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Having first met Tina Medina after viewing
her work in the inaugurai exhibition of the
new Latino Cultural Center in Daiias, I
was taken i)y her candidness and desire
to embrace the struggie of “waiieing a
tight—rope" between cui’cures, as she
expresses it. Conlfusion, mistaken iclen’city,
and ami)iguity are all part of the skins
she wiiiingiy occupies and embraces.
Humor and pain are two currents that
flow tiirougii Medina’s works as ’ciiey do
tiirougii many other Mexican-American
and Mexican artists. These ijinary senti-
ments often meet to form a iarger stream
of consciousness. Tina dips into these two
elements and blends them into a cocktail
of images that evoke a fantasia of culture.

Pochismas , the title of the exiiii)it, comes
from the word “poclzo” a siang term
used ioy Mexicans to refer to Mexican-
Americans who speaiz Spanisii pooriy
or incorporate Engiisii or Americanisms
into their speecii. It can also refer to
someone of Mexican descent whose
lack of ienowiecige or understanding
about the iiistory and iieritage of
Mexico render them cuituraiiy impo-
tent. Many Mexican-Americans a(iopt
the term aiiectionateiy, thus maieing

it less cleroga’cory. Medina’s work
navigates the territory between cul-
tures and addresses the difficulties of
amioiguity. Borrowing from both the
Aztecs codices and the familiar
American comic strip, her images
are simuitaneousiy appeaiing and
provocative. The Aztec codices chroni-
cled the ciaiiy iiie, ciothing, customs,
my’ciioiogy, and in'story of these peopies
(iuring and after the Spanish con-
quest. Strangeiy, the codex clrawings
iormaiiy resemble comic strips, both

in color and the sequentiai nature

of their narratives. Medina’s drawings
are reminiscent of cell-animation or car-
toons frozen in time. Her images are
often drawn in the center of a square,
delicate handkerchief. The handkerchiefs
can be read in rnuitipie ways. Tiley remind
the viewer of transience: the travels of a
hobo or the waving of a scarf in a farewell.
The (irawings also recall the aesthetic of
parno art, an art form that (ieveiopecl as
prison sub-culture. Incarcerated artists
often create drawings on handkerchiefs
(ior lack of other materials available to
t]nem) to send sentimental messages to
their families. These many connotations
evoke a state of suspension and of not
]oeing groundecl in a home.

A sense of iclentity is often tied to lan-
guage. Medina expiores the relationship
of the self to ianguage t]nrougii oral and
visual humor, often mingied with frus-
tration. The pilrase “nopai en la iren’ce,”
is irequentiy used to refer to a person who
as strong mestizo (a mix of European
and In(iigenous) ieatures, but would
rather not be identified in that way.
The origins of this pilrase are historical
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Lil’ Cannibal. 2004, SCrccnprint, iron-on transfer
and stamp on handkerchief. 15 1/2" x 16"

and i)izarre, and the originai context has
been obscured. The image of Aztec men
and women with priciziy-pear (nopai)
cactus pa(i(iies tied to their foreheads
appears in their codices. The period of
time between the last (iay of the old year
and the first (iay of a new year was inaus-
picious. The Aztecs would create cactus
masks as talismans to ward off malevolent
spirits that siippeti into the world of the
iiving (iuring this time. The cactus paddies
were carved so that the soft, ﬂesily side
iay against the skin, and the pricieiy side
formed a mask. This tradition was dis-
carded, but re-introduced centuries later
as a talisman used i)y Mexicans crossing
the U.S. border. It was believed that i)y
tying a piece of cactus onto their i)otiy as
protection, the nopai would work as an
amulet. Hence, the meaning for a person
of Mexican ileritage who may (ieny their
cultural ties is a person who carries a
“nopa/ en la ][rente" or a “cactus on
their forehead.” The cactus identifies the
individual as a person whose features
are strongiy rooted in a Mexican heri-
tage, but who also faces the world with

resiiience a.n(i endurance.

The nopai cactus, then is a syrniaoi
of sustenance and pain. The Aztecs
utilized its flesh and fruit on their
iong migration from the Southwest
into the Vaiiey of Mexico. Rooted in
their mytiloiogy, the vision of an eagie
perche& on a nopai cactus (ievouring
a snake would also come to symi)oiize
their new home and empire. This
emblem is emblazoned on the Mexican
ﬂag. Finaiiy, the fruit of the cactus
whose juice and flesh is a silocieing
fuchsia can also be viewed as an allu-
sion to the images of a heart in pain
or the suiiering associated with the
crown of tiiorns.



In Medina’s caricatures and potraits,
the nopal cactus is re-fashioned
in an entirely new dic’cionary of
meanings. In Spy Glasses, a car-

toonish image of a co&ex—stylized
woman features an Aztec hair—s’cyle

that mutates into tuljular, cactus-
like projections. These projections
suggest night—goggles or Linoculars,
possiloly referencing border crossings
or super—hero powers, such as x-ray
or infrared vision. In Be Specific,
Medina makes a more direct allu-
sion to paiio art by ren(lering her

self—portrait softly in pencil. Super-
impose(l on her forehead is a bold

image of the nopal, which sprouts

like a unicorn’s horn from her brow.
She appears as a my’chological or
supernatura] creature. Seemingly
unaware of the nopal stamped upon
her forchead, she is surrounded 1Dy
a red aura of spines, reminiscent of
both religious iconograpl'ly and the
priclzly surface of the nopal. The

is heard as she practices Spanish.
The listener is an oral voyeur who is
allowed into the intimate ,{:unny, and
hustra’cing navigation of 1anguage.
The creation of hybri(]., my’cl'lical
images drawn from llis‘cory and pop
culture is curiously not unlike the
process of the new i(lentity created 1)y
the Aztecs as they were transformed
into mestizos, a hyl)ri(l culture.
Language (soun(ls) and images
complementecl each other in the
slow, cinematic evolution of their
new World; their language, Nahuatl,
was incorpora’ce(]. into Spanisll and
English (stiH evident in words such
as cllocolate, coyote, tomato). Syn-
cretic images mingle& Catholicism
and the Aztec religion, and ancient
ritual was reinterpretecl in modern
ways, as in the example of the nopal-
talisman. Medina engages herself in
this dance of iden’ci’cy ’chrough her

hig}lly personal aesthetic. Humor
helps her acljus’c to her llybricl skin.

spiny aura suggests both power and
pain ra(liating from the face. A cap-
tion below the portrait, “Be Speafic,”
indirectly reminds the viewer of the
frustration of loeing “mis-read” loy both
cultures. Humor and tension also appear

in Encroaclzing , where the su]ojec’c appears

to be engul{ecl in hell-like Jﬂaxnes, sur-
rounded Ly the solid red silhouettes of

nopal cacti. The image is Vaguely remin-
iscent of the “anima perc]iala ” or damned
soul, a popular Catholic image of a
woman burning in flames. In other Worlzs,
Medina creates caricatures that draw
on the American cartoon Vernacular,
inclu(ling as huge eyes and ears. Female
hairs’cyles grow into trumpet—li]&e horns
or Mic]zy—esque cars. Exaggeration of the
senses — ears, eyes, mou’chs, etc. — are
funny and (listurbing. The figures suggest
a desire to spealz 1011(11}7, to be hear(l, to
be seen, but as in comic strips, speech is

Nopa/ En La Frente. 2003, Screen and relief print on

handkerchief. 20" x 16"

only suggestecl; the figures themselves
are strangely silent.

Medina’s installation pieces speale, sere-
nacle, and catch the listener in a web of
sounds. Interference is created between
two houses, one white, one Mue, that play
traditional American and Mexican music
as they face one another. The installation
traps the listener in a gar]alecl composition.
Yankee Doodle Dandy and Banda, a
musical cousin of American marching
band music, appear to face off in a battle
of the bands to no avail. The new
composition created in the space between
the two “homes” fluctuates between the
harmonious and the uninteﬂigible. In
another installation piece, Medina’s voice

By not talzing herself too Seriously,
she is free from the constraints of
socia”y imposecl iden’ci’cy and can
invent herself in whatever way she
desires. Her hy})ri(l images are endowed
with superpowers: x-ray vision to pene-
trate two distinct WOI‘l(lS, the coded
1anguage of pOCl’lO speecl'l, and the talis-
man of nopal-muta’cions that protect
them tl'lroug}l inventive, new meanings.

Sara Cardona
Writer 2005
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Now celebrating its 27th anniversary,
Women & Their Work presents over 50
events a year in visual art, dance, theater,
music, literature, and film. The gallery
features on-going exhibitions of Texas women
artists and brings artists of national stature
to Texas audiences. Since its founding,
Women & Their Work has presented 1,751
artists in 233 visual art exhibitions, 102
music, dance, and theater events, 13 film
festivals, 19 literary readings, and 277 work-
shops in programming that reflects the ethnic
and cultural diversity of this region. Nationally
recognized, Women & Their Work has been
featured in Art in America, ArtForum and
National Public Radio and was the first
organization in Texas to receive a grant
in visual art from the National Endowment
for the Arts. Women & Their Work reaches

over 2,500 school children and teachers
each year through gallery tours, gallery
talks with exhibiting artists, participatory
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master classes, and teacher workshops.
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