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Living Ofrenda Maria Luisa de Villa                                                                                                                   

The newly dead and barely alive �reach for skeletons/ seeds in the earth,  our 
mothers waiting  

Text by Linda Rogers 

http://www.exilequarterly.com/product/volume-41-3/ 

The migratory monarch butterfly, a direct and most beautiful link between 
the two countries." �Her drawings are the translucent wings on birds and 



seeds that carry her music, messages of hope and enduring love, from 
continent to continent. �She continues, "But it is the exploration of traditional 
forms that are the underpinning as I explore nature, culture, and my own 
lived experiences. For example, my series of large-scale paper huipiles 
done on sheets of amate paper (from the Nahuatl word huīpīlli, the most 
common traditional garment worn by indigenous women from central 
Mexico to Central America) these triptychs represent the traditional huipil 
dress woven in three panels on a back strap loom."  

Like a washerwoman, a wife, a mother, she hangs out her metaphorical 
laundry and watches it fill with air, ready to travel to destinations known 
and unknown, the prerogative of women of imagination.  

"My large works contain hidden and exposed images that evoke the layers 
of natural and cultural history that shape the land, alluding also to the image 
of papers as they hang in rows waiting for air to complete the handmade 
papermaking process. My work resonates a sense of the land, and the 
imparted emotion of place, of ancestral memory. This is a memory that 
persists, tangible and yet intangible, as a cultural heritage in those magical 
spaces of respect and beauty that nourish the soul and enlighten us to 
comprehend our natural and cultural evolution intimately linked to the

aesthetics of place – such as Yagul, Mitla, Tepeyac, the monarch but- terfly 
sanctuaries, the forest cathedrals of Northern Notario, the majestic Yukon, 
or camino back to my home- land, simply in a ravine in San Agustin, Etla, 
or the untouched beaches along the Mexican blue Pacific coast."  

As in much of Central and South America and the Caribbean region, where 
Voodoo and Santeria merge spirit religion and Catholicism, images of 
orishas, saint and virgin, capture wind and rise up singing in the same choir 
as they explore the boundaries between life and death, the mosaic of land 
and family history.  

De Villa's mixed media drawings and washes on paper are prints of the 
transformation process as colonial  

Seasonal transplants, the subtle ruminations of Maria Luisa de Villa, speak 
a deeper language than the intense colours refracted in Mexican sunlight. 



Songs of renewal and reclamation, they reverberate the sound of earth 
moving in literal and fantastic ways, triumphant over the ephemeral in the 
phenomenal world, capturing those moments when body touches soul in 
nuisance and burial grounds and in gardens where the dead and the living 
exchange genetic memory.  

A traveller, not an exile, de Villa's annual migrations, patterning her 
beloved monarch butterflies between Oaxaca – where farmers and artists 
conflate in a culture as rich as the chocolate of the region, and the forest 
cathedrals of the Canadian wilderness – give her a per- spective on the 
Euro-Indian history of her Mexican homeland that allows the revelation of 
mysteries where belief systems collide.  

As she says: “The concept of connection to place and its relation to nature 
are central in my creative process. I have a foot in both my home country of 
Mexico, and my adopted country of Canada, and I am motivated by the 
constant migration between Mexico and Canada and that allows me to 
explore a sense of place through a unique “immigrant/emigrant” bridging of 
here and there. To appreciate this, look to In the Blue of the Night, 
Monarch Butterfly, Woman Volcano and the Virgin of Guadalupe, a 
symbolic identification with belief systems imprint on ancient gardens, 
farmlands and wilderness. Images of dead and living plants and animals tell 
the stories of colonisation and cultural fusion.  

 

Tira de Oaxaca: huellas y memoria. Mixed media on amate paper, 20X100cm. Mexican Totem #1.  



Cacao Tree. Mixed media with charcoal, achiote and cochineal natural dyes on etched paper, 76x54cm.  

It is as if she lies down in her freshly laundered wings, pieces of blank 
paper, on the camino, earth and air, that takes her back and forth from 
settlement and coloni- sation to pre-historic memory and makes body prints, 
earth colours that tell the story of natural persistence.  

The colours of this persistence are subtle and persuasive, as decomposing 
bones and seeds nourish one another in the compost of time and death 
becomes life.  

In reaction to her drawing "Embroidering the Black Velvet of Night," 
Mexican poet Natalia Toledo wrote of her hibernating Madonnas, "Go to 
sleep mama, sleep and let your dreams open their mouth." Dreams are 
imaginative journeys to the future. De Villa's canon of work, although 
reflecting the Mexican preoccupation with death, is the cycle of life, life 
affirmative. We sleep and dream, and the sugar skulls that rest on our 
tongues are seeds that root and bloom again. The fire at the centre of the 
earth never swallows the life force. We persist. We resist. We rise again.  

This is a political message, an artist's rendering of liberation theology, an 
ethic that affirms the Oneness of the universe, the equality of being and the 
justice of moderate need. All living things are ultimate compost and the 
earth is always hungry, always generous when it is shown respect. Curator 
of the earth, mother to every living thing, she abandons the false and 
destructive norms of European civilisation, and packs only what is valuable, 
such as the recurring image of the sacred icon of Our Lady of Guadalupe, 



the Holy Mother, in her seed pods and dream suitcases.  

The Canadian contemporary artist Ed Pien writes: “The strength in her latest 
art �comes from a successful negotiation of the complex relationships that 
exist between �nature, culture and her lived experiences. The tactility, 
materiality, colour, scale and �imagery of her work evoke a mixture of dreamy 
sensuality and desire. The work pays�homage to the beauty of nature and also 
to the wonders and sacredness that nature imparts. However, her art not only 
resonates with a sense of the land, but also a notion of place that is replete 
with the richness of her own cultural heritages, both past and present. In her 
work the sense of vitality and possibilities are conveyed through the 
interconnectedness of all things.”  

The Amer-Indian blessing, "all my relations," applies to De Villa's ars 
poetica as much as it does to Buddhist teaching, a refutation of Mars and 
Christian soldiery and affirmation of inter-special empathy. It is a feminist 
statement where earth is the self-replicating mother, a repudiation of the 
unnatural science that dec- imates bee populations, filling the earth and the 
sea with poison.  

In a sense, she is God's Gardener, her true Eden a spiritual place where 
transformations, death into life, evil into good, are possible. Her work, X-
rays of the transformation of plants and animals in earth tones, is organic 
food for the soul. �She writes, "The love of gardening in Canada taught me 
that working with different green tones and textures of plants to achieve its 
own transformation into a winter garden implies a creative process. I see the 
garden as a metaphor, a border between the cultivated world and the natural 
one. My drawings cross this border; they are dialogues with nature, a 
spiritual and sensual experience of creation and reflection on what creation 
is all about. I understand art as a space for encounter, dialogue, and in this 
sense, drawing is a thinking and feeling from. Paper is a prime element in 
my work. My drawing explores process, it is a form of comprehending life 
and the world that surrounds me, un camino." �Self-described as Mestizo, a 
blend of European and indigenous races, her mixed media drawings and 
washes of natural processes on handmade paper (papel) witness the slow 
evolution of generations and hybrid species.  

"With the confident flight of migratory species, in ritual migration monarca 
papalótl and I return each year to the morada of our ancestors, the morada of 



Guadalupe-Tonantzin, mi tierra, where day follows night over the millenary 
design of the petate. It is a return to our origins.  

"Over the textures and aromas of jungle pressed into handmade paper, and 
the memory of maiz leaves directly printed on paper, my papers painted, 
drawn, cut, collaged or embroidered, open up a dialogue between art and 
nature, an imaginary landscape inhabited by images of the series: milpa, 
Milpa-pel, Huipiles de papel, Árbol, CacaoChocolate, Virgin of Guadalupe, 
Goddesses, Dias de muertos, Ofrenda, Mariposa and others. It is a dialogue 
that explores the creative process, drawing as a thinking and feeling form 
and the secrets of each material. I am moved by the majestic forest 
cathedrals of Canada, the land that carries the scent of sweet grass; the wise 
and millenary milpa (maize) culture, the maiz solar plant and the cacao 
shadow plant. With me, I carry always, the image which is my own, that of 
the land of yellow birushi, orange marigold, blue indigo, sea- conch magenta 
and cochineal reds, the Mitla red, tezontle red, and black copal. It is the 
abode of the Virgin, the place of the crickets, the beautiful barroque 
ofrendas, the laughing sugar skulls and the triptych huipiles, where the 
cenzontle bird sings in 400 voices, water chocolate comes with flowers and 
where every fall, the migrant butterflies always return.”  

LEFT: Mexican Totem. Mixed media with graphite on etched paper, 76x54cm.   



Canadian poet Vivian Demuth wrote on her drawing "Totem Mexicano," 
These monarchs have captured �The gold and silver from the church. They 
are older than the skulls �Who are tired of dressing normal "Normal" is the 
norm that artists challenge, not the least of whom is de Villa quietlyy 
asserting the normalcy of Mexican iconography in a context where death is 
feared and ignored, a dirty secret. The actress Diane Weiss had a 
memorable line in the film, Little Man Tate, "Everything that comes out of 
the body is natural." That, too, is a challenge to our preconceived notions of 
purity. Purity for de Villa is the absence of drama and vivid colour. It is a 
quiet voice on the borders of song, the lark singing in the first crack of 
mourning/morning and the woman who waits in her capsula mundi for the 
next opportunity to be human.  

Ofrenda with the same holy 
intentions of the milagros that 
decorate Mexican graves and 
shrines, de Villa's drawings are the 
iconography of contemporary 
transubstantiation, the old stories 
translated in contemporary visual 
language, a restrained palette, 
handmade paper. She is the artistic 
equivalent of holistic medicine, at 
once archeologist, anthropologist, 
psychologist, agronomist and poet, 
the hopeful voice in a post-nuclear 
silence. 

 

                                                      Magueyes V / Agave Cactus V. Mixed media on etched Stonehenge paper, 57x47cm.  

 
 



  
Trópicos eternos / Evergreen, Xochitlalpan Huipil Dress. Triptych mixed media with natural rock mica, gold and copper 
leaf on amate paper, 176x228cm (detail).  

    
LEFT: Identity or “La mujer águila se viste de oro en su morada de CDMX.” 76X57cm. Mixed media on paper.         
RIGHT: Morning Cacti #2. Mixed media with watercolour on etched Japanese paper, 57x45.5cm.  


