittering in the eaves at
dawn, then butterflies, frogs, snakes, iguanas, more
howlers- even deer that had been hunted to near
extinction found their way back.
Mimicking nature and as a response to her moods,
the shelter grew organically. When thunder, lightning
and rainstorms came at us out of the south like a
hallucination we grew the roof towards it to buffer
the shock of the collision and slid translucent walls
into place to keep out the rain, ensuring calm and
the hope of salvation within the watery chaos. And
when hot summer trade winds came at us relentlessly out of the north trying to blow the house off
the hill the walls were drawn back and the roof,

light like a kite, undulated like ocean waves or a big
bird taking flight.
I set about building SaLo to recreate an ecosystem
and to undertake an investigation into the nature of
tropical architecture. Over the years I have used it
as a sort of laboratory where I can experiment with
building types and materials and methods and perhaps come to some sort of conclusion about those
things. But it turns out that the experiment is better
left open ended and the only thing I can say with
certainty is that SaLo has exponentially heightened
my appreciation of simple, infinite things like space
and time, thereby allowing me a glimpse of what
just may be paradise.
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Arrimadero and the Rising
of the Isthmus
Dr. Anthony Coates

Panama formed the last link in the chain of the
Central American Isthmus which became a
complete land bridge about three million years
ago. Panama is located in a crucial position, surrounded by five different pieces of the earth’s
crust called tectonic plates. Two of them are
very large and include the continents of South
and North America both apparently moving
towards the west. A small Caribbean plate lies
between them moving towards the east. To the
west of these three plates lie two Pacific Plates
moving eastwards and colliding with and sinking
beneath the Americas creating in the process
the Rocky Mountains in the north and the Andes
in the south, as well as the Cordillera Central of
Central America.
Because the westward movement of South
America has a northern component, it is
“squeezing” the Caribbean Plate to its north and
this movement, three million years ago, bent
Panama into its “S” shape and buckled up the
mountains to create land which completed the
isthmian land bridge. This triggered a massive migration of land animals from the south
(including marsupials) to the north and placental
mammals from the north to the south that is
called the Great American Biotic Interchange

(GABI). After GABI, Panama was invaded by the
rich tropical Amazonian flora and fauna creating
its stunning biodiversity, enriched by additional
immigrants from the north, especially migratory
birds.
However, another geological process had also
been at work over the long geological history of
the formation of the Isthmus. If today, you scan
the topography of the Pacific Ocean plate you
will observe numerous large islands like Hawaii
and the Galapagos and hundreds of smaller underwater structures called seamounts. Because
of their thickness and chemical composition
some of these structures, when they arrive at
the western edge of Central America, where the
Pacific Plate begins to sink beneath the Caribbean Plate (a process called Subduction) they do
not go down with the Pacific Plate but instead
get scraped off and stuck onto the overlying
Caribbean plate. A glance at a map of Central
America shows a smooth Caribbean coast contrasting with the indented and irregular Pacific
Coast. All these irregular promontories and
peninsulas are the “flotsam and jetsam” of the
seamounts and island of the Pacific Plate that
have, over many millions of years, been stuck
onto the western Central American isthmus.

The peninsula of Sona, where we are located, is
one such piece of “flotsam” technically called an
“exotic terrane.” The rocks of the Sona peninsula
were formed 71 million years ago, when they
were located in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.
At this time, they were extruded as submarine
lava, and formed into numerous large pillows by
the chilling of the cold seawater. Then they drifted
with the Pacific Plate over many millions of years
always getting closer to the Central American
Isthmus, the western edge of the Caribbean Plate.
Finally, but we don’t know exactly when, the lavas
got stuck in the subduction zone and scraped
off onto the western edge of the Caribbean plate
to form another one of these “exotic terranes.”
Other exotic terranes include the Peninsulas
of Nicoya, Herradura, Osa, Burica, Coiba, and
Azuero.

In the last three million years, in addition to the
slow and inexorable geological movements, sea
level and temperature have been affected by the
waxing and waning ice ages each one about
100,000 years apart. The last ice age maximum
was 19,000 years ago when sea level was 130
meters lower than today as seawater was taken
up to form the expanded ice sheets. At this time,
the land area of Panama would have been greatly
enlarged and Islands like the Perlas, Coiba, Cébaco, and Gobernadora would have been part of
the mainland. About 14,000 years ago the first
humans crossed the Isthmus into South America
and some settled to create distinctive and long
lasting cultures in Panama. By 1500 BC, indigenous peoples had colonized the flat spaces close
to the coast where they could feed themselves
amply both from the land and the rich fisheries in
the sea.

About Arrimadero and its inhabitants
(excerpts from interviews)

“Arrimadero is named due to the abundance of sticks, trunks and driftwood the river brought.
That’s what my Dad has told us that he was told growing up. They named it Arrimadero and
then we came and drifted up here too. Except we didn’t come down the river but by land.
										
Those who really arrived here on the beach were our grandparents. They were the founders; a
man who lived on the other side (of the river) with his wife - he passed away. Now many have
moved to the beach, but really our land was in Madre Vieja. We used to come here by horse to
fish with my Dad.

									- Olidis Patiño

“I`ve been alive for 50 years, I was born in the small town of Madre Vieja. But my Dad tells
us they used to live in a place called El Yaya, out there by La Soledad, by the San Juan river.
In those days there was a lot of free land out here. Back then, his brother told him that if he
wanted to come here he was welcome. So he came and started working the land and he made
himself a “monte” that he appropriated. And he was free. Later he wanted to move to Playa Flor
but my mother was afraid because there were too many tigers, so they stayed closer... my sister
and I were born here. The others - Olidis’ mom, Nieves’ mom - they were born by San Juanito,
close to La Soledad, on the road to Soná.
I was five or seven years old when General Omar Torrijos began offering support to farmers. He
would give them material to make fences for cattle. He would give them capital to buy a cow and
that was how he helped them.
My father bought some cows - and well, that was profitable. With time, I don`t know if he got
bored, he started to get rid of them. The land was left free, without cattle - lowlands, more like
brushland. Since he left us each a piece of land, some of us bought cows and we have a little
seed here and there, always.”

								

- Juanita Valdés

I used to live in Soná but from Soná I moved here
because I liked it. Since it wasn’t possible to work
with agriculture there and here there was a lot of
land, many mountains and my friends invited me
here; “let’s go - there’s land, mountains and you can
work.” As I liked agriculture - I still like it - I moved
here, to work.
When I arrived this was pretty underdeveloped,
there were no means for communication, communication with Soná was done by boat - sailboats, rowboats. The lifestyle was easy, to live, to eat. It was
easy because there was a lot of hunting, animals like
rabbits, deer and things like that, which helped us
economize our pockets.
Now there has been big development. Still today
we are seeing big development. But beneath this,
we are oppressed by all things commercial - food is
very expensive, you see.
There used to be big mountains (forests), from Soná
to here that were all mountain. But because it was
like that, millionaires started to buy land and as the
road came in, penetrating the fields, they also came
in, buying land, hoarding land and us - we had to
almost run away. Like it’s happening now in Panama
(City) - right now they are kicking out many people
who have been living in a place for thirty or fourty
years; they are being removed them from their living
positions.
There is no place like there used to be, to make your
own lot, to plant your cassava, your rice, to plant
your corn, beans. We used to produce everything
right here. You didn’t have to go to town to get it like you see those cars around here now - vegetable
sellers, we have to buy from them because we can’t
produce anymore.

Up there, there used to be some plots, they sprayed
poison, to fight off cicadas, poison against ants, poison against worms - well, that was all day spraying
poison. They really sprayed poison there!
Then it would rain in the afternoon and that water
came down, into the sea here. And what happened?
The fish here would die. So the damage they caused
with their poison doubled.
The earth used to produce without fertilizer.
A lot. The earth had a unique substance. Anything
you planted in it produced very well. That’s why
the question is not about if the earth doesn’t give
anymore - the earth gives, but the earth is no longer
the same because the very poison they throw on it
to fight weeds and fungi, is what is killing it too.
But what future can these children of tomorrow
have if we who can still do something, are complaining about the basic costs of food and all that.
Now with these kids - by the time they have kids,
those basics will be gone!
Only if their government is a government that stops
the increase of the cost of basic food, will they then
be able to live a little better. But as long as they don’t
stop, they will live, but without kids of their own
because we don’t see a future of survival.
It’s going to be hard.
- Gertrudis (Tejano) Solís

Invitation

Run to earth

Ground is singing
Eidolon salved with door
Terremoto Terrane cleaving
Land extruded from mountain
Down by the rock pool collison
Pillow lava marled to the gape
Relict of seamount crest of fount
Paean to massive migration

Tumble down

Let us skim this cave
Rail precipice dance on the berm
Bird and wave
The blond arcade skippering our boat
I’ll sing the blues of a limning earth
Lodestar flint and lantern
Lea festooned with riband parades
Signaling mutation

Run to earth

Ground is broken
Bedding trim of stitch
Headlands crumple like almond seifs
There is stone where needed
Jennifer Spector
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First meeting with some of the participants of the multidisciplinary residency:
Sylvie Roche, Paola Reyes, Christina Vega-Westhoff, Jennifer Spector, Patrick Dillon,
Kevin Simmons, Christ van Leest, Rose Cromwell, Héctor Ayarza, Pauline Desbats,
Brian Holmes, Ani Dillon, Claire Pentecost, Dr. Anthony Coates.
The residents are from Panamá, the United States, France, England and Holland.
Their expertise lies in the following areas: design, sociology, poetry, architecture,
photography, contemporary art, geology and research. Some have established
connections with Panama, others arrived here for the first time.

10-day compost action (left). Instructions
on how to make your own compost box by
Débora Rivera (right)

Learning from the Community,
with the Community
Paola Reyes

“Them,” “the others,” “our project,” “their problem,”
“our ideas,” “our solutions” are misconceptions and

preconceived ideas on social problem solving. As we
cannot expect to solve the problems of people who
cannot identify them, much less have knowledge of
its root causes, we must also not expect to empower
people with ideas that do not belong to them. Solutions to social challenges need to come from those
facing them.
The initial idea behind organizing a meeting with
different community leaders and people from Playa
Arrimadero was to create an icebreaker effect and
engage the community in the Suelo project by establishing an initial conversation in which they would be
the story tellers and we would be the listeners. We
also needed to understand how they felt and thought
about their community in order to speak the same
language with similar background knowledge. More
importantly, the community needed to speak its mind
and undergo a process of simple analysis to become
aware of what they were facing and living in.
This is the kind of thought process behind a participatory analysis of a community’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats. It’s a mutual learning
experience wherein the listeners empathize with the
storytellers as the latter start to learn about themselves. Through a “Community History Analysis,” a
“Problem Tree” and a “Community Strengths Analysis,” the community in Playa Arrimadero was able to
start a process of self-awareness and understanding.
The “Community History Analysis” is a process of
memory and discovery. The oldest community members answer questions about the community in the
past while the youngest discover the changes their
community has gone through. Together with the community of Playa Arrimadero, we were able to discover
that only in the last 10 years the community went
through profound changes. There has been a significant decrease in the amount of vegetation, foliage and
trees as well as sea and land animals available for
fishing and hunting. There has also been an increase
in population, trash and tourism amongst others.

“The Problem Tree” is an in-depth study of the challenges, risks, issues and weaknesses the community
is currently facing. The idea is to guide community
members towards asking themselves the right questions in order to find the right answers. Through
a process of layered questioning, the community
becomes aware of the causes and reasons for its
problems.
Finally, the “Community Strengths Analysis” assists
community members in re-discovering their capabilities, strengths and opportunities. By asking themselves what they like and what makes them happy
about their community, they were able to identify and
pinpoint the positive things in their life. Some of these
were the beach, the tourists, the geological history
of the place, their positive attitude and even Estudio
Nuboso’s presence.
Community members were able to start making connections between problems and strengths, between
history and positive development as well as between
problems and history. Only by guiding them and
providing simple self-analysis tools, the community
felt a sense of empowerment towards implementing
solutions to their problems. Furthermore, they started
to feel part of and owners of the Suelo project.

In Search of Perfect Clay...

Experimental bread oven by Pauline Desbats and
Héctor Ayarza. A prototype for a larger scale to
made in the future.

Pauline Desbats

Despite its importance in everything we depend on, the quality of water, food, and atmosphere, soil is still
very poorly understood. Until recently, scientists generally treated the underground as a “black box” where,
quite simply, decomposition takes place. But today we are witnessing an exponential advance in interest and
understanding of this once distant plane, the earth’s fragile crust, whose microscopic inhabitants make all
other life possible. At the same time it’s increasingly clear that soil is as endangered as the rest of earth’s
ecosystem.
Claire Pentecost
artist, writer and co-facilitator of SUELO

Pencil drawing, painted with compost
Claire Pentecost, soil-erg en dOCUMENTA(13), 2012

Since 2005, in collaboration with Claire Pentecost and many others, I have been carrying out a mobile
research project called Continental Drift, which is dedicated to exploring the relations between economic
flows and existential territories – literally, the ground under our feet. This project uses literary and artistic
means to ask timely questions. How do ordinary people adapt to incessant geopolitical transformations?
How can artists and intellectuals gain the autonomy and agency they need to make a positive contribution?

Brian Holmes
art and culture critic and co-facilitator of SUELO

Discovering the potential in soil: its various textures and pigments. Anne Dillon facilitates clay molding and
painting with earth.

Recipe for the paint:
soil
+
water
+
drops of coconut oil

Anne Dillon

Notes for one of the guided meditations or visualizations by Christ van Leest:
The 70 million year old rock, the expanded meaning of compost, senses and nature, coexistence
and listening, most importantly, listening.

“WHAT IS NATURE IN THE CITY?”
						 -Sylvie Roche

Sometimes I am more in a place than
others / it makes a difference where I
sit / many of the ancients had seats
of communities, both as in notions
of living and place, a leader or guru
to guide / authoritatively instruct
if the design is meant to be selfparticipatory and an individual doubled
their actual participation to what
degree of witnessing, how many
small jokes on the boat or accompaniments
if we mold things with our hands—
how might quick inst(i)(a)llations or
the kid size clay oven or the trapeze
suddenly passed by or the bathing
among a 70 million year old entity
Underneath the tree in which I am
exploring/practicing/creating a ritual of
sorts of grounding though in the air
a mixture with green and brown materials—

Christina Vega-Westhoff

Ode to Suelo
Arriving in the night, I’m greeted by the flashing
lights of fishing boats now back to shore.
With bag heavy on my back, the chitras biting at
my neck, I look for a place to rest my tired bones
I’m greeted by a friendly crowd, I barely hear
them, the music’s loud, all shake my hand and
show the way. We walk from rowdy noise and
down the beach with calm and poise, as I remember the five busses it took me to arrive.
We walk up a gravel road, I’m left alone, to bring
my load up to a house from the imagination.
Having past the purple flowers, I’m on a deck
that towers high above the ocean’s tranquil blue
I meet the man whose house it is, I meet the
chef, the guests, and my beloved. All are deep in
conversation, debating the rotation of the assistant chefs, alas! each night there must be two.

I have amazing conversations that are inspired by
the gathering’s unique location.
The week gone by, I made new friends, and as all
good things, this one ends, but not forever, just
for now. I head on back from SUELO to Azuero,
recharged with new direction, like an arrow, I
take flight, my target: sustainable action.
Not always do we get the chance to take a stance
in a collective setting. I stand firmly now on soil,
on land, on ground that some toil while others
simply tread, yet together we all inhabit and call
our homestead.

The week goes on, we teach and learn, and
share and yearn for knowledge more than we
can dream to know ourselves. I take the time to
write a rhyme, and hear of lava rocks and germs
and bugs that live on them. I work with Mir to
make it clear that tourism isn’t all that good, unless done right, with proper local oversight

Roman Yavich

The people of Arrimadero, of Madre Vieja, are
organized and that is why they have a strong
community. Other towns, that didn’t learn to come
together, to negotiate and plan things as a team,
did not survive.
“...where a lady once sold fish there is wire fence.”
We tell of what we have seen and hear stories
from here. The stories of other communities in
Panama are very similar, as in Central America,
Colombia and beyond.
And here the town remains, the children grow, you
hear stories of resistence from the grandmothers,
the stories of the fishermen.

Mir Rodríguez

A wind that never stops blowing
Amongst plants of millenary potency
We are nothing but a breadth
And the sum of these breadths make a people
In the depth
In the heart of a volcano that is no longer
Invisible swelling and roaring
Like a diffused lung
A living necklace of dark silhouettes
On the surface of the ocean
And the immensity of the sky

Sylvie Roche

Carla Escoffery

How to start a food garden by Débora RIvera

I grew up summering on the beach in Santa Clara, Coclé...
I still remember vividly the friendly locals offering their catch of the day
vocally, on bicycles... I remember the beach was for everybody, to share
with the family... and always, above all, it was for those who lived there:
people who worked hard and in harmony with the ocean, with Panama
and her tourists... like so many coastal towns, Los Pescadores Street in
Santa Clara has been a victim of unjust attempts to evacuate locals in
favor of projects that go against that harmony.
I had the opportunity to share the difficult yet hopeful experiences we lived
through in our community in Santa Clara with the inhabitants of Arrimadero.
After a mutually enriching community conversation, a few meters away from
our encounter, I captured this beautiful moment: a numerous local family,
enjoying a beautiful summer day, as they indicated kindly, they have been doing
generation after generation.
I saw in this portrait, as I see daily in decreasing scenes, that legitimate Panama
that we can’t help being... antonym of plastic towers and invasive hotels that
present themselves as deceptive progress for the benefit of others, others
different from those who have lived on the sands of the coasts and have been
brought up by the bounties of our sea.

Mariana Núñez Emiliani

Art Lodge, Gobernadora Island

Jorge Ventocilla chose to share his creative process in
writing and gathering material for his book “La Historia
Oral de Isla Cébaco, contada por sus pobladores “(The
Oral History of Cébaco Island, as Told by its Dwellers)
on Gobernadora Island where we gathered at the Art
Lodge: an artist-run hostel and site for land art workshops and residencies and the magical home of Yves
and Valérie Leblet.

We set out on the adventure in three boats.
The journey was, for many Arrimadereños, the first
contact with the island, which from the southwest,
occupies their horizon. It was also an encounter with
another lifestyle deeply connected to nature, crafts
and new ways of using available natural materials for
construction and for beautifying spaces - fresh eyes to
the world.

Does our origin have an era?
What origin?
It’s that we have not existed yet,
as everything is still being born.
I am perhaps an infinite gesture
of a natural space
		

from which I have still much to learn

			

to be able to share life.

Héctor Ayarza

“They have the waves, but we have history”
- Olidis

Three Days in SUELO…
It is worth mentioning that my experience at SUELO was brief, only three days, the last three days
of the gathering. An event like this always leaves
marks and here I mention three of them. Three
are the experiences that I have found particulary
beneficial. I make note of them - they are not in
order of value...
The first: the encounter with the community of
Arrimadero. It was a good lesson to observe quickly - their very own characteristics and others
that are common to similar coastal towns on the
Pacific side of the country. It is clear there is a
good relationship between the SUELO group and
the community. I am certain this will lead to many
mutual learning experiences, that will be sustained
in time.
It does us urbanites good to come closer and learn
with/from people that live in rural environments,
especially environments as beautiful and brilliant
as Arrimadero. I don’t know how the topic of land
ownership is in the area nowadays, but this landscape would lose its beauty if the presence of the
locals were to run out.
The second experience: to meet, for the first time,
this western coastal territory, influenced by and
that influences Cébaco Island, most important
island for me. I had not been further than Santa
Catalina - a town which, in my case, has until now
only been a launching pier towards Gobernadora Island. To see what is beyond, how connected the families on both sides are (Arrimadero,
Cébaco and the rest)... There is a photograph of
the sunrise, looking at Gobernadora and Cébaco
from SaLo, which says everything I would like to
express: SUELO offered me a new perspective of
Cébaco.

The third experience that is particulary valuable:
to meet and exchange with the people that came to
the residency. There was a notable, pleasant environment of hospitality and collaboration, and this in
itself is very beneficial to all and everything.
SUELO sustained itself through the patient and
long process of preparation by the organizers, who
deserve a warm and much deserved hug from
those of us who were there, enjoyed and learned.
On the side, I will make a short comment about
the presence of the artist Claire Pentecost and
researcher Brian Holmes. Without a doubt, they
were an essential part of the base on which this
experience was built from the 10th to the 17th
of January, 2014. Claire and Brian have a very
special and necessary ability for such gatherings:
to let others know that they are constantly present,
interested in the work and the reflection each of us
brings, as in the joint final product that will result
from these shared days. Cheers to them!
I don’t want to end without one more thought:
SaLo. What a fascinating place! As soon as I left
the residency I looked for Patrick Dillon’s number to congratulate him and thank him. Simply,
it brings joy to know that such a place exists... a
space which received us generously, helping us all
to connect well and as it should be, in the present
moment, with SUELO.

Jorge Ventocilla
February 14th, 2014

The desire to be moved not by profit or reward but by love for an unquenchable interest in the larger picture, in making connections across lines and barriers, in refusing to be tied down to a specialty, in caring for
ideas and values despite the restrictions of a profession.
The intellectual spirit as an amateur can enter and transform the merely professional routine most of us go
through into something much more lively and radical. Instead of doing what one is supposed to do one can
ask why one does it, who benefits from it, how can it reconnect with
the soil ?
- Edward Said

Thank you!!! To all who were involved in the residency and production of this publication
and the crowdfunders who supported the “Start Some Good” campaign,
especially Ralf Otto Knapp, Ramón Zafrani, Edwina von Gal, Charlotte Elton,
Juancho García De Paredes, Ferrán Galindo, Raquel Eleta, Carla Escoffery,
Rosamond Pope, Sylvia Pope, Mariana Núñez de Haugland, Lucas von Stietencron,
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