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A Museology of Proximity: Heritage, Community, and Artistic Encounters

in Livingston (Guatemala)

A Conversation between Camila Caris Seguel and Sebastian Eduardo Davila

Sebastian Eduardo Davila: During the visit last year of a Mapuche delegation
from southern Chile to the Ethnological Museum of Berlin, I was struck by the
contemporaneity of the pieces we usually label as «archaeological> or <ethno-
graphic>.! Both adults and children clearly recognized the artifacts in the collec-
tions - dating from the 19th century, through their present-day use. Ten years ago,
you moved from Chile to Livingston, an Afro-Indigenous town on Guatemala’s
Caribbean coast, emblematic for its maroon, anti-colonial, and migratory history,
which led its people to settle and resist from the late 18th century to the pres-
ent day in Honduras, Guatemala, Belize, and Nicaragua. Knowing the political
and institutional context around heritage in Chile, what is your experience in
Guatemala?

Camila Caris Seguel: Heritage policy in Chile cannot be separated from the situation
of Indigenous peoples. There is silencing and violence by the state, the media, and
private corporations toward Mapuche demands, in addition to the internal conflicts
that exist in every movement and peoples. In Guatemala, the situation is similar.
However, in Chile greater importance is given to heritage than in Guatemala, where
heritage is conceived only as pre-Hispanic and is relegated to archaeological sites.
What happens to popular practices and those of Indigenous peoples? At the state
level, they are not considered part of the heritage and are rather commodified in the
superficial construction of a «country brand> for tourism. There is no safeguarding,
no funding for museums to maintain, conserve, let alone restitute or repair heritage
communities.

SED: This means that there is not only a tension between the state and heritage
communities, but that the state itself lacks the basic institutions for heritage
management.

CCS: And it also lacks an understanding of heritage that goes beyond the vestige,
that is, beyond what has already passed. Resources are invested only there, because
it is closely linked to tourism.

SED: Which has repercussions for living peoples in Guatemala, including the
Afro-Indigenous Garifuna nation, with whom you work in Livingston.? I would
like you to talk about your work, your beginnings in museology, and the proposal
of the Museo del Mundo (World Museum), a virtual museum that you co-founded
in Livingston. Why did you decide to found a museum in the first place? I am
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interested in what a museum can contribute to a community, but also in what
needs to change in the museum format to establish a lasting relation with the
community.

CCS: The Museo del Mundo was born as a virtual museum based on an initial pri-
vate collection of 250 objects.? From the beginning, we decided to carry out rigorous
photographic documentation and registration work, adopting the internal processes
typical of any museum. This practice is linked to my training as a museologist and
art historian, and to my work at the Museo de Arte Popular Americano (MAPA)
of the University of Chile in Santiago, where I was in charge of the collections for
four years (2012-2016). MAPA is one of the oldest popular art museums in Latin
America. It was founded in 1944, in a context marked by the consolidation of an-
thropology in Chile. Its creation responded to an ethnographic motivation, and the
inclusion of the term art in its name sought to problematize the understanding of
the cultural production of the peoples of Chile and Latin America. Pablo Neruda,
Marta Brunet, and its founder Tomés Lago participated in its creation, along with
an international network that facilitated donations to the collection by various
embassies, originally from the Americas and afterward from other regions of the
world. At MAPA, I learned how to manage collections, especially in the area of
documentation, which is not only a technical tool but essential for understanding
and valuing the pieces. However, there were information gaps at MAPA: many
descriptive fields were limited to materiality and country of origin, which made it
difficult to identify authors and communities. This work led me to critically reflect
on the history and logics of ethnographic collections, which are present even in the
leftist vision of popular art in Latin America. Ethnographic collections were initially
marked more by an accumulative impulse than by a documentary approach; they
are inherited from a particular moment in anthropology and from institutional
traditions. In 2014, I took on the task of refounding MAPA’s education department,
with the aim of making visible and mediating the work that sustains the collections.
This department remains active to this day.

SED: What has the term popular art meant in your work, considering your ex-
perience at MAPA?

CCS: My experience at MAPA showed me forms of collecting driven by intuition
and experience, and the importance of the term artist. At MAPA, it became nor-
malized to speak of popular artists, not only artisans. Tomas Lago, its founder,
already did so in the 1940s, which was revolutionary in Chile. That is why I prefer
to speak of popular art rather than handicraft. I do not reject the word artisan, but
I find it reductive: the artisanal is often associated only with manual labor, when
it also embodies tradition, resistance, and contemporaneity. In Chile, two terms
have coexisted: artesanal (handicraft) widely used in institutions with a more
conservative outlook, and popular art, promoted by MAPA. Those of us who passed
through that museum continue to use that concept, which has become our theo-
retical framework. Today, some artisans call themselves artists. For example, in
Wallmapu there are artists who work in jewelry or carving and sign their works.
The signature evidences intention and authorship, even in community-based prac-
tices. Sometimes, however, artists prefer that their people be recognized rather
than their individual name, and that must also be respected. Popular art sustains
this diversity.
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SED: Each term carries a theoretical and institutional baggage.

CCS: Yes, but popular art offers flexibility: it allows one to highlight the individual
when necessary, but also the collective. It is a term that allows for multiple perspec-
tives, as it questions the boundaries of art.

SED: Where does the popular art collection that gave rise to the Museo del Mundo
come from, then?

CCS: With the creation of the Museo del Mundo, I decided to make my collection
available to the project, along with the contribution of my co-founder (fig. 1). This
meant a shift in focus, as until then my professional experience had been tied to
public collections. In 2016, while I was in Chile preparing for my journey to Livingston,
I went through what I had and discovered many objects from my childhood trav-
els, accompanying my mother. From the age of nine until 2019, we both traveled
throughout Latin America, Europe, North Africa, and Asia. My mother did not collect
following an artistic impulse, but as a way of getting to know the world. We always
went to markets, which she saw as the heart of communities, and bought handcrafted
objects with a special sensitivity toward their process of creation. During my studies
in Art History, I trained my gaze and developed a fixation similar to hers. The Museo
del Mundo collection begins with affectivity and also mother-daughter bonds. On the
other hand, my co-founder also shared a similar impulse, a desire to know the world
through material culture. Material culture has been present in my personal life, but
also in my professional life, providing me with tools for its study and management.

SED: I understand the importance you give to intuition and experience as part of
collecting popular art. But what principles guide your relationship with popular
artists?

CCS: In practical terms, I have learned the importance of buying works without
negotiating prices. For artists, economic compensation is central; it has become the
condition that allows me to approach their artistic processes, giving way to inter-
views. Acquisition and dialogue contrast with the ethnographic practice of collecting
information and disappearing, and with many collections formed through expropri-
ation. Itis also essential to involve artists in the trajectory their work takes. Over the
years, I have come to understand the meaning that works have for their creators,
which commits me to them as a collector. I have been building a database and, as
much as possible, maintaining ongoing contact with artists. I have written artist bi-
ographies and used digital platforms to show their work in research contexts. Digital
media allows us to share these efforts directly with them, since it is often difficult to
invite them to visit the collection in person due to geographic constraints. The digital
format is malleable and has allowed me to forge bonds with the people I work with.

SED: What does a virtual museum mean in practice? What have been the advan-
tages and the limits of digital media?

CCS: The idea of creating a virtual museum arose from the intention of building
a migrant museum, a museum capable of opening anywhere, without the need for
a physical space. At that time, we received criticism for appropriating the concept
of a museum without fulfilling what were understood to be its requirements, such
as permanence and a physical space. The COVID-19 pandemic changed everything,
and the Museo del Mundo became a reference point and an excellent platform for us.
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1 Mercy Sabal, Murieca
aprendiz, 2022, printed
fabric, stuffed and sewn,
Dangriga (Belice), Centro
de Encuentros Culturales,
Livingston. Photograph
by Sebastian Eduardo
Davila, with permission
from Camila Caris Seguel

We organized virtual museum gatherings, inviting institutions from different coun-
tries, such as Portugal. We were part of the boom of virtual museums, often treating
marginalized issues: popular art, LGBTQ+ history, the history of slavery, everyday
life. However, the Museo del Mundo ultimately closed at the beginning of 2025
because the digital format reached its limit. It allowed us to create a meta-institution,
or a neo-institution, that brought new ways of collecting, engaging with artists, and
thinking about contemporary art to the table, but it also led me to understand the
fundamental importance of physical contact — meeting and conversing, to sustain
projects and relationships over the long term.

SED: Before continuing, I would like to pause on Livingston, the place where the
idea of the museum emerged. I am interested in knowing what your relation-
ship with the community or communities of the town has been like, how the
museum has been nourished by them, and how they have used the museum or
participated in it.

CCS: Livingston is a racialized town, made up of Garifuna people, Maya Q’eqchi’,
people from China, from India. As a white foreign woman and academic, I often
embodied the figure of the anthropologist. There is a deep rejection of anthro-
pology and ethnography because of their extractive history — collecting personal
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and community experiences for publication without any form of retribution. But
my approach to the town has always been based on encounters; my first years in
Livingston were spent working with children at the Beluba Luba Furendei library.
When I later began to research, I was very careful to show what I was doing and to
involve people in the research process, including practices of remuneration. This
generated respect for my work, because it is not the same to research from within
the community as it is to come from outside and leave again. That said, the figure of
the anthropologist made me very uncomfortable because of its historical burden. At
first, I was not specifically researching the Garifuna people, but over time I felt the
need to connect with Guatemala and the territory I had chosen to inhabit. I obtained
funding to research Garifuna history and culture in Central America. One of the
outcomes of that process is the anthology Discriminaciones. Afrodescendencias from
2020, and in 2022, I was awarded the TEOR/ética Catalizadora Grant, which allowed
me to travel along the Honduran coast to trace the origins of the Garifuna diaspora
in the region.* At the same time, I set out to connect with Guatemala’s art scene.

SED: Guatemala has a diverse and active contemporary art scene, although with
little economic and institutional support. Since the late 1990s, art centers outside
the capital have gained visibility, especially in predominantly Indigenous towns
such as San Juan Comalapa, San Pedro La Laguna, or Quetzaltenango. What has
your experience within this scene been like? And what place does Livingston
occupy for contemporary artists?

CCS: At first, it was a challenge to position Livingston’s culture within Guatemala’s
art scene, but over time contemporary artists began arriving in the town, opening
a phase of engagement through the arts that had not existed until then. Guatemala’s
art scene wanted to get to know Livingston, but local dynamics are complex, and it
is difficult to understand the place in just a few days. Livingston is not gentrified
like other areas of the Caribbean; that is where its strength lies, although without
a trusted guide you can often receive incorrect information. The town is not a mass
tourist destination, but epistemic extractivism has a long history, which is why sacred
spaces remain closed off and difficult to access. The challenge, then, was to create
mechanisms for artistic encounters while respecting local dynamics, since visitors
generally want to see the place, but in many cases are unwilling to pay for a cooking
class or to deepen their experience. This is how I came to understand the tourist-re-
lated violence that Livingston experiences and how it creates issues of self-esteem:
people get used to giving their knowledge away for free and remain impoverished.
Thus, in 2018, I began researching the format of the artistic residency and discovered
that it was flexible, malleable, and adaptable to what I wanted to do through art
and culture. That is how the workshops began: a format of cooking, language, his-
tory, and music classes, all part of the Luba Isieni program, our artistic residency,
which was officially established in 2021 together with my Garifuna colleague Izabel
Bermudez (fig. 2).

SED: It strikes me that all of these are immaterial practices — music, food, and so
on. What do they contribute to resident artists? And beyond that, how do they
influence what we understand as contemporary art?

CCS: Your question brings us back to the concept of popular art, which for me be-
gan with an interest in material culture, but over time expanded to include other
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2 Photograph from the Garifuna cooking class with Izabel Bermiidez in Centro de Encuentros Culturales,
Livingston. Photograph by Camila Caris Seguel

immaterial artistic practices. If you ask Garifuna people about their cultural wealth,
they will tell you it lies in music, dance, and cooking. Taking this into account, the
idea arose to create a real economy through art. Exhibiting artworks generates
recognition, but it does not necessarily improve the creators’ life. The residency
seeks to link recognition with remuneration. This required calling on creators who
did not see themselves as capable of teaching at the beginning, nor identified with
the label of «teacher, so we carried out a very enriching empowerment process.
The creation of funded residencies allowed us to put this vision into practice and
gave me the opportunity to bring in artists, generate dialogues, and foster cultural
exchanges in Livingston, where local practitioners receive financial compensation,
empowering the community through art.

SED: Your work in Livingston combines collecting, education, and artistic encoun-
ter or exchange. It seems to exceed the limits of a museum, even a community
museum, and of normative definitions of art and art education.

CCS: The museum format needs to continue expanding and being discussed in order
to create what I call a museology of proximity. That is why, in early 2025, I decided to
open the Centro de Encuentros Culturales (CECU),* which combines my museologi-
cal work with the popular art collection, the Luba Isieni artistic residency, and the
proposal for an intercultural school. The idea of a center is that it is a larger space
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that invites and brings people together. No matter how much one wants to create
alternative museums, the word museum remains limiting, especially when engaging
with communities. The museum as an institution is conservative, even when it seeks
to be flexible. Thus, the CECU aims to put Livingston and the Caribbean at the center.
It is a new challenge, just as the Museo del Mundo was in its time.

SED: Is the center a physical space?

CCS: Since 2025, we finally have a home for the CECU, which was the place where
Izabel Bermudez and I lived and which we call Luba Isieni, our residency space.
It has been a very long process, because we designed it ourselves and have been
improving it over the years. In Guatemala there is an enormous lack of cultural
infrastructure, especially outside the capital, which means that you have to build
the infrastructure from scratch — in our case, quite literally.

SED: What role do the pieces in the collection play in this shift from museum to
center of encounters?

CCS: In Livingston, I learned that objects are a tool, a means for encounter, which
has meant shifting the focus from preservation to exchange. While the collection
allows me to connect with artists and researchers of culture and art history, through
the CECU I want visitors to come to Livingston and see with their own eyes the com-
plexity and history of this country and region, through an immersive experience
with the animal and plant life, the climate, and the people.

SED: Tell me more about placing Livingston at the center. What does this prov-
ocation imply?

CCS: For me, it is a form of retribution to the town and to everything I have unlearned
and learned while living with the Garifuna community. It is a way of creating an
economic system for the arts, of recognizing artists as creators, as intellectuals, as
people in resistance, and a way of telling the epic history of Garifuna maroonage and
the anti-slavery movement. Unlike other Afro-descendant peoples on the continent
and in the Caribbean, the Garifuna were not enslaved, but exiled, which is largely
unknown and unrecognized in Latin America. Their history is also embedded in the
Garifuna language itself: the Arawaks, Caribs, French, English, and Spanish have all
left their mark on the language.

SED: Do you think that questioning the museum as a format and institution re-
sponds to the Garifuna understanding of art and culture in general?

CCS: Not necessarily, because the Garifuna Nation does have museums, mainly in
the United States. There is an emblematic museum in Los Angeles, and in Honduras
museums have also been established, such as the Museo Sawaina, an extraordinary
community museum in the town of Limdn, the largest Garifuna town in Central
America. Its collection is made up of traditional and everyday historical objects,
donated by local residents, and there is a group of children who lead the guided
tours. That level of community organization is beautiful, and it is worth noting that
Honduras occupies an exceptional place in Garifuna history: after the exile in Saint
Vincent, the Garifuna settled along much of the Honduran coast, forming at least
44 distinct Garifuna villages. In Guatemala, on the other hand, it is only Livingston
and some areas of the city of Puerto Barrios, which makes it isolated both territorially
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and symbolically, with limited access to information and restricted contact with the
rest of the country. This has contributed to discrimination against the Garifuna and
to the precarious development of a reparative cultural infrastructure.

SED: The example of the Museo Sawaina allows us to understand what the term
community really means when applied to a museum: the redefinition of all its
functions based on the knowledge and practices of the community, including
the provenance, use, and mediation of objects. What role do the objects play in
the CECU?

CCS: Reflecting on the relation with objects and the «do not touch> logic, where ev-
erything is purely contemplative, has become the focus of my critique, and I have
sought to challenge that logic through what I call educational collecting. Last year,
I left some pieces from the collection with a colleague in Chile, Lissette Martinez,
who took them to schools and small coastal towns. There, the museography was
done at floor level, without display cases: a world map on the floor, the objects on
top, and the children gathered around. The children wanted to interact with the
objects, and they asked me if I allowed the pieces to be touched by them. I agreed,
which led me to expand my understanding of what access to collections could really
mean. Virtual access has enormous reach, but if my goal is to foster engagement

NN, ,. S
NP s
3 View from the exhibition Animales en el arte popular, Astragalus Cultura y Patrimonio together with

the Centro de Encuentros Culturales at the Museum of San Antonio, Chile, 2025. Photograph: Christofer
Lopez Calderon
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with the collection, I also have to allow for physical contact. Lissette, who is also
a conservator and restorer, reminded me that if something breaks, it can be repaired.
My current challenge, then, is to ensure that this collection is used in the present,
serving education and interaction. If the objects deteriorate, they can be fixed. This
is a rethinking of what preservation might mean: for objects made to be used, de-
terioration is part of their life. This requires letting go of the museum’s inaugural
syndrome, freeing the objects from the imperative of possession and safeguard.
Objects are not only made to be seen, but serve as vehicles for interaction, proxim-
ity, learning, and direct engagement with communities. Therein lies their power, in

a world as turbulent and uncertain as ours.
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