Narks of
Distinction

A cross-cultural identity infuses the

interdisciplinary artwork of Tony Ortega.

By Colleen Smith

ast fall, on October 14—a day observed as Columbus

Day and Indigenous Peoples Day—I met up with

Denver-based artist Tony Ortega at his studio, where
he sat surrounded by various pieces of his art—vibrant
works created in different media that celebrate Chicano
culture. For the artist, the bifurcated holiday feels signif-
icant and ironic. He and his wife, artist Sylvia Montera,
had their DNA tested through 23andMe. “We found out
that I'm 30 percent Indigenous,” Ortega says, “and my
wife is part Apache.”

Ortega’s ancestral mix also includes forebears from Iberia
(Spain or Portugal) and Mayans from Mexico. He discovered
he has some Jewish roots as well. “I grew up in a bilingual,
bicultural household,” he says. Spanish was the first lan-
guage for his single mother and for his grandmother, who
worked as a seamstress and whom he remembers spinning
folktales as colorful as her quilts. “As a little kid, I hung out
underneath her sewing machine cabinet,” he says. He credits
his grandmother for helping him learn to visualize—to see
the world through the eyes of an artist.

CROSS-CULTURAL CREATIVITY

This overlap of cultures is a common thread throughout
Ortega’s art, which is full of imagery that manages to be
both playful and political. The artist is soft-spoken and
serious as he discusses his art, but his keen sense of humor
comes through in his work. In saturated fiesta colors,
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Ortega has created pieces that superimpose the faces and
figures of Latinos into recognizable scenes from art history,
depicting a cross-sectional aesthetic—a “culture within

a culture.” In Frida’s World (page 50), for example, he riffs
on Andrew Wyeth’s iconic Christina’s World. For Mexican
Gothic (page 51), a reinterpretation of Grant Wood’s
American Gothic, Ortega replaces the white, Midwestern
couple with Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera.

He carries his imagination to the emblems and figures
of American popular culture, too. In Lupe Liberty (page 50),
for example, Our Lady of Guadalupe stands in for Lady
Liberty. He has also painted Elvis, wearing a sombrero and
poncho, strumming a guitar while backed up by a mariachi
band, and Superman as a mustachioed “Superhombre,”
with his red cape fluttering over a Mayan temple. “I call it
hybridity,” Ortega says. “I'm bringing in elements from two
cultures. I'm showing contexts of Mexican culture within
the American environment. I like the juxtaposition.”

PICTURES OF LIFE

Ortega has observed the duality of his life at the intersec-
tion of south and north, Mexican and American, Spanish
and English. He credits his off-campus study experiences
in Mexico, over two semesters in college, for furthering
his appreciation of his cross-cultural identity. “Mexico
informed me,” he says. “It helped me contextualize what it
means to be a Mexican-American from the Southwest, to

Te Quiero Hablar (1 Want to Talk to You) (acrylic on panel, 36x24)
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be bilingual and bicultural—to see how much I am Mexican
and how much I am American.”

One of the threads that runs consistently through
Ortega’s oeuvre is his devotion to depicting everyday
Chicano scenes that always include the human figure. With
this focus on humanity, his work becomes a salutation not
only to Chicanos, but to all civilization.

His imagery encompasses a range of emotion with pic-
tures that can both comfort and disturb. The work can feel
real but also dreamlike, both modern and ancient, familiar
and unfamiliar, simultaneously cheerful and somber. It’s
a body of work that recognizes the full spectrum of the
human experience, and sees the beauty in it. One thing is
certain: His art draws a viewer in for a closer look.

MAKING ONE’S MARK

Ortega is well known for his pastels—vibrant and ener-
getic works that feature a distinct mark-making that the
artist calls “controlled scribbling.” (See two of his pastels
on page 52, for example.) As a surface for his pastels, the
artist sometimes works on a black-toned paper. Other
times, he prepares his own surface, mixing a bit of black
acrylic paint into Golden’s Pastel Ground, which con-
tains volcanic pumice. He dilutes the mixture slightly
with water and then brushes this onto a sheet of Arches
white paper. “The brushstrokes with the ground create a
texture on the paper,” Ortega says. “The black sits back
so the color is more vibrant. [ use drybrush or broken
marks to reveal the underlying color. It adds complexity
or more embellishment.”
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OPPOSITE TOP
Frida’s World
(hand-colored
watercolor etching
on paper, 7x102)

OPPOSITE BOTTOM
Lupe Liberty
(hand-colored
watercolor etching
on paper, 10x7)

RIGHT

Mexican Gothic
(hand-colored
watercolor etching
on paper, 10%2x8)

“I’M BRINGING IN ELEMENTS FROM TWO CULTURES.
I’M SHOWING CONTEXTS OF MEXICAN CULTURE
WITHIN THE AMERICAN ENVIRONMENT.

| LIKE THE JUXTAPOSITION.” —TONY ORTEGA
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The artist works in a wide range of other media, as well.
He paints in acrylic, creates hand-colored prints from
woodcuts (see Bonampak Cholo, on page 54), as well as solar-
plate etchings, and lithographs from stone or aluminum
plates. He has also worked at a large scale on public murals
in spaces throughout his local community. (See The Bigger
Picture, opposite.) “The variety of media [ work in is just
who I am,” Ortega says. “I like to experiment.”

The artist’s attention to distinct mark-making is some-
thing that figures into all of his work, across all media.
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ABOVE

La Fiesta, Flowers, Pinatas,
Coffee y Chili Verde

(pastel on paper, 24x34)

LEFT

Un Salud a Coyolzauhqui (Greetings to
Coyolzauhqul [Aztec moon goddess])
(pastel on paper, 22x30)

His acrylic painting, Te Quiero Hablar (I Want to Talk to You)
is a case in point. The piece (page 49) includes layers of
mark-making “like beats that move the eye around,” Ortega
says. The marks in a sulphuric yellow stand out most,
adding an important pop of color to the graphic motifs,
including a fish, candles and the Looney Tunes cartoon
character, Speedy Gonzales. “The trout symbolizes what we
ate as kids, but in Spanish, a trout means figuratively to be
aware or to be smart,” the artist explains. “The candles are
lit for the Day of the Dead or when somebody is passing.”

Ortega’s 6x20-foot community mural, Debajo la Misma Luna (Below the Same Moon), can be seen on Main Street, in Longmont, Colo.

THE BIGGER PICTURE

Tony Ortega has painted at least 70 murals in and around
the Denver area—the newest one at Cafion City High School,
in southern Colorado. “Most of them are in schools, and
most of them indoors,” he says. The artist says he basically
stumbled into mural painting. “It’s a stereotype, but since
I’m Mexican, people assumed | was a muralist,” he says. “In
the early days, when | was figuring out how to make a living
as an artist, murals were pragmatic.”

Murals offer unique challenges not only because of
the large scale, but also due to the irregular surfaces. To
mitigate these heavy textures, Ortega paints his murals on
a sign-painting surface known as MDO (medium-density
overlay) board, a type of plywood with a weather-resistant

resin, rather than working directly on the surface of the wall.
Murals appeal to Ortega because he’s adamant that art
is not merely for museums or the private collections of
wealthy individuals, but for everyone. He appreciates the
community aspect of painting a mural with a support staff
that can include anywhere from 20 to 200 volunteers. That
involvement also demands a certain amount of artistic
detachment. He says, “As an artist working individually in
a studio or in a classroom, I’'m focused on drawing or painting
or printing, and nobody else has a hand in it.” For his murals,
most of the creative effort comes from the artist, but there’s
generally a group effort involved. “When somebody else
makes a mark, the mural can feel precious,” he says, “but
I've learned to let go.”

This mural, created for North High School, in Denver, measures 6x12 feet.
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GOOD TO KNOW

In addition to his work as an artist, Tony Ortega is a
full-time art professor at Regis University, in Denver.
Along with instruction on art-making techniques, he
offers advice to his students that’s based on his own
experience in the profession:

FIND A COMMUNITY. “Find a support system to get
feedback on your work, to hear about galleries and
learn where to show, and to hear about artists you
should know about,” Ortega says. He notes that social
media can do some of this, too, “but it’s helpful to
engage face-to-face,” he says.

FIND A COMMON THREAD. “It’s important to have

a body of work that speaks in one breath,” says the
artist. “If your work has a connection, formally or
conceptually, or both, it will appear more mature—
like you know what you want to say. That appeals to
galleries.” Ortega adds that this doesn’t mean artists
must stay with one thing the rest of their lives. “You
can, and should, evolve and change and be informed
in other ways,” he says.
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Ortega takes advantage of his signature mark-making as
a way to direct emphasis where he wants it. “I think of it like
the theater. There’s what’s most important in the painting;
in Te Quiero Hablar, it’s the main figure of the paletero with
the cell phone. Then there’s the supporting cast, the ensem-
ble and the set.” The composition is dynamic and a good
example of the artist’s singular, recognizable style.

IN THE STUDIO AND BEYOND

Ortega’s artistic experimentation has been met with pro-
fessional success. At the time of our conversation, he was
preparing for two solo shows: one at William Havu Gallery,
in Denver, which opened in December; the other at The
Art Base, a nonprofit gallery in Basalt, Colo., with an open-
ing date in February. Framed works cover the walls of his
studio, a space that resembles an artistic treehouse. It has
a second floor with windows that let in natural light and
look out over rooftops, into treetops.

The studio includes framing equipment and lengths of
unstained maple molding, and cabinets with drawers full
of hand-colored prints and prints waiting to be colored.
Atop a shelf stands his collection of alebrije—traditional
fantastical animals he teaches students to sculpt from
empty strawberry baskets, toilet paper rolls and egg
cartons. A windowsill is lined with his now-adult son’s
collection of “Homies,” miniature figures that Ortega
bought for him over the years from a neighborhood
restaurant’s gumball machine. There’s a pifiata in the
form of a green extraterrestrial figure, which Ortega
painted as a play on the politicized term “alien.”

Yet in the artist’s well-organized workspace, there’s one
item that takes a prominent position; it’s an apron the art-
ist’s grandmother made for him many years ago. Hanging
on a hook, awaiting his next creation, the apron is covered
in colorful smudges of ink and paint.

THE SPACE BETWEEN

In keeping with his identity as a man of two cultures, Ortega
recently curated a group show at the Museum of Art, in Fort
Collins, Colo. He titled the show “Nepantla: A Contemporary
View.” Nepantla, a Nahaultl (or Aztec) word, refers to “the
space in the middle.” In the catalog for the show, the term is
described as a physical place to some. To others, it is a psy-
chological or spiritual space, or a personal place. For Ortega,
all of these ideas feel true. “Nepantla lives in the traditions,
politics and complexities of community,” he notes in the
catalog introduction. “This exhibition focuses on themes of
identity, traditions, memory and struggle.” Clearly, these are
themes that are central to his own work, and Ortega hopes
his curation will open doors for other artists who live and
work in “the space in the middle.” ¢

Colleen Smith is a Denver-based author, creative director
and screenwriter.
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MEET THE ARTIST

Shortly after he was born, in Santa Fe, N.M., Tony
Ortega’s mother moved to Denver with her infant
son to live near family. In seventh grade, he met
celebrated artist, Ramon Kelley, and began helping
the artist with odd jobs around his studio. Although
he never studied formally with Kelley, Ortega says
“He modeled the artist’s life for me. He opened up
the art world for me.”

In college at University of Colorado Boulder,
Ortega majored in Spanish and Latin American
Studies, with a focus on international business.
After graduation, however, he changed directions,
attending the Rocky Mountain School of Art. At age
66, Ortega makes a living as a professional artist
and as a full-time professor of art on the faculty of
Regis University, in Denver. Ortega notes that one
of the great things about teaching is that he also
learns from his students. “I’'ve learned Photoshop
and laser-cutting, how to use scanners and manip-
ulate images—all of which have enhanced my
technical ability in making art.”

} LEARN MORE ABOUT THE ARTIST AT TONYORTEGA.NET.

OPPOSITE LEFT

Bonampak Cholo

(woodblock print with colored ink on bark paper
[papel amate], 36x29)

OPPOSITE RIGHT

La Pareja Folklorica y Animales

(The Folkloric Couple and Animals)
(lithograph, hand-colored with watercolor and
Akua ink [monotype stencil] on paper, 24x 19)

LEFT
El Jarabe Tapatio (The Mexican Hat Dance)
(acrylic on panel, 48x36)
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