Guadalajara México

By Christopher Oleata

     After a year and three trips to Guadalajara to paint the murals, my friend Ricardo convinced me to be a part of his art, the Tepehuaje Project.

     “Today the mayor of the next town offered me the walls of their cultural center.” Ricardo says with an energetic smile. “I leave on trip four in one week. I’ll be doing the last two murals, the Yaqui Deer Dance and the Jimador. It’s all my composition,” he continues, spilling personal facts about his family. “My brother and mother are still there in the same house. We have property, a home and a family. We grow peaches and agave. I’m living a new life.”

     Ricardo moved from rural Tepehuaje to the USA at age fourteen, to seek out his fortune and piece of the American Dream. He thinks with deep bonding thoughts that hold a community together and like many Méxicans that find good work in the USA, he sends money home to help support his mother and brother. He works hard and always pushes forward. And now he has turned a corner into the life of an artist.

     I first went to visit him at his house in San Diego for dinner. With his wife Elizabeth, pregnant with twins, we talked of our trip to Guadalajara, had a few beers and booked my plane tickets. They left the next day for a week of mural painting.

     It’s now a week later, Friday October seventh, 8:15 and I’m on my way to México. My girlfriend Shelly drove me to Old Town to get the Trolley to San Ysidro. The Trolley ride feels like I’m already in México with swarms of Latinos filling the swaying car moving through the darkness. I fit right in with my long dark hair and Spanish grin, carrying a large backpack.

     After an hour I reach the border and in the crowd cross the long bridge passing through the spinning gate to enter Tijuana. That spinning gate and its noise has been etched in my mind all my life. Walking through you hear that horrible sound of the metal slamming and you’re sure there is a problem, like you’re now trapped. A short walk and I grab a twenty-dollar taxi to the airport, happy to be trapped in my cultural journey.

     I reach the airport and find that my tickets are wrong and I already missed my flight. I am able to buy another ticket for the next flight leaving at 12:30 a.m. in just about an hour. When the plane boards I go right to sleep, thankful for the two hours of needed rest.

     As you may know, I am an artist, a painter and a muralist. There is a genre in art we call artivism or community activist murals. This is where you come into a community and paint a mural on a public building for the people. The mural reflects some deep profound symbols of the community and in the process electrifies the town with energy and joy. This type of art is one of the most important art movements of the 20th century and was created here in México during the Méxican Revolution in 1910. It is a great tradition to be a part of and in Guadalajara there are many great examples of giant public murals.

     I arrive in Guadalajara at four in the morning greeted by a wall of Méxican faces I don’t recognize. Out on the curb I wait in the cold air and darkness as a heavy rain falls. I walk around hoping to find Ricardo, struggling not to fall asleep. At sunrise a giant rainbow pours down from the opening in the clouds with the soft colors of the morning light. Just then I see them and after hugs and smiles, Ricardo says, “ Welcome to my city brother, I will give you Guadalajara. You are my guest and we will see the Murals of Orozco.” Since I was a child I’ve looked at the great murals of José Clemente Orozco in books and I am excited to finally get the chance to see several that are here.

     With Ricardo, his wife Elizabeth, and brother Pedro we begin our tour in Tonala, the sleepy town of artisians where silver and ceramics abound. The name means Place of the Sun. We have breakfast in the beautifully quiet Plaza de Cuihuapilla near a statue of a woman warrior. The small church built back in the 1600’s reflects the morning light just perfect.

     There are over a hundred plazas in this enormous city and of course millions of people. Founded by the brutal conquistador Nuno de Guzman, few pre-hispanic traditions or people survive but in the last 500 years the new people of México have created a powerfully unique culture. The state of Jalisco is the home of Mariachi Music, Charros, Tequila, Mesquite wood, sugar cane and much more. It is a supply center and holds great agricultural power.

     After Tacos we drive to the city center and the Plaza de la Liberacion. Surrounding the fountain are the 1558 Cathedral, Palacio de Gobierno and spectacular Teatro Degollado. There is no time to waste and we go right into the Palacio de Gobierno to see two Murals. They are somewhat terrifying, with one covering the great dome ceiling of the Senate, showing the story of the abolition of slavery. Outside is a different view as the wonderful light pours into the courtyard and soft clouds drift by beyond the Cathedral towers.

     The tour continues in a horse drawn carriage, for an hour of urban sight seeing of old buildings and plazas. After the ride we come to the dramatic end of our tour, walking a long plaza to visit the Instituto Cultural Cabanas, a huge Neoclassic cathedral-looking building built in 1810. The entire ceiling is covered in wild fresco murals painted by Orozco. The one in the center, high in the dome I remember always from my books as a child. El Hombre del Fuego. It show the view from below of a giant man walking in the sky and engulfed in flames. The whole building is impressive and at times overwhelming. Orozco was a truly modern painter using big active strokes bordering on abstraction.

     The tour ends with a bang with the power of the murals sticking with us. We walk slowly in the hot sun sharing a cup of fruit and chili crossing several plazas. But the real cultural tour is about to begin as we get the car and begin the one and a half hour drive out of big city and into the higher mountainous valleys of farmland and Ricardo’s hometown of Tepehuaje. All afternoon giant thunderclouds rose on all sides in heroic billowing shapes. They glow pure white from within in contrast to the electric blue sky and the tall yellow flowers that line the earth in every direction.

