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Darrell Ruppel 

“RIDEABLES” 

 

Abstract 

Rideables are a series of electronically-powered performative sculptures that serve as 

a platform for dialogue and interactions with and across diverse groups of the Santa 

Cruz community. This series provides insight to the variable possibilities of 

collaboration among and between otherwise dissociated groups. Confronted with social 

barriers surrounding underrepresented communities, Rideables serve as a developing 

collaborative art practice that asks participants and viewers to embrace diversity and 

create radical dialogue through joyous, and fun interactions. This thesis explores the 

history and future of this work in order to address social dissociation.  It also proposes 

a framework for collaborative art making, object oriented sculpture, and community 

engagement. Analyzing the making, documentation, enactment, and exhibition of these 

sculptures in a written format is an attempt to demonstrate an understanding of the work 

in a broader context and to provide scholarly dialogue around the social implications 

of these works.  
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Introduction 

When I began making the series of collaborative, interactive, and educational 

social sculptures called Rideables, I was already engaged in a journey of creative self-

discovery. I had just completed my undergraduate degree in Art with an emphasis in 

sculpture at the University of California Santa Cruz (UCSC), so this journey included 

expressive art projects, collaborative experiences, and more lessons than I could ever 

articulate. This thesis addresses some of what I have learned. I developed this 

knowledge further, particularly during my studies as a graduate student in Digital 

Arts and New Media (DANM). 

Throughout my undergraduate studies, my family and I struggled with 

financial hardships. The burdens associated with living in California, the state with 

the third highest rental rate in the US, resulted in my mother being made homeless for 

a period of time. In 2013, there were 2.5 million children with no permanent shelter, 

which qualified as an “all-time high” for the homeless population (Bassuk, DeCandia, 

Beach, and Berman). Housing precarity was an unfortunate reality for millions of 

Americans. During summer break I worked 100-hour work-weeks—producing M14 

assault rifles to lessen my family’s financial and housing struggles. Although I did 

this to help support my family, working for the gun industry conflicted with my 

deepest values. Had I not become an art student in Santa Cruz, I may have continued 

working as an arms manufacturer and arms dealer or the rest of my life. What the 

university provided was not merely the financial support to pursue my education, but 

it also welcomed me into a flourishing community that better aligned its practices and 
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creative production with my morals. By the end of my undergraduate studies, I no 

longer produced weapons and my mother had established permanent housing in 

Arizona. I had produced a body of artwork, including the first mobile sculpture in 

what would ultimately be my graduate thesis project—Rideables. 

Image 1: Dr. Beth Stephens and Kayla Kemper enacting The Magic Carpet at 
the University of California Santa Cruz Elena Baskin Art Studios and the San 

Lorenzo River Walk, respectively 
 

What sparked the first Rideables was my own longing for a supportive 

community—the academic art community. I created The Magic Carpet and 

consequently began this series (Image 1) as a manifestation of my superego. The 

disintegration of my previously existing micro-communities resulted in a personal 

sense of loss. These communities included my hometown and my family that I left for 

college, my undergraduate dorm room community, intermittent work communities, 

the basketball teams I’d belonged to, the economics department that I left to study art, 

and the art department that I graduated from. All of these micro-communities had 

once given me a sense of home and without them, I felt homeless, because I felt 

community-less. 
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A community is an entity made up of individuals and their relations. Although 

I am not a trained psychologist, I will be relying on a psychological study by Paul F. 

Dell and John A. O'Neil to support my understanding of community behavior—as 

well as my own practical expertise. Considering my own struggles in coming to 

understanding how a community can operate, I’ve witnessed countless efforts to 

instill, maintain, and improve the aspects of a healthy community; I believe a healthy 

community finds strength in the connections between its constituent individuals. 

Efforts creating such a community revolve around inclusiveness, collaboration, and 

an emphasis on diversity. To me, the UCSC Art Department and the DANM program 

exemplified these qualities and even beyond my personal fields of study and 

academic involvement, I witnessed the university as a whole attempting to practice 

principles of community. 

For instance, at the end of each quarter the UCSC Art Department and DANM 

host an event called Open Studios. The general public is invited to come to campus to 

experience the results of months and years of students’ art study and practice. Open 

Studios is an event that brings together multiple individual artists working across an 

array of media with diverse communities both within and beyond the university. This 

event creates a shared sense of accomplishment among art student colleagues. As an 

undergraduate, I participated in nearly ten Open Studios. This positive experience 

ultimately inspired me to commit to a long-term pursuit of the arts.  

 The inclusiveness I experienced within communities that formed around Open 

Studios juxtaposed with other experiences of rejection, exclusion or loss I have had 
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throughout my life led me examine a concept I call ‘social dissociation.’ Social 

dissociation is an extension of the treatable psychological condition of dissociation. I 

am interested in this condition as a way to understand individuals, groups as well as 

certain communities that make up society. I believe that dissociation is a matter of 

social as well as individual health. I will now apply my understanding of dissociation 

to that of community, using the clinical definition below to articulate this comparison: 

 “The essential manifestation of a pathological dissociation is a partial or 
complete disruption of the normal integration of a person’s psychological 
functioning. Dissociative disruptions unexpectedly change a person’s usual 
functioning in ways that a person cannot easily explain. Any aspect of a 
person’s conscious, psychological functioning can be disrupted by 
dissociation. Specifically, dissociation can unexpectedly disrupt, alter, or 
intrude on a person’s consciousness and experience of body, self, mind, 
agency, intentionality, thinking, believing, knowing, recognizing, 
remembering, feeling, wanting, speaking, acting, seeing, hearing, smelling, 
tasting, touching, and so on…Although some dissociative disruptions of 
normal functioning are visible to an observer, most dissociative symptoms are 
entirely subjective (with minimal or no external signs); thus, they are 
‘invisible’ to others (Dell and O’Neill, Preface).” 
 

This definition could be extended to draw a parallel between a person and a 

community, in order to describe the effects of this condition on a community by 

substituting “community” for “a person” or “person’s”. While this is an imperfect 

comparison (because communities do not behave like individual people), the 

symptoms of dissociation can be witnessed both within individuals and within groups 

of individuals. My proposal of applying the term “social dissociation” to a 

community is not merely a simple substitution, but being aware of the condition of 

pathological dissociation provides a way for me to consider how to offer a potentially 

meaningful experience to a community through my social art practice art. The 
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condition of pathological dissociation, described by Dell and O’Neill as a single 

entity’s experience, could be expanded to try to understand the experiences of a 

collective mental state within a community, especially when one considers a 

community as an entity in its own right. Both individuals and communities are subject 

to detrimental conditions that effect their perceivable mental state and overall health. 

The proposed condition, which was brought to light to me through organizational 

inclusiveness, became a pivotal aspect of how I perceive the role of the arts and the 

artist, particularly in academia.  

Academia was and is my refuge as a community that allows for critical 

consideration of my work and how I then adapt that work. During one of the final 

critiques of my undergraduate studies, I made a piece—The Terrarium Table—that 

was not well received by my art class. Their criticism induced symptoms of social 

dissociation in me in a manner that made me feel as if I had lost my community. I felt 

pressured to adapt and innovate in order to revive the support and positive relations 

experienced through previous more positive academic critiques. It was by engaging 

this critical process that I was pushed to create The Magic Carpet, which was the 

springboard to my graduate project Rideables.  

This experience helped me understand and question why my own artistic 

expressions could make me feel fulfilled only if those expressions were received 

positively; a desire only met with the satisfaction of others’ acceptance. These 

desires, although complex in their development, may very well have been a response 

to the guilt that ensued from my past activity of producing weapons. While making 
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weapons to help support my family, I felt I was undermining my societal obligations 

and myself. I didn’t see myself making a positive contribution to my community. 

Producing parts for thousands of semi-automatic machine guns each week, I had 

never and still have never fired a gun. The sheer thought drives shivers from my 

hand, down my arm, descending my spine. The guns we produced were initially 

intended for hog-hunters in Texas, and the hog was the unfortunate target of my 

labor. It wasn’t until our 3-person arms company signed a government contract that I 

equated my work producing guns with any loss of sentient life. When production 

shifted, becoming geared towards human death, I quit. As an undergraduate I made 

Amendment 1 Over 2, a work that extended my performance art practice and 

challenged my past acceptance of something I had come to detest to my core. 

Amendment 1 Over 2 invited UC students to smash and destroy painted-plaster 

weapons and ammunition that lay between layers of clear acrylic plexi-glass (Image 

2). This performance took place shortly after the 2014 Isla Vista Killings at UC Santa 

Barbara. My involvement in an industry supplying the physical objects that could be 

used to kill students compelled me to create a piece that reflected my strong feelings 

against guns as well as my longing for acceptance and my need for solidarity within 
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community. I felt guilty about making weapons, which in turn made me feel that I did 

not deserve social acceptance. 

Image 2: Still images from before, during, and after enacting Amendment 1 Over 2 
(2014) 

 

However, I truly enjoy it when my work demands attention and even becomes 

the most compelling spectacle of an exhibition. This was why I enjoyed exhibiting in 

the sea of student work that comprised Open Studios. I found my place in this 

community. Throughout the evolution of Rideables, my ideas around multi-artist 

exhibitions and my personal desires surrounding the audience’s attention have 

changed, due in large part to unrelated collaborative experiences gained while 

developing this work. Those experiences will be discussed throughout this document, 

but in large part, I was in it for theatricality and spectacle.  

When finishing up my undergraduate degree, my artistic work was presented 

in various forms, and as a variety of artistic responses to current events, personal 

experiences, and recollections. Many of these explored the social intersections of 

nonhuman animals and humans. This work was in large part an attempt to see value 

in the lives of animals where I once hadn’t (the hogs in Texas), and to explore why I 

wanted to value these creatures. I often joked about repaying a karmic debt, when in 
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reality I was gaining understanding of my role as an artist, a citizen, an influence—a 

coexisting human. In retrospect I realize that I had been producing performative, 

sculptural, and interactive works that questioned human relationships with the 

nonhuman animal kingdom. The Terrarium Table (2014), Amendment 1 Over 2 

(2014), Forest Bathing (2014), and Separation Anxiety (2015) emphasized the 

inclusion and agency of the human as both animal, and as a dominant contributor to 

the Earth’s sociological and biological ecosystems (Image 3). Without knowing it, I 

was making expressive explorations of a relatively recent field called ethnobiology 

and more specifically, ethnozoology (Alves).  

Image 3: The Terrarium Table (2014), Forest Bathing (2014), and Separation 
Anxiety (2015) 

 
So while I had created pieces exploring abstract notions of inter-species 

relationships, there always remained a theatrical element in this work, most often 

emphasized through the incorporation of live animals (The Terrarium Table, 

Separation Anxiety)—albeit solely human, at times (Amendment 1 Over 2). Although 

spectacle was not my sole focus, in retrospect it was imperative for these works to 

make an attempt at such theatricality. For instance, Forest Bathing, a work 

conceptualized, installed, and performed in collaboration with Kayla Kemper, had 

multiple performative iterations. These included private, intimate demonstrations in 
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the quiet calm of the mountain redwoods, and group exhibitions within gallery walls 

reverberating with the heavy bass of a nearby disk jockey. Throughout, theatricality 

made these works a spectacle, if not for gaining attention to these works, then for 

collaboratively invoking change within the hegemonic relationships that these works 

questioned. Theater theoretician and practitioner Dr. Michael Chemers explains that 

“we call something theatrical if it pulls the audience’s attention away from the backs 

of the heads of their fellow patrons; this can include a variety of things that attract 

human attention, like violence, suspense, fun, skill, relevance, passion, titillation, 

fear, combat, surprise, sex, speed, novelty, mystery, and conflict. Unquestionably, the 

most theatrical thing is change (Chemers 87).” Creating the first Rideable of the 

Rideables series marked a shift in focus away from an interest in nonhuman animal 

relationships towards one of increasingly human centered sociological and socially 

engaged determinants (Image 1). 

Chemers’ concept of theatricality played a notable role in the earlier works 

leading up to this shift, particularly Separation Anxiety and Forest Bathing, in which I 

wore costumes and followed scripts. In retrospect, this theatricality, my expressive 

take on performativity, became a staple of my artistic explorations and productions. 

This element even pushed the series into the theater, when a Rideable (“Land 

Ahoy!”) was cosmetically modified for inclusion in “a collaborative adaptation of the 

ancient Greek epic in an experiential, multi-venue presentation,” called The Odyssey 

2016. This presentation, a grandiose collaborative production that included an early 

Rideable as a theatrical prop, was made up of:  



! 10!

“students and professionals, including Theater Arts MA students, Digital Arts 
and New Media MFA students, UCSC undergraduates, and artists including 
actor Danny Scheie, actress Nancy Carlin, set designer Kate Edmunds, and 
three Arts alumni designers: composer Eric Parson (Music), costume designer 
Christina Dinkel (Theater Arts), and choreographer Dor Cosby Atkinson 
(Theater Arts), collaboratively adapted from Homer, [and] directed by 
Kimberly Jannarone (The Odyssey 2016).” 

 

The aim of my series of social sculptures titled Rideables shifted to address 

local issues of social dissociation through an evolving social art practice. As I explore 

Rideables throughout this document, we’ll see that elements of theatricality and 

spectacle prove to be core characteristics of each of these works. They also partially 

derive from an effort to incorporate enjoyment into my work while addressing serious 

social issues such as childhood homelessness. In creating and facilitating this goal, 

Rideables interacted with the surrounding Santa Cruz communities, exploring 

different avenues of collaborative creativity. Through a pedagogy oriented around fun 

and even joy, this series can serve as a social art practice case study. Expected 

outcomes include new, widespread and ongoing conversations surrounding 

community, mobility, access to and the role of the arts, community engagement 

across diverse groups, and a mix of mind-altering experimental experiences and 

dialectical understandings. This work presents itself as one platform for social change 

as it explores some of the critical issues affecting Santa Cruz communities. One day, 

Rideables might also prove useful for other communities throughout the United States 

who face similar economic challenges and other forms of oppression. 

This thesis is the story of how one social art practice, Rideables, was birthed 

and how it has developed. It discusses influential artistic and intellectual sources that 
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also explore social practices in a fine arts context. But before delving into these 

historical contexts, I’d like to identify the intentions of this work. The goal of 

Rideables is to engage groups that I consider dissociated, and by creating art works 

together, enable processes of social inclusion, compassion, coexistence, and 

collaboration—qualities inherent to all of the communities that I am working with, 

and qualities that help a community flourish. A primary focus of Rideables is to 

explore and question the following concepts: community, space, mobility, social 

practice art, and collaboration. This exploration may reveal underlying factors of how 

we create these concepts as a society, and what our role may be as individuals within 

the society that creates them, particularly directed towards the social practice artist. 

This study merely attempts to bring these abstract ideas to light as critical 

considerations for a more empathetic and connected society, and does so without 

absolute resolutions and clear-cut answers to the specific problems and the questions 

that arise and evolve within these broader abstract ideas. 
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Community 

Communities operate as networks of people acting as a naturally catalyzed, inherently 

connected, sociobiological system—a hybrid form articulated in the philosophy of the 

social rhizome. In this instance, a rhizome— “a root-like stem emitting roots and 

usually producing leaves at its apex”—is a conceptual model for the way in which 

any natural system of relation can operate, and it is one of many conceptual models 

for such systems (Oxford English Dictionary).  But this definition uses scientific 

terminology, as an emphasis is placed on the “apex” of the system, and more 

specifically the production of that apex (leaves). However, it is the underground 

“emitting roots” that make production above the ground possible. Roots collect 

nutrients through the soil, and through their seemingly endless connections to one 

another, they distribute what is necessary for the production of leaves in the multiple 

plants that the roots support. In turn, the newly-produced leaves act similarly to solar 

panels to supply the root-system with photosynthetic energy that allows the plants to 

gather more nutrients; once collected, they are distributed through said connections, 

which in turn builds more connections. When this self-supportive yet ecosystem-

reliant structure is applied to networks of human relations, the defined bounds of a 

rhizome imply that only a system of production is deemed “usual.”  In reference to 

this definition, without successfully contributing to the production of the 

aboveground plant, a rhizome is atypical—as a result, its underground, unseen root 

system is as much a failure as the plants’ production above. Philosophers Gilles 

Deleuze and Felix Guattari reproached production-emphasizing definitions of a 
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rhizomatic structure as they describe how a similarly collaborative system operates 

within and supports a network of people that this thesis refers to as a community. 

Deleuze’s and Guattari’s concept of the social rhizome emphasizes the "ceaselessly 

established connections between semiotic chains, organizations of power, and 

circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles" (Deleuze and 

Guattari 7). In a description of an analogously rhizomatic system to that which 

supports plants, this reframing of a social structure emphasizes a primary focus on the 

“connections between semiotic chains;” a focus on the relations between the roots; 

not the roots themselves, the aboveground plant, nor what is produced. While a 

collective understanding of the history of society is predominantly approached 

through single-subject narration surrounding what was produced by that society, the 

narrating subject contains the metaphorical nutrients of just one root in the social 

rhizome. Therefore, an individual entity, whether it be a root or human, is only 

capable of representing the processes by which that entity contributed to the 

production of said system. However, the rhizomatic structure presented by Deleuze 

and Guattari implies that the connections, the stories and cultures of the multiple and 

diverse constituents, are the most important productions of that system. One aspect of 

this structure is the philosopher's’ concept of “Nomad Thought,” which is an ideology 

birthed in lieu of the dominant and disconnected form of single-narrator storytelling 

in which an individual root (called a tap root in plants) produces a vertical arboreal 

singular plant—comparable in some ways to individualistic human exceptionalism. 

Deleuze and Guattari reject causality and chronology as a basis for understanding 
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events in time, as the "rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, 

between things, interbeing, intermezzo" (Deleuze and Guattari 25). 

This theoretical concept can be applied to describe a community, made up of a 

series of micro-communities that create and support a structure similar to that of an 

underground rhizome. This analogy is one of historic precedent and has been applied 

in attempts to define various philosophies considering individuality and community. 

In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari outline their philosophy of nomad 

thought, questioning and propagating these structures as an 

“effort to construct a smooth space of thought. It is not the first such attempt. 
Like State philosophy, nomad thought goes by many names. Spinoza called it 
"ethics." Nietzsche called it the "gay science." Artaud called it "crowned 
anarchy." To Maurice Blanchot, it is the "space of literature." To Foucault, 
"outside thought." In [A Thousand Plateaus], Deleuze and Guattari…describe 
a rhizome network strangling the roots of the infamous tree. One of the points 
of the book is that nomadic thought is not confined to philosophy. Or that the 
kind of philosophy it is comes in many forms. Filmmakers and painters are 
philosophical thinkers to the extent that they explore the potentials of their 
respective mediums and break away from the beaten paths.”  

 

Rideables represent a pedagogical pursuit of unveiling the constituents within the 

rhizomatic structure that have and continue to support the project’s foundation, 

creation, the failures encompassed within, and perhaps eventually its expansion or its 

discontinuance as a functioning platform for social art practice. Through evolving 

reformations of Santa Cruz’s micro-communities—and through the actualization of 

the connections between nodes and roots within the larger Santa Cruz community—

new networks have been created, but have yet to bear fruit. The rhizomatic structure 

of the micro-communities including the art department, the theater department, and 
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the DANM MFA program at the UCSC, as well as DrawBridge, the Santa Cruz 

Homeless Services Center, the Rebele Family Shelter, the Santa Cruz Museum of Art 

and History, made invaluable contributions to the Rideables project. Evolving 

connections generate new communities that are hybrids of their affiliated micro-

communities. To reiterate an emphasis of nomadic thought, it is not the community 

productions that define a community, but rather the connections and methods 

explored through the crafting of these productions that may define a group. 
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Space & Mobility 

In an increasingly complex and digitized world manifested through physical and 

material means, it is a reasonable implication that the resulting social spaces may be 

striated, or unsmooth. A physical space is prescribed by the culture that conditions 

and inhabits it, promoting and refuting particular ways of thinking that might be 

present in the use of that space. Upon entering a new space, associations related to 

other physical spaces enter the mind to the illusionary extent to which the structure 

and composition of a wall within a field may seem as restrictive as a geopolitical 

border, regardless of what type of wall is present, or what field the wall is in. There is 

a notable difference here between nomads and refugees, as cultures dependent on 

lifelong mobility as a self-prescribed way of living (nomads) avoid such debilitating 

singular associations by choosing mobility, and avoiding such striated spaces 

(and negativity) altogether as a result. The strong correlation between the ever-mobile 

nomadic lifestyle and the concept of nomad thought that Deleuze and Guattari 

propose is evident in the comparison of the physical structure of the landscapes 

explored by these nomads, and further strengthened in an analogy of the materials 

these cultures produce. They state that the surrounding landscape of the nomads in 

“the East presents a different figure: a relation to the steppe and the garden (or in 

some cases, the desert and the oasis)—” all of which are smooth landscapes, 

especially compared with those of the non-nomadic Western cultures, nestled in 

jagged forests, rough mountains, sky-scraping cities, and homogenous urban 

developments (Deleuze and Guattari 18). These landscapes reflect the “unconscious” 
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of their inhabitants. The nomad’s physical environment can represent the integrated 

mental spaces as “an acentered system, in other words, as a machinic network of 

finite automata (a rhizome), and thus arrives at an entirely different state of the!

unconscious (Deleuze and Guattari 18).” Professor Ronald Bogue, an expert analyst 

of Deleuze’s and Guattari’s research, suggests: “Smooth and striated spaces, then, are 

not simply givens of the natural world, but they are spaces with different modes of 

construction or composition.” These systems of thinking—based on the physical and 

related mental spaces—inform the material productions of these cultures and their 

communities.  Bogue goes on to note an example of Deleuze and Guattari, addressing 

nomadic cultures’ material productions compared to the productions of non-nomadic, 

non-mobile cultures. While the Eastern nomad relied heavily on felt as textile, the 

Western settler developed woven fabrics (Bogue 128, Thompson 31). Referring to 

non-nomadic productions, i.e. woven fabric, Bogue says 

“in the simplest instance, woven fabric consists of two sets of parallel threads, 
one horizontal, one vertical. Each set has a prescribed function, the horizontal 
threads, say, serving as a fixed element, the vertical threads serving as a 
mobile element, passing over and under the horizontal. The fabric may be of 
an unlimited length, but its width must be finite (determined by the width of 
the loom). And that fabric has a top side and a reverse side, an outer surface 
and an inner surface. To weave fabric, then, is to construct a striated space, 
one that is crisscrossed with lines, the lines assigned prescribed functions, its 
production contained within set bounds, and its dimensions clearly 
demarcated (Bogue 128).” 
 

Constructions of this striated, constrained fabric differ from nomadic cultures’ 

material production, and the inscribed ideological smoothness of their dissimilar, 

unconstrained material—felt:  
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“To create felt, by contrast, is to construct a smooth space. In felt, threads are 
not separated; instead, fibers are entangled by being pressed together, the 
microscopic variations in the fibers allowing unpredictable interconnections 
and adhesions. In this regard, though felt forms a smooth space, its elements 
are heterogeneous (Bogue 128).”  
 

Hegemony, akin to layering indistinguishable fabric, outright rejects previously 

inscribed traditions of a space. Declining to consider aspects of another culture, such 

as horticulture habits or artistic processes that are tied to a newly inhabited space, 

would prove trouble for a nomadic tribe entering strange new territory. Nomads have 

undoubtedly navigated physically striated spaces, but do so more as a fiber, open to 

amalgamation, in a mentally smooth space that adopts traditions of coexisting 

entities—as felt would. 

Applications and attempted practices of nomad thought, which promote 

heterogeneity and the embodiment of multiple entities, can be relied upon as social 

machines for re-framing mental spaces. Rideables is just one artistic practice that 

attempts to apply these conceptualizations in a pedagogical structure. These attempts 

intend to re-frame the aforementioned and denoted striated space as smooth space, 

and do so by encouraging mobility within these social spaces. Within the social 

realm, individuals and groups form their own mental space as a navigational compass 

to the social realm. Researchers at the University of California San Diego help 

describe these spaces: “Mental spaces are constructed and modified as thought and 

discourse unfolds and are connected to each other by various kinds of mappings, in 

particular identity and analogy mappings. It has been hypothesized that at the neural 

level, mental spaces are sets of activated neuronal assemblies and that the connections 
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between elements correspond to co-activation bindings (Fauconnier and Turner).” 

This description of mental spaces, originally proposed by Gilles Fauconnier, 

undeniably draws parallels between mental spaces and social spaces, whether either 

are considered striated or smooth. Fauconnier’s concept of mental spaces has also 

been defined as “cognitive structures that include elements corresponding to 

individuals, their properties, and their relations (Fauconnier).” The “connections 

between elements” in the first description, and an emphasis on the “individuals…and 

their relations” in the latter mimic an emphasis on interdependence similar to Deleuze 

and Guattari’s conceptual construct of the social rhizome. 

Navigating these mental and social spaces occurs both in the mind, and in the 

physical, interactive world. Within these spaces is a form of non-physical mobility 

that, like the concept of nomadic thought, has many names. Mental mobility, or 

modal imagination as Adrian Piper describes it, is derived in empathy and therefore 

reliant on interaction. These concepts are manifested as a form of encouragement, and 

merely contrive a methodology for promoting one’s abilities to form connections. In 

Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in Modern Art, Grant Kester 

says “the ability to remain open and vulnerable to the transformative effect of others 

is premised on our capacity for empathy and compassion (Kester 77).” Piper suggests 

that considering these abilities “extend[s] our conception of reality—and in particular, 

of human beings—beyond our immediate experience in the indexical present (Kester 

77, Piper 726).” Piper goes on to say “To empathize with another is to comprehend 

viscerally the inner state that motivates the other’s overt behavior by experiencing 
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concurrently with that behavior a corresponding similar inner state oneself…We must 

modally imagine to ourselves what that state must be as we observe [others] own 

overt behavior (Kester 77, Piper 737).” The practice of empathy can come from the 

best intentions, but cannot always be achieved and perhaps cannot be attained at all. 

Although it is a complex facet of human relation, the practices of empathy must be 

approached with delicacy, especially when working with people from different 

cultures or backgrounds. If empathy is cooperative in its consideration, if it is non-

assumptive and non-prescribing through its analysis, it can be beneficial. The more an 

individual can be empathetic, the more an individual can be “open and vulnerable to 

the transformative effect of others,” the more that individual will become increasingly 

mobile and nomadic in their mentality—unconstrained by prejudices and dispositions 

that inflict immobility and social dissociation. Social mobility, a proposed precept to 

address such dissociation, results from a collective focused on increasing individual 

mental mobility amid the multiple individuals and mental spaces that make up that 

community. Kester refers to community consensus of this type as “sensus communis: 

a metaphysical principle that links us in a community at the level of our senses and 

our bodies (Kester 57).” In the spirit of these ideas and practices, Rideables 

introduces a collaborative network of organizations and individuals with a focus on 

promoting social mobility and on attempting to address social dissociation. These are 

traits common to a social art form, expressed in my manifesto, I am for a Social Art. 
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I am for a Social Art 

I Am for a Social Art is an adaptation of Claes Oldenburg’s manifesto I Am 

for… (Danchev 351-355), and it is a call to action. As a proclamation of my ever-

developing ideas and intentions, it is a belief platform for others to stand upon, 

whether in solidarity, constructive refutation or a bit of both. The statements reflect 

and absorb the forms of interaction that Rideables have embraced. This manifesto is 

presented to inform other artists, projects and practices to the ways of thinking that art 

can instill when engaged in a socially-inclusive, rhizomatic methodology. For 

reference, Oldenburg’s influential writing piece is included in the appendix of this 

thesis. 

  

  

I Am for a Social Art 

I am for an art that does not criticize and condemn. I am for an art that creates, 

constitutes and constructs. 

I am for an art that is the batteries and the megaphone, an art that is the bundle of 

cable stretching hot pavement, relaying information between microphone and 

amplifier, treaded by passersby. I am for an art that knows sufficient words yet does 

not demand to articulate. 

I am for an art that seeks a story from the soft-spoken, ill-fated, and silenced. I am for 

an art that hears the voices in the wind, listens, and runs with them. 
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I am for an art that is a political inferno, oxygenated by diversity, burning for human 

rights, recomposing equality as it decomposes hierarchies. 

I am for art that is not taught, but is learned; an art that is enlightened, like a school 

teacher learns in the company of their pupils. 

“I am for an art that imitates the human, that is comic, if necessary.” 

I am for an art that laughs in a moment, and cries in the next, an art that invites public 

expression, and bounces humiliation at the door. 

I am for an art that questions the merit of my own actions, and values the efforts of 

others’. 

“I am for an art that does something other than sit on its ass in a museum.” 

“I am for an art of conversation between a sidewalk and a blind man’s metal stick.” 

I am for an art that connects the senses, the silliness with the serious. 

I am for an art that finds relations, reveling in them before they change, then reveling 

again once they do. 

I am for a transparent art that succeeds by attempting, only failing if it ceases. I am 

for an art that displays disruptions as it develops. I am for an art that adapts. 

I am for a social art. 
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Historical Context 

Individual artists, collaborative art duos, and art collectives who exemplify behaviors 

of nomadic thought, attempt to construct new avenues for mental and social mobility 

throughout their practices. This section explores examples of socially engaged 

projects that are significant precedents directly influencing Rideables. These projects 

are similar in that they connect various communities via academia and invite student 

collaboration from within UCSC art courses as well as from art communities at large. 

This method, approached throughout Rideables, is an institutionalized form of 

inclusiveness through participatory art that clearly outlines goals and intentions 

among its diverse contributors. These projects were, and continue to be, exhibited 

through supporting art institutions. They are also exhibited in various presentation 

formats within the communities involved in their collaborative manifestation, as well 

as in new community spaces not previously introduced to these works. A brief history 

of skateboarding giving context to the culture that was founded in and continues to 

flourish in Santa Cruz, CA will follow. This history, others’ art works and my own art 

education, have deeply influenced Rideables. 

 

Collective Museum 

The first project considered is Collective Museum, facilitated at UCSC in 

2015. The art cooperative known as Public Doors and Windows, made up of Harrell 

Fletcher, Molly Sherman, and Nolan Calisch. These artists ventured from Portland 

State University’s MFA program to Santa Cruz bringing with them a unique approach 
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to socially engaged participatory art and storytelling. By interviewing dozens of 

community members that contribute to UCSC’s campus culture, Collective Museum 

captures the stories of the people that constitute the awe-inspiring landscape and 

experimental lineage of this vast campus. The project offers itself as a community-

inspired history in the form of a mobile museum, self-guided tour, as well as an 

online platform and gallery exhibition (Collective Museum with Public Doors and 

Windows). 

As an undergraduate art student, I was fortunate to take part in the first stages 

of Collective Museum by answering interview questions and providing anecdotes to 

Public Doors and Windows. I was one of fifty individuals to be interviewed as a 

contribution to the fifty anecdotal histories addressed in the work, chosen at random. 

One might encounter the Collective Museum by happenstance, coming across any of 

the fifty storytelling-plaques that now guide passersby through UC Santa Cruz’s 

campus. These aluminum plaques are presented in physical form, with their location 

on campus tied to the locations discussed in the interviews. The plaques will remain 

on campus for 5 years, accompanied by a digital version of the project that is 

accessible online. The digital version, found at iascollectivemuseum.com, maps each 

of these locations and presents the same corresponding anecdotes in a format 

accessible in the non-physical world. Further engaging students, Public Doors and 

Windows offered a collaborative opportunity to a group of undergraduate sculptors, 

inviting them to create works from clay that embody the anecdotes and sites of each 

interviewees’ story (Image 4). The clay sculptures “made by students in Professors A. 
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Laurie Palmer and Dee Hibbert-Jones’s art classes,” the website, and a number of 

plaques were displayed in an on-campus gallery alongside portraits of those who were 

interviewed (Fletcher). This singular community event brought together all of the 

individuals and micro-communities that contributed to the work, allowing for more 

in-depth conversations and considerations of the concepts explored while partaking in 

this cultural experience. John Weber, Director of the Institute of the Arts and 

Sciences at UCSC, supported this work as the first residency of the newly founded 

institute. Weber stated, “The artists are calling this project a museum. But it is also a 

huge conceptual art work that needs to be experienced by walking, looking, thinking, 

and also talking with others (Collective Museum 2016).” Both Collective Museum 

and Rideables produce impromptu happenings—one might stumble upon the 

Collective Museum at the university similarly to how one might experience a 

Rideable while on a stroll through Santa Cruz. Public outings are an increasingly 

popular activity for the Rideables community, in an attempt to reframe social spaces 

as smooth. Most recently, Rideables and its collaborators have been invited to debut a 

new exhibition space at the Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History (MAH). The 

MAH is situated a short distance from Rebele Art Club, inviting the homeless 

children involved in creating Rideables to partake in an exhibition and impactful 

community event. 

To further contextualize this project, when I began my graduate studies and 

the Rideables project, I had just begun working with a Bay Area non-profit called 

DrawBridge. Through this opportunity, I co-founded an arts facilitation group for 
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local homeless children in downtown Santa Cruz. While an undergraduate, I had 

received volunteer positions from connections made between the university and 

DrawBridge. Using my connections within the UCSC art department, I created more 

volunteer positions equivalent to the positions I previously held with DrawBridge. A 

current art student and an arts alumnus applied for and accepted these new positions, 

and they helped create the art facilitation group that is now known as Rebele Art 

Club. As a graduate student and teaching assistant at UC Santa Cruz, through 

teaching assistantships I had been introduced to over a thousand undergraduate 

students working in the arts. My work, modeled after Palmer’s and Hibbert-Jones’ 

Collective Museum, also incorporated student collaborators (Image 4). As an outcome 

of Rideables, members of UC Santa Cruz’s Rideables Super Team (described shortly) 

are currently in the process of assuming volunteer positions at Rebele Art Club, 

taking their efforts from academic involvement to non-academic, pedagogical 

community engagement. 

Considering academia as an impactful industry within the US economy, and 

UCSC as the largest employer in Santa Cruz County, universities provide economic 

and cultural value to their constituents. In Actors, Agents, & Attendants, Andrea 

Phillips, Fulya Erdemci, and Teddy Cruz suggest that “community-building used to 

be viewed as something negative, [as a] collectivist ideology [trying] to impose a top-

down organization on society.” Both Collective Museum and Rideables avoid these 

structural hierarchies by inviting opportunities for collaboration that do not supersede 

any positions maintained within the project. This supports the claim that “today the 
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notion [of community-building] is gaining momentum as something positive 

(Phillips, Erdemci and Cruz 216).” The previous negativity, which possibly derived 

from an association of class difference and local conflict amid the influence of a 

potentially-gentrifying institution, is avoided in Collective Museum and Rideables 

when these projects invite community members to tell their own stories, represent 

themselves, and to learn and teach alongside the projects’ founders. This approach 

creates a collaborative cultural experience that embodies the lives of its contributors. 

Rideables explored related avenues to recruit collaborators, but did so by creating a 

new, low-enrollment class. Made up of three art students and three non-art students, 

the Rideables course invited these students to bring their own artistic skills and 

creative visions to the project, while emphasizing learning new skills provided 

through an academic experience. The six students contributing to Rideables are now 

known as the Rideables Super Team. Like Public Doors and Windows that 

collaborated closely with 50 interviewees and 50 sculptors, I worked closely with this 

diverse group of six students (Rideables Super Team). This is demonstrated in the 

presentation of Rideables, which gives each contributing individual a claim in the 

work—a lesson of inclusiveness borrowed from Public Doors and Windows. 

Demonstrations of the work being presented as a collaborative pedagogy, not a 

hierarchy, can be witnessed in the exhibition of these projects. While the Mary Porter 

Sesnon Gallery and Public Doors and Windows were having an opening reception for 

the Collective Museum, the series Rideables was preparing for its own public debut in 

the MFA exhibition called ultraSHIFT. Although different in how they presented 
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their respectively diverse constituents, both projects were collaborative cultural 

experiences, relying on exhibition as a vital component to the processes that these 

newfound communities explored. From conversation and mobile storytelling formats, 

to impromptu demonstrations, to the incorporation of undergraduate sculptors, 

Collective Museum instilled a pedagogical structure that Rideables attempts to 

embraced. 

Image 4: Collective Museum on UCSC’s campus and at Mary Porter Sesnon Gallery 
(Collective Museum 2016 and Fletcher) 

  

Ecosexual Parade Contingents & The Pollination Pod 

Dr. Beth Stephens, professor of art at UCSC, and her partner Dr. Annie 

Sprinkle, create bodies of work that cultivate and activate newfound communities 

surrounding participatory practices and art activism. This art duo, each with a prolific 

record of their own, have recently collaborated with various Bay Area communities to 

participate in the Santa Cruz and San Francisco Pride Festivals. Leading a 

contingency of over one hundred individuals, these collaborative experiences 

included the university community, San Francisco’s Center for Sex and Culture, art 

collective La Pocha Nostra, the entity of the Earth and its elemental constituents, 



! 29!

professional theater directors, cinematographers, costume designers, performance 

artists, press agents, mechanics and more (Sprinkle and Stephens). Providing 

opportunities to university students working in the field of the arts, Stephens’ and 

Sprinkle’s inclusive approaches inspire similar community engagement strategies for 

Rideables. Stephens’ and Sprinkle’s work connects university communities, 

environmental art and activist communities, and sex education communities. I see 

them as concurrently addressing symptoms of social dissociation in “tension zones” 

which are present between said communities. My own participation in these efforts 

directly influenced the performative and pedagogical aspects of Rideables. Phillips, 

Erdemci, and Cruz sustain this similarity in that “socially engaged art is 

instrumentalized…to sooth the tension and resolve the conflicts related to immigrant 

communities, problematic neighborhoods, and tension zones…Rather than subscribe 

to one form of art—which is too easy a formula—we need to evaluate each situation 

and the rasion d’etre of the art project in that specific context without making 

totalizing claims and generalizations on the form and content, or the size and scale of 

the work (Phillips, Erdemci, and Cruz 243).”  

There are unmistakable connections between the Ecosexual Pride Parade 

Contingents and Rideables— particularly their orientation around performative 

vehicles that offer themselves as performative pedagogical art works. The Pollination 

Pod, a human-powered mobile teardrop-home, harbors artistic expression, creative 

exploration, and mobility while physically travelling between communities and from 

place to place (Image 5). This pod, pushed through the Pride parades, embodies the 
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social mobility it aims to facilitate. In both San Francisco and Santa Cruz, “tension 

zones” experienced around sexual normativity and environmental degradation that 

were addressed in these performances encompassed and connected a multitude of 

diverse collaborators and micro-communities. 

At the center of these micro-communities, amid the constituents of an 

intermediate Ecosexual community, The Pollination Pod was rolled through the 

streets. Gliding with momentum and grace, this social sculpture sparkles as a 

spectacle in and of itself. This work provides a strong example of institutional 

inclusiveness. Stephens and Sprinkle invited students (in addition to hiring a 

professional carpenter) to help with fabrication, carpentry, conceptualization and 

additional sculptural touches as an open collaboration. The material and conceptual 

processes that resulted in this vehicular performance art sculpture were displayed in 

the Ecosexual Parade Contingents. 

The Pollination Pod addresses the concept of mobility through notions of 

community and environmental justice. Rideables set out with a similar goal in mind, 

yet each sculpture is made mobile by electric power. Whereas The Pollination Pod 

succeeded extent in its approach to environmentalism when it was manually pushed 

through Pride, Rideables still needs further development. Human muscle, the power 

source behind Stephens’ and Sprinkle’s collaborative sculpture, is as environmentally 

friendly as it gets. Whereas Rideables employs electronic lithium ion batteries; a 

product whose life-cycle ends. The combination of materials that create these 

batteries must be mined and sourced from the earth to keep up with demand. As 
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spokesman for a recycling solution center, Daniel Cheret points out that batteries 

which could be recycled are generally thrown away to enter the waste stream, as it is 

more economically feasible to mine the sources from the earth than to pay for the 

processes involved in recycling these batteries.1 In disposing of The Magic Carpet 

has already contributed to this waste cycle. Incorporating electronic batteries and 

motors is a form of subjection to a global hierarchy that increases the potential for 

dissociation among the communities that this waste effects most. As batteries are 

dumped into poor rural areas both domestically and abroad, the communities that 

receive them attempt to find reusable materials in this toxic waste. This creates 

negative health effects as a result of the general pollution caused by dumping and the 

added dangers that handling dismantled electronic components involves. In turn, this 

creates more difficult living conditions for those exposed to the disposed and 

potentially reclaimed materials—altering the physical, mental, and social spaces of 

these communities (Mitchell). Similar to how an individual entity can be affected by 

dissociation, environmental pollution creates conditions for a less healthy community, 

as “dissociation can unexpectedly disrupt, alter, or intrude on…[the] experience of 

body, self, mind, [and] agency (Dell and O’Neill xix-xxi).” This is not an attempt to 

diagnose social dissociation in communities with which I have not been working 

directly, but an intent to note the similarities between marginalizing global practices 

                                                
1 Cheret estimates that “between 8,000 and 9,000 tons of cobalt is used in the 
manufacture of lithium ion batteries each year. Each battery contains 10 to 13% 
cobalt by weight,” which ultimately get thrown into landfills and shipped to third 
world countries (Mitchell). 
!
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of pollution caused by the circulation of waste and the described symptoms of 

psychological dissociation. This type of material usage leaves lingering questions 

surrounding the long-term effects of battery-powered transportation; in doing so, it 

refutes much of what Rideables stand for as they become all-too-related to the 

detriments of the global energy industry, which the sculptures primarily aimed to 

address. The Pollination Pod provides a practical and theoretical resolution to such 

material oversight, proving a consistent inspiration to Rideables as an environmental 

artwork. Honoring its ultimate intentions, Beth Stephens and Annie Sprinkle 

Ecosexual Parade Contingents offer insight to the processes of inclusion now central 

to Rideables. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 5: Dr. Annie Sprinkle and Dr. Beth Stephens in front of The Pollination Pod 
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Rideables shares unique similarities with The Pollination Pod in its mobile 

form, as both projects move through the streets of their communities as wheeled 

social sculptures. Other projects such as Payson McNett’s Big Board and Eric 

Schoenborn’s and Ed Selego’s Philly Madness also align with the Rideables in their 

use of the mobile form of skateboards, to enact their intentions. These projects share 

with Rideables the desire to build community through skateboard as art-making 

(Image 6). Skateboarding, an American action sport industrialized in the 1900’s, is 

also a major influence for Rideables: both were founded in Santa Cruz, California, 

and have roots in contesting conventional ways of thinking. 

Image 6: Payson McNett holding up his 3D printed sculpture, Big Board, and a still 
image of Eric Schoenborn’s and Ed Selego’s Philly Madness. (Melamed and Roberts) 
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Skateboarding 

Skateboarding is the product of many cultures. I find that the human-form 

operates and occasionally flourishes through rediscovery and adaptation of tools, 

which is particularly relevant to the evolution of skateboarding. Herein, the 

skateboard will be analyzed as a dynamic tool of both transport and artistic 

expression, intermingled with decades of industrial capitalism and anarchist rebellion 

that the activity has claimed during its brief history. With the birth of the electric 

skateboard in the late 1990’s, the skateboarding industry shifted. A new market 

emerged promoting the innovatively powered board as a tool of physical mobility—a 

reasonable consideration for commuting. Considering the skateboard as a commuter 

device is perhaps the most current and most dated interpretation of a personal 

wheeled-device (Pierce). In Belgium during the 1760’s, Jean Joseph Merlin made a 

skate-device by creating the first ever roller skate, marking the development of 

human skate-devices. He then demonstrated his lack of control on his invention, and 

crashed himself into a large mirror causing severe personal injury (Marcus, Daniella, 

and Griggi). This incident initiated some of the mainstream resistance to this type of 

transportation. It wasn’t until the 1900’s that children started attaching metal wheels 

to wood crates, adding handlebars for steering—this mimicked the controls for motor 

vehicles, and offered a foreshadowing of the invention of the electric skateboard a 

century later. 

Santa Cruz, California was the epicenter of what skateboarding had to offer 

society leading to the updated electric versions. Debuting in the US in the 1940s and 
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1950s, skateboarding was a way for surfers to make their presence known on “the 

concrete wave;” and suggested a new way to hone the physiological developments of 

the wheeled human-animal cyborg (Skatemag). Early examples of skateboarding in 

the US juxtapose skating and California-based surf culture, (which in turn had roots 

in pre-contact Hawaii and Polynesia). Joseph Banks, one of the most renowned 

naturalists and artists aboard Captain James Cook’s expeditions in the Pacific, is 

remembered for his collection and recording of botanical material. However, while 

touring the Polynesian islands, Banks took a particular interest in Tahitians that 

floated on “a high surf” that “no European boat could have landed in,” referring the 

act of surfing that he witnessed on his voyages (The Endeavour Journal of Joseph 

Banks 1768 – 1771). Perhaps it was the exclusive climate and foreign reef 

development that primarily accounts for a naturalist to be bewildered amid early 

wave-riders, but I propose it was the theatricality and sense of community inherent to 

the act of surfing. Whatever it’s complex origins, surfing is rarely described in a 

manner that gives reason to its perpetuated existence: as a means to foster a more 

connected community through mental, physical and social mobility. Skateboarding is 

a direct offspring of this activity.  

As a public act, skateboarding has remained one of the most visually-

inquisitive of human activities, from the similarities explored in the surfing by Joseph 

Banks, to the moment the first wheeled skating device was invented by Jean Joseph 

Merlin, to recent social and legislative debates over varying electronically-motorized 

four-wheeled platforms. For bystanders, similar to Banks’ perception of surfing, the 
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peculiarity surrounding this activity may stem from the gliding-on-water appearance 

of the action, the indiscernible velocity of an on-board individual paired with the 

empathy-inducing possibility of danger lest they fall, and the determination and 

seemingly contagious thrill exuding its participants in bursts. Yet, when seen from the 

point of view of social welfare, the shift of skateboarding from a counter-culture 

phenomenon to a popular American activity is eminent, particularly in relation to 

community and mobility. As inventors, artists, physicists and aficionados re-

conceptualize the utility of a skateboard, lawmakers are following suit. A bill 

legalizing electric-skateboards was passed in early 2016, legitimizing Rideables 

presence on public roads by legalizing them in the public’s mind as a commuter 

vehicle (Bill Text AB-604 Electrically motorized boards). These systemic changes 

denote an increasingly intimate relationship between skateboarders and lawmakers, as 

skateboards are seen less as a nuisance, and instead as welcomed innovators to a 

sustainable means of transportation that was previously unwelcome and unregulated. 
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Overview of Thesis Project 

An imaginative approach is most useful when considering the work that 

Rideables is attempting to achieve. A figurative mental map provides an unfolding 

description of not only how the work physically appears, but also how it can be 

perceived from within its multiple perspectives (Image 7). This creative interpretive 

map is one of human travel--using vehicles, people, and a city as a frame of reference, 

and goes as follows: A number of vehicles are approaching a city. They are coming 

from outside of the city from different highways, directions, and starting locations. 

By assigning numbers to each of the distinct vehicles, the data they produce is more 

clearly interpreted. 

Image 7: Approaching a Subject 

As they get nearer to each other and their destination (the city), each vehicle takes in 

a view of that city from a different perspective, and the vehicle’s inhabitants thus 

describe their visual experience of that perspective very differently than that of other 
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vehicles’. We can draw similarities and contrasts between each perspective, being 

mindful that in reality, it is the same city that they all see, and they all even refer to 

the city by the same name. The roads that lead there are highways and avenues of 

human connectivity, both in the physical and in the mental worlds, presenting 

themselves as a common ground--a social network. 

Similar to a digital site that is merely a platform for social networking, these 

roads provide a platform for multiple and variable inputs of human connectivity. 

When entering a site such as Facebook, or entering a system of roadways, the way in 

which one navigates those spaces ultimately determines where they end up within the 

respective platform, providing anecdotes to express how they perceive the overall 

journey. The website and the roadways are just the platform for connection, while 

each click is a turn and each digital comment is an interaction, exploring comparable 

navigation approaches and forms of relation, creating the social network within them. 

Within Image 7, the inhabitants of a single traveling vehicle include 

individuals that see the nearly identical physical perspective within a different mental 

context; a different framework that influences how they perceive the same physical 

attributes as the person sitting next to them. Maybe one individual has been to the 

city, perhaps from multiple and various directions, or they have accessed it through 

different modes of transportation--while others in the same vehicle haven’t seen the 

city at all. Considering this map as an interpretative model mirroring nomadic 

thought, it is presented as an analytic tool which can be applied in an attempt to 

approach and increase mental mobility, modal imagination, and social mobility. In 
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considering the immensity of possibilities among the multiple vehicles approaching, 

one might inadvertently try to define what the city looks like. Defining a single 

subject is an impossible task, as any definition is as subjective as the perspective(s) it 

considers. Any omitted viewpoints deem an outright and singular definition 

incomplete, inaccurate, and reduced. Unfortunately, this can and does occur with a 

frequency that diminishes the vitality of a healthy society in “the same moment that 

networks of connection among people on the planet are unprecedentedly multiple, 

pregnant, and complex (Haraway 180).”  

Even without meaning to, subjective and descriptive boundaries can be drawn 

around what a subject is and what it isn’t—in this case, the city. By providing a 

multitude of contexts, I aim to avoid such obstacles of reduction. We must not reduce 

to oneness things which really are multiple, because any individual synopsis of all of 

these points-of-view would seem incomplete, inaccurate, and reduced. In the map 

with multiple vehicles approaching the same city, consider that it is not a city being 

approached and analyzed from multiple directions and perspectives, it is an artwork. 

Similar to the map, approaching vehicles are denoted numerically to represent some 

of the “multiple, pregnant, and complex” perspectives that help describe any one 

subject--in this case, Rideables. 

To begin, I’ll identify which vehicles (individual, complex entities) we’ll be 

considering as a perceptive approach to the same city, or subject (the culmination of 

those entities’ perspectives). Note: It does not go without saying that there are other 

individual and complex works that parallel Rideables in intent and/or impact. I have 
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already discussed few of these projects in the “Historical Context” portion of this 

thesis, providing local examples of widespread efforts made by artists addressing 

what I call “social dissociation”. Rideables then, can only offer a narrowing 

description, as all descriptions are. Also notable and perhaps conclusive is that 

overlaps between differing perspectives and approaches not only occur, but provide 

valuable insights to commonalities found among diverse groups and their various 

production processes. In this map, vehicles’ perspectives provide their contribution in 

describing a city, just as the perspectives of each individual Rideable provide their 

own unique and complex contributions to the description of Rideables as a body of 

work. Some routes overlap. In other words, each Rideable embodies the complex 

perspectives of the respective social groups that created the body of work, Rideables. 

These analytic perspectives consider the developing series of Rideables as social 

sculptures, which serve their communities in an attempt to increase social mobility, 

and analyze the body of works as a platform for developing pedagogies, 

collaborations, and social art practices.  

Physical constructs that exist within an increasingly digital world, Rideables 

are the sculptural outcomes of a far-reaching and ever-evolving artistic vision. Every 

new Rideable that is created contributes to the larger body of work, each with their 

own unique approaches to how they were manifested. These individual and unique 

approaches are a focus of the body of work itself, as each sculptural method informs 

the processes of the next. The approaches incorporate traditional art-making methods 

as well as contemporary methods of digital arts and new media; from gestural 
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drawings to small-scale iterations, to the incorporation of 3D modeling software and 

ever-evolving consumer-level fabrication techniques refined by decades of industrial 

development. A resulting vision is one of hope—hope to witness a growing trend of 

consumers’ reengagement with materiality, from a collective increase in 

understanding the processes involved in sourcing and resourcing the world that is 

created around us. The sculptures, as a developing body of objects, serve as a tool for 

understanding my own artistic practice, shifting my vision with each unfolding 

revelation. Of course, when looking solely at the sculptures, one sees little-to-none of 

makers’ larger intentions. Without knowing one can only guess which methods were 

employed in sculpting the work(s). If a viewer’s first response to Rideables elicits 

“those look like fun,” then that viewer has seen right through me and to the core of 

why I began creating these sculptures. If another viewer reacted by saying “those look 

like they can bring people together,” they would be getting at some of the unexpected 

outcomes of what Rideables have become as well. Processes and intentions aside, 

they are a series of sculptures, each with a name, and each with dozens of individuals’ 

stories inscribed within them. As I write, there are currently three Rideables in 

operation. I’ll tell my story of how each one came to be. I encourage readers to keep 

in mind that I’m attempting to describe how these sculptures appear, how they 

operate mechanically, and how they operate socially. The three current Rideables in 

order of completion are “Land Ahoy!”  (Vehicle #1), The Flying Banana!  (Vehicle 

#2, and The Magic Carpet 2.0!  (Vehicle #3). 
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Image 8: Members of the Rideables Super Team aboard “Land Ahoy!”, The Magic 
Carpet 2.0, and The Flying Banana, outside the Digital Arts Research Center at UC 

Santa Cruz (Mercader) 
 

Vehicle #1: “Land Ahoy!” 

This sculpture is a vessel in form, bound to the land by four electronically-

powered wheels, inspired in part by lucid-dreaming of the open water. It is four-foot-

long, two-foot-wide miniature boat compiled of mahogany, plywood, steel, paint, 

lacquer, a prefabricated electric skateboard, and the hardware and adhesive necessary 

to assemble it all. Utilizing the same machines once used to create assault rifles, I 

applied my expertise to fabricate a new cultural product (Image 9). 
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Image 9: The front bow of “Land Ahoy!” (2015), and a still image from the 
MFA exhibition, ultraSHIFT (Mercader). 

 
“Land Ahoy!” was completed and exhibited in DANM’s Open Studios 

(December 2015), with subsequent appearances in The Odyssey (December 2016), 

and again in ultraSHIFT (April 2017). Fabricating this work required multiple 

iterations, small scale prototypes, and a multitude of user testing. The process of 

making “Land Ahoy!” borrowed methods from industries including arms 

manufacturing, skateboard production and surfboard shaping. Ultimately, “Land 

Ahoy!” embraced a collaborative process utilizing various techniques of rapid 

prototyping. 

When first approaching “Land Ahoy!”, I did not intend on collaborating. With 

guidance from Professor Jennifer Parker in the DANM program a project that began 

as an exploration of my own expressions developed into a more inclusive practice 

that invited the expressions of others. When Professor Parker conversed with me 

throughout these shifts of intention, her counsel challenged me to ask the 

communities that my work was actually engaging with more questions. 

At the time, I had just begun Rebele Art Club, the art facilitation group for 

children living in transitional housing at Santa Cruz’s local homeless shelter. The 
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homeless shelter had just undergone renovations, including the addition of a physical 

barrier that impeded the homeless’ access to previously-public showers. This barrier, 

an electric-powered gate, kept other individuals that were not officially recognized by 

the shelter staff out. Albeit a protective, life-harboring and benevolently intentioned 

decision to benefit those individuals that were already established at the shelter—and 

the staff who support them—it also unfortunately denied access to basic hygiene for 

many others. Witnessing these struggles outside of the walls of Rebele Art Club each 

week made me want to help. I had already created The Magic Carpet, and originally 

planned on making something similarly fun and joyous. Aspiring to be more socially 

impactful, I thought creating another light-hearted work could possibly assist these 

individuals with an essential facet of their life—access to hygiene. The individuals 

affected came from diverse backgrounds, including single parents with children. I 

wanted them to be able to take showers, and I imagined that that is what they wanted 

too. These assumptions were part of my process along the path towards assuming that 

I know what others need and an example of a form of premature, unbridled empathy 

based on my own needs and desires. 

As an adolescent, I spent my summer evenings rinsing-off lake water using a 

warm shower that sprouted from the back of my family’s wakeboard boat. After a 

nothing-but-enjoyable day being towed by a massive watercraft, coasting on a 

wakeboard across the top of frigid water and occasionally plunging into the bitterly 

cold lake, nothing felt better than the warm, cleansing water of a shower. This 

pastime also served me as one of the strongest memories of connections between my 
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friends and family—and still makes me nostalgic for the bonds that defined my most 

important lifelong community. And although my privileges of familial support and 

lake-side hygiene may have been far from the needs of the homeless, these moments 

provided me a with an example from my own life that generated empathy for others. 

By remembering this moment in which I highly valued a public shower—one which 

helped form my community and sense thereof—I began a process of empathy, also 

beginning to design the first iterations of “Land Ahoy!”. 

My initial intention was to build a small land yacht that incorporated a shower 

and pop-up privacy stall at the rear of the vessel. I planned to bring the sculpture to 

the barrier-gate at the shelter at least once per week to provide an option for the 

showers that were no longer available. In a pivotal meeting leading up to construction 

of such a vessel, Professor Parker asked “Have you talked to this population? Do they 

want to take a shower behind your boat? Can you imagine how they feel and think 

without first asking them?” Immediately, I reconsidered my premature plan based on 

my own empathetic feelings as a judgment imposed upon people I did not know. I 

had been working with the children inside the shelter, but I was trying to 

accommodate what I assumed were the needs of the population outside, with whom I 

had not interacted, conversed, or had any other interpersonal relations necessary to 

inform my sense of empathy. Professor Parker suggested that I talk with these 

individuals, being sure to ask questions regarding their thoughts on the gate and their 

needs and desires regarding hygiene. She encouraged me to ask what an art piece 

might be able to offer. This inclusiveness, foreign to me while beginning Rideables, 
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exemplifies how individual professors within an art institution such as UCSC can 

help me work on social mobility and address “social dissociation” on a local level 

through pedagogy. My own personal issue, and a matter of mental reduction, 

unintentionally merged both the homeless children population and the homeless 

populations outside of the shelter into the same category of “in-need.” In my initial 

conception of the project, I was not able to recognize such a prejudice and potentially 

marginalizing artistic decision. Working outside my own agency, I feared an 

egotistically demoralizing realization—that the impact of my work might not meet 

my intentions. This fear falsely led me to believe that it was not knowing how to start 

conversations with new communities which thwarted my efforts surrounding a 

mobile-shower vessel. In my fear of failure, I turned my efforts with the boat towards 

other communities with which I had already established relationships and dialogue, 

avoiding the homeless communities altogether. Although, I hadn’t given up on 

supporting the needs and desires of those in the homeless communities—I realized 

that this was a process that takes time, interaction, adaptation, and practice—

something that I hadn’t yet established with Rebele Art Club, and hadn’t even 

approached with those outside of the shelter. So in a change of plans, I determined 

that this vessel was now going to be built to connect the action sports/skateboarding 

community of Santa Cruz with the academic art community of the university. The 

previous anecdote of wakeboarding as an action sport that serves as a platform for 

community-building also provides context for the revamped intentions. “Land 

Ahoy!” now set out to highlight the fun and the functional applications of action 
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sports—specifically how these activities can contribute to local community 

relationships and an increase in social mobility. 

 My roots in the watersport of wakeboarding had slowly presented themselves 

throughout my time on land in Santa Cruz. Moving to the surf city at 17, I hadn’t ever 

really skateboarded. But as a full-time student working multiple jobs in an effort to 

afford rent, mobility was an issue. I needed to adapt. In my first year, whether it was 

to check the mail, or to make it to a work shift on time, I literally ran everywhere. 

When friends and colleagues passed me by on bicycles, I wished I could afford one 

for the sake of efficiency. When other groups would scoot by on skateboards, my 

envy turned constructive, as I discovered that I longed for more than just an efficient 

commute. So I finally saved up to purchase a board. The never-ending learning curve 

was filled with bloodied knees and bruised hips, but eventually, the efficiency of my 

personal transport increased. I even began to have fun getting around. Each bruise 

was not a failure, but instead it was a mark filled with the laughter of those who 

helped me get back up again. I established myself as a capable rider with a few local 

groups of skateboarders, filling any minimal free time with communal cruising 

sessions around town. When skating, especially with friends, otherwise striated 

spaces seemed much more smooth. I even navigated traffic jovially. 

But how could I connect the boat of my pastime with Santa Cruz skateboarders in a 

way that would speak to more than just my personal history? In the same way that a 

wakeboarding boat connects with wakeboarders on water—by towing them. 

Replacing the mobile shower with a tow rope, this four-foot by two-foot land cruiser 
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transports a captain and up to five skateboarders through a collaborative performance 

space wherever it goes. Form and function meet in “the concrete wave” at speeds 

nearing 20 miles per hour—the same speed ideal for wakeboarding. Apart from its 

scale, this sculpture mimics the social abilities of a wakeboard boat in creating 

collaborative entertainment around a vehicle. Some of the local skaters contributed to 

the final stages of constructing the boat, and many of them helped debut the work in 

staged performative collaborations (Image 10). 

Image 10: A still image from documentation of DANM’s 2015 Open Studios 
exhibition. The top left of corner of the image shows three local skateboarders being 

towed by “Land Ahoy!” This performance enacted the work among local 
skateboarding communities, connecting them with UC Santa Cruz’s campus 

communities (Kemper). 
 

The small scale, although comical at first glance, is coupled with immense 

technical capability, taking this Rideable into the realm of commuter vehicles. “Land 

Ahoy!” can transport an individual and their belongings over 6 miles while adhering 

to guidelines set forth by the electric skateboard manufacturer, Boosted Boards, and 

the recently changed California legislation surrounding electric commuter vehicles 
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(Weight Limit). Early prototypes and a proof-of-concept brought Rideables in-line 

with the high manufacturing standards employed in my work as a gunsmith. Over 30 

layers of 1/8th inch thick mahogany were subtracted from outsourced material using 

an industrial laser cutter. These layers were then pressed tightly between metal 

clamps to form the superstructure of a small ship, including the hull and the unrefined 

bow—a process that mirrors the layering and pressing of thin woods coated in glue 

developed by the industrial production process of skateboard manufacturing (Image 

11).  

Image 11: An in-progress shot of “Land Ahoy!” undergoing techniques of wood 
pressing, similarly employed in skateboard manufacturing. 

 



! 50!

Originally created in the 2D digital software called Adobe Illustrator, these laser-cut 

wooden layers stretched the overall size of the boat, maintaining the width throughout 

while steadily decreasing from the 4-foot length in quarter inch margins (Image 12). 

Image 12: An in-progress shot of “Land Ahoy!”, demonstrating how quarter-inch 
recessions between each layer helped to create the bow of the boat. 

 
After stacking and pressing the layers, adding a thin layer of wood-glue between 

each, the developing vessel was periodically set aside to dry for 48 hours. Confined to 

working in shifts of both subtractive and additive processes, laser cutting and re-

assembling the layers accounted for the majority of time dedicated to fabricating 

“Land Ahoy!”. Once the layers were assembled, I added a seat, and a DANM 

colleague helped fabricate a steering wheel. Members of the Santa Cruz communities, 

with which I had connected via skateboarding, contributed their efforts leading up to 

the debut by helping shape the boat in a subtractive process mirroring the hand-
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shaping method developed in surfboard production. This not only invited the 

skateboard community to be a part of a university-sponsored art project, but it also 

physically brought them to the university’s campus to contribute to the work-in-

progress (Image 13). Finding connections with the university-related communities, 

these individuals returned to debut the work at future on-campus exhibitions (Image 

10). The vessel also served as a platform for how the university community is 

engaging with the local skateboarding community, as “Land Ahoy!” makes 

occasional appearances throughout town. 

Image 13: Two local skateboarders work on shaping the bow of the vessel, later 
returning to campus in an effort to help enact and perform “Land Ahoy!” 
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Image 14: Sean Pace, a DANM colleague, assisting with welding fabrication for 

“Land Ahoy!”. 
As an undergraduate I worked with a primary collaborator, Kayla Kemper. A large 

portion of my work leading up to graduate school was created closely with Kemper, 

including Forest Bathing (Image 5). These experiences, including professionalism 

instilled in me through Kemper’s practices, enabled and encouraged me to complete 

Rideables as an MFA project. My projects with Kemper decreased and our practices 

grew apart while we attended different graduate schools. Upon beginning work on 

“Land Ahoy!”, I was reluctant to embrace collaboration, whether it was with a 

professionally trained academic colleague or a trusted community member, (Image 

13, Image 14). Yet in doing embracing collaboration again, the work became 

substantially refined, and an unexpected result was that the same sense of community 

that formed at the back of my adolescent wakeboard boat was beginning to form 
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around “Land Ahoy!” This shift, derived from the process of creating “Land Ahoy!”, 

translated into future endeavors, including the next two Rideables. 

Vehicle #2: The Flying Banana 

Image 15: The Flying Banana (2016) (Mercader) 

This sculpture is a bright yellow banana in form, with two opaque-red wings 

implying aerial flight from the rear. The oversized fruit connects with pavement 

beneath its four electronically-powered wheels, and connects with a community of 

young artists above. Like the undersized vessel that came before it, this piece is four-

feet-long, and seventeen inches in width and height. The Flying Banana is compiled 

of over 30 layers of quarter-inch mahogany, doubling the height of this work in 

comparison to the aforementioned. This piece was created in collaboration with 

children living at the Rebele Family Shelter at the Homeless Services Center in 

downtown Santa Cruz, from its conceptualization and planning, to prototyping and 
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rescaling (Image 15). These children are herein referred to as Youth of Survival, an 

homage to New York artist Tim Rollins and the Kids of Survival from the South 

Bronx. Rollins began creating a series of works with “students classified as 

academically or emotionally “at risk”” in the early 1980s, and has since continued to 

create collaborative and socially-engaged works with members of this demographic. 

About the Kids of Survival, Tim Rollins says: 

"To dare to make history when you are young, when you are a minority, when 
you are working, or nonworking class, when you are voiceless in society, 
takes courage. Where we came from, just surviving is ‘making history.’ So 
many others, in the same situations, have not survived, physically, 
psychologically, spiritually, or socially. We were making our own history. We 
weren’t going to accept history as something given to us (Tim Rollins and 
K.O.S.: A History).” 

 

Whereas the Kids of Survival live in the Bronx, the Youth of Survival reside in 

the local Santa Cruz shelter. They are permitted to stay for a maximum of 18 months 

while their families attempt to secure government-aided permanent housing. Between 

ages 4 and 13, the Youth of Survival are bustling with creative ambition, proposing 

more projects than most artists complete in a lifetime. Weekly art classes attempt to 

provide artistic outlets to the children who are able to attend public school, offering a 

more traditional art background in which the pupils follow specific directions to 

complete an artwork. Creating art via a series of complex instructions is reminiscent 

of the Sol LeWitt approach to art making via specific rules. However, it does not 

create the space required for social mobility—physically constrained by the limits of 

conventional art making and mentally constrained by the prescribed outcomes. 

Although a valued component of the public school system, is it possible for new ideas 
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to evolve from such a predetermined process? The Flying Banana is a project that 

involves taking risks, building trust, open communication, shedding expectations, 

creating ideas and artwork, learning endlessly, and of course, having fun. From the 

conception of the project to the final bolt being tightened, this artwork was created 

collaboratively with individuals from the UCSC, and the Rebele Family Shelter. The 

faces of the Youth of Survival gleamed with excitement as they watched a video of 

“Land Ahoy!”, the first Rideable that I’d created at the end of 2015. I asked the 

children if they would ever like to make a Rideable themselves, and received a 

unanimous “yes”. The Youth of Survival performed each step of the manufacturing 

process used in creating The Flying Banana. Completed in October 2016, this piece 

was first exhibited in DANM’s MFA exhibition ultraSHIFT, which also doubled as a 

community art show due to my collaboration with the Youth of Survival as well as the 

Rideables Super Team. 

Similar to “Land Ahoy!”, this work required multiple iterations, small scale 

prototypes, and a multitude of user testing—all of which were creative procedures 

conducted by or with the Youth of Survival. While the process of making “Land 

Ahoy!” borrowed methods from various industries, The Flying Banana borrowed 

methods from “Land Ahoy!”; most notably, collaboration. 

While the overall Rideables concept is my project, the lead artist for The Flying 

Banana was a ten year-old named “V.” V had been attending Rebele Art Club since 

its foundation. She played a larger role and had a more open commitment to creating 

this sculpture when the Youth of Survival and I began the project for several reasons. 
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Her family was expected to stay at the shelter longer than most of the other 

inhabitants, she had well-developed artistic ambitions and strong leadership skills, 

and her mother was committed to supporting her creativity. Before completing the 

project, V and her family secured permanent housing and moved out of the shelter, 

into their own home—the desired outcome for any family entering transitional 

housing. As exciting as this familial progress was, it put V in a difficult situation. She 

had to say goodbye to the space that she had called home for almost two years, 

including all of the friendships and other relationships she developed during that time. 

For V, life outside the shelter was as exciting as it was intimidating, isolation, a 

disorienting effect of dissociation, was eminent. Yet without hesitation, V 

demonstrated her ability to remain nomadic, in theory and practice, when she asked if 

The Flying Banana—which she had worked so hard on—could remain at the shelter 

so that others could use it. In the two months following her family move to permanent 

housing, V returned to the shelter with me for Art Club every week, rekindling 

relationships and sharing in the joy of The Flying Banana. Although new forms of 

collaboration and performance were created in enacting this work, many of the 

collaborative experiences came before this, as V and Youth of Survival collaborated 

with me in creating The Flying Banana. 

Stemming from involvement in Beth Stephens’ and Annie Sprinkle’s 

environmental performance art, as well as Harrell Fletcher’s social practice work, one 

of the goals of Rideables was to create spaces for play. While having fun among 

diverse communities, viewers and participants willingly delve into a number of 
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underlying social questions—Who can make art? Can fun be functional? What can 

we learn about each other and ourselves from navigating new mental space, new 

physical spaces, and new social spaces? We delved into these questions through 

collaborative art making. Much of the work necessary to create a Rideable is not only 

something that a young, underprivileged child is capable of, but something that they 

can excel at—especially their openness to collaboration. To begin the sculpture, I 

asked the Youth of Survival what they would want to ride around on. From there, we 

started making lists (Image 16). 

Image 16: V, contemplating lists of potential Rideables. 
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In an attempt to situate and reinforce the shelter as a smooth space, we set 

aside a few minutes of our weekly meetings for creative thinking. This was also an 

approach to increase mental mobility. This entailed producing 2D renditions in 

various and increasingly complex formats, exploring our list of individual ideas as a 

group (Image 17). 

Image 17: 2D renditions of potential Rideables, created at Rebele Art Club. 

Through efforts made by Rebele Art Club volunteers, we also centered a few hour-

long mini-projects focused on creative interpretations of items on the list of potential 

sculptures. These volunteer artists, with roots in the Arts Division at the university, 

contributed to these processes by providing various mini-projects derived from their 

own artistic practices, demonstrated in Image 17 (above). This interaction and the 

resulting relationships demonstrate how some of the creative skills learned at the 

university can be implemented on a local and inclusive grassroots level, in 

communities beyond academic ones. Merely an example of some the benefits created 

by facilitating otherwise dissociated connections, these pedagogical collaborations 
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also gave Rebele Art Club a multitude of options and considerations to vote on before 

settling on the winged fruit. 

Image 18: V creates a Shrinky-Dink in freehanded form, beginning a refining process 
that lead up to constructing The Flying Banana. 

Later, we refined our drawing through tracing exercises led by arts alum 

(Kayla Kemper) and a current art student. V thought to include as many elements of 

the final sculpture as possible, showing how she was not just designing a static object, 

but designing one with full intent to move and transport bodies as a wheeled and 

motorized sculpture (Image 19). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 19: V labels the “skateboard” as another youth embraces tracing techniques in 
the background. 
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Once the group had settled on The Flying Banana as the Rideable that they wanted to 

create, the next step was prototyping. For this, I’ve introduced my fabrication 

processes of working small in order to figure out larger issues while also minimizing 

material waste, and eventually scaling up. We began with a 3D modeled banana, 

introducing both volunteers and Youth of Survival to Autodesk’s free 3D modeling 

software (Image 20). 

Image 20: The Flying Banana presented as a 3D model with digital layers, before 
initiating any physical fabrication techniques. 

In order for the model to become a physical object, we relied on a laser cutter in 

similar fashion to what “Land Ahoy!” required. This type of industrial machine 

necessitates tactful training and execution, which was no problem for our lead artist V 

(Image 21). We chose a three-quarter inch wood to make various sizes of the small-

scale banana, as this is also the material we’d use for our full-scale version. (Image 

21). 
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Image 21: On the left, V learns to operate the laser cutting in the Digital Arts 
Research Center at UC Santa Cruz, enacting her understanding by successfully 

cutting out the many pieces required to build small-scale prototypes. On the right, V 
assembles the fruits of her industrial labor, both figuratively, and literally. 

With our small-scale versions completed, we then added electronics, mimicking the 

process of how Rideables are constructed—we just replaced an electric skateboard 

with a coke-can R/C car. At this scale, we were able to make them remote controlled, 

giving us a more thorough visual understanding of what the new Rideable would look 

like moving through a space. This also provided a glimpse at the risk involved in 

navigating physical spaces (Image 22). 

Image 22: Small scale, remote controlled versions of The Flying Banana. 

The entire project was herein scheduled to be completed during non-Rebele 

Art Club hours. Ultimately, this was an attempt to avoid project constraints that were 
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ever present in public school art programs. I wanted to encourage the children who 

were not interested in The Flying Banana to create art without parameters—this is 

also a focus of the facilitation organization, DrawBridge. We also planned on starting 

to utilize the university campus, creating contracts to avoid liability issues with co-

founding organizations, DrawBridge and the Homeless Services Center. Rideables 

were now a separate endeavor from Rebele Art Club. 

To complete the sculpture, V and her family adapted their schedule as I 

adapted mine, conducting trips outside of Rebele Art Club to work at the shelter and 

in the university studio, the UCSC campus. This marked V’s introduction to higher 

education, and demonstrates a conclusive possibility for connection and community 

engagement between underprivileged youth and higher education art institutions. A 

simple creative incentive coupled with an invite served both communities in the 

experiences that ensued. Taking multiple trips to UC Santa Cruz, V began asking 

when we would be going to “the studio at school,” or sometimes just “the art studio.” 

She had begun to find social refuge at the university in a similar manner as the refuge 

I had found there some years prior. The majority of processes completed at the 

university included laser cutting and the provision of a workspace. The industrial 

process requires art-making equipment not yet available in homeless shelters or 

community centers, while minimal spatial resources limited the shelter’s ability to 

store works-in-progress. As we scaled up the remote controlled mini-banana, we 

spread across work tables in university spaces, grabbing at resources conveniently 

oriented in my previously personal workspace (Image 23). 
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Image 23: Scaling up The Flying Banana with V at UC Santa Cruz 

At this point in the production, we prepared a pre-fabricated electric 

skateboard and started to assemble all of the components. It is important to note that 

that funding for this community project came from the university’s Blum Center, a 

philanthropic research foundation focused on poverty, social enterprise, and 

participatory governance. After combining the generous and expansive resources 

from the university with the ambition and creativity of the Youth of Survival, The 

Flying Banana was heading back to the shelter to be completed and then taken on its 

first ride. It mainly just needed to be painted, and this activity revealed an 

increasingly collaborative, increasingly mobile facet of V’s creativity. She had been 

reluctant to invite other Youth of Survival to paint this sculpture out of fear for the 

permanency of paint. However, within seconds of others asking if they could be of 
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any help, V filled multiple paint containers and distributed brushes as she helped 

convert a plain wooden form into a golden yellow fruit (Image 24). She was certain to 

paint one wing by herself, and shared painting the second wing with myself and 

another child at Art Club (Image 25). 

Image 24: V embraced collaboration, inviting others to paint The Flying Banana. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 25: Collaborative painting of The Flying Banana’s vibrant red wings. 

Finally, before going for a ride, the Youth of Survival bolted everything together, 

together! Bringing power tools to the shelter initiated a whirlwind of art-construction 

ideas yet to explored (Image 26). 
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Image 26: Final assembly of The Flying Banana, completed at the Rebele 
Family Shelter. 

The Flying Banana relied less on what any individual can understand and 

teach, and relies much more on what can be learned together through collaborative 

art-making and interactive/performative sculpture. My empathy for the homeless, 

once uneducated, premature, and unbridled, was developed and fine-tuned through 

conversations, patience, and the acceptance of a lifestyle different from my own. The 

Youth of Survival have taught me far more than I have taught them, from an 

understanding of empathy and a more developed form of social engagement, to 

navigating public and collaborative spaces, sharing responsibilities and privilege as a 

privilege granted to all. By breaking down social barriers associated with academic 

art such as space and equipment access, material costs, and lesson plans, this work 

addresses an underlying theme of breaking down reified systems of thinking—

particularly around community, social engagement, underprivileged children, and 

collaborative art practice. 
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Image 27: V embarks on the first test ride of The Flying Banana. 

 

  



! 67!

Vehicle #3: The Magic Carpet 2.0  

Image 28: The Magic Carpet 2.0 (2017) (Mercader) 

While The Flying Banana emphasized the social and collaborative potential that 

Rideables create, The Magic Carpet 2.0 demonstrates the fastidiousness that develops 

by creating multiple, unique works. As a reproduction of the first Rideable created, 

this sculpture is also the smallest and least complicated. Barely exceeding three feet 

in length and two feet in width, this work is not composed of multiple layers of wood, 

nor does it involve industrial processes. A collaborative remodel with the Rideables 

Super Team called for a quick fabrication of this work leading up to ultraSHIFT, the 

MFA exhibition at UCSC’s DANM program. While two members of the team helped 

cut down and drill the plywood that serves as the riding platform, others embellished 

the wood by deconstructing and reconstructing a patterned yoga mat. Combing these 
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materials with the same model of pre-fabricated electric skateboard that outfits The 

Flying Banana, this sculpture was completed in a matter of hours. 

The second iteration of The Magic Carpet, both in collaborative production 

and performance, superseded the social effects of the first iteration that was solely 

intent on having fun (Image 1). This work was completed the day before exhibiting in 

ultraSHIFT, thanks to the diligent and creative cooperation of The Rideables Super 

Team. While participants rode any of the three sculptures during ultraSHIFT, the 

Rideables Super Team managed the event, also taking any and every intermittent 

opportunity to navigate a Rideable for themselves. Their first choice, perhaps 

indicative of their involvement in its production, was always The Magic Carpet 2.0. 

This work produced and verified a newfound community of artists, and re-presented a 

previously individual experience as a collaborative process involved in developing a 

new community. 
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Conclusion of MFA exhibition 

Image 29: V navigating The Flying Banana. 

The MFA exhibition ultraSHIFT offered an experience that was the 

culmination of many of the efforts described throughout this thesis. The show invited 

each community involved back to the space where it all began. While previously 

unrelated audience members whirled in excitement as they piloted these vehicles 

through designated riding areas, the Youth of Survival that were also in attendance 

reveled in the joy that their new cultural product elicited. A team of undergraduates, 

ranging in areas of study from art to psychology to politics, executed managerial tasks 

with precision, making this event possible, while also contributing a sculpture from 

their newfound community of collaborative artists (Image 28). 

Friends of the skateboarding community reveled in the expansion of the series 

while testing the limits of the recently developed vehicles. Coordination between 
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university event planners, graduate programs, the police department, the fire 

department, the Rideables Super Team, the Youth of Survival, and the families at the 

shelter created a community event that exemplified a practice of social mobility. 

Without human agents to activate the community space that these works 

demand, Rideables would be as stagnant as a million-dollar vehicle in a Las Vegas 

showroom.  Displaying Rideables beneath a fixed spotlight, among a row of vehicles 

worth the same monetary value would turn them into crass objects for consumption 

only reflecting the capitalist culture that created them. Their appeal to consumers 

cannot be totally avoided, and I’d rather not attempt to avoid the topic of market 

value placed on an artistic object, as that is the current culture in which we all live. 

Offers from eager audience members are constant, and it would be dishonest to say I 

haven’t considered commercial production in order to support more social 

engagement. However, through continuing to develop my abilities as a facilitator and 

by opening this conversation up to my communities, I’ve realized that commercial 

production of socially-engaging art works can actually work against the notions of 

drawing class boundaries around income. This potential future of Rideables as a non-

profit organization can address social dissociation only if there is a procedure for 

ensuring that the production entails a level of involvement with the consumer and 

their community, that the consumer has already identified themselves as persons-in-

need or as an individual serving the underprivileged, and that the consumer does not 

pay for the product directly (i.e. supplying Rideables kits to community centers, 

family shelters, Boys and Girls Clubs, and other non-profits organizations). 
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Aside from a corporate future, and addressing the ideals that Rideables 

embody, the Santa Cruz Museum of Art and History (MAH) is hosting this series, the 

Rideables Super Team, and the Youth of Survival in a free community event that will 

be opening Cooper Street in downtown Santa Cruz for Rideables. This not only 

elevates the amount and diversity of participants, but it invites for unique 

opportunities for collaboration. For instance, a more direct call-and-response 

approach will be implemented in these future exhibitions. Audience members will be 

invited to design their own Rideables, submitting their drawings into a raffle that 

incentivizes contribution. The entries will be used to determine what form the next 

community Rideable could take, given the proper and extensive avenues required to 

collaborate with gallery community.  

Krzysztof Wodiczko’s Homeless Vehicle Project from the late 1980s entailed 

the artist creating a number of wheeled devices to serve a nomadic homeless 

population. When beginning Rideables, I first looked to the Homeless Vehicle 

Project. I learned how impactful a sculpture like Wodiczko’s could be when taking 

the needs of others into account. However, I also learned that there is no right that can 

be earned which allows me to represent another individual, or another community of 

individuals. The Walker Art Center articulated this lesson in a review of The 

Homeless Vehicle Project:  

“What exactly are the homeless vehicles for?” Are they, as one critic asked of 
Wodiczko’s metaphorical vehicles of the 1970s, “working prototypes, 
functioning models or engineering blueprints?” Do we regard them, first and 
foremost, as provocations to thought and action–what Harvey Garfinkel has 
called “aids to sluggish imaginations”–or as stopgap measures for dealing 
with the housing problems of homeless men? Alternatively, are they intended 
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as a communications aid for an emergent homeless “constituency”? Or are 
they conundra in a broader sense–open questions, impediments to closure, 
propositions designed to lengthen the hiatus between what we think is 
probable and possible (Hebdidge).” 

 

Rideables, particularly The Flying Banana, embrace these complex explanations of 

what vehicles like these are for. They are “provocations to thought and action,” and 

“intended as a communications aid for an emergent homeless “constituency.”” About 

The Homeless Vehicle Project, Wodiczko said “This vehicle is neither a temporary 

nor permanent solution to the housing problem, nor is it intended for mass 

production. Its point of departure is a strategy of survival for urban nomads – evicts – 

in the existing economy. It corresponds to the needs of a particular group of homeless 

(Wodiczko, Courtney, and Ingberman 22).” 

The Youth of Survival presented their own conclusions, as they developed a 

new method for enacting social mobility. While the velocity of each sculpture is 

controlled wirelessly from a handheld remote, the on-board user, also known as the 

captain, determines the direction of a sculpture. Usually, except during ultraSHIFT, 

the captain simultaneously controls velocity and direction (Image 29). When one 

Youth of Survival piloting The Flying Banana asked me if another child could control 

the velocity of the sculpture, any reluctance in supporting such navigation was 

quickly diminished. “Can we go faster?!” the captain yelled, as the child supplying 

power reminded the captain to “start turning” and “turn harder!” A collaborative 

mental space was naturally developed, paralleling the way skateboarders 

communicate at 20 miles per hour while navigating busy roads behind “Land Ahoy!” 
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A future of customizable transport seems ever-viable as a potential for my next 

endeavors, yet Rideables will continue to engage with communities, address local 

issues of social dissociation, and approach methods to increase social mobility as a 

developing social art practice. Ideally, V will return to the shelter as a future Rebele 

Art Club volunteer, perhaps even taking a paid position. I was invited into unfamiliar 

cultures, and my vulnerabilities were met with as much or more constructive support 

than I ever hoped for or intended to provide. While I attempted to serve my 

community, new communities emerged to support me. This is ultimately a statement 

that identifies art’s contribution to a transgressive and more inclusive social mobility, 

particularly as related to socially engaged art practices.  
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Appendix 

Claes Oldenburg’s I am For… (1961) 

I am for an art that is political-erotical-mystical, that does something other than sit on 
its ass in a museum. 
I am for an art that grows up not knowing it is art at all, an art given the chance of 
having a starting point of zero. 
I am for an art that embroils itself with the everyday crap and still comes out on top. 
I am for an art that imitates the human, that is comic, if necessary, or violent, or 
whatever is necessary. 
I am for all art that takes its form from the lines of life itself, that twists and extends 
and accumulates and spits and drips, and is heavy and coarse and blunt and sweet and 
stupid as life itself. 

I am for an artist who vanishes, turning up in a white cap painting signs or hallways. 

I am for art that comes out of a chimney like black hair and scatters in the sky. 
I am for art that spills out of an old man’s purse when he is bounced off a passing 
fender.�
I am for the art out of a doggie’s mouth, falling five stories from the roof. 
I am for the art that a kid licks, after peeling away the wrapper. 
I am for an art that joggles like everyone’s knees, when the bus traverses an 
excavation.�
I am for art that is smoked like a cigarette, smells like a pair of shoes.�
I am for art that flaps like a flag, or helps blow noses like a handkerchief. 
I am for art that is put on and taken off like pants, which develops holes like socks, 
which is eaten like a piece of pie, or abandoned with great contempt like a piece of 
shit. 

I am for art covered with bandages. I am for art that limps and rolls and runs and 
jumps. 
I am for art that comes in a can or washes up on the shore. 
I am for art that coils and grunts like a wrestler. I am for art that sheds hair. 
I am for art you can sit on. I am for art you can pick your nose with or stub your toes 
on. 
I am for art from a pocket, from deep channels of the ear, from the edge of a knife, 
from the corners of the mouth, stuck in the eye or worn on the wrist. 
I am for art under the skirts, and the art of pinching cockroaches. 

I am for the art of conversation between the sidewalk and a blind man’s metal stick.�
I am for the art that grows in a pot, that comes down out of the skies at night, like 
lightning, that hides in the clouds and growls. I am for art that is flipped on and off 



! 75!

with a switch. 
I am for art that unfolds like a map, that you can squeeze, like your sweetie’s arm, or 
kiss like a pet dog. Which expands and squeaks like an accordion, which you can spill 
your dinner on like an old tablecloth.�
I am for an art that you can hammer with, stitch with, sew with, paste with, file with. 
I am for an art that tells you the time of day, or where such and such a street is. 
I am for an art that helps old ladies across the street. 

I am for the art of the washing machine. I am for the art of a government check. I am 
for the art of last war’s raincoat.�
I am for the art that comes up in fogs from sewer holes in winter. I am for the art that 
splits when you step on a frozen puddle. I am for the worm’s art inside the apple. I am 
for the art of sweat that develops between crossed legs. 

I am for the art of neck hair and caked teacups, for the art between the tines of 
restaurant forks, for the odor of boiling dishwater. 
I am for the art of sailing on Sunday, and the art of red-and-white gasoline pumps. 
I am for the art of bright blue factory columns and blinking biscuit signs. 
I am for the art of cheap plaster and enamel. I am for the art of worn marble and 
smashed slate. I am for the art of rolling cobblestones and sliding sand. I am for the 
art of slag and black coal. I am for the art of dead birds. 
I am for the art of scratching in the asphalt, daubing at the walls. I am for the art of 
bending and kicking metal and breaking glass, and pulling at things to make them fall 
down. 

I am for the art of punching and skinned knees and sat-on bananas. I am for the art of 
kids’ smells. I am for the art of mama-babble.�
I am for the art of bar-babble, tooth-picking, beer-drinking, egg-salting, in-sulting. I 
am for the art of falling off a barstool. 

I am for the art of underwear and the art of taxicabs. I am for the art of ice-cream 
cones dropped on concrete. I am for the majestic art of dog turds, rising like 
cathedrals. 

I am for the blinking arts, lighting up the night. I am for art falling, splashing, 
wiggling, jumping, going on and off. 
I am for the art of fat truck tires and black eyes. 
I am for Kool art, 7UP art, Pepsi art, Sunshine art, 39 cents art, 15 cents art, Vatronol 
art, Dro-bomb art, Vam art, Menthol art, L&M art, Ex-lax art, Venida art, Heaven 
Hill art, Pamryl art, San-o-med art, Rx art, 9.99 art, Now art, New art, How art, Fire 
Sale art, Last Chance art, Only art, Diamond art, Tomorrow art, Franks art, Ducks art, 
Meat-o-rama art. 
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I am for the art of bread wet by rain. I am for the rat’s dance between floors. I am for 
the art of flies walking on a slick pear in the electric light. I am for the art of soggy 
onions and firm green shoots. I am for the art of clicking among the nuts when the 
roaches come and go. I am for the brown sad art of rotting apples. 
I am for the art of meows and clatter of cats and for the art of their dumb electric 
eyes. 
I am for the white art of refrigerators and their muscular openings and closings. 
I am for the art of rust and mold. I am for the art of hearts, funeral hearts or 
sweetheart hearts, full of nougat. I am for the art of worn meat hooks and singing 
barrels of red, white, blue, and yellow meat. 
I am for the art of things lost or thrown away, coming home from school. I am for the 
art of cock-and-ball trees and flying cows and the noise of rectangles and squares. I 
am for the art of crayons and weak, gray pencil lead, and grainy wash and sticky oil 
paint, and the art of windshield wipers and the art of the finger on a cold window, on 
dusty steel or in the bubbles on the sides of a bathtub. 
I am for the art of teddy bears and guns and decapitated rabbits, exploded umbrellas, 
raped beds, chairs with their brown bones broken, burning trees, firecracker ends, 
chicken bones, pigeon bones, and boxes with men sleeping in them. 

I am for the art of slightly rotten funeral flowers, hung bloody rabbits and wrinkly 
yellow chickens, bass drums and tambourines, and plastic phonographs. 
I am for the art of abandoned boxes, tied like pharaohs. I am for an art of water tanks 
and speeding clouds and flapping shades. 
I am for US Government Inspected Art, Grade A art, Regular Price art, Yellow Ripe 
art, Extra Fancy art, Ready-to-Eat art, Best-for-Less art, Ready-to-Cook art, Fully 
Cleaned art, Spend Less art, Eat Better art, Ham art, pork art, chicken art, tomato art, 
banana art, apple art, turkey art, cake art, cookie art… 
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