13

On Cilau Acerca de Cilau

by Kirsten Lyttle de Kirsten Lyttle

Using yarn and beads, Cilau Valadez's art practice is
embedded with the symbolism and ceremony of his people:
the Wixarika tribe of Mexico. His works depict an ancient
cosmology filed with geometric designs in combination with
figurative elements from the natural world. Deer, snakes,
wolves, jaguars, eagles, turtles, birds, flowers, suns,

moons, corn and people are represented in vibrant colors

and encoded with spiritual meaning. Cilau has likened this
symbolic language to a Wixarika database or encyclopedia,
which libraries creation stories, lunar charts, harvest guides
and maps of sacred sites. Traditionally language was not
recorded in the written form so these visual indigenous
stories reflect the oratory nature of Wixéarika culture. In Cilau's
words—'Our writing is not through words. We speak the
universal language because our writing is through art. ... We
speak through symbolism.’* Each Wixarika artist has their own
descriptive visual style; so while the symbols and language
may be familiar, the finished artworks are unique and—like
handwriting—reflect the artist's individuality.

Raised in a community of master artists, Cilau’s mission is to
serve as a role model for his people and to maintain the legacy
of the Wixarika cultural art forms: yarn painting and beaded
sculpture. In yarn painting, a circle or square of wooden panel
s used as a substrate and coated with a mixture of beeswax
2nd pine resin. Then, with their fingernail or a pin-like tool,
artist pushes yarn or thread into this adhesive layer at

ular intervals resembling fine stitches. The creative process
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into a surface coated with ' of making these works—which can often take over seventy
o rosi : : hours each—is both sacred and meditative. The finished

. then, is not only a colourful field of thread, itis a

manifestation of this meditation; the completed work can be
likened to a prayer. Historically, yarn paintings have been used
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Right:

The Valadez's carrying out a
traditional family ceremony,
where candles and the last harvest
are offered to honour

the Wixdrika deities

Photography by David Valadez

Opposite left:
Cilau Valadez as a child

Opposite right:

Cilau Valadez's father, renowned
Wixdrika artist Mariano Valadez,
with one of his yarn paintings

by the Wixarika as offerings to the spirit animals and deities
that they depict. They have been vows or promises made to
the gods, small enough to be carried on long pilgrimages and
ceremonially buried or left at sacred cave sites.

The bright colours of yarn used by Cilau and other
contemporary yarn painters differ from the past, when

more natural black, white and brown sheep wool or cotton
thread were used.? Vibrancy of colour now takes priority
over the yarn's material qualities, and natural fibers are
used alongside artificial wools and dyes. Cilau's beeswax
and pine resin mixture, however, is a highly guarded secret
recipe. It has been used for generations in his household
and is something of a family signature. Yarn paintings also
often contain small beaded sections in amongst the thread.
Historically the Wixarika used beads made of bone, clay,
stone, coral, turquoise, pyrite, jade and seeds.® In more
recent years though, these materials have been replaced

by tiny commercially available beads known as chaquira, or
seed beads. Chaquira have become integral to both yarn
paintings and other Wixarika handicrafts®, where they are
often applied in complex patterns to various objects like
carved wooden animals, dried gourds, bowls and skulls. In a
fusion of contemporary art and customary practice, Cilau has
even beaded the entire surface of a surfboard. Meticulously
arranged, with the hole of the bead remaining visible, this
artwork depicts a Wixarika flood story that is reminiscent of the
Biblical tale of Noah.

The change and shifts in material culture of indigenous
peoples is often subject to questions of authenticity. Given
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the comparatively recent history of commercial Western
interest in Wixarika art forms (dating from the mid-twentieth
century) it is not surprising that it has been queried as to
whether they are preserving a culture or polluting it through
commercialisation and material adaptation. As with many
indigenous cultures facing rapid economic and social change
from colonial expansion of the Western world, it is important
to note that even geographically isolated communities do not
exist in a timeless vacuum; cultures have always changed and
been affected by history. Shifts in materiality do not innately
diminish the spirituality or cultural significance embedded in
customary art objects. | would argue that cultural appropriation
of symbols and stories from outside of a culture is a far greater
threat to cultural survival than adapting materials of artistic
expression.

Cilau Valadez's art practice is representative of a collaborative
model; he works alongside his father as a ‘father-son

yarn painting team'® and from inside a living shamanistic
culture. His work—and the issues his people face—have
many parallels with indigenous communities in Australia

and the Pacific who are practicing customary art forms. In
Australia, dreaming and song lines have been transferred

onto canvas with acrylic paints (such as the Papunya Tula

and the Tujtjuntjara artists®), fiber arts have been used as an
exchange of traditional knowledge for those dispossessed of
their culture (for example, the Tjanpi Desert Weavers') and
handicrafts are often used to help generate economic freedom
and opportunities. The work done by The Huichol Centre for
Cultural Survival—which was founded by Cilau's parents—has

su ,Jr— rficie entera de una tabla de surf: una fusion entre

bres ancestrales y arte contemporaneo. Dispuestos
culosamente, dejando las cuentas enteramente visibles,
esta obra representa la historia de la inundacion de los
Wixarika, que recuerda el relato biblico de Noé.

Los cambios y transformaciones en |a cultura material de los
pueblos indigenas a menudo conducen a cuestionamientos
sobre la autenticidad. Dado que el interés comercial que
demuestra Occidente por el arte Wixarika es relativamente
reciente (data apenas de mediados del siglo XX), no es

de sorprender que hayan interrogantes sobre si se
preservando la cultura o contaminéndola mediante la
comercializacion y la adaptacion de los materiales. Como
sucede con muchas otras culturas indigenas, enfrentadas

8 cambios acelerados de orden econdmico y social como
resultado de |a expansion colonial de Occidente, es
importante recalcar gue incluso las comunidades aisladas
geograficamente no existen en un vacio atemporal: todas las
culturas se ven afectadas y transformadas por la historia.

Las alteraciones en los materiales no representan una
secularizaclion de la espiritualidad ¢ del significado cultural
del cual estan impregnados los objetos de arte tradicionales.
Se podria argumentar incluso que la apropiacion cultural de
simbolos e historias por parte de culturas foraneas representa
Una amenaza mucho mayor para la supervivencia culiu
que la adaptacién de materiales empleados en la expresion
artistica.
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El proceder artistico de Cilau Valadez representa un modelo
colaborativo. Junto con su padre forma un “equipo padre-



Cilau Valadez, beaded surf board
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shown that art can provide strategies to address economic,
educational and health issues. In recent years this centre

has helped to facilitate aid to tribal leaders and religious
practitioners and has begun creating an ethnographic database
of Wixarika symbols and stories.®

The Wixarika may be a culture in transition, however, it is

a living culture; and to live is to adapt. Moreover, as Cilau
explains, there are lessons to be learnt from Wixarika culture—
such as how to be truly present. According to Cilau, in the
modern world, the essence of ‘now' is lost; we are distracted
by technology, social media and status. Cilau's labour-intensive
work, by contrast, demands that attention is paid to the work
of the hands.

Kirsten Lyttle
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Cultural Intersections: Threads

and Colour panel discussion

with Kate Just, Sara Lindsay, Kirsten
Lyttle, Josh Muir and Cilau Valadez,
RMIT University, Melbourne, 2016
Photography by Luis Rico

Panel Discussion

On 7 June 2016, RMIT University's international Artist in
Residence Program and the Centre for Art, Society and
Transformation (CAST) co-presented the panel discussion
Cultural Intersections: Threads and Colour. This event brought
together five creative makers whose varied art practices

make use of similar methods and materials despite spanning
different cultures and the Pacific Ocean itself. The panel
included Kate Just, Sara Lindsay, Kirsten Lyttle, Josh Muir and
Cilau Valadez. Following the discussion, the moderator Kirsten
Lyttle—whose own practice engages with traditional weaving
techniques—continued the dynamic conversation with some
targeted questions to the other panellists.




