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Introduction

Throughout my MFA at SUNY New Paltz, each project reflects my growing understanding of
community, nature, collaboration, and craftsmanship. Deeply rooted in personal experiences,
these projects explore ecological consciousness, cultural identity, and collective labor. This thesis
discusses the origin and development of my projects—Water Talks, Picking Up Sticks, 6x6
Garden, Woodworking, and Hay Paper—highlighting the role of community and materials in my

artistic practice.

WATER TALKS: TALES ABOUT THE WALLKILL

Clay and Community

About a year before I started my studies at SUNY New Paltz. I had been commissioned to
illustrate my friend Bernardo’s latest poetry book, titled Cowboy Tarot. That job gave me enough
money and independence that I could finally move out of my parents’ house in Mexico City and

be on my own. Not enough to live in the city, but enough to be outside of it.

I thought that if I were to illustrate a cowboy book, I should at least be close to cowboys and

maybe become one myself. So I moved to the most rural place I could think of.

I moved to San Agustin Etla, a small town in the mountains an hour away from the city of

Oaxaca in Mexico.



I rented a room with a window that overlooked the valley, a twin-size bed, a desk, a sofa, and a
nightstand where I piled up all my clothes. I didn’t need coats or jackets because it was always
warm outside. I shared a kitchen with a Finnish man who rented the room below mine. I never
really understood what he was doing there. But it had something to do with being vegan and his

spleen.

The Finnish man and I liked food and cooking so he and I walked to the nearby farms and local
butchers for our produce and my meat. Because there was no washing machine, I washed
everything by hand on a stone washboard fed with rainwater. I waited for sunny days to let the
clothes dry in the sun. In between, I smoked weed, worked on my illustrations, bathed on the
river when we had no running water and played the guitar. I realized how busy I could get just by

taking care of my own needs and how enjoyable that was.

San Agustin Etla really is a magical place. I had been there before, I had stayed with
Adriana—the town’s witch—and her two sons. Her house in San Agustin Etla is the last one

before the mountains and had access to the town's creek.

This time I visited her to see how she was doing. She told me to fetch two Hoja Santa leaves—a
wide, peppermint-scented plant—that grew by the creek. She then gave me an egg wrapped in

Hoja Santa for breakfast.

She invited me to a ceremony later that week. She told me that two girls had come wanting to do
a temazcal with her—a traditional sweat lodge ceremony inside a mud igloo-like structure—and

that I should join.



When I got there a few days later I saw Anjali for the first time. She was throwing mud to build
up the walls of the mud igloo. The ceremony starts by building the mud igloo, and gathering

firewood and plants for the ritual.

After my first femazcal with Anjali, she and I jumped into the creek to cool-off and walked
underneath a small waterfall. We laughed and screamed so hard that the neighbors came outside
their houses. I swore that we were about to kiss but we didn't. The sun had found its ways into
her eyes through the thick tree canopy and falling water. I looked at her and decided to prolong
my stay in San Agustin indefinitely. She is now my fiancée, and I haven't been apart from her

since.

We used to swim in that creek almost every day. One day, the water smelled like soap. Adriana
said someone upstream must be washing clothes, remarking that some people didn’t care and
simply threw soapy water downstream. When I tasted it, I understood that keeping water
relatively clean required a community of people keenly aware of its state—its smell, taste, flow,
and temperature—and realized how polluting is a self-centered act. Awareness, in a literal sense,

is the first step in caring for rivers.

I think the term "awareness" has been diluted, but it still holds power if we think about it as a

fully embodied, physical act of addressing something’s state.

Anjali and I helped Adriana prepare ceremonies for the six months following our meeting.
Eventually, I finished my book, and Anjali wanted to return home to pursue her Master's degree,
so it was time for her to leave San Agustin Etla. She invited me to join her in the Hudson Valley,

where she planned to stay at her parents' house. So, I booked a ticket too.



She showed me the town of New Paltz and the university where she would study her Masters

degree. I applied and received a scholarship to pursue an MFA in Printmaking.

In New Paltz, there is a river called the Wallkill. It passes through New Paltz, and I cross it every
day to get to school. It made me think of the creek where Anjali and I used to swim. One of the

first things I noticed is that no one really swam there.

The town was once famous for an annual regatta, and my neighbors told me how they learned to
swim and fish in it. However, in 2016, a toxic algae bloom made the water unsafe for an entire
summer, and most people stopped bathing there. The river has gradually faded from the
community’s consciousness, and I know that this neglect is what kills rivers. I began to think if

there was something I could do to make people be aware of the river again.

During my second semester at SUNY New Paltz, I attended a lecture by Manuel Chavajay, a
Mayan-TZ'utujil artist fighting against the neglect of his hometown lake in Guatemala. When I
asked him how to listen to a river, he told me that the water Nahual spirits communicate through

dreams.

I thought that if our community could mend its connection with the Wallkill River, my best hope

might be to listen to its spirit through people's stories.

I decided to organize an open mic called "Water Talks," aiming to hear the river and raise literal
awareness. I created a website and posters to invite participants, plastering them around town.
My neighbors Big Donnie and Donnie, who own a bike shop near the river, offered their venue.

We spent an entire afternoon sharing stories over beer and hotdogs.



This project became an opportunity to create contemporary folklore about the river. Taking a
ceramic class, I visited riverbanks to collect clay, deciding to make an object to hold these river
stories using the river’s clay—a metaphor nodding to the ancient tradition of preserving stories in
clay. I realized that by carving the clay, I could also create printing matrices, printing the reliefs
with black ink before bisque firing. The firing hardened the clay, revealing the red hue of its iron
content and burning away the ink without removing the white slit background I’d applied to see

the carving marks .

The clay tablets hold stories uniquely. As printing matrices, they remain after a process that
produces an image, mirroring how stories transform into images when forming memories. These

tablets, as objects, aim to produce myths and raise awareness about the river.

I called this tablet an exploration of thermodynamics because it involves an exchange of
energy—the added value arising from labor involved in collecting, processing, and firing clay,
resulting in an object without economic value. Initially considering pots to hold stories, I chose

tablets to focus attention on them as artifacts of storytelling.

I plan on giving back the tablets to the participants as a gesture of gratitude for sharing the stories
at the Open Mic. I think this will allow the energy of the memories to keep growing in the

community allowing us to recall the river through its presence in people's life. It’s a way to



facilitate the creation of contemporary folklore around this body water.

aé

Collecting clay from the riverbank



Derek Falling off the Bike, 2025

River clay and black ink print

Pot, 2025

River clay and white slip
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PICKING UP STICKS

Nature, Food and Poetry: Multiple Voices on Inhabiting the
World

After the temazcales were done, we always had dinner together. The ceremony and the food took
a whole day of preparation. I did most of my tasks with Itzcoatsin, Adriana’s son. Though only
thirteen, he taught me more about hard work than any adult I'd known. He taught me how to care
for his horse, Yoya, and I helped him with his job feeding and caring for the chickens, as well as

helping with the chores to maintain their home.

One day, as we returned from baseball practice, a woman stopped Itzcoatsin and me on the street.
She asked us if we wanted to buy two roosters that had been harassing the hens in her coop. She
said that she didn’t have any use for them anymore. And those two roosters would make great

soup. We agreed and she said that she could bring them the next day.

The next morning she brought with her one of the roosters. It was tied by its feet, with both
wings tucked so it couldn't flap. I paid her and put the rooster under a crate. At noon I went to
see the rooster. I let the water run under his crate and saw him peck at the mud, so I threw him
some grain. Later that afternoon he started singing. I wrote a poem about it and it’s the one that

started my book.

Rooster soup
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Today I will kill the rooster, better after breakfast, they said. I wring its neck 3 times until
it stops moving. You should have done it with more force and without hesitation, it’s

quicker that way.

You wasted so much time with that rooster.
When you put it into boiling water make sure it’s good and dead.

Then we’ll pluck all the feathers and gut it without spilling bile.

I’1l throw the carcass in that ditch over there and before long a black buzzard will take it
away. Five more will circle above the dead elderberry tree near the roofless kitchen

where it met its end.

Hug it tight and snap its neck, said the witch. Tell it thank you because we’ll cook it real
well. “Don’t give it breakfast”— she warns, “today is its last day”. It spent its last night in
a coop with 80 hens that had never seen a cock before, but they became upset and pushed
him away. Crouch down and pluck a squash; be careful not to harm the vine; then toss it
in, skin and all-it tastes better that way. Stoke the fire, add baking powder for tenderness

and vegetables go in once the meat is done. Today, y’all eat rooster soup.

Was it a singer or just a lazy one? Because he made us all sleepy.

To top it off, coffee. It will wake and warm us up.

For bad times, one glass of mezcal,
And for good ones, two more as well.

When there’s no hope, a jug to cope



And for advice.

Ask a witch, but think twice.

Picking Up Sticks, Pages 12-13

I had the soup simmering and was waiting for it to be done, so I sat down under a Flamboyant
tree and I wrote down what I had done. I realized there was nothing special about it—this was
something many people had done before me. The reason I'd never killed before had more to do
with the mirage of modern life—a suffocating illusion where uncomfortable realities are
commodified, and death is hidden from view. The fact that I had been spared from this all my life
only meant another degree of separation from the land I walked—just as washing my clothes by
hand made me care for them more. I realized that killing the rooster wasn’t a brutal act but, as
Adriana told me, I had to hug and thank him before wringing his neck. This is something I

wouldn’t have learned at the supermarket.

I had come to Oaxaca to learn how to be a cowboy. I think this meant to focus on my relationship
with the land. This relationship is mediated by labor and, in some sense, marked by the
exploitation of its resources. I think that being a cowboy means understanding this relationship, a
give and take from the world by a literal awareness of all the forces of this exchange. This to me
means to show my stance with the world, being gentle with it, and showing respect. That is
something I have thought about ever since, and it led me to start writing poetry because I believe
all of this is about understanding who I am and who I want to become—and the only way I can

figure that out is by writing it down.
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After my time in Oaxaca, I followed Anjali to the Hudson Valley. I still wanted to be a cowboy,
because to me that was the way to know what it meant to be in this new land. I began working at

my neighbors ranch and at a dressage stable while I waited for college to start.

I kept writing about the new things I was doing and soon had a small collection of poems. I had
written about my adventures in Mexico, about working with horses in the Hudson Valley and
about simple things like mowing the grass. I wanted to preserve the poems and get them out of

the notes app on my phone so I decided that [ was going to do a book about all of this.

When college started I presented the poems and the project's timeline to my class and invited
everyone to submit a poem for my book. I told them that I wanted to know what it meant to
inhabit this land. I wanted to ask people what they thought this relationship meant. I was in a
very fortunate situation coming to the Hudson Valley after spending my time in Mexico City and
later in the Oaxacan mountains, which allowed me to look at everything in this place with new
eyes, and the opportunity to listen to all the new people I was meeting with fresh ears. So I

invited people I met here to write about it.

I wanted to have a diversity of voices, so I also invited the farmer I was working with, a mule
trainer I met, even Bernardo, the author of Cowboy Tarot, my art-studying colleagues and

teachers, and my fianceé. All in all, I had eight different authors and seventeen poems.

Everyone but Aurora de Armendi—one of my teachers— submitted their poems in English. She
wanted to keep hers in Spanish, but [ wanted mine in English. I wanted my friends to read it, and
figured that since I was already in America [ might as well start writing in English. So I set

myself to translate my poems.
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A lot of the words in my poems didn’t really mean anything to an English-speaking reader who
hasn’t spent time in the rural parts of Mexico. Since I was more interested, in some sense, in the
universality of the ideas in my poems, I localized them the best way I could without butchering
them. I'm happy with the translations and enjoy their versions in English even though they feel

like new poems.

And that's how I ended up with the collection of poems in Picking up Sticks. So now all I had to

do was make the illustrations.

The last book with illustrations I had done was Cowboy Tarot. I made the illustrations by cutting
black paper and gluing it to white paper. We had decided to do it all in black and white to save on
printing costs. This time, as [ was doing an MFA in Printmaking, I was going to print my book.
That meant that I could do a small run and hand print it however I wanted. So I bought a pack of

assorted colors and hues of paper to do my illustrations.

A teacher once told me that the first thing when designing a book is to choose a size. I folded one

large piece of 32 x 22-inch paper into a new configuration that lent itself to text and images.

I wanted to be able to cut the ply-wood printing blocks with the laser cutter so I could design the
book on my computer, ensuring consistent margins on every page. [ thought that it would be
great to just engrave the text into the printing blocks so that I could do everything while laser
cutting the blocks. I visited the Digital Fabrication Lab at my school, where they have an Epilog
laser cutter—a top-of-the-line machine. There, Ben, the supervisor, and the various student
monitors who work there, helped me create the matrices for the whole book and were immensely

helpful in the process.
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I had found a method commonly known as jigsaw printing, where every color is separated into a
block that fits perfectly into the other after inking them, allowing you to print multiple colors in
one pass at the press. This meant I didn't have to do multiple printing runs or layer colors,
drastically simplifying the process. I could also mix my colors in advance and use the exact same

shade for the repeating color throughout the book.

After that preparatory stage, I had clarity on the printing process and what I would actually have
to make, so that's when I started doing my illustrations on paper. I believe the methods of
production, distribution and circulation should inform the design. This way the creative process

becomes a problem-solving tool, one that emerges from trying to bring an idea to reality.

In the end, I made eight books because I had eight collaborators, and everyone received a copy. |
don't know what to say next because I feel there should be a conclusion to all this, but all I know
is that, at the end of my first semester, after making two books, I felt like a printer. Not the
tradesman, but the machine—the one in the corner of your office, always jammed, with
overpriced cartridges. But I had successfully designed and printed two of my very own books
exactly how I would want them to be, and that is a sense of empowerment that printmaking
provides—an innate ability to create a publication and an object that can be shared and

experienced.

This project taught me that it is a creative endeavor to listen. I have been trying to find my place
in this land . It helps me be part of a community through understanding multiple voices on

inhabiting the world.
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Guilt and Shame

A strafing game between the sand and roaring waves.
To catch a crab you better pounce fast.

‘They move back and forth. | caught five that way.

| thought they could breathe underwater but no.

You have to cook them alive otherwise they turn sour.
Reckless death stinks and makes you afraid.

I¥'s guilt and shame.

| flung them back into the water.

Revolving tides return a turtle's carcass at me.

Two steps forward and one back.

Death begets death, I'm told.

Vultures descend from the blinding mid-luly sun.
| And 1 go back to play dice.

Grass

I mow the last dandelion of the season. | aim for
perfect stripes. It's an exercise of keeping every step
straight and feet stained green. Lawn is pasture land

without the inconvenience of grazing animals. Chew

on morning grass and clovers until we find a new
paddack for you, next to other horses 50 you won't be
sad anymore. | wonder if you even grieve, horse eyes
trick, buta cold muzzle is a true sign of something
else. My last day working at the stables, your best
friend died. A twisted gut has o remedy and we had
to put him down. And up again in the tractor bucket.
None of us are strorg enough to carry a dead horse.
But we all can lead and make them runin circles.

1 don't pity you but do wonder when it will be your
turn. Graze and don't neigh. In a few days, green g
will be gone with summer’s end.




Picking up sticks

Picking up sticks, 2024
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WOODWORKING

Building a home

My first job was making doors. That was the first thing I ever got a salary for—the equivalent of
fifty dollars a week. That was the going rate for an apprentice woodworker in Mexico City back
in 2013. The reason I ended up working as a woodworker was that I had dropped out of college.
I initially tried studying Economics, but after almost getting hit by a bus, I decided I didn't want
to die as an economist. My parents told me that if I didn't want to study anymore, I needed a job,

so I got one. I was hired at a woodshop because my dad knew the owner.

When I started, I was told to shadow master Paco, who was responsible for teaching me what to
do. The shop had about ten people—masters, carpenters, finishers, and one welder who really
frightened me. He had crazy eyes. Paco was only a couple of years older than me but already had
a wife and kid. I felt like I was the odd one in the shop, mainly because I didn't really need the
money [ was being paid, and everyone else did. Paco and the other woodworkers couldn't
understand why [ wanted to be a woodworker. They said I had no sense and should just go back
to school. Still, they said that if [ applied myself, I might learn—but that being nineteen I was
already too old to be starting this trade. Most of them had started working as carpenters as soon
as they could pick up saws and chisels. We had one table saw, and everything else was done by
hand. It was a production shop, and I've yet to meet more speedy and skillful woodworkers than
those I met there. The shop had just secured a contract to build doors for a new hospital, and we

made them one by one, each different down to 1/16 of an inch.
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During that time, I realized I had the power to make things. It was empowering because it also
made me feel like I had a part in building the world. Before this realization, I hadn't thought of
myself as someone with agency. | saw myself as a stranger—a bystander. Growing up, I don't
remember ever thinking about how things came to be, probably because my parents made
enormous sacrifices to ensure I didn't have to. Clothes magically appeared folded in my drawers,
and food was always ready on the table for breakfast, lunch, and dinner without missing a beat. I
never considered the effort required to provide me with all these things. I had never stopped to
think about what it takes to make the doors I crossed every day. As an apprentice woodworker, I
learned that the only way to make doors close and open smoothly was to fit them precisely in
their frames. More importantly, I learned that this required effort, sweat, tools, skill, and

patience.

This led me to realize that making objects involves both physical and mental operations—an
expression of purpose. I began to see that this purpose requires a method for action, a reason that
guides every choice. This was when I became aware that things are not just made but also

designed.

Eventually, I took my woodworking coworkers' advice and went back to college. This time, I
chose to study design. I thought I could return and have my own shop, employ Paco, and build
the most beautiful furniture in the world. Luckily, the school I attended offered a full year of
foundational design courses. When it was time to choose my concentration, instead of furniture
design, I decided on graphic design. A class in color theory made me realize that the alluring

world of images was also constructed, and I wanted to take part in it. Graphic design seemed like
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a purer and freer form of expression, free from material constraints. My college years were a

time of many realizations.

After college I found a job doing graphic design for one of my former teachers. It was one of the
best studios in Mexico City and I worked there for four years. I created the world of images I
wanted. I made brand identities and logos, marketing material, books, posters and all the other
things you would expect a graphic design studio to do. I learned how to be a designer, which
according to my boss during that time, is really just like any other trade. You have to think about

it and put the time and effort into it. Talent really only takes you so far and most of it is work.

During the second half of my time at SUNY New Paltz I took part in the Wood Design courses. |
had wanted to revisit my love for carpentry and this seemed to be a perfect opportunity for it. I
re-discovered a sense of dignity and humility about working with wood. I've built a lamp, bench,
coffee table, and bedside table for the home I share with my fiancée. Creating furniture gives me
a sense of place, helping me integrate into the Hudson Valley community. As someone new to
this country, woodworking provides an opportunity to establish myself, learn from local

craftspeople, and build a career as a studio artist in a shared community space.
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Hay Horse Process, 2025

Hay Horse Process, 2025
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Hay Horse Process, 2025
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