LIFESTYLE: MEXICO

SRS el

An artist needs a canvas, and an audience. Exquisite and energetic, Puerto Vallarta provides both.

How I Started a New Life
as a Street Artist

Lorenzo Gaz

ust across the river, along the
oceanfront in Puerto Vallarta, the
Sandman plays chess with any
challenger. Other colorful individuals
along Los Muertos Beach include the Hat
Man, the Doughnut Man, and el Payaso
(the Clown). Across the street from our
condo are the Fruit Lady and the Coconut
Man. On the malecdn, only two blocks
away, is my favorite: Ruben, the Sax Man.
Vallarta’s a place of characters. I never
expected that one day, I too would be one.
Art is everywhere here.
Life-sized bronze statuary
sits on every street corner

“Through art,

gliding, seemingly forever, in the offshore
breezes and oceanside air. Murals smile at
you on walls along every street.

One of those muals, El Amante Feliz
(Happy Lover), across from Restaurante
El Torito at the corner of Vallarta and
Carranza, is my own work of street art. It’s
the visual manifestation of a profound life
change I've had since retirement.

My wife, Peggy, and I live in Puerto
Vallarta for five months each year. When
asked by strangers where we are from, I
usually respond proudly,
“somos Mexicanos y vivimos
aqui” (we are Mexican and

of the malecon in El Centro. Ican make a live here). That usually draws
Galleries along Basilio . . a suspicious laugh, and an
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display intriguing works someones Iiie. When I enter or leave

by artists from around

the world. Little shops around town
specialize in colorful crafts, local folk art,
and charming clothing.

The visual richness doesn’t stop there.
Restaurants showcase their specialty
dishes in eye-catching photos on street-
side menus. Prehistoric-looking frigate
birds parade their aerial artistry by
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our condo in Vallarta, I
always announce “soy yo, Lorenzo” (it’s me,
Lorenzo) to the security guard in my best
Spanish. People here know me by that
adopted name. Frequently, local friends
call it out to me as they pass by in a car or
on a bus. Because of the personal warmth
we encounter everywhere, Peggy and I feel
more at home in Puerto Vallarta than in

our summer place in Atlanta.

What distinguishes Vallarta from
all other places, and what we miss most
when not here, are the omnipresent
sounds. Crowing roosters awaken us each
morning, and many nights we go to bed
listening to burros braying. During the
day, we hear the Strawberry Man’s familiar
chant announcing his wares from the back
of a pickup truck, or the propane man’s
calliope music heralding his arrival. Other
times, we hear the squawking of a parrot
across the way, or enjoy the brass horns
of aragtag oompah band marching down
the street. Every hour, church bells sound
from Our Lady of Guadalupe, the cathedral
whose iconic red stone cupola we can see
set against its mountainside backdrop
from our veranda.

Several evenings each winter season,
we are entertained beneath our condo
balcony by dozens of parade horses
dancing on our cobblestone street,
gracefully guided by well-dressed
caballeros. Sometimes, we even hear
strolling mariachis on their way to the
oceanfront, or our favorite, the Sax Man,
playing his soft tunes while leaning on a
nearby lamp post.

Just after sunset every evening, we look
forward to the loud booms and echoes of
brightly colored fireworks from the Pirate
Ship attraction anchored offshore at El
Centro. Later on, meticulously restored
classic VW convertibles will pass, Mexican
dance tunes throbbing from their bass
speakers. We chose to live in the thick of
the action, and if the street life is noisy, it’s
a price we’re willing to pay. Each morning
the sound of buses crossing the nearby Rio
Cuale bridge tells us the sun is rising. Each
evening at the beach, watching the sunset
with our feet wriggling in the sand, we
request songs from the strolling mariachi
groups. The going rate is $3 a tune.

Newcomers, like recent visiting friends
from the North Georgia Mountains,
complain about the errant noises. But to
the expats who live here in the Old Town,
this is the music of Vallarta.

Those are the sounds, but I haven’t
even started on the people. One personality
that everyone in Old Town knows is the
Watch Maker. I gave up wearing watches
on retirement, but Peggy loves her travel-
worn, 40-year-old Cartier that needs
frequent repairs. In such emergencies,
we head to the Watch Maker, whose low-
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overheads tienda (shop) is by the railings
of the pretty Insurgente Bridge over the
Rio Cuale. He works every day from 10
a.m. to 4 p.m., just as he has done for
the last quarter-century. Even when the
mechanism in Peggy’s Cartier ground to
a halt, he was able to find a replacement.
Within a couple of hours, the watch
functioned like new, for only 400 pesos (a
little less than $20, and the price included
anew battery). The Watch Maker looks
much younger than his 45 years, is muy
guapo (very handsome), and engagingly
articulate. Our visits are always productive
and never dull.
Peggy and I are still always pleasantly
surprised when we sit down for lunch
at one of the many small hole-in-the-
wall restaurants on side streets, or one
of the high-end places within walking
distance of our condo. Even thoughIam a
prototypical introvert, we inevitably strike
up conversation with an individual or
couple sitting at an adjacent table.
Vallarta seems to attract an eclectic
crowd. We are often amazed by the rich
experiences, and the unassuming nature,
of our talented table neighbor(s). Most
are articulate, engaging, and highly
accomplished in their area of expertise or
professional field. Boredom is unthinkable
here. In a particular one-week period
last year, we encountered a mysterious
female nuclear physicist from Moscow, a
world-class artist, a balding drag queen
from a nearby entertainment venue, and
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Peggy and Lorenzo, spending one of many
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afternoons dancing to Ruben, the Sax Man.

arestaurateur whose business is near my
hometown in Ohio.

The art community is so extensive
in Puerto Vallarta that, no matter your
interest; painting, ceramics, or sculpture,
there are excellent, low-cost classes on
offer from talented artists. My personal
creative epiphany happened when I began
taking acrylic painting classes five years
ago at Art Vallarta, up the hill on the
southernmost part of Calle Olas Altas. I
had no previous training or experience,
but was always encouraged by my
instructors, even though I displayed little
obvious talent in my classes.

A summer visit to Barcelona opened
my eyes to the wonders of street art—a
phenomenon that I had previously
disparaged as the work
of vandals and street
urchins. There, I learned the
difference between graffiti
and street art (now often
termed “urban art”).

Graffiti is tagging
surfaces with initials
or writing, generally
using spray paint. It’s usually done
surreptitiously by unauthorized
individuals. In contrast, urban artists
are identifiable, have property owners’
approval, and paint murals with
interesting, original, and often very
detailed images.

And so it was that I decided to become
a grafitero (urban artist). Living in Puerto
Vallarta and making this profound
strategic decision has changed my life. I
now apply my calling to any conveniently
available wall. I always obtain advance
written permission from the owner, and
explain what I am going to paint. You will
see three of my murals as you cross the
bridge over the Rio Cuale coming south
into Old Town on Avenida Vallarta.

Street artists have snappy, short
names. Unfortunately, my given name has
no panache and garners little attention.
Thus, I decided to adopt the last name of
an internationally known artist friend,
David Gaz. I employed “Lorenzo,” the
Spanish version of my first name, as given
to me in a Spanish class years ago. For
obvious reasons, I have created an official-
looking “Mural Approval Form” in Spanish
legalese, in anticipation of selecting mural
sites. I ask owners to sign it in advance,
so as to avoid arrest for defacing private

“Puerto

Vallarta
enables my
inner child.”

property. My first “commissioned”
mural was on the cortina (folding-metal
protective curtain) of a jewelry store
across from a well-known restaurant, El
Torito, in Old Town.

On my first evening of painting, after
the store had closed and the cortina was
down, the restaurant’s night manager
called the police. A squad car showed
up at 11 p.m. with lights flashing and
siren screeching. But tranquilo. When I
showed the officers my approval form,
prominently signed by the store owner,
they laughed and moved on. Whew!I
dodged a bullet, and probably a night in a
Mexican jail, by a little forward planning.

Becoming an artist, and particularly
a muralista, has been one of my most
rewarding experiences.
Living in this magical place
has enabled me to drop the
corporate mantle, leave my
academic spurs behind,
and reinvent myself. I am
more relaxed, purposeful,
and grateful. Through art,
I am involved with the
local community, enhance our planet,
and can perhaps make a difference in
someone’s life. Nothing is more satisfying
than encountering a smiling face viewing
my colorful, whimsical art. Someone
taking a photograph (or better yet, a selfie
capturing my mural in the background)
is the most sincere form of appreciation I
can think of.

Puerto Vallarta has given me a new
perspective, enabled the child within, and
allows me to be whomever I choose at this
fourth stage of my life. I am relaxed, and
better understand myself. Upon arriving
in Puerto Vallarta for the first time, on
Christmas vacation 12 years ago, I had
no idea how much this tropical paradise
would change me, expand my horizons,
and enhance my overall quality of life.
Vallarta is a magical, enchanting place,
unlike any other in the world. Trust me.

I have searched in Europe, Asia, and the
Caribbean.

Some people here believe that an
intersection of ley lines somewhere near
the mouth of the Rio Cuale amplifies
natural earth energy, and has spiritual
powers. Who knows? Many visitors to the
city relocate here because they claim to
feel the “energy.” That’s what I am trying
to capture. H
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