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From San Salvador, Romero’s poetry speaks of incarceration and 
the indomitable human spirit. The story behind one of the pieces, a 
hanging wall of painted t-shirts, is forceful. The original sketches 
about the inhumane conditions and degradation of incarceration 
by inmates in a Salvadoran prison were confiscated and destroyed, 
so the inmates repainted their art onto dozens of t-shirts, which 
visitors snuck out by wearing under their clothing. 

“Historias de El Salvador: De Violencia a Resistencia” deep-
ens the conversation our country is having about immigration and 
ultimately raises several questions: How can we destroy a country 
and then profit off its trauma and distress? Who besides the prison, 
weapons, and defense industry benefits from increased militariza-
tion and incarceration? Why is money not being spent on educa-
tion, rehabilitation, and community development? 

Through their work, Rafael and Romero ask us questions that 
force us to see beyond the tattoos and prison bars to the betrayed 
humanity of El Salvador. They ask us questions that all of us 
should be asking, not only about El Salvador but also about the 
United States. And by asking these questions, Rafael and Romero 
ask us to join in the resistance. 

“Historias de El Salvador: De Violencia a Resistencia” ran 
at the Movement Gallery/ Underground Library from June 18th 
to July 2nd and will be 
exhibiting in September 
at Galeria E.V.A. at 3412 
South Flores. TBA. https://
www.facebook.com/gale-
riaeva/

Bio: Yon Hui Bell is an 
instructor at San Antonio 
College and spent four years 
as an international volunteer in 
El Salvador that engendered a 
lifelong commitment to social 
justice, both global and local.

Disclosure: The author of this review is married to Alvaro Rafael, 
one of the artists featured in the exhibit.

As an urban student and community activist for all of my profes-
sional academic life, I have come to know the city mainly as a 
reflection of communities and their effort to create a space that re-
flects who they are in their dreams and goals. Those dreams include 
homes in neighborhoods where their children are safe, not to speak 
of education and health for the family.  

A very important part of that city is 
the available public space that serves as a 
preserver of the community’s history, culture, 
and recreative needs. Public space is where 
we can expand ourselves without interfering 
in our neighbor’s private space. It is a little 
league park, a playground for children, and 
a river by which we can walk and enjoy its 
serenity. Public space is also where we can 
meet our aesthetic achings, an art gallery, a 
museum, a zoo, a place to meet as families 
and enjoy the day without owing anything to 
anyone. It can be as small as a sidewalk or a 
bicycle path. Today we have our river walk, a 
public space that is not simply a tourist attrac-
tion but open to our entire community. Where 
we walk, bicycle, picnic and meet each other.  

Public space, then, is where as a commu-
nity we can breathe air as free people, free from 
the frustrations of the day, from the office, free 
from the market where everything is up for grabs by the highest bidder. 
At the end of the day it is a reflection of a city that is owned by the com-
munity and not by private interests. 

Not all of our citizens have had a hand in that creation. In San 
Antonio’s history we have experienced the displacement of fami-
lies from their homes and neighborhoods. In the 1950s the federal 
program Urban Renewal was implemented at a breakneck speed 
displacing entire communities and transferring those properties over 
to entrepreneurs in most instances. In the 1960s the city leaders, 
public and private, were rewarded with the HemisFair. The one caveat 
was that it was established where thousands of residents lived. That 
redevelopment continued to displace entire communities.  

Continuing in this tradition, the decision makers of San Antonio, 
the visible ones which include you the city council, eagerly support 
a policy of helter skelter development with the goal of making San 
Antonio a magnet for upper middle class residents into our central city 
and neighborhoods where older communities have been for years. I can 

only imagine that this goal is to make our 
city a first class city competing with any city 
in our part of the U.S.  At first glance it is a 
grand scheme, creating more consumerism, 
the basis of an urban market economy. To 
many observers San Antonio has been quite 
successful in this growth and expansion.

We ask—at whose expense? As a 
consequence, we have witnessed the rush 
of developers of upscale high-rise apart-
ments continue unabated, often times at 
the expense of working class or poor, but 
established communities. Countless resi-
dents have been uprooted from residenc-
es. Family life disrupted. The education of 
children disrupted. Coalitions of residents 
and community organizations have pro-
tested but to no avail.  The mobilization of 
protest will continue. But you need to put 

your ear and heart to the ground and listen.  
Now, one of our most sacred spaces 

is up for sale. And you, as the final say-so, are sponsoring what 
amounts to an invasion of a sacred space, the HemisFair, with a 
hotel owned, of course, by private interests not from this city. 

It is a sacred space because entire communities were sacrificed 
to clear land that we now enjoy as HemisFair. The tragedy is that 
HemisFair was developed into a world famous public space in San 
Antonio by displacing entire communities, including one of the old-
est Black churches in San Antonio, and now it is being handed over 
to private interests who are more interested in their profits than in 
our historical and cultural values. Full circle. Stop and think about 
what you are perpetrating on our community. Stop and think about 
the loss of public space and what it means to our community.  

Public 
Spaces

by Dr. Rodolfo Rosales


