Artivism

By Christopher Oleata

     I have a good friend, Ricardo Netzahualcoyotl, we met here in San Diego six years ago and together we’ve worked on murals, artwork, and exhibitions. He’s created an amazing project in his hometown of Tepehuaje, México, where he’s painting a series of large community murals in a building of the central plaza. He and his wife Elizabeth are volunteer community artists activating the town with these murals. Taking a year and three trips to finish, the murals were now nearly complete and with excitement they invited me to paint and be the guest of their family in Tepehuaje. I was stressing and not sure, broke and overworked, but with the encouragement of my friends and family, I grabbed the opportunity.

     I took the Trolley from Old Town to TJ and a taxi to the international airport. Through a series of spins and lost tickets I thankfully make the all night flight to Guadalajara. I arrive and wait on the curb in the cold dark air and heavy rain, struggling to stay awake. At sunrise a giant rainbow pours through an open space in the clouds. It was wide and low, fading in and out as it grew.

     Ricardo, his wife Elizabeth, and Ricardo’s brother Pedro meet me at the airport. They are just saying goodbye to some cousins on their way home to California. We spend the day touring Guadalajara beginning at the central plazas, viewing many great murals while passing through the Senate and Cathedral. At any one of these places I could have sat for hours. The urban tour in a horse-drawn carriage gives a feeling of romance and fun out in the sun and urban sounds. The tour ends as we walk slowly sharing a cup of fruit and chili passing back through the main plazas to our car.

     What I really seek in adventure is that danger of stepping out of yourself, into another language, into another life, and Ricardo offered me that with his Murals. So as we drove out of Guadalajara on the small old highway west towards Colima I began to feel the welcoming of a culture I was about to enter.

     In every direction green mountains rise below a bright sky stretching behind the shoulders of each hill. It is the season of flowers and heroic silver thunderclouds. Maguey, sugarcane and corn grid the landscape in all directions. Upon arriving at his childhood home we step back in time and enter the family tree for an intimate view of his life.

     His grandmother of 93 walks the patios and gardens sweeping and smiling, eager to sit in her mini chair to talk with personality. His mother, nervous and a little sad, as it’s near the end of her sons’ visit, makes amazing chicken tacos as the table fills with voices and moving chairs. Of course everything is home made, with tortillas of unsurpassed flavor. We pass through the halls with old family photos, seeing rooms that have not changed in fifty years. A low door catches my forehead by surprise on my way to my room.

     He takes me on a ride in his “carrito”, a 4x4 golf cart, through the dirt roads and endless farmland surrounding town. We meet neighbors as the town wakes for the cool evening of food and drink. We drive for thirty minutes through cornfields, sugarcane and maguey to reach the reservoir gently overflowing from heavy September rains, a sign for a prosperous year to come. We watch the thunderclouds fill the sky and glow pink in the sunset light.

     When we return and reach the house there are families and chairs out front and kids moving by on bikes. Young men pass slowly in trucks with music playing loud. We join the chairs and talk until late. Slow-drinking tequila and learning about Mariachi and the pulse of the town. I went off to bed just as the midnight bell rang in the small church tower of the central plaza. I was awake in an euphoric dream, breathing in the great silence, cracked open by dogs barking and cats in fevered battle or the stress of tangled dreams.

     Sunday I woke predawn soon joined by the roosters crowing. I shower, have tamales and sip coffee on the patio before we load the carrito with art supplies and drive to the murals. The building looks great! It’s a big room with tall ceilings where community meetings take place. Once plain and empty, now filled with six twenty foot murals of bold colors. Ricardo and I work to finish details on one mural while Pedro paints the clear varnish over others. Two friends arrive, the party crashers Ricardo calls them. There’s smiling Chilo and the town artist Javier Sioreia, grabbing brushes and jumping in wherever Ricardo tells them. After the last few paint strokes, we pull the tape and take photos.

     A little more than a year and the murals are complete. The Yaqui Danza del Venado, shows a traditional indigenous dancer performing by a fire in a dear costume. El Cortador de Cana reflects the view of a worker cutting sugarcane with a long machete. The Reservoir shows the large reservoir that Ricardo’s father helped create, and it is with this water that the town now thrives. In many ways his father is a famous and respected man of Tepehuaje and Ricardo felt an obligation to create in Tepehuaje something big and lasting like the reservoir. Next is El Jimador showing the worker cutting the maguey plant for the production of Tequila. The last is the traditional and powerful Zapata, a close view of his forehead, eyes, and unmistakable handlebar mustache. Back at the house we gather for lunch as older important community leaders come to meet and celebrate. Then it is on to a small bar to drink and tell stories, celebrating the new murals and community pride.

     So my dream came true on that first day, entering the heart of a culture so far away from my own in San Diego. Guided by Ricardo and his family I was able to see and feel the soul of another and to share in their unique and beautifully positive energy for life. As always, leaveing is sad, for I’m not ready to step forward in time to the modern speed of urban materialism. But for these few minutes I saw clearly my lessons in life, and the path became slightly more illuminated, as I shared in the slow beauty and love of the Méxican country life.

