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Muralism:

The Wall As Framing Device
For Cops and Youth

In 1976, a Westside compmunity planned on repainting the Stoner Recreation
Center at Sawtelle Parle. It had beon “graffitied from floor (o teiling.” Invited
artist Judithe Herndndez worked with the neighborhood “gang” to create o
mural, with the hope thal the local youth would Become “invested” in the mural
wnd wounld not resgradfiti the bhuilding,

Herndndes, neting ns both medintor aod artlsf, negotinted the very differcnt
desires of mostly white community residents and loeal Chicsno vauth, Near the
ond of this collaborative project the mural feam was working diligently putting
on fanl lovehies, when n police enr aggvessively pollod up, A polleoman walloed
past the crew entering the Center, Leaving the Center's offives, the policeman
unexpectedly grabbed a twelve year old kid working on the mural by the shirt,
ond rilsed e yotith about foue feel off the geound to'the polleemnn's fice-level,

Hermandew and the rest of her crow watched, frozen in shoek, Soeonds later,
six Lo seven police cars stormed the paddng lol. Herniander and her small erow
of prilntors wore confronted with over hialla dosen poliee rtinning townrds thews,
guns drawn. Within the next tem minutes, 1 mini-riot ensued resulting in the
arrest ol o few of the youth assistants and a while-homeowner supportive of the
project. Hormindez reflects: “Thoy did i (o linenss thede leids, They didn't e
what thoy had done, and they were delemined (o min their moment,”
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How could o muralist and g group of Mexlean Ameriean teens provoke such
a strong renction from the police? Why did this activity prove so threatening?
Perhaps the answer lies in extending our understanding of the mural as solely
an aesthetic practice to one that's nlso performative, spatinl und social. Chicano
artists like Judithe Herndndez creatod social situntions theough the design.
research and painting of murals that allowed Mexican American youth toact
outside of the seeinl roles nllotled to them, 1t allowed n subjoet, denigrated in the
popular consciousness, (o hecome an actor, a creator of language. The platform
ol the mural provided a physical space to materialize counter narratives thut
guestioned and re-imagined existing politieul nnd soeinl stroctures. Tt nllowed
these youth to walk to the edge of the known and the unknown and see the
possibility of another sell| one outside the frame or language of their existing
worlds., And within the act, o subliminil spuce could be rewched capable of
provoking “terror and wonder” as the frame of reference allotted to the “other”
dissolved giving shape and form to a new subject. From the multi-faceted
processes of mueal making, Mexican- Americans became Chicanos.

— SANDIA DE La Livea
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