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Sculpting the Fa ce of Immigr a t i o n
by George Zavala

THE NUMBER 7  TRAIN to Woo d s i d e , Q u e e n s , in New Yo rk City reveals the

ri ch dive rs ity of this commu n it y. From my tr a n s fer point at Grand Centr a l

St a t i o n , I am witness to the coming together of the mosaic that is Woo d-

s i d e . On the panoramic ride that takes me out of Ma n h a t t a n , people from Asia,

the Middle East, C e n tral and South Ameri c a , the Cari bb e a n , E u ro p e , the Baltics,

and the Medit e rranean sit side by side as the New Yo rk skyline passes behind

t h e m . When I learned of the dive rse population at PS 11 in Woodside wh e re stu-

dents speak at least 50 languag e s , I was immediately exc ited at the prospect of

wo rking there .

I ’ve wo rked as an art and theater consultant in New Yo rk for 10 ye a rs and this

was the first time I was exposed to so many diffe rent cultures at once . My wo rk

at PS 11 was to create an art piece with the students based on their explorations

of immigration in the cit y. After meeting with teach e rs and figuring out how to

f it the wo rk into the curri c u l um , the time frame, and how I’d run the sessions, we

we re re a dy to begin.

In Mrs . K a t s u l i s’s 4th grade class the ch i l d ren we re studying early immigration to

the cit y. After the first session when the ch i l d ren and I got to know each other,

we discussed tr a n s f o rming the knowledge they had acquired ab o ut the early

i m m i grant experi e n ce into a visual rep re s e n t a t i o n . This led to exploring symbols

as a way to rep resent history, t i m e , eve n t s . The class decided to show a connec-

tion between the early immigrants and the city today. After selecting the image of

the Statue of Liberty holding a ship (early immigration) in one hand and the

B roo k lyn Bridge (the present) in the other, we discussed the po s s i ble art form s

we could use to create this imag e . We considered mu r a l s , m o b i l e s , c o l l ag e s , a n d

sc u l p t u re s . The ch i l d ren selected sc u l p t u re and so began our sculpting sessions.

To facilitate creating a successful sc u l p t u re within the time allotted, we decided

to make a plaster craft body cast using a student volunteer who would pose as

the Statue of Libert y. We secured Mrs . K a t s u l i s’s permission (the cl a s s room was

tr a n s f o rmed into an art studio once a we e k , and plaster craft is a ve ry messy

m e d i um ), rev i ewed the pro cess of constructing an arm a t u re , and we we re off.

To create teamwo rk and group re s po n s i b i l it y, we established four teams. The set-

up team made sure all materials we re taken out and distr i b uted at the start of

e a ch session; the clean-up team put the materials aw ay and re s t o red the room to

its original condition; the documentation team kept a writ t e n , i l l u s tr a t e d, a n d

p h o t ogr aphic re c o rd of the entire pro cess from the first to the last wo rkshop; and

the presentation team wrote an art i s t s’ statement ab o ut the wo rk and was re s po n-

s i ble for explaining the piece to other classes and in assembl i e s . These teams met

b e f o re my visits and shared their progress with me during our sessions. The sense

of ow n e rship and pride in their wo rk we re evident in the exc itement and energy

the ch i l d ren demonstrated during the entire pro ce s s . As we neared the end, t h e



d o c umentation and presentation teams made periodic repo rts to the class and

planning began for the unveiling and exhibition of the finished piece s .

M rs . Ve l a z q u e z ’s 4th grade bilingual class shared a similar exper i e n ce . This cl a s s

focused on re cent immig r a t i o n . The ch i l d ren chose to rep resent three Latino

c o m mu n ities from Queens on each face of an Aztec pyramid sc u l p t u re . An Amer-

ican flag surrounded the py r a m i d, woven through plaster hands made from molds

of the students’ hands, and leading to the peak of the stru c t u re , wh e re a hand

held a map of Queens with stars dotting the places wh e re re cent Latino immi-

grants have settled.

Again we wo rked in teams and each session the ch i l d ren wo rked with enthusi-

a s m , commenting on and offe ring suggestions at each stage of the pro j e c t . Fi n a l ly,

we we re re a dy to unveil the projects and each class planned the big eve n t .

We displayed the finished project pro m i n e n t ly in the cl a s s room and later in dif-

fe rent sites around the sch oo l . The presentation team read their art i s t s’ state-

m e n t , and the class shared moments they had par t i c u l a rly enjoyed and things

they had learned during the pro j e c t . Amid re f reshments and sweets we ce l eb r a t e d

our wo rk and said goo d - bye .

This is just one project of many that I have had the privilege of wo rking on wit h

the ch i l d ren and teach e rs of PS 1 1 , and the suppo rt of the teach e rs and staff is

a lw ays instrum e n t a l . I look forward to these wo rk s h o p s , and as I wrap up my

p a rticipation in these projects and board the Number 7 train tow a rd my home

in Spanish Harl e m , I am constantly moved by the faces of my fe l l ow commut e rs ,

seeing in each of them the face of a child I have met and the knowledge of their

people that they have given me. As an individual and as an artist I am ri ch e r

because of this journ e y.

G e o rge Zavala, a visual and theater art i s t , has worked as an artist in re s i d e n c e

in New York City public schools for over ten years. He often engages students 

in exploring community traditions and cultural identity as inspiration for their

a rt work.
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