
86 ErnEsto YErEna MontEjano jUXtaPoZ

ErnEsto YErEna 
MontEjano

intErviEw bY Kristin Farr / Portrait bY Eduardo YErEna



88 ErnEsto YErEna MontEjano jUXtaPoZ

ErnEsto YErEna MontEjano UsEs both 
of his ParEnts’ last naMEs as a rEMindEr that 

hE doEs not sUbscribE to Patriarchal sociEtiEs. 
GrowinG UP in thE bordEr town of El cEntro, 
california, hE facEd thE EvEr-PrEsEnt EffEcts  
of coloniZation froM an EarlY aGE, and latEr 

bEGan UsinG art as a tool for rEPrEsEntinG his  
own EXPEriEncEs, and thosE of othEr nativE  
PEoPlE. abovE all ElsE, hE wants EvErYonE to  
know thEir roots, and to connEct historY  

with thE PrEsEnt.

He has worked with some of the most influential, 
artistically-minded revolutionaries, and seizes 
any opportunity to give an inspirational friend 
or family member a shout-out. I called him 
while he was visiting his hometown, and he 
mentioned asking his brother to shoot his 
Juxtapoz portrait, saying, “That’s the way we 
roll—always with family.” —Kristin Farr

Kristin Farr: Tell me about your newest work.

Ernesto Yerena Montejano: I’ve been politically 
aware for a very long time. It was music that  
got me that way. Because I’m Xican@, I don’t 
like calling myself Mexican or American.  
Those are colonial terms. I used to call  
myself that, but there’s an evolution of 
thought. Nowadays, a lot of the people in  

the movement I belong to try to look at the 
root of where we’re from, which determines 
who we are in the world we want to see.

I was looking into my background and learned 
that I’m Yaqui, which is native. I’m also 
Sephardic Jew. I’ve been trying to nerd out on 
it and learn more, but it’s hard to come up on 
the history because it was so hidden under 
the Catholic Church. Jewish people pretended 
to be Catholic because otherwise they would 
get killed or sent to prison. A lot of my work 
is a message about a spiritual battle, or the 
native belief of our ancestors praying for our 
generation to have a connection to Earth, 
animals, and the universe.

Recently I went to Indian Market, which is a 

huge art festival in Santa Fe, New Mexico. 
Native artists from all over the country and 
the world come to show their art. I had a 
show there curated by my friend, Jaque 
Fragua. I wanted to do a piece about my 
native background and being Yaqui, but then 
I started thinking about how so many people 
that are Xican@ or who call themselves 
Mexican, or Mexican-American, are Native. 
Mexico comes from the word Mexica, which 
was a tribe—a nation. Later on, the westerners 
called them Aztecs, but that was just one 
tribe. I’m not Aztec, I’m Yaqui. The Spanish 
went in there and named the whole country 
after one tribe. For me, there’s no need to 
have that title. I started to break away from 
nationalism. It doesn’t serve a purpose other 
than to get large groups of people to fight for 

1  Ernesto interned and collaborated with Shepard Fairey.

2  Glen Friedman made him go vegan, and Zack de la Rocha inspired his political activism.

3  He lives in Austin, Texas with his girlfriend.

We Are Human (Girl)
Collaboration with Shepard Fairey, Marco Amador,  
and Zack de la Rocha
Serigraph
18" x 24" / 2009
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to ME,  
MiGration  

is bEaUtifUl.

the elite. I started thinking about the border in 
the context of myself, and all these people that 
right-wing America is calling undocumented, 
illegal aliens. These are people who are 
indigenous to this land. I think any human 
being on earth has the right to freely travel. 

We’re indigenous people, but because of 
specific actions by the government or society, 
we were shifted away from our roots, and they 
got rid of our language. All of that was done so 
we would break ties with Mother Earth and our 
beliefs, so that people could exploit resources. 
A lot of people that are native don’t even know 
their background or what tribe they’re from.  
So I wanted to do a piece about that. It’s a 
very simple piece. It’s a girl, she’s my friend— 
a lot of the images in my work are my friends 
or people I know who are going through those 
soul-searching missions in their life—just like 
me. In the image, there’s a little hummingbird 
flying out of her hand, and it’s eating from a 
flower, which is a rose I drew that I use in all 
my images. It’s called the dignity rose.

How did growing up around the border of 
Mexico and California affect you?

It had a strong effect on me. I never lived in 
Mexico, but I was always there. I was there 

yesterday! I’m just fifteen minutes away from 
the border, and I used to live even closer.  
It does affect you—even the stigmas of 
your cousins over there making fun of you 
because you’re from here. Not in a bad way, 
just teasing. It made me conscious at a young 
age of what was happening. When people 
go from here to Mexico, they’re watching 
their back. But for my parents, Mexico is very 
safe. They come from rural Mexico. My mom 
is from a city that was very safe, where she 
knew everyone on her block. When they came 
here, there was more crime going on, and my 
mom wasn’t used to that, so she was kind 
of paranoid. I was overprotected when I was 
young because there were gangs around.  
To them it was safer in Mexico, but we 
were here for opportunity or my dad’s job. 
Eventually we moved to the suburbs.

Is that when you started painting in your 
backyard with your dad?

My dad used to sell paint for cars, and I remember 
being in his shop, and he had this Harley 
fender. They had to paint it for a demo at 
a fairground, and it had flames on it. I was 
tripping out, and he said he could show me 
how to make them. The guy who made those 
flames did them freehand, it was super artistic. 

My dad wasn’t an artist, so he used tape to 
paint it, and then later on he showed me how 
to cut stencils.

Was there a turning point when you decided  
to make art for political purposes?

No. I’ve been political since I was little. I was 
always a big Rage Against the Machine fan.  
I’d always wanted to meet Zack de la Rocha, 
and I’d done a painting of him in 2006 that  
I wanted to give to him. In 2008, me and my 
friend Juan were hanging out in Shepard 
Fairey’s office, drinking beers and being 
recluses during a show, and Shep comes 
running in and says, “Your boy Zack is here.”  
I met him and told him about the painting,  
and I said we could do prints and give the 
money to any cause. He told me about this 
shit going on in Arizona with Sheriff Joe 
Arpaio. I didn’t know anything about it at that 
point. He said we’d make the prints and use 
the money there. It wasn’t a political piece, 
it was just a portrait of Zack. I remember 
telling him that Rage and Chuck D and a lot 
of groups made me a political artist because 
I love listening to the music, and the message 
makes you think. I like being politically aware, 
but I never thought about getting involved. 
Zack is the one who called me about doing 

Decolonize Wallstreet
Collaboration with Orlando Arenas and Ricardo Lopez
Serigraph
23" x 29"
2011



92 ErnEsto YErEna MontEjano jUXtaPoZ

the We Are Human poster, the collaboration 
with Shep, and had the idea to release it for 
May Day.

Tell me more about the work you did around 
SB 1070 in Arizona.

The SB 1070 stuff is still going on right 
now. Recently a lot of artists started using 
butterflies to represent migration. The NDLON  
[National Day Laborer Organizing Network] 
bought a bus and organized undocumented 
people to ride it from Phoenix to Charlotte, 
and the whole thing is called Coming 
Out of the Shadows, as in coming out as 
undocumented. It’s taboo to say you’re 
undocumented. People are scared or 
embarrassed, but the point is to say,  
“We’re sick of this, we’re here, and we’re 
human. We’re no more or no less than 
everyone else. And we’re not scared if 
someone is going to arrest us or deport us.” 
They’re just sick of having to live in fear. A lot 
of my friends are there, and I’m really proud  
of those guys. I was asked to do the image  

for the bus, and they wanted an image of a 
family or a portrait. But I thought we shouldn’t 
use a portrait.

Monarch butterflies fly from Canada all the 
way down to Mexico every year. The live in 
the Michoacán mountains, and we wanted 
to represent the immigrant people because 
migration is natural. We’ve been migrating 
forever, and there are all these fake borders 
put up because of economic reasons to divide 
people and land. We’ve been indigenous to 
this land for thousands of years. We’re going 
to keep migrating, and no one is ever going to 
stop us, and that’s what we want to represent.

A lot of people here think about immigrants 
taking their jobs or breaking the law, but to 
me, migration is beautiful. Without migration, 
you wouldn’t have different kinds of music, 
art and languages mixing up, or mixed-blood 
people. And so I decided to go with the 
butterfly, which symbolizes a lot of things. 
It represents struggle or change. Also with 
the drug war going on in Mexico, a lot of the 

cartels in Michoacán have started cleaning 
out the forest on the mountain where the 
butterflies breed. So now even the violence 
down there has affected the butterfly. I wasn’t 
the first to do the butterfly. It was my friend, 
Orlando Arenas. In 2009 there was the All 
Children’s March, and he did some butterflies 
for the kids to hold. That’s become the symbol 
of this movement. 

What are some other symbols you often use?

I have the Virgin Mary in my work a lot. I kind 
of appropriated it. I see it more as Tonantzin, 
the Mother Earth of the Mexica people. To me, 
it just represents the motherly figure.

There’s also a buffalo with a rose. The buffalo 
represents Native people in North America.  
I saw a documentary about hunting buffalo, 
and the Native people were against other 
people hunting and selling it as exotic meat. 
Native people were saying they’d only be here 
on this continent as long as the buffalo are 
here. If buffalo are extinct, then spiritually,  

so are the native people. There’s a famous 
photo of a big mountain of buffalo skulls— 
a massacre of buffalo, just like a mountain, 
and that represents genocide of our people  
in a different way.

And then there’s the sacred heart. I grew up 
Catholic, but I don’t consider myself Catholic. 
Catholics took a lot of the native visuals and  
appropriated them to get Native people  
to accept the religion. Art wise, and from 
growing up with it, I just like how it looks.  
So I took the sacred heart and flipped it.  
It has the heart with flames coming out of  
the top, and then the thorns usually represent 
Jesus. But for me, the thorns represent 
struggle. The heart is about going strong at 
everything you do, and the fire represents 
knowledge—knowledge from the heart. 
People might think I’m representing Catholic 
images, but I’m definitely not. But if people  
are Catholic and they like it because of that, 
then that’s cool.

Is there usually a narrative in your  

background collages?

That’s another thing I learned from working 
with Shepard. He did a lot of that stuff.  
When I make collages, I want them to  
accent the image and reinforce whatever  
the statement is.

What are other ways that Shepard  
influenced you?

Work ethic. That guy is a machine. I don’t 
know anyone else that works as hard as him. 
Shepard is addicted to work. And I thought 
that was a good thing when I was addicted 
to work, and then I figured out that my body 
doesn’t do that. I’m half his age, but I can’t 
take that shit. He’ll do an eight-hour work  
day and forget to eat.

How do you define social justice?

I think if you’re an artist, you have a social 
obligation to do work and to say something 
positive. There are people who are way 

better at it than me. Artists and people in the 
movement are completely selfless about it.  
For me, it’s an obligation to be politically aware 
and do things for the movement, but right now 
I’m on a little bit of a hiatus because I’m trying 
to figure out exactly what my message is.  
I have to study a lot so that if I come out and 
say something publicly, people won’t write 
me off as an idiot. A lot of the messaging has 
changed. Before, we were into immigration 
reform, but I don’t consider myself a reformist 
at all.

Do you have any opinions about the upcoming 
US presidential election?

I’m all for George Carlin. I don’t like Obama, 
but I did vote for him, because George Carlin 
says, “If you don’t vote, you can’t complain.”  
I love George Carlin. I would vote for him.

What about Spongebob Squarepants?

I love Spongebob because the guy who does 
his voice, Tom Kenny, was on Mr. Show. 

Prayer of the Ancestors Canvas
Mixed-media, collage, spray paint, and stencils
30" x 44"
2012

Knowledge Is Power
Mixed-media, collage, spray paint, and stencils
30" x 44"
2010
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that’s thE 
wholE PUrPosE 

of art. YoU 
don’t PUt it 
awaY or PUt 
it UP jUst to 

look nicE. 
YoU’rE sUPPosEd 

to havE a 
convErsation 
with thE PiEcE.

Spongebob’s just so classic. I still watch that. 
They have it in Spanish, too. That’s the way 
Spongebob rolls. Bob Esponja. He’s epic. 
Even Shepard saw the Spongebob movie and 
liked it because it had a Motörhead song in it.

Are you into other comedians?

I used to like George Lopez before he had his 
show. I like any critical thinkers. Comedians 
are some of the best critical thinkers of all 
time. Louis C.K., too. He’s Mexican, so that’s 
even better.

Talk about your color palette.

Turquoise, in my mind, represents Native 
people all across the continent. A lot of 
indigenous people use turquoise. It’s 
Southwestern to me. I’m from California,  
but Southeast of San Diego, close to Arizona. 
I always felt like I was part of the Southwest. 
I like ancient and native colors from Mexico 
and other nations. They used a lot of oranges, 
brick, and earth colors.

How important is photography to your  
art practice?

I love photography. One of my influences  
in photography is B Plus. He’s a photographer 

who does a lot of hip-hop stuff. And Eric 
Coleman is another influence. One of my best 
friends, Juan Garcia, got me into shooting 
photos. He got a good deal on a Hasselblad, 
which is a German camera that uses 120 film, 
and he gave it to me as a gift. For a whole 
year, all I did was film photography. I got to 
shoot a lot of people and cool musicians,  
and when I started illustrating, some of  
my images came from photos I had shot.  
Even the little girl in the piece that Shepard 
and I worked on came from a photo that  
I shot.

Is there something specific you look for in  
your source imagery?

When I first think of an image, I’ll write about 
a concept and a feeling, whether it’s design 
based or a portrait. I’ll think about whether  
any of my friends have the characteristic that 
I’m looking for. I usually sit down with whoever 
it is, and we talk. I tell them over and over what 
it’s about, and try to get it into their head.  
With a lot of my friends, it’s like I’m trying 
to make them be actors. Most people get 
nervous being photographed, but I’ll shoot 
like a hundred photos, and by the end, when 
they’re completely relaxed or bored, and 
they’re being natural, that’s when I get the 
good photos.

Tell me about more of your influences, 
contemporary or historical.

Music has always been a big influence.  
Lately it’s been jazz. There are no words,  
just feelings. I’ve been listening to Thelonious 
Monk. I like Sun Ra. Yani Cervantes and Jesus 
Borracha are my friends and big influences. 
Malaquias Montoya, he’s a classic Xican@ 
artist. Jaque Fragua is a big influence on  
me as far as the way he thinks. His artwork’s 
not overtly political. I own one of his pieces, 
and I didn’t want him to explain it, I wanted to 
figure it out. That’s the whole purpose of art. 
You don’t put it away or put it up just to look 
nice. You’re supposed to have a conversation 
with the piece. When I was in college, I went to 
see Robert Rauschenberg’s art, and his works 
are like puzzles you have to piece together to 
get what he was trying to say.

Retna got me to start using color. I met him 
because I used to work with Richard Duardo 
from Modern Multiples. I have my political 
mentor, Ricardo Lopez. He’s an actor and 
an activist, and I would consider him almost 
like a Xican@ historian. He didn’t work at a 
University. He’s just in the community and 
lives in East LA.

Which of your collaborations or homages  

Billy Jack (top)
Mixed-media, collage, spray paint, and stencils
30" x 44"
2012

Selena Tejana / Xicana Goddess (bottom)
Mixed-media, collage, spray paint, and stencils
20" x 26"
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had the biggest impact on you?

Working with Shepard is one of the top three. 
Zack was a big influence on me before I ever 
met him, and then once I met him, it changed 
my life. I’ve done two pieces with Manu Chao. 
Ana Tijoux is from Chile, and she’s a musician 
who is political and really supportive of the 
students. There’s a student revolution going 
on in Chile right now. They’re trying to privatize 
education so that only rich people can go to 
school. There are 15-year-old girls squaring  
off with cops in the streets. It’s hardcore. 
Ana’s made music about it. I became her 
friend, and we did a print together, but I was  
a fan before I met her. I’m working on a 
piece for Atmosphere right now. Me and my 
friends are all hip-hop/emo kids, so we like 
Atmosphere and Aesop Rock. Every time  
I get to do a poster or a piece for a favorite 
musician, it’s always great.

Tell me about how you got into Dia de Los 
Muertos imagery.

I learned about Dia de Los Muertos in LA. 
Where my family is from, in the northern part 
of Mexico, the culture is different than in the 
south. The Day of the Dead culture in the 
north doesn’t have skulls or happy things 

going on. People bring bands to play music 
for their friends at the cemetery, but it’s always 
very sad with people crying, getting drunk, 
and mourning. But there is a lot of southern 
Mexican culture in LA, and I learned that the 
indigenous culture from down south almost 
made fun of death. To be free on earth, you can’t  
be afraid of death. I started getting into that 
idea because for me, a lot of the anxieties 
come from fear—like fear of getting sick or 
going crazy. When you get anxiety and panic 
attacks, you feel like you’re going to die. It’s the  
fear of death that overwhelms you and makes 
you not function. I liked the concept so much, 
and I started thinking about religion and the 
way it has been based on the fear of death. 
Religions are like companies, and they’re 
selling you things, like safety, and they make 
sure that if you give them money or go to 
church, they’re going to save you. And when 
you die, you’re going to heaven to hang out  
with Jesus. As long as they have your allegiance,  
you’ll do whatever they say. It’s the same with 
governments. Some people feel like they trust 
the government, and they would die without it.

Is art therapeutic for you?

Yes and no. It’s therapeutic when I’m working 
on a concept, or I’m enjoying working in my 

studio and having fun, but then there are  
times when I’m like, alright, I should eat  
and take care of myself and take a break.  
But I ignore that feeling, and I get stubborn 
and keep working until I completely crash.  
And sometimes I do that so much that I get 
burnt out, and I look at my art in disgust like, 
“You did this to me.”

If you could represent yourself with a symbol, 
what would it be?

I was feeling anxious and depressed recently, 
and I wanted to draw something that reflected 
me. I drew a sea turtle because they’re old 
and wise, and they like the land and the sea. 
That’s one of the animals that is important to 
the Yaqui because they’re close to the ocean. 
I was also thinking about my Sephardic side, 
Egypt, and Arab culture, and I remember seeing 
the Egyptian scarab when I was young— 
the beetle with the big wings. So I made a 
winged sea turtle. I’m definitely not a slow 
person, I’m fast paced. But for some reason  
I think I look like a turtle

For more information about Ernesto Yerena 
Montejano, visit Hechoconganas.com


