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LEGAS. ESSAY AND RIDDELS BY ILAN 5 TAV.:

jLooooh-teh-ree-ah! . . . The sound still resonates in my ears. 'epe and Lalo Guticrrez,
a charismatic set of siblings who lived next door to my childhood house in Colonia Copileo, in the southern parn of
Mexico City, often organkzed impromptu tourmaments of Loteria, a board game somewhat similar to bingo. Tiwse
took place on weekday afternoons. Pepe, the younger of the two, enjoyed drawing out the svllables,
especially the first one. His pronunciation foreshadowed an aftermoon of clamor and competition in thedr
dining room. A small purple box would be taken out of a kitchen cabinet, where it was religiously stored after
each session. Soon every neighbor—there are approximately eight plavers per session—wolidd have
a tabla (Le., playing board) in front and a pide of blee and vellow chips the
sire of a nickel at the side, ready 1o b |:||.;|-:'-|'-|| In the nght spsol. The group
guide, appointed by majority (usually, Lalo was the chosen one), would
pick up a card, immediately covering it from everyons else’s view
Then he would chant a brief riddle: *;Partobe bien cralilo,
=t no e Heva El Colovadito!”"—loosely translated
into English as “Behave properly. my [nend.
(therwise the Little Red One will sweep you
awav!” The first one to guess the answer would

immediately shiek: S EL fhabio!™ (The Devil), Or else:

In colorful cards and riddles that
reveal this nation’s psyche, two
contemporary artists re-create the
popular culture of loteria

“Para ol 8ol 4 parra @ aepaa”™ (For the sun and for the water ).
The answer: “El Paraguas” (The Umbrella). At these pomnts,

anvone with the images on their table would place a chip on them.

by llan Stavans
lllustrations by Teresa Villegas
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The winner would
e awarded a sack Tull
of five-cenl ooins. An
hour or 5o later, each
neighbor would hbe
called home to hinish
homework and have
dinner, The order to the
aflternoon had been
about envy, frustration,
genulflection, perhaps
even anger. In how many
games was | a loser? Too
many to count. It was the
goddess of Fortune (with
a capital “F") that ha«
been courted, but the
courtship, in my own case, was hardly ever
fruitful. Noticing my dismay, Pepe and
Lalo’s uncle, who lived with them, would
always sayv: “TEI que de suerle vive, de
sterte e (He who rises by loek, falls
by luck too!)

The term nterda has the Teutonie root
filewt, which was adopted into the
Romance languages: in French it evolved
into loterie, in ltalian into loflo, and in
English it is the source of lof, a method
used in ancient times to solve disputes by
appealing to chance. The lofs, according
Lo the Lhecionario oe la Real Aeaderrein
fspanola de la Lengua, were placed in a
receplacle—in Homerie Greece, a hel-
met—with an element (a sign, a letter)
that tied them to each of the participants.
The receptacle was then shaken, and the
vietorious lot was the first one drawn.
Lvery country, from Seandinavia to
Alrica, has one or more varieties of games
of chance, and Mexico is no exception
Chr is it?

flan Stavans, who leaches af Amhers
Coliege, 15 the author of The Hispani
Condition arnd The One-Handed Pianisi
and Mher Stories, Tert ard XIS T
these pages are reprinded with permis
stom fronn the hook Loteria. _Ir.-|r||J|'.l'.'-:.|.lr'.'.|' by
the Untversity of Arizona Press, 2004
Original artwork is by Teresa Villeogos
(wiow. leresavillegas. com) with essay
aridd ricddles by Mo Stavans
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s with most things popular, the

game has a complex, stillunexplored

history. According to the chronicler
Bernal Diaz del Castillo, Herndn Cortés
was an assiduous card plaver. In La Nueva
Espana, as Mexico was known during the
viceroy period, there were public stands
for the dwellers of la Ciudad de México to
play cards and Axed board games. As a eal-
lective pastime, La Loteria Nacional was
established in 1769 by King Charles 111 of
spain. It quickly traveled across the
Atlantic Ocean, and since then it has lour-
1shed hike virtually no other Mexican insti-
tution: almost free of corruption (with a
el exception in 1838) and with philan-
thropic tentacles that support schools and
hospices. To this day the variegated tickets
are like currency, with the peculiarity that
Lhey become worthless once the drawing
for that ticket is held.

The design remains beautiful, though.
The anonvmous designers in charge of
producing them are an inspired cast. The
pictures represented in the tekets include
the Mexican flag, an emblem of the
nation's sovereignty; a bunch of Aztec
hieroglyphics: and the angel svmbaolizing
Mexico’s independence from Spain. They
have a standard seoe that doesnt change: four
mnches by elght inches. What distinguishes

Al indio cefende,
El Sup nos sorprende
& jA’lante! » proclama,

SU VOZ NS reclama

{Quen es’

Of Indians’ defender,
El Sup has a call
His words to contender:
"Ltopia for alll™

Who is it/

AYNOILNTOATY IH ]

——_—_—_—__—

La came te incita,
Inocente postor,
Acude a la ata,

destruye tu honor,

§Que esf

Arpused Dy a torso,
a knee even more so.
The mstinct permscous,
finds flesh just delicious

what s it/

15n7

AG

not ondy one edition form another, but also
a single ticket from the rest, are the num-
bers, randomly organzed: 4 135428201,
Jobhdad, 040761 . . . Why buy a particular
Liekel and nol another? The response, of
course, 13 simple: intuition. Fortune is
ruled by intuition.

Along with the tickets, La Loteria
Nacional produced large quantities of pub-
heity matenal: posters, calendars, boxes of
matches, and spedcial toyvs. The momentons
weekly Loteria contest, held late in the
alternoon on Mondays and Wednesdays,
mesmersed the enlire popmiation. A bounty
15 awarded to a single individual. The
selection makes no distinclion across
racial, class, rehgious, or ideological lines,
Evervone is eligible as long as the individ-
ual i wilhng Lo invest one peso for a single
ticket. The results are publicized in the
late evening and next morning through
rads, TV, and new ST,

When | was little, my father's business
aften took im to the hustling downitown
section of El Centro. 1 often accompanied
fam. We wiolkld start the day with a stop for
breakfast at the Sanbom's of Los Asulejos,
on Calle Madero, and then do the rounds
on adjacent streets where he needed to
visit clients and creditors. It was in the
Edificio de La Loteria Nacional, near the

statue known as El Caballito in
the intersection of Avenidas
Heforma and Benito Juirez,
where on occasion he would
stop o iy a tickel,
My own grandfather, Zevde
cxrbek, an mmumgrant from the
Ukraine in the cary part of
the Lwenbieth century,
armved in Mexico penniless.
He began selling shoelaces
and razor blades, After a
short time, e invested the
htitle money he had saved
\! 1 in a |.'II1I"I:'J:I.'III:'|'-:'I'|: and
he il the jackpot, The
experience made him for-
ever grateful. Fortune had
smiled. Mexico had opened its arms to him.
| vividly remember the back streets
pehind El Caballito as a full-scale and
colony: vendors pulling improvised chari-
ols wilth rags and cages flled with para-
keets, sefioritas swinging their miniskirts
while being greeted by adventurous
swindlers, fragafieaos—fire-breathers
vormiting flames on traffic comers, desper-
ale policemen runming after a thief, auto
mobiles and buses sounding their horns
repealtedly, while bicychsts artiully
sneaked through the fumes, and, amidsi
the hullabalon, marchandes selling tickets
while screaming ingenious slogans con-
strained only by endless exclamation

marks: ;i jijrane sus millones hoy y

vour milhions today and stop worrving
tomorrow!)

Were the weekly national contents of La
Loteria Nacional and the individual ses-
sions in Pepe and Lalo’s house that con-
centrated our attention on those fblos
before us different? Not really. They are
fundamentally the same game, plaved on
dilferent scales.

La Loteria 13 a [avonte @l e nlo
not only in Mexico but also in the western
and central parts of the United States,
From Oregon to Texas, it is ubbquitous al
ferias atlended by migrant workers and
sold 1n mercados In the same versions

manufactured sinece 1887 by the French
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entrepreneur Don Clemente Jacques,
widely known as the principal promoter of
L game. IL was andd stll 1s sold in manage-
able containers that include ten boards,
nity-four cards, and a joker, known as &f
naipe. The commitment of Jacques to the
game 15 st shrouded with rumor. In et
the development of the pastime might owe
maore Lo bm Lhan 1o anyone else,

[t is said that in the central state of
uerétaro, Jacqgues built, in the ate nime-
teenth century, a prosperous canned-food
and ammmuengiion buzinesz. {The former hos
Hourishied; fortunately, the katter is gone.)
AL the time of the Mexican Revolution,
arounad 1912 aware of the long hours of
duress the soldiers were subjected Lo, he
deculed o attach a smell Loteria board to
his products so that they could “pass the
Lime, (Nowadavs the division ol
Don Clemente Jacqgues devoled to the
manufacture of the dgame is called Gallo
FPasatiempos. ) It was when the soldados
returned home after the battle that the
demand for Loteria boxes increased
notably, In response, Jacques, using the
same press he used o create food labels,
printed more . . . until the bramd and the
game became synonymumis

=7 slall keep an old set made by his com-
(r pany in a closet: It includes cards
Lhal [eature, among other characters.
The Drunkard, The Hunchback, and The
Indian. Over the vears, I've stidied these
Images almost o exhaustion. And 've also
pecome acquainted with other designs.
For instance, the lampoonist Josdé
Guadalupe Posada made his own sed. 1
included one of Posada'’s recognizable
criavens, a skeleton poking fun al
whalt else but death? There was a plethora
of sets designed lor kids, as well as kits
depicting heroes in Mexican history
[ Huitzilopochtli, Cuauthémoe, Hernan
Corlés, Father Miguel Hidalgo v Costilla,
Porfirio Diaz), and famouns themes (Indian
slavery ), events (for instance, the inde-
pendence movement of 1810, as well as
the Battle of Puebla, in which the fateful
Cineo de Mayvo marked the clash between
Lhe armies of the United States and
Mexico), and sites (Mitla, the castle in

Chapultepec, and so forth).
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Then
there is the
ecchesiastical
Loteria set,
wilh depictions
of priests, bibli-
cal seenes,. and
the seven deadly
sins. But whatever
design one might
COME across, ils power
1SNl reducible o its graphics. The poetic
participation of the players is equally
essenbual, At Pepe and Lalo's house the
sessions would [requently become—espe
c1ally when Lalo was the group guide—a
sort of poetry shm. He would recite impro
vised nddles, known in Mexieo as acerfins
He would also use other forms of popular
poelry: colmos, farlanes, refranes, and
frafvuienguas—oeonundrums, corollaries,
aphorisms, and tongue ILwislers,
aomelimes Lhese poetic capsules had a
length of a single line. Others involved
entire starcsas rhymed in easy patterns like
ABAB and AABB. Pepe used to describe
the sum of his brother's Ivries as a
cancionera, a medieval Llerm used Lo
descnbe a compilation of ballads.

Today these images and the poems they
were accompanied by might appear racy
and even awkward, but Lhev were Cofm
monplace at the time | was growing up. To
some extent, | and mithons of other chil-
dren and voung adults learned o under-
stand Lthe way Mexican people behave
through them: the way they eat, drink,
Lthink, dream, dance, and have sex. The
Mexico of the 1960s and 1970s was con-
trolled by a corrupt single-party system,
which might explain our obsession with
chance, The reality that surrounded us
was Light and undemocratic, with little
space to debate ideas In any meaningful

Burguesas y cnadas
la tele hipnotiza.
Dl uscio deswiadas

en llantos y nsa

{Qué es?

Melodrama on tape:
anger, tears, and escape
Cruel villans asunder
for wives half in slumber

What s 1t?

VHId) dYOS 3M]

__—_—______—

Décima hMusa
barroca en la entrafa
A hombres acuss.

a Mujeres regana.

FQuien 57

Her stanzas are artful,

deep movals they search,

This nun 150°t bashiul
of men and the Church

Who s it?

1304 3H ]

[ashion, al least at
the political level. It
was 1n Lhe private
sphere where individ-
ual spontanelly was
championed. It was also
in that sphere where a
person s future might be
challended and, along with it
the future of the country as a

whiote, Far all of us et that our

lives were nod controlled by a savvy, coher-
ent government with enough knowledge to
lead; instead, our fate was in the hands of a
unech of disorented _|||rJ|'r'.'J'-"|.-.'-. witbssiit 5
clue as to how to feed approximately 80
million stomachs, Ramdn Lipez Velarde
(1888-1921), the nation's most suscepdi
ble, heartrending poet, wrote about the
randomness of La Loteria as Mexico's
manera de ser in his poem “La suave
patria”, (roughly translated as “sweel
homekand™):

I-:-'llllll'- la salame A, Fﬂ.. Ldan Frndan,

en pisa de melal ides al dia,

i 0 i3 4
l.ll.' ||Ii|III-|l|.|'-...II CARi MR ool |-ll. -I-I..'1|.-|.
1

Hervin the English version by Margared
savers Peden:

A L= =g E '
!1 IILI-' i -',IIII.'I- n -|I'I L H. '.".l-l.dl"l Hl.ll i, 1-||.|I!||r|.||
. " 1 i [}
0 WLl ..l.l _-.._I-.:'..- A, l||.'l|.| -Ii T 1Jl|.'lllal-l|.'- I"l
i i

i . (] 1 K L aE
I-I-'. | e -.|-4-||. Like Lhe nalicnal |:..-I|..-1.:|.

To us the images of Loteria cards and
boards werentl types bul prototypes and
archetypes in the nation's psyche. To play
a single game was to traverse the inner
chambers of In meriooridod

Mysteriously, I've been transported back
to the boisterous sessions in Pepe and
Lalos dimng room through the rendition of
Loteria done by antist Teresa Villegas. This

C

modlermzzed mlerpretation is the product of
her journey o San Miguel de Allende, in
Lhe stale of Coianajuato, fltered through a
maodern sensibality and a norh-of-the-bor
der view of lfe, | became hypnotized by it
after 1 learned of an installation she had
created of all fifty-four cards, rendered—
reapproprated—~uoy her brush. 've found
mysell enthralled, for instance, by the fre-
quency m the game of gastronomic modils
fehurros, nopales, horehata, pozole),
religious symbols and amulets (ex-volos,
miracles, magic powder, the Virgin of
Ciisactalupsse ), and pop 1lcons and the media
(El santo; Subcomandante Marcos, known
a5 "kl Sup”; TV soaps; comic strAps). And
I'm spellbound, too, by how the dichotomy
of sexes 18 turned upside down: machos
like the gireet-comer fire-breather on one
sicie, and on the other dignified females like
Sor Juana Inés de la Crnoz and the fndepern-
dentista Josefa Otz de Domingez, s this
still the Mexico of my past? Not quite. Much
has changed, but much remains the same

illegas’s images have inspired me to

re-create the nddles that populated

my yestervears, hopefually in a
mod that i1s akin to our present era. These
riddles of mine, a total of twentv-seven,
which the artist hersell has selected, pay
homage o Lalo's talents. Hopefully, they
contain the same dose of irony and Fatal-
= fs words were imjected with, Indeed.
his cancionero alwavs seemed to distill a
skeplical phlosopin:

Is love truly redemplive? Does the food
we o4l ]|i|1|'1' i|||:||' |'|"||||1'|'[il:|[| Wil || LHEIT I -
tions? Is there magic in the world? What is
the value ol freedom? In hindsight, those
competitions in Colonia Copileo taught me
early on some lundamental lessons in the
art of living: ;EY gue de suerte vive, de
suarte muere! | learmed that things are
il whal they seem and that our existence
15 shaped by sheer chance, Every single
decsion we make, no matter how inslenifi-
cant, represents a lorking path before us.
To choose one alternative among many is
Lo say no o the olher ones—1io say no 1o
the other selves we might have been,
Albert Einstein once said, "God doesn’
play dice with the universe.” It isnl tre,
With us He plays | Loooofi-toh-roe-aff ']
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