n a little pedestal in the house of
memory stands the figure of a
saint that her grandfather brought
ck long ago to lowa from one of his
‘tnchanted journeys. The saint is sur-
{'.;'.iIJ_fundcd by spikes—not to keep you
zight, but to catch you and draw you
}'r.l'...

That’s where it started for the artist
Teresa Villegas, this passion for all
things Mexico. She was born a Smith
in Davenport, TA. An unlikely start for
@ Woman who would one day trans-
Aorm the look of Mexico’s favorite card

tthern Arizona.
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Mi corazén fue rasgado y una flor aparecio; y la gracia surgic; y estd produjo fruta para mi dios.

(My heart was split, and a flower appeared; and grace sprang up; and it bore fruit for my Lord )
~attributed to Song of Solomon, inspiration for a new painting by Teresa Villegas

game, Loterfa. While raised a Catholic, it
was not her catechism that prepared her
for a love affair with Mexico.

Muchos pocos hacen mucho (“many lit-
tles make a lot™). It was a little her mother
pushing her into art lessons and soul
searching, and the way Diego Rivera's
murals knocked her socks off in high
school. A little her playwright grandfa-
ther's trips to Santa Fe and Mexico in the
1930s. A little the Sikhs in meditation at
their old ashram at Cherry Avenue and
First Street in Tucson. Then there were
the mangos and fmones, her love of color

Over the past four decades, awavd-winning playwright, actress, and former city councilmember Molly McKasson bas
ved and celebrated the people, cultural traditions, flora and fanuna, mountains, and desert basing of Tucson and

and beauty, and that intuitive decision
at age 18 not to go straight to college
but to drive from Davenport to Cali-
fornia, to sce the Pacific Ocean. Her
return from the coast brought her back
through Tucson, where she decided to
stay and attend the U of A. Within a
week of sertling here, she took her

: ! ; =
first trip to Mexico, and in aroad- |~
side shrine on the outskirts of ?" ﬂ
Mogales, she discovered an- |
other version of her grandfa-
ther's statue with the little it
spikes around it—and it

-
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turned out to be the Virgin of
Guadalupe herself. Over lunch last
summer, the mystique of that discov-
cry still held: “1 took this as a sign that
this was where [ was supposed to be—
and that wherever 1 traveled in Mex-
ico, my grandfather and the Virgin of
Guadalupe would be warching over
me.” Starting out ar the university, she
majored initally in science, then had a
life-changing vision and instead got a
degree in art, and for the pase 20 years
has rraveled extensively—and even
lived some—in Mexico.
This winter,
from January 7
through March
15, Teresa Ville-
gas retums to Tuc-
son in a major
show at Etherton
Gallery, which will
also feature three
other Arizona artises:
Randy Spalding,
Simon Donovan, and
Bradley Patrison. For
those of us who knew
Teresa before she left
here, a lor has changed in
the past three years. Her
name for starters. She mar-
ricd Bernard Villegas and is
blissfally residing on a hill in Phoenix,
In Tucson she lived a rypical artists
life—living in a small studic space,
shared bathroom down the hall, doing
graphic art for paychecks, selling just
enough large canvases to keep her
name flickering out there. Everything
changed when she embarked on a
project to deepen the American under-
standing of Mexican culture. To this
end, she received a grant from the Ari-
zona Commission on the Ares, and she
hasn’t stopped since. Her concept cen-
tered on Loterfa, a popular Mexican
game introduced in the 19ch century
via the French, whose sometimes sur-
real and always delightful graphics
have created a cult of followers on
both sides of the border—myself in-
cluded. Since college days in the Jate
60s, I've decorated many a wall with
Loteria game boards and cards. Eighe
years ago, my friend Chance Reyes
gave me a T-shire brightly printed with
one of my favorite icons from the
game—La Erealera (now T will never
forget the Spanish word for ladder!).

16 TUCEON BUibBd

Loteria resembles Bingo, bur with a
Latino attitude. T used to play it with my
kids when they were young, to ger them
excited about the language. Each card in
the 54-card deck has a different image. In
the game, cards are drawn and declared by
a caller known as ef forers. This person
uses little savings or riddles rather than
just telling you the numbers or names.
For example, for #50, Bl Pescado (the
fish}, the lotero would say “El que por la

foca muere” (the one who dies
by the mouth). For #47, La
Corona (the crown), one of
the traditional riddles is “Ef
sondirera de lor reyes” (the har
of kings). Each player has a
small game board divided
into 16 squares, randomly
representing the cards.
When a card is called
that matches one of
vour squares, vou place
a marker over thar
square, In some

Flen concept
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games the lotero may
designate a letter to
be formed on the winning board or may
draw cards until one player’s board has
completely flled.

Over the course of two years, Teresa
researched the history of the cards and
began 1o render 54 new icons using im-
ages thar represented Mexico for her, In
some instances, she made subtle changes,
still paying homage to the old deck. s
Sirena—the siren—gets a sex change to
become El Sirena, El Avbol—the tree—
gets a broken branch to become La
Rama—the branch, Estrella—the star—
goes plural, forming constellations, and
the old Ei Pdjare—the bird—card is
shown clutched in the talons of a swal-
low—La Grolomdring.

In other eases, she has added images so
“Mexichismo,” it strikes me as bizarre
that no one thought 1o do these before
(mifagros, Day of the Dead, nopales—
pickled prickly pear pads, a phosphores-
cent Virgen de Guadalupe, etc.). A
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number of cards
glow with objects maey carifias to
all of us along the border who
cherish our Mexican shopping trips
and weekends in Puerto Pefasco
{Chicle—gum, Pape! Picado—
paper cutouts, La Mese—a table
covered in Mexican oilcloth, Pan
Dlee—Mexican pastries, La Cruz Roje—
the Mexican Bed Cross, La Boli—a plas-
tic shopping tote, La Sillita—the little
painted chair my toddlers sat in, and more).
Several cards challenge old stereotypes
by celebrating strong Mexican women, in-
cluding the poer/nun Sor Juana de la
Cruz and Dofia Josefa Ortiz de
Dominguez, who helped start the Mexi-
can Revolution. Other cards revel in
stereotvpes and pop culture of Mexican
soap operas and comics, masked wrestlers,
and papier miaché dolls. Finally, some
cards show thar nothing is too sacred or
taboo (Bl Revolucionario—the Chiapas
rebel leader Subcomandante Marcos, La
Santita Azul—an altar
saint without clothes,
the Pope as a Day of
the Dead sugar skull),
But Loteria has been
the people’s game for
around 100 years,
from fiestas 1o casngF—
and it will not be cen-
sored. The caller is
generally expected to make social com-
mentary and take imaginative liberties.
Last July Teresa gave me onc of her
new decks, and when T gor home 1 laid it
our next to my craditional Loteria cards.
For the fiest time it dawned on me how
European the old icons were. No one but
the Devil really has colored skin, Many of
the traditional images (the ladder, the ‘
hand, Sun, Moon, rose, eic. ) floar severed g
from time and space, 3 la Spanish surrcal- G
ism at the start of the 20th century. How
curious that this lowa gal, Teresa of Dav-
enport, created images of such pure Mexi-
can descent—a mix of Spanish and Mative
cultures, Her enrire revised deck was orig-
inally painted in oil on 54 individual wood
boxes, each approximately 14™x9.5%%x2° =
cach one representing a separate card. The,.
paintings are complete i themselves, cov-|
cring a gamut of cultural fodder from sex
o devotional experiences and everything
in berween. F
She never ser out 10 rock the Loterfal
boar. Ivwas her research thar made hery
seek ourt the four Landin brothers, whose

family company, Don Clemente
Pasatiempos Gallo, has been making
Loterfa games since 1887, Withour
hesitation, they offered to sponsor a
Mexican tour of her Loteria installa-
tion—and to go with it, they whipped
up a trial run of almost 1,000 games
using Teresa's new version. They
agreed with the artist that 100% of the
prototype sales should go directly 1o
the Mexica's Save the Children {Fun-
dacidn de Apoyo Infantil, or FAI).
Then, at the end of last summer, Dhon
Clemente Pasatiempos Gallo, the true
source of Mexican Loteria games in
the universe, finalized its plans to
move [orward with full-scale produc-
tion of Teresa’s Loteria, making this
the first new version published by
Gallo in 100 vears! It docsn’t worry
Tercsa that some mighe sce her as an
outsider, “How can you offend people
when you love something so much?
Maybe somerimes it's casier for an
outsider 1o see and embrace all the
paradoxes that make up this wonderful
country called Mexico™

When we visited over lunch last sum-
mer, there was no hoarding her exuber
ance for life, She loves her work, her
husband, wrestlers, cooking, other
artists, and especially writers like Pablo
Meruda who nurture and inspire her,
This admiration for the written word is
frequently visible in her recent paintings.

Formunately, along with the Loteria
installation, several of her large can-
vases will be part of the Etherton
show, Sometimes dreamy, come un
suefo, sometimes surreal, they are al-
ways charged with Teresa's saving
g grace: unbroken trost in life,
& “1 don’t have any one in-
h tention when 1 paint, re-
age ally. If I'm telling a story
I"'m mote interested in
G getting the feeling oght.™
" She spoke with excitement
about an upcoming show in Scotts-
dale, a possible Paris exhibit, and “the
journey,” which iz our lives: “The path
of least resistance is the one we are
meant to be on.™ In a world graying
with doubr and reladviry, Teresa Ville-
gas offers up brightly colored sacri-
fices: o wingen de chocolate, lovers with
biological hearts entwined, a man talk-
INg up a stream of stars. She lays them
on the altar—and lucky us, delight and
warmth come showering down. >
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