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Mission District mural fades after 30 years, but
message doesn't
Mission District artists restore renowned piece that continues to inspire
Carolyn Jones  Updated 7:51 am, Tuesday, September 9, 2014

A faded, peeling sliver of San Francisco and world history is springing back to life
in a quiet alley in the Mission District.

Two Bay Area artists are restoring a mural that they created in 1984 in a narrow alley off
24th Street. The mural depicts a time long forgotten by many, when Central America
was besieged with machine guns and civil war, and refugees flooded into San Francisco
seeking peace.

It's also the last intact mural among the famed Placa murals of Balmy Alley, a 1980s
project funded by the Zellerbach Foundation in which 30 artists covered the entire block
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O'Brien Thiele (left) and Miranda Bergman assemble scaffolding while restoring their mural, "Culture

Contains the Seed of Resistance That Blossoms into the Flower of Liberation," originally painted in 1984.



RELATED STORIES

with colorful depictions of the culture and struggles of Central America. The works were

so celebrated that Balmy Alley became "the grandmother" of the Mission District's

mural destinations and a favorite spot for tourists.

Over time, most of the murals faded or suffered water damage, and have been painted

over with new artworks depicting new themes: gentrification and displacement, and

more modern takes on Latin American culture.

But the 200-square-foot piece by

Miranda Bergman and O'Brien

Thiele remains. It covers the rear of

a two-car garage and shows a

sweeping collage of symbols evoking

Central America in the 1980s:

overflowing baskets of papayas and

bananas, vivid red bougainvillea,

grim mothers of the "disappeared"

carrying pictures of their loved ones,

young soldiers with machine guns, a

stern-faced Ronald Reagan, and a

soaring dove of peace.

Some things don't change
The artists briefly considered a new theme for their work, something more reflective of

modern times. After all, who nowadays remembers Gen. Manuel Noriega, the onetime

Panamanian leader?

"But then we realized that the things we were hoping for then - peace, sovereignty,

prosperity in Central America - haven't happened yet. Those issues are still all too real,"
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said Bergman, 67, of Oakland. "This mural is a snapshot of history, not just in Central
America but in this neighborhood, too. We want to honor that."

Indeed, many of the tourists who amble past Miranda and Thiele stop and ask what the
mural is about, and the artists end up chatting for hours. They talk about everything
from the Middle East to '80s nostalgia to the exorbitant rents in the Mission District.
Sometimes they even let visitors do some painting themselves.

They've done so much chatting, in fact, the project has taken months longer than
expected. They started almost a year ago and hope to be finished in October, in time for
the release of a documentary about the Placa murals.

Art of conversation

Visitors seemed delighted to see the mural preserved, even if the Sandinistas are no
longer in the headlines.

"It's clear that something is being said. A voice is here," said Megan McHugh, a San
Francisco filmmaker who was strolling down the alley last week. "I love that they're
saving it."

The mural experts at Precita Eyes, a Mission District arts organization, said Bergman
and Thiele's piece isn't just valuable for its artistic merit; it's also an important history
lesson.

"It's amazing how ignorant the average American is about history. This is a way to show
people what happened then, to remind them that those conflicts were important," said
Jorge Morell, a Precita Eyes tour guide. "I'm so happy to see them restoring it. It's like
seeing an old man turn back into a teenager."

The restoration has been intensely emotional for the artists, who said that as they
retrace their brushstrokes from 30 years ago, they're reminded of their own idealism,
but also how much the world has changed.

Optimism has waned

"It's wonderful to remember those years, but also a little sad," Bergman said. "Thirty
years ago, our optimism was stronger. We actually thought a mural would change



things. We thought that dove of peace really would fly, that by now we'd have a much
more peaceful world. And that is so not the case."

Thiele, 73, of Berkeley, said the endless visitors and conversations buoy his spirits and
propel him to complete the project.

"We thought this mural would be graffitied by now," he said. "But to hear so many
people say they love it makes me think it's still relevant. Maybe it provides a little
humanity behind the headlines."

Bergman also feels rejuvenated as she pores over her work, injecting it with brighter
colors and cleaning off the grime. The mountains are now a momentous purple, the corn
rows jump off the wall and the farm woman's smile is a little wider.

"Maybe the future, this time, will be better," she said. "We can still try. We're not giving
up, and that feels wonderful."

Learning more, helping out
Documentary: A film about the Placa murals, "These Walls Speak" by Carla Wojczuk, will be shown at a block party from 2 to 9
p.m. Oct. 19 at Balmy Alley, between 24th and 25th streets near Harrison Street in San Francisco.
To help: If you'd like to donate to help the artists, Miranda Bergman and O'Brien Thiele, buy paint, go to http://bit.ly/1ArP2Tj.
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