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     What was the last public mural I worked on? There were Ricardo Virgen’s murals in Tepehuaje México back in September, but I only worked on those a few hours at the end. It was the Eyes of Picaso in Lima Peru, July 2004, when I joined Mario Torero and the artist group El Averno to paint a three-story apartment building façade in five days. It was crazy and difficult, in the hot sun on a tall third world scaffold roped to the crumbling adobe building. No we didn’t have production insurance, but I need to thank Gladys Jones from the House of Perú for supporting the trip, our Los Maestros Project, and our desire to paint public murals. The real story at hand is that I recently created a new piece of public art in San Diego with a large mural at Emerson Elementary School near 35th and National Avenue.

     I’m a substitute teacher for San Diego Unified School District, working at Emerson/Bandini Elementary often. There are two schools one block apart on 35th. There’s Bandini, a K-2, and Emerson, a 3-6. I was on a long-term assignment at Bandini, subbing for Miss Oekel in a second grade class. I made it through, thanks to the help of the Vice Principal Francisco Santos. It was getting near Spring Vacation when another of the vice principals, Pauline Leavitt approached me with the offer. She knew I was an artist and I think she read the article about the public murals I worked on in Tepehuaje. “Would you do it?” She asked. “Of course.” I said and I went on to say I’d make it cheap for you, “Just pay me as a sub and let the kids join in.”

     So the deal was done and I began creating the design after school. By Wednesday I showed the drawings to Pauline and the Principal, Jerrilee Fischer-Garza, who both gave me the go-ahead. Then I arranged with the custodians so that I could come at night and project the mural design on the wall. It only took one evening to paint the outlines and then Friday was the last day of school and the wall was covered in painted designs, looking like some well thought out tagging? This school gets gang graffiti and tagging nightly. Almost nobody knew about the mural. It was fun, knowing that it would be such a surprise.

     So here’s the idea. It will be Spring Vacation and the school offers an Intersession half-day school to help kids move further ahead. During this time I’d paint the mural with the students and faculty and then stay after school to get in a full days work. It was great and everything went perfect, thanks to Norma Cummings who handles just about everything at these two schools.

     This is how it works. I arrive at eight in the cold morning sipping coffee and roll out my cart with all the paint. Then I pour out many cups of bright colors. I have several buckets of water below with dozens of brushes. Quickly I view the mural and think of what to do as kids arrive. They have to sit in the lunch table area before school starts. I go right into outlining designs with black or purple, giving clean designs for the kids to color in right away. Starting at nine-thirty two classes show up at a time for thirty minutes each. This goes on until noon. The kids eagerly wait as I take two at a time and set them up painting on the mural. There is plenty of room, the mural is nearly eighty feet long and ten feet high. With a lot of needed help from the teachers and Pauline we put over 150 kids a day on the mural, giving everyone a chance to paint.

     It gets a little overwhelming for me at times. The kids paint so fast and sloppy, finishing quickly and then calling for me. I moved around constantly showing and teaching, painting the mural. In the afternoon it was just a few eager 5th and 6th graders who could paint well. On the first day alone, we covered nearly the entire surface with some paint.

     The second day, Pauline had a great plan to put out several tables and art supplies so the kids could work while they waited for a turn. And then Miss. Blankenship brought out her kids with drawing boards and paper. While some of us were painting the mural, a few dozen kids at a time moved around drawing their own versions of the mural. It was great.

     The second week got a little tough as the mural appeared to be nearly complete. Often the classes would arrive and they had to be really patient as I tried to find exactly what they should paint. Most of the stuff was just too high. By now the paint cart had dozens of custom colors in cups and children stood around eagerly and close as I made colors like a mad scientist, working, mixing then covering all the cups with dripping wet rags to keep the paints from drying in the hot sun. The kids really wanted to paint and it showed as they listened and did their best. Also, there was a strong after school group that I had fun with and we got a lot of quality painting done together. On the last three days my Dad Ed came and painted with me until lunch. We’d paint like mad and then enjoy some great food at El Taco Rico.

     In nine days the mural was done. Luckily I signed it already because on the last day as I cleaned up the materials and added a few finishing touches it began to rain really hard, driving me away. But school is back in session now and the mural is alive every day to over a thousand students, faculty, family and staff. Someone even said to me, “You can see it from the freeway. Yeah, from the 15 going north before Ocean View.” With that I say, “You want people to see your art? Paint a Public Mural.” It’s one way, and sometimes it even pays.

