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I.               Introduction
The objective of our project is to apply particular space and place theories to how art can affect the places in which it resides while also creating its own space. More specifically, our project focuses on Cornelio Campos’ art and its effects on the Triangle (Durham, Raleigh, Chapel Hill) and other surrounding areas of North Carolina. Cornelio Campos is a self-taught painter from Michoacán, Mexico who now resides in Durham, NC. Campos’ artistic ability has grown and improved throughout his life, and the themes present in his art reflect his experiences as an immigrant, a Mexican, and a United States citizen. Campos’ art receives growing popularity in the Triangle through exposure at universities, community events, local business and art gallery spaces. While it is important to know some brief background information on Campos, it is essential to clarify that our primary focus is on his artwork and the way in which it connects to and creates different spaces and communities, both Hispanic and non-Hispanic, in the Triangle and in other parts of North Carolina.
                 Since our project is based on space and place theories, it is important to give a brief description of the physical place in which our project is centered. Campos’ artwork is primarily exhibited in the Triangle area of North Carolina. The Triangle is a “new” Hispanic community meaning that formerly the area was not a primary location for Hispanic/ Latino immigrants. According to the Dictionary of Human Geography, “place” is described as being continually “emergent”, or always changing (539). This can be seen in the changing demographics for the Triangle area in the past decade. Between 2000 and 2011, North Carolina has seen a 120% increase in the Hispanic/ Latino population (Arreola, 2; Pew Research Table, 1). According to the Pew Research Center, the Hispanic/ Latino population in Wake County alone rose from 33,985 in 2000 to 92,629 in 2011 (Pew Research). With a growing Hispanic/ Latino population, the Triangle is undergoing the “Latinization” process, which, according to Cravey, is a “growing presence of Latin American and Caribbean peoples in places with limited previous exposure to them, as well as to the issues this growing presence raises regarding diversity, belonging, and difference” (Cravey, 215).
With these definitions in mind, our driving research question for our project is: How does Cornelio Campos’ art act as catalyst, an agent that promotes significant change or action, in the ongoing Latinization of the Triangle and beyond? Campos’ art does this in very specific ways. First, Campos’ artwork challenges and deconstructs the vertical hierarchy typically present in the traditional fine arts community, as well as the Triangle community (both Hispanic and non-Hispanic), not only by its themes and imagery, but also through interactions with the community, effectively creating a more heterogeneous public. Secondly, the themes in his art, although predominantly Hispanic or Mexican, universalize the border experience and cross societal borders. Finally, as a result of the first two supporting arguments, the presence of Campos’ artwork has two distinct, simultaneous effects: it raises awareness of Hispanic/ Latino issues, such as immigration, to a community not previously exposed to such issues and also forms a connection to a community (both Hispanic and non-Hispanic) that has experienced those same issues.
II.              Research Methods
In order to answer our driving research question, our task was to follow Cornelio Campos and explore the spaces his art inhabits. We examined how specific pieces of his art traverse multiple spaces, and did so through a variety of ways. First, not only did we read many space and place theorists to familiarize ourselves with the proper theory behind our project, but we also read previous research and reactions to Campos’ work. These included the articles “Borders, Crossing Borders and Political Art in NC” (2011) by Dr. Altha Cravey, Dr. Joseph Palis, and Dr. Gabriela Valdivia and “Painting as Performance: The Work of Cornelio Campos” (2012) by Dr. Shelley Garrigan.
We then followed Campos to a multitude of places where his art is exhibited and photographed them. The first two locations, Art Space and Fiesta del Pueblo, were temporary locations for Campos’ artwork. Art Space, an art gallery located in downtown Raleigh, is specifically designed for the viewing of different art exhibits on a rotating basis. Fiesta del Pueblo is an annual Hispanic culture festival in downtown Raleigh that is hosted by El Pueblo, a non-profit organization.  Fiesta del Pueblo took place on the street in Moore Square in downtown Raleigh. As seen in Figure 1, Campos had a small booth to display and to sell his art amongst other Hispanic/ Latino artists.
The next two locations we visited were permanent locations for Campos’ artwork: Tonali Restaurant and the Campus Y Building on UNC-Chapel Hill’s campus. Tonali is an upscale restaurant located in Durham, NC that focuses on Mexican cuisine. Over 10 pieces of Campos’ artwork are displayed in Tonali restaurant. Only one of Campos’ pieces, “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality”, is displayed in the Campus Y at UNC-Chapel Hill. The Campus Y is a communal location where both faculty and students can meet, intermix, study, and converse. “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality” was also a part of a larger collection of Campos’ work temporarily exhibited on UNC-Chapel Hill’s Campus in 2011.
We not only visited and documented locations of where Campos’ work was displayed, but we also visited places that gave us a better understanding of the culture from which his artwork comes. He invited us to document where he works during the day in construction and installation. In documenting Campos’ job, we are able to show an unexpected, yet important place of inspiration for many of the images in his artwork. We also visited a traditional Cherán festival in Wendell, NC and took photographs, video, and interviewed attendees of the festival. This festival highlighted the culture of Campos’ hometown of Cherán in Mexico. Campos’ did not display his art during this festival, but participated as a festival attendee to enjoy the culture and traditions of his hometown. We attended the festival to gain more knowledge about the culture and “Second Space”, or remembered space of the native country, from which Campos’ artwork comes (Arreola, 169). At the Cherán festival, however, we interviewed a Cherán native about Campos’ art and recorded his response to seeing Campos’ artwork related to Cherán for the first time.
Interviewing viewers of Campos’ artwork, as well as Campos himself, was another part of our research process. We interviewed two university professors familiar with Campos’ work, Dr. Altha Cravey at UNC-Chapel Hill and Dr. Joseph Palis at NC State University, in order to gain an academic perspective on his work. While at UNC-Chapel Hill’s campus, we also recorded the reactions of a few students to Campos’ painting “Realidad Norteña” to show a student perspective. At Tonali restaurant, we gave brief written questionnaires to the diners and staff of the restaurant about Campos’ work. We collected and analyzed these written responses to get yet another viewer perspective on Campos’ artwork. Most importantly, we interviewed Campos himself about his life and art. We conducted many informal interviews with him, but our primary interview was done in his home.
Lastly, we used university student reflection essays and Campos’ own informal guest/ comment book to broaden our knowledge about viewer reactions to his artwork. The student reflections came from UNC-Chapel Hill’s Dr. Altha Cravey’s course. In this course, Dr. Cravey prompted her students to view Campos’ artwork and then write reactions on it. Although we did not directly incorporate these reactions into our final product, we read these reflections to gauge the general reactions to Campos’ artwork at the university level. We also read through Campos’ personal comment books that he carries to each of his exhibitions. He leaves the book open as a “guestbook” where viewers of his art can write comments or messages to him personally. The comments ranged from young, grade school children to university professors. We incorporated some of these comments into our final product to show the range of audience his artwork has.
III.            How does our research connect to space and place theory and the ongoing “Latinization” of the Triangle?
Our argument rests on the idea that Campos’ art creates a space, or “contact zone”, everywhere it is taken, exhibited, etc. We base our concept of “contact zone” on two definitions. The first definition is that of “place” from the Dictionary of Human Geography, which states that place is a component of human experience (Dictionary of Human Geography, 539). When a person views Campos’ art, s/he has a reaction to it. This reaction, whether it includes emotions, political opinions, or aesthetic judgment, is a human experience. The second definition is that of Thrift’s concept of “image space”. According to Thrift, “image space” is how, through images, we can register the world around us and make connections to the past and future (Thrift, 99). Thus, this “contact zone” is part experience and part perception of images. Since Campos’ artwork has many Hispanic/ Latino and Mexican imagery in it, this “contact zone” becomes “Hispanized”. According to Arreola, “hispanization” is “the process by which a place or person absorbs the characteristics of Hispanic/ Latino society” (Arreola, 277). Stemming off the above idea, a person of Hispanic descent may respond to a painting very differently than a person of a different background, thus this “contact zone” or space will vary for each viewer of Campos’ work and is continually changing. Since Campos’ artwork creates a different space for each viewer, this is how conversations are sparked, varying ideas are shared, and ultimately, what contributes to the idea of Campos’ art as a catalyst for the “latinization” of the Triangle.
Our task in capturing this “contact zone”, however, is interesting because we researched how Campos’ artwork creates its own spaces as it moves through different locations as opposed to one specific space. The origin of Campos’ artwork comes from the very specific place of his home studio. His art creates a space even here as it creates a “contact zone” with Campos himself. Once Campos is finished with an art piece, it leaves that space and continues to another. That art piece will then have an effect on the community who views it.  Although the studio is isolated and singular, the artwork created in it is unique in that it becomes interdependent with the community that views it (Castree, 175).
There are also different background factors that affect the “contact zones” or spaces that Campos’ art creates. Campos’ art is tied to his roots and many of the immigration themes in his artwork are directly tied to his experience emigrating from Mexico. And, while Campos’ art attests specifically to the Mexican immigration experience, others who immigrated to the United States from different countries can relate. In our recorded interview with Campos, he told a story about how he once had an art exhibition at a Polish Church in Wilson, NC. A Polish woman approached him, thanked him for exhibiting his artwork, and said that his artwork touched her because she had the same experience (2013). Although this woman did not emigrate from Mexico nor did she share the same culture, she connected to the artwork because she, too, had the same experience as an immigrant. She related to the “geopolitical imaginaries”, or representations of border crossing, in Campos’ paintings (Valdivia, 298). Campos’ art created a space for this Polish woman by representing the experiences from which Campos came.
Another background factor that affects the “contact zones” and spaces Campos’ art creates is his work life. As seen in many of Campos’ more political pieces, such as “Libre Comercio”/ “Free Trade” (Figure 3), there are representations of the manual laborer, which is a working reality for many immigrants. These representations are powerful, and when they create a space with the viewer, they then act as a catalyst for thought about immigrant and worker conditions in the United States. According to one UNC-Chapel Hill student’s reaction to “Libre Comercio”/ “Free Trade”, “This painting tells the story of an immigrant adjusting to life and death in the U.S…..the couple gazing off into the distance, where H2A-H2B is written” (Valdivia, 298). Campos drew from his own experiences to create “Libre Comercio”/ “Free Trade”, but the artwork created a specific space for the viewer where Hispanic/ Latino issues are present and discussed.
Even though there are many background components, such as Campos’ native culture and work experiences that influence the spaces his art creates, his artwork also traverses many temporary spaces. Campos’ art creates border crossing spaces by crossing spaces itself at a variety of venues, both academic and nonacademic in nature, and thus forms a connection with the surrounding communities. Specifically, we saw the distinction of spaces made between his piece “Lucha”/ “Struggle” (Figures 4 and 5), presented in Art Space and then two days later at Fiesta del Pueblo. “Lucha”/ “Struggle” is a powerful piece that represents the struggles that immigrants go through that includes many Triangle landmarks, such as Durham’s American Tobacco Campus. At Art Space, those who attended the gallery in an effort to simply view art viewed this piece, where it was on a wall in a quiet gallery space. At Fiesta del Pueblo, on the other hand, the piece was likely seen by other Hispanics or local North Carolinians attending the festival. At Fiesta del Pueblo, there was loud Mariachi music was playing and “Lucha”/ “Struggle” was next to a loud Police Department demonstration about drunk driving. The environment of Fiesta del Pueblo was much more relaxed and Art Space was more formal. There, the piece was displayed on a wire fence as opposed to a white gallery wall. At both places, however, Campos’ work was exhibited in affiliation with the El Pueblo organization. The fact that the same art piece could traverse from an art gallery to a street festival under the same affiliation of El Pueblo shows how the spaces “Lucha”/ “Struggle” creates are interconnected and interdependent (Castree, 171).
We also saw certain pieces move from Cornelio’s home to both Art Space and Fiesta del Pueblo. These pieces take on different meanings and create different spaces in each location. For example, the “Calavera”/ “Skeleton” piece (Figures 6 and 7) could potentially create different spaces or “contact zones” for different people in each location. A Hispanic/ Latino person may have seen this piece at the Fiesta del Pueblo and recognized it as an homage to older Mexican art or Mexican culture, whereas a native North Carolinian may have seen it at Art Space and taken a darker image away from it, associating it with death.   
Furthermore, the fact that Campos’ artwork navigates across different places and societal borders further supports the argument that his themes universalize the border experience. In our recorded interview with Campos, he told a story about an exhibition he did at a grade school in Rocky Mount, NC. Campos exhibited certain pieces of his artwork and the students had to participate in a classroom activity based on his artwork. There was a young girl who did not want to participate because of the anti-immigrant sentiment held by her parents. Campos was not offended and did not pressure the girl to participate; however, the student’s friends began to share their reactions to Campos’ artwork and she hesitantly decided to participate (2013). The reluctant student confessed that she had never interacted with an immigrant, but nevertheless, connected with Campos’ art. According to Valdivia, responses to Campos’ artwork are mediated by the viewer and are dependent on their background or interpretation (Valdivia, 289). However, Campos’ art is initiating the sense that the world is being increasingly knitted together. His work creates not just a space but also an “unblocking space”, or a series of connections that join somewhat dissimilar things together (Thrift, 98). An “unblocking space” was created for this Rocky Mount student, who had never previously interacted with the migrant community, but afterwards understood and even empathized with the border crossing experience.
There are, however, pieces of Campos’ artwork that are permanent and do not very often pass through different locations. The Campus Y building and Tonali primarily hold this type of artwork. But with a more permanent position, Campos’ art can start a dialogue about Hispanics/ Latinos and immigration struggles through politically charged pieces. For example, “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality” (Figure 8) in the Campus Y, creates a space where faculty and students can converse in an academic setting. This space created by “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality” can evoke both positive and negative reactions, as in one of the UNC-Chapel Hill students’ reactions. The student states, “he [Campos] fails to evoke emotion because illegal immigration is illegal and their deaths were a result of poor individual choices. If they did it legally and went through the proper channels then these deaths would not occur” (Valdivia, 300). Whether positive or negative, this painting sparked a conversation and created a “contact zone” for this specific student.
Many of these “contact zones” or spaces with Campos’ permanent installations occur in an academic environment. According to Valdivia, works such as Campos’ can encourage social activism and can build community (Valdivia, 288). “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality”, being specifically exhibited at UNC, is a form of social activism in itself. By displaying this piece, the university is asking all its viewers to consider the thematic elements within this very political piece. As both teachers and students at UNC use Campos’ work, many other academic institutions have found Campos’ art of particular interest as well. Campos has exhibited and spoken at NC State University, Duke, and Peace College. In this way, his art continues to create a space that not only incorporates “social activism”, but academic dialogue as well.
Another permanent installation space of Campos’ work that is not in an academic setting is Tonali restaurant in Durham, NC. The audience in this space is not art seeking, but are diners. Thrift asks the important question of “How can space function differently from the ways in which it has always functioned?” (Thrift, 100). Campos’ artwork in Tonali is an excellent example of creating a space that functions in a different way. The space in Tonali is for having a dining experience; however, the space created by Campos’ work in Tonali sparks a conversation through politically charged pieces. These conversations may not have been initiated otherwise because diners in Tonali may not have been previously exposed to them. Also, this space or “contact zone” in Tonali brings a general awareness to those who may be ignorant of Hispanic/ Latino culture or immigration issues. And lastly, this space potentially crosses societal borders in that the diners who have never experienced Hispanic/ Latino culture or issues are now experiencing them through Campos’ art. Both in the academic and dining environments, Campos’ artwork creates a space that is a catalyst for greater conversation about the Hispanic/ Latino community.
IV.            Audience
After gathering all of our content (photos, videos, interviews, etc.) and considering how to apply space and place theory to our content, we had to determine who would be the primary audience for our final product. We viewed many varied places that Campos’ work inhabits which all had a heterogeneous, Spanish-speaking and English-speaking public. For example, at Campos’ exhibit with student work in Art Space, there were bilingual, Hispanic/ Latino student artists, their Spanish-speaking parents, the art seeking, First Friday attendees (First Friday is an art festival held on the first Friday of each month in downtown Raleigh), and random passersby to the event all in the same room (Figure 2). The audience of Campos’ artwork is extremely diverse; however, we decided that the primary audience for our final product would be the academic and art communities, both English and Spanish speaking, so as to not neglect the Hispanic/ Latino populations represented and moved by Campos’ artwork.
In order to reach this desired audience, we decided to create a web site that is user friendly and accessible to the general public. It will also be available for Campos to use after we complete this project so it can continue on as a living, ever changing document of his work. The web site will be supported by our photography, audio recordings, interviews, videos and bilingual text gathered throughout our research. Along with our web site, we have chosen to embed our web site into a Facebook page. By using Facebook, we are appealing to an extremely heterogeneous audience because of the mere popularity of the website. The website we have embedded in the Facebook page will appeal more to the academic and art-seeking audience, but will be easily found and accessed through Facebook so as to appeal to a broader audience.

V. Viewer’s Guide

Because of the nature of our primary research question (how does Cornelio’s art act as a catalyst in the ongoing “Latinization” of the Triangle and beyond?), it was vital for us to maintain a heavy focus on his art, as previously mentioned. The ways in which we intend for the viewer to see his art in this way are described below. 


First, the viewer should notice how Campos’ art deconstructs the traditional hierarchy of fine art by appealing to both the “high” art community and popular culture. It does this by being present at different types of locations that vary in formality and function such as universities, street festivals, and restaurants. In universities, his art serves as a catalyst for academic discussion. At a street festival, it can be a representation of Hispanic/ Latino culture. At a restaurant, it can simply enhance the dining experience and atmosphere. However, it is not limited to these functionalities.


The viewer should also focus on how Campos’ work universalizes the immigrant experience and crosses societal borders. His art traverses different locations and audiences, although it may be through the same painting or paintings. This is seen in his piece “Esperanza”/ “Hope” (Figure 9). This painting is on the cover of Campos’ book, Sueños Americanos, and is a depiction of a barbed wire border with the Lady of Guadalupe in the distance. This image with the emboldened title Sueños Americanos sends a message about the immigrant experience. The painting is also on the wall at Tonali restaurant where it adds to the overall atmosphere of the Mexican restaurant. In this dining context, with other paintings and décor, this painting can send a different message. The audience viewing Campos’ book and the Tonali diners are two different audiences that will have separate reactions about Campos’ art.

Thirdly, we would like the viewer to notice how Campos’ art raises awareness of Hispanic/ Latino issues to a community not necessarily previously exposed to such issues. Simultaneously, it also forms a connection to a community that has experienced those same issues. Based on our interview with UNC students concerning the painting “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality” (Figure 8) located at the Campus Y, we saw students who are not immigrants feel a connection to this painting and express that it made them more conscientious of the immigrant struggle. On the other hand, in the same group of students, there was one student who is an immigrant herself and connected in a different way to the same painting.

While keeping our central argument in mind, it is equally important for the viewer to understand how to interact both emotionally and intellectually with our website. Our web site guides the viewer through Campos’ art and the communities it traverses. It also provides the viewer with the possibilities to interact with his art with the Facebook page (i.e. “likes”, wall posts, comments, etc.). Interview clips help the audience relate with people who are directly affected by the themes presented in Cornelio’s work. And clearly, the visuals of actual pieces of his artwork and the spaces in which they are located at a given time help appeal to the viewer’s aesthetics while demonstrating Campos’ passion for educating and inspiring others that is ever present throughout his body of work. 


Intellectually speaking, the viewer should see Cornelio’s art as it affects varying environments in different ways. First, he uses it as an academic tool, not only in the university setting, but in others as well. It is also important to notice the way in which Cornelio has deconstructed the vertical hierarchy of the traditional fine arts community, not only through his art, but also through interactions with the community, creating a more heterogeneous public, as was previously mentioned. In our interview with Dr. Palis, he argued that Cornelio interrupts the status quo by being upfront and open about being an illegal immigrant when he first came to the US (2013). This serves as a means for breaking down the aforementioned hierarchy. Furthermore, the viewer should use our web page to listen and watch how Cornelio universalizes the border experience, again not only through his art, but also through interactions with the community, as he did in the Polish church we touched on earlier. And finally, the viewer should pay attention to the way Campos’ art contributes to the growing Hispanic/Latino population in North Carolina. According to Valdivia, Cornelio hopes to raise awareness through his art especially in academic environments, we see students reflecting both positively and negatively - this means they are thinking about it and chances are they continue thinking about the themes even after they finish viewing a painting or finishing an assignment (297). 


In navigating through our web site, we think a given viewer may react in several ways. Upon entering the site, there is initial positivity with the brightness of our home page mirroring the brightness of Cornelio’s art, which will hopefully pique the viewer’s interest right away. The site should also be easily followed based on the simple flow from page to page. Viewers may also be interested in the way Campos’ work is affected North Carolina and the growing Hispanic population within. Finally, we hope that the art of Campos shown throughout our website helps people open up to the universally shared qualities of the migrant and immigrant experiences, which are now viewed as one shared place that we all occupy in one way or another. 

VI. Conclusion


The “Latinization” of the Triangle is not only evident in the many spaces we explored throughout our research, such as Fiesta del Pueblo or the Cherán Festival, but also in the presence of Cornelio Campos’ art. Everywhere his art is present, there a Hispanic/ Latino space is created by the Hispanic/ Latino themes, images, and issues evident in Campos’ art. This space helps make a more heterogeneous, diverse and conscientious public. Whether or not the viewers of Campos’ art share his experiences or culture, his art has the power to create a space in which all viewers connect to his art no matter if it is positive or negative. The Hispanic population in the Triangle is no only growing in numbers, but in its representation in institutions of higher learning, businesses, community organizations, and, most importantly to our project, art. Campos’ art has touched many different communities and minds through art exhibitions and the selling of his book, but with the completion of our web site, his art now can create new Hispanic/ Latino spaces virtually through the Internet. Either in person or on the Internet, we hope that Campos’ art continues its mission of community education and contributing to the Hispanic/ Latino community in the Triangle.

Figure 1: Campos at Fiesta del Pueblo
Figure 2: Passerby viewing “Lucha”/ “Struggle” at Art Space
Figure 3: “Libre Comercio”/ “Free Trade”
Figure 4: “Lucha”/ “Struggle at Art Space
Figure 5: “Lucha”/ “Struggle” at Fiesta del Pueblo
Figure 6: “Calavera”/ “Skeleton” at Art Space

Figure 7: “Calavera”/ “Skeleton at Fiesta del Pueblo
Figure 8: “Realidad Norteña”/ “Northern Reality” at the Campus Y building
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