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Transcript
Preface

The following oral history transcript is the result of a recorded interview with Linda Vallejo on
July 23-August 14, 2023. The interview took place over Zoom at Vallejo’s studio in Topanga
Canyon, California, and was conducted by Laura Augusta for the Archives of American Art,
Smithsonian Institution.

Laura Augusta has reviewed the transcript. Her corrections and emendations appear below
in brackets with initials. This transcript has been lightly edited for readability by the Archives
of American Art. The reader

should bear in mind that they are reading a transcript of spoken, rather than written, prose.

Interview

[00:00:02.54] LAURA AUGUSTA: All right.

[00:00:04.61] So, hi, good morning. My name is Laura Augusta. It’s July 23, 2023. I'm here
starting an interview with Linda Vallejo from my office in El Paso, Texas.

[00:00:18.58] LINDA VALLEJO: Good morning. I'm Linda Vallejo. Today is July the 23rd, 2023,
and I'm in my studio, at Topanga Canyon, California, USA.

[00:00:30.53] LAURA AUGUSTA: Linda, | am so delighted to be having this conversation with
you. And it’'s such a privilege to have your story, your work, your thoughts at the
Smithsonian, in the Archives of American Art. This is an important moment, not just for you, |
think, but for us, for us and for the history of art. And so | want to thank you in advance for
your time and thoughts as we start this interview.

[00:01:00.42] | want to begin by asking you what it means to you right now to be having this
conversation at this point in your life and career and for a broader community of artists and
of people who look at your work and understand your work.

[00:01:16.10] LINDA VALLEJO: Recently | was speaking to a mentor of mine, and | mentioned
that | would be doing the interview with you for the Smithsonian Oral History Program. And |
noted that this is legacy. | said, This is legacy. This is what | want. This is what I've been
waiting for. This is what I've been hoping for. This is what I've been working towards. This is
legacy.

[00:01:37.31] And when | say those words, | get chills. An artist spends their entire life
hoping that someone will notice their work, that the work will be considered valuable and
meaningful, not only to a small community but also to a larger and even to a broader
community of the world. They would hope to make a contribution to the field of art, to new
conversations in media and new conversations and topics.

[00:02:03.24] And today is a big day for me. I've been nervous. | combed my hair several
times. | ruminated over what to wear and what view that the video would have of me in my
space and how | would present myself. And as a woman of color, it was deeply important to
me, it was very important to me, to be seen as a serious image maker, to be a serious
researcher, someone who thinks deeply about her work, who thinks deeply about process
and practice and final image, who chooses things carefully, as an artist should.

[00:02:43.30] And | slept pretty well, but the morning was rather hectic and harried for me,
with my concern to appear as best as | can in such a serious and important day as today
with you. And | want to say thank you to you for this opportunity, and of course to the
Smithsonian. It means the world to me.

[00:03:03.78] LAURA AUGUSTA: It’s a privilege. Thank you. Let’s start at the beginning. Let’s
start with you being born in Boyle Heights In 1951.

[00:03:14.87] LINDA VALLEJO: Yes.

[00:03:15.18] LAURA AUGUSTA: And I'm curious about the family that you were born into.
I'm curious about where your parents and grandparents came from, how they ended up in



Boyle Heights at the beginning of the 50s—anything you can tell me in that early, early time.

[00:03:32.10] LINDA VALLEJO: Yes. | was born in Boyle Heights, in a Chinese hospital—a Dr.
Wada. | guess it was a Chinese hospital. It's been razed since then. Boyle Heights is one of
the oldest neighborhoods in Los Angeles. It was basically a Jewish enclave and a Mexican
enclave—very close to Olvera Street, which is a historic center of Los Angeles, the city of Los
Angeles.

[00:03:57.64] When | was 18 years old, | had about 350 family members that lived in East LA
and the surrounding neighborhoods, including four great grandparents that lived in Southern
California. My father was born in San Angelo, Texas. Both of my grandmothers, maternal and
paternal, were born in Texas—basically El Paso, where the woman would walk across the
border and give birth to an American.

[00:04:28.15] My grandfathers, both maternal and paternal, were born in Mexico, and the
family basically migrated to California in the early 19th century—the early 20th century. My
great-grandmothers on both sides were born—one was born in Mexico, one was purportedly
full-blooded—they say Cherokee, but | believe it's more likely to be Apache—at the end of
the 19th century.

[00:04:57.35] | knew these people. They were a part of my life. | grew up with them. | had
relationships with them. | have fond memories of them. And we all lived in a very much old-
world fashion of the whole family together all in one place at one time—very mexicano. But it
could be also very italiano, could also be very espariol, could be very Jewish.

[00:05:22.19] The big family were the aunts and the uncles, the grandparents and great-
grandparents, and a slew of cousins and smaller children, where the women fed the children
first, at parties, so that they could go out and play; then they fed the men, who then excused
themselves to the dining room table with poker and beer; and then the women, at the end,
would sit down in the kitchen and eat and talk about their lives and their children.

[00:05:48.73] | have many, many beautiful memories of being a small child in East LA with
my grandparents—a family. My father’s father was a musician. He was a pianist. He played
in silent movie theaters to make a living at one point. And my great-grandmother Lola—on
my father’s side, Cavazos, his mother’s mother—was a guitarist. And | remember concerts in
the house for holidays.

[00:06:19.77] | also remember my aunt Velia as a dancer and my father as a singer and a
dancer. My father actually did folkléricé in high school. So there was a lot of theatricals, and
there was a lot of theatrical types on my father’s side.

[00:06:37.98] My mother’s side just came from very hardworking—working class—from
humble beginnings. Both sides came from very humble beginnings. My mother has a story
that—well, my mother was born in Concord, California—Grape City. You know, Concord
grapes.

[00:06:55.11] And there’s a story about her: that her grandmother and her mother took her
into the field while they were picking grapes and that they put her in a blanket inside an
aluminum tina—like a tub. And that’s how she got her beautiful bronze skin, from the sun
and from being placed in this orchard.

[00:07:18.05] There was even stories of them being migrant workers, where—in the sense
that they would go pick this and then they would pick that—my mother picked peaches
when she was a little girl—that they would live in a tent and cook their food in large caldrons
over fire. | mean, this is really going back to, what do you figure, the teens, the 1910s.

[00:07:41.18] Both of my grandmothers were married at 14. And | assume that my great
grandmothers were also married in their early teens. That’s why | was able to have great
grandparents at 18: because they were so very young when they were married. You can
understand or imagine what that is about—that’s women who are basically in the home with
children, which is very similar to many cultural backgrounds in the early 20th century, where
women were not educated.

[00:08:15.34] And at three years of age, my father graduated from UCLA. His mother worked
as a maid in the Union Pacific Railroad and saved money and encouraged my father to
become a member of ROTC and then got a scholarship with UCLA’s TC, graduated with his



bachelor's—and | have it here—in Latin American Studies at, what will you figure, 20, 21,
and entered as a commissioned officer in the United States Air Force. And we packed our
stuff up and moved to Germany. And so | moved from East LA—

[00:08:57.42] Someone asked me the other day if | knew that | was a Mexican American. All
I knew is that | had a very large and loving family. | was the oldest granddaughter on both
sides of my family, so | was everybody’s little doll. Everyone dressed me. Everyone bought
me presents. | was surrounded by love.

[00:09:14.61] And then all of a sudden | was uprooted and taken to a foreign country. |
spoke Spanish at that time—primarily, | would assume—and then went to Germany and
learned some German, and finally learned the English probably when | was about five years
old—I mean, really, going back to school.

[00:09:34.31] This was the beginning of my life alone. And an artist chooses to be alone—or
sometimes doesn’t choose to be alone: has a propensity for it, or has been forced into it, or
can do no other, or can do no other. And | think | was all of those. | was alone, precocious, |
like to think intelligent. | loved experiment. And | began drawing, as a small child, as my
invisible friend.

[00:10:15.08] And | have beautiful memories of the German landscape. | married a man that
looks very much like my very first boyfriend, a German boy named Rein-alink—and | have his
photograph still—blond, blue eyed, looks very much like my first love. | painted the bare
trees of Germany, finally, in the 1990s. It finally came out of me, the image finally surfaced,
after what appeared to be, what was that, 50 years.

[00:10:48.36] | enjoy travel a great deal, but once again | found myself in new places with no
connectivity anywhere for many, many years, until | was 25. And my crayons and my pencils
were my deepest and dearest friends. And | enjoyed drawing. | enjoyed imagining. | enjoyed
creating alternate universes, like children always do, but it kind of stuck with me in the
sense that I—I call it tattoo you.

[00:11:22.41] It’'s where you repeat an activity so many times that it just becomes a part of
your internal being and you simply cannot leave it behind, much like you can’t leave behind
a beloved friend or a beloved partner or a beloved memory. And it's drawn me all my life.

[00:11:43.78] And then | have my father’s side of the family with all this theatrical stuff
going on.

[00:11:49.72] | used to, when | was a small child living in Sacramento—my father was there
at McClellan Air Force base; we went to Europe, we came back, we lived in Arizona, Missouri,
Texas, San Antonio, and finally ended up in Sacramento—I did theater with my community of
children for one summer. | was the producer-director. And we did theater in my garage and
sold tickets, and we divided the money equally amongst all company members. And we had
commercials in between short plays and short skits.

[00:12:26.08] And this was about maybe 10 years of age. And | also started a wild almond
business, a sort of raw almond business, because there was still trees all over California, all
kinds of fruit and nut trees. So we would all go pick them and put them in—wash them and
put them in paper bags and label them and sell them. And we had a small business.

[00:12:47.41] So—inordinate drive. Inordinate drive. My father’'s amazing drive to become
internationally educated and a full Colonel in the Air Force by the time he finished his work—
probably one of, what would you say, 50 Latin American officers in the military at his
retirement. And then he became a lawyer immediately afterwards.

[00:13:20.65] Constantly looking for the image, searching for the image. That’'s what | took
away from my parents on both sides.

[00:13:30.56] If you met my mother today, she’s the Eveready bunny. Helen Vallejo. Helen
Mufoz Vallejo.

[00:13:38.96] And—it was a very difficult beginning to a very beautiful life filled with a lot of
influences and a lot of joy all over the world—but also, again, this deep-seated
understanding of what it means to be alone. And what does one do with oneself when one is
with oneself? What does one dedicate their life to that would make some kind of impact or



have some kind of contribution, if one is alone with one’s thoughts and studies and research
and pencil?

[00:14:24.40] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm curious about the connection between inordinate drive
and this description you're making of aloneness, of solitude, right? And | wonder if you can
speak just a bit about that.

[00:14:37.27] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, for myself, | studied philosophy and religion in college
alongside art. | was always doing art in school, constantly. Everything I—you know, all my
classes were art classes, music classes, theater classes—taking music lessons, singing; all
this. If you're alone and you have no focus, life can be very dangerous place.

[00:15:13.96] If a child has a propensity for wanting to be alone—you know, | encourage
children to be writers. I'm always giving people pencils and pieces of paper. Do you keep a
diary? Do you keep a log? Well, let’s start one. Especially deep thinkers, children that like to
ask a lot of questions. So | was—very early, | was about meaning—purpose, meaning—

[00:15:49.73] As a young woman, | was—a young girl—I was Catholic. I'm no longer Catholic,
and we’ll talk about that in a little while. And | was at a Catholic school for about five years;
that’s about all | could take. But there is something very important about spiritual search
that is something akin to creative search, can mirror it, can parallel it—in many ways,
because it's ethereal, it’s invisible, it changes constantly, you can find it anywhere.

[00:16:27.31] And the mixture of my father and my mother’s energies—they had great
energies and great hope, and they were willing to traverse the most dangerous situations.
You can imagine what it was like for my parents, a Mexican American couple entering into
the Air Force as officers and surrounded primarily by Anglo-Saxon, white American officers
and the kinds of attitudes that they would have to face; especially, at one point we lived in
Montgomery, Alabama, and you can understand that.

[00:17:05.99] So they were courageous, really, very courageous. And they were alone in
that context; together, but they had this aloneness within it. And | believe that | was forced
into the aloneness, | was given the inordinate drive by my parents, and it was a matter of,
So, what are you going to do with this? What will you make of this?

[00:17:31.52] And | had this tool that was—I felt that | had this tool that was given to me—
and that was the imagination. Experimentation, imagination, and a desire to learn how to
use this [makes writing gesture], how to use this—the hand, the mind-hand connection, the
tool.

[00:17:50.26] And it's a lifelong search. It’s a lifelong travel to figure out what one is meant
to do. Some people struggle with it quite a lot. They don’t find out who they are till they're in
their 30s, sometimes not even into their early 40s. And they ask me a lot, How did you do
this, Linda? How did you get here so fast? | go, | focused on it. | just sat down and said, What
am | going to do with this? How can | make a life out of this?

[00:18:14.68] If you imagine as a metaphor that a life is a poem, then it must be finished,
and it must have symmetry. It must have its pentameter, you know? It must have its rhythm.
It must have beauty. It must have mystery. The greatest poems, the most beautiful plays,
they curl in on themselves—great stories that weave under themselves with a surprise
ending, the beautiful interwoven surprise ending. And that’s what | hoped for my life.

[00:19:03.79] And | tried music and theater—and loved them both greatly, greatly, greatly,
greatly—but decided to focus on visual arts because that's where | began, thinking that
possibly the weaving of the poem would come together easily if | just stayed course, just
stayed steady to course. Did that answer your question?

[00:19:31.52] LAURA AUGUSTA: That was such a beautiful answer to my question. Thank
you. | wrote it down as a bit of life advice, actually.

[00:19:39.77] You moved to Montgomery, Alabama at such a historic moment. You were
there in the 1960s. And | wonder if you can describe that context. You were a young child.
You were creative and smart and already making work, already painting and drawing. What
was it like to be in Montgomery, Alabama in the 60s—for you, specifically?

[00:20:02.56] LINDA VALLEJO: It was not only being alone. It was being surrounded by other



forces that | had no control over. | was alone, once again—I think there weren't any
Mexicans around except for me and my parents. There was Indians. There was some
internationals, as | recall, in my high school, my middle school. | was 13.

[00:20:29.35] It was very difficult. It was very—if you can imagine, it's like being 13 in a war
zone. That’s how it felt. You got to go home to your parents, but during the day you were
basically out on the streets in the war zone by yourself. And the war wasn’t a cold war. | was
not a cold war. It was visible. It was tactile.

[00:21:02.02] It was the time of Martin Luther King and the great fight, and the great losses,
and the great courage, and the sacrifices of that civil rights—the burgeoning civil rights
movement, that started many things for many people and many cultures in the United
States and the world. It was—it was a storm. And it was a hurricane. And there was blood
and hatred.

[00:21:33.46] And although | was left to the side and never physically injured, | was
emotionally traumatized. How could you not be? Everyone was. There wasn’t anyone that
wasn’t traumatized, even the people who were in power at the time—George Wallace and
his whole beliefs. He was traumatized. All the people who believed what he believed—
segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever—their whole world was being
torn apart.

[00:22:01.12] And the African American, the Black community, was being thrown into this
new reality which they wanted, but can you imagine the fear levels? There was murder.
There was intimidation. It was pretty ugly—and beautiful—very interesting, like Guernica.
Like Guernica. Very beautiful, but if you think about what it means, it's very frightening.

[00:22:32.20] And—it took me many, many, many moons to—not to feel it. | started writing
folk songs, a la Joan Baez and Bob Dylan, about human rights and singing human rights
songs. And | got my guitar—actually, it was, | got my guitar and started singing then and
doing much of that kind of civil rights music at that time.

[00:23:04.12] So, again, | found an avenue to a creative source that allowed me to bespeak
my feelings, to release some of the trauma, to be a part of the conversation, to be a part of
the movement. | still get very, very emotional around—Black music, especially religious
music. | have a very strong propensity towards movies that bespeak African American civil
rights and human rights.

[00:23:48.39] And | think it taught me very much about the value of culture that is hidden,
that is underground, that is shoved down, that is dug down. Taught me a great deal about
that, and that’s carried through my entire life about how | feel about many things. And when
you have an experience like that at such a young age and you're open to looking at it, to
experiencing it, you have to be prepared for deep-seated emotions.

[00:24:32.13] And it's taken me many, many years to find a way to express those feelings in
a way that’s palatable for larger audiences, for the world as a whole. But | don’t think you
can—I don’t think you can minimize that particular time in history. And | was very fortunate
to have experienced it firsthand—on a very minimal level.

[00:25:05.15] Again, | was just a child, but my high school was integrated for the first time in
history. And lots was going on. The Ku Klux Klan was very much alive and strong, and Jim
Crow was—wasn't something in a movie. It was there in the stores. It was there in the public
places. Still segregated bathrooms. Still segregated water fountains. Segregated schools,
segregated churches, segregated neighborhoods. Lots of poverty. Lots and lots of poverty.

[00:25:46.71] And you can tell: it really affected me greatly. And | have emotions that still
are just beneath the surface regarding the abuse of other cultures—"other cultures"—and
how that fits into Americana and what the truth is about what America is truly made of and
what makes the American culture.

[00:26:15.32] Whether we like it or not, the American culture is really—I don’t call it a
melting pot because | don’t think it's possible to melt. The metaphor | use more easily, and |
always do food because | love to cook, is salad. We’'re more like a salad where you can see
the asparagus, you can see the tomato, you can see the lettuce. All very different, but
somehow or another we must get along. And | guess, the dressing is what holds us together.



[00:26:37.94] And in this metaphor, what would the dressing be? | would say it would be
compassion, consideration, respect, knowledge. To know each other is to understand each
other. And if you back away from understanding and knowing a culture, truly knowing a
culture, it's very difficult to accept it and to understand it. We need to know each other
better.

[00:27:00.96] So those are my experiences.

[00:27:04.07] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm so struck by this, the way you describe fear being very
present in a particular context, and also your decision to make songs, to make protest
songs, and to speak, to allow your voice. And those two things are in tension, right? And so
you mentioned an inordinate drive, but that seems like a kind of inordinate courage, which is
something that you’re also bringing from your family; even though you’'re very far away
from your extended family, you're there with your parents.

[00:27:38.93] And I'm just struck by that. | don’t know if that’s a specific question, but I'm
just struck by that tension between being in a place of fear, being in a war zone, and being
able to find a voice, right?

[00:27:49.83] LINDA VALLEJO: Well courage is a lot of times is, what do they call it, blind?
You don’t really know that you’re being courageous. You just know what you must do—or
what you're driven to do, to go back to our language—what comes natural, what feels right,
what feels good down in the gut. | mean, it starts in your head. It comes out of your mouth,
but it has to feel good in the cortex of your being.

[00:28:22.87] It just gave me an outlet for my feelings that appeared to be palatable, that,
rather than becoming angry and self-abuse, or acting out and abusing others, | began writing
music. | think that maybe this story might be what | had hoped for my entire life. One finds
themselves if they're searching—and find themselves at a very early age. | found myself
very early. | made all of my decisions when | was very young.

[00:29:10.32] | knew what | wanted. | knew what | wanted to do. | knew how | was going to
do it. | made plans and then started to begin building to make my plans come true. And
that’s why, one of the reasons why today is so important and also so frightening. And believe
it or not, | have to admit that mustering up the courage to speak about myself to such a
renowned and important institution and to yourself have—it really moves me to—in the
same way, that being a part of such an immense time moved me then to write music. |
assume that | will be driven to make a new image based on our interviews.

[00:29:56.17] LAURA AUGUSTA: That's beautiful, Linda.

[00:30:00.49] | had planned that we would talk very much biographically, but | don’t want to
let certain themes and ideas go past me without asking more about them. And you’ve
mentioned a bit about American identity right and thinking about Americanness and what
forms it. And this Montgomery time feels so important to me in terms of how you process
and understand and respond to both fear and trauma.

[00:30:24.01] And | think my question is about how, at this point in your life, how you look
back and think about the relationship between trauma and American identity.

[00:30:35.19] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, American identity has been built on trauma. | mean, it
basically came out of your mouth. | didn’t start it. You did.

[00:30:43.25] [They laugh.]

[00:30:46.14] A lot of people don’t want to think about this, and there’s a lot of conversation
and argument and fear denoted these days, especially with the trauma that was built—the
trauma that was inflicted in the building of this great country of ours. And allow me to say
this again: this great country of ours.

[00:31:10.14] It’s an experiment. That’s what puts me at peace with it. The United States
and democracy in this form is a grand experiment. And sometimes the grand experiment
works. And sometimes the grand experiment does not work.

[00:31:24.33] And if you study American history and what happened in terms of immigration
from Europe and the beginnings of the corporations and the great wealth of America and the



fact that corporations were not regulated then anymore than they are today, and you look at
the Trail of Tears and all the loss of the Native American life, American culture, American
language—and note again: American language, American culture—because this is all part
and parcel of the family story.

[00:31:56.32] If we call America a family, then we have to acknowledge that we have Native
American brothers and sisters and we have Black and African American and what they used
to call Negro brothers and sisters. We have Mexican sisters and brothers. And we’ve been, of
course, here since—I don’t know, since ancient times, mixed in with the Indians because
there was no border, as they all say. And we married across the no border. And that’s always
been here.

[00:32:27.61] And we have the Italian and the Russian and the Jew and the Irish, the Dutch
and the English. Am | missing anyone? Oh, it's this beautiful place where many languages
and many cultures are brought together in one place. And | think it's one of the reasons why
the enclaves of cultural history are held onto with so much—hope.

[00:33:00.56] The Hasidic Jew holds on very deeply to a very ancient tradition of belief and
cultural tradition and life traditions. The Native Americans as we see them today are still
fighting for a place; they’re just fighting for a place. So how does one actually—I mean, now
we have the new immigrant. We have the Venezuelans. We have the Central Americans. We
have the Iranians. We have the Haitians. We have the Cubans.

[00:33:33.27] My goodness, we could go on for hours talking about all of the places that—all
the peoples who have been driven to the United States and all the trauma that they
experience in getting here, the trauma that they experience staying here, the trauma that
they experienced in becoming a part of a new way of life. And | won't call it a new culture
because then you have to ask yourself, what is the American culture? And that’s an entirely
new conversation.

[00:34:00.57] | would believe that art is definitely a language that would help expose and
relieve this trauma that—I know that, in my own experience—that in the Native American
culture, art is not a separate object to the personality, to the expression of the personality.
Neither is wealth. Neither is marriage and children. None of those things are extinct, but art
is something that is integrated and integral to the idea of being a full human being.

[00:34:41.14] | learned in Native American tradition that, if you have an experience that is of
meaning, whether it's traumatic or joyous, that you are obligated to create an object from it,
whether it’'s a poem, or a song or a shield or a design or a tattoo. And that still holds in
today’s Native American traditions. That’'s why you have embellished objects.

[00:35:07.49] And of course, the Mexican American, Chicano, Chicanx art seems to be
another language equal with voice and song and theater. It's another voice. It's another
voice that is integral to the way that mexicanos, Mexican Americans, Chicanos, Chicanx,
Latinx feel about the way that they live in the world.

[00:35:30.85] They love to dance—boy, dance is big. And so it is in the Native American
culture. Dance is like—you’ve seen the pictures of the native people dancing. It's a form of
expression that cannot be extracted. And | believe that is a way out of the trauma.

[00:35:53.81] And then to draw all the way around into the circle is to say that, if we are
compassionate and do seek to study, to learn, to respect, and to enjoy other cultures, then
we need to understand the trauma that peoples have experienced and how they work
themselves out of the trauma based on their natural way as a people. And is this—am |
making sense?

[00:36:32.31] LAURA AUGUSTA: Yeah, you are.

[00:36:36.03] LINDA VALLEJO: So in order to feel that the Latino is truly a part of American
history, one must understand the history of the Latino in the United States. And the history
of their cultural movements, what is important to them on multiple levels within the context
of culture—which is religion, philosophy, psychology, economy, artistic expression, family,
all of the things that make a great culture, architecture, mathematics, history, all of the
things that make a full culture—belong to all of us.

[00:37:16.54] It's very easy to say, Well, everything was taken away from them; they don’t



have anything, so they have nothing to say. But | don’t think that’s actually possible. Case in
point is jazz, blues, rap, any kind of Latin American music. It’s burgeoning now. It's a
beautiful, complex expression that was built on the trauma of many peoples coming
together to try to make a new nation and all built on the idea of, each man and woman are
created equal and everyone’s life matters. My goodness, what a complex question.

[00:38:02.31] LAURA AUGUSTA: And such a thoughtful response. The 1960s are such an
important moment for many activists, communities, many communities, starting to find a
voice in a more public way, and in particular for the Chicano, Chicana movement. You leave
for Madrid in the late 60s—1967, is that right? About 19677

[00:38:26.37] LINDA VALLEJO: Yeah, that's about right. Yes.

[00:38:27.87] LAURA AUGUSTA: And so you’'re in this kind of extremely—what | would call, a
very hot place, a place where—as you describe it, a kind of war zone. And then you move to
Europe towards the end of the 60s. And so | want to think about Madrid with you; but before
we do that, | want to ask you how you became aware, how you first became aware, of Latino
or Chicano history and culture in the US. Is that happening at the same time in the 60s for
you or not until later?

[00:38:58.68] LINDA VALLEJO: Not until | came back from Europe, yeah.
[00:39:00.54] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay. Okay.

[00:39:01.65] LINDA VALLEJO: At that point | was just a artist with experiences with many
different kinds of people from all over the world and traveling a great deal, with really
courageous parents and a lot of interesting input and a lot of aloneness.

[00:39:20.26] LAURA AUGUSTA: And Madrid is a place where you really have a lot of artistic
input, as well. You mentioned the influence of the Museo Prado, of El Greco, of Spanish
culture in general. And | wonder if you could describe some of that influence and what that
move felt like for you.

[00:39:36.25] LINDA VALLEJO: Oh, I really felt at home there. | really liked it a lot. But you
can imagine, it was a breath of fresh air. | mean, Montgomery was really—there was a lot of
poverty and a lot of division, a lot of trauma. And then | went to Europe and—

[00:39:49.47] | learned Spanish, you know, because—I had to tell somebody this the other
day—a lot of Mexican American parents like mine were punished in elementary school for
speaking Spanish. So they didn’t want to teach their children Spanish because they didn’t
want them to have more trauma, suffer in school. So | spoke pocho at the time, which was
little bits and pieces that | could speak to my grandparents and whatever was left—very
little, actually. They were very kind to me and never really admonished me for not knowing
the language, which | wish they would have taught me.

[00:40:19.35] But when | went to Spain, | learned how to speak another form of pocho,
because Spanish Spanish, castellano, is a little different. Now | speak more of a version of
mexicano, Chicano Spanish, which is more regional. But | enjoyed the language a great deal.
| enjoyed the beauty of European architecture a great deal—and found a great deal of
inspiration from the Alhambra, especially, with all of the written text on the walls. I'll never
forget that. | took very close-up photographs with my little Brownie camera.

[00:40:55.60] My father was stationed in the Costa del Sol. And they lived in a beautiful
place by the water. The Mediterranean at that time was very clean, much different than it is
today, unfortunately. And | loved the food and | loved the language and | loved the
landscape.

[00:41:17.71] And | went to a boarding school. So | was independent at about 15. And | was
writing music, performing music, designing my own clothes. | had my own seamstress, made
my own clothes, had my own style—writing, painting, traveling.

[00:41:49.40] It was grand, man. | never found happiness like that before. And | think it was
really because | was alone in a place where all my artistic persona got to really stand up and
be itself. A lot of panache. A lot of focused artistic energy and ideals. Lots of study.

[00:42:21.80] And | looked at a lot of art. | saw a great deal of great bodies of masterworks



at very young age, where | went alone to the museum and spent hours—spent an entire day
—studying, reading books, learning.

[00:42:43.11] | love the bullfights. | love the archaic bloodletting of the bullfights. Today it’s
not considered kosher, environmentally true to oneself, but | loved it. | thought the form was
ancient and symbolic, metaphoric, spiritual, ornate. Oh my god, it was fabulous, fabulous,
fabulous. Just incredibly beautiful. And | got to see paintings, the ancient paintings in the
caves and the Roman aqueducts and the sites and the castles and the churches.

[00:43:27.33] It was like—I don’t know, it was like a feast of art and architecture and
spirituality and culinary delights. And history was, like, everywhere. It was just everywhere.
It was fabulous.

[00:43:44.57] | traveled in Portugal and Italy. I did my first stint in Rome and got to see the
Sistine and all the great cathedrals of Rome. | think I've done Rome four times now. I've
done Rome enough. | don’t need to do Rome again. And | don’t know, the grandeur that is
Europe, that everyone understands and really appreciates, | experienced when | was just
becoming—

[00:44:13.84] | was very porous because, in a space like Montgomery during that time,
you're guarded and you're a little closed because it’s pretty dangerous out there, and then
all of a sudden you walk into a world where you’re just—opening up.

[00:44:27.58] And at 15 you’'re finding yourself as a woman. You're finding yourself as an
object of desire. You're finding yourself in the view of others. The way you look becomes
important, possibly for the first time in your life. All the things that women are taught not to
do, which, for me, helped me to devise myself. | devised myself as a personality, as a
personage. And | began looking for imagery.

[00:45:05.82] | began looking for a purpose for imagery. | was still writing music and singing.
And | continued that through college. | continued performing through college, and then
finally made my decision for visual arts—in college—at the same time—actually, grad school
is when | made the final decision.

[00:45:25.95] Yes, Spain was filled with beauty for me. It still is. | have very, very fond
memories of it. La lengua fue muy—muy—hermosa.

[00:45:45.42] | was very sorry to come back to the United States, when | came. But | came
back for college at that point, after high school. | made many friends from all over the world.
| lived in a dormitory where | was with young people whose parents worked for oil
companies and governments over the world. So some of my compatriots, their parents lived
in Africa. Some lived in Italy. Some lived in India. Some lived in, you know, any number of
countries. And they sent their children to school at this boarding school where | went to.

[00:46:23.52] | remember, when | was 15—this is when | changed my religious affiliation—

[00:46:30.05] Two things that | remember about myself that have stayed with me, and the
memories don’t leave, is that | wanted to go to the Congo. | wanted to go to Africa really
badly.

[00:46:42.02] And my reasoning was, | want to go to the Congo before it’s destroyed. That's
what my words were exactly. | need to see the Congo before that culture is destroyed. And,
sure enough, here we are today. And | never made it to the Congo to see that incredible
Indigenous culture at its height—to listen to the music, to see the people, to feel the climate
of the location. But | wanted it very badly.

[00:47:20.14] And the other was that | was still searching. | still needed a spiritual core of
some kind after being a Catholic as a small girl and going to Catholic school and dealing with
nuns from South America, of all places—very strict people. Very, very strict nuns.

[00:47:40.14] Ugh, golly. Very, very strict, very specific nuns in full habit. The whole thing:
the full habit, all the accoutrements, all of the baroque, byzantine stuff, and an Italian pastor
who was very, very strict and harsh on little kids. [Laughs.]

[00:48:03.39] I still needed something. | still wanted something. You grab on to anything you
can find that'll release you from your solitude.



[00:48:16.65] And so | went to church one day and the priest was up in front, and he just
said, you know, the regular—it's the regular message—you know, Thank the Lord that you're
a Christian and you're a Catholic. They wouldn’t say Christian: Thank the Lord that you're a
Catholic because you will certainly find your place in heaven; the same cannot be said—I
don’t remember exactly what he said, but | know he mentioned the Africans—the heathens
possibly, the pagans of Africa, or something horrendous like that.

[00:48:46.67] 1 was 15. And | just said, This is not where | need to be. | don’t like this. | don’t
like this. This does not make any sense to me. And we're back to this whole question about
trauma and what America was made of, again. | don’t like this idea that we're better than
everybody—baloney. It's baloney. It’s total baloney. | was very angry, and | got up and |
walked out. And | never walked back in a Catholic Church again, because it was just insanity
to me.

[00:49:17.53] And what it did was, it spoke of the division amongst peoples based on
religion. And that’s where | still am today. That's where | am today. Religion is a very fine
thing, and spirituality is a very fine thing, but if it divides people and creates trauma and
dissolves compassion and love and care and concern amongst peoples, then there’s
something missing—big, something very big missing.

[00:49:49.90] And this very haughty idea that I'm better than you because I’'m Catholic, you
poor know-nothing in the dirt—I was just incensed. | walked out. | just walked out and I said,
No, this is not for me; I'm not doing this; if | have to find something spiritual, I'll find a
different way. And now finally, that’s also—that found its way into my life. That was a
decision, at that point.

[00:50:15.77] And that decision found its way into my life, found its way into my work—
which is what | am working on specifically during our conversation. It's to bring this all to
practice, process, practice, process, practice, process, where one consolidates one’s ideas,
consolidates one’s experiences, consolidates one’s thoughts, philosophical ideals,
consolidates information from multiple arenas and venues and types to create the image,
and to create an image that's important to the world—if | can—if it's possible. | hope. Let's
hope. We're back to inordinate drive.

[00:51:04.48] LAURA AUGUSTA: This moment in Europe seems to be one of those moments
where there’s so much—maybe it's not consolidated yet—but there’s so many converging
influences in your life. And I'm struck by two that | want to ask you about.

[00:51:18.26] One is that it seems like it's a moment where ancient culture really becomes
visible—right, where you're visiting ancient sites, you're going to Rome, you're very in touch
with very distant time periods and creative moments but also sacred traditions and spiritual
traditions. Your decision to leave the Catholic Church also seems like an opening to other
ways of thinking and being in the world. And then this experience of being with international
students.

[00:51:49.66] And so | am curious about that coalition, that kind of connection between your
openness—your porousness, as you describe it—this spiritual decision—the spiritual moment
in your life—and your creative work.

[00:52:07.47] And so, again, I'm asking something very, very big and hoping that you’ll find
a direction to guide us in your response.

[00:52:14.24] But I'm struck by the ancient cultures you're looking at and experiencing and
your spiritual process, your spiritual moment of seeking, and if you can say just a bit more
about those two things.

[00:52:27.92] LINDA VALLEJO: About my interest in ancient cultures, what | would call
traditional cultures?

[00:52:32.52] LAURA AUGUSTA: Yeah. Yes.

[00:52:33.68] LINDA VALLEJO: I'm going to start using that word. And my spiritual process as
it relates to and interlinks with my creativity.

[00:52:42.14] LAURA AUGUSTA: Yeah. At this moment in particular, because | think then, as |
understand your biography, when you come back to the US, that path becomes more clear;



there are points of connection with Indigenous communities—
[00:52:56.16] LINDA VALLEJO: Yeah.

[00:53:01.51] Well, | had made a decision for myself—in terms of the makeup of my
personality, the makeup of my being, the commitments that | would make in life—that |
would have a spiritual core, surrounded by artistic process and practice, surrounded by
family, community, friends, relationships.

[00:53:33.50] And of course that outer ring is filled with any number of people from any
number of locations, any number of backgrounds, which has been the way that | was brought
up. So the spiritual core was very much at the center.

[00:53:47.15] I've always loved philosophy and religion. When you kind of grow up in a
space where you have mexicanismo, which has a very strong spiritual connection, going
back to ancient and traditional times, into colonialism. It's one of the things that have
shackled them. It's the gift with a double-edged sword.

[00:54:11.93] And at that point, in Europe, | was seeing lots of really ancient—I still love
Greek and Roman. Oh, | just love Greek and Roman architecture and shard. | have this very
deep connection to shard—broken—broken pieces of culture. | don’t know what it is. | would
love to do something with shard. And | have a couple of ideas that | have not—today, right
here with you right now, | think | must do that. And | know how; I've had an idea. | should just
make it live.

[00:54:50.04] And my insight into the Congo at that point, how | relinquished Christianity
and Catholicism at that time, and—again, | had created a space of aloneness for myself.

[00:55:07.81] So now | was alone without a god. Now | have created a space myself where |
was alone without a god. So | had no culture. | was a traveler. | had no god. | was living
alone. My parents were, what, | don’t know how many hundreds of miles away. All | had was
my art.

[00:55:43.56] And | was very happy, happier than I've been—I've only been that happy a few
times in my life.

[00:55:55.90] So at this point you could say that | was happy in my aloneness. | had found a
reason for my aloneness. And my aloneness had found a voice through music, poetry,
theater, painting, and study—research—all sort of held together by the glue of what might
be called the internal spiritual search: that part of an artist that | think is probably one of the
most important aspects, this need to articulate the invisible.

[00:56:31.76] And what is the invisible? And can you focus on it? Can you see it? Will it come
into clarity? Can you actually envision it? Now can you make it? Tennessee Williams said that
about his characters. He said they come through a fog and appear clearer and clearer and
clearer through a fog. And | thought, Yes. Yes, that’s it.

[00:56:53.68] You think you see it: Well, | have an idea. I'm not really sure, but it's kind of
coming together now—and | think | might have an idea. It's got something to do with this
and something to do with that. And I think | can kind of see the colors. | believe | see the
colors, but the forms aren't clear yet.

[00:57:13.71] And isn’t that very much like the search for one’s personality, the search for
one’s being, the search for one’s perfect love or perfect partner, the search for one’s perfect
home? Search, search, search—

[00:57:32.82] Am | getting close to an answer?

[00:57:36.92] LAURA AUGUSTA: You know, | think about—I don’t want to interject too much,
but | think in my work a lot about, not getting to an answer, but this kind of being en camino,
this search. And so what you're describing to me sounds like a really interesting point of
connection between a spiritual search and what you describe as the search for the image.

[00:58:01.22] | wonder if you could describe—I actually want to ask you to describe what are
the differences between those searches, because | think there are many points of overlap.
But how do you distinguish a spiritual search—or do you?—from a search for an image?



[00:58:14.78] LINDA VALLEJO: It depends on what head you’'re using.
[00:58:17.18] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay.
[00:58:18.17] LINDA VALLEJO: Depends on what interpretive head you’re using.

[00:58:25.16] If you come at it from an Indigenous point of view, then they are one and the
same.

[00:58:29.24] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay.

[00:58:30.02] LINDA VALLEJO: If you come to it from a traditional point of view, they’re one
and the same.

[00:58:34.46] If you come to it from an intellectual, art-market, art-business, fine-art,
historical milieu, then you must have a product. You must have a product. | mean, you're not
an artist unless you have a product. If you don’t have a product, then you’'re a philosopher.

[00:59:01.64] You're always on the road, unearthing belief systems or processes, questions
about processes, questions about the indications of processes, about the interior meanings
and implications of processes, but you never have a practice or a product. That sounds like a
spiritual search to me. And | would say that an artist is someone who creates a sculpture,
who creates a painting, who creates a play, who choreographs a piece, who has product.

[00:59:38.08] And that’s where experimentation and guts come in—you know, to come in
with the product—after the fact, or as a part of it. And then, if you have a philosophy and an
ideal for the product, and they don’t match, then you still don’'t know where you are or
where you're going, which is—what is that, the proof in the pudding?

[00:59:59.25] They go, Well, that's a great idea, but | don’'t know what this object has to do
with that. | don’t think you’ve thought it through. | mean, how many critiques were you in
like that? It’s a great idea, but this object doesn’t seem to talk about that. What are you
talking about, really? What are you thinking?

[01:00:14.77] But from a traditional point of view, or from a spiritual point of view, the
product really is your life. How do you live?

[01:00:24.64] In native tradition—which is also Hawaiian, all the Pacific Islands, Mexican,
Indigenous across the Americas—it is the quality of your life and the quality of your
relationships that bespeak the nature of your philosophy. If your philosophy is one that is
well-placed, then your life will be well-placed.

[01:00:56.07] | think that it’s a very difficult idea—for many people and for all of us, at times
during our life—is to imagine your life as the product—as you would imagine the painting as
your product, where you would step back and go, Yeah, that’s it. That's really it. Yeah. Yeah.
That's it. Yeah, this is a good one. | finished this one. This is great. How often do you get to
say that? How often do you get to live a life where that’s true?

[01:01:35.62] It's easy to investigate, to research—well, for me. | don’t know. Some people
might find it hard to listen, too hard a work, but | love it. | love being out there, investigating
and finding new data, and looking at new forms, and listening to this and that and the other.
| love that stuff. But then it bespeaks who | am in terms of how | was brought up, the
personality | built for myself. Did | get close to what you wanted me to say?

[01:02:06.17] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm following you. | think that was a beautiful answer,
though. So you then decide to move back to LA, in part to be close to family, but also to
pursue a degree in printmaking, right?

[01:02:20.09] LINDA VALLEJO: Then | came back for college. | went to Whittier College, my
alma mater.

[01:02:24.20] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay.

[01:02:25.07] LINDA VALLEJO: And my father and my mother—my father went to Vietnam.
My mother moved into Whittier. My father did a stint in Vietham, was injured in war in more
ways than one. He was a valiant soldier. In his spare time in Vietnam, he volunteered for
orphanages and helped to bring in clothing and food for children.



[01:02:51.78] My mother suffered a great deal without him. My brother and sister, who are
five and seven years younger than me, | mean, they were still in middle school, and | was off
into college. | was always off unto myself, and they had each other. And | was in the art
department. | was in the theater department. | was writing music. | was performing.

[01:03:21.88] | was in some major productions in the theater department. We won awards. |
studied movies, studied theater, became a hippie, broke all the rules, had a great time,
never got caught, never got busted. Never got busted. Never got busted. Unbelievable. Have
| lucky stars—I never got busted for anything. | don’t know how that happened.

[01:03:50.18] | was outrageous. | was outrageous. | just burnt the candle at both ends. |
walked around half naked, like everybody else did. | was happy to burn my bra, which is a
big sin. Women should have never burned their bras. That’s another conversation. | partied
to no end. | basically just went to my art classes. Everything else | just ignored. And | still got
out of college with, what, a B plus.

[01:04:26.47] | was renowned. | was infamous. | was famous. | was crazy. | was adored. | was
—had a great time. | still have friends from college, and they tell me | haven’t changed one
iota. | meet people from high school and they say, No, we know, this was you all along; we
knew what would happen for you. You knew it then and you know it now—it’s all the same. |
made all my decisions very, very young.

[01:04:58.92] Partying was really great fun. | never seemed to get in any trouble. | don’t
know how | managed that. | never got hurt. | was never—I| was never—I was never physically
hurt by anyone or anything, even in some very—precarious. So you can imagine women
were just sort of coming out, if you will, and men were kind of amazed to see women in their
new freedom and were ready to use women in as many ways as they could find.

[01:05:42.99] We're finding that out now in the courts.

[01:05:47.19] And | never was injured. | think that | was so independent and so centered on
what | needed to do that | was always doing something else. | never really paid attention. |
was always over here doing what | knew | had to do, what | knew | had to do—that inordinate
drive thing again.

[01:06:08.88] I did well. | felt I did well. | was happy. | enjoyed myself.

[01:06:15.07] | studied philosophy and religion—and began once again to go back to some of
the things that | had began to unravel and began to investigate. | learned printmaking from
Earnest Lacy, god rest his soul—or | should say, the gods rest his soul. And | did etching,
silkscreen, ceramics, painting, drawing. | was in several plays that were written by
professors.

[01:06:51.10] I sang in musicals produced at Whittier College with Jack Devries, gods rest
his soul, as well. | enjoyed acting a great deal because it allows you to lose yourself
completely. And I really liked that a lot. To lose—

[01:07:17.25] LAURA AUGUSTA:—why?

[01:07:18.25] LINDA VALLEJO: Oh, it was so releasing. Can you imagine the difficulty of
losing yourself completely in a painting? | mean, | don’'t know, maybe Jackson Pollock was
able to do it, because there was really no—there was no formal aspects to it; it was basically
action. It was dance.

[01:07:41.81] But in paintings you have formal aspects—you have a face or something in it,
or you have an object in it, or you have a relationship of color and all these things—

[01:07:49.97] so your brain always has to be present, unless you're just pulling back and
throwing paint, and then you paint—you know, there’'s moments when you might have this
kind of existential, holistic freedom of just material, based on material.

[01:08:05.69] But in acting, you learn your lines. You learn your blocking. And then hopefully
you throw yourself into a character and you just become something else. And you let
yourself—so in the end you go, Where did | go? Wait a minute, everybody; I've got to find
myself. | don’t know where | went.



[01:08:27.68] And it's wonderful. | would think some people would find it pretty frightening—
or not able to release in those kinds of levels—but | found it exhilarating and quite
wonderful.

[01:08:42.50] I've always wanted to be a playwright. I've always wanted to write one-acts—
always, always, always. But as we all know, art is a very complex job, demands a great deal
of time and energy—energy being the premiere point of art.

[01:09:00.69] It takes a great deal of energy to be a painter or a writer or a sculptor or
whatever you want to do. It takes more energy than most people know about. And if you're
going to do it and do it right and get it done, you need to focus.

[01:09:13.38] So Whittier was a ball. | had a great time. | raised hell. Everybody’s got to
raise hell sometimes. And hippie was—well, being a hippie was a great way out—you know,
all the strange ways of dress—

[01:09:28.35] It allows for a lot of personal stamping. You get to stamp yourself. And |
always did like the idea of style. And being a personality intrigued me. | was forced into it.
You’'re alone, and so you dress for yourself. The hell with everybody. [Laughs.] Yeah. So
that’s what Whittier was like for me. Lots of joy. Lots of love.

[01:09:54.60] LAURA AUGUSTA: What kind of visual work were you making then? | would like
to know about your printmaking professor, but also, what were you making in terms of your
artistic practice at that moment?

[01:10:04.89] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, at that point when you're in college, they actually have,
like, assignments for you. So you don’t really get to do a lot of personal, visual, exploratory.
They always have—the teacher will put a still life at the center of the room and ask you to
draw the still life or paint the still life. And you get to interject your own colors and interject
your own sense of light and interject some abstraction to it if you choose, but it's basically
their picture, and you get to paint it.

[01:10:38.10] So they would say—Ernest would say, Okay, find something in a magazine and
let’s make a silkscreen out of it. What | did learn from him was layers. | learned a lot about
layers, layering, the layering of transparencies and opaques. | learned a lot about that,
which | still use a great deal in my painting practice—a lot about, well, transparency. | use a
lot of transparency in my work.

[01:11:05.94] 1 did ceramics too, and had a great time in ceramics. And I've made a lot of
ceramics in my younger world, my younger life, and really enjoyed the malleability of clay
and the strange aspect where you’'re actually painting on a glaze; it looks like one color at
one time and then another color after firing.

[01:11:26.23] | had keys to the studios.

[01:11:29.73] | think | was the only fine arts graduate in my class. The place belonged to me
and | could do anything | wanted.

[01:11:39.79] | was doing a lot of figurative stuff, lots of figurative pieces, free-hand
figurative pieces. | could do full body. At, what, 19 | was doing full body. Pretty good, what,
etching work, lots of nice small plates.

[01:11:58.72] The art department was up a hill, and | would sing all the way up the hill to
work on my lungs, do scales all the way up the hill every day to develop my singing abilities.

[01:12:15.72] | think | have a few pieces still left from college. Actually, a few of them were
in my—I did my first painting, my first serious painting—

[01:12:25.59] Well, that’'s something. | did my first serious painting then. | sold it. | have an
image of it. It's very—it's a lot of allegory in it, a great deal of storytelling in it.

[01:12:41.25] It’s a series of three self portraits on one canvas. One looks like me. The
others do not. And there’s a staircase above my head. And it's all done in purples, blacks,
grays, and some pink. And | think that really is indicative of our entire conversation, this idea
of the interior life, the spiritual life, the creative life, the emotional life, and then what we
have is the search as a symbol of a staircase.



[01:13:11.97] And I've always had a love for staircases because of the their symbol of the
way up or the way down; the way in, the way out. | love symbol. | love allegory. | love
storytelling, but | don’t like figurative narrative, per se. I'm really more about multiple layers
of psychological intention.

[01:13:43.17] LAURA AUGUSTA: Were there other teachers or relationships during your time
in college that you want to talk about in this space?

[01:13:50.56] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, my drama teacher Jack Devries allowed me a great deal
of freedom, had a great deal of belief in my capacity as an actress. It gave me a lot of
opportunities to actually be a part of the theater department, even though | was not a
theater major. | was in a lot of productions because | was always in theater class, but my
major was studio arts. And | did both simultaneously.

[01:14:19.23] He allowed me to sing in productions. He allowed me to write music for
productions. He saw me as a total—as a creative person on multiple levels and allowed me
to be that person. He died, he passed away, | would say maybe 10 years ago now, maybe a
little bit more, suddenly. | remember, | went back to Whittier, what, 10 years after |
graduated, my picture was still on the bulletin board in the theater department.

[01:14:50.97] | made very good friends, with two that are still very good friends of mine
today. John Mcintosh is actually one of my friends on LinkedIn. And although we weren't
close at Whittier College, he took several seminal photographs of me at the time—which | do
have—which really share the complexity of my personality. And | use them, still today, in
many of—my they’re present in my archives. They’'re present in social media. | have them
framed in my house.

[01:15:25.53] And I'm very glad to still be in touch with John. He's an educator and an
intellectual, a heavyweight. And my others were Dean and Connie Coleman, my partners in
crime, my creative partners in crime, and my party partners in crime, for sure. And we
basically are inseparable and notorious, just bloody well notorious. And I'm still friends with
them. | see them when | go to Miami to see my son.

[01:16:07.68] No one seems to be surprised. | knew who | was a long time before that. It was
just a matter of finding voice, finding more and more and more voice.

[01:16:21.07] LAURA AUGUSTA: Why did you decide to study printmaking for your MFA?
What took you to Cal State Long Beach?

[01:16:27.61] LINDA VALLEJO: | figured that it would be the only time in my life I'd be able to
do printmaking, because it’s too hard. It requires lifting stones, dealing with heavy metal
plates. It’s really hard on your hands. It's really hard on your back. | didn’t realize how hard
it was on your lungs or on your internal organs until much later. So | decided to do the
toughest first.

[01:16:53.41] And then | figured that | would—I’'m a sculptor. | love making sculpture. I've
always been a painter. | love to paint. But | figure, as | work on out towards the end, which is
now apparent, now very apparent—we’ll see how much more | can do—and then maybe I'll
paint small and finally write at the very end. And | think that now’s about the time to start
with the writing. Probably next year I'll begin maybe seeing if | can delve into some writing.

[01:17:25.08] So | basically made a plan for the toughest stuff first and did my best.
Printmaking is very specific. | wish that | had stayed in black and white. That's what | wish |
had done. | wish | had done, just stayed in black and white, because | think | could have
made several portfolios if | had done that rather than investigating so much in color work.

[01:17:48.26] | did do some film when | was in graduate school. In graduate school | did film
—which has just been acquired by the AltaMed Art Collection, Los Angeles, and was a part of
a group Chicano show at LA Plaza de Cultura y Artes last year—called Take a Bite. It's a—it's
a piece based on Adam and Eve. My cousin played Eve, my husband played Adam, and | had
to go through a series of emotions.

[01:18:21.79] | take a bite at the very beginning. It’s a pear that | take a bite of. It’s
sexualized, but there’s no sex in it. Everybody’s from here up: just the chest, naked
shoulders. And then | took it in 16 millimeter, and then | etched on each frame of the 16-
millimeter film with a ceramic tool—one of those little etching tools—and magic markers to



create explosions of color and crazy lines over the face and coming out of the mouth and
coming out of the eyes.

[01:19:02.38] And sound, the score was made with Indigenous instruments that are very
much cacophony. It's a wild cacophony that sounds like large parrots in a jungle.

[01:19:19.80] | did a huge portfolio of ceramics at the time. That’s all been lost now. But,
really, | had a lot of fun handbuilding—a lot, a lot of fun. And | did large gods. | did Zeus. |
did many of the—I did many of the Greek and Romans, my interpretation or
misinterpretation of the gods—still having not found a spiritual point of view—still not having
found—other than maybe marijuana.

[01:19:54.73] That's about as close as | got—euphoria, which doesn’t last and it doesn’t pay
[laughs], as time will tell anybody. Drugs are great momentarily, but on a long run, they eat
away at you on multiple levels and they just don’t pay out, just don’t pay out.

[01:20:14.74] So again, | was investigating multimedia. | was studying—in college and
graduate school, | was studying—my paper was on the Egyptian cult of the dead.

[01:20:27.99] And | did a lot of study into—a lot of my final monotypes and monotypical—
monotype sculptures made of monotyped paper—were based on the pyramid of Egypt and
interior, what, historical, cultural, spiritual mythology and storytelling and all of these great
things.

[01:20:55.47] And that’s where | found—that’s the place in my life where | found
Chicanismo: by happenstance, inordinate drive, and a need to investigate everything that
was laid at my feet without fear—which sometimes appears like courage, but not really. It's
just search, search, search, search, search, search, search.

[01:21:19.09] LAURA AUGUSTA: Tell me how you found Chicanismo.

[01:21:22.05] LINDA VALLEJO: | was told by a friend of mine, David Starr, who |I've never
seen in many years—I| haven’t seen him many, many years—that there was a job opening in
Self Help Graphics in East Los Angeles. | was at graduate school and | was waiting tables,
doing factory work, and modeling for art classes.

[01:21:44.10] The half-naked hippie didn’t have much trouble just throwing on some little
bits and pieces. | did a very nice school gown—because of my darker skin and my long,
straight hair. And | found these pieces of cloth at the secondhand store that had flowers all
over them and stuff. And | would sort of just halfway wrap myself and tie little knots. And did
| did a pretty nice Gauguin for everybody. They liked that.

[01:22:06.83] And | met my very good friend Yreina Cervantez in just one of those classes,
where she drew me. And | have some of the drawings too. After Europe | actually made a
stop in Pittsburgh, where my husband was getting his PhD in phenomenological psychology
at Dugquesne University. Not very many people know that about my husband, Ron.

[01:22:26.93] And | worked my way out of Pittsburgh to get back to LA for graduate school,
modeling for art classes—and a little bit of exotic dancing at that point too, which | was
never really very good at. Just didn't have any—there was no purpose to it except for the
money at the end of the night. | wasn’t very good at it. | got kicked out of a lot of clubs.

[01:22:49.91] [They laugh.]

[01:22:51.77] They’'re like, No, no, no, no, you're supposed to do this erotic thing. | go, No,
no, no, no, no.

[01:22:58.28] But modeling was part of my life. And | was abused as a model, on more than
one occasion, by art teachers that had no respect for a girl trying to make a living to get out
of town to go to graduate school. | can only imagine what happened to other girls that didn't
have, you know, purpose. And | was tired of being a factory worker.

[01:23:21.45] And | wanted to work in the arts, of course, but | was working my way through
graduate school. At this point my parents just said, Well, we’ll help you out with this car, and
we'll help you get your apartment, but the rest of it's yours. Interestingly enough, at that
time graduate school was like $200 a semester, including medical care. My apartment was



$200 a month.

[01:23:50.85] But | was only earning $1.90 as a waitress. | was a member of a union.
Everybody appreciated the fact that | joined a union. | was a pretty good waitress because of
my European experiences—where you show the bottle of wine, all these kinds of things.
They liked me. They gave me to the higher-class clients because | would do the whole thing
with the cloth over the arm and the whole thing. They liked that whole thing.

[01:24:17.74] It was pretty erroneous. | mean, you had to wear—short shorts. You know, you
work in a lobster steakhouse and you end up wearing short shorts. And the way that the man
hired me was he had me clean a table. [Laughs.] Pretty good, right? So | was tired of that
work.

[01:24:42.13] And when David Starr came up to me and said, Self Help Graphics is looking
for artists to work as a teacher,

[01:24:49.21] | said, Oh, wow, that’s great, got in my little, beat-up VW and drove to LA with
three portfolios under my arm—watercolor portfolio and a printmaking portfolio that | had
done in Europe. I'd actually done some stuff in the cellar at my father’s house on lino,
linoleum block, because | could do that. | could actually create some prints in Europe.

[01:25:14.02] And | went to Self Help Graphics, met Sister Karen Boccalero, the gods rest
her soul, and was hired by Sister Karen. Everybody’s always impressed by the fact that | was
hired by Sister Karen. | was very nervous during the interview. | remember feeling kind of
fuzzy, because | was scared, nervous to be interviewing for my first art job, much like | felt
this morning before our interview—a little nervous, a little out of focus—because |
understood the brevity of the moment.

[01:25:50.38] | was hired and | worked on the Barrio Mobile Art Studio, which was a UPS
truck that was outfitted with a darkroom inside and tables that came out from the sides of
the van. And Karen was very astute. She had built a system where the school, LAUSD, would
pay us. The California Arts Council also had artist-in-residence grants, and | had a grant for
three years.

[01:26:16.81] | ended up writing everybody’s grant after the first year, which is now part of
my process in life, is I'm an artist coach and I’'m a grant writer; that's how | make my living,
so that | can make my own image without having to worry about sales. Not: The hell with the
market; but: What, I'll just continue my product and we’ll see how long it takes me to find a
way into the market, more like it.

[01:26:40.40] And we would go out to schools in East Los Angeles—Boyle Heights. Self Help
Graphics was located in Boyle Heights at that time, on what was then Brooklyn Avenue—
after the Brooklyn Dodgers—after the New York—yeah, the Brooklyn Dodgers, and—Los
Angeles Dodgers. And | spoke Spanish because I'd just come back from Spain to go to
graduate school.

[01:27:14.96] And so it was easy for me to converse with the children. It was very easy for
me to converse with them and to talk about complex things, processes and practices, in
printmaking. And | taught printmaking, and | came up with a system [laughs], where we
would have one screen—but each child would have their own piece of paper, their own piece
of cartén—and each child would walk up to the screen, put their own cartén underneath it,
and together, he or she and | would pull that next color.

[01:27:49.96] Then the child would go over to the rack and hang the object on the rack to
dry. Then we would all make a new stencil out of paper—you know, gluing things and cutting
things out.

[01:28:01.45] Every day we would do a color. That was our thing, to do one pass each day.
And we would make the screen, and then we would mix the color, and then everybody would
get their cartén with their initials on it, and everybody would go through the process again.
And we did multi-color prints based on the Aztec pantheon and the Day of the Dead.

[01:28:27.59] And my husband and | were married in 1977. And that’s when | entered Self
Help Graphics. We went to Mexico for our honeymoon, and visited all the pyramids—several
of the sites. And | fell deeply in love—deeply, deeply enamored—not only with my husband,
who had been with me already for five years, who | met at Whittier College, and we found



each other at the LA airport as students traveling.

[01:29:04.05] Once again: just reaching out, making friends with whoever fell into my path.
Courageous and stupid at the same time, yes.

[01:29:15.83] And | fell in love with the history of the pirédmides and the mythology of the
Maya and the Aztec and the Olmec. | fell in love with it. I'm still in love with it. I'm deeply,
deeply, deeply enamored of it—

[01:29:31.65] after all the findings that they’'re making now in Mexico and Belize and South
America and every place that appears in the Americas as they begin excavating, what is it,
building roads that unearth 10,000 buildings.

[01:29:45.75] I've been saying out loud, We are equal to Egypt. No one can say that we are
not equal to Egypt. We are now equal to and as important as Egypt. People need to begin
studying the Americas because we are the new frontier when it comes to traditional ancient
culture.

[01:30:01.71] All of the archeological studies and all of the timelines that everybody put
together and all of the theories that everyone needs to put together need to be put on ice,
and we need to look again, because there’s a story—there’s millions of stories that have not
been told. Millions of stories that have not been told. And that’s where | found my
Chicanismo, was really in the architecture of Mesoamerica.

[01:30:28.30] I didn’t really fit in to the East Los Angeles Chicanismo. | was once again
alone, surrounded by a different kind of trauma, a different kind of language, a different kind
of cultural milieu. | mean, here | was, from Europe, never really investigating my mexicano,
Chicano self, never placed in the right situation to do so, in an MFA program, married to a
white guy, in 1977.

[01:31:08.42] The majority of Chicano, Chicanx, Latinx in the United States, especially in the
Southwest, are self-taught. And here | was in an MFA speaking castellano with a decidedly—
distinct personality, a way of being, very assured of myself, knowing who | was, knowing
where | wanted to go, knowing what | wanted, married to a white guy—already. | decided to
get married young because | just didn't want to deal with men. | just didn’t want to deal with
that.

[01:31:48.35] | had more important things to do. | wanted to be married. | wanted to have
children. | wanted to have a home. And | didn’t want to deal with all that. | just didn’t know. |
don’t have time for that. And | was right. And it was a very—it was a very beautiful, a very
interesting, a very dynamic, a very important time in my life. But once again, | was alone.

[01:32:12.83] | had my husband, but intellectually, spiritually, psychologically, creatively, |
was alone once again.

[01:32:24.72] When you have a distinct personality based on stuff that most people don’t
experience, you're going to be by yourself. There’'s no doubt of it. There’s no way out of it.
What are you going to do? You're going to deny yourself? You're going to negate yourself?
Not this girl. No way. Just going to go—this is the boat | got given. | just polish it, clean it up,
repair it, and just keep going.

[01:32:47.86] If | have to row it by myself, I'm going to row it by myself. If you want to join
me and come along, I'll share my food and water and everything else with you. But if you're
not in the mood, I'm off. [Laughs.] [Makes military salute.] See you later.

[01:33:04.71] LAURA AUGUSTA: You said one of the reasons you felt distance from the
Chicano community, culture, at that time was because you were entering a different kind of
trauma, that there was a different kind of trauma there that was also informing that
movement. Can you say a bit more about that, and if I'm understanding correctly?

[01:33:22.92] LINDA VALLEJO: Yes, you are. Can we stop the recording so that | can cough?
[01:33:27.27] LAURA AUGUSTA: Yeah.

[01:33:28.47] LINDA VALLEJO: Okay. And then I'll—

[END OF TRACK aaa_vallej23_1of6_digvid_m.]



[00:00:03.32] LINDA VALLEJO: So let me see if | understand correctly. The question was that
| had come into a community with its own trauma. And we talked about the trauma that |
found in the African American community, the Black community, in Montgomery, Alabama.

[00:00:17.51] Now | was—now, | was thrown into a cultural milieu that was indeed mine by
pedigree, but not by upbringing, that had its own trauma. And once again, | was alone as a
stranger visiting—a voyeur, if you will—but who was invited in to the table to eat. Sister
Karen invited me to come in and sit at the table and to eat. But nonetheless, the food was
still of a different ilk.

[00:01:01.50] The Mexican American community, Chicano community, has suffered trauma,
that many people know about, for many years.

[00:01:10.74] It was basically the outsider, working poor, working class. And has been the
outsider, working poor, working class that built—invisible worker that has built America.
Seen as lesser, dominated by the Catholic Church to feel itself as lesser. Without a voice—
politically, spiritually. In enclaves of community where they found their own joys in their own
—you know, in our own culture, in our own foods, in our own way of expressive, in our own
music, in our own familia, right, in the familia, in the comunidad. But, still today, is quite
invisible and still abused and ignored, misunderstood and attacked without real reason.

[00:02:26.00] Politicians are even saying now that we need the immigrant. We need the
inexpensive workforce. We always have. But because we don’t acknowledge that it even
exists, or that it basically runs every space in this country, then how can we acknowledge
the fact that we need and need to protect and acknowledge this workforce that seems very
happy to simply be the backbone of a country?

[00:02:55.46] My newest project—which is, well, my Brown work—has led me to research
how we were a part of the railroads of the Southwest, the Topeka and the Santa Fe. Tejanos,
you know, Mexicans, Chicanos, Native Americans. | look at the pictures, and we look the
same. | go, That looks like my uncle—you sure that's a picture of Native Americans?—Ilooks
just like my uncle.

[00:03:21.99] And we were there. We lived in boxcars across the Southwest. It was like the
revolution. The women followed, the children were there, women were cooking outdoors.
Sounds like my mother’s story, my great grandmother’s story. And yet, you know, so there
was still a lot of prejudice in the United States towards brownness, towards mexicanismo.

[00:03:44.37] And there you have Chicanismo coming up with this [makes raised-fist
gesture]. Right? Yes, we matter. Yes, we count. Brown lives, Brown lives are important too.
Brown voice—Brown poetry, Brown philosophy, Brown idealism, Brown understanding of the
world—is important to the American culture, as much as every other culture that we spoke
about earlier in this interview.

[00:04:09.76] We are a part of it and we need to be acknowledged for it. And yet, you know,
poverty still exists, just as it did then. Education doesn’t elude us as much as it did in the
1970s. But at that time, education, it was very difficult—what, pre-Bakke?

[00:04:37.75] You had, what, the Chicano studies departments that were really working to
build themselves at this time. You had burgeoning art groups all over the United States—
what, Mechicano, Self Help Graphics, Galeria de La Raza in San Francisco, Goez Art. We're all
just beginning to discuss what the aesthetic was—What is the aesthetic?—and to feel pride,
cultural pride, in the aesthetic.

[00:05:06.82] | was actually asked that question during an interview recently, and | said,
Well, it's different then; it’s different today than it was then. Back then, what was
happening, was it was cultural pride. Don’t you remember, Roots came out. And it was really
about discovering one’s culture, whether Black—African American culture—at that point, it
was still African American.

[00:05:25.66] The feminist culture was just building and expressing itself and showing its
aesthetic, creating objects and presenting them on a very—to a very large and white
audience. | was involved with Brockman Galleries and with the Women’s Building in the
United States—I mean, in Los Angeles. | did a lot of work of working around the city. Like, |
wasn’t isolated in East LA when | was doing this work, | was going out and meeting
leadership and artists and other communities that were then really developing a voice,



expressing a voice, building institutions.

[00:06:00.50] So the community was working out of its trauma—of this exclusionary, no
access, no accessibility, being invisible, being, what, distrusted, misunderstood—the same
story as what | found in Montgomery, Alabama, several decades before. And with that you
have sorrow, you have loss, you have sacrifice, you have poverty, you have lack—some of
the major things that people call security and understanding.

[00:06:39.68] Thank god, we have strong community and strong family. And some would
say, Thank god that we have our religion. And | would say, yes, spirituality is very important,
but I'm not, as you know a great proponent of the Catholic Church.

[00:06:53.29] And so there | was, once again, sort of self-assured, and in some cases what
people saw as a haughty young woman who had found herself and who didn’t feel any sense
of loss or struggle or trauma. Oh, basically, | never got busted.

[00:07:27.32] And | found my way in. And | made many friends. | worked on the Barrio
Mobile Art Studio. | was with Self Help Graphics for about eight years. | became a part of the
Day of the Dead, dia de los muertos. My good colleague and friend, Betty Brown, and |
curated an exhibition a few years back on the Dia de los Muertos: Past, Present and Future,
where we got to accolade the history of the Day of the Dead at Self Help Graphics.

[00:08:01.10] | got to study the ancient culture of Mexico. But what | will say at this point, is
that no one, at this point, in the Chicano culture, or very few people in the arts culture,
acknowledged their Indigenous past. No one wanted to be an Indian. No one. Today, you see
artists out in the community, they're all wearing huipiles and have headdresses like Frida
Kahlo and all these things. And nobody would do that then. No one. No one really embraced
their Indigenous heritage at that point.

[00:08:42.81] And for me, because | was into traditional culture and really loved ancient
philosophy, psychology, mythology, symbolism—ah, loved it, desperate for it—I just fell into
it without any trouble at all. | felt like | had found an ancient culture that belonged to me—
and rightfully so: It was mine. And | could embrace it with a full heart and enjoy it. And I still
have the same feelings about it that | did then.

[00:09:15.78] And so studying the books and learning about the gods and about the rituals—
even though they’re gory. [Laughs.] But a lot of ancient and traditional religions have gory
stories to tell. And that’s how | found my way into my Chicanismo.

[00:09:35.43] LAURA AUGUSTA: Did you feel connected aesthetically to that early Chicano
aesthetic that you're describing? | hear you feeling connected in some ways to an idea of
culture, but did you feel like your aesthetic as a visual artist connected to what was
happening during that movement?

[00:09:51.66] LINDA VALLEJO: My aesthetic has never matched. Not then and not now. | am
not a muralist. | was never a muralist. That’s my major disconnection. | don’t specifically use
Catholic imagery, which is the Virgen de Guadalupe. You will not find her in my iconography.

[00:10:16.92] At that point | was doing stills from my film of a white boy and my cousin
playing Adam and Eve with all this massive colors coming out of their faces. | made a movie
called Take a Bite. | mean, this is really—I guess, the closest we could get to it would be
Harry Gamboa and his No Movies.

[00:10:39.71] I'll just say that | was connected to the intellectual aspects of Chicano art, not
to the community-based imagery—because they are decidedly different. Basically, | have
community, iconography, and the basis of what we call community culture.

[00:11:02.07] And then you might have, if | may coin it as high-brow Chicanismo—high-
brow- Latinismo image, Latino/Latinx image—which incorporates more international forms or
multi-media, intermedia, multidisciplinary.

[00:11:17.98] | feel that now I'm more easily connected to the Latinx in terms of installation
work, conceptual work. And actually, Charlene Villasehor Black just wrote an article for
Aztlan, and did a lecture out of Oxford University, that placed me as a conceptualist and that
put me in a collaboration—or not collaboration, but put me, connected my work to Asco’s
work in terms of the No Movie—



[00:11:49.75] And that’s an awful long span in between two conceptual ideas—1975 to,
what, 2020?—that’s an awful long time between conceptuals—you know, conceptual—
conceptually based artists—

[00:12:04.21] Because | was doing film in graduate school, because | was integrating
imagery from Europe into what | was doing.

[00:12:11.11] At that time, actually, | was producing a series of heads. And | had my first
one-woman show at Self Help Graphics with this work, and it was called A Complex Man. And
they were actually psychological portraits of a head that were divided into multiple pieces.
This—askew, rich in color, a lot of depth in terms of values. Certainly, not the color palette of
the Chicano world.

[00:12:46.55] And so, that—I already placed myself outside of the box. | was in the box,
because | was allowed in the box, which has been the name of my life. It's been the story of
my life. I'm always allowed in the box. Someone always says, Yeah, come on in. You can
come in. It's all right, come on in. It's fine, come on in.

[00:13:02.40] And I'm there. And | engage as best as | can with a sense of compassion and
care and respect for whatever culture I'm invited to participate with. And this is basically the
type of a courtesy that my parents taught me in traveling the world and being placed.

[00:13:25.69] All of a sudden you're invited into a home of an Arab, an Arab home—how
does one act? What does one do? One waits and watches and mimics, and asks for
permission in every case where you're not sure of what you're doing,

[00:13:46.85] and is ready and easily apologizes or makes excuses, appropriate excuses for
inappropriate behavior, dresses conservatively, speaks carefully.

[00:14:01.41] | mean, this is how you conduct yourself when you're visiting cultures that you
know nothing about. But my artwork is—I don’t do that with my art. | don’t do that with my
art. My art belongs to me and that’s that. So, no; I didn’t really belong. But yet it was mine.
Very interesting.

[00:14:26.83] And there was a long time when | asked, when | asked myself and people
asked me too, Are you a Chicano artist? | said, Well, | don’t know how | could be anything
else. | mean, I'm sure the world sees me that way. | don’'t know how | could be anything

else. | certainly look the part. | can’t really sell myself as anything else—maybe Persian?
Even the Hawaiians know I'm not Native. The tourists all think I'm Native, because they don’t
know anything about the culture.

[00:14:59.42] Yeah. It was a difficult place. | was alone again. There was a lot of trauma.
There was a lot of beauty of art. There was a lot of investigation of new symbolism and
mythology and architecture. There it is. It's the same story once again. Once again, the very
same situation for me. And once again, | just cleaned up the boat, fixed up the boat, and
oared alone, if | had to; it was fine. | was used to it. | was accustomed to it. I'd built the
muscles for it.

[00:15:33.61] Everything, of course, has changed over time. But we're talking historically.

[00:15:46.63] | have a natural entrepreneurial streak. | tend to build businesses. | help other
people build businesses. | built businesses for my sons when they were younger. I'm not
afraid of affluence. I'm not afraid of possessions. I'm not afraid—I’'m not afraid—to try new
things, to really reach out. | remember, in one interview | said, You can’t vilify money; we
need money, you know. How are we going to build this if we don’t have funds?

[00:16:18.24] And that’'s how | became a grant writer too, at Self Help Graphics. No one
really wanted to face the big monster—what do you have, government. Mexicanos are
invariably afraid of larger institutions—the church, the government, the doctor, the dentist,
you know—and | think that's part of subjugation, enslavement, abuse, cultural trauma,
physical trauma that cannot be denied.

[00:16:51.17] And | was like, | could do this | don’t have to write in graduate school. I'll do
this. That's fine. Let’'s do this. And | got Self Help Graphics its first NEA money. | was, what,
25 years old and | went to Washington DC with my husband to see his family. And | went to
the offices of the NEA, introduced myself, and said, Hi, I'm here on behalf of Self Help



Graphics.

[00:17:16.22] | was used to going into places where people | didn’t know and showing up
with the right materials and doing my best to be articulate and to be friendly, to be cordial
and informative. So | became a grant writer and started writing grants for Self Help Graphics.
| was into the money, which is a whole other routine within the trauma of communities of
color in the United States. And this isn’t just mexicanismo, Chicanismo, or Latinx. This is all
communities of color based on a history of trauma on multiple levels.

[00:17:54.18] LAURA AUGUSTA: | think, along those same lines, | want to ask you about your
perception of gender in that early Chicano movement and your time at Self Help. If there
were ways that—you describe yourself and you present yourself as such an independent,
such a strong, well-educated, thoughtful woman—and | wonder about the way in which your
gender affected your relationship with other artists at that time? We’'re speaking historically
now, but I'm thinking about the Chicano movement, and I’'m thinking about, also, Self Help
Graphics.

[00:18:29.33] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, at that time | had a couple of—I had a few women and a
few men that treated me kindly and saw my efforts to quote, unquote, "integrate"—
interestingly enough, turning the tables, correct?—and were kind and gave me a roadmap or
set a kind word or were complimentary or conducted introductions.

[00:18:59.90] Then they invited me, then incorporated me into their shows, or invited me to
be a part of things—and then some that were the antithesis of that, and well to be expected.
You know, machismo is alive and well, even today. It kicks butt in more ways than one—not
meaning to—not meaning to coin a phrase there.

[00:19:28.68] So | had my fair share of abuse:
[00:19:34.26] verbal abuse, psychological abuse, physical abuse.

[00:19:40.32] And | was a married woman. And | did it on purpose, not knowing where | was
going to go but knowing that | needed protection, which is really an old world way to say it
these days. But in my view, a woman needs protection even today. And this is 50 years later.

[00:19:57.67] And so it was a mixed bag. A very, very mixed bag. Today, | have more
respect because of what I've accomplished. Then, | was, what, a 25-year-old in graduate
school that really had—you know, | was renting with my husband. | still didn’t have children.
I had nothing—I had a car. At that age, what do you have? | had my art portfolios.

[00:20:26.73] | had certain men who were impressed by my ability to produce, who saw me
as serious. Sister Karen invited me to be the spokesperson for Self Help Graphics on many
occasions because | spoke Spanish and could do an interview. Sister Karen saw that | was
focused on the art, that that’s what mattered to me. And | enjoyed teaching a great deal. |
still enjoy teaching. | like to think that I'm a good teacher, as my students tell me that it
helps—my thoughts and suggestions are helpful.

[00:21:01.90] And—Dbut, yes, it was a very mixed bag. And | was insulted personally and
hurt. You know, | was hurt. | felt as if | had to prove myself as a Chicana, because | wasn’t
making the image that was expected, because | wasn’t, well—this is actually true even
today, though—

[00:21:28.02] Women who have—women in all walks of the feminist movement, the African
American movement, and the Chicano movement, which I know, the feminist movement and
Chicano movement, specifically—uh, women, women artists—is that, if they are affiliated
with a man of great power as an artist, then they happen to get away into a larger world—

[00:21:51.10] Lee Krasner—

[00:21:53.55] We could go down a list of women who are affiliated with, historically, with
great painters and sculptors, who are now just coming out with biographies on the Bio
Channel, that they were actually great artists that influenced the men that they were
affiliated with and no one really paid any attention to them, and that went insane because
the guy stole their ideas and stole their work and things like this.

[00:22:14.71] And | think that that’s unfortunately, you know—the patriarchy,



[00:22:23.05] and how the patriarchy is built, And how men are empowered to think about
women and feel about women and act towards women, and alter women’s futures based on
their sense of ownership. And so why would it be any different in the Chicano world in the
1970s? And so | experienced both.

[00:22:46.15] | had some very fine friends. Carlos Almaraz was always very kind to me. He
always spoke well to me about my work.

[00:22:54.28] Teddy Sandoval, god rest his soul—the gods rest his soul as well—was also
very kind to me, and a friend to me, and was there for me. Sister Karen, of course, was one
of my great supporters. Yreina Cervantez is still a close friend. And | also found Chicano
danza, which was a totally different walk.

[00:23:22.65] When at Self Help Graphics, I—because we had cultural days, we had, like,
cultural events—I happened to see the Flores de Aztlan perform. And | can’t remember
where. I'm sure Josefina Gallardo, my maestra, could tell me, or maybe not—we’'re getting
older now.

[00:23:42.72] And | really fell in love with the danza. Josefina had studied ballet. She’s still in
Los Angeles. And had designed a form of dance that was maya rather than azteca, rather
than the male form of stamping feet on the ground, which Josefina could do just the same.
But to the Flores de Aztldn, we had flowing gowns that were designed by Cui Cui Rangel and
her mother, Paula.

[00:24:11.92] And there’s several photographs on my website of us in these beautiful
flowing gowns and sort of Mayan influenced dresses. And Josefina choreographed us. And we
presented what we call teachings and presentations, at universities and colleges.

[00:24:32.67] Again, | was a stranger who was invited graciously by someone who saw
something in me. And again, | was seen as an outsider who somehow or another fit, but no
one was really sure how that happened, including myself.

[00:24:51.20] Once again, | was an artist with—a very independent, inordinately driven
individual—who joined, and who really worked hard to be a part of la comunidad.

[00:25:12.49] | mean, we rehearsed every Monday for | don’t know how many years. And we
presented regularly as volunteers. And in some cases | was treated as a welcome sister,
member. And sometimes | was definitely, once again, the outsider.

[00:25:34.61] We were with also, Norma Pedregén, Ana Luisa Espinoza, and Cecilia
Castaneda Quintero, the gods rest her soul.

[00:25:45.66] And | love danza; It was really quite wonderful. We traveled all over, what,
California, including Chicano Park day in San Diego and Fiesta de Colores in Sacramento with
the RCAF—Royal Chicano Air Force and their Fiesta de Colores—and did a series of danzas
there.

[00:26:09.67] And once again, | found myself in this place where the spirituality starts
getting woven back in again, finally. With the pirdmides and the study of Mexico and
everything, I'm sort of finding this place where | could have spiritual thoughts and—what |
would call as a spiritual understanding—

[00:26:27.91] because traditional religion really is about a godhead. It's about being
surrounded by the spirits, if you will; literally, figuratively, metaphysically, metaphorically—
you know, everything.

[00:26:46.43] And it was beautiful. It was really quite a lot of fun. | had my children. | had, |
have two wonderful boys, Rob and Paul.

[00:26:57.59] My husband was with me and allowed me to take this deep dive into my
culture. He once told me; he said, | knew you had to do it sometime. | knew you would. |
know you just had to. So | was just going to let you go there.

[00:27:13.17] And from there, of course, we ended up doing a danza at Native American
ceremony.

[00:27:25.89] We were invited as a group to go, and we were introduced to, what, a Lakota



and Dene ceremony, through the auspices of the Lakota Sundance and the leadership of the
Lakotas—what people call the Sioux, but it's Lakota—in Northern California, out of D-Q U.
And the Sundance that took place there in—first time | attended was 1980.

[00:28:05.41] And a sweat lodge ceremony.

[00:28:08.59] And once again, once again, | was invited as a stranger. | was welcomed into a
beautiful home, once again—a Chicano home, the European home, the African American
home. | was invited in to participate and to become a part of a community that was unknown
to me, with a language that was unknown to me, based on a completely new set of cultural
indications or needs, to learn—to listen, to learn, and to participate.

[00:28:59.99] And at that time, at Self Help Graphics, in East LA, people weren’t doing this.
People were not doing this. Yreina Cervéntez has always had an interest in Indigena. And
she’s been there for a very long time. | think she was one of my first friends in ceremonia—
Cecilia was there—very early, at Self Help Graphics.

[00:29:24.88] Another worker on the Barrio Mobile Art Studio, Michael Amescua, was very
interested in it. And Leo Limén found his way of interest into it as well. And a few of us made
major dedications. And so then | found myself building a world that was actually outside of
Chicanismo, but that is at the core of it. And that’s another story for another question.

[00:29:58.03] LAURA AUGUSTA: Can we pause here?
[00:30:00.46] LINDA VALLEJO: Absolutely.
[END OF TRACK aaa_vallej23 20f6_digvid_m.]

[00:00:02.83] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay. So we’re coming back from a short break. And we are
in the ‘70s and ‘80s. We've been talking about danza. We've been talking about your work
with Self Help.

[00:00:12.73] But | want to return to a comment you made about your father being in
Vietnam and Southeast Asia in the early ‘70s and the ways in which that impacted your
family, but also, I’'m imagining—and please correct me if I'm wrong—but I'm imagining that,
also, his time in Vietnam is reflective in some ways of other conversations that are
happening within your community of artists, within the Chicano movement.

[00:00:38.68] And so | want to think about his biography and also understand better about
his influence on your life and work. So let’s start with his name. Tell me his name, please.

[00:00:49.49] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, Adam Cavazos Vallejo. Cavazos is his mother’s maiden
name. His father was Aniceto, and his mother was Vera. He had two sisters, Virginia and
Velia. And he was the only son, deeply loved by his mother, Vera, enamored by his sisters.
Extremely intelligent guy—genius and intelligence come in all colors, all creeds, and all
classes. A real hero of mine.

[00:01:26.86] Born in Texas, San Angelo, Texas. Pretty macho [laughs]—pretty true to his
Latino roots—but a gentleman who was capable of giving me every freedom in the world to
be whatever | wanted and to become whatever | chose, and never hampered me in any way.

[00:01:47.08] Didn't even hamper me when | wanted to marry a white guy, which my uncles
—they were very nice to Ron, they were very kind to Ron—but behind the scenes, they were
all saying, Have you dated any Latinos? Have you looked at any Latinos?

[00:01:59.35] I'm going, | really haven’t had any access. | don’t really know any. | like this
guy. He's a decent man. Ron and | have been together for 50 years now, so no one really
can say much.

[00:02:12.31] My dad went to—my dad and my mother went to Garfield High School in East
LA. As | said earlier, my dad got a degree in Latin American studies from UCLA, his
bachelors. For graduate school, he went to George Washington University to get his MSBA,
and finally to UCLA Law School. He returned to Bruins for his JD.

[00:02:35.38] He retired from the military after entering as a commissioned officer at about
20. He spent 28 years in the military and retired as a full colonel. He went to all the
professional education schools for the US Air Force. He went to Squadron Officer School,



Academic Instructor’s Course, Air Command and College—Air Command and Staff College—
he even taught at Air Command and Staff—and Air War College.

[00:03:07.30] He taught a great deal during his career. And that’s interesting, because my
brother is a teacher, I'm a teacher, my cousin is a teacher, multiple of my cousins are
teachers. We all have an ability to impart information. We are natural speakers.

[00:03:27.33] We don't shy away from cameras or from microphones in the service of
education and in the service of work.

[00:03:36.41] It seemed to be a natural for my dad. | think the performer was actually a part,
because his father was a musician, his grandmother—his mother’s mother, his mother on
the maternal side—was a musician: performers.

[00:03:50.30] He was in Germany between 1955 and 1957. That's when | was there with
him. And he was also in Spain from 1965 to 1967, then returned again in 1975. Let’s see. He
was working at the US embassy in Madrid as air attaché when Franco died.

[00:04:14.72] So we both got to see what it meant to live in that kind of a government—
totalitarian—and also to see the king be placed into power, returned to the monarchy, which
was a very interesting switch. Martial law on the streets of Spain was a real interesting thing
to live through.

[00:04:37.94] He was in Vietnam for a couple of years and flew O-2s over possible targets, to
see if it was legitimate-to-target situations, and was reportedly—purportedly—shot down. He
came home with a lot of post-traumatic stress syndrome. | felt very bad for him. And for
many years, you couldn’t drink with my dad and ask him about Vietnam. He suffered quite a
lot. The trauma was pretty great.

[00:05:08.01] But then, war is traumatic to everyone.

[00:05:13.08] My next body of work will be antiwar work. | already have the image. | already
have the experimentation. | already have everything set up to go. | really feel that | need to
say it—you know, with the gun wars in the United States, if | can call them that, to coin a
phrase. Really, pretty much, | think we’ve all kind of had it with guns.

[00:05:36.26] He spoke four languages. Incredibly traveled. You know, really braved—the
brave new world was his. He made a great career without any examples and very few
mentors. He was invited to many homes as a stranger and invited in, and found his way to
make a contribution to the places where he was invited to go.

[00:06:12.75] He was a very hard worker, tenacious, very brave. On his death bed, two years
ago, at 91, he was telling jokes 15 minutes before he passed and making everyone in the
room feel at ease with little nips and stories and funny little repartee, and then just basically
laid back and took his last 50 breaths and said goodbye.

[00:06:42.67] My sister said, Dad, there’s a chaplain here at the hospital; would you like us
to call him in? And my dad said, Sure, just wait till after I'm gone.

[00:06:52.29] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs].

[00:06:55.08] LINDA VALLEJO: | mean, that is really—that’s the heart of bravery. And he
made my mother laugh, who was crying through her tears—you know, laughing through her
tears. And he was my hero then, too.

[00:07:14.92] And as you ask it, of course, I'd say that | mimicked my father closer than
anybody. | was his first born. And my mother didn’'t have her second child until | was five
years old. So | was raised a lot like an only child. And | think that adds to the singularity of
my personality and the singularity of my capacity for aloneness and self-awareness and self-
entertainment.

[00:07:50.01] When we were packing up my mom'’s house, my mom and dad’s house, my
mother put a candle in the kitchen—you know, and maybe a little picture, as | recall. And
after we were all packing up everything, my mom said, Come on, let’s go in the kitchen and
say goodbye to your dad.

[00:08:08.61] And without even thinking, | just said, I'm not saying goodbye to my dad. I'll



never say goodbye to my dad. What are you talking about? This is not goodbye to my dad.

[00:08:21.57] And | still have pictures of him by my phone in the kitchen, where | go to
regularly. And he’s with me all the time—his spirit, his strength, his intelligence, his good
sense of humor.

[00:08:39.06] He was a real pain in the butt.
[00:08:40.47] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs.]
[00:08:41.91] He was. He was just a real pain in the butt.

[00:08:48.59] | remember, when | told these stories at his memorial after they put him down
at the military cemetery out in San Bernardino—I told the story about how he was telling
jokes and the bit about this chaplain and stuff and how he was, you know, levity was the
order of the day—

[00:09:10.88] my son broke down in sobs and just said, He was so brave, and just broke
down and sobs. This is a 35-year-old man.

[00:09:21.98] And he was so brave. Yeah. And | think that that would be what | would say
about my dad: really, a brave guy.

[00:09:34.32] | don’t believe in heaven, per se, but | do believe in holding someone in your
memory and in your thoughts and carrying them with you as inspiration. And my mom'’s still
with us. She’s going to be 92 on Tuesday. She doesn’t like that—

[00:09:53.60] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs]

[00:09:53.91] LINDA VALLEJO:—told me so this morning: | don't like that. | don't want to talk
about it.

[00:09:59.64] She’s very good-looking, doesn’t look her age, doesn’t act her age, doesn't
dress her age. Still lives alone, drives her own car. She’s always enthusiastic for doing
something or going somewhere. She's a great girl. And she was very loyal and loving to my
dad. | know she misses him a great deal.

[00:10:25.40] | think only—I mean, they were together, what, for 75 years or something.
There’s not very many couples that can do that. And so | think that they were a great role
model for me—I know they were. And | owe a lot of who | am to their ability to allow a girl—
much less a girl of color, in an age when girls of color were not allowed much—to do
anything she wanted and to accolade her when she was capable of making things happen.

[00:10:56.53] Thanks, Dad. Thanks, Mom.

[00:11:00.91] LAURA AUGUSTA: That's so beautiful. Why do you think they were able to let
you do that? What was it about them in particular that let them give you that kind of
freedom that so few women of color have?

[00:11:11.83] LINDA VALLEJO: You know, | had that kind of freedom everywhere | went. I've
always had that kind of freedom everywhere I've gone. | remember, in graduate school | had
a committee that never really insisted on meeting with me.

[00:11:26.93] | would meet with them and I'd say, Yeah, I’'m working on it. This is what it
looks like right now. Here’'s my paper. Here's some of my notes. This is what I’'m thinking.
This is what I'm going to do. And they’d go, That’s great, Linda. Sounds really good. Sounds
just great. Go ahead.

[00:11:38.54] Nobody ever really—I think it's because when you know who you are and you
know what you want, and there doesn’t seem to be any question about it, and you’'re not
veering towards really dangerous behavior—or you are and you’ve got the sense not to let
anybody know, that you maintain in a certain way, in a certain context—most people will let
you go for—or maybe, a couple of reasons.

[00:12:01.21] Maybe because they have confidence in you;

[00:12:03.10] maybe they believe in your ability. Maybe they just don’t give a damn what



you do, which probably is half of the picture.

[00:12:11.29] But | had lots of people tell me that, when | was very young: Oh, you'll do
whatever you want to do, Linda. Just go out there and make it happen. You’'ll make it all
happen. It's fine.

[00:12:19.19] And that’'s what | hear from everybody in college—my whole—all my
compatriots: Oh, if anybody was going to do it, Linda, it would have been you. Yeah, we
knew you.

[00:12:27.47]1 And | think my parents looked at me and said, Yeah, well, what are you gonna
do?

[00:12:32.12] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs.]

[00:12:34.85] LINDA VALLEJO: You know, what are you gonna do? You gonna break her? Are
you gonna bottle her? Or what are you gonna do? She seems able to make her own money
and find her own way. And she can just—she’s gonna make it. | think a lot of it was that:

[00:12:52.12] everyone knows—

[00:12:52.93] My sister’s the same way, though. My sister’s very intelligent, extremely
tenacious, can do anything—very wealthy, built her own business. She’s a self-built woman.
She’s a self-made woman. My brother’s had multiple careers, apparently can put his mind to
anything and make anything happen that he wants.

[00:13:12.27] They imparted it—they gave it to us. And then what are you gonna say, Oh,
you can't do that? It’s like you make an artist out of your child, and then you go, No, you
really shouldn’t be an artist. | mean, what are you gonna do?

[00:13:21.99] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs.]

[00:13:25.11] LINDA VALLEJO: It's always been that way for me, and I'm not afraid of that.
That's fine. Let me sink or swim; I'm okay with that.

[00:13:33.66] LAURA AUGUSTA: Did you talk to your dad, or do you talk to your mom, about
your work? Do you show them the work that you make and talk to them about it?

[00:13:39.30] LINDA VALLEJO: Yeah. But you know how that is. | mean, I'm sure you have the
same situation, where you're an intellectual and you study a certain kind of artwork and you
understand different aspects of what being an artist can be, but the general public really
doesn’t study like that. And people say, Well, | know what I like.

[00:14:05.66] My father was basically a student of political history, political science, the
military, war, airplanes. He was a pilot almost all his life. That's where his fire and fever was.
And | don’t really study any of those things. And if you want to engage me in a conversation
of war, you're going to pretty much hit a brick wall pretty quickly with me.

[00:14:32.81] My mother finished high school—at Garfield. She became a military wife in,
what, the 1950s. And her models were women who entertained and who dressed and whose
children were well-behaved. You know the type.

[00:14:50.38] My mother was basically a Brown Betty Crocker—Leave it to Beaver. | have
pictures that show us looking like Leave it to Beaver's family, but we're Brown, which
probably led me to make them all Mexican.

[00:15:06.20] They appreciate what | do. My father was more concerned at the end of his life
that | was selling. He became very concerned that my work wasn’t selling. But you know how
that is; you're either fortunate enough to make work that sells that’s also true to your vision,
but I've never put a focus on selling as much as | have on true to your vision.

[00:15:29.79] And so my work isn’t—I don’t copy what’s fashionable or what’s trendy. | tend
to want to think about the singular vision. So it's pretty esoteric stuff. The symbolism’s kind
of esoteric. | can’t think of too many people that | can talk to about my work, to be honest
with you—a few intellectuals—I| mean, on really deep, creative levels.

[00:16:06.09] I'm thinking about this, and | thought maybe I'd put this, and maybe I'd do



this, and maybe—I thought maybe | could maneuver it so that | could do it like this. And |
thought, Well, what do you think about this material? What do you think about this? Yeah, |
tried that, but it didn’t stand up, or it didn’t sit right, or there was something about the gloss
in it. How many people can you talk to like that?

[00:16:23.01] What is it? Nowadays, what I'm doing is I'm consolidating literature, classic
literature, into sociopolitical, sociocultural thought. I'm reading poems and reading poetry
and reading plays from everywhere—all kinds of stuff, everything, especially American
greats—and consolidating something out of a theory, something close, akin to, a
sociopolitical, sociocultural statement that integrates my history and sense of political—of
justice on multiple levels, not just political justice—social justice, cultural justice—and then
translating that into product, like we talked about before. That's what makes me an artist is
I'm translating it into product.

[00:17:20.87] And that road is pretty complicated, has multiple levels—

[00:17:29.24] | want to talk about the play—Eugene O'Neill’'s—so let’'s say, what was that
great one by Eugene O’Neill? Emperor Jones.

[00:17:46.95] Just to go there for a second, Emperor Jones basically gave back the pathos to
African Americans. He created a villain at a time when no one wanted to hear about the
Black villain.

[00:17:59.43] They wanted to hear about the Black gospel preacher. They wanted to hear
about the—they wanted to hear about the good worker, the honest man. And he gave them
a villain that was killed by his own people. And he gave the pathos back to the people.

[00:18:15.50] What happens when you take the pathos out of a culture? When you turn
them into the happy little Mexican in the little hat, asleep below the cactus tree? They
become a nothing. You can’t make saints out of anything and expect it to have humanity; it's
not possible. It’s like taking the contradictions out of any personality.

[00:18:38.16] How do you do that? Why would you do that? The contradictions is what
makes a poet out of someone. It makes a thinker out of someone. It makes the inventor.

[00:18:49.18] So they took the pathos out of African Americans by taking the drum away.
Well, they did it by killing the men. They took the warrior out of it. They did the same thing
to the Native Americans, same thing to the Mexican American, same thing to the Hawaiians.

[00:19:06.78] So how do you take that beginning of a concept and create an object out of it?
What does it look like? What media is it? Is it figurative? Is it abstract? Without being
guttural. It’s very easy to be dark; very, very easy to be dark. | don’t really like to go that
way because | find that | close off a lot of my audience, a lot of people who might look at
your work and maybe think about the question.

[00:19:44.64] I'm not condoning evil. So | don’t want to paint evil images. I'm just
advocating for the complete personality, the complete culture. | mean, the Romans were
great. Everyone would say in America that the Romans were great. But they weren’t perfect.
My god, let’s look at the reality of the way the Romans lived. What do we have, 10,000
stories to tell? Let’s start with Caligula. And let’'s stop there too.

[00:20:10.79] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs]

[00:20:13.36] LINDA VALLEJO: How do you take the pathos out of a culture and have it tell a
story of any kind? So to have a conversation about this kind of—

[00:20:21.43] Okay, let's start with Eugene O’Neill’s biography. [Laughs.] Let’'s read a series
of his books. Let’s watch a bunch of his plays. Let's watch all of his movies—who’s ever done
anything. Long Day’s Journey into Night—talk about pathos. Well, that guy loved pathos.
Boy, oh, boy.

[00:20:40.90] And then compare that, or combine that, with a sense of what’'s happened to
traditional cultures and Indigenous cultures across the world where there are no stories like
that. They’'ve been erased. They’'re not allowed personalities. They’ve just become cartoons.

[00:21:01.61] All we are in—I've been repurposing antique objects for the last 13 years.



When you go to antique malls and you're looking for images of mexicanos, all you see is—
you don’t see much. You see very, very little. I've been collecting it. There’s very little.

[00:21:17.90] They’re all about this big. [Holds fingers few inches apart.] There’s no
grandiose sculptures of any kind, or grandiose images of any kind.

[00:21:24.35] They’re either terribly Indigent, poor, on postcards, or sleepy little Mexicans
under trees or—as close as you can get is, maybe, the Carmen Miranda figure—of the happy-
go-lucky, fruit on your head, everything’s so lovely, isn’t it wonderful?

[00:21:43.27] I've been thinking about that now for two years—and looking for more images.
What, James Baldwin? Jesus. Steinbeck? Oh god, pathos galore. How do you put the pathos
back in a culture so that it becomes human again, becomes a part of humanity again?

[00:22:09.36] | may never figure this out. This is one of the avenues of my thought process
that | may never get to. | may never be able to figure it out. Because then you have to say,
well, how does it look? What does it look like? What does that look like?

[00:22:22.21] So to have a conversation on this kind of level with, what, 90 percent of the
people | know, maybe even with artists, is not possible. Most artists don’t think like that. |
haven’t met them. If | have, they're very few and far between, you know?

[00:22:44.50] LAURA AUGUSTA: Before we took a short break, we were starting to talk about
your work with the Flores de Aztlan, the danza, and your involvement with danza. And as
you're talking about returning pathos to a people or thinking about narrative—right, like,
finding a narrative of a people—I'm curious about how dance—I don’t know much about
danza and about this early Chicano dance. Can you tell me about narrative in danza?

[00:23:18.09] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, what kind of narrative?

[00:23:19.65] LAURA AUGUSTA: What are the stories that you're telling in that specific
dance group?

[00:23:27.94] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, in this particular dance troupe, it was a lot about
feminine identity. There was one particular piece that Josefina choreographed that really
showed a girl, a young woman, a woman, and an older woman. And we would design ways
to exemplify those particular attributes in movement, in posture, and the relationship of
woman—of feminine identity—to natural forces.

[00:24:08.46] It was a very feminine dance. There was a lot of lyrical elements to it, which
showed woman as a lyrical, powerful being of capacity. There was a lot of desire to show
strength in women, vision in women.

[00:24:33.70] And that’s how leadership was—that’'s how the members of Flores de Aztldn
became leaders, each and every one of them, in their own field. | think we were actually,
already, what, natural-born leaders. And one was in psychiatric social work. One was in
education. One Irma Cui Cui Rangel is a vocalist and a musician. Josefina is a dancer and a
social worker. And myself, as a teacher and a sculptor, a painter, an artist.

[00:25:14.44] So that narrative really complemented the feminist movement of that time
and helped to build that sense of womanhood, which is now being seen more readily and
more often in the feminist communities of Chicanismo today. There’s a lot of feminist
movements in Chicanismo today that are based on traditional views of a woman, as well as
modern views of a woman, in terms of outside of the home, capacity outside of the home, as
teachers, leaders, organizers, artists, politicians, professionals.

[00:25:57.73] And that's become more of a reality today. "Fe Evaone" Felicia Montes is one
of the great leaders of that particular movement, here in Los Angeles, with Mujeres de Maiz,
that’s getting a lot of traction right now in terms of their voice and their vision and their
future. And they do lots of public practice work.

[00:26:20.42] Fe actually has her MFA out of Otis College of Art and Design in public practice
with Suzanne Lacy and Chelo Montoya, two great leaders and teachers. And Fe is doing
some really fabulous work. Josefina’'s still out there, dancing and working. Irma Cui Cui is still
singing, working still.



[00:26:44.43] And Ana is retired, but | know that she was very involved with her family and
probably still is very involved with her family—she has a very large family—and did a great
deal of work in terms of bilingual health care in Los Angeles County.

[00:26:59.22] So the narrative was really about the traditional elements of—the traditional
elements of mexicano history—and mythology and religious practices, spiritual practices,
feminism, community, through the arts, through dance, through danza, which was
contemporary. It wasn’t a repetition of danzas that were completed at, what, the beginning
of the 20th century, mirrored on azteca, danza straight out of Mexico City. It was something
that she choreographed herself. So it was an art form, a contemporary art form. And that
was the narrative for that work, yes.

[00:27:54.31] LAURA AUGUSTA: And did you get involved with that group because of Self—
because of the Women's Building?—I'm sorry.

[00:28:01.62] LINDA VALLEJO: It all happened at the same time. | was at Self Help Graphics. |
was at the Women'’s Building, conducting some projects with them, exhibiting with them. My
dear friends, Sue Maberry, was at Otis College of Art and Design for quite some time, Cheri
Gaulke, who is now metamorphosed into a film producer with great result, with great
accolade.

[00:28:31.02] She’s a fabulous—she has a fabulous team. And her films are just incredibly
good. She’s winning all kinds of awards and found herself in this new thing. | said, So now
you're a filmmaker.

[00:28:41.52] And Jerri Allyn, or Suzanne Lacy, and Terry Wolverton. They were some of my
very dearest friends during that time, and have still—have remained my friends through all
these years. And I’'m actually going to be a part of the Women'’s Building documentary that’s
coming out with Cheri Gaulke, which I'm very proud to be a part of.

[00:29:03.99] During that time, the Women'’s Building were—the women of the Women’s
Building were giving me the kind of support that | really needed in a new town. I'm a girl
from LA, but | haven’t been in LA for the last 25 years. And they welcome me with open
arms, allowed me to be heterosexual, allowed me to be married with children, and still be
invited on the women’s board—and not be, at that point, necessarily, a feminist.

[00:29:31.65] It was just coming out. | wasn’t really sure. | was in sort of post-feminism
before | became a feminist. | sort of did what | wanted to do, anyway. But | was married with
kids. | made a joke one time. | said, If | don’t let the guys tell me what to do, do you really
think I'm gonna let the girls? And that joke broke it up, and they kind of understood me for
the first time.

[00:29:53.83] And so | was with the Women’s Building, at Self Help Graphics working with
Sister Karen at Barrio Mobile Art Studio, discovered the Flores de Aztlan, became a part of
the danza troupe, traveled around California, and participated in Chicano ceremonia, had my
kids, and became involved in the larger Native American spiritual movement and uprising of
the 1970s.

[00:30:25.73] And it really was an uprising. Before that, through the whole first half of the
20th century, Native Americans were not allowed to conduct their ceremonies, under penalty
of law. They were not allowed to have their accouterments. They had no rights. | mean, if
you can't practice your own religion, exactly what have you left? You certainly can’t do much
of anything else, either.

[00:30:56.46] So a lot of the ceremonies had been underground for many, many decades.
People had lost their lives. Their lives were taken from them. We're hearing the stories now
of children who were taken and put into homes and abused and all the corpses that are
being found under buildings in Canada and the United States. And the stories were there,
but nobody dared to speak them out loud.

[00:31:26.43] And so, with that, | dove into another new world where the door was opened,
and | was welcomed—I was a stranger who knew how to act properly—and invited to
participate.

[00:31:47.16] Recently, | had an opening of a conversation with my good friend and
colleague, Karen Mary Davalos, who's written a good deal about my work and who has



supported me for many years. And I'm very grateful for her patronage.

[00:32:05.74] We began talking about, How did the Chicanos end up in Native American?
How did that happen? Where did that come from? And | said, They invited us. She said, They
did? | said, Yeah. My good comadre Josephine "Josie" Talamantez, who was for many years
with the California Arts Council, was one of my first comadres in ceremonia, in Sacramento.

[00:32:31.47] And Cui Cui Rangel, | also found her there. And they opened the door and
invited Chicanos to come in. And | believe that they did that because they needed support.
They needed the support. And we look like cousins. We are cousins, and not even twice
removed.

[00:32:53.91] We are cousins, very deeply integrated into each other.

[00:32:57.18] People meet me and they go, What tribe are you? And I'm going, Well, |
haven’t done my DNA yet, but I'm sure, what is it, the Pew Charitable Trusts said that 80
percent of all women, Mexican American women in the Southwest, have Apache and Navajo
blood—80 percent of us. That definitely looks like me.

[00:33:17.67] And in those days, | had waist-length hair. It's straight as an arrow—every pun
intended. And | looked the part. And | was very, very willing to come to the feast, very willing
to come to the feast with gifts and baskets of fruit, tobacco and sage, and to put a little bit of
my own blood and hard work into saving the traditional culture, very much like returning to
the Congo before it was destroyed.

[00:33:56.60] And that's the full circle of that. That is the true full circle of that. Not only did
| find at Self Help Graphics the ancient culture of Mesoamerica, which led me back to an
Indigenous heart, with all of its—where the godhead is both male and female. The godhead
is they and them. | love that. | just love that.

[00:34:26.64] But there was a living culture in the sense that you could actually visit it, here
and now in the present, and find out more of the heart of what the symbology and the
mythology and the message and the true fruits of the work were about. And I've dedicated
30 solid years to it.

[00:34:53.94] | was basically involved in Indigenous America from about 1980, on a very
first-name basis, until just about 10 years ago, when | decided to return to art as a full-time
practice. Because | integrated art, family, and children into everything at that point. And
then, in Indigenous style, | said, well, | need to make a decision. | need to pray on this.

[00:35:18.75] So | prayed on it for a year. | meditated, | unpacked, | philosophized—for a
year, after a lot of commitment—to either go fully into ceremony or to go back into art as a
full-time practice. Up until then, you have a very mixed, what, 20 hours a week instead of
40.

[00:35:45.14] | still worked on my career. | still worked within the arts world. My archives
show that, | believe, that | was very—I integrated—I worked very hard to make sure | didn’t
abandon anything.

[00:35:59.03] And | said that for many years. | said, No, you don’t leave pieces of yourself
behind. You bring everything along with you, because you never know when you’re gonna
need it. And sure enough, | needed it. And | came back out into full practice. And that is
when | was able to consolidate my Brown work. And I've never said that out loud.

[00:36:18.89] The Indigenous world is a very, very beautiful place where pathos still exists,
where the pathos—the dark stories, the dark sky, the dark clouds, the thunder, the lightning,
the rain, the earth—still exist. Not just in poetry, not just in mythology or in storyline. They
exist, and you can actually eat them whole, and integrate them into your own being to find
meaning for yourself and for the people that you love.

[00:37:01.19] It's a beautiful place. And many Chicanos, mexicanos nationwide know exactly
what I'm talking about. And once again, back to your question, are there people that you can
talk about, about your process? Yes, there are. But it’s very rare to find someone that | can
speak to on this kind of level, like with you today.

[00:37:25.79] And in terms of ceremony—Chicano, mexicano, Indigena, Lakota, Dene,



Seneca-Oneida—I have Seneca-Oneida mentors and teachers, Mohawk mentors and
teachers, California Gabrielino mentors and teachers. To speak on really deep levels about
that is once again a whole new language and a whole new world, a whole new set of
standards and understandings, that is easy to talk about but not easily understood.

[00:38:10.78] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm thinking about what to ask you, and | think, | wonder
what—I want to honor the sacredness of that experience and that practice. But | also want to
give you space to say more about what it means to be invited in, to participate in, to be a
participant in, the practices that you’'re mentioning. And you can answer that in whatever
way you want. But | think, if you're willing to share specificity of what that is, I'd like to also
then, later, think about how that informs your visual work, and thinking—of course.

[00:38:46.64] LINDA VALLEJO: Yeah. Because we're going to go back into the portfolios. And
I'll be able to tell you.

[00:38:50.36] LAURA AUGUSTA: Exactly.

[00:38:53.43] LINDA VALLEJO: This is exactly what | spoke to my mentor, Susana Smith
Bautista, about the night before last. And | told her, | said, I'm going to be doing this
interview. It's a legacy in perpetuity.

[00:39:08.54] And in order to talk about myself and in order to talk about my practice, in
order to talk about my work, | have to talk about this. | can’t leave this out of the story. But |
am obligated to be very specific about what | say and—not secretive or clandestine in any
way, but just respectful.

[00:39:34.06] And—1I'll start broadly and see how far | can go.

[00:39:47.96] Oh. Well, I'll start with some generals. The earth is your mother. The father is
the sky. All living beings are your brothers and sisters and your cousins. All of nature is
revered and respected. Beyond that, nature can speak to you, and does speak to you, if you
listen. Even Walt Whitman spoke of this.

[00:40:15.92] People who spend great deals of time in nature, sitting beneath the redwoods
for days and weeks on end, find that nature can speak to you and tell you stories and help
you to find yourself through their beauty, through their systems, through their longevity,
through their ability to change according to tides.

[00:40:41.42] Water is a beautiful teacher. | love the water. And if you spend any time
swimming or in the ocean, with animal life in the ocean, you’ll find euphoria there. You'll find
a sense of oneness, a sense of belonging, a sense of beauty, that permeates your pores and
can change the way you think.

[00:41:08.15] If you're troubled by illness or by circumstance, people say, Go to the beach.
Go sit on the oceanside. Why would they say that? Because nature does have the direct
capacity to help you. It's a healer, not to overuse a word or to simplify a process.

[00:41:31.97] Native American practices allow you to explore these truths and these
realities by offering ceremony that’s provided in nature. Native American ceremony does not
take place in buildings. You don’t get to sit in chairs. Oftentimes you’re sitting on the
ground. Oftentimes they’re remote.

[00:41:59.99] Earth, water, fire, and air are always present in the form of a fire. There’'s
generally a fire being built, which is built in a very respectful way. To this day, | don’t put
garbage in fires because that is disrespectful to the fire itself.

[00:42:14.46] So having a relationship with fire, earth, air, water, appears to be metaphoric,
but it is actually direct. It's a direct way of learning. As an example, | might say, in some
ceremony—in lots of ceremony, actually—you’re asked to go without water, and without food
in some cases—nothing that would ever kill you, but it would certainly—you suffer a bit. You
think you're suffering more than you suffer, but you suffer a bit.

[00:42:56.32] And at the end of the ceremony, when you’ve said your prayers and sung your
song and built community, then you get a glass of water. And suddenly water takes on a
completely different being. Suddenly water doesn’t just appear as a natural resource. It
appears as a life giver. When you haven’t eaten for several hours, or several days, a decent



meal of beautiful vegetables and a good piece of meat looks like a feast from the gods.

[00:43:30.09] And suddenly, the smallest things—a nice shower filled with clean water and a
soft bed—the simplest pleasures, the simplest gifts, become the cathedral of nature. One
sees that one can look at a field of corn or a field of wheat and have a completely different
understanding of the planet as a whole.

[00:44:02.54] My greatest joy is to look at the Hubble photographs. When | look at those
photographs, | feel at peace, totally at peace. | see the photographs—and I'm getting chills
just thinking of them—I think, Oh my god, it's so immense. And | can stop and just feel the
immensity.

[00:44:25.95] It’s enormous. It's beyond enormous. You can’t wrap your brain around it.
We’'re not just grains of sand; we are specks of dust. [Laughs.] And the fact that a speck of
dust could create objects and ask questions about humanity and nature and have thoughts
and a style and live a life is just—the miracle is enormous. It's just, it’s immense. It’s
grandiose. It’s beyond description.

[00:44:56.07] These are the kinds of final joys that traditional ceremony can give you.

[00:45:02.58] Notwithstanding that, I'm sure that Catholics and Christians and Buddhists—
because | said this before—all find their own euphoria within the context of their belief
system. And being a naturalist or a pantheist is not for everyone.

[00:45:19.59] | found, for myself, that being a Native American, or having a Native American
philosophy, fits me like a glove. | look it. | feel it. | worked very hard in it. | took many people
to ceremony. | took them to very big ceremony. | conducted ceremony for many years. |
volunteered in the prisons for 15 years, providing ceremony for the women of the California
Rehabilitation Center in Norco.

[00:45:55.37] | was told by a Buddhist teacher once that there’s many ways to serve.

[00:46:01.85] One way, you say, Well, the truth is over there. It's down that road over there.
And you point in the direction.

[00:46:09.03] Then there’s the other person who walks along the road with you as you go in
that direction.

[00:46:18.72] Then there’s someone who meets you at the door and actually opens the door
into the place where you would want to go.

[00:46:25.45] And then there is the individual that’'s actually inside and is the guide in the
interior of what you’'re searching for.

[00:46:32.82] There’s four different paths.

[00:46:37.52] You could use the same analysis as a mother with her children or as a political
leader or a political activist, sociopolitical artist, a sociocultural artist. And it’s all within the
service of helping someone find themselves.

[00:47:03.43] | was known because | was always prepared. | was always prepared. When
you're in nature and you’re out there in the middle of nowhere, you’ve got to have
somebody with the water, somebody with the extra sleeping bag, somebody with the extra
jacket, somebody with all the kitchen equipment, somebody with the extra potatoes, the
extra beans. And that was me. | was always prepared and always had boxes with everything
all organized—the moon in Capricorn thing.

[00:47:27.14] | had the whole thing all set up and all organized. And | was the one with all
the extra accoutrement and extra material so that anybody who needed something can—9
out of 10 times, I've got it for you. And so it was easy for me to find a way. | was always
prepared and ready to go.

[00:47:40.28] And | think, because | was given free rein of finding myself, it's very easy for
me to give free rein to others to find themselves—because | already know who | am. | don’t
need to imprint myself on you. | already know who | am, and you’re just here to have a
moment where something becomes apparent that you can call your own and use to make a
good choice on your own behalf in regards to any number of scenarios.



[00:48:20.86] It's very complicated. It's kind of like explaining Catholicism in 15 minutes—in
terms of all the ceremonies and traditions and rules and regulations and all the stuff that
goes into it and everything. You couldn’t do it in 15 minutes.

[00:48:37.00] | don’t think you could do it—I don’t know how long you’d have to go to
catechism to get the whole damn thing, but | know you’d have to go a long time. And it's the
same thing with any really complex belief system. And that, | think, is the answer and the
question.

[00:48:51.52] Native American traditions, north and south of the border—Alaska, Canada,
Pacific Rim, Aboriginal—traditional religions are very complex. They have their own—the
gods, the names of their gods, the ceremonies that are attached to them, the way that one
supplicates, the way that one sacrifices, the offerings that are made, symbology,
accouterments, symbols, art objects, sacred objects, songs, dances.

[00:49:29.31] And the difficulty is that most people in the world have demystified it, and
they’ve simplified it and taken the pathos out of it, so that all they know of the Hawaiians is
a ukulele and a series of songs that just talk about how great the world is while the Hawaiian
people live in abject poverty with very bad education system. And there’s only 5,000 full-
blooded Hawaiians left in the planet. It's very easy to decimate when there’s nothing there.

[00:50:05.44] When you castrate people and take their good gods and their bad gods away
from them, take the drum away from them, take the song away from them, you take their
identity away from them. And it's very easy to topple that. So to go into ceremony and to
support this uprising, which is now—the powers that be were very afraid of these things.

[00:50:34.87] Because, for some reason, they always think that whenever there’s a drum
playing that it’'s a war dance, which is so far from the truth. There’'s marriage dances.
There’s dances for feast days and for harvesting and for women and for the different
animals. | mean, there’s so much going on. It's a full-blooded pantheon.

[00:50:57.59] But now it's more normal. More people want to know what that means. As |
said earlier, there’s a lot of Chicanos who have as much pedigree within it, have dedicated
as much time as | did into it, and there’s a whole movement in Chicanismo to understand, to
learn about, and to appreciate their native heritage, which I'm very, very pleased about.

[00:51:23.49] But to be honest with you, I'm very rarely asked to talk about it, if never. No
one asks me how it's integrated into my work. I'm more often asked—these days, more
often asked—about data. Because I'm doing a lot of data research.

[00:51:48.45] But | think, from my own personal point of view, if you don’t understand my
Indigenous heritage, which | happily accept and wear very close to my heart, if you don't
understand that as a part of my personality—in a mix with everything else we’re talking
about—then you can’t understand my work.

[00:52:12.30] Right now, I'm making everything brown because brown is beautiful. | accept
myself as a Brown person. | consider the Brown culture, whether it’'s Asian, whether it’s
Aboriginal, whether it's Hawaiian or Alaskan. | love my skin. | love what’s under my skin. |
believe I'm capable of everything and anything | choose.

[00:52:40.16] And | wish the same for all. And | think that it sounds like altruism. | give it to
you. It sounds like altruism, and | apologize. But—when you find a strength in ceremony,
when you find a strength—because that’s what it gives you is a implacable strength if you
test yourself enough within it—

[00:53:12.40] you can’t be—

[00:53:15.64] It's not that you're not afraid, it’s just that you're not afraid to continue. Like
my dad: Oh, well, just ask the preacher to come in after I'm gone. | was so proud of him
when he said that. | said, Now | know why I'm an Indian.

[00:53:29.60] My children grew up in ceremony with me. And my two boys are man among
men. Paul and Rob are kind, loving, compassionate, capable men, good husbands and good
fathers. And | believe—and my Indigenous friends understand it when | say that | believe—
that part of what they are is what they learned in ceremony in terms of testing yourself in
very simple ways.



[00:53:59.04] Food and water and concentrated effort, concentrated thought, can lead you
to find out who you are, find out what you want. And not that you’ll never be afraid—you just
always continue, regardless. And you use mentorship and mental processes to think through
the right way to go.

[00:54:24.94] I'm forever grateful to my teachers, my maestros, and also forever grateful for
the invitation. Once again: Come on in, Linda; you look a little different, but there's
something in your eyes. | can tell it's all going to be okay. Let’s try this.

[00:54:41.20] And | entered knowing that. I'm never a lookie-loo. | don’t enter as a lookie-
loo. | didn’t enter into Chicanismo as a lookie-loo either, which | could have very easily done,
and probably found a lot less difficulty. But | did find Indigenismo. And I'm probably one of
the very few Chicanos of my era that would actually say that, or could actually say that.

[00:55:14.63] Armando Duran, one of my good friends and great supporters, has tried to tell
people, Well, Linda’s been—is really involved—you should talk to her. But then people kind
of cloud over, because they don’t know what it means. They think it means wearing a certain
type of clothing. And you can see me today. | made the conscious decision not to do that for
today.

[00:55:41.15] | hope that | answered your question.

[00:55:46.28] LAURA AUGUSTA: I've been thinking about what you said a few minutes ago,
which was that, if someone doesn’t understand ceremonia, then it's challenging to
understand your work, or it’'s impossible, even, to understand your work. And there’s such a
depth of practice to ceremonia that it seems like, rather than asking you, what do | need to
know about ceremonia to understand your work, | think | want to look at some of the work
and have you talk to me about it very broadly.

[00:56:22.32] And so it makes sense to me if we start with Energy Series, which is work you
were doing in the late ‘70s, or if you want to start with Tree People, but around that same
time.

[00:56:30.60] LINDA VALLEJO: No, Energy Series would be really good, because this is before
| actually got involved. So before | got involved, | was doing Complex Man, and the Energy
Series. | was using plastics, actually, in the Energy Series, and incorporating pre-produced
plastics to create light-objects, objects based on light, light being the very simplistic—most
simplistic metaphor for growth, understanding, poetic living, the promise of the mind, the
promise of life—you know, how long can | keep the energy glowing?

[00:57:12.12] | mean, isn’t that the answer to all of us?—How long do | keep the energy
going?—

[00:57:16.11] And energy in terms of productivity, creativity, insight, the ability to interpret,
Here | am, from a philosophical point of view, setting all of that, going through my husband’s
books—Kierkegaard O’Rourke, Sartre—I went through all of them. | read all of his books,
existentialism, all this stuff. | was in No Exit for a long time, trying to figure out No Exit for a
long time—Which was really outside of the Chicano experience and outside of everything.

[00:58:01.15] And this is what | walked in with—and doing portraiture that basically blew
heads apart, which I'm doing again now. I'm back to this, blowing heads apart, to try to
understand what's in the interior of the mind or to draw some sort of philosophical visual
image of what it means to be an intellectual, where you’re studying a variety of possibilities
and then trying to weave together a new cloth, a new vision of something.

[00:58:29.04] And this is what | entered into Chicanismo with, rather than, what, figurative
realism, narrative muralism based on Diego Rivera, Orozco, Siqueiros. | mean, that's a—
yeah. And my stuff came from, like, the study of, what, Goya and EI Greco—Ilots of El Greco—
Bosch. Totally different influences, totally, completely different points of view—totally
different outcome.

[00:59:05.76] And I've never relinquished it. As | said, you don’t tear off your arm because
your arm doesn’t look like you anymore. You're going to keep your arm; you need it. And
instead, you're going to allow different influences come into you that’s going to create
complex object.



[00:59:22.44] | love complex object. Let’s do complex object. That's my favorite thing is
complex object, complex thought, complex influences, where | feel most comfortable—alone
and divided into a million pieces. My god, | said it out loud. [Laughs.]

[00:59:46.32] And so then | go into Chicanismo, and | find the earth. | find the earth. And |
find the fact that I'm standing on the earth, that it’s not all up in here [points hands toward
head]. My cerebral nature is just—I'm very brain-focused, thought process-focussed.

[01:00:09.26] And | was very grateful to Indigenismo—not so much Chicano because Chicano
was not Indigena at this point. No one was really interested in Mesoamerica. Can you hear
the noise behind me?

[01:00:24.45] LAURA AUGUSTA: No.

[01:00:25.26] LINDA VALLEJO: Good. And | had a studio in Downtown Los Angeles, on 4th
Street. | had 2,000 square feet, the biggest studio | ever had. | really enjoyed it, and | ended
up renting out half of it so that | could afford it with children. | always worked—at a job, at
my children, at my work.

[01:00:47.85] And | had just finished graduate school. And | had all this leftover paper from
prints, monotype paper. And | started mulching it. And | got my friend Mike Amescua to
make a mulcher for me. He was a welder. He is a welder still. And | made a bucket. | used to
make 10-gallon buckets of mulch.

[01:01:13.36] And then | got—in some cases, | didn’t mulch it. | left the fragments of color to
remain and saved pieces of paper. And then | mulched other. And then | started mulching,
what, cotton fiber and adding Procion dyes—really dangerous stuff, super dangerous stuff—
chemical, chemical, chemical, chemical, chemical. It's the kind of stuff they use on clothing.
Like, your blouse will never stop being black, no matter how many holes is in it and how
many times you wash it—really heavy fabric dyes.

[01:01:49.24] And | would go around Los Angeles and pick up a tree fragment. | had a van. |
would see a tree fragment on the side of the road—because they were destroying LA then.
They were destroying trees everywhere, all over LA, for no good reason then, and putting,
what is it, asphalt on everything, which now they’re figuring out isn't good for anybody.

[01:02:12.01] And so | was into saving the trees and returning the trees to their glory—which
is, again, Indigenous thought process made into art. It was a very direct and natural, easy
transition in terms of this.

[01:02:32.53] The great Sun Dance of the Lakota people, which was all over California and
the Southwest—of course, in the South Dakota, North Dakota—and some in Denver at the
time, is centered around the tree of life, which is also indicative of the mexicano tree of life
and has much of the same symbolic meaning. Many times, in the mexicano tree of life, you'll
see the family all clustered underneath it. It's a symbol of, well, the family tree.

[01:03:04.59] We can go into the family tree, the union of all family members, the gathering
of the family. It’s the soul of the people, the soul of a community, all together as one—these
kinds of things. They were centered all around the tree. So | focused on the tree. And | have
many paintings from the 1990s that are focused on the tree as well, where | exploded the
tree into psychedelia and made them really electric—back to the Energy Series.

[01:03:34.35] | find that the work sort of rotates and finds itself again, comes back in a circle
and does it again, where | try it out and | make some progress on it, and then all of a sudden
it just shows up a decade, two decades, later,

[01:03:46.58] and | go, Oh, there it is again. And | capture it. | guess | better make 50 of
these. So then | make 50 of those, and | let them go. Then | rotate around again, and | find,
Oh, there it is again. And, Oh, | guess | better make 25 of those.

[01:04:00.00] And so | mulched the paper, dyed the paper, got pieces of wood. My studio
could have caught fire really badly. | had this long hallway up to my studio, and | would haul
these big things of wood up. In some cases, | had to let them dry over years.

[01:04:18.89] | remember one time, | was in high heels and a dress. And | actually had this
tree. And | was running down the street to put this tree in the back of my van. | must have



looked like a total—I can’t even imagine what people thought when they saw me. | was this
insane woman in high heels on my way to work, and I'm picking up this thing with roots
sticking out one end and everything; I'm putting it in the back of my car.

[01:04:38.63] And | would attach faces in paper mulch to the tree, stick them to it and make
faces out of thumbprints and fingerprints. So they really didn’t look—they look like a person,
but they don’t look human, necessary. And that is, again, a metaphor for nature, that you
could actually have a tree brother.

[01:05:04.82] People who have dogs and cats understand this, but they don’t extend the
metaphor to go out, where a roly-poly becomes your friend. Like, | love that movie The
Martian, where he reaches down onto one of the potato plants and puts his two fingers
underneath the leaves and goes, Hi, there. | do that now, from that movie, because | go, Hi,
there. | talk to my plants. I'm insane.

[01:05:27.42] But it is what you learn from your relationship. They are your relations. So |
was building these objects that looked like, you know, | call them tree people. And people
misunderstood them completely. Everyone misunderstood them completely.

[01:05:46.64] Peter Norton—Peter and Eileen Norton—bought several of the pieces. And I'm
actually in a publication this year, out of Yale University, that's going to highlight Eileen’s
collection, which will have one of the Tree People objects. No one—I must still have 50 of
them. They’'ve stayed for really good because the dyes were just really powerful.

[01:06:10.87] And that was my response, my first response, to extrapolating, interpreting
my experience, my experience of nature and Indigenous practices, Chicanismo, and the
integration of this new culture—yet another, yet another—into the pantheon of my thought
process to create an object, which was still misunderstood, still misunderstood. | wasn’t
included in anything. | was in a few projects. But basically | curated them myself.

[01:06:58.49] LAURA AUGUSTA: Sorry. What do you mean when you say it was
misunderstood. There was a particular way of misunderstanding? Or people just weren't
looking at what you were—

[01:07:05.09] LINDA VALLE)JO:—they just went around it. They just went around it. People
who were curating shows in the Chicano world, buyers and sellers, just went around it. Once
again, it was sculpture. Once again, it was mixed-media sculpture. Once again, it was earth-
based sculpture.

[01:07:24.06] | mean, who isn’t doing this right now? 50 percent of all feminists are doing
this right now. And | was doing it in the ‘70s while the feminist community was doing
performance based on sexual identity, sexuality and sexual identity and queer identity.

[01:07:43.99] And here | am, doing environmentalist work in 1980—sculpture, mixed media,
environmentalist work. | mean, excuse me, who's doing this? Nobody. Thanks. Okay. | mean,
the first time | ever saw it, like, in a major space was | don’t know when. Ana Mendieta?
When was she doing it, what, a decade later? And—nope, nope.

[01:08:14.29] | think that now, in modern society in the 21st century, we are now forced,
sometimes against our will, sometimes in full knowing, with multicultural, and | mean
multicultural, experience within 10 miles of our domicile. It’s not like the Chinese are over
there. The Chinese are here in LA. The Chinese are there in Texas. The Iranians are here in
LA. The Iranians are there in Texas. There’s Catholics. There’s Muslims. There’s Buddhists.

[01:08:55.71] Everywhere you go, it's this really varied community of people, unless you live
in a very, very small enclave and don’t ever go out of your barrio. You're going to find this
world that is just so immense and so diverse that there’'s no way to get away from it. Just
like you said, in Europe, it’s like that now too. Europe is going through the same constraints
as the United States because there’s so much immigration from all over the world.

[01:09:19.42] This is the actual—this is actually what the world is. This isn’t just some crazy
movement. | mean, this is what the world has become. This is what the world will continue to
be. This is how | grew up; when there was enclaves, and you could divide people according
to areas and arenas, | was traveling everywhere and had it all in my head.

[01:09:41.41] So it makes sense to me that | would be creating an image that kind of



consolidated and coagulated stuff that was, what, 20 years ahead of my time, not because of
my intelligence but just because of my milieu and my desire to not copy Chicano muralism,
not copy Chicanismo. And | could have gone in very easily and become a muralist and
started doing la familia, la cultura cura.

[01:10:12.44] | could have gone directly into that. And | said, Well, no, | have my own voice
over here. And I'm going to integrate all of this into it and see what | come up with. Because
that’s the fun of it, is to find my own voice in the midst of all of these things.

[01:10:29.05] So they just kind of walked around it. Because it was just feminist—Chicana,
feminist, Indigenas mixed-media sculpture—boing [shakes head]. Betty Ann Brown was one
of the few people that accepted me in that milieu. And the Women'’s Building allowed me to
do anything—again, allowed me to do anything | wanted to do.

[01:10:51.10] And then | took a step back and did Women of Love and Integrity. | took a
deep step back. | opened Galeria Las Américas in 1990 after a lot of—a few difficulties with
getting one-person shows. | couldn’t get any solo shows. | couldn’t get any. | was producing
25 to 50 pieces a year.

[01:11:23.30] | was—how old was | then? Let’s see, it was 1990, so I'd have been 40. | had
two children under 10. And | rented a space and made Galeria Las Américas after trying to
work with a couple of Latin American guys that just didn't work out. The machismo was just
too deep to work out. | had to go on my own.

[01:11:48.73] And so half of the way that | supported Galeria Las Américas was to sell my
own work. | mean, gallerists—I have a deep regard for gallerists, because | know what it
means to be a gallerist and how hard it really is. | showed, over a course of seven years, |
showed over 30 artists, Latinoaméricas—Galeria Las Américas—l/atinoamericanos and
Chicano.

[01:12:13.82] If you had a Spanish surname, you were in the gallery; no questions asked. It's
all good. | had artists from South America come in the door and just say, Hey, I'm here in LA
and | want a show. I'd say, Fine. Leave some stuff behind. Let’s see what you've got.

[01:12:31.73] And so in order—I| gave myself a one-woman show every other year as my
repayment for enormous sacrifices—monetary and security sacrifices. And | produced those
works out of no studio but my children’s playroom, the dining room table. And the best way
to do that was paintings and works on paper—easily storable.

[01:12:59.83] And | was into—I was in ceremonia. | was working with women. And in
ceremonia, the women pretty much stand in one line, and the men stand in another, which
is protection for the women, thank goodness. Solitary space for women is a great way to
build leadership.

[01:13:20.36] And so | did a lot of women’s portraiture and a lot of nature portraiture, a lot
of women-in-nature portraiture, a lot of gouache on paper, and spent about nine years—the
term of the gallery—doing gouache on paper and selling a great deal of—not so much
narrative, figurative narrative—but figurative work. And a lot of it was relationship of woman
to earth and the metaphor of woman as earth as a woman.

[01:13:51.24] A lot of the Tree pieces that | worked on prior to that, you could actually see
vaginal cavities in trunks. And you could see male members in trunks of wood, where nature
actually looked like a man, looked like a woman, looked like a human. And this is very old
and can be cliché, but it is central to Indigenous tenets.

[01:14:23.79] And they were very romantic and very beautiful. And | sold almost all of them
—I have very few of those left—and managed to keep the gallery alive, until one day my
husband took me to a therapist and just looked at me and said—with the therapist sitting
next to him, looked at me and said—How much longer is this going to go on? And | realized
that | had tested my husband and my family enough.

[01:14:50.79] And | said, I'll close it in 90 days. And in 90 days it was closed. | did my final
solo exhibition—because the only work that was left was mine, by the time | gave everything
back. And that was my tenure as a gallerist, after investing six solid digits and nine years of
my life, or seven years of my life, in the behest of expanding community.



[01:15:15.98] | was covered in the media a lot and got a lot of press coverage. And | have
the archives. | saved the archives. And | was glad to get out of that—worst job | ever had. |
sacrificed more in that than | did in ceremonia.

[01:15:40.42] And when | got out of it—I had to—I got to come back to my practice, come
back to my personal practice, not worry about lists. You know, when you're a leader you
have to worry about lists all the time.

[01:16:01.23] It was really quite—I was free again and happy to be free again—and still a
member of many communities, all simultaneously, but not necessarily married to any one in
particular, not beholden to any one in particular, except for, of course, Indigenous ceremony
and my art, my family—my family.

[01:16:26.78] LAURA AUGUSTA: Why did you stay with the gallery for so long? It’s such hard
work. What kept you going?

[01:16:39.11] LINDA VALLEJO: Inordinate drive, tenacious, free-wheeling—but inordinate
drive taken to the max. And sometimes when you have this need to excel, this need to move
forward, it’s not necessarily the right direction.

[01:17:05.71] LAURA AUGUSTA: Do you feel that that wasn’t the right direction?

[01:17:08.26] LINDA VALLEJO: It was the direction of the time. | can’t take it back. I'm not
going to take it out of the soup. | can’t extract it. I'm not going to tear that arm off or that
toe off or that nose off—no, no. It's there. | learned a lot. | learned about business. | learned
how to build a business. | learned how to keep a business going.

[01:17:27.66] Now | can basically build anything. Now I've learned how to work smarter. And
I've learned how to—I've been selling information since | closed the gallery. | started selling
information in the late 1990s. When people were still selling product, | was selling
information.

[01:17:51.93] LAURA AUGUSTA: What do you mean by that?

[01:17:56.83] LINDA VALLEJO: | was a grant writer. So | developed a whole system called A
to Z Grant Writing, which I still own today, which is a system that | developed on how to help
people in nonprofit organizations create systems to expand funding. And | would sell
samples—at this point, on CDs—in courses that | would teach.

[01:18:22.43] | was selling digital information in 1990. And nobody was doing that.
Everybody was still into selling product. I've been selling information for a very long time. |
still do it today. I’'m an artist coach, and | sell information, helpful information on how to
expand your career. But | don’t have to make a product. | don’t have—well, | have a
storeroom. This is my storeroom; you're looking at it. | have an art storeroom. | don’t need
another one.

[01:18:51.08] So | do that because | don’t want to have to worry about selling the work.
Maybe the gallery—that’s what the gallery taught me. Selling artwork is a very difficult thing
to do. Certain pieces, certain kinds of pieces, sell more than others.

[01:19:13.49] | found myself choosing art because it was good rather than | thought | could
sell it, which is basically the way | make art. So | don’t focus on that. I'm hoping that will
come with time, that people will—I have major collectors that buy bodies of work, on
occasion.

[01:19:32.02] Other than that, I sell information, | teach, in order to keep my singular voice.

It has a purpose: to keep my singular voice as free of exterior influences as possible, so that
my thought process doesn’t have any—I don’t have to censor it in any way. Can we take just
a very short break?

[END OF TRACK aaa_vallej23_3of6_digvid_m.]

[00:00:03.51] LAURA AUGUSTA: All right. So my name is Dr. Laura Augusta. It's Sunday,
August 6, 2023. I'm here in my office in El Paso, Texas.

[00:00:12.68] LINDA VALLEJO: Hello. I'm Linda Vallejo, and this is our second session
together. And I'm so grateful to be here with you, Laura.



[00:00:17.43] LAURA AUGUSTA: Oh, it's wonderful to see you again. I've been thinking a lot
about our last conversations in the past two weeks, and really excited to kind of jump back
into the point where we left off.

[00:00:28.55] So I've been thinking a lot about a kind of confluence of factors in your career
and in your personal life in the late ‘80s, early ‘90s, and that’'s where I'd like us to begin.

[00:00:42.79] So you had your two children in 1984 and 1986. You open your gallery in 1990
and run it for seven years. And this is a really important moment also, in terms of your
participation in traditional ceremony. And so as a starting point, that's a lot, right? There’s a
lot happening at that time for you.

[00:01:04.40] And | think what | want to start us off with is a question about motherhood and
about family. In those years in which your children were quite young, you were running a
gallery and also maintaining a solo career. Can you talk to me a bit about motherhood?

[00:01:21.92] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, I'd always wanted to be a mom. It was very important to
my sense of self. I'm a Latina, and motherhood is rather important within the community of
color all around the world. Mexican women give birth seven times the rate of American
women do.

[00:01:45.60] My family doesn’t come from a lot of education on the women'’s side, so
children was the center of their world. And | think—I grew up with my great grandmothers on
both sides, and so | learned a lot of traditional values and wanted to follow those, because |
knew that that’s the way that | would feel best about myself and living.

[00:02:05.95] And you can be experimental. You can investigate new ways to live. But
eventually you have to come up to understanding the way that you were brought up, who
brought you up, what their values were, because you're going to need those as you get older
and find yourself.

[00:02:22.94] So | wanted to have children. My husband and | had already been together for
seven years when | had my first child. So we had a very solid marriage and a solid home and
all the kinds of things you need to be able to raise children. And | had my first boy in ‘84 and
then my surprise boy—Rob was the first—and then my surprise boy, Paul, was in ‘86. They're
only 21 months apart.

[00:02:48.43] It was a wonderful home. It was really beautiful. | enjoy children. | enjoy
working with children. | enjoy learning together with children. We did a lot of puzzles.

[00:02:58.02] And at the time, there really wasn’'t any computers or computer games or cell
phones or any of those things, so a lot of what you did with your children was hands-on. You
know, hands-on painting, hands-on puzzling, watching—[laughs] watching Sesame Street. |
guess every mother knows this, that there’s a whole bunch of years where all you know is
Sesame Street. You don’t really get a chance to do adult things for a long time.

[00:03:26.04] Really happy times. And | felt that the gifts that | had to give to my children
were creative gifts. | was the homework mom. My husband was the sports dad. So the kids
would go to school. He would take them to sports. | would stay home and cook dinner. They
would come home to dinner, and then | would be the homework mom. And that was kind of
the routine that we worked on. My husband was a science—a science-project dad and | was
the art mom.

[00:04:02.93] And so my husband has very—values very similar to mine. The way that you
raise children is—we always got along in the way that we raised the kids, and | was very
grateful. Although my husband is Anglo-American, he really has no religion. He’s spiritual,
but he has no religion.

[00:04:22.61] And his attributes are one—where one believes in integrity, honor, honesty,
loyalty, hard work, the value of friendship. All of the things that you want from someone who
uses religion or finds a way that religion gives them these qualities, well, Ron already had
these qualities.

[00:04:42.98] And because he wasn’t a Christian in any way—he still isn’t—it was easy for
me to say, I'm going to take the kids out to the reservation. I'm going to take the kids to a
ceremony out locally. We went to ceremonies together as a husband and wife, with the



children on occasion, in California, to bear dance ceremony around California, and knew
many of the same elders.

[00:05:06.95] And | felt that that was really something that | could give my children that no
one else could. It was the—it was something that | had that was unique to me and unique to
just about every mom that | knew in my milieu, in my surrounding community, that I could
give to my children. That was something that | could really do for them, and introduce them
to a different way—completely different way of thinking and being in the world. A completely
different way of negotiating with others and the world.

[00:05:37.86] And—that and art, of course. That and being able to look at and see and
appreciate visual arts, and find the exploration of creativity, personal creativity.

[00:05:50.64] And intelligence. A lot of work.

[00:05:53.88] Both of them were gifted boys. They went to gifted school classes. They did
very well in their preschool and elementary. We really put a lot of time and energy into that.
I'm very proud of what we were able to do for our boys.

[00:06:06.84] My oldest boy, Rob, is now a lawyer, and my young boy, my younger son,
Paul, is a doctor. So they really found themselves very early. They found themselves very
early, went to grad school, and got out of grad school in their late 20s and early 30s, and
went straight into their professions.

[00:06:25.92] And they're very decent, kind, loving husbands and fathers and sons. They’'re
wonderful. And | honestly believe that ceremony and the aspect of endurance through
ceremony—integrity through endurance, which is a center of ceremony, where you hold
yourself together regardless of the endurance test that you're being put through, where you
stay focused and centered and kind and respectful and compassionate to others even
though you’'re going through a lot of duress, a lot of duress—really helps to build strong
character.

[00:07:02.89] And the very attributes that my husband already had: honor, truth, kindness,
vision, knowledge, wisdom—all the things that you hope for that your children would have
that you would grow up into as well. That's why | entered into ceremony, and that's why |
wanted very much to share it with my sons. It was a great time.

[00:07:23.79] | dream about my little boys still. Sometimes | dream they’re in the house and
they’re making huge messes, and everything’s crazy. And they’re 37 and 39 years old now,
but | still miss the days when they were small and—relish them quite a lot, and have
wonderful dreams of just chaos in the kitchen. [Laughs.]

[00:07:42.96] LAURA AUGUSTA: Did you live in the same house at that time? Where did you
live?

[00:07:46.26] LINDA VALLE)JO: We lived in Long Beach.
[00:07:47.81] LAURA AUGUSTA: Oh, okay.

[00:07:50.69] LINDA VALLEJO: Both of my sons were born at Memorial Hospital in Long
Beach. My husband was working at the Queen Mary at the time, in Long Beach. And we
bought a house in Long Beach. So we lived in Long Beach for about 25 years while we saved
our little—our eggcorns, as | say—to be able to build our home, our home in Topanga
Canyon.

[00:08:12.34] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay. Okay. And so were you working in the studio during
the day when they were at school? When did you find time for your work?

[00:08:20.51] LINDA VALLEJO: It was very difficult to do that. One of the stories that | tell is
that | would wait until 8 o’clock, basically when everybody went to bed. This is after sports,
after dinner, after homework. My husband, everybody was—everybody’s baths—you know,
the whole thing you have to go through with children and husbands, trying to rest before a
big day the next day—

[00:08:42.30] And | would have a cup of coffee and | would go into the toy room. We lived in
a very small house. It was under 1,000 square feet—one bathroom, three small bedrooms—



you know, the California bungalow lifestyle.

[00:08:54.11] And | would basically—it was the toy room. And | would basically push all the
toys to one side. You know, pile them up, put them in boxes, whatever | did. And | had a—I
had a small easel that you could put away in a closet during the day. And | would basically
pull out the easel and put it in the corner of this toy room.

[00:09:11.63] And there was a small television set. | mean, it was a really small, like, 12-inch
television set on TCM Classic Movies. There was no—there was none of the high-tech stuff. |
had a cup of coffee and painted until 11:00 or midnight. And | painted several solo
exhibitions out of that corner on that easel, and that’s how | made it happen.

[00:09:34.56] Today, even as a coach and as a friend to many artists, | say, You know, it
really doesn’t matter where you paint. You can’t put so much emphasis on the beautiful
studio or the location that you paint, because that’s not really what matters. What matters is
that you have an idea and that you're willing to execute it.

[00:09:53.07] And | had a series of ideas on glowing. | was doing glowing heads, glowing
bodies. I'm still doing all of that. I'm still glowing everything. It’s the funniest thing; | think it
comes from, actually, ceremonial experience, where everything glows after a while. And,
yeah, | just made it happen | just made it happen.

[00:10:13.25] And after a while, | started a new business and | took over the dining room,
because we weren’t really using the dining room. We had a little kitchen area, a little—like a
little restaurant seating area in the kitchen—smallest kitchen you ever saw. And we ate
there.

[00:10:29.65] And the dining room was just this big dining room set that nobody ever used,
and there was just a lot of mail on top of it. And one day I said, You know what, I'm going to
use this as an office. And | pulled out—and | put up a computer and everything else in that
room so that | could build my next business out of there.

[00:10:44.26] It was a time of great activity. And—let’s see—if my sons—so | was maybe in
my—I'm maybe 40 at this point, closing in on 40 at this point. And at 40, you have a lot of
energy. If you play it right, you have a lot of energy at 40. Enough to burn.

[00:11:04.62] And I've always been the kind of person that believes that you should use
everything you have when you have it. Not abuse yourself or overuse your gifts so that you
become exhausted and can’t continue, but that when you have it, use it, because it's not
going to always be there, as we well know.

[00:11:24.64] LAURA AUGUSTA: How far away from your home was the gallery? Can you
describe the gallery space to me? What did it look like? What did it feel like?

[00:11:32.38] LINDA VALLEJO: It was on, | believe, the fourth floor of a building in the
Traction area of Downtown Los Angeles. | don’t believe there was an elevator. There wasn’t
an elevator.

[00:11:44.50] It was the beginnings—or it was the beginnings of that area—Traction now is
very chichi. It’s very gentrified. There’s beautiful restaurants everywhere. There’s galleries
in a lot of places, artist studios everywhere in the Traction, Downtown, just east of Little
Tokyo on Fourth Street. And | was there for the first six years—seven, almost seven. Then |
moved to Santa Monica for one year.

[00:12:09.88] It wasn’t very large. | think it was maybe 1,000 square feet. It had a small
room for an office and a small room for storage and two exhibition areas and a hallway. Two
hallway exhibition areas and two room areas, exhibition areas. It was about—at that time, |
would say it was a 40-minute drive from my house, so | was commuting quite far.

[00:12:40.14] 1 don’t remember what the rent was. | think it was something like $1,300 a
month at that point. I'm sure it's more like, Oh, maybe 5[000] at this point now.

[00:12:53.04] The area was still pretty gritty at that point. It was right by the river, just west
of the river. | started out doing an exhibition every month, but | couldn’t keep that up. It was
just too hard. So | started doing them for eight weeks, and holding them for eight weeks and
sometimes 10 weeks, so that | could work on pre-sales, exhibition time, inaugurals, closing,



artist talks.

[00:13:23.16] At that point, we were still doing printed postcards, so | was designing—I was
my—I was chief, you know, dishwasher, bottle washer. | was everything in the gallery. |
basically ran it. | had my very good friend, Mari Cardenas, who came—was my friend at Self
Help Graphics in the very early days—became my bookkeeper. The kindest thing—she really
helped me out quite a lot. And | had a couple of artists including Sara Palacios, who was
always volunteering to help me out, hang shows and this and that and the other.

[00:13:58.54] The gallery came out in several newspapers and magazines all over the
nation. | was—there was one in the Downtown News that touted me as collecting collectors.
And so | was collecting Latino collectors, Chicano and Latino collectors, to collect Latino and
Chicano art. Galeria Las Américas basically covered artists from the Americas. | was intent
on not just doing Chicano art, but doing Mexican artists in Los Angeles, Central American,
South American artists, Cuban artists, portorriquefios. Anyone who came through my door,
pretty much, | took stuff from.

[00:14:35.47] | saw a lot of good stuff. People go, Well, where do you get all this great stuff?
| said, You know, | don’t really search for it that hard. It’s out there, for real. And people just
keep coming to my door, and when they came to my door, | did my best to treat them
decently.

[00:14:47.06] But the money was very, very hard. It was very hard to make a living. Almost
impossible for me to make any income at all. My husband, pretty much—that and my job. My
job paid for the gallery, pretty much. And my work, the sale of my work also paid for the
gallery. | didn't make anything from my own sales. And at the end of the month, | was lucky
if | had—I could go to the grocery store and buy groceries for a couple of weeks. It was a
very difficult time.

[00:15:24.16] | did it for the solo shows every—I gave myself a solo show every 18 months,
an effort to show my community that | was capable of doing this kind of work, because, even
today, if you study artists who are, like, in urban—there’s a million artists in Los Angeles,
with the industry: dancers, writers, poets, musicians, vocalists, painters, sculptors—there’s
just a million artists in town—you’ll find that the majority of the opportunities for the artists
are group shows.

[00:15:54.39] And they're group shows that are not necessarily curated. They’'re organized,
but not necessarily curated. | mean, this is still today, right? There’s group shows that are
not accompanied by catalogs or critical essay.

[00:16:10.89] Of course, there wasn’t any social media at that point. There wasn’t any
online archives at that point. Larger institutions were not really paying much attention to
latinoamericano art at the time at all, anywhere in the nation. There was a [dearth -Ed] of
curators that cared about Latinoamérica in all of its aspects.

[00:16:29.04] We were waiting for the curators to show up. | was waiting. | was waiting for,
Where are the scholars? Where are the people who write about this stuff? And was just
waiting and waiting and waiting. And there was a lot of young people—what’s this, 1990—
that were in there getting their bachelors, right, in art history and then getting their masters
and their PhDs with focus on work from Mexico, the United States.

[00:16:55.45] Nowadays, there’s many curators. Still, it’'s a small—it's a small family. It's not
as big as I'd like to see. But at least it's a lot better than it was in the 1990s.

[00:17:08.03] So what the artists were relegated to, including myself, was group shows that
went nowhere. The documentation that existed was a postcard. And there was no trifold.
There was no publication. There was no critical essay. There was no online access. There
was no hub. And so you just worked and worked and worked, and hoped that someone
would notice you.

[00:17:32.57] And so this was what | was relegated to as well. And | found myself
disappointed because, you know, | was producing 25 to 36 pieces a year, and that’s enough
for a solo, but yet there was no institutions that were interested in showing the work, or so |
thought.

[00:17:51.41] The Latino community in the ‘90s—this was, like, 15 years—let's say—well,



let's be generous and say 20 years after the movimiento began—was still pretty insular, still
pretty insular, and was still sort of staying unto itself, hunkering down on itself to protect
itself.

[00:18:12.06] And if | can go so far to say it, there was a fear of the greater world, of the
bigger world. A lot of myths about what was possible and what was not possible, a lot of
erroneous beliefs about what people thought about Latino artists. Some were true, of course.
Some were absolutely true, of course.

[00:18:34.65] But then there was always people of other nations, other—you know, other—
what, creeds and colors that care about arts on a worldwide basis and really like to look at
work from all nations, all peoples. But it was pretty—it was just then beginning to open up

some.

[00:18:58.28] There wasn’t any—except for Carlos Almaraz. He seemed to be able to break
all of that through his ability to work with larger institutions and work with the larger
galleries. But you can imagine where women were at that point in breaking through behind
the guys, because, as we both know, the art world is primarily male.

[00:19:22.34] And women have done a pretty good job. | did some research in that. The
women in the art world have expanded their influence. They're about 25 percent of the
market now. But artists of color are still really down at two percent

[00:19:38.54] So in, what is that, 50 years, it's been a very slow growth. It's growing, I'm
very pleased to say. But | had the gallery because | really needed to give myself those solos.
| wanted those solos, and | needed them. And | felt | deserved them, and | was willing to pay
for them.

[00:19:55.73] And boy, did | pay. Boy, did | pay—a lot of money. | figured the gallery cost
me about $1 million over a eight-year period—including my work being sold to keep it alive
and my own paycheck.

[00:20:15.31] And you had asked me in our last session together why | stayed with it so
long. And I've been sort of meditating on that this last week and asking myself the same
question, because | think | might have shared that my husband took me into therapy and
simply said, When is this going to end? That’s all he said in the presence of someone else
that was ready to say, Yeah, Linda. Linda, is this going to end?

[00:20:39.41] And | realized at that point that it needed to end, and that | was just sort of
shackled to something that | had shackled myself to, interestingly enough. And | simply said,
90 days. I'll close it in 90 days. And | did; successfully closed it in 90 days and gave all the
artwork back.

[00:20:59.48] | only lost one piece. | could not find a small piece on paper. And the artist
threw a fit. They were so angry. And | was kind of like, | just gave back like 5,000—or not that
many: 1,000 works of art—and I'm terribly sorry. What can | do? But they were so upset.

[00:21:13.96] | mean, they had no idea what | had tried to do on their behalf. | sold a lot of
work for a lot of people. | helped a lot of people get started. People still come up to me today
and say, | remember, you were the first one to give me a show and all of these good things.

[00:21:30.51] So in thinking about it more deeply—I want to say this properly—

[00:21:41.59] When you belong to a movement of any kind—any kind of movement, whether
it’s an intellectual movement or a spiritual movement or a cultural movement, or a political
movement for that matter of fact—you can find yourself feeling a misplaced loyalty to that
movement, where guilt is attached to this misplaced loyalty. And you can see it everywhere,
where people make mistakes and stay too long at the party, if you will, because they have a
misplaced sense of obligation to a movement.

[00:22:28.10] And | believe that | felt that | was obligated to stay and do this work—even
though my family was obviously suffering, | was obviously suffering, my children probably
suffered too, if | would be honest about it, in terms of time with me and time together as a
family—until my husband, such a kind person, didn't become irate or angry, he just said,
We’'re going to go over here and talk to somebody. | said, Okay, kind of knowing what it was.



[00:23:01.05] And if | could go so far as to say—and I'm speaking on my own behalf at this
point—is that also, if one chooses to, if one’s goal is to create an object that is real to
themselves, particularly a particular object or image or a concept that is true to themselves
as an individual, true to their history, true to their sense of knowing and of understanding,
then it's important to stay away from movements as much as possible.

[00:23:38.50] I'm still in the quote, unquote, "Chicano movement," but | am much more
singular at this point. | am still a part of the Native American movement and the
Chicano-Indigena movement and have many good friends there in both places, but am much
more singular at this time.

[00:23:57.07] Not so much singular in friendship or in community. | have many friends in the
community. But in terms of thought and concept, process, practice, and product, I've really
made a—a decided—decision for myself as an artist and a thinker to allow my own life to
dictate the product that | work towards.

[00:24:21.82] And | enjoy looking at all kinds of work from all over the world. | get inspired
by all kinds of things, not just Latino and Chicano work, not just Indigenous, Native American
imagery. I'm moved by work from everywhere. And I've certainly seen enough of it.

[00:24:37.38] So you become a part of a movement. You become dedicated to and
integrated into its own—the iconography of the movement, the beliefs of the movement, the
urban myths in the movement, the leadership of the movement. And | think everyone knows
this: you can lose yourself.

[00:25:00.30] And so it was an interesting time for me to say, Okay, I'm done; to give
everything back and then suddenly find myself in a world where—I mean, | can’t be anything
but Latina-Chicana. There’s no way. | mean, take a look at me; there’s no way | could pass
for anything else. There’s nothing.

[00:25:18.02] When people look at me, they see me as a Mexican American, or as my father
said, as an American of Mexican descent, which | really like as an American. So | have to be
who | am. | can’t just all of the sudden say I'm German or something ridiculous like that,
which has happened in the news recently. Some people have done exactly that.

[00:25:39.82] But there’s a place, too, where the mind is solitary, where the belief system is
—where the beliefs of an individual are built on individual experience and decisions and
understanding. And that’s what | found after | sort of stepped away from everything. And the
obligation that | had to all those artists and to the movimiento and all these things just
changed greatly for me.

[00:26:05.07] And I'm grateful for it because—through the—while | had the gallery, the
imagery that | was creating was very salable. It was figurative. Not necessarily too narrative,
but it was figurative. It was female, figurative. It was earth-based, woman-based, nature-
based. | was doing environmental work, still—from the Tree People—and then into putting
woman in nature, which is—I think it was very much a part of becoming a new mother.

[00:26:42.77] It was natural as a woman artist to be influenced and to care greatly about
womanhood and about child birthing and about healthy children and healthy bodies and all
these things.

[00:26:55.02] And as my children and | were going into ceremony, we were obviously in
nature all of the time, and | found the horizon line. That's what | found, again. In European
work, when | was a younger woman, | saw the horizon line again. | saw it in the heavens and
the hell and the line in between both, the upper and the lower. And then, again, in nature,
you find the sky and the earth. You find that horizon line once again. There it is, once again.

[00:27:20.16] And | still—and | paint it—I'm still painting that. And I’'ve continued painting
that, just that one concept, in a multitude of fashions for about, I'd say, somewhere under—
just under 20 years. | spent that. | tend to take about 10 to 12 years to discover a topic. I sit
with it until I've finished it, and then | move on to the next. And I'm always—something'’s
always on the burner.

[00:27:48.52] LAURA AUGUSTA: Who were the collectors at the time? And | don't mean
names. But how would you describe who was collecting the art that you were showing at the
gallery?



[00:28:00.52] LINDA VALLEJO: Young and established Latino professionals.
[00:28:03.79] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay.

[00:28:04.66] LINDA VALLEJO: Lawyers, politicians, doctors, teachers, educators. Latino
professionals. And | had a layaway plan, which allowed you to buy work on a layaway plan,
and made it possible for people who weren’t accustomed to spending hundreds of dollars on
an object or $1,000 on an object—thousands of dollars—could actually purchase something
over a period of time. Which was very difficult to keep track of. The books were very hard.
And you had to be in contact with people all the time.

[00:28:39.10] | would actually give them a set of envelopes—with January, February, March,
like this—a set of envelopes so that they could just put the check in the envelope and mail it
to me—because it was checks. We didn’t have online payments. They couldn’t Venmo me or
deposit it straight into the gallery. It was really all done by hand. Everything was done by
hand. Everything was done by mail. So it was really a great deal of bookkeeping.

[00:29:03.46] But, yeah, professionals. Lots of professionals. Young, burgeoning
professionals and established professionals. Armando Durén was probably one of the best
supporters. Ricardo Munoz was there and very helpful at the beginning as well.

[00:29:22.78] Armando was probably one of the most dedicated collectors in the Los
Angeles area. He has a very large collection of Latino art. And all—it’s all the milieus, all of
the processes—photography, sculpture, painting, works on paper. Many different genres.
And he was there and was of great help to me. Purchased works. Yeah, it was a lot of work.
Anybody who has a gallery knows. [Laughs]

[00:29:52.45] LAURA AUGUSTA: Say that one more time. Sorry.

[00:29:53.92] LINDA VALLEJO: Anybody who has a gallery, anybody who's ever had a gallery
knows how much work it really is. Even today, with all of the computer assistants, it's a big
job.

[00:30:05.68] LAURA AUGUSTA: And it sounds like you were really teaching people also how
to collect, why to collect, how to have a relationship with artists and their work. And that’'s—
in my opinion, that’'s a tremendous amount of the work that a gallerist does as well.

[00:30:19.45] LINDA VALLEJO: Yeah, education.
[00:30:20.62] LAURA AUGUSTA: Mm-hmm.

[00:30:21.52] LINDA VALLEJO: Educating people about media, educating people about an
artist’s history, educating new collectors about imagery, educating collectors about what to
collect in terms of bodies of work from individual artists. Having talks with—I spent a lot of
time talking with people about their collection, what they planned for their collection, the
imagery that they wanted in their collection.

[00:30:48.25] And I'd like to say that in Galeria Las Américas there was a lot of imagery that
was personal imagery. There wasn’t a lot of replication in the imagery that you would see in
the gallery. It was a lot of beautiful fine art that was based on personal, cathartic, and
political views and aesthetic understanding. It was very—it was sophisticated work, and |
was very proud of that, and very proud of the artists that allowed me to show their work.

[00:31:23.60] One individual who was a dear friend, Teddy Sandoval, who’s passed away
unfortunately, was a great supporter. And | sold a great deal of his work too. And many of his
pieces now have ended up in major institutions, which was one of the things that I try to
teach collectors was that they should think about who they’re going to give this work to at
the end of the day. We talked about museum acquisitions and donations to museums and
tax write-offs of objects of value. So it was really about building collectorship in the Latino
community.

[00:31:59.54] LAURA AUGUSTA: Mm-hmm. It’s interesting to me, when you describe the
artists that you were showing, that it was really Latino American, Latin American. It was an
expansive collection of artists or group of art—community of artists that you were working
with who were showing up and working with you.



[00:32:16.13] And as you were saying—as you were describing that to me, | went back to my
notes from last time and you said, "l refuse to repeat the Chicano aesthetic." There was a
moment when you said that.

[00:32:26.39] And I'm wondering about—this is a roundabout way of asking you. I'm
wondering about the way you saw yourself at that time as Latina American or as Latin
American, how you were thinking about yourself, your place—your individual place within a
broader community than just the Chicano community. And you’ve touched on this already,
but there’s something to me that connects between the artist you're showing and how you
were also placing yourself within a more expansive community.

[00:32:55.70] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, that's a tough question. You know, it really is. For me,
it's a very tough question because, in the end of the day, I've allowed people to call me what
they will. And I'll accept just about any moniker—Chicana, Chicanx, Latina, Latinx, Indigena,
Chicana-Indigena, American of Mexican descent, plain old artist—you know, feminist. I've
been called many things—artist of color. Yeah. And it's fine. It's fine. It's all fine.

[00:33:26.96] LAURA AUGUSTA: What do you call yourself today?

[00:33:29.15] LINDA VALLEJO: | don’t call myself anything. I'm a philosopher poet. | make
objects. | have thoughts and ideas. | study lots of things across the board. | study art from all
over the world. | enjoy looking at art. | enjoy listening to art. | enjoy reading art. | enjoy all
kinds of performance.

[00:33:49.70] And | see expression as being—I enjoy watching other people as they labor to
express themselves and to express their ideas because | gather energy from that, but | also
gather ideas. | go, Wow, how did they do that? How do they do that? That’s mostly a lot of
my questions. Like, How did they do that? What glue do you think they used to do that? Oh,
look at how they cut it. Oh, wow. I’'m always looking at process.

[00:34:17.72] And | don’t really—I might note that someone is an African American or a
Black artist. | might note that someone is from Pakistan or someone is from Australia. But for
me, it’s more, Wow, that’s an interesting way to say that. Maybe | could use that. Let me
write that down. Where’s my notebook? I'm going to write that down.

[00:34:38.35] So | don’t really—art is the language. Art is the moniker | like. Artist is good
enough for me. It's broad enough for me. And if people want to see me specifically as a
woman of color, then | function within that world. That's fine. I'll function there. It's perfectly
fine. You want—you're doing a show on women of color artists and you’d like to include
these pieces, fine. That's perfectly fine. We’ll show this.

[00:35:07.46] And then if I'm asked to speak, | may speak about what it means to be a
woman of color in the art world, which is a very specific question about how you navigate the
politics of the art world as a woman of color, which is—whoa, that's pretty amazingly
difficult, as people tend to want to put you in boxes. They always want to put you in boxes.

[00:35:27.38] They want to affiliate you with movements again. Here we are back to this
movement thing. They want to stick you in a box so that they can define you and they can
categorize you. And in the meantime, your mind is going, Well, | just saw this Australian
artist who braided this stuff and stuck it through here, and it was all about—it was all about
children—it was the most amazing—

[00:35:48.75] | saw this beautiful work at the bG Gallery a few weeks ago. It was all
embroidery. And I've seen a lot of embroidery that hasn’t moved me particularly, | guess
because of my own memories of Catholic nuns and embroidery—because | know how to
embroider. But this stuff was very romantic and very, very beautiful. It was just lovely—with
full nudes, embroidered. Beautiful, skin tones and everything, with embroidery. Beautifully
done. Just gorgeous work.

[00:36:20.70] And I'm getting chills just thinking about the craftsmanship and the beauty of
the imagery. It had nothing to do with color or gender or age or class or race or creed or loca
—nothing. It was just about art itself. So if | were to choose my own word, | would just say,
Artist, you know? Poet, philosopher that makes objects. | make objects these days.

[00:36:49.32] Could you think I'll ever be allowed that place? Do you think maybe I'll ever be
allowed that place? | don’t know. | don’t know if it's actually possible in the world of art. I'm



not so sure. Maybe someday someone will write about me that way, because | think that in
the end is who you become, how people write about you.

[00:37:12.93] LAURA AUGUSTA: That's interesting. Yeah.

[00:37:15.03] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, how you end up—like, our interview, how you end up
being seen here—

[00:37:19.77] LAURA AUGUSTA:—yeah, yeah—

[00:37:21.28] LINDA VALLEJO:—is how you are seen by many. And what you say about
yourself doesn’t seem to be as important as what people say about you. Isn’t that
interesting?

[00:37:31.14] LAURA AUGUSTA: That is interesting. It's interesting in particular because
we’'re doing this project where we’re spending hours where you can say whatever you want,
and | love this for you. I'm so excited to be part of this with you.

[00:37:43.14] [Laughs.]
[00:37:43.43] LINDA VALLEJO: Oh, that's very—very kind.

[00:37:46.35] You know, | love it so much, it means so much to me, to be able to live a
creative life, to think creatively, to love art and history and philosophy and psychology and
all the phenomenology of, what, of visual inspiration—you know, where it comes out the
other end, it comes out the other end as an object—just excites me to no end. | never seem
to tire of it. You know, it’s just—

[00:38:14.49] And the end result of everything I've ever hoped for is here with you in the
interview.

[00:38:21.12] LAURA AUGUSTA: That's beautiful.

[00:38:23.02] Let’s talk about horizons. Let’s go back to Horizons, which you started to talk
about with the gallery work. You have two bodies of work from the early 1990s—'93, ‘94, ‘95
—'95 until the early 2000s, called Los Cielos, and then, later, California Horizons. And |
actually—we haven’t done much of this—but | would love it if you could describe Los Cielos.
What were you painting? What was the work like? What is the work like?

[00:38:52.17] LINDA VALLEJO: Los Cielos were skyscapes where there was a very—a small
piece of land at the bottom of the horizon line, way at the bottom of the canvas. Kind of like,
[traces imaginary rectangle] if this was our canvas here, the horizon line [traces imaginary
line] would be down here. And the entire sky was filled with clouds and the moon and the
sun and sometimes stars. And it was the sky at all times of the day—sunrise, sunset, dusk,
dead of night, early morning, twilight—all of the different lights.

[00:39:25.38] And of course, this could be—you know, this can go back straight to the
Impressionists, everyone who worked with light, everyone who’s ever worked with light—
Monet and all the light work. Tons of light work.

[00:39:42.83] It’s very hard to do clouds, and it's very hard to do sky.—Turner. | looked at a

lot of Turner. | found a dismantled Turner—cache of Turner plates in the garbage one day. |

mean, it must have been 100 plates. It looked like a teacher had taken a book apart and put
them on cardboard so that they could show the students—Ilike, on an easel. And | found this
cache of, it must have been 100 plates. And | picked them up out of the trash and used a lot
of Turner as my influence for the Los Cielos.

[00:40:15.18] And also, in ceremony, when you spend days in nature, what you have is the
horizon line and giant skies, especially when you're in Arizona where the skies are very big.
And it was very much that very small horizon line with the giant skies and the giant cloud
formations, and watching the sun go by.

[00:40:41.14] So the two things really convened to create a whole series of paintings called
Los Cielos. And | did them in oil on canvas and acrylic on canvas. They ranged in size
anywhere from, what, 16 by 20, all the way to 40 by 60 or 48 by 60.

[00:41:02.80] | painted them in a very small studio that | had around the corner from my



house that | paid $100 a month for. It was an office building, and they would just give me a
room that was empty. And | was willing to just sort of drag my stuff from one room to
another so they could make $100 a month on an empty room. And | took in my own water
and buckets and, you know, worked very hard with unusual settings to be able to create
these canvases.

[00:41:36.85] | made many of them. | still have many of them with me, which I'm very
grateful for. | sold many of them, but still have many because | produced quite a lot. So Los
Cielos was quite important.

[00:41:52.02] Then we moved to Topanga Canyon. And of course, then we are surrounded
by trees and mountains. And California Horizons began from nature. | went from the sky to
including natural forms: the trees, the mountains, the hills. And | created a whole series of
landscapes.

[00:42:15.46] And what | called these particular canvases was fantastic realism—because
they’re not really photorealism. They’'re not abstractions, but they have a lot of abstract
elements. And they glow. They’re glowing. Like the glowing heads, | brought the glow into
nature. They glow a great deal. And the clouds are in multiple layers.

[00:42:43.04] | used to say that there was 100 layers of paint on each one of the canvases,
because they were all like watercolor washes. | would put down the forms in, say, an ochre
and then go from light pinks and light blues. | mean, I've always treated paint like
watercolor. | think | brought that forward from gouache. | did gouache, the gouache glowing
heads while | had the gallery, and those were all—so | learned how to control gouache, which
| still love, and | really enjoy doing that still today.

[00:43:14.47] So I've always treated paint like watercolor. And even when | was doing
lithography in graduate school, | treated ink like watercolor as well. There was lots of
transparencies. Even the paintings I'm doing these days have all of these multiple layers and
encompass.

[00:43:30.10] So it would just be one—at the start they begin very abstractly. They're just
these huge, abstract movements. Just big brushes, little brushes just floating air around.

[00:43:42.79] The sky informs the trees.

[00:43:44.53] And slowly but surely they become a little more concrete, but they still hold
this glowing quality where—well, when you’'re trying to paint light, you have to let light
through the paint. You can’t put light on the top. You can’t put the light over all the layers of
paint. It has to come through the back, up through the paint in order to be able to actually
glow.

[00:44:10.38] Some of the paintings took me up to 18 months to complete. | would have six
canvases up at the same time, and | would just rotate depending on—most of the work of
painting, once you have the technical aspects down, is knowing what to do next.

[00:44:25.95] You look at a canvas and you go, Yes, | know what | can do; | can put that form
over here and this color over there. And then you see it. | basically paint in my head. | see it
in my head. And then | go, Yeah, that’ll work. And then | do that. | lay that pass. | complete
that pass.

[00:44:47.04] So there was any number of canvases going on simultaneously. | would pass
the same color across all six canvases if | could, or not—it would just depend on what
happened during the day.

[00:45:00.73] | was spending, | would say, four hours a day, four to six hours a day, painting
mostly when the children were in school. | would be painting or | would be at a job, or |
would be making—I would be making a living as a grant writer. | started out as a grant writer
at Self Help Graphics, and as the development person, and I'm still in development today.

[00:45:23.12] And the reason why | have that job—and | had to reiterate this to somebody
yesterday or the day before—is so that | could paint whatever | want. I'm going to have my
own money so that | don’t have to paint what other people tell me will or will not sell. I'm not
doing that. I'm going to paint what | want to paint.



[00:45:41.06] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm looking at the California Horizons on my screen while
you're talking, and I’'m interested in these electric trees that you're making. There’s a glow
to them, but you're also titling them with electricity, right? And—so | want to know a bit
more about that electricity.

[00:45:58.19] And then I’'m looking at the vases of flowers, for example, right, in front of a
horizon. And they’re so beautiful. And I’'m also struck by—I think | want to ask you a question
about beauty and importance. You're spending 18 months on a canvas of a vase of flowers.

[00:46:17.51] And can you tell me about why—like, how do you think about beauty and the
importance of a vase of flowers over that span of time? It's such a commitment to an image
that | think could be disregarded, could be kind of a forgettable thing, like, is often
discredited as women’s work or not as important as a historic painting, right? We have these
genres of painting. And so that’s a big way of asking you to tell me a little bit more about
electricity in this body of work and about the decisions you make around subject matter.

[00:46:51.98] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, you know, a lot of artists throughout time have done
flowers, male and female. Back to Monet again—I mean, floating lilies—I mean, how many
artists in history have done flowers? They're everywhere. Especially towards the end of life,
you find artists do flowers because they just—beauty becomes the final word. The beauty of
life, the beauty of nature, the poetry of beauty.

[00:47:24.48] After you've lived long enough, you pray that there’s still some beauty left. If
you listen to the news long enough, you begin to doubt it. People consider that a way to—a
way to recuperate is to go into nature, to take walks in nature. The way to—what is it?
What's the oldest—the oldest belief is that the way to tell someone that you love them is to
buy them a beautiful bouquet of flowers.

[00:47:52.92] Native peoples from all over the world—I mean, the Queen Mother has—a lot
of people give her flowers to show her that they love her or that they value her. | mean,
Hawaiian people still put flowers—I mean, flowers—you know, you can’t underrate natural
beauty. You simply cannot. If you have any poetry in your soul at all, natural beauty will
move you every time.

[00:48:20.86] A waterfall, a body of water. | went on the Mississippi recently, and | was
wowed by the river. Oh, | just love the river. | went on a cruise with my mother and my
husband, and the river was just massive and beautiful. What an—old, muddy. | mean, it was
—I get chills definitely thinking about just the beauty of that river. It's a brown-colored river
and it moves, but it was just something about the immensity of it that just inspired.

[00:48:59.66] So | don’t know, you know? Flowers may be considered simplistic, non-
sociopolitical, non-sociocultural. But they have humanity in them. There’s a humanity in a
flower, in an arrangement of flowers.

[00:49:17.51]1 | mean, the Japanese are renowned for floral arrangements that are
metaphors for the balance of nature and the cosmos and the balance of the human soul and
spirit. And they’re so poetic, you know?

[00:49:37.07] How many people have gardens of roses that they caretake like a child, like a
favorite pet? People drive and travel for hundreds and thousands of miles to go to
arboretums all over the world. Why is that? Natural beauty. There’s not—really. And
Indigenous thought all throughout the world, traditional thought—what I’ll call traditional
thought—understands that: that natural beauty is a fountain of inspiration, a recuperation, a
centering, clarity, joy—all of these things.

[00:50:27.34] That's why destroying nature is such a very big thing for many people across
the planet right now. What we’re seeing, the destruction of nature, really gets people going.

[00:50:38.73] So it wasn’t hard to do a flower arrangement. | actually took a drive and
picked some wildflowers and made my own bouquet from the Santa Monica Reserve, here
by the ocean, and took some photographs—put it into a vase and took some photographs
and laid it up. And I did two. | did one of the poppies and one of the daisies.

[00:51:03.81] And my very sweet cousin Ricardo Castillo and his wife Marcia purchased the
poppies. And | have a lot of joy thinking of that bouquet in their home. That makes me very

happy.



[00:51:22.79] Getting the glow is really hard to do. 18 months—getting the glow is very hard
to do. And you have to move very slowly. The layers of paint move very slowly. And you
can’'t move—you can't start putting opaques on it right away. If you put opaques on it right
away, you lose it. You lose the glow.

[00:51:40.83] And people who paint realize that painting is a very difficult thing to do.
Painting is not easy. And especially if you want—if you want to produce accomplished
paintings, paintings that actually can stand their own next to masters or the greats—and
that’s what you're hoping for when you paint, is something that really can take criticism.

[00:52:08.72] The glowing trees are a couple of things. They're actually—as you can imagine
—they’re a mixture of many different influences. First of all, | wanted to show that nature is
a living thing, that nature is actually filled with its own energy, its own electricity, its own
life.

[00:52:34.81] And research now is proving that nature actually feels—that plants actually
feel things. We know that dogs and cats and our pets and all these things that are close to
us have personalities and they feel things, but all of nature feels things. And that’s really a
traditional—that’s a very traditional thing.

[00:52:54.46] And it kind of came naturally. There | was, in—what, we moved into the house
here in Topanga in 2001. And | had just—I think | was still working through—working through
—because I'd just discovered the trees. So | think they went through 2005, if I'm not
mistaken.

[00:53:16.39] And so | spent the last half or the last third of that painting cycle incorporating
the oaks that were in my neighborhood. And | would actually take photographs of the oaks
and do portraits. | saw them as portraits.

[00:53:32.86] And | said that the electric oaks, which | did many—people remember them,
they’re asking to show them now again—are a combination of hippie psychedelia, Indigenous
vision search, and the pixelated reality that was coming up into our lives at that time.
Pixelated—the sort of breaking apart of pieces and putting them back together again, like a
pixelated puzzle. And that’s actually where the whole process of the pixelated image came
to me. And I'm still working on that today.

[00:54:12.30] You know, digitization really started with photographs in newspapers and
magazines. If you look at magazines, the photographs are all sort of pixelated and divided by
color and all this stuff that happens. And nowadays, more than ever we have the glitches.
You see them on television, the great glitches.

[00:54:29.79] And | think it's something akin to a metaphor of our mental state: we're
glitched. We can be if we're connected to our phones too much. And we’re finding that out
as science is beginning to research what staying online does to you if you're there too much.

[00:54:48.34] So they're psychedelic. They look a lot like seeing nature through a different
lens, where nature becomes alive, is a living and breathing thing. And it literally falls apart,
where your vision plays games on you. So a lot of those pieces were actually portraits of the
community that I live in now, just gathering from my environment.

[00:55:21.86] LAURA AUGUSTA: A lot of that work—correct me if I'm wrong. | think a lot of
that work goes then into this installation you made called A Prayer for the Earth. Is that
right?

[00:55:31.73] LINDA VALLEJO: Yes, it does. This is the beginning of something that | started
to understand all of a sudden. It took such a—it takes such a long time. I'm just amazed. You
know, thank goodness | haven’t had too many serious illnesses so | could actually
concentrate on this.

[00:55:47.51] But what ended up happening was that | placed the paintings, these paintings,
in the same room as the earth-based sculptures with the handmade paper, the mulch paper,
and the Procion dyes and the tree fragments. And they seem to fit together. They seemed to
speak to each other.

[00:56:07.70] So | developed a installation called A Prayer for the Earth, which was an
environmental piece. | mean, do you actually pray for the earth? Does anybody actually do



that? Yes, people actually do that. They actually do. And it's very foreign to a lot of people,
the idea, this idea.

[00:56:27.01] But as a pantheist, if you’'ll—if | can use the word pantheism to describe this,
nature is a living—is a living being—and very god-like, if you will allow me to say that. Very
god-like. Even more god-like than us because it is innocent. Remains innocent.

[00:56:50.79] And so the paintings would be on the wall. The sculpture would be on
pedestals around the wall. And then there was a central mandala—and I’'m still using the
mandalic form today—made up of photographs of devastation of environmental ails,
environmental issues: water pollution, land pollution, air pollution, all in photographic form
made into a mandalic mixed-media object in the center of the room.

[00:57:22.49] | had several solos of that exhibition. | would say there was maybe four to six
of A Prayer for the Earth shown pretty much all over the nation. | had a chance to show that
piece several times.

[00:57:34.66] And unfortunately | wasn’t wise enough to find scholars to write much about it.
There was some written about it, but not enough. I might go back and actually commission
someone to write something on that, to be able to do a catalog on that particular body of
work.

[00:57:52.21] So it all came together in one place at one time, and that is—that
understanding of pulling paintings together with three-dimensional objects into an
environment is what’s carried me through to the most recents of my work, the Brown
Baroque.

[00:58:11.07] LAURA AUGUSTA: Yeah, it's interesting. | mean, it looks like you showed this
at least more than 10 different locations. It has a very full life over eight or 10 years. And |
am caught by the tension between that work and a work that overlaps with it, which is
HOPE, In the Midst of War, Death and Destruction, right? So we’re moving into the early
2000s.

[00:58:36.57] In your artist statement, you talk about HOPE, In the Midst of War, Death and
Destruction as really responding to September 11 and also using that mandala form. And so
there are these two bodies of installation work, one that is A Prayer for the Earth and one
that is this kind of calling out for hope in extraordinary chaos and devastation. And there
seems to be this kind of balance between those two things. | wonder if you could speak
about those two in relation to one another.

[00:59:07.05] LINDA VALLEJO: That’s interesting, that you see that. | hadn’t thought of it,
really, but you're right. Well, | had already seen the installation of A Prayer for the Earth, so |
knew that the installations could actually say something in multiple ways in one space. And
installation work at that point still wasn’t as touted as it is today. It's really touted today. If
you want to show museums, you’re going to do installation work. And—not so much
galleries; but museums and institutions, for sure.

[00:59:41.27] | was asked to do a Day of the Dead installation at Tropico De Nopal in Los
Angeles. And it was a Day of the Dead, so | had to do something about death and dying and
a concept about that. And | came up with, you know, HOPE, In the Midst of War, Death and
Destruction.

[01:00:04.29] | used Goya as my centerpiece and did some drawings taken from
the Desastres. I'm a big Goya fan. And it goes back to the whole idea of the pathos and the
people that we talked about in our first conversation.

[01:00:19.59] And | built a semi-circle mandala against the wall. Painted the wall blood red.
And the mandala formed the photographs. And the mandalic form had—bombs, a lot of
bombs—a lot of destruction and bombs and war and 9/11 and all these things that were
happening.

[01:00:46.64] And on the mandalic, again, was brought in nature, which is the hope. Nature
was present there to finally give hope to humanity’s—in humanity to itself. And that was the
beginning of that particular work.

[01:01:04.03] And it grew to include sculptural pieces based on all types of war and



devastation—use of recycled materials to create sculptural forms that talked about the
destruction of nature. So it was really about what we do to ourselves and to everything
around us, and where is the hope in all of this?

[01:01:31.87] And the hope in it was, again and again, the mandalic form that brought
nature back into the balance. If we depend on ourselves—you know, humanity is very
destructive. We're destructive against ourselves, against each other for all different kinds of
erroneous reasons.

[01:01:50.43] We don't seem to really value the simple flower, the bouquet in a vase, or
understand what the poetry of that is. We just keep watching it roll again and again and
again. It seems the same movie keeps rolling: war, devastation against nature and, you
know, innocent bystanders—the children, the women, the elderly.

[01:02:15.63] And for me, because of my background in ceremony and the traditional values
—which is a better way to put it, traditional values, and | think everyone can understand
those words, traditional values—nature is, again, a place of balance and understanding, a
calm location in the midst of all the rest of the devastation that surrounds us. And we can't
forget it, because if we do we’ll drive ourselves crazy.

[01:02:47.38] | couldn’t find much interest in—I did a lot of gouaches based on it. | did a lot
of sculpture work based on it. And it was shown a few times. But it’s very difficult to show—
to show work that is that harsh. And many people don’t want to have that discussion.

[01:03:12.43] And then | realized that you really have to interject humor into difficult topics
to be able to get them more opportunity for exhibition so that you can begin the
conversations that matter the most. And | began meditating on how to bring back a sense of
humor into my work so that | would be—so that the work would be more palatable and more
easily available, so that people could begin to talk about these things without fear of
repercussions at all kinds of levels.

[01:03:48.86] LAURA AUGUSTA: Can you tell me about what—they look like milk jugs or
orange juice jugs, right—the kind of gallon jugs that might have a photo of a missing child,
for example, and what you’ve done. | want to know about this surface treatment you've
done. But also, there are very violent images on these milk jugs, and I'd like to know more
about that work.

[01:04:11.21] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, there was so much going on. There still is. There’s so
much going on. | mean, | could make the milk jugs again. | mean, they literally were
recycled, okay? They were recycled half-gallon milk cartons that | actually saved rather than
throwing away. Milk cartons that | actually saved rather than throwing away.

[01:04:40.08] And so they were recycled. | was recycling. And | was covering them with
pumice and acrylic media with paint mixed in to create these really bumpy, gritty surfaces.

[01:05:01.38] Before that, | was printing out photographs of war dead—innocent children,
you know. When you think about all the wars even going on now—I mean, I'm glad I'm not
still doing this work. | probably would have driven myself crazy.

[01:05:18.65] And so they're printed out and manipulated: painted on, the colors are
changed. | would go into the computer and change things so that they would kind of get a
little less human—paste them to the milk cartons, then cover the milk cartons, leaving a
window for the photograph to come through.

[01:05:42.40] And then | would make shelves on the wall so that they would go into a
pyramid form, with one carton at the top and maybe 20 at the bottom. And the whole piece
was called Got Milk? Sort of this weird twist.

[01:06:02.48] And it would be in the same room as other pieces that were decidedly, what,
antiwar, decidedly antidestruction. And—some of them were a little comical, but they all had
very, very harsh photographic imagery included in them, to kind of bring the news to the
object—what was actually happening.

[01:06:30.12] And there was a series during that time, too, that was called Censored, which
was—I used recycled newspapers and used mixed media to create images that were
superimposed on top of newspaper headlines. And what happened in that particular body of



work—which I'm very proud of, and | did quite a lot of—is that you would have a photograph
of some devastation on a page of the LA Times or The New York Times, right above some
ridiculous ad—you know, for luggage or for underwear or something ridiculous. And it was as
if the human mind, the reader, would have to go from this devastating news to wondering if
they should buy some new luggage or whether they needed a new car.

[01:07:23.66] And the juxtaposition of the consumer, consuming all these terrible images of
the war, at the same time consuming images of Calvin Klein underwear ads seemed absurd
and sort of exemplified what we’re experiencing today where we're sort of bombarded by
this—by consumerism and by hyper-reality on very serious topics that are being taken—that
take place around the world, and how that affects us and affects our inability to really see, to
really understand what truth is or to empathize with a poor family on the other side of the
world that doesn’t speak the same language that we do—because, Oh, look, honey, look:
they’'re selling tomatoes on sale at the market today. It just kind of takes the mind and twists
it and breaks it in pieces.

[01:08:21.95] And | did a series of pieces called Censored, which was actually the beginning
of my mixed media—a repurposed investigation with—recycling started that whole thing.
And then when | moved into Censored | used newspapers—recycling newspapers and then
superimposing Mylar, either painted on or printed on, onto the tops of these things to create
mixed-media works.

[01:08:50.21] | was very, very pleased to have found the process, because | think the
process is interesting. And to begin to investigate the impact of media on our minds, on our
thought processes, on our beliefs, on truth, and all the things that we're actually battling
with today now too, in terms of fake news—uverifying news, what is truth? We’ve lost that.
We kind of lost it. And | think it was the beginning of the whole thing with media that just
mixed our brains up into pieces.

[01:09:35.20] And did pieces on Censored where | would—actually, it was called Censored
because | would use Wite-Out. And | would white out the names—I said the names of the
innocent and the guilty. | would go onto the page and white out all the things.

[01:09:50.54] And then | found myself whiting out things to make my own statements. And
some of them were kind of funny and funky and weird that would come out. And then
superimposing photographs on top of photographs on top of photographs and painting on
top of that, and creating some—my own news, if you will. My own news, if you will.

[01:10:10.89] And | did some on the church—See no Evil, Hear no Evil, Speak no Evil. And |
did a lot on Iraq. And | have the papers, actually, from 9/11. | have the photographs of The
New York Times and the LA Times from that day. But I've never been able to figure out how
to do that and still respect the people who died that day and the families that were
devastated that day. So | just have them there, and maybe one day I'll figure out how to do
that.

[01:10:47.50] LAURA AUGUSTA: Can you also describe a bit the series called Death of Urban
Humanity, which is part of some of this body of work, or at least coincides with some of this
body of work?

[01:10:57.50] LINDA VALLEJO: Yeah, they were a series of gouaches. I'm very proud of that
work. | think the largest is 30 by 22. It's all on Arches paper. It’s gouache. Hand-done
drawings on gouache. It was produced actually in that studio that | had for $100 a month.

[01:11:21.10] And it was—at that point, the gallery—1990—it was in 1995. | think these
come from 1993 where you’'re on the top floor of a building in Downtown Los Angeles, and
it's a very smoggy day. And the sun is very hot and up in the sky. And all of a sudden it just
looks kind of devastating. Downtown was, you know—as all downtown centers in large cities
across the nation are pretty—can be very destroyed spaces. There’s a lot of poverty, a lot of
homelessness. It can be pretty gritty and grueling, right?

[01:12:02.21] And at that point, | was working on this alternate thesis from A Prayer for the
Earth, and then HOPE, In the Midst of War, Death and Destruction, and | was painting,
actually, the destruction. And these particular pieces were anatomical pieces of parts of the
human body in a yellow background, a bright yellow background, and the bodies being
painted in red, where you could see bones and structures of bodies in pieces, with glowing
yellow skies and abstracted city skylines below.



[01:12:43.60] And | allowed myself to do, | believe, about a half a dozen of these pieces.
Maybe more. Maybe more. | thought they were beautifully executed. | was very pleased with
the outcome of the work. But, again, the statement is very harsh. But, you know, that’s what
you have Goya for. That's what you have Bacon for. That’'s what you have the great pieces of
the Aztec imagery of bloodletting and destruction for, as well.

[01:13:16.99] | don’t think that art actually exists without the beauty as well as the horror. |
don’t believe that philosophy exists without it either. | think, once again, we’'re talking about
taking the pathos out of art or out of the artist’s mind. | don’t think that that’s wise. | think
it’s important for us to acknowledge both things.

[01:13:37.11] And these pieces allowed me to really reach deeply into these very aggressive
and dark imagery. But once again, the market just was not ready. The market doesn't—the
market doesn’t want this.

[01:13:51.17] But as an artist who doesn’t depend on the market, | can allow myself, what,
the year, the two years that | spent on making an antiwar statement. I'm an old hippie; of
course I'm going to make an antiwar statement. And I'm actually returning to an antiwar
statement now. And I'm going to be making some pieces that interject a sense of humor and
culture into it—ironic. There’s a lot of irony in them.

[01:14:15.41] But again, it’s like, oh, boy, with everything that's going on in the world again,
I’'m going, Well, let’s talk about this. With all the gun violence in the United States, I'm going,
Well, let’s talk about this.

[01:14:27.62] The topic for me is very important. I'm not, as we said, repeating Chicano
iconography for the sake of making a daily living as an artist, you know? | don’t paint the
Virgen de Guadalupe or the Sacred Heart of Jesus or Frida Kahlo, you know? | don’t do these
things. It would be much easier to make a living doing that, but I'm not interested in making
a living in art.

[01:14:52.16] If | do, if | sell some work, I'm always happy about it. But that’s not why I'm an
artist. I'm an artist because | have a statement that | want to share. | have a position I'd like
to make clear.

[01:15:05.65] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm thinking about your father’s relationship to war and
trauma and his experience in the military, and I’'m wondering about how that informs your
approach to war, your thoughts about war, this body of work, and maybe also your
experience of September 11 and that particular war and time in American history.

[01:15:30.34] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, 9/11 destroyed everybody. | mean, all of a sudden, war
was on our—in our territory. | mean, when was the last time we actually had—I mean, the
Civil War—how long ago was the Civil War? We’ve actually been a nation in peace for
hundreds of years at this point. And all of a sudden, it was in our home town and affected
Americans. | went to New York and visited Ground Zero.

[01:15:57.90] | think everyone was devastated by the act. Who wouldn’t be? And then so
much violence has ensued because of that act and the birth of that movement—you know,
the infidels and all of the language that’s used and all of the race hatred that comes with it,
and the battles that have continued since then, which are religious-based, interestingly
enough. So jihad, it’s a religious war. That's a fascinating idea.

[01:16:30.51] Anybody who has a veteran father or uncle or cousin or brother knows of the
devastation of war. | certainly saw my father suffer a great deal, and | know many, many
men who would be watching this video, and their wives and daughters and mothers would
agree, that it's very harsh and it destroys the mental health of many who enter into it. PTSD
is a real thing. Many of the homeless people that we know, that we're aware of on the
streets of Los Angeles, are veterans.

[01:17:10.63] You know, it's—yeah. | don’t understand.

[01:17:18.65] You know, if there was more women leaders, | wonder if war would be allowed
anymore. The matriarchy, if it existed, if it was allowed to continue and continue to exist, |
don’t think would allow for children to die in this way. | mean, children—we’re talking 21-
year-old boys and girls—I mean, they’re not even men and women yet—dying.



[01:17:50.22] You know, | went to Arlington when | was a very small girl in Washington, DC.
You see all the headstones and you wonder what it's about. What do they say? The first wars
in the world ever happened over fighting over a woman—fighting over resources. Now we
have—olden days, men used to fight hand-to-hand combat, which made much more sense
to me. Now we have machines do our dirty work for us.

[01:18:23.00] Aggression—you know, prejudice, greed. | mean, these are really not things
worthy of humanity’s great capacities. Ergo, why would someone dedicate themselves to
art? People think that’s crazy too. But it seems much more worthwhile than in destruction of
each other based on erroneous hatreds and prejudices.

[01:18:58.06] | sound pretty altruistic. But I've made art that hasn’t been pretty to surround
—to surround these ideas. | don’t—thank goodness I'm not doing too much antiwar stuff on
that kind of a level, because it is depressing to do it. You're focusing on it for a series of
months.

[01:19:22.45] | can’t even imagine.

[01:19:24.67] But | will say that—one thing that does come to mind is that—one of my
elders, Robertjohn Knapp, Seneca Oneida, | believe Mohawk, said that all peoples have blood
on their hands and all nations have blood on their hands. So war is a very old, old game. It's
a very, very—it's an enduring culture, the culture of war. The United States spends as much
money on war, on the war machine, as it does on Social Security and Medicare: 13 percent
each, 2023.

[01:20:14.82] You know, I'm a woman, so | think differently about these things. | think we
should spend that money on education of children. | think we should spend that money on
vaccinating the planet. You know, | think we should spend that money on preserving the
Amazon and the great forests and cleaning up the waters. The Great Lakes in northern
United States are filthy. Just—how did that happen? Why aren’t we putting that 13 percent
into that?

[01:20:46.08] I'd rather think about commerce. To me, commerce seems a way out of this.
We could see each other as partners—I| make a product and you buy it from me, you make a
product and | buy it from you, | give you a piece that you use to build a product that you sell
back to me—and we see it as a commercial relationship between countries rather than some
ideology that causes us to hate each other and want to—I don’t know what, dominate each
other? That doesn’t seem like the way to go. Doesn’t seem to be working. Why not just
commercial colleagues for the betterment of the planet?

[01:21:27.04] There’'s so many things that we could say. A lot of people bring forth really
beautiful ideas for legislation and movements that would help us to create a healthier place
for people to live, a healthier place for children to live, a healthier planet. But it just always
goes by the wayside. There’'s another war we have to focus on.

[01:21:49.22] LAURA AUGUSTA: How do you take care of yourself when you’'re making work
about this, or when you’re just living in the world? Laughs]

[01:21:56.96] LINDA VALLEJO: Oh, well—well, you know, it's an intellectual process for me: |
study, | read I look at imagery, | develop theories, | develop ideas. And—you know, |
separate—I| separate it from myself intellectually, as an intellectual process.

[01:22:16.34] | surround myself with my—I live in a beautiful place—and you can kind of see
the outdoors from here. We live on five acres. It's extremely quiet. That's one of the most
beautiful things about it. The light is incredible. Sunrises and sunsets are just wonderful.

[01:22:35.33] | guess it makes sense. | have—I'm surrounded by nature. I'm surrounded by
my family. I'm surrounded by friends that | enjoy their company. | surround myself with good
food and decent activity in terms of physical activity—swimming. | like to swim. It's an
intellectual process for me.

[01:22:59.19] And of course, my 30 years-plus in ceremony have taught me to be pretty
resilient and to realize that my job isn’t to solve these problems—I couldn’t even if | wanted
to—but rather to do what | can on a one-to-one basis, like showing respect and kindness for
people, to show compassion—one-on-one, face-to-face, every day, in the smallest ways—
towards animals and people and nature is—I believe in that. Actually, that’s the final result



that I've come up with.

[01:23:42.03] And | think that many of the Hindu teachers and the Dalai Lama also
recommend that people just, you know, use kindness every day. The people you work with,
people that you meet in the store and on the street, your own family, your own friends, your
own pets, your own—everything that just—live in a good way. And that’s the best that we
can do.

[01:24:10.24] If you try to take it on—I mean, | would never be a politician. I'm not a
politician. I’'m just an artist with a point of view, you know? And if you try to take it on, it can
depress you. And | think a lot of people do become depressive because the world just weighs
too much. It’s just too large. The problems of the world are too large.

[01:24:30.61] But taking them on and making a statement about it, | think, can also be a
way of—structuring an attitude towards it is also—is also protective of you as a person. And
bottling it up and not talking about it or ignoring it, or covering it up with any number of
useless activities, can, | think, cause more damage when you finally come out and go, Oh my
goodness, this is real.

[01:25:07.15] LAURA AUGUSTA: | think that's a very natural place to take a brief break. Is
that okay with you?

[01:25:11.68] LINDA VALLEJO: Perfectly fine.
[01:25:13.06] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay.
[01:25:15.82] LINDA VALLEJO: How am | doing?
[END OF TRACK aaa_vallej23_40f6_digvid_m.]

[00:00:01.42] LAURA AUGUSTA: All right. So we're coming back. And | would like to use this
section of our interview to think about really three bodies of work that are mixed-media
works—very sculptural, assemblage-style work. And I'm open to where we start, but on my
notes | have us starting with Vatos y Rucas or Thugs and Hoes. And | wonder if you can just
talk to me about—describe some of that work and talk to me about what you’'re thinking
about in that body.

[00:00:31.32] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, social activity, things that are found in the news, things
that happen to me in my daily life, conversations that | have with educators and scholars
and other artists lead me to think about art object. And | might ask myself, Well, that’s an
interesting idea, | wonder what that would look like. That’'s an interesting idea, | wonder
what an object that exemplified that idea would look like.

[00:00:59.42] And | generally start with those kinds of questions to lead me. And then | put
that on the back burner of my mind and ruminate over what that object might actually look
like.

[00:01:10.62] So | had been traveling a great deal in the beginning of the 2000s to teach
grant writing classes nationally. I did it in major cities all over to very large groups of people
in very large halls and convention centers. It was a lot of work. My children were both in
college at the time, and we were paying cash for undergraduate school in the UC system. So
| took the chance to make a good deal of money pretty much working myself, traveling, and
staying at hotels in major cities and teaching nonstop.

[00:01:45.14] And when | was in big cities, | always asked my audience, my participants, you
know, I'm an artist—I’'m a painter and sculptor—and I'd love to go to a show; what do you all
recommend for me to go to and go to see what museums are in town?

[00:01:59.67] And when you have an audience of 60 to 100 people, there’s always someone
in the art world that’s learning about grant writing. And | would get led into museums after
dark. They would call curators and have me go and see shows, and | had opportunities to
see lots of exhibitions.

[00:02:16.17] | had Tuesday night. | would fly in on Sunday. I'd teach on Monday. Then I'd
have Tuesday night to be able to go to shows or go to galleries before they closed. And then
I would teach on Wednesday and fly out.



[00:02:27.66] But | got to go to Miami, to Texas, all the—many cities in Texas. New York,
several times. Atlanta, Washington, DC, San Francisco, Chicago. And | asked the people who
booked me; I said, you know, I'd really like to be booked in the major cities because | could
see a lot of work.

[00:02:46.92] At the same time, | was doing—I went to China for a women’s entrepreneur—
entrepreneurial conference. And so | was seeing some of the major work that was being
produced, going to the New Museum in New York. Of course, doing MoMA. Doing all of the
major—The Menil in—is it Houston?—in Houston.

[00:03:07.68] And seeing lots of fabulous work—Lee Bontecou’s. | saw her all over the nation
at that time. She was showing a great deal. She’d just come out of seclusion. And she had
several pieces that were made out of—those fish, those aquatic animals that she was sewing
out of some kind of latex.

[00:03:27.70] | saw a fabulous show at the New Museum in New York that had—looked like a
—looked like a homeless person—a genius homeless person had just taken all the trash off
the street in New York and made sculpture on it. It was on all the floors. It was incredible
work—mixtures of media, all kinds of layers.

[00:03:51.76] There was—let me—I want to make sure | get the name right. Wang Qingsong,
in China, had actually recreated the Venus Botticelli in photography, with Chinese models.
And there was all this sort of mixture of culture and media and recycled things, which | had
already been doing, recycling objects and making objects out of recycled things.

[00:04:16.07] And | began to wonder—I really liked the idea of what they called at the time
post-production work. They were calling it post-production. | saw some beautiful sculptures
at MoMA and in some of the larger museums of the nation where artists were just taking
objects and putting them together and making the most beautiful statements that were also
environmentally—they had an environmental edge. Sometimes they had a very strong
political edge. They mixed—they were intermedia and mixed media.

[00:04:48.92] So I've always loved sculpture, and | actually believe myself to be a sculptor—
and a painter. But | love sculpture a lot. It's just hard to—it’s hard to be an artist who makes
sculpture because you’ve got to store it. It's really hard.

[00:05:04.53] And so | asked myself a very simple question. If | was going to be an artist that
used repurposed materials from my cultural point of view—this was a key—what would that
look like? And it took four years to find it. And all the work at the beginning of the 2000s was
me searching for this object that was sociocultural, right? Sociocultural work based on post-
production or repurposed object.

[00:05:40.73] And | was making the sculpture, and | had this crazy idea to make giant
earrings. | don’t know. They're basically beaded earrings that look very much like what a
contemporary Chicanx woman would wear—certainly a woman in Texas or a woman in,
what, Santa Fe or Arizona and certainly in California would wear. The long, beaded things
and all this.

[00:06:08.24] And | just went out and went crazy. | went Downtown, Los Angeles, and bought
large beads and started beading together these objects and made what looked like—ended
up looking like [what] the 50-foot woman would wear. This is the hearing for the 50-foot
woman.

[00:06:24.48] And they never got much play. | have them in my storage unit. I've shown
them a couple of times. | thought they were hilarious. And this is the beginning of using
humor in order to be able to get interesting viewpoints or cultural ideas or political ideas or
sociocultural ideas across to a public that may be a little—not know enough about it or be
afraid to discuss touchy items or topics.

[00:06:52.57] And so | started with those, and | had a great time. But you can imagine me
beading an earring that's, what, eight feet long, and coming up with the structure to be able
to make these sculptures was really quite hard. And | had to wire them together with copper
wiring, which meant | was wearing gloves and using pliers and constructing a sculpture out
of pre-produced object, right?

[00:07:20.60] And | started searching in stores. | would start looking around in stores things



that | could put together to make objects out of. Can you imagine yourself at CVS? Like, Oh—
pacifiers. What if | thread them all together? | could make this—you know, your mind goes
crazy, just thinking. Everything you’re looking at, you're wondering, Well, gee, if | bought
200 of those and glued them all together or sewed—what would that begin looking like?

[00:07:49.20] And | found myself in antique malls and secondhand stores looking for object.

[00:07:55.66] And my first thing—because my mind didn’t know where to go with this
culturally specific viewpoint to be able to come up with a product. | didn’t really know what |
was looking for. | was just sort of searching an object and allowing my mind to think about
putting them together.

[00:08:14.38] And so | started looking for objects of representation of Mexican people,
looking for objects with representation of Latinos, looking for objects with representation of
Brown people. | mean, this is how unsophisticated my eye was at this point—and how | was
really unaware of the fact that we’re not even represented there.

[00:08:39.71] And that was part of the question was, Where are we? Where are we?

[00:08:43.90] There was nothing. All | found was salt and pepper shakers with a sleepy
Mexican under the cactus. And you'll find tons of those. Or Indians. Lots of Indians, some
better made than others. But they’re very small, little objects. Nothing very big. Or you
might have the Calypso kind of a thing, where you have the dark-skinned dancer in the very
erotic pose around some palm tree or something—you know Carmen Miranda-style.

[00:09:15.98] But there was nothing. And | started asking around for—I thought, Well, didn't
anybody do replications of the pyramids? And | started going online, looking for
representation of the sacred sites of Mexico. And of course, | would find Egyptian stuff and
Greek stuff and Roman stuff. That is all over the market.

[00:09:36.84] So you begin asking yourself, So when people think of traditional culture, when
people think of great culture, when people think of ancient culture, when people think of the
Renaissance—because it happened all over the world. It just didn’t happen in Europe; it was
everywhere. The Renaissance—the 16th century was great in Mexico and in China and
everywhere else too. It was a worldwide Renaissance—there’s nothing there.

[00:10:02.28] | called friends in Mexico and | said, Aren’t there any replicas? Can’t | go to a—
now there’s a little bit more. People are making things out of paper, like printed from 3D
printing. But in the early 2000s, | couldn’t find anything. There was little clay things that you
could get, but they weren’t really replicas. They were just, like, crude sort of representations
of a three-step pyramid rather than 365 steps to the top.

[00:10:31.11] And | kept—I was looking in the dark. | kept going, So where are we? Isn't
there anything that's like us? | guess not. And so | began producing objects from what |
could find.

[00:10:44.08] So | started—Thugs and Hoes was a response to an exhibition that | saw at the
Corcoran in Washington, DC. It was the most amazing exhibition.

[00:10:56.41] One, | never remember artists’ names, I’'m very bad at that, but | always
remember the image. People ask me, Do you know this artist? | go, Well, what did they
make? And | go, Oh, | know that image. | know that image. Yes, | saw that image. | know that
image—because | remember the image, right?

[00:11:10.66] There was a girl sitting on a gyrating chair, really gyrating chair, in short
shorts. And all you saw in the video was her behind on this gyrating chair. And | thought, Oh
no, here we go.

[00:11:29.73] And then on the top of the Corcoran, on the beautiful turnaround with lonian
columns and the whole thing in the Corcoran in DC, were, | don’t know what, 10-, 12-foot-tall
photographs of girls pole dancing in very scant clothing. And | thought, Oh, here we go:
women objectified, thugs and hoes.

[00:11:53.78] And | thought, that might be a funny sociocultural statement to make. But the
only statues or objects that | could find were Grecian—sort of fake Grecian urns. And so |
collected a few; nothing precious. They're not precious objects. | hadn’t gotten there yet.



And painted thugs and hoes on the vases and made a sociocultural statement about the
relationship between men and women, the relationship between women and themselves and
sexuality.

[00:12:32.02] And the guys are like—one of them is Superman. You know, he’s the—saves
the world, saves the planet, saves the hamlet. You know, Batman is on one. But the girls are
all in lingerie. The girls are on their knees in lingerie, actually. They’'re very cute. They're
very sweet.

[00:12:49.21] But it was really a feminist response to the objectification of women and the
relationship between men and women. So once again, | was making a statement about our
culture, about culture in general, about sexual relationships, about marital relationships,
about communication between men and women, expectations that women have of
themselves, expectations that they have of men, unmet fantasies—all the things that come
with, you know, all the myths and—

[00:13:22.97] The myth of being married—I mean, I've been with the same man for 50
years. And so it’s pretty easy for me to talk about these things because | know what
marriage means. It's a lot of work. [Laughs.] And if you're lucky, you really admire your
mate. And no matter how much either one of you messes up, you can say, Well, he's a really
good guy, and everything’s good.

[00:13:44.87] So they were funny. And | really liked the earrings because it interjected a
humor into a sociopolitical, a sociocultural statement where all of the sudden there was an
element to it that was kind of chuckle—had a chuckle to it.

[00:13:59.09] And | put the thugs and hoes. | did vatos and vatas. | did the girl in the short
shorts, leaning up against the car, right? And the guy with his hands crossed with the
signage and all these things of the gang members or the—you know, the iconography of
Chicano, with the bandanna and all these things, the wife beater, the stance, the whole
thing.

[00:14:24.03] So | was kind of making a nod to my cultural background and the iconographic
imagery of that cultural—of that culture. So you had—American culture was exemplified by
the Superman and the baby dolls, the baby dolls. And Chicanismo was vato and vata, which
is still painted by many of the artists in the community today. It's used widely as the symbol
of the culture.

[00:14:58.76] And | placed them on pedestals that | bought online that are remakes of what
—let’s see—I guess they’re plastic. They’re plastic forms. They're very nicely done. They're
remakes of Greek and Roman—because that’s all | could find was Greek and Roman, right?

[00:15:20.29] And | would cover them with photographs of my own paintings, giclées of my
own paintings. So | was recycling my paintings, repurposing the vases, placing a
sociocultural, sociopolitical, sociosexual relationship statement on them.

[00:15:38.17] And | ended up with some pretty gaudy stuff. It was pretty gaudy. | was
putting gold leaf on stuff. And | realized that | was actually doing polychrome. | was actually
channeling polychrome,

[00:15:50.89] And | started doing research into what the pyramids really looked like in
ancient times—very brightly painted—what the pyramids or what the temples of the Greeks
and the Romans actually looked like in traditional times—they were also painted and very in
gaudy—with inlet eyes made of gems and stone. And skin col—I mean, they look completely
different. The ages have taken away all the paint. The wind and the rain have taken away all
the paint.

[00:16:21.87] And so we have this ideal of Roman and Greek culture as being this pristine
white thing when, really, it was this gaudy, over-the-top, sort of cartoon realism of these
statues and statuettes and gods and goddesses. Which | thought was kind of fun, that | was
actually channeling that—to coin a phrase. I'd seen it in my own mind. Maybe it's part of my
DNA. Maybe it's just what | do.

[00:16:50.93] So | did Thugs and Hoes and | did the giant earrings. And | also did a series
called—and again, this is me searching for the repurposed object that would define my
cultural point of view. | couldn’t find it anywhere in the stores. | couldn’t find it anywhere



online.

[00:17:09.77]1 | went to Rome. And | ended up at the Pantheon because my—my interest,
really, in Rome is not the Catholic Church. It’s really the ancient gods and goddesses. And—
it's that domed object in the middle of the city that has a very beautiful skylight in the top.
And the bottom has this very beautiful ceramic, marble—actually, marble floor in this
swirling design. And there’s niches all over, inside, and a giant pedestal at the—it's a
beautiful, beautiful architectural object. It is just phenomenal. And once upon a time, it was
filled with the gods and goddesses of Roman and Greek mythology.

[00:18:05.34] And | walked in. And of course, they’ve all been taken out. God only knows
where they are. They're probably in the Natural History Museum in London for all | know.
That’s probably a good guess. Or they’re in the Vatican. They’re in the Vatican. Pick two.

[00:18:19.58] And inside were the popes and the saints and Mary and Jesus. They had taken
out all the gods of the wind and the rain and the thunder and the lightning and everything,
all the natural gods, and put in dead cardinals and dead popes and Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.

[00:18:40.62] And | walked in, and | was like, Gee, | wonder what would happen if we put the
gods back. Gee, what if we took all these little statues and gave them back to the gods?

[00:18:51.21] And so | created a series of pieces called Earth’s Altar in which | put the Earth
back into this beautiful place—actually, digitally. | did it digitally. And | also created sculpture
around it. Because some of the repurposed objects that | could find, the pre-production
objects, were replicas of the Roman ruins in Rome. You can find lots of those if you go online.
They’'re everywhere.

[00:19:18.30] And so | took photographs when | was in Rome. And | was thinking about this
idea of placing the gods back into this ancient—cathedral, if you will—this temple. And—
temple’s a better word.

[00:19:34.83] And | made some shadow boxes and some dioramas. And a lot of digital work
around Earth’s Altar. none of this work has ever been shown. | produced so much stuff. | just
—I think there must be, | don’t know what, maybe 50 pieces totally in this work.

[00:19:56.15] And | had a lot of fun with it. Earth’s Altar was really great. It sort of combined
my love, my knowledge, and my interest of European culture, especially ancient traditional
culture, with environmental, Indigenous—kind of brought the two worlds together. And |
created a figure—

[00:20:16.31] Oh, | brought a woman to my house.

[00:20:19.37] She’s a danzante, actually, and a friend. She’s an Aztec danzante whose name
| won't mention because she was nervous about being photographed naked.

[00:20:28.79] But | rolled her in mud—Iliterally dug a hole on my property, filled it with
water, and got her into the mud, and just rolled her in the mud till she was covered in mud,
took photographs of her in nature, and then actually included her as earth mother in these
assemblages dedicated to Earth’s Altar.

[00:20:53.09] So you have a combination of repurposed object, photographic montage, and
manipulated photograph, and earth—and pieces of, even, like, sand and pieces of rock and
things that came—actually, were drawn forward from A Prayer for the Earth and HOPE, In the
Midst of War, Death and Destruction. | always try my best to draw something forward from
the last portfolio of work, to be able to draw a through line into the next portfolio—one or
two elements—just kind of follow through. And | do this repeatedly on purpose to be able to
create a through line and a continuation of a process or a thought or of a solution.

[00:21:40.77] So | really enjoyed Earth’s Altar, and | really enjoyed Thugs and Hoes. And
Thugs and Hoes has actually made a comeback. I've actually shown that a few times and
also sold a few pieces—because they're funny.

[00:21:54.86] There’s a really funny one that’s called I Wonder What The King’s Got On His
Mind Tonight? And it was an Egyptian head that | found in a secondhand store that | put on
top of a pedestal.



[00:22:07.79] And he has—you know how the Egyptians, they had, like, plates on top of their
head, you know, with the scrolls? Well, in the plate, | found a way to attach a Plexiglas—a
photographic frame on top of the head. And in that Plexiglas piece, | put a pornographic
image of a male—a gigolo, if you will, or a male prostitute. A really beautiful photograph, but
obviously super sexualized.

[00:22:37.82] And | did some research at that point—here we go into research—where |
found out that pornography outgrosses sports and movies worldwide. So | started doing
research, and this is where the research kind of found its way into the work.

[00:22:55.17] | just—I thought, Well, here we go—this is the truth about what pornography is
and in terms of money making for the world. And if you do more research on pornography,
you’ll find some—pornography, you’'ll find some pretty outrageous statistics regarding its
income and how it's used around the world and who's actually using it.

[00:23:16.74] And at that point, at that time, all of the abuses of the Catholic Church and the
priests was coming out. So | was doing data research on those cases and finding out what
that was really about.

[00:23:29.28] So when | did the pieces, people would ask me, and | would be able to speak
knowledgeably about the topics that | was—the sociopolitical, sociocultural, sociosexual
theories and ideas that | had that | was actually doing research [about]. And that’s led
through all the way.

[00:23:45.12] But still, | had not found the Brown representation, or a solution to this idea.
I'd found a way to bring Indigenous together with Greek and Roman. I'd found a way to bring
secondhand object and object bought on the internet and purchased in other ways into
sociopolitical, sexual ideas.

[00:24:12.69] | spent—I think | spent the first part of 2000, | think, all the way up—or the
second half—

[00:24:19.84] because before that—at the same time | was doing The Electrics. The trees
had gotten completely blown out and | was really doing this psychedelic landscapes. And on
the side, | was at these shops looking for stuff and searching for this image, this Brown
image.

[00:24:38.61] What happened was that | realized that | needed to consolidate what had
turned into 40 years of dedication and study and research and involvement in Chicanx,
Latinx culture. | found a way, over the years, to bring in the Greek and Roman and the
European that | grew up with in such a way.

[00:25:04.52] The political had always been a part of what | had done because of my
upbringing in Alabama and the impact of the indignities of humanity unto itself due to
prejudice and ignorance. And now | really felt a desperate need, a real need, to make this
dedication and find it out. It just wasn’t easy. It took a long time.

[00:25:31.16] | asked the question in around, I'd say, 2004. And | was working on all these
other weird objects, these very strange little things that really are Rauschenbergesque. They
really are Duchampesque or Picassoesque, where you're putting incongruous objects
together to make a statement about—you know, multi-layered statement about many things
—personal biography, personal view. And | couldn’t find it. | just couldn’t find it. | kept
searching and searching and searching and searching.

[00:26:13.05] | made a subsequent series of works about my process in getting there. Those
are the works that—you know, that | found along the way, these assemblage objects that
had photo bases in them. Odd-looking things. Really odd-looking, over-the-top, gaudy
objects; polychrome-influenced things. Mexican culture-influenced things, as far as I'm
concerned, with the very beautiful clothing.

[00:26:42.74] But | guess you can even say, you know, Tibetans wear very brightly cloth—
wear very brightly clothed things. Central Americans do as well. Even Northern Europeans in
much of their—you know, Gypsies. All very traditional cultures love color. We've kind of lost
it as we’'ve come along with this ideal of the all-white sculpture of the Romans and the
Greeks, where we've sort of simplified everything into nothingness, it seems like.
Monochrome. Monochromed out.



[00:27:19.75] LAURA AUGUSTA: In some ways, this is a really natural segue into the Brown
Baroque. And | don’t know if you want to introduce that series or if you want to save it for
our next conversation. But teasing out—I mean, you’ve led us up to the Brown Baroque and
what you're searching for, and then there are some different solutions that happen in that
body of work over the next 12 years, right? I'm going to leave this very open to you and
which way you want to take it here.

[00:27:46.90] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, | think I could start with that and at least lead us
through this next passageway. And then when we come to a good point, depending on the
clock and our energy and these things, we can move into it—because it's a very—as I've
said before, it takes me 10 to 12 years to find solution, and that’s very subjective. It just
turns out to be that 12 tends to be my cycle.

[00:28:16.71] And so | had been searching—again, searching for the image. Sort of racking
my brain, doing a lot of research, wondering where | might find this object. Instead, finding a
lot of imagery that was indicative of cultures that did not represent mine.

[00:28:41.38] If | did find something that was representative of me, it was directly Aztec or
Maya, and | didn’t want to go that far back. | wanted to go forward. | didn’'t want to replicate
the Aztec calendar, Coyolxauhqui—you know, Coatlicue.

[00:29:00.66] And all the gods and goddesses mean a great deal to me, but | didn’t want to
replicate those images. Everybody had already done a lot of that. | wanted to go into a
forward-thinking art process and practice and product that would lead me into a
conversation about deep-seated sociopolitical, sociocultural statement, as well as well-
researched art product, something that would take the work into the future.

[00:29:31.66] So one day, as I'm scouring and producing all these other strange pieces that
are indicative of my life and my upbringing and my research and study and all the things
that | enjoy and love so much, | was in a second—a beautiful mall, actually. It was an antique
mall here in Santa Monica that as of late was closed. | loved that place. | spent a lot of
money in that place—a lot of money in that place. The problem with using antiques.

[00:30:05.69] | was in the store, and | saw the Dick and Jane primer: See Spot play, See Jane
play, See Dick play with Jane, See Spot run. And | read that book when | was in second
grade. | was in Catholic school in Sacramento with those very strict nuns, and | remember
reading this book. It was a part of my life. And so I'm attracted to things that bring my own
biography into play.

[00:30:40.93] | looked at it. | opened up the book. It’s hard to find those books, by the way.
Try to find one. And when you find them, they’re very expensive. And | said, Oh my god. And
I—and | spoke an explicative. | was pretty explicative about it. Sometimes | have a mouth
like a truck driver. I'm an artist, so | can talk any way | want to.

[00:31:05.21] And | blurted it out. And I'll just say, Oh my god—it was much worse than that

[00:31:13.20] I could paint them brown. And | went into shock. | could paint them brown.

[00:31:24.35] And suddenly the world that | was brought up in—which was basically an all-
white world where red-headed children and green eyes and all of these things that left us
outside, invisible, unseen, unrecognized, unincluded, reclusive, in our little homes and
places to ourselves and protection—I said, My goodness, | could just change the whole world
on its head.

[00:31:55.15] And | started buying books and magazines and postcards and painting
everybody brown. Everybody became Brown. And | blurted it out one day, | just want to
make them all Mexican like me. Make them all Mexican. And suddenly, a whole body of work
came from this moment of understanding or intuition or discovery.

[00:32:26.34] | was in the same store, or another store just like it. And | found two little salt
and pepper shakers of the pilgrims: sweet little guy and girl, a girl and a boy with the little
hats and the little buckles. Everything appropriate.

[00:32:44.37] And | said, well, Who invited who to dinner anyway? Exactly who had the corn?
Who was the person who had the corn? Who had the squash? Who had the turkey? Who had



the fish? Who invited who to dinner anyhow? And so | painted them brown, and made the
pilgrims Brown too.

[00:33:01.34] And by the time it was over with, Marie Antoinette, Louis Auguste became
Brown. All the presidents became Brown. All the movie stars became Brown. All the
cartoons, Fred and Barney, became Brown. You know, Pinocchio became Brown. Superman
became Brown. The whole world. All of history was appropriated. | not only appropriated the
objects. | appropriated history. | appropriated culture. | appropriated power. | appropriated
access. And suddenly, the sociopolitical, sociocultural statement came out of something as
simple as a tube of brown paint. It was a very simple solution to a very—shockingly simple
solution—to a very complex question. And then | realized that that’s the best art object,
actually; it’s direct. It's just a very direct answer to a very complex question.

[00:34:02.76] And Make ‘Em All Mexican was awarded many solos. It had many solos unto
itself. | did the Greek gods and the Roman gods as well. | did Roman figurines. | started
buying figurines, buying magazines, buying anything | could find. And all of the sudden, |
could go on with this forever.

[00:34:25.69] And | had to be very careful because | went out and spent like $3,000 on
antiques. And | hired a crew of people in my house that came, and | had tables, and
everybody was painting everything brown. | became like a madwoman, the madwoman of
Chaillot. I was just on a mission.

[00:34:42.65] And | was placing them, again, on the very gaudy pedestals, and doing the
polychrome thing again, and doing this very strange assemblage stuff that was very
reminiscent, again, of Earth’s Altar. It was very reminiscent of Censored, very reminiscent of
the installation work | had been doing—all the work that we’ve gone through—the earrings,
everything from after the paintings. It just all begins to utilize the same series of formal and
informal approaches to making this work.

[00:35:17.78] And because it is socioculturally based, it allows me to really step out of
bounds, out of the contemporary art or the international art vernacular. I'm just totally
outside of it, using this very strange combination of objects to produce this statement about
the invisibility of Latinismo.

[00:35:40.51] And at the same time, | was doing research on, where are the Latinos?
Because | had been doing research on the sociosexual objects that I've been making. And
there’s a lot about media. | was doing research on media. And then | began doing research
on Latinismo, and where were we, and what was our strength, and what were our
weaknesses. And that leads into the next portfolio that we’ll talk about in our next time.

[00:36:04.01] But that is really the process of that one question. And if | were to make an
object from repurposed objects from my cultural point of view, what would that be?

[00:36:18.80] So of course, true to my cycle, | have now spent the last 12 years researching
brown and painting brown and finding new ways to use brown. I've actually politicized a
color. I've created my own color, a milk-chocolate brown, which seems to make people
happier. At the beginning | was using different shades of brown, darker and lighter and
medium-colored.

[00:36:45.83] A lot of the statuettes have different shades of brown. Some might look Afro-
Cuban. Some might look Indigenous. Some might look more European Latino. All different
shades, and it made people extremely uncomfortable in and out of my community. People
would become very uncomfortable with this.

[00:37:08.31] It’s difficult for people to talk about intermarriage, to talk about the mixture of
cultures, to talk about what happens to the darker nations or the darker girls like me, right?
What happens to the—how we ostracize each other. So | found that the sociopolitical
statement was not just about how non-Latinos felt about us, but also about how we feel
about ourselves.

[00:37:34.54] | actually said in public, The darker girls don’t find as good a marriage. The
lighter girls are given a chance to marry better, to find husbands who are professional.
They’'re given chances for education. The darker, shorter girl might end up staying at home,
taking care of the children because that's how she’s seen, taking care of her parents
because that’s how she’s seen.



[00:37:54.45] And I've had people in—and | had people in situations cry outright, just weep,
and talk personal stories about the color of their skin. So this work really became about what
I call the politics of color, class—color and class.

[00:38:09.54] And | moved into privilege recently, through my most recent body of work,
Brown Baroque. And we’re going to be talking about that as we go along, because there was
many steps into Brown Baroque.

[00:38:21.33] And interestingly enough, this was the beginning portfolio for the Brown work.
And since then there’s been—one, two, three, four—four portfolios that came together to
create the final installation, just like A Prayer for the Earth, where you had, earth-based
sculpture was one decade, and then a series of paintings was another decade, and then
finally the mandalic form at the center of the room brought it all together to create the
statement, just like HOPE, In the Midst of War, Death and Destruction was a series of
elements that all found their way to create a statement.

[00:38:58.33] I'm finding that this is a pattern for me, that | didn’t realize at first, that I'm
not only producing portfolios, but somehow or another the portfolios all come together over
a series of a question that leads me to bodies that can be put up in one installation
simultaneously to talk about a topic from multiple points of view, whether it's environmental
—in A Prayer for the Earth it was environmental.

[00:39:28.69] It was Indigenist—Indigenous. It was—there was painting and sculpture, which
implied different media.

[00:39:41.59] This is even more complicated than that. You can take Brown Baroque from a
political point of view or from an economic point of view—from recycling, repurposing—
environmental, once again.

[00:39:54.89] I'm very pleased with it. I'm very happy with the solution that | came up with
to Make ‘Em All Mexican. | was in the middle of painting The Electrics, and | had just gone
out and bought, | don’t know what, three dozen canvases. Because | had dedicated myself
for the next 12 years to do The Electrics—giant, electrified landscapes and bodies. | was
going to do full—what | called full-body electrics. And I'm back to that now. I'm doing full-
body electrics now, finally. | didn't leave it behind. | couldn’t.

[00:40:28.91] But when | found Make ‘Em All Mexican, and when | made Dick and Jane—and
Armando Durén was the first person to purchase one of the pieces from that. Again, my good
supporter and friend in the Durén family collection. He got—he purchased Dick and Jane
because he saw it as the cornerstone of the entire movement of this work.

[00:40:51.79] | just looked at it and said, | have to do this. | must do this. | don’t have a
choice. As | said, after, what, after 50 years—what turned out to be close to, what, 40 years
at that point—I had to make something that was indicative of my own experience as a
Chicanx, Latinx person. As complex as that is, as multi-layered as it is for a person like
myself who came to a cultural awareness at 25, | needed to make that.

[00:41:25.88] | needed to acknowledge that, and to acknowledge it with a full commitment
to a body of work that would bespeak it. Not from a point of view of what others might
expect it would look like, but from my own personal point of view and my own experiences.
This drive that my parents taught me to search for the image, to search for my career, to
search for my statement, to search for a reason to be an artist, a reason, something to say,
a meaning, something to offer, a contribution to make.

[00:42:00.98] And I'm very pleased that the work has gotten a lot of interest. My friends in
scholarship, my educator friends, and those individuals who are finally now—we have a very
beautiful community of writers and essayists, including yourself and my good friend Karen
Mary Dévalos, who wrote about the work. And | wanted to make a nod to Betty Ann Brown,
again, because she was the first person to write about my work.

[00:42:34.28] But many have an interest in this because of its complexity and because of the
final product, because of the process. And | think that it does share much of the complexity
of what it means to be a Latino in the United States today. And it tells a good story about our
invisibility, even though we are what | consider to be the backbone of American economy.

[00:42:58.53] 75 percent of all new jobs between now and 2034 will be filled by US Latinos



in the United States, because we are the workers. We know how to do things. We know how
to lay bricks and pour cement and fix cars, and we're very humble. It's a very humble
community of people who are hard workers and understand that.

[00:43:23.16] 33 percent of all women business owners in the United States are Latinas.
How many people know that? We're 44 percent of forestry and fishery. We're in the oceans.
We're in the forests. We were on the railroads. We helped to build the backbone of the
country.

[00:43:40.32] | mean, Mexican Americans, Indigenous people, they've been invisible for a
long time. Latinos and Indigenous people—many communities of color have suffered this
invisibility which does not acknowledge their part, their contribution. And so I'm really—I was
really pleased to finally find a body of work that brought humor—I mean, when you see
Bob’s Big Boy painted brown, and he’s called Muchachote, everybody just cracks up, right?
You know.

[00:44:13.16] And then you make things milk chocolate. People go, can | eat that? | go,
yeah. Brown’s delicious. Brown’s really good. It's dessert. It's addictive. It's sweet. It's really
good. It brings laughter and joy and a good conversation about the difficulties, sociopolitical,
sociocultural difficulties, that we share as a community, how we see ourselves, and how
other people see us.

[00:44:37.61] So here | am. | found it, and now I've spent 12 years on it. And we’ll talk about
the culmination of this work, what appears to be the culmination of this work, and where I'm
off to now. I'm off and back to antiwar and pixelated reality.

[00:45:04.49] LAURA AUGUSTA: Shall we pause there?
[00:45:06.11] LINDA VALLEJO: Sure. How'd | do?
[END OF TRACK aaa_vallej23 50f6_digvid_m.]

[00:00:02.31] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay. So my name is Laura Augusta. Today is Monday,
August 14, 2023.

[00:00:09.72] LINDA VALLEJO: Hello. My name is Linda Vallejo, and I'm very happy to be a
part of this interview, or continuing interview, here again.

[00:00:16.09] LAURA AUGUSTA: So welcome back. It's nice to see you again. | want to ask
you where you'd like to begin, what your thoughts are, as we move into this conversation
today.

[00:00:24.51] LINDA VALLEJO: You know, we’'ve spent several hours now, and you’'ve been so
very gracious to allow me to peruse my history, to discover myself in ways that I've never
been able to before. And to see the impact of my experiences on my process and practice
has been something that—a focus that no other interviewer has ever taken into account.

[00:00:56.80] Most of my interviews to date have been more about cultural awareness,
cultural impact, cultural involvement, without a lot of emphasis on how my cultural
experiences, political experiences, life experiences, historical experiences, parents, all these
things have influenced and been integral to my searching for the image in creating.

[00:01:30.66] | realized, after the many hours that we’ve spent now, that—and it's very
emotional for me—that my early experiences in traveling throughout the world, of course;
and my devastating experiences in youth in Montgomery, Alabama, at a very pinnacle part
of history, a moment in history, the Civil Rights movement and all the violence of that; my
involvement with folk music as a writer and a musician, becoming first involved in folk
music, in the folk music movement, the protest music movement; basically—and also my
experiences on the reservations with Native American Indigenous peoples, and the struggle
for ceremonial and Indigenous rights from the inside out, and my heartfelt love of that—have
truly created the series of works that | have dedicated my life to.

[00:02:45.46] And it's not as if I'm 30 and looking forward to multiple portfolios from here on
out. | basically have two portfolios left if I'm lucky, maybe three if | just am left alone to
paint. | found myself saying that all weekend. | just want to be left alone, and | just want to
paint. | just want to be left alone in my studio, and | just want to paint. That’s all | want.



[00:03:08.97] And it's devastating to see how little one can actually do in one lifetime. And
it's very important to understand that at an early point in one’s life so that you can make the
work that really means something to you, that is really integral to yourself as an individual,
that really bespeaks what you believe, what you hope for, whether it's from a cultural point
of view or from a formalist painter point of view or from a poetic point of view or political—
whatever it is that you choose—that signifies yourself and the mark that you will make, the
mark that you will make, however small, this minuscule, little tick-of-a-pen mark that you will
make on this history, the beauty of art.

[00:04:04.03] And it's the meaning of art to humanity. | mean, what would the planet be like
without art? My goodness, we'd be—there would be nothing but war. It would be nothing but
war. War and economy, that's all we would have.

[00:04:18.42] I've been made very little. | feel very small, very teeny. And | know that I've
tried hard to paint well, and that I've tried hard to investigate topics, and to understand
things, and to create objects that bespeak multiple layers of important information, or ideas,
or ideals. But it seems so little in comparison to some of the greatest artists of our times,
and of all past times.

[00:04:55.31] I'm very proud to be a part of this, obviously. It’s very important to me. And |
can only hope that I've done—I believe I've done my best.

[00:05:17.10] People say, Are you happy? And | go, | really don’t do happy. Happy is not
really a word | use. | always think of Happy Meals. You know, it’s very fleeting. Happiness is
just very—you have a nice meal at a nice restaurant. You know, it’'s really fleeting.

[00:05:34.91] | do joy and satisfaction. Those two words mean a lot more to me. Joy is
something that you carry with you. A real sense of joy in life. And satisfaction is hard to
come by. Satisfaction in life is, you know—when you’re satisfied with something, an image or
a new relationship or a product or something in your life, then you can really feel that, I'm
satisfied with that, it's as good as | can do, it's my best effort.

[00:06:11.02] You only hope that that’s how you feel when it’s no longer possible. And it
makes me feel, again, very small, very insignificant.

[00:06:24.43] But | battle ahead anyway, right? But you battle ahead anyhow—with the gifts
that are given to you, the opportunities that are given to you. | was made an artist at a very
young age, and I've made a pretty serious dedication to it. I'm married and a mother and a
grandmother; I've done those major commitments.

[00:06:46.90] But this interview and speaking with you, and going through the impact of
politics, the impact of Indigenous rights and spirituality, the impact of civil rights, the impact
of equality for humanity, regardless of color, creed, age, gender, orientation, all of these
things mean a great deal to me. And | knew that it had influenced my work, but | hadn’t
seen it in one fell swoop, one image, until our conversation.

[00:07:29.98] And it’s even been imbuing my dreams. It's coming up in my dreams now. And
I have a couple of portfolios that I'm working on right now, a painting portfolio and another
sculptural portfolio. And of course one is antiweapons. It's basically about the impotence of
war, the impotence of violence.

[00:07:51.56] And the other is about Al. And it goes right all the way back to A Complex
Man. It looks a lot like my very first portfolios coming out of Europe, where you have a
divided mind, not sure what it is, and putting itself together. That’'s what these portraits look
like.

[00:08:08.61] And the antiviolence work is sculptural and kind of funny, and poetic, and a
little weird. Kind of lets you in and then hits you over the head, kind of like a lot of the stuff
that | work on, a la Kara Walker, where you walk in and you go, Gee, how pretty—oh my god,
look what’s happening there.

[00:08:33.09] So | feel more focused because of our conversations. | feel like | really—wish |
had had an opportunity to have this conversation when | was in my 40s and could have just
seen it so clearly—to have really moved faster and ended up here faster, because | think
sculpture and combinations of works all together to create an environment is really
something that | feel a great affinity for.



[00:09:04.25] So thank you very much for the time you’ve spent talking to me, and thank
you to the institution for including me in the Oral History Program. | couldn’t be more
pleased and really appreciative of the opportunity to gain more insight into myself and into
my work and, of course, to share it with a larger audience, which I'm very, very proud about.
Thank you.

[00:09:28.08] LAURA AUGUSTA: Thank you, Linda. We were just talking before this recording
about privilege. And it's been a tremendous privilege to have access to these conversations,
to be talking with you and spending this time together. | feel like you’ve given me so much
in so many ways. And I'm really excited about this interview, not just in terms of its
summary of your work—your life and your work—but the ways in which it will impact other
scholarship, other artists, other futures. And | think that’s—you’ve been so open and so—so
generous with how you've approached this, it's been really beautiful. So—

[00:10:05.49] We got to—last time, we got to this body of work that sits under a large
umbrella. It's a body of 12 years at least of work under the umbrella of the Brown Baroque.
And you’'ve described this as your Brown intellectual property, your Brown intellectual
project, thinking about—really, | mean, it's a nice segue from the comment you just made,
which is that this body of work brings together the experiences, knowledge, and feelings of
your life in many ways and what it means to be Brown, what it means to think about
Brownness, what it means to not see Brownness in culture.

[00:10:42.07] So | have made a list of what is encompassed within that body of work, the
Brown Baroque, which you began, if I'm remembering correctly, in 2010.

[00:10:53.86] LINDA VALLEJO: That's correct.

[00:10:54.76] LAURA AUGUSTA: And | want to name these four large projects within that
umbrella project, and then I'd like us to move chronologically through them, and have you
describe them and talk to us about the genesis of each of those bodies, if that works for you.

[00:11:09.74] LINDA VALLEJO: Okay.

[00:11:10.63] LAURA AUGUSTA: So within Brown Baroque, we have Make ‘Em All Mexican,
followed by The Brown Dot Project, which includes several subcategories of work as well.
Then Cultural Enigma. And then Objects of Opulence, which also has the title of Brown
Baroque—is that correct?

[00:11:31.55] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, the exhibition is called Brown Baroque: Objects of
Opulence.

[00:11:33.89] LAURA AUGUSTA: Okay. Okay. Perfect. Perfect. Thank you for clarifying. So
let's start, if you are okay with this, with Make ‘Em All Mexican. And think we actually had
kind of led up to that in our last conversation.

[00:11:45.66] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, | think we did talk about the—we did go into the Dick
and Jane primer, and how | walked into the antique mall, and how | asked myself the
question, if | was to make objects from repurposed items or post-production images from a
cultural point of view, my cultural point of view, what would that look like?

[00:12:12.42] So | had no idea what | was looking for, no idea what the final product would
be. | just knew that | began looking. And it took about four years to be able to find it.

[00:12:23.91] | had spent what had amounted to 40 years in the Latino, Latinx, Chicano,
Chicanx, Indigenx, Indigena movements, starting with Self Help Graphics and my falling into
that understanding of my Chicanismo after really not functioning as a—I functioned as a
latina. | functioned as an espafiola—you know: de Espafia. But | did not function as a US
Latino or as a Mexican American other than the fact that | knew | was Mexican American. But
I'd never lived within a Mexican American community. I'd lived all over the United States in
everything but.

[00:13:06.77] And my family was Mexican and Mexican American. To me, they were just my
family. | didn't differentiate them from white families or Asian families or any of that. | didn't
find out that | was actually a person of color, a different color than white or Black, and that
meant something until | was a teenager in Alabama. And then when | came back for
graduate school and went into East LA to teach printmaking, | enjoyed myself a great deal. It



was quite a lot of beautiful interest.

[00:13:40.80] And | found Mexico, and | found the ceremonial sites of Mexico. | found—boy,
oh boy, did I find it. | loved it. Jiminy Christmas, it was like Egypt to me. It was like the
Romans and the Greeks, all of my love, you know, because | love ancient sites. And any
ancient site anywhere in the world would move me equally, but to find one that belonged to
me was, Oh, wow, this is wonderful, let’'s study this.

[00:14:08.04]1 And | spent many, many years collecting and studying books and all kinds of
good things. But | didn’t want to create images that were just—had already been produced
or had been repeated multiple times, or that had become the iconography of Chicanismo.

[00:14:23.92] | didn’t come from urban Chicanismo. | wasn’t born and bred in the barrio. So
to me, the idea of using those imagery was a lie. | did not live it. And to use it for myself, to
benefit from those images without the experience seemed inappropriate and an abuse.

[00:14:47.99] So when | found Indigena, | found that it was something—at that point, 1970s,
a lot of people weren’t doing Indigenous stuff. They were pretty much still in the urban
imagery of Chicanismo and the barrio, and in the cities, and in the murals. In the murals. And
| began all of that, what, 40 years plus, involved in getting to know what that meant.

[00:15:11.14] But it took all those years to find an image that | thought was appropriate for
me. And it came with this question: if | was going to make repurposed objects from my
cultural point of view—the first time | had ever asked myself that—from a Brown point of
view, what would that look like? Because it seemed like something that would be of interest
to larger institutions.

[00:15:34.06] And | love sculpture. | love to make sculpture. Any kind of sculpture. I'm crazy
about that three-dimensional object.

[00:15:41.95] And it seemed appropriate to me that it would take that amount of time to
figure it out. | had spent half of my life up until then not knowing anything about it. Then |
spent 40 years afterwards figuring it out. And | wanted it to come in a very natural and
organic way to me, and knowing or believing that that’s the only way that | was actually
going to find a unique image, something that was integral to myself, not that | was copying
or taking from others.

[00:16:14.60] Instead of appropriating from individual artists that | knew in the Chicano art
movement, | decided to appropriate everything that was from the Anglo-Saxon world—
history, culture, architecture, pop, pop image. | appropriated everything. That's how it
turned out.

[00:16:30.44] So again, | went to the—I was scouring antique malls, and looking for objects
to appropriate and to recycle and to reuse to create repurposed—images from repurposed
objects. And | found several objects that were from other cultures, several objects that were
not from my cultural point of view, and | began to make a series of objects from those, that
we talked about, with guys and gals, Thugs and Hoes, and Earth’s Altar.

[00:17:02.72] And then one day | walked into the antique mall and | found Dick and Jane
primer. And | probably yelled some explicative, some serious hippie-like explicative, and
said, | can paint them brown. It’s as simple as that. All | got to do is paint them brown, and
change their hair from red to black, from blonde to black, and all of a sudden I've made this
book about Brown people. And | even whited out the name, Dick and Jane. | just whited them
out so that people could see that it wasn’t Dick and Jane; it had to be Jaime, Lupe, and Linda,
and Josefina, and all these things.

[00:17:43.71] And | went crazy and | bought $3,000-worth of antiques, or semi-precious or
pricey antiques of all kinds, and began painting them all brown by painting their skin brown.
So you ended up with several hundred images of what—Louis Auguste and Marie Antoinette
became Brown. All the French Court became Brown. The Queen Mother became Brown. All
the presidents of the United States became Brown. Many movie stars in what—at the Brown
Oscars, with the help of UCLA and Chon Noriega and the Chicano Studies Research Center,
who encouraged me to do that during the Academy Awards to make a statement about
underrepresentation and access.

[00:18:39.80] All the cartoon characters—anything | could find in the antique mall that was



of a decent size, | was purchasing these items and making them Brown, and making the
whole world Brown. | just want to make a Mexican like me. | just want to make them Brown
just like me.

[00:18:57.16] And it was the beginning of the conversation of the politics of color and class.
You end up with women all dressed in beautiful finery.

[00:19:06.41] You go to the stores where they have the quinceafiera decorations, and you
look at the dolls that they place on top of the cakes, and they're all very light-skinned. So |
bought a lot of those and made them Brown as well. So you have these beautiful debutantes
and these fabulous dresses, and they're dark like me, or even darker.

[00:19:25.15] And at that time | was doing multiple shades of brown—to include all Brown,
from the very light Brown to the Afro-Cuban Brown. Brown. And | would get some pretty
amazing statements out of audiences regarding these different shades. Conversations about
access to education based on the color of your skin, the lightness of you skin, from within the
Latino community.

[00:19:54.80] Access to good marriages—based on whether you’re a girl with light skin or a
girl with dark skin. | had a Latin American woman look at me straight in the eye and say,
Why you got to make them so dark? And | was looking at a woman who was pretty dark, at
least as dark as | am.

[00:20:13.94] And so some of the conversations came out that were very—there was a lot of
trauma. There’s a lot of trauma in all communities, but especially in communities of color in
the United States today. And that’s what | study.

[00:20:29.56] And the conversations got pretty heated, even though, when you look at Fred
and Barney, you know, Fred Flintstone and Barney Rubble, you have to chuckle. My mother
used to bring me things and say, Paint this brown. Paint this brown. And she’'d be laughing,
Oh, I got this for you—paint this brown, ha ha ha, paint this brown.

[00:20:44.50] People just thought it was—you either thought it was hyperpolitical, or you
thought it was hilarious, or they became portals into personal stories.

[00:20:55.21] One collector—very heartfelt story, because | had gotten George Washington,
George and Martha Washington, the little porcelain doll heads with the porcelain hands and
the cloth bodies. And my seamstress, Gloria Newton, had made beautiful doll clothes for
them. Beautiful, beautiful clothes. We worked very hard on researching the appropriate style
of clothing.

[00:21:18.67] And when | showed these pieces to a very dear friend of mine, he related the
story about his mother was a seamstress in a very large factory setting, and how she used to
make clothing for him and his sisters with the leftover pieces of material at the end of the
day. And had a tear to shed from this very simple idea of painting George and Martha with
brown skin, and offering the world a look at what a world would be like if access and equity
were a part of our everyday lives, where leadership had representation, and all races and
creeds and colors were represented.

[00:22:04.70] | mean, isn’t this the American dream? Isn’t this what Martin Luther King was
fighting for? Isn’t this what César Chavez was fighting for? | mean, isn’t this what great
American leaders have been fighting for, that we could actually become the America that we
dream of? | don’t know if it's possible anymore. I'm not sure if it's possible. | know we want
it, but there doesn’t seem to be safety in it. It seems to be a pretty dangerous place to go,
for a lot of people.

[00:22:30.05] So | produced a whole bunch of Make ‘Em All Mexican. it was a lot. And | think
Make ‘Em All Mexican ended up having, oh, at least a-half-a-dozen solo exhibitions around
the nation. And a lot of people wrote about it.

[00:22:42.13] And | got in The New York Times, and Art News, and LA Times, and several of
the magazines. | was on the cover due to my very good friend Tulsa Kenny, who was the
editor at the time. She’s the owner, at this point, of Artillery Magazine in Los Angeles. She
put Fred and Barney on the front cover.

[00:23:01.24] So | had a lot of funny stories, and | used to use humor. | mean, it uses humor



to get people to talk about these very, very delicate issues. There was laughter. There was
anger. There was tears. There was a lot of direct questioning.

[00:23:17.09] And one time | was asked, Do you want to be white? Just like that, in public, on
tape. And | said, Yes, | do. | want their power. | want their money. | want their access. | want
it all. | want that too. | want that for my kids. | want that for your kids. And don’t tell me you
don’t want it. Don't tell me you don’t want it. That’'s what we're here for—is to be able to
have access to anything that we can work for and obtain for ourselves.

[00:23:48.48] So then, well, you know, I'm painting on these little figurines and larger
statues, and bigger statues where I'm using car paint to paint the whole thing in milk
chocolate. You can see one of the figures back here, Michelangelo’s David. They're
everywhere, believe me. My storage unit is [laughs] filled to the brim with these figures. |
figure I'll be like the Egyptians; they’ll just bury me in my storage unit with all my stuff, you
know? My husband and my cats can come along with me.

[00:24:22.89] And | had it—I started doing research on data and statistics as we had
discussed during our last conversation. | had been researching pornography because | was
doing Thugs and Hoes, and | had been looking up data. | mean, your phone’s right with you,
you can look up data very easily. It isn’t like you have to go to a library or something; you
just type in a question. Even more so now, right? So | began researching data on Latinos and
trying to find out more about our inclusion in the professions: what professions were we in,
what was our health like, what was our education level like? Where did we live? How did we
live? Were we married?

[00:25:10.17] | found out that a third of US Latino immigrants have been in the United States
for 10 years or more. A third of us are third generation or better. | mean, we’re not just, you
know, transients. We're not transients; we've actually been here for quite some time. |
mean, if | knew my great grandparents in Los Angeles—and when | was born in 1951, | had
many, many relatives living in Los Angeles that came to California in the early 1900s—the
early 20th century. We’ve been here a long time.

[00:25:54.09] So | found a lot of very interesting data about us, and started spouting the
data because | found it very interesting. It seemed to counter a lot of urban myth. And | had
been seeing some work that was minimalist. Of course, there’s minimalist work everywhere,
all different types of minimalist work. And Latin American, South American, Mexican artists
and their minimalist work as well. And of course, European. It's everywhere. And have been
creating this very gaudy Make ‘Em All Mexican work. It was back to that polychrome stuff. It
was just really gaudy.

[00:26:32.82] And | thought, | wonder what would happen if | was a minimalist? Maybe if |
could be a minimalist | could get away from this. And all | had was the data and a brown dot.
I don’t know why | had a brown dot, | just had a brown dot. And | was just focusing my head
on that: | wonder if | could put together data and this brown dot. | wonder what that would
look like. | saw patterns, | tried patterns.

[00:27:03.94] In the meantime, I'm making all this Make ‘Em All Mexican stuff. And I'm still
painting on little things. And one day | walked into the art store—because that’s where | get
most of my ideas is in the art store—and | saw architectural grid paper, gridded vellum. You
find them in pads and on rolls. And it dawned on me immediately that | could place the dots
on the squares to signify data. Just like that. It was like a light bulb. Just like a light bulb in
the store.

[00:27:40.76] | thought, Oh my goodness. | could place dots within these little squares
numerically to signify data. So that if you had a piece of architectural grid paper with 1,000
squares on it, and you wanted to represent the data that 30 percent of the United States will
be Latino in 2050, then out of the 1,000 dots—out of the 1,000 squares, 300 would be
dotted.

[00:28:10.09] All it is basically a multiplication. That’s all it is. | kept telling people, This is
not calculus, this is not algebra. This is not anything that you can’t understand. It's basically
addition and multiplication. Very simple. And Charles Gaines—saw Charles Gaines in New
York at the Harlem Museum, and he had some very beautifully gridded objects with numbers
on them, large trees, which really were beautiful, gorgeous objects.

[00:28:40.92] And the dotted patterns that | had come up with ended up looking a great deal



like aerial views of architecture—the underpinnings of the mothership in any science-fiction
movie that you want to talk about. They looked like weavings from Central America, South
America, Mexico. They looked like sand paintings out of—the Tibetan sand paintings. They
looked like—any number of geometric formulas, all the gridded work. And Charles, of course,
comes to mind.

[00:29:24.10] And | began with eight-by-eight-inch gridded vellum, and went to 24-by-24-
inch, to 48-by-48-inch, and all the way to 36-by-72—where | did full bodies, where |
transferred photographs and dotted the photograph to signify data.

[00:29:52.78] The data is endless. | use Statista. The Pew Charitable Trust has a Latino
Research Project that's incredible. And it really helps to aggregate lots of data that comes
out of the United States government.

[00:30:08.41] | did the Department of Agriculture, the Disease Control, everything. | went
through everything as much as | could—the Census, of course. And so | studied and collected
a great deal of data.

[00:30:21.07] And what | told everyone about the data—I mean, you can imagine, some of
them were these—some images were abstracted, or grid-based abstractions, or patterns—
these patterns. Some were like objects. | did a whole series on workforce. And as an
example, the artist was an easel—a dotted easel which represented the fact that 9.1 percent
of all American artists are Latinos.

[00:30:51.80] We only have four point—this is in 2015. In 2015, we had 5.6 percent lawyers,
and 4 percent of doctors and surgeons—physicians and surgeons. We’'re really small. At that
point we were 17 percent of the population, and yet our numbers in the professions did not
show parity. The only place we showed parity was in the military, which was an interesting
story.

[00:31:19.38] | was at MACLA in San Jose, and—with a show, they showed some of The
Brown Dot Project there. And | said, Well, we're only 17 percent of the military. And a Latin
American woman stood next to me and said, Oh, that can’t be possible; they’'re always
taking our boys from high school. | said, Well, let’s look it up. So we pulled out our phone
and looked it up. And sure enough, it was 17 percent. She goes, It's only 17 percent? | said,
Yeah, so it's an urban myth. It's important for us to know who we are really. And it's
important for other people to know who we are really, and not to listen to media or the news
because they’re not always right.

[00:31:53.10] Let’s look up—I really enjoy the Pew Charitable Trust and Statista. They're
very fine fact-checking institutions that have dedicated a lot of resources and knowledge to
profiling us, the Latinos, and many other topics—many, many other topics. But the Pew
Charitable Trust Latino Initiative is amazing. It's just amazing what you can find out. So |
don’t know how many there are. There’s many. | did a whole portfolio of those.

[00:32:24.76] | must have spent, | don’t know what, two years, just doing The Brown Dot
Project. The Brown Dot Project became morphed—I call it morphing. This is one of my
technical phrases about how | move from one type of image into the next. | morphed into
Memories of Mexico, which—basically I've been collecting Mexican postcards. As | was
looking through the antique malls for imagery, | found a couple of Mexican postcards.

[00:32:53.99] And | was really dismayed at first, because many of the postcards from the
1950s and ‘60s—'30s, ‘40s, ‘50s, and ‘60s—were the poorest of the poor of Mexico. Always
the tattered, old gentleman on the corner with the jarras—selling jarritas or—the very poor of
the poor, just showing the devastation, which nobody really seemed to understand what that
meant. Rather, they would read it that we weren’t capable of anything—They’re not really
capable of anything, so they're poor—

[00:33:24.32] and rather than thinking about the devastation—the devastation of, what,
politics—and lack of access and the lack of access to education and all these great things.

[00:33:39.12] And so | began looking for postcards that really showed families together. |
mean, many of them are—they're not poor, but basically they’re rural families together.
Thatched homes—but, you know, in the greenery, in the jungles with the white clothing.
Very beautiful.



[00:34:00.83] And the women of Jalisco with the fabulous dresses and everything together. |
have a few of those.

[00:34:08.60] And | would lay a grid on top of the postcard, | would hand-draw my own grid.
And then, using whitewash, | would white them out to certain extents, creating sort of this
popping pattern around that would, again, signify data.

[00:34:29.95] So we're basically close to half in service industry, farming, forestry,
hospitality, restaurants, hotels. Everyone knows these things. Well, we're half. In Los
Angeles—I'm sure that in Texas—and in, what, Florida certainly—if you go to the back room
of any restaurant or hotel, you're going to find a great deal of Latinos that basically are the
workforce that keeps the machine moving.

[00:35:08.12] And so | made memories of Mexico, and | also did the adobes. | studied the
adobes of Southern California, created my own photographic imagery, appropriated the
imagery from the internet. I'm always taking imagery. Change them into a golden color, and
laid grids on top of those. And then, once again began doing a series of data pieces on
DACA.

[00:35:35.40] So | had a lot of fun researching data and creating grid-based works called The
Brown Dot Project.

[00:35:44.21] And that in the end morphed into Datos Sagrados, which has become, | think
—The Brown Dot Project and Datos Sagrados have become the most written about bodies of
work in this particular Brown—what | call my Brown intellectual property, my Brown work.

[00:36:03.71] There didn’t seem to be any end to this, which was what really fascinated me.

[00:36:09.45] | had really been collecting a lot of thoughts and ideas and feelings and

imagery and understanding and information about Brownness, about my Brownness, about
the community of Brownness, about the meaning of Brownness, all these things, because it
didn’t stop. | mean, what is it now—2010, today it's 2023—I've been doing this for 13 years.

[00:36:30.86] And | could continue doing more, but | have so much Brown work that I'm at
the point now where I'm thinking, Well, if it explodes a little bit here, then maybe I'll bring
out another idea or two that | have. But it just goes on and on and on. One thing just—it just
morphs into something else.

[00:36:50.04] So Datos Sagrados is also data-based. But | went into the art store. | love
paper. First and foremost, | love paper. Printmakers love paper. And | found circular paper
from India, Punjab Paper. And | thought, Oh my goodness—explicative again, because,
really, | have a mouth like a truck driver. Most artists do, they just don’t admit it, and they're
not going to use it in an interview that is going to go down in history.

[00:37:22.55] | said | could plot data in a circular formula. And Shana Dambrot, who actually
wrote—she’s the arts editor for LA Weekly today—actually helped me with the title. She
goes, It should be a Spanish title. And because it’s circular, it really is—it's based on a lot of
really beautiful circular ceremonial ideas from all over the world, not just Brown.

[00:37:48.29] So | started plotting data on a circular form, Datos Sagrados. And | draw
mandalic form by hand on this piece of paper, which is a trick in itself. And then | count the
number of spaces once again, multiply it by the data that | wish to represent, and then paint
the appropriate number of spaces brown to signify that data.

[00:38:19.50] And the beautiful mosaic, the stone mosaic, Michelangelo’s mosaic in the
Vatican with the swirling colors, a swirling pattern, they look very much like that. They—
they’re very simplistic. | find that the most important of it is very simplistic. | mean, it's just
brown dots on an architectural grid paper. Just talking about a brown dot.

[00:38:49.28] We're talking about a Q-tip with brown paint on a pre-made ceramic object.
We're talking about simply drawing this mandalic form and painting it in with the gouache—
once again, me and my controlling—I love to control gouache—and the data being the
central aspect of—the final image is the data that it represents. But very, very simplistic, in
the sense that they're just direct, very direct.

[00:39:19.40] So The Brown Dot Project went on and on and on. I’'m sure | could make many



more Brown Dot Project ideas in terms of how to exemplify data. And it’s kind of interesting
—because they're not graphs. They're not pie charts, necessarily. They’re not the kind of
sequential things that you see on the money market show, all these things like this. But they
actually—they’re pictographs. That's what | call them, pictographs, because they actually
come in the form of images sometimes, even faces and bodies and everything else.

[00:39:55.84] People find them very interesting, a different way to show data, different way
to share information. And | have really meaningful conversations with viewers about
Latinismo because the data that | come up with is not aggregated into Mexican American,
Puerto Rican, Cuban, Spanish, South American, Central American, right? It’s all Latinos in the
United States. A few things are aggregated down into the various subgroups.

[00:40:24.83] But in this way, it kind of unites Latinismo across, in the United States, which |
really like a lot.

[00:40:30.02] And we’'re one of the few countries in the world that I've found that actually
collects and aggregates data on the Latino population. If you look for this kind of data out of
South America, you're not going to find it. If you look for this kind of data out of Mexico,
you're not going to find it. You're not going to find this level of data.

[00:40:47.25] So it's a very beautiful thing to be able to study. If the US Latino population
was a country, we'd be the fifth largest country in the world, according to gross national
product. We spend more money—there’s only four other countries in the world that spend as
much money as the US Latinos do, make and spend. This is important: make and spend.

[00:41:11.73] So we are a force. We just have to realize or understand how to step outside of
the shell that has been given to us and realize what we are capable of. Intelligence, genius,
creativity, ability comes in all races, creeds and colors. It really doesn’t belong to just one
nation. It belongs to all nations and—just waiting.

[00:41:37.97] And | wish that our trauma as subjugated peoples could be lifted. | wish that it
could be lifted. Maybe the work and the data would help begin the conversation, begin the
conversation, about what our gifts are and what we have to offer. So then | thought to
myself, Well, | miss painting. [Laughs.] | really miss painting and drawing.

[00:42:11.73] And the Brown continued. People would ask me, so What are you doing next,
Linda? What are you doing next? Na na na na na na, what are you doing next? | said, "I'm
keeping it Brown." That was my joke, I'm keeping it Brown. | actually had a show, Keepin’ it
Brown, for the PST: LA, with bG Gallery and my good friend Om Bleicher. Um—keeping it
Brown.

[00:42:36.38] And so | decided to delve into symbol and to create some abstracted works,
brown abstracted works. And | went through books that had architecture from all over the
world. And | found basic symbols that are repeated in ancient architecture, even today—
very simple things. And | would brush gouache across pages large and small to create this
bleed, like a silkscreen bleed actually. And then | would paint the symbols on top of that or
below it in different areas of it.

[00:43:23.59] And they symbolize many different things, mostly the cardinal organic—earth,
water, fire, and air—and the openings. A lot of them are openings from different cultures
throughout the world. And | wouldn’t say what they were. | wouldn't tell the viewer what
they were. | would just say, This is cultural enigma.

[00:43:55.97] How much symbolism do you wear? Do you ever wear an insignia? And my
audience would be there, and I'd say, Who has any insignia on today? And maybe one
person out of a crew of 20 would have an insignia, some symbol of their culture, of their
religious base, of their interests, something, anything. It was generally nothing, even
amongst a total Latino crew or not.

[00:44:19.06] And I'd say, Well, I'm just worried that the Nike check is becoming the symbol
of the 21st century. This is our insignia—is a corporate insignia. We no longer wear things
that are indicative of our beliefs or our ideals or our understandings of the world. So what is
this symbol look like to you? If this symbol meant something, what would you think it
means?

[00:44:43.40] And people would be flummoxed. And these are symbols that are really widely



used amongst, what, any culture you want to talk about find these symbols—and if they are
connected in artworks or in architecture as being connected to thousands of years back, at
least hundreds of years back

[00:45:03.87] | had a really wonderful Indigenous gentleman, Chicano Indigena, come into
the gallery one day with his two daughters—they all got dressed up to come to my show—
because | would go in the gallery and hang out and talk to people. | love talking about the
work. I love having conversations about this with the people who see the imagery.

[00:45:24.73] And he was looking at Cultural Enigma, and—he could see the layout of the
stars, so he could see all the numerology included in them—and was interpreting the pieces.
| mean, he understood them exactly, what they were about, what they were saying. And was
teaching his little girls about what these—he was really attracted to Cultural Enigma,
because it really was about symbolism, about cultural symbolism, about connection to the
four cardinal points, the four cardinal elements, the universe, the stars and the planets, the
solar system, our connection to the Earth.

[00:46:09.37] So | got a chance to bring a little bit of my understanding and my love of
Indigena, once again after doing the fantastic realism landscapes, back into these pieces.
And | got a lot of coverage on Cultural Enigma, as well. And | would really like to expand that
portfolio because | think it really does have something to say, in terms of returning to an
understanding that would bring us a little more meaning in our lives.

[00:46:36.54] Obviously, machines aren’t doing the trick. As much as we watch, as much as
we scan, as much as we scroll, people are suffering from depression and loneliness. And
suicides in youth are mounting. We’'ve heard it all on the news. And why is this that there's
so much information, and yet people feel empty? What is that?

[00:46:56.92] | think the answer is that the information does not have body, does not have—
it’s not filled with anything in particular that would make someone feel that they had a point
of view or a focus in their life. It’s always about someone else rather than the interior of your
own soul and what you believe and what you’re looking for.

[00:47:15.55] And then finally, Cultural Enigma—I took it a little bit further, the idea of
insignia or lack of insignia thereof. And | appropriated portraits completed by David Hockney,
Philip Pearlstein, and Alice Neel as examples. | went online, appropriated portraits, replicated
the portraits in blue, blue pencil, two different shades of blue pencil and very beautiful—
back to the Punjab handmade papers. Drawings, very fine little drawings of these portraits—
drawing the blue line from the architectural grid paper.

[00:48:05.10] You'll see this blue carried all the way through. | make a moment from The
Brown Dot Project all the way out because | found that blue. And some of The Brown Dot
Project actually has blue portraits that | took from the internet, that | appropriated.

[00:48:23.29] And people say, Why do you use that blue? And | said, Well, it reminds me of
the Sea of Cortez—you know, that color of water next to the coast. It's that very, very
beautiful color. | saw lots of beautiful eagles down there one time when we took a trip. It was
really beautiful. | love that color.

[00:48:41.20] And it happened to be the color that was on the architectural grid paper. And
so | drew these portraits with these colors of blue, very fine little lines, And, really, | did my
very best. | was very pleased with the return to discovering my skills and expanding my
skills. And then | painted the skin very beautiful shades of brown. And, once again, in
gouache, which had to be controlled. And—very beautiful portraits, but, once again, there is
no insignia.

[00:49:12.59] One gentleman that | did, that | think is a Hockney drawing, he’s basically in a
baseball jacket. No one has any insignia on him at all, no insignia at all. It's basically modern
portraits of people in clothing that you might find somebody wearing on television.

[00:49:35.20] And here we are again. Are we Brown without any insignia? Do we have no
connection to a cultural understanding or awareness? Is culture important? Are cultural
symbols important? Do they add value to our life? Do they give meaning to our daily lives?

[00:50:02.88] Is culture truly an integral part of—a sophisticated society, a complete
society? If we have psychology and we have mathematics and we have medicine and we



have history, do we also have culture? Which is a word that is usually lost in conversations.
What do you mean, culture? What does that mean? Yeah, | watch TV. You mean culture,
right? | watch TV. Yeah, my favorite show is—

[00:50:31.36] But I'm talking more about a historical understanding of culture and how that
brings meaning to the sense, in this case, of Brownness. And one of my most cherished
memories and aspects of my life has been a really strong understanding of myself as a red
person, as an Indigena person, as someone of this land for many, many, many hundreds of
years, thousands of years.

[00:51:01.43] And my heart goes out to Indigenous people all over the world. And | can see
the losses. | can feel the losses. And so this really gave me an opportunity to begin talking
about these conversations. But of course, when | talk to the viewer, | don’t often talk about
my particular experiences. | ask them to share more or less their experiences of culture.

[00:51:22.58] And sure enough someone would say, Well, yes, my mom gave me this really
beautiful piece. And | say, Oh, well, you should wear it—to remind you of your mom if
nothing else—at least you could have that insignia with you.

[00:51:34.25] | wear jewelry often, and I'll say, Well, this is my aunt, and this is my mother,
and my dad gave me this one, and my husband bought me this one. And so | wear my family
in the jewelry that | wear when | go out as a protection, to be with my familia no matter
what.

[00:51:51.24] So all of these objects—Make ‘Em All Mexican, The Brown Dot Project and all
of its little subcategories, the data pictographs and Cultural Enigma—were sitting out unto
themselves in little vitrines and on the wall in groupings at the Brown Belongings exhibition.
My colleague Aaron Curtis curated a very wonderful show for me. And | got to see everything
up at once at LA Plaza de Cultura y Artes.

[00:52:27.79] And | looked at the room and | thought, Oh, all of this can go together really
easy. | like the way it flows into each other. | like the way that the conversation kind of melds
from one to the other. It makes sense, | like that. And of course, you had the furniture, in this
case is vitrines and pedestals and white pedestals, white vitrines, you know, all this museum
furniture.

[00:52:57.04] And—I was at the store [laughs] again. | really became addicted with going to
antique malls. | had to put a stop to it at one point. | just—No, you can’t go in there. You
cannot go in there anymore.

[00:53:20.46] And | was in one in Arizona, probably visiting my son Paul and his wife, Nicole.
And | saw some furniture, antique furniture. I'm sure what it was was a table—because
George Lawson in Los Angeles, when he had shown Make ‘Em All Mexican, he had used
some of the antique furniture from my house. He said, These are more fun to put them on.
So we used that.

[00:53:43.69] And | think that was the seed of this idea that it doesn’t need to go on
specifically white-box presentation. And | began—of course, when you go to antique malls,
what you see is Victorian furniture. Now, this is very interesting, because basically you're
looking at Americana.

[00:54:02.65] Okay. You go into an antique mall, and what you’re looking at is Americana. In
all of its finery and glory—what you’re seeing is your grandmother and your great
grandmother’s stuff. If you're lucky enough, you might see your great grandmother’s stuff.
You're really looking at, what, late-19th century, if you go into really good stores, right? Even
mid-19th century. And the farther back you go, the more expensive the object becomes.

[00:54:29.58] | became very knowledgeable about Victorian antiques—and perused a lot of
Victorian antiques and purchased a lot of Victorian antiques and knew good replicas of
Victorian antiques as well. | could tell what things were. | even studied makers and
manufacturers in the United States. Ended up studying about Victorianism and Queen
Victoria. Ended up studying about Victorianism in the United States and evangelical
Christianity and all of how that all built around the Civil War and slavery and how it all
empowered an attitude towards Native Americans in the United States and the Chinese—
very interesting political time.



[00:55:20.21] And the furniture became a symbol of all these things—of privilege. | began to
understand that—my grandmother collected it—that the Indians, of India, replicated it
because of the Victorian age in India, and that the world saw Victorian furniture and the
trappings of the Victorian age as the symbol of wealth.

[00:55:48.65] | mean, the Victorian age in the United States is when the Carnegies and the
Mellons and the Gettys—you know, the very biggest families of all—built their fortunes, when
the railroads were built, when the steel industry was there, when the coal industry pretty
much buried the Irish—no pun intended. And people really wanted Victorian objects because
it was a symbol of wealth.

[00:56:16.95] And | have a girlfriend who's—several of her pieces she gave to me, they were
her mother’s. Because her mother insisted on having the true Victorian parlor and all of the
objects in a Victorian parlor.

[00:56:31.81] I've been studying the Victorian age and evangelical Christianity and how they
melded together and the mores, the traditions of the Victorian age of the United States, their
political views, their views on sexuality, their views on feminism. It's all pretty amazing
history—the beginning of the United States, all of these things.

[00:56:58.73] So there | am again, studying, researching data, reading books, finding stories,
reading the authors. That’'s why | was saying Edith Wharton. | read several of her books. And
| started watching, listening to the books of all the great movies that we watch now—A Room
with a View, all of these things—just to understand more about the Victorian aesthetic.

[00:57:24.92] So | bought myself a spray gun, a giant spray gun like they use on cars.
[Laughs.] It's ridiculous, right? I've got the goggles on and the apron, and I'm outside. I'm not
in here, I'm outside.

[00:57:38.56] And | got the sawhorses up, and I've just got this big gun, and I'm spraying this
milk-chocolate brown. Because finally | found the color that was least egregious. | designed
the color myself. | had to make it. | couldn’t find it. And | had gallons of it made once | found
it, and began buying Victorian furniture.

[00:58:05.39] | think part of the process towards this was also, | had the idea—it morphed
again into 3D data pictographs. Rather than doing data pictographs that were just 2D on
paper, | decided to put mandalic form on sculpture. And so | had some pieces where data
pictographs were like tattoos on Make ‘Em All Mexican objects. All of a sudden, they had a
tattoo that signified the fact that—oh, | don’'t know, any number of things about US Latino
information.

[00:58:43.62] And then | made a Coca-Cola bottle. | found a Coca-Cola bottle, really large
one, that | painted this milk-chocolate brown. | said to myself, Well, I'm going to say that the
bottle signifies 100 percent. So if | put 75 milk-chocolate-painted balls inside the bottle,
which represents 100 percent, then that says that this is a data sculpture that signifies the
data that 75 percent of all new jobs between 2020 and 2034 will be filled by US Latinos—
amazing data.

[00:59:26.08] And | painted the bottle milk-chocolate brown and put Mexican little designs
all over it. And so it was really fun and funny. So | was making the 3D sculpture and started
painting furniture and upholstering chairs with data pictographs, mandalic. Datos Sagrados
ended up on the furniture.

[00:59:52.06] And the last thing that was added was a brown polka-dot wall and a brown
polka-dot floor that brought forward The Brown Dot Project into a full environment with
polka-dot walls, milk-chocolate brown floors, Victorian chairs and tables and objects, all
kinds of Victorian and Pop objects. Make ‘Em All Mexican stuff mixed with real Victorian
things that | destroyed to create environments, installations that | first presented at
Bermudez Projects in Los Angeles. And now coming up is going to be my secondhand
installation of this work at CSU San Bernardino Fullerton Museum—Robert and Frances
Fullerton Museum—with an essay written by my esteemed colleague Laura Augusta.

[01:01:00.15] It’s bizarre stuff. It's really messed up. | don’t use the word messed up, | use
the f-word. If | look at it, and | say, God, that's really messed up, then | know that I'm on
track. It's incongruous. It's not really a historical environment. | consider it more of a
futuristic environment. It's future, not past.



[01:01:28.99] | always tell people what it reminds me of is the last scenes of 2001: A Space
Odyssey, where the guy’s in that room all by himself with that Rococo bed and the Grecian
statues, everything’s super clean and it’s all that green and grays—it’s like, green and grays,
it's really interesting colors—I've always wanted to make that milk-chocolate brown.

[01:01:51.46] But it has that kind of feeling. You’'re not really sure where you're at. Someone
said that it could be like a set for a movie, a science fiction film. And | said, Yes, that's it;
now you're getting it. Now you're getting it.

[01:02:07.09] And it’s covered in US data. There's objects everywhere that have some kind
of information. So it’s an information set. But it’s not like anything that you've ever really
seen before. That's what | really like about it too. I've never seen anything like it.

[01:02:25.54] And it's very rich. It's gaudy again—oh my goodness, it's gaudy again. And it's
funny. It's informative. You find people, just looking very closely at objects—you know,
they’re very, very closely looking at objects. And I'm very excited to see this new iteration of
it that'll have a nice scenario, two scenarios and a lot of Datos Sagrados objects and a lot of
3D Objects of Opulence.

[01:02:59.20] So this is where I've ended, in this particular 12 years of process between
2010 and 2013, has been in this Brown Baroque: Objects of Opulence installation work,
which is, at this point, the end-result of my Brown intellectual property, which incorporates
information—the politicization of the color brown, the culturalization of the color brown.

[01:03:40.11] There’s a lot of symbol in it. There’s history in it. The economics are a part of
it. I'm going to be very excited to see what people actually say about it once it’s seen. You
never really know what something is until you actually present it. At least | don't.

[01:03:58.92] It’s like a painting. You don’t really know what the painting is going to be until
you finished it. There’s no way to know. It has to be made. In this case, if you could imagine
producing a whole series of sculpture and paintings that you didn’'t even know belonged
together that would actually be presented together—I had no idea. | had no idea where it
was going. | was just following this need that | had to speak about this major aspect of my
life and my study.

[01:04:35.28] One critic that I'm close to just said—because this is a very difficult sell. The
Brown concept is a difficult sell in the United States. | say, Brown isn’t sexy yet. It's going to
be sexy, but it's not sexy yet. If it is sexy, it’s usually a guy, not a girl. But that’s changing a
little bit too.

[01:04:58.01] And he asked me, Why are you doing this? Why are you making so much of
this stuff? Why are you doing this? | said, | have to. | have to. | could not turn away from this.

[01:05:06.99] How could | dedicate so much of my life to this part of my being, my
understanding of the world and myself and not create an object around it? That would be so
—antiself. How could | complete myself as a human being if | dedicated so much to this and
didn’t make the object that exemplifies it? | had to do it. | had to.

[01:05:34.12] | didn’t know it was going to morph into so much. | didn’'t understand that
either. But then, if | look back at myself, | take about 12 years to finish out a portfolio. It
takes me about 12 years to do it. | tend to do 10-to-12-year cycles on one idea before | feel
that I've really accomplished what | wanted to say.

[01:06:02.12] LAURA AUGUSTA: You want to pause there?
[01:06:03.83] LINDA VALLEJO: Sure.

[01:06:06.73] LAURA AUGUSTA: Resume recording. All right, so we’ve been talking about the
Brown Baroque work. And | want to ask you some questions that come out of what we’ve
been talking about. But if you want to take them to different bodies of work, that’s fine.

[01:06:22.33] So I'm kind of thinking of these questions as being about your work more
broadly. And when we think full circle, when we go back to this circular image of all of the
things that we’ve talked about—there might be moments that are not part of Brown Baroque
that the question might land, might be more interesting to you to reflect on. So take it as
you like in terms of what work we're thinking about.



[01:06:47.53] When you started talking about Make ‘Em All Mexican, you talked about the
role of appropriation in that body of work, and so deciding what you would appropriate and
what you would not appropriate, what objects you would take or find and paint over, and
what types of things you would not take and find and paint over. And I'm curious about
appropriation just as a strategy in general for you, what it means for you to appropriate
something.

[01:07:17.43] And as you were talking, | was thinking a lot about power and how
appropriation is really, in my mind—and I'd like you to tell me what your thoughts are about
this. But in my mind, appropriation is a response to or a taking of power. And I'm just curious
about how you think about that as a tool in your work.

[01:07:43.39] LINDA VALLEJO: Several things come to mind. Number one, for whatever
reason, | ended up in American antique malls for appropriation. And | also ended up on the
internet for flat imagery, or two-dimensional imagery—photographs mostly.

[01:08:17.58] If you think about appropriating—I also appropriated great works of art and
some of the pieces, some of the classical works of art, and also some Andy Warhol—and
some of the great mega companies, Disney in particular.

[01:08:43.81] But when you think about appropriation—you think about, say, large stores or
department stores or grocery stores or CVS, the five and dimes, whatever you think of—
you're looking at product, useful product objects, which | never was able to consolidate an
idea out of, although I tried. When | went on to the internet to purchase objects to repurpose
and to make other things out of, the cultures that | saw represented were Greek, Roman,
and Egyptian—reproductions, replicas. If you go online now and just type in—you know,
ancient object—today there is a little bit more, but not much.

[01:10:05.73] When | went into antique malls and looked for Latin American objects, | found
nothing. | found almost nothing. | collected everything that | found and did not appropriate
it, but | actually have a small collection of Mexican-made figurines, objects actually made in
Mexico, some very beautiful objects. And | do not deconstruct them. There are so few.

[01:10:36.04] But when | went out to appropriate objects, what | found to appropriate was
basically the dominant culture. That’'s what existed out there, was the dominant culture. And
that in itself was a statement, that there was no representations of Latinos, in Americana
malls, of objects that were collected by people from the 19th century forward.

[01:11:12.38] | mean, if you want to repurpose ancient Mexican objects, you’'d have to steal
them from a museum. They're not available to you. You have to buy very, very expensive
ceramic objects. Well, this is an interesting point. | would not want to purchase an object
from Colima, a ceramic object from Colima, and destroy it. | wouldn't want to do that.

[01:11:47.47] And the word destroy is an interesting word, because that’'s what you're
doing. You're actually collecting an object of some value and destroying it. In the art world,
you call it deconstruction and reconstruction. You're deconstructing and reconstructing,
which people seem to find less egregious.

[01:12:08.51] But | would hold on to, what, a 19th century Victorian object, which | have
several, and | say, | can’t destroy this. | can’t. | can’t destroy this. Or maybe I will. No, don’t
think | will. And it was very interesting to me to not want to destroy the object of the
colonizer—the symbol of the power of those in power. | thought that was kind of funny, that |
wanted to hold on to that for some reason, that | as well thought that it was precious, a
precious object, and how | would hold it dear, just as | said my grandparents collected
Victorian objects along with a lot of other peoples’ as well.

[01:13:07.52] So one individual asked me about this. And | said, Well, it’s pretty arbitrary.
What | collected and appropriated was arbitrary because it was not up to me. What was up
to me was where | looked for these objects. That's what was up to me. And | had tried
department stores to look for contemporary-produced object—and plastic—and metal to see
if | came up with a cultural idea. Because | had my question. And | couldn’t find anything
that | could alter in such a way that could become a cultural symbol for me of some kind.

[01:13:50.86] And then | decided to look into secondhand stores, which is really an area that
Latinos love. | mean, we've lived in secondhand stores because we’re working class and
working poor. And so we live in places where you can get good buys on things that are



lightly used. And the secondhand stores had very little, very, very little cultural imagery of
any kind, very, very few objects, really, very few paintings, some beat up furniture, and
mostly a lot of clothes.

[01:14:33.85] And then | ended up in antique malls. And when | looked in antique malls—
because here | am searching for objects—Well, if | glue 200 of these together [laughs], if |
sew them together—I’'m thinking about ways to actually combine objects to make another
object, some kind of a symbol or an image or an idea. And | didn’t even know what that was.
All | found was Americana again. There was no image. There was no symbols of Latin
America anywhere.

[01:15:17.42] If | think about going—so | ended up appropriating symbols of white culture
and white power, white history. It was inevitable—because that’s all that was there. But if |
take my mind and say, Well, let’s go to Tijuana, let's go to a border town and collect objects
in a border town which would symbolize my cultural identity as appropriated objects, |
mean, that would be another question. And | don’t know what | would come up with.

[01:15:58.67] First thought that comes to mind—I've been wanting to do this idea for quite
some time, and now it makes sense—I love shard. | love shards. | have this psychological
connection to shards. | love broken pieces of pottery—archaeological digs and stuff and all
the things that they pick up out of the ground.

[01:16:25.68] Oh, | love broken statuary. | love ancient sites, so all this stuff is what | love. |
have this thing, like | can feel it in my chest. | love shard. And I've wanted to—actually for
quite some time—to break something into pieces and put it in some kind of a holder, a
holding place, to create my own shards as it were.

[01:16:53.67] And maybe that’s what | would do. | would find statuary, Mexican statuary of
some kind, and create shards and put them in some kind of container as a symbol of the
culture, the state of the culture. | don’t think that’s such a bad idea, really.

[01:17:14.38] | imagined cylinders, where shards would be placed in a cylinder. | thought at
one point that | might actually take the Make ‘Em All Mexican statuary that | have and break
it up, just take a hammer to it, and create shards, and then put those in a container of sorts.
Because then you have the dual culture represented at the same time. But it could be the
relationship between the dominant culture and the Latin American peoples or the people of
color of the world as a symbol of the broken relationship, the difficulty of understanding and
respecting and living in the same space together.

[01:18:01.24] | don’t think that’s bad. | don’t think that’s bad at all. Maybe I'll do that.

[01:18:09.79] But it was arbitrary. It was completely arbitrary, because once you go out to
appropriate—when | went online to look for portraiture, | didn’t find any Latino faces. The
Latino faces that | found were models and gangsters.

[01:18:30.67] And—go online; you'll find movie stars, models, and gangsters. You won't find
very many images of happy families or of beautiful hard-working people or doctors. You
won’t find much. And | had to search a very long time, spent lots of hours on the computer
looking for images of Latinos.

[01:18:53.35] So once again, there was this lack of representation and visibility. So |
appropriated Alice Neel and David Hockney. | think that's a statement itself: lack of
representation, lack of placement in history. And it wasn’t anything that | was out to prove. It
was just what | found when | did my research and my study.

[01:19:29.16] So, yes, | appropriated symbols of power and gave them back to people of
color. It kind of reminds me of—well, you know, appropriation is everywhere. We appropriate
from everything. Appropriation is the way culture actually grows.

[01:19:55.84] Very rarely is there actually a unique idea that is then appropriated by
everyone else. Black Americans are really good at coming up with unique musical sounds.
They're really good at it, then the world appropriates a great deal. It’s very rare to find a
really unique statement.

[01:20:32.14] So when | appropriated the symbols of white culture, it wasn’t out of any
sense of malice or grab for power or anything like that. It was basically what was available to



me. And interestingly enough, the idea of painting them brown just hit me over the head.
[01:20:57.59] And | realized what | was saying, | realized what | was doing,

[01:21:04.29] and | could have pulled back and said, Oh my goodness, I'm going to get in
trouble for that—which | did—someone’s going to hate that; I'm going to get some hate mail
over this. And | didn't. | just said, Wow, that’s pretty good. | think I'll go down that road.
That's pretty good. | think that’s a pretty good solution to my question.

[01:21:25.98] | think that’s a pretty good solution to my artistic investigation. | think it
utilizes all of the aspects that | asked it to. | think it can go just about anywhere, and it could
—until I had to stop myself from going into any more malls.

[01:21:47.49] [They laugh.]

[01:21:54.58] LAURA AUGUSTA: | had a conversation once with Charles Gaines, who—we
were talking about the word—we were talking about whiteness. We were talking about the
color white and then whiteness as systems of power, structures of power and repression,
whiteness as a social construct. And he was insisting on keeping those things separate. And |
was interested in the ways in which whiteness could also be a metaphor and could be a
color, and we could think about that.

[01:22:20.42] And so you and | have talked briefly about the polychromatic past, that there’s
this kind of gaudiness that you're leaning into. At the same time, you're painting over
whiteness and insisting on this polychrome—a politics of polychrome almost, that it was
always polychrome. It was always more complex.

[01:22:40.38] LINDA VALLEJO: | can’t help it. Yeah.

[01:22:43.48] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs.] And | am just so interested in that tension
between your baroque, the Brown Baroque, the baroque aesthetic that you're looking to, the
Victorian aesthetic that you're looking to and working over, and the way in which this kind
of, what | would call a pared-down, kind of minimalist whiteness also is a sign of power
within an art world. So I'm conflating things. Charles Gaines would be very mad at me for
conflating these things.

[01:23:12.17] LINDA VALLEJO: | don't think it’s real.

[01:23:13.40] LAURA AUGUSTA: But I'm interested in your decision. That’s a long way of
saying, can you say a little bit more about why you lean into minimalism for your data
visualization work, for all of that research-based work?

[01:23:26.17] LINDA VALLEJO: It was contrary. It was just contrary to what | was doing. So
it's obvious | can go down the gaudy road, polychrome till death. | could just polychrome it
all. It comes really naturally to me. | think I'm just basically pulling out from my DNA.

[01:23:44.24] | think if you study traditional culture or ancient culture, and you’re interested
in any of those ideologies and symbology, you're going to go down polychrome. And—Jiminy
Christmas, if the kings of England weren’t polychrome, | don’t know what was. If the Catholic
Church isn’t still polychrome, | don’t know what is. The Romans and the Greeks—all, really—
the statues of Rome and Greek were polychrome until they were just sandblasted away by
nature and by time to be white.

[01:24:23.07] So the white aesthetic, the aesthetic that follows, "the Greek and Roman
traditions—quote, unquote—are white." And they identify with this very clean, non-
polychrome, very simple, very simple lines, very, what they call classical. Now it's become
classical, which is a negation of the polychrome traditions and history and culture of the
European nations. Everybody’s polychrome, we just can’t help it. | can’t help it, apparently.

[01:25:01.73] When the first Make ‘Em All Mexican stuff came out on pedestals that were all
gold-leafed and all this, stuff | said, Oh my god, it's so gaudy. Why am | making this stuff?
And | just had to—the polychrome stuff came up. | found an article on the polychrome, and it
was really gaudy stuff out of Greece and Rome.

[01:25:26.64] And when you look at Teotihuacan or you look at Chichén Itza, or you look at—
they’'re all painted and painted in very glorious polychrome colors. The murals all over the



world, the beautiful things out of the Mediterranean, the Greek Orthodox churches, | mean,
it's just everywhere. | think it's symbolic of the complexity of the godhead.

[01:25:56.06] And so | was there, and | just asked myself a question: | wonder if | could
make an about-face and go the other way. Is that possible? What would happen to this
message if | made an about-face and went that way? And it took a while. | mean, | don’t ask
the question today and get an answer tomorrow.

[01:26:25.67] | think | might have asked that question in like 2012. And three years later,
that’s when | found The Brown Dot Project. It takes a long time for the brain to be able to
figure something out. So I'm searching for the image over a long period of time, doing
research to get there, taking notes, sitting around for hours on end just kind of going, Hmm,
| wonder if that would work, hmm, | wonder if that would work, oh, | don’t know about that,
how about this, and trying to see it in my head before | actually go for it.

[01:26:56.81] Then usually | see the product. | saw Dick and Jane primer in the store. | saw
the architectural grid paper in the store. And the idea comes together visually in my head
like a picture on my forehead, like a palm reader—you see the future.

[01:27:18.11] So | think the idea of white being a symbol of power in terms of a culture is a
misnomer. | think if the Anglo-Saxon world really knew its history and accepted its history,
even from the Celtics—even the Celtics were polychrome. Their boats were certainly
polychrome, their ships with the naturally painted muses that led them and guided them and
protected them. Then we would all understand color in a different way.

[01:28:00.62] And maybe it would be a language that we could use as a beginning point for
conversation into our commonalities, rather than creating this, Well, the world of people of
color is "colored"—every pun intended—and we are not; we're simplistic, we're minimalist,
and we're white, just like the statues. And | think it’s a misnomer and a misunderstanding.
And | think it's kind of funny. There’s a little hysterical thing going on there.

[01:28:32.27] And once again, we come back to research. People don't really research the
truth. They just have these ideas of what the truth must be, and so that is the truth, and no
one really studies it. At LA Plaza de Cultura y Artes, | brought this up to the curators there
and the education designer, Esperanza Martinez. And | told her about the polychrome. So
they did a whole polychrome inset on one of the walls next to one of the gaudiest pieces of
Make ‘Em All Mexican, with pictures, actually, of the polychromes of Mexico and also the
Greeks and the Romans. So | think it’'s about study, not about misinformation.

[01:29:21.34] So what comes to mind also is that the tradition of the Americas, the traditions
of Asia, the traditions of the Pacific Rim, the traditions of Africa, are all multi-gods, multi-
colors and multi-gods. And then you have the one color, white color with one god. It's a
belief system.

[01:30:01.68] It's more than just a color, it's a belief system. It's a belief system that
separates us, unfortunately, rather than bringing us together. It’s complexity versus
simplicity somehow or another, minimalist versus gaudy.

[01:30:36.03] | wonder how you would actually analyze that from the Catholic point of view,
though. | think they might be a bit confused. The Italians are different. They certainly do
have a different worldview. They believe they are the center of the universe because the
Catholic Church is there, interestingly enough.

[01:31:01.21] Yeah. So in the end, once again, this particular body of work, which has
become now Brown Baroque, talks about a lot of things in one place at one time. And oddly
enough, it was arbitrary, an abstract action of a brush with some brown paint on it. That's
how come | knew it was a good idea because it was very simple and direct.

[01:31:35.36] There wasn’t anything super complicated about it. It was just really direct.
Very rarely do you have an idea that direct, and that’s why | knew | had to follow it.

[01:31:46.59] Good question.

[01:31:48.27] LAURA AUGUSTA: Even before you mentioned research in that last comment,
the next thing | wanted to talk to you about was research, because | really think of you as a
very expansive researcher in many ways—so, the way in which you research through looking



at photographs, through data from different centers that collect data and statistics, through
looking at other images and objects, through buying objects, through listening to music and
participating in culture in a broad sense, in a very broad sense.

[01:32:21.91] And at the same time, as you're describing this gesture that you make where
you touch brown paint to a thing, and it’s such a simple gesture, it’s also really built on this
kind of pyramid of research over a long expanse of time. And | think | just want to ask you
about research in general, how you approach it, if it's a thing you’'re conscious of, or if it’s
just part of your pursuit of the image, the thing that has defined so much of your process and
your practice. How does research figure into how you imagine what you make and also what
happens next?

[01:33:00.56] LINDA VALLEJO: | find that—unusual object—unusual, unique, creative pursuit
—for me and my personal practice and process—is by including juxtaposed research and
study that are not quote, unquote, "central" to the question—so that | may be going to
antique malls and putting brown paint on pricey antiques of Mickey and Minnie, and on the
side, I'm researching data on the economy of the US Latino, which seem incongruous
juxtaposition of research and study and practice.

[01:34:13.29] | allow myself to follow interests in research that do not necessarily follow a
straight line. They’re not necessarily even in the same room or even on the same block. And
as an example, for the last 20 years, I've been studying and reading great writers of the 20th
century.

[01:34:50.16] | have a process that | really enjoy a lot. | read biographies and memoirs. Then
| read poetry, novels, and plays of the same author. Then | watch the movies produced of the
memoirs, plays, and novels. Then | watch the plays, if | can find the plays. And | like to draw
an understanding of the character of the artist, the way they lived, their idiosyncrasies, their
creative process, the human relationships.

[01:35:40.88] | watch interviews, if they were on Dick Cavett in 1963 or whatever.

[01:35:48.11] And I've basically done many of the great American novelists and playwrights
of the 20th century. And | go from one to another. Some | stay with longer, some | go back to
—to study the representation of human character, emotion, relationships—

[01:36:32.29] | find a lot of joy in that process, and a lot of information that helps me to
understand more about myself as an artist, and more about my creative process, and more
about how words actually represent ideas and how playwrights and novelists, great writers,
get cultural ideas, political ideas, across in word, which is another difficult art in itself.

[01:37:20.25] Emperor Jones, Eugene O’Neill’s great play about an African leader who is
killed by his own people for his greed and sense of power—and illicit sense of power—
allowed the African nation its pathos. And I've been studying the idea of taking the pathos
out of a people. It's like taking the polychrome out of a people. They always say that, trying
to whitewash a people, take a polychrome out of a people.

[01:38:09.00] What does it mean when you take pathos out of a people? My experience tells
me that the first thing that was taken out of the Indigenous peoples of the world all over the
world was the drum. The music was taken away. And it was basically a castration of the
warrior.

[01:38:31.53] So you have the happy-go-lucky Native American that is basically diminished
to nothing more than a trinket salesman on the side of the road, was always in a good mood
and spiritual—you know, doesn’t complain, always quiet. You have the happy-go-lucky
Hawaiian who just plays beautiful little songs on a ukulele—happy-go-lucky, once again,
spiritual type—has an altruistic view of the world and doesn’t seem to care about the fact
that their world is no longer polychrome, to catch a phrase.

[01:39:12.79] You have a Mexican who is basically subjugated to the point where the only
image that’s left of them is the happy-go-lucky and sleepy little Mexican with the hat
underneath the cactus. Invisible. and the pathos has just been taken away. If you take the
pathos out of a person, that means that they're medicated, right? Just overmedicate them,
all the pathos—overdrug them, the pathos will just go away. Nonentity.

[01:39:48.28] So I've actually thought about some pieces that would talk about this. And



they’re not—I have a musical piece that I'm working on, that | would very much like to do,
that puts the drum back in it, if you will. And this idea came from a combination of
experiences in Hawaii, my experiences in the South, my experiences in Mexico, and on the
reservation.

[01:40:14.20] Where are the native people? Where are they? Where are the native people? |
didn’t come to see a lot of tourists. Excuse me, where are the native people? Will we get to
see them? Where are the real arts and crafts of the people? Where’s the music of the
people?

[01:40:31.47] And then reading Eugene O’Neill’s Emperor Jones and going, People must be
given back their pathos, please. Please.

[01:40:41.72] You can’t have good without evil. You can’t have dark without light. | mean,
we all know this.

[01:40:49.76] And you have to accept a people as a whole. You have to accept a culture as a
whole. You can’t divide it into pieces and throw half of it into the bottom of the ocean and
expect that culture to live.

[01:41:00.51] So reading a lot of different—Arthur Miller has basically murdered me this last
year. He’s so damn good.

[01:41:13.93] The pathos of the families and the way that he—you know, the relationships
and the difficulty of the relationships, the truth of the pathos of the relationships, that’s what
creates great drama. That's what creates great meaning. That’s why that type of literature
lives on forever because it really speaks. It jumps into it and wrestles with it.

[01:41:41.39] And | believe that in explaining this is juxtaposing nonsensical relationships
between literature and painting and artwork, these nonsensical juxtapositions of doing
ceremony and being a painter—I mean, where do they get—where is the combination
between these two things? Anyone in ceremony who's a painter would know automatically.
But it’s totally nonsensical to the rest of it. So the process for me really is about this constant
interest in multiple aspects of creative process and culture and—especially creative process.

[01:42:30.63] | love creative process, any kind of creative process. | can live off of live
performance. | can live off of it. It fills me with energy. And | just want to go produce more
live performance. | just soak it in like food in the air. It just makes me live and makes me
alive. | could live forever on it.

[01:42:59.34] | love going to live performance because—I'm a vampire. | just eat it all up. |
can’t help myself, it's just too good to be true. And | know what they’re giving. | know what
they’re giving to themselves.

[01:43:13.27] Right now I'm sort of addicted to a beautiful live performance of Antony and
Cleopatra with Kieran Hines. It's an old production, but it is a good one. And you can listen to
it on YouTube—or you can listen to—I think I've listened to it a dozen times already. It is a
fabulous production.

[01:43:37.76] I've been studying Shakespeare and doing a lot of Shakespeare over the last
few years. Because | got tired of watching the plays and not really remembering them or
knowing what was going on. So | read the plays and—watched the plays and read the plays
and watched the plays—and collected all of any production of King Lear, watched
everybody’s different performance to see—it’s insanity. But there you have your answer.
That’'s my process. It's a polychrome process.

[01:44:11.01] [They laugh.]

[01:44:12.84] LAURA AUGUSTA: I'm so fascinated that you start with the memoir or the
biography of the person before you read the work that they produce. And | just think that’s a
really interesting thing to observe as we’re doing this interview as well: how significant the
life is for the understanding of the work and—and vice versa, right?—that these things are
very entangled.

[01:44:33.87] 1 want to ask you about what happens next for you. You’ve mentioned to me a
couple of times that you're ending, really, a 12-year cycle with the Brown Baroque series.



And so this is a really important moment. This is a pivotal moment also. And | wonder what
you're thinking about next, what happens for you, or what do you want to have happen?

[01:44:54.87] LINDA VALLEJO: Well, you can imagine that I've been thinking about these
next works already for—one set of paintings I've already been thinking about since | started
Make ‘Em all Mexican. | was actually in the middle of The Electrics. | went out and bought, |
don’t know what, three-dozen canvases. | was committed to spend the next cycle on The
Electrics.

[01:45:17.40] And then | found that Dick and Jane primer—because | had posed that
question six years before that. And the answer came in the middle of it, and | didn’t have
any control over that. With those erroneous objects that just all click, it just comes together.

[01:45:37.51] So | have brought out the canvases. | mean, as an artist you’re not going to
throw away three-dozen canvases. It's an expensive investment. | already had all the paint. |
bought numerous brushes. | have the whole setup to do it. | was set to do it.

[01:45:57.42] And so, when | was doing Make ‘Em All Mexican, in between | was doing some
small paintings that | thought that | could morph. | thought | could morph The Electrics into
the next set of paint—so it didn’t look like the same. | wasn't just copying myself for the next
12 years—that’s of no interest—that | would utilize the paintings of the California Horizons
with a wet-brush, dry-brush technique, where | put down a line and then buffed it out, put
down a line and buffed it out.

[01:46:29.44] Then | would try combining that with the small digital squares, the squared
digital object, together, to create paintings that had both applications of paint present at the
same time. And | started about half a dozen of them. And then | just got so buried in brown—
so buried in brown, just buried in brown—that

[01:47:00.00] | didn't have the energy or the time to think about returning to that. Because
you have to stare at paintings for hours on end to know what to do; whereas, the other, you
just bring out a big gun and spray the whole room. That’s pretty easy and direct.

[01:47:16.15] And so the conversation at the time was, what, spiritual-vision search, hippie
psychedelia, and digital processing—you know, digital image. The glitch.

[01:47:36.90] And | have been working bits and pieces photographically to try to create this.
But then, of course, Al is taking care of that for me now. And so now I'm back to the brush,
which I'm pretty happy about. And so I’'m going to create a series of pieces in painting that
will basically investigate painting technique and process, along with the abstracted self, the
abstracted Al-self. | guess the working title is Fractured, Fractured Man, Fractured Identity,
Fractured Culture, which is basically, | think, pretty pertinent to the time that we live in.

[01:48:23.61] | was doing the digital image before it actually became such a heavy thing,
which | thought was kind of interesting, a futuristic view of it. | was just looking at
pixelization, things that | saw on the computer: photographs as they were pixelated. That’s
what | was looking at. Now, the idea of the pixelated reality has really gone bust; it's gone
wild. And so I'm going to be investigating that, large portraitures, and I’'m hoping to go to
bodies, full bodies and hands, like | was before.

[01:48:56.28] Of course, they are polychrome—they’'re multicolored, multi—and they're a
little disturbing, because they don’t look human, quite human. They look alien in a way. And
they’re not human. There’s something about them that is not human. And futuristic, again.
And I've had an idea for some time, which goes right back to everything I've ever thought
about, and now more than ever—

[01:49:30.83] [Beeping sound.]
[01:49:31.27] Oops. That's going to ring for a while. Oh, good.
[01:49:38.44] LAURA AUGUSTA: | don’t hear anything, so don't worry.

[01:49:40.66] LINDA VALLEJO: Okay. So I’'m going on to a series of pieces that are
antiviolence, antigun-violence specifically, antiwar. They're basically talking about the
impotence of war in the idea that humanity has this erroneous belief that war is about
winning. They talk about winning a war. And really what happens is that there’s catastrophic



loss of human life, animal life, nature, resources. Pollution abounds with chemicals.
[01:50:32.50] And yet, war is still talking about, as winning.

[01:50:37.22] And we don’t seem to be able to stop investing, as humanity, in these terrible
attacks on each other. And | think that there are aliens out there in space, but they fly by
and go, Golly, those guys are really violent. | don’t think we want to stop there. | don’t think
we want to go. They'll just kill us like they kill each other. They'll kill us too.

[01:51:00.97]1 | think it’s really—we kill nature, we kill each other. The violence is just—it's
impotent. It gets nowhere. It creates more economic distress, poverty, maims children,
stops the education of children, destroys natural resources. | just don’'t understand, and I'm
very tired of it.

[01:51:33.72] A large percentage of our debt in this country is actually because of the wars
that we invest so much money in, the things that we fight over. The national debt, a good
deal of it is due to our investment in these wars. And it's part of the culture of the world.

[01:51:55.11] And violence has become the solution to problems. And now we have a lot of
gun violence in the United States. The whole world is looking at us like we're out of our
minds. And contrary—or what you might expect from me—because | don't want to do a
spoiler alert or let the cat out of the bag—is that the pieces will be very beautiful, and they
will be ironic, and they will be abstract, and they will be sculpture.

[01:52:36.19] And I've already found a solution into making them. I've already constructed
the solution. And | already have a fabricator that I'll be working with to produce them. And |
believe that I'll have a body of this work in less than a year. And they will be oversized
objects.

[01:53:00.30] | had a wonderful conversation with an art historian recently regarding a really
wonderful show that was at LACMA that featured Andy Warhol and Oldenburg and
Rauschenberg. The name of the show escapes me right now, but not the work. | saw it when
| was in graduate school, so we’'re talking 50 years ago. And Oldenburg’s sculpture out front
was the ice pack that would wheel up and then wheel down and flop and then go up. It’s a
very phallic object, really. He did phallic objects throughout his career. He's pretty funny.

[01:53:45.27] But that show really inspired—Rauschenberg has inspired me all my life
because of his juxtaposition of what appears to be incongruent object—my juxtaposition of
what appears to be incongruent studies or areas of study or object or materials. And
Oldenburg, for his sculptural objects where he’s actually appropriating dated everyday
objects and making giant replicas that are funny. And | think that these antiwar objects that
I'm making will be surprising. I'm very much looking forward to them.

[01:54:33.02] And again, I'm just making an about-face. I'm here, I've spent the last 12 years
discovering myself as a Brown Indigenous person in relationship to a larger world, in
relationship to the truth about Latinismo in the United States, in relationship to the history of
the impact of this division that you mentioned so eloquently of the white versus the Brown,
the white versus the Black, the white versus the polychrome, to catch a phrase again. I'm
making a total about-face and returning to something that has been on my mind for quite
some time that | believe | finally found a solution for.

[01:55:19.18] So | don’t follow necessarily—I follow the question, and | follow the most
elegant solution. If what | consider to be an elegant solution appears to me, I'll drop
everything and go do that for a while. And this antiwar stuff | really, really—I look forward to
seeing it. I'm looking forward to going, Oh, there you are, hi! You look great!

[01:55:49.21] I'm imagining objects that are at least eight feet tall. I'm looking forward to it,
really looking forward to it. Hopefully, I'll make it past those two portfolios and even find
something else | can do with my life that has meaning. Maybe—we’ll see. | used to imagine
myself painting very small paintings at the end—very, very small paintings, with big glasses
on.

[01:56:18.92] LAURA AUGUSTA: [Laughs.] | love it.

[01:56:20.27] LINDA VALLEJO: It's most important, the creative process, right?



[01:56:23.71] LAURA AUGUSTA: | love it. Linda, that seems like a very natural place to start
concluding our conversation. But | want to ask you if there's any question that hasn’t been
asked that you want to respond to, any theme that's come up for you over these several
days that feels important to return to as we conclude our time together.

[01:56:57.09] LINDA VALLEJO: What's come together, with what we started out with today,
was really—the flow of idea, the flow of the creative process, and searching for the image.
And experimentation and practice and study and research. This—the score of my life, you
know. And the score of anyone’s life, each individual’s life. What are the movements in this
score, with the high points and the dramatic points and the crescendos and the drum rolls
and the silences? It’s really quite wonderful to take a moment and to see this in one fell
swoop over a series of just a few hours.

[01:58:16.83] Your questions and your focus have allowed me to see how my life has
influenced my work and vice versa. See how the choices that I've made in my life, the
processes that I've chosen to complete the relationships, the self-study, the study of others,
the experimentation with product and process, have led to the products of my life, the
imagery that I've created. To have an overview of that, | really wish | had had it when | was
in my 30s. | think everyone should do this kind of self-investigation early to see what their
true influences are, what their dedications are, what their addictions are, what they must do,
what they have to do—what really brings meaning to them.

[01:59:16.68] | feel very fortunate that | got started early and that | was really obsessed
very early in making this happen, and saddened that | wasn’t more complex to be able to
complete more. | wish | was like Shakti and had 10 arms and 200 fingers and four heads,
that | could think about multiple things at the same time and produce multiple things at the
same time like a true goddess.

[01:59:55.46] It humbles you. It makes you feel that, Well, you know, this is what | was
capable of. This is what | was made to do. That's what | hope you find in the end. This is what
| was made to do. | went to the true center. | went to my true center and found what was

real for me and produced the best object | could out of those influences and understandings.

[02:00:17.55] And yet, it’s never enough, right? This inordinate drive—it’s never enough. |
want more. | want so much more. It makes you very appreciative too, because not
everybody gets to live a creative life and live as well as | do.

[02:00:39.10] I'm very blessed to have lived a life in peace and prosperity. Not everyone in
the world has that. | was thinking about even that last night with my images of war and
destruction. It's everywhere. So I'm very grateful that | live in a place and a time that | can
be creative and make objects.

[02:01:08.40] But I'm beholden to you for helping bring it together for me in my head. Thank
you so much for the time you’ve taken to study my process and my product, to ask me the
kinds of questions that help me look even deeper into myself.

[02:01:25.50] There’s a million other things you and | could talk about; | know it. But | think
for this conversation, I'm very grateful for what we’ve uncovered and discovered together.

[02:01:38.35] LAURA AUGUSTA: Thank you so much. It’s been such a joy. And we will
continue those million conversations off-camera.

[02:01:44.59] LINDA VALLEJO: I'll look forward to it, believe me.
[02:01:46.83] LAURA AUGUSTA: All right, I'm turning it off now.
[END OF TRACK aaa_vallej23_60f6_digvid_m.]

[END OF INTERVIEW.]
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