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Introduction

Abstract
The main objective of this report is to draw inferences regarding the impacts effecting
initiatives for children and young people based on my experience of inspecting and
facilitating initiatives in Puerto Morazán, Nicaragua. I have used a mainly qualitative
approach with observations and interactions forming the main body of my evidence for
analysis and interpretation. The findings are extremely varied and subject to different
interpretations, but the main conclusions which can be drawn are that the impact lies in a
projects long-term potential, and in the facilitator’s acknowledgement of pre-existing
economic, political and cultural conditions.

Origins
For many years, I have been fascinated by Latin America, and in my third year of
undergraduate study, was given the opportunity to spend a year studying in Mexico,
including a few months in which I would not be committed to academic study. I had a real
urge to explore more of Central America, to experience life away from language schools and
backpackers hostels. With a view to my future career prospects which include project
development for NGOS or social research, I decided to look for organisations which would
allow me to investigate the impact they were having in the field, and to immerse myself in
the realities of realising social projects abroad. I was curious to understand the impacts,
difficulties, and moral ambiguities in this area of work, and to get a little further below the
surface of a region which has become a huge part of my life and imagination for as long as I
can remember.
Unexpectedly, I discovered that my home town of Bristol was twinned with Puerto Morazán,
a rural area of North-West Nicaragua, and that BLINC (Bristol Link with Nicaragua), accepted
self-funded volunteers from the Bristol area to realise a project according to their individual
skills and interests and in line with the needs and wishes of the Nicaraguan community.
Those involved on both sides of the partnership in the early stages wanted a mural to
commemorate 20 years of the twinning, and I mentioned I had some artistic background
and experience working with children. Like me, they also wanted to investigate the impacts
of their initiatives, and so it was agreed that I would spend a month undertaking a mural
workshop with local children and young people, and simultaneously investigate the effects
of previous initiatives by BLINC, observing the difficulties of realising such initiatives through
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the practice of realising my own, and evaluating through feedback, the usefulness of my
initiative and those of BLINC.

Figure 1 Young people from the secondary school take inspiration from a previous BLINC art project. Paintings show the
landscapes of Bristol and Puerto Morazán

Objectives of this report
This report will be a considered qualitative analysis of the observations, interviews and questionnaire
results with consideration to socio-economic factors and secondary research.

It is intended for anyone interested in the impacts of the initiatives run by BLINC, including
members of the organisation itself and Bristol Twinning Association, and especially for
anyone considering undertaking a practical initiative of a similar nature; though bearing in
mind that the findings are by no means generalisable to other situations, but can help
illustrate the range and kinds of challenges that one might encounter when attempting to
realise an initiative of this kind. The report was consolidated by myself with contributions
with some of the children and young people who participated in the initiative.
It aims to consolidate my experiences in Nicaragua into some general conclusions about the
impact of projects for children and young people in the given region. It acknowledges that
the long-term impacts are merely speculative, and that the short term ones are not
generalisable to every situation.

Limitations
Logistical problems
On route from my place of study in Mexico I had to pass through Guatemala, where my passport was
stolen. For reasons relating to bureaucracy, slow-mail and natural disasters, my new passport did
not reach me for nearly 3 months, by which time rainy season had arrived in Nicaragua, the school

8
holidays had almost arrived, and my dissertation had to be written. Therefore there were more time
constraints on my ability to realise the project and collect primary data.
Reliability
Loss of primary data I would make a point of typing up my daily observations in the ministry
of education, but the data stick they were saved on went mysteriously missing from the
office the day before I left, meaning that I had to resort to hand-scrawled notes, and some
insights that I’d articulated at the time may have been lost, meaning that some of the
interpretations are more retrospective than I had hoped.
Interviewing The idea of interviewing people sat strangely with the people I asked, and I
quickly gave up the idea, most people preferring to engage in unscheduled, informal
conversation. I began to take more of my qualitative findings come from observation than
anywhere else. This might mean that some of my findings are more open to my own
subjective interpretation than if I had based them solely on interviews and questionnaires.
Subjectivity As part of my study of the effects of initiatives for children and young people will
be based on my own interpretations of an initiative which I developed and put a lot of time
into, my evaluations will be highly open to subjective bias. I have made an effort to
counteract this through use of quantitative questions in questionnaires, and by scrutinising
the project thoroughly, and comparing it with successful mural projects.
Lack of questionnaire participants As school had broken up for the holidays by the time the
project was over, I had to leave the majority of the questionnaires for the teachers to
distribute after my departure and send back, but this was never realised. I managed to get
only 5 responses, but these only represent 14-17 age-group, and probably represent those
who were engaged the most by the project, as they were the ones who stayed until the end
of the mural-painting, and were the first to put their names down to go to the trip to León
(we could only take 5). Therefore if a cross-section of satisfaction could be taken, they
probably represent the highest level of satisfaction of all the participants, and therefore
cannot be generalised to all the participants.
Demographics
By offering free food and drink, the project aimed to provide an activity which would not exclude
children and young people from the poorest backgrounds, based on Alix’s advice. However, by the
time I arrived, the decision had already been made by the school authorities to invite only the
highest achieving students with the highest attendance, and a group had already been assembled.
Given that absence at school is often due to the economic circumstances of the children’s families,
the demographic of students I was working with may have been from homes which were slightly
more economically secure. This means that I cannot say with confidence that the project was
successful in its aim of providing an activity which was not exclusive on the basis of economic
background.
Further limitations of realising the project itself, aside from the gathering of information for the
report, will be discussed as part of the main body of this report, as the limiting factors at work in the
implementation of initiatives for children and young people are partly what the investigation itself is
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concerned with, and so they are to be treated as observations to be analysed with respect to the
problem at hand, and indeed make up a large part of the findings themselves.

Historical background

Figure 2 "For freedom we have fought, and today we strive to defend" - Mural in León relating the massacre of student
protestors in 1958 which marked the origins of the FSLN

Nicaragua and Muralism1
In 1979, after almost 80 years of dictatorship and 7 years of civil war, the socialist Sandinista
National Liberation Front overthrew the Somoza regime. The founding principles of Sandinismo were
that literacy, freedom of expression including artistic expression, and a sense of popular ownership
over national history were key tools for liberation and emancipation, and without them, a social
revolution could not be successful. Thus, taking inspiration from the Mexican revolutionary mural
movement of the 1920s, the Sandinista government funded an explosion of mural workshops, so
that the stories of Nicaragua’s history could be painted by ordinary people, reflecting their priority of
popular participation (rather than just representative democracy), artistic expression and the
assertion of the right to public spaces, and acted as a means to educate the illiterate. The
importance attributed to mural workshops is evident from the number which survived and
continued producing murals despite the extreme scarcity of the US embargo and CIA-funded Contra
War from 1981-1990.
The exploited population of the Somoza regime had for a long time provided cheap goods to the
United States, and owed huge external debts. On the pretext of stopping the “cancer” of
communism, the Reagan administration funded a counter insurgency which lasted most of the 1980s
and costs tens of thousands of lives. During this time, there was widespread international defence of
the revolution by a range of NGOs and people concerned with social justice or in favour of
alternatives to neoliberalism. Mural-painting became a standard way for visiting organisations to
show their support and solidarity.
1

This is a basic overview of my essay on muralism in Nicaragua (in Spanish) see Appendices.
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Finally, in 1990, when the Nicaraguan people were given the choice between prolonged war in a
crippled economy, or to vote for the US-funded candidate Violeta Chamorro, they chose the latter.
Despite bringing peace, Chamorro undid the welfare programmes of the Sandinistas – illiteracy and
infant mortality increased, murals were painted over with whitewash and the mural workshops were
abolished and their spaces turned into business offices. Instead of the empowering experience of
painting a community mural about national history, children and young people were instead
exposed the alienating images of MTV and American billboard advertisements.
In 2006, the Sandinistas won the elections with their revolutionary hero Daniel Ortega as President,
whose campaign was coloured pink instead of the Sandinista red and black. Ortega has revived many
of the welfare policies of the Revolution, but his regime demonstrates the same indifference
towards art and culture as the liberals.
In Nicaragua now there is a lot of nostalgia for the revolution; it was a popular mobilisation of
immense proportions, stretching far beyond the military element, so that everyone over the age of
30 has stories to tell about how they participated. It is evident from the current government’s PR
that they try to draw on this nostalgia and revolutionary identity, meaning that guerrilla veterans
who oppose Ortega are quickly accused of being anti-Sandinista and neoliberal. The Sandinistas are
losing popularity due to the disparity between their discourse and praxis, not to mention Ortega’s
shameless self-promotion and subtle encroachments of political freedoms.

Figure 3 March to mark the anniversary of the taking of León by the revolutionary forces in 1979

To paint a mural in post-revolutionary Nicaragua, on behalf of an organisation established in
solidarity with the original aims of the revolution, therefore has much wider implications than it
might in other parts of the world, due to the association of international mural projects with
liberation and solidarity.
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Bristol Link with Nicaragua (BLINC)
Founded by Bristolians concerned about the survival of the Sandinista Revolution, Bristol Link with
Nicaragua was set up in 1985 in order to promote solidarity with Nicaragua and to develop a link
between Bristol and Puerto Morazán. In 1989 BLINC persuaded Bristol City Council to officially twin
with Puerto Morazán. BLINC is made up solely of volunteers and relies on donations to carry out its
projects. It helps to co-ordinate fundraising and volunteer efforts in Bristol to support solidarity,
development, healthcare and education programmes in Puerto Morazán, arrange cultural exchanges
between Bristol and Nicaragua, particularly through schools and arrange visits from officials,
teachers and community workers from Puerto Morazán. For more information on BLINC’s projects,
see http://bristolnicaragua.wordpress.com/

Structure

Figure 4 Outlining the mural design

The main body of the evidence, findings and conclusions are split into two key sections: First, those
relating to the pre-existing initiatives organised by BLINC, and secondly, the mural project which I
facilitated. It seemed appropriate to analyse one independently from the other because, aside from
reflecting the structure of my itinerary, my engagement with the projects was different; I
experienced the BLINC initiatives as an observer, and experienced the mural project as a participant,
with much close contact with those whom the project affected, resulting in more in-depth
observations. The mural project also produced more inferences relating to cultural and social
aspects of Nicaragua which gave different, though not contradictory conclusions from the first
section.
The findings, conclusions and recommendations are not always rigidly separated, as many the
findings (which included observations, opinions, comments), can only be justified as relevant (that is
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to say, as findings) with some elaboration and interpretation, and so it didn’t make sense to include
a separate section for findings and conclusions, rather, to group them thematically and draw
conclusions or inferences where necessary, summarising at the end where most salient features will
be recapitulated in order to form some over-arching inferences and recommendations.
The “limiting factors” integrated into each section refers not to the limiting factors I encountered as
a researcher, but the factors which impeded the impact of the pre-existing project and the one
which I organised, so that recommendations can be made about how to increase the impact, or at
least, the extent of the impact can be better understood, before full conclusions can be drawn.
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Impacts of Initiatives for Children and Young
People
I will discuss the impacts of the pre-existing Twinning initiatives separately from what I believe to be
the impacts of the mural initiative I developed, and then attempt to draw some general conclusions
in the end. In both cases, a discussion of the factors which may have limited the potential impacts
help to form part of the analysis of the extent of the impacts themselves.

1. BLINC’s Twinning Initiatives
I spent the first few days being shown some of the most recent initiatives facilitated by BLINC in
order to inform them of how their projects were going. I will use the information to draw some
general conclusions about what can increase or reduce the impact of projects.

1. 1. Positive Impacts of the Pre-existing Twinning Initiatives
Water tanks in schools
One year ago, BLINC had installed tanks for fresh clean water in all of the schools in the Puerto
Morazán municipality, none of which had a source of clean drinking water prior to this. I went to
check all the tanks were functioning and that the project was having the desired impact of increased
attendance and performance.
Every school representative (usually head teacher) I spoke to when visiting said that attendance had
increased markedly with the water tanks, and children’s concentration improved as they were fully
hydrated, especially important in the summer months. As it is not safe to drink straight from the tap
in most homes, I learned that due to the cost of having to buy water, the poorest families had an
economic incentive to send their children to school. It also revealed to me that projects undertaken
through the school could have benefits outside of the classroom in terms of health and lessening the
strain on families.
However, some of the tanks were no longer working or had needed a number of botched-repairs
due to a mixture of weather conditions and poor workmanship. When the rainy season hits the force
of the sheer amount of water that falls causes lots of the earth to slide away, and in some cases this
had knocked aside the connecting pipes which had not been re-enforced properly in their initial
construction. As a result, these schools reverted back to their normal levels of attendance. Some
schools had tried making their own short-term repairs, and one had held out 2 weeks for help
promised by the local council, but had not received it. Many had never even asked for it.
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Figure 7 A BLINC water-tank: The pipe was knocked out by the sliding mud in rainy season

El Chavo
The Pre-School El Chavo had fallen into disrepair and had become a hang-out for teenagers, which,
locals argued had lead to vandalism and under-age drinking, and the school itself was used less and
less. BLINC had renovated it, and 18 months on, wanted me to go and see the difference. The school
was getting thoroughly used, which was obvious from all the children’s’ work up on the walls and
the full classrooms. As some of the teenagers who had been cited as the source of the local social
problems had been involved in the re-painting, people had noticed a decline in anti-social behaviour,
but that the place was still used as an after-school hang out. A gardening project on the ground
around the building was suggested, so that it was not an accessible space for young people to
occupy, and would be another way to involve them in the improvement of the community. However,
nobody could suggest a diversion for young people to stop them using another disused place.

Figure 8 The newly renovated pre-school El Chavo being well-used
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Kitchens
Each school had an outdoor stove which was used each morning by parent volunteers to cook a
breakfast of gallopinto (beans, rice and chilli) for the kids, provided for free by the state education
system. This was a problem in rainy season (the schools had no kitchens and the stove let off a lot of
smoke so they had to be outdoors), and so on most days throughout a 6 month period breakfast
would not be cooked due to rain, or it would be very difficult for the volunteers, and consequently
attendance was much lower for half of the year. If attendance was low the schools would simply
close for the day. In 2010 BLINC built shelters for each of the stoves so that breakfast could be
cooked all-year round. However, before rainy season even arrived the government decided to cut
the funding for free school breakfasts nationwide, meaning that the shelters invested in had never
been used, and attendance was down.

Figure 9 Lucrecia Lindo Primary school; proud owners of their new outdoor kitchen, but have no food to cook in it.

1. 2 Limiting factors to their realisation and recommendations for
their improvement
Weather
I hadn’t fully anticipated the effect of the rainy season on life in the rural areas of Nicaragua. In the
cities things carried on more or less as normal, but here it would mean the difference between not
having food or water and attendance in school, or a substantial blow to the effectiveness of the
running of the school. When schemes are implemented, such as the water tanks, every stage of their
implementation needs to take this into account.
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Infrastructure
Whether or not all aspects of the school were functioning, often the schools a little way out of the
town centre would be closed in rainy season due to flooding of the roads. Power outages also meant
that the administration would be closed sometimes for days at a time.
Climate Change
Francisco, who drove me on his motorbike to some of the schools amidst the flooding, told me: “We
have never seen a rainy season like this one”2. Where the intensification of the summer heat had
made the water tanks a more urgent need in the schools, the increased rainfall had complicated
their continued implementation. For NGOs to maximise the effect of their initiatives, they need to be
mindful of ways to adapt their projects to the effects of climate change, and of what the community
may need as a result, and furthermore, find solidarity with campaigns to halt climate change, in the
long-term interest of the communities with whom they work.
Political will
It seemed that nationally, in the case of the provision of school meals, and locally, in terms of the
maintenance of the tanks, the government didn’t fully acknowledge the benefits of being able to
provide food and water in schools. This means that BLINC will have to look into the level of lobbying
and campaigning on certain issues to ensure that their initiatives are taken seriously by the
government, as they are after all undertaken on the request of the local community, or otherwise
BLINC will have to find other ways to work around this problem without the support of the
authorities.
Lack of alternative spaces for young people
The El Chavo project was undoubtedly beneficial to the children who used the school and for the
young people while they were engaged in renovating it. But it didn’t seem to solve the problem of
young people gravitating towards unused spaces, which the community found threatening for the
community, the idea of teen-hood is relatively new, and in Nicaragua as a whole, teen anti-social
behaviour does not have such a long history as in the UK. Talking to Gioconda, it seemed that under
the influence of American television since the mid 90s, young people were keen to assert
independence and a generational identity. Perhaps what is needed is an acknowledgement of this,
and an initiative which provides a permanent space like a youth centre for teenagers to assert their
group identity where they have engaging activities and therefore do not need to resort to anti-social
behaviour. However, as this is based on a Western interpretation of teenhood, it is probably best
for the community to come to a decision, based on their cultural values, and with the teenagers
concerned, about what would be best.

2

Something I had noticed since my time in Mexico, Guatemala, and increasingly in Nicaragua, in rural areas in
countries with an extreme wet and dry two-season cycle, people are more accustomed to interruptions to
their daily lives through variations in the weather, and endeavour to plan around it, and are therefore more
attuned to climatic variations in their locale, especially as everyone I had met had spent their whole lives in the
same town, accustomed to the same weather, only to see it dramatically change in the last few years.
Therefore, qualitative observations such as these on the part of local inhabitants should not be dismissed as
sources of information about the effects of climate change in localised environments.
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International co-ordination (internet)
A general limitation to engagement with the twinning partners in Bristol and with Gioconda, the coordinator who resides in León, was the frustratingly slow and volatile internet connection, coupled
with frequent power outages in the rainy season. The lack of basic computer skills meant that it fell
to one or two individuals involved in the twinning to negotiate these obstacles, further reducing the
swiftness of communication. Those people were very keen to stress to me that they felt these
problems were sometimes not taken into account by the partners in Bristol, and urged me to
communicate this to BLINC based on the difficulties I myself experienced of liaising with BLINC (and
indeed Lord Rootes) whilst I was there. In the case of the problems with the water tanks, BLINC had
not been informed, and it seemed that people preferred to wait for a representative like myself or
Gioconda, who would then pass the information on by email back to BLINC. Gioconda agreed that
this was a problem and stressed that I communicate it, and it seemed that for her to be the only
point of contact was not only inefficient but an unfair division of work. It seems that BLINC either
needs to make a priority of looking into installing a better internet connection and implementing
computer training, or it needs to adjust to a time-frame in line with the reality in Puerto Morazán in
terms of planning and correspondence.

1.3 Overall analysis of the Impacts of Pre-Existing BLINC initiatives
The initiatives I went to inspect were but a few out of all those which had been realised over the
years, as BLINC only needed information about the success of its most recent developments. As
such, they don’t provide an insight into the overall effectiveness of the twinning, which has had an
immeasurable and undoubtedly positive impact in the community. However, much can be learned
from the initiatives I inspected in terms of factors to consider when implementing projects.
The water tanks and the renovation of El Chavo were undoubtedly beneficial, given the feedback
from the teachers, but were inevitably not as successful as they could have been due to pre-existing
conditions such as engagement with the government, infrastructure, a volatile climate and the
generation gap. My visits highlighted the importance of maintaining projects, talking to local people
about their strengths and weaknesses in order to determine how to improve them, or identify other
areas which in need of attention before projects can be successful, and being vigilant to changing
political, economic and even climatic circumstances which may affect the realisation of the project.
Victor, who has seen the impacts of the Twinning initiative over 25 years emphasised to me the longterm importance of visitors coming from Bristol to the community, regardless of the immediate
success of the initiatives themselves. He said that every time it happens, children develop more of an
interest in the wider world and sometimes are more motivated to learn English, occasionally even
going to study abroad. I wasn’t sure if this was always such a good thing for the community, but
Victor insisted that it was, as jobs in Puerto Morazán were scarce and mostly unskilled, so children
with more academic potential can be introduced to the possibility of a more fulfilling career,
returning money back to the local economy, and often returning themselves to become teachers. I
wondered if my mural project would have the effect of broadening children’s horizons.
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2. The Mural project
After reading extensively about how children’s mural workshops in Nicaragua had been
implemented, and after visiting mural workshops in Estelí, I decided to begin the project with 2
discussion workshops to develop the mural design, and then spend a week painting it with the same
young people who designed it. However, most of the young people did not arrive for the painting of
the mural itself, for reasons discussed in “limitations” but lots of younger children arrived instead.
Finally, the children were given the opportunity to be shown some of the country’s most famous
murals by those who painted them. As we had saved some money on materials, it seemed natural to
end the project by situating what the children had achieved in the context of the cultural traditions
of their country.

2.1 Impacts of the Mural Project
I will discuss the areas in which the project may have had an impact, considering both the long-term
and short term impacts. I will then look at the limitations separately as I found that many of the
limiting factors to be taken into consideration cut across more than one of these areas.
The long-term impacts will be the most challenging to conclude and the least reliable, being as it is
unfalsifiable, and will be based on speculation and analysis of young peoples responses to questions
about their future included in a questionnaire, and on the opinions which experienced project-coordinators and members of the community had shared with me about what features of a project
contributes to its long-term impact, and whether or not the mural project was consistent with these
recommendations.

Art Education

Figure 10 Back to basics: Learning to mix and apply the whitewash
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I asked the oldest children I worked with, aged 16 and 17 what art they had done at school. With
the prompting of their teacher Virginia, they could recall 2 or 3 activities that had involved drawing
or painting in their whole time at secondary school. This meant that the project was really providing
an opportunity for creativity which they wouldn’t normally get in school, reflected by the qualitative
responses some of the young people gave in their questionnaires and would not have the
opportunity to get engaged with after leaving. One participant (aged 16 0r 17) commented “I
enjoyed it because it’s the first time I have expressed my art”, and another; “We have learnt how to
paint and how to organise ourselves; it has been really good for us” (see Appendix).
This was best illustrated in exchange I overheard between 17-year-old Reyna and her friend who was
passing by:

Friend: “I didn’t know you could paint,
Reyna.”
Reyna: “I couldn’t. But I learnt.”
The long-term implications of this were
reflected in the questionnaire results; 4 out
of 5 said they were more likely to study art in
the future than before participating in the
project (question 9), and 5 out of 5 said they
would take part in another mural project if
they were given the opportunity (question
10). It seemed to suggest that they had not
only been taught a new skill, and in some
cases been introduced to a new topic of
interest, which may provide an ongoing
recreation for teenagers.
Part of the aim of the project was to provide
avenues into long-term occupations for
young people, and the questionnaire results
Figure 11 Reyna and friends bring Bristol to Puerto Morazán
indicated that it had sparked a long-term
interest. However, the workshop was a very short-term project compared to the projects I had taken
advice from such as FUNARTE in Estelí, which nurtured children’s artistic abilities from a very early
age right through adolescence. Terry Brown advised me that under these circumstances, the only
hope of making a long-term difference to peoples’ lives was to undertake the project with the aim of
sparking an interest, and then provide participants with a link to other projects which were going on,
as the community would not necessarily have the capacity or the will to nurture such an interest.
This was confirmed to me when Virginia had showed me an astonishing acrylic portrait of Augustino
Sandino3 painted by one of her students who had graduated high school a few years ago. I asked
what he was doing now. Apparently he was still in Tonolá holding down an unskilled job. It worried
3

Nicaraguan anti-imperialist historical figure and national hero from whom the Sandinistas took their name.
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me that I might have interested young people in a vocation that wasn’t realisable, and that I had to
find something for the kids to engage in the long-term.
The muralists who showed the young people their work, amazingly, provided us with exactly that as
they offered to involve them in a mural project they were undertaking about the environment, and
to participate in the ongoing mural workshops they ran in León for free.

Figure 13. Young people study their national history through art in León

When I showed the young people in the workshop pictures of murals in their country, they were
amazed- they didn’t know about the history of Nicaraguan muralism, one of their strongest cultural
traditions since the revolution, and couldn’t believe that these murals existed in León an hour and a
half a way, a city which most of them had never visited. To me this enormously increased the value
of the experience of being shown these murals by the people who painted them, key cultural figures
of their country, as a meaningful educational and cultural experience.

Enjoyment and self-esteem
The questionnaire results suggest that the children who took part and filled out the questionnaire
enjoyed the project (See Appendix Questionnaire, questions 2, 6, 6a and 7), meaning that young
people were given an activity that was an alternative from hanging around El Chavo.
As indicated in “Limitations” of the Introduction section, the questionnaire may reflect those young
people who enjoyed the project most of all, as only those who stayed until the end filled it out,
whereas as many as 10 of the initial discussion workshop participants never showed up to do
painting, indicating that the painting itself was not widely appealing to that age-group.
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Figure 124 The younger children were keen to get involved

However, younger children aged between 5 and 12 years old, intrigued by what we were doing,
involved themselves, and before long we had made up the numbers. These children’s enjoyment,
though not reflected quantitatively, was evident from the way in which they turned up at the wall
before we did every morning, and
continued painting right until the end
of the day.
Before I began, I had thoroughly read
the recommendations of FUNARTE on
how to run a mural workshop for
children, which includes a lot of advice
on how to make the experience
enriching for children’s’ self esteem,4
and endeavoured to undertake the
project in accordance with these
recommendations as closely as I could.
For example, the preliminary
workshops were designed to give the
young people complete ownership
Figure 13 Coming up with ideas for the mural
over the idea, the design and images in
the mural. We broke down the theme “Solidarity between Puerto Morazán and Bristol” by telling
each other stories about our experiences of where we lived, the typical things from each of our
countries, and the meaning of solidarity. I aimed to facilitate this discussion and only contribute
when I was asked questions about Bristol. All the ideas were written down and the children looked

4

Janet Pavonne & David Hopwell. Children's' Mural Workshops, Managua: FUNARTE/INAPSA, 1999.
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at pictures of murals to see how ideas like “friendship”, “trust” and “support” (which they had
identified as related to solidarity) were communicated symbolically, and decided on the idea of a
bridge and handholding.
They then worked together to
incorporate the other ideas into this
framework. They asked me to
interpret their design into a tidier
version within the dimensions of the
wall.

The design was reproduced so that all
the children could consult it when
painting and I wouldn’t have to tell
them what to paint so much, and
although they were keen to improve
their painting techniques, I often left
them to paint in their own styles, following the
recommendation that complementing them on their
individual expression was more important in the longterm than that the mural came out perfectly.

Figure 14 Working the young people's drawings into the final design

Finally, I made sure that the children signed their
names on the mural as they would sign their own
work in order to confirm their value as participants. I
had been warned by Gioconda that occasionally
murals get vandalised by the same young people who
make them. I wanted to give young people no reason
to feel any frustration towards the project and be in
total control over the outcome in order to ensure the
endurance of the mural itself as well as their
individual sense of worth.
Young people who were initially very apprehensive
about painting on a wall not only participated in
painting the mural, but afterwards agreed to
collaborate with professionals to create murals of historic importance in the cultural city of León.
This suggests to me that their confidence in their ability had improved from when they began the
project. I endeavoured to confirm this interpretation through the questionnaire, which revealed that
those who filled it out felt involved in “all stages of the production of the mural”. Some of the
comments in the questionnaire suggested to me that the measures I took to ensure that the young
people had a sense of ownership over the process were successful: In response to “ Why did you

Figure 17 Signing the mural confirmed the children's
ownership over the project
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enjoy/not enjoy the project”, one person responded; “Because it was really fun and I could express
ideas about the project,”, and another said: “I think it was all brilliant because we were able to give
our opinions and we did everything well.”
Figure 18 Bautisar explains the meaning of the mural:
Faith in the next generation

Figure 19 Edwin and the shadow of Sandino

Pavonne and Hopwell, founders of FUNARTE also assert that,
especially in countries like Nicaragua, self-esteem can be gained
from participating in culturally relevant activities. Due to
globalisation, children in Nicaragua are exposed to a barrage of
images which have nothing to do with their lives or their origins.5
The tour which the León muralists confirmed the cultural and
historical relevance of mural-painting in Nicaragua to the kids, by
explaining the history of how each mural came into being, how it
was reacted to, and what it lead to. It also united them with their
history; in the mural of “Heroes and Martyrs” children learnt
more about the history of their country through the medium of
art, and confirmed that they had taken part in a highly valued
Figure 20 Some children wanted photos with the
parts of the mural which they had painted

cultural tradition.

As for the youngest children, who missed out on the
discussion workshops and the trip to León, expressed their pride in their work by taking my camera
to photograph each bit they painted and to insist on individual photos of themselves with the mural
backdrop.

5

Pavonne & Hopwell, 18
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Increasing Solidarity between Bristol and Puerto Morazán
In the preliminary workshops, the kids really enjoyed telling me all of the things they could think of
to do with their country, and asked me endless questions about the UK, so aside from planning the
mural itself, the time we spent together was a great basis for cultural exchange, which is one of the
ongoing aims of BLINC.
At first most of the young people hadn’t been aware of the Twinning with Bristol6, but were soon
talking about developing their own projects to carry out on behalf of the twinning. Of the
respondents of the questionnaire, all of them were likely to participate in the future, and 3 people in
the questionnaire said they were likely to organise a Twinning initiative. This indicated to me that
projects like these introduce young people to the organisation, which is essential, as soon the older
generation who have participated since the beginning (such as Francisco, Virginia and Victor) will
want to pass on the responsibility to younger people in the community.

Figure 21 The final design showed the bridges of each town connected by people

At first, the young people in the workshop interpreted the Twinning initiative as a one way
beneficiary-recipient scheme, but I explained how we had benefited from the link with Nicaragua
back in the UK. The balanced design of the mural reflected the children’s eventual understanding of
solidarity as a mutually-supportive relationship, which BLINC has always favoured as it tries to

6

Although the questionnaire indicates that the young people knew about the Twinning prior to the mural
project, a show of hands when I asked if people had heard about it at the first mural workshop indicated that
nobody in fact had.
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eliminate the neo-imperialist North-over-South trappings of some organisations, and here that
image is solidified in the mural itself.

2.2 Limitations to the Mural Project
Weather As it was the rainy season, we could only use half the day to paint, as it would rain in the
afternoon, meaning that the days spent painting had to be increased, and the time for preparation
(workshops) shortened.
Holidays As the school holidays arrived half-way into my stay, I didn’t have a fixed place to meet the
students and so they had to hear about changes and developments by word of mouth.
Adults
I had been warned by Gioconda that sometimes it was difficult to encourage adults to co-operate. I
found that people were generally very helpful and keen to be involved, especially when it came to
reviewing BLINC’s past projects. The mural project seemed to be a different story. Where for me the
project was a full-time occupation, for others it was difficult for them to fit it into the schedule of
their lives. This would have been fine were in not for the fact that the success of the project relied
on knowing who was who, who to ask for what, what house they lived in, knowing someone who
would take you there by motorbike, knowing how to get permission to do certain things. It was a
very different experience from organising BLINC events in Bristol; where all I needed was the
internet, a list of email addresses and phone numbers and my own form of transportation. Here I
was wholly dependent on the co-operation and commitment of other people.
This was complicated by the discovery that there was no real appreciation of the time-constraints I
was working in. I would really have to remind people a number of times that I was only there a few
weeks, and if the workshops could not be done in time, then the mural could not be painted in time
and so on. But there was no real sense of urgency among the adults who were facilitating, and
sometimes no consideration of the things that would slow me down. For example, ad-hoc school
closures on days which I had scheduled workshops were not considered worth communicating to
me, though it would have been easy as I lived with two of the teachers who were aware of my
schedule. Once, families of the children taking part tried to distract me from helping their kids paint
the mural by insisting that I drink rum with them. The school teachers, who’d spontaneously closed
the school for the day to have a birthday party in the staff room, tried to convince me to abandon
my workshop of 20 or so students (who came to school despite being given a day off) to join them
instead.
Lack of Art Education in school
Although this has been discussed as a reason for the importance of the project as an introduction to
artistic expression, lack of background in art was also a limitation, as it mitigated the ownership that
they had over the idea, as the young people who designed the mural didn’t turn up to paint the
outlines, preferring Alastair and I to do it instead, and they arrived when the real painting began.
This meant there was one less day of activity for them, and that some of those who designed it were

27
too timid to paint. This is another reason why a long-term project like FUNARTE would have been
more beneficial.
Local Authorities
After speaking with Nicaraguans in León and Estelí who ran full-time mural workshops, I learnt about
the govenment’s attitudes towards art and culture, and their increasing preference for public
relations campaigns over substantial change. My engagement with the Mayor of Puerto Morazán,
Emigdio Tellez, seemed to me to be a microcosm of the national situation; the Sandinista
government pays lip-service to the revolution’s (1980s) emphasis on art and culture to claim
ownership of the image of the cultural achievements of the revolution, but it behaves a great deal
more like the liberal government who ended the revolution in 1990, by its withdrawal of public
funding for arts and culture. On paper, Bautisar told me, each municipality, including Puerto
Morazán, had a budget for art and culture, but in reality they don’t use it. Instead, a lot of money is
spent of PR, and every “achievement of the revolution” (from road-reconstruction to re-painting a
school) is accompanied by a billboard announcement with Daniel Ortega’s beaming face.

Emigdio had a very similar political persona to
President Daniel Ortega; charismatic, largerthan-life revolutionary veteran. When I went to
discuss some of the practicalities of the project
with him, he told me, “Tell me what you want.
Whatever you need, you have it. I fully support
this project.” However, the wall he said he had
gained permission for months before had not
actually been secured, which he had to admit
when he saw that we had begun to paint it (he
had lied), which set us back a day in painting and
in materials. He had, without my request,
promised me his car and chauffer to drive to
Chinandega “Whenever you like” for materials,
though when I repeatedly arranged to use it in
advance it turned out to be unavailable, again
causing me to have to cancel sessions with the
children due to lack of materials. He also said he
had a plastic sheet to cover the mural so it
wouldn’t be damaged by the rain; we waited for
it to materialise and it never did, so we began painting anyway, and on a number of occasions had to
repaint what had been washed off in the rain, which was very demoralising for the kids who’d put so
much effort into it.
Figure 22. Government propaganda showing President
Daniel Ortega. Ministry of Education, Tonolá

Emigdio never took responsibility for these problems, nor did he engage with the children or
apologise to them. I felt he totally undervalued their experience as part of the project. He was
insistent that all the child-muralists were to wear Sandinista headbands and t-shirts with Daniel

28
Ortega’s face printed on them. It suggested to me that the Sandinista governments’ claim to
ownership of our activity took priority over its actual impact on the children who took part – in
terms of their personal development and sense of worth. The t-shirts were the only thing Emigdio
managed to deliver, and nobody wanted to wear them.
Overall, the short and long term impact of the project was impeded by involvement of the local
authorities. Not only did it cause practical problems for the short term aim of realising the mural (a
smaller wall, a more restricted time-frame) but the long-term aim of engaging children and young
people in Twinning projects and BLINC projects was undermined. Every time there was a set-back of
this kind, less people showed up the following day. When we had a day with no set-backs, word
would spread and one or two more people would return the next day, indicating that these kind of
setbacks put people off. As the person seen generally as responsible, I began to worry that people
would see BLINC projects as disorganised and irresponsible, and be less likely to participate in the
future. I was also concerned about the message it was giving to children about the perceived value
of the project and their value as participants in an artistic exercise, and this may have mitigated my
efforts to increase their enjoyment and self-esteem.
Differing Attitudes to the Arts
Francisco explained to me that due to the governments’ lack of investment in culture, there are
really very few jobs available for people with artistic talent. With families in rural areas already in
precarious economic positions, it is not hard to understand why many people do not want to
encourage their children to go into a high-risk occupation, but this seemed to be a reason to
discourage children from being creative in general. Francisco and Virginias’ son, Frambi, was
exceptionally artistic, but Francisco told me “I am worried about him. I’m proud of his talent, but I
can’t tell him he can be an artist if he wants to, that would just be a lie.”

This might help to explain the lack of art education
in schools and the indifference of the local
authorities, but I felt it ignored the potential of
artistic projects, especially public ones, to raise
young peoples’ self-esteem7, and at least give them
a creative outlet. The mural workshops had high
attendance, but out of the 20 young people, only 6
or 7 consistently showed up to paint on the wall.
When I told them that they would be painting the
mural itself, they were terrified of expressing their
art in public, and Virginia told me “I thought that you
and Alastair were going to paint it so that it comes
out well”, and in the end told the young people off
for not “helping” enough. There were also criticisms
made of the children signing the mural, as some
adults felt it did not look tidy enough, whereas to my
7

Pavonne
Hopwell,
20. Frambi is a keen artist,
Figure
23. In&my
host home:
supervised by mum, Virginia.
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mid the reasons for doing so were fairly clear (see “Enjoyment and self-esteem” above). All of this
seemed to suggest that the potential of the project for the young peoples’ own self-development
and self-esteem wasn’t really acknowledged as much as the aim of solidifying international solidarity
by producing the mural. Overall, art seemed to be seen as a means to an end – something to do as a
business occupation, or something to make a place look nicer, and not to be done purely for the
enjoyment of doing it. This was a strange contrast to what I had already understood about the
political meaning of collective participation in muralism (see Historical Background), but made sense
in an area of the country in which the revolution had been fought mostly militarily as opposed to
culturally, unlike in León and Estelí.

Summary of limitations to the Mural Project Mostly these were limiting factors
only to the realisation of the project, and can be useful for a consideration of what a project-coordinator might encounter in the field. (See recommendations section) But they do also indicate
what might be limitations to the long-term effects of the project. As I learnt from my tour of the
previous BLINC projects, after the project is over, the political, cultural and economic circumstances
remain. Though many cultural aspects of Nicaragua were beneficial t the realisation of the project,
the governments’ refusal to invest thoroughly in culture and the effect this has on people’s
evaluation of it, and the economic circumstances limiting the children who took part may well prove
limiting factors to its long-term impact as an introduction to the arts.

2.3 Impacts of the Mural Project: Summary and Conclusions
As reflected by the questionnaire results, both in terms of qualitative and quantitative responses,
and in my own observations of the children, I think it is fair to conclude that the project was a really
enjoyable activity for those involved, especially when we consider the place of art in the education
system and people’s lives, a creative outlet like this was really a novelty. However, the lack of
attendance by some of the teenagers originally involved in the workshop may indicate that not all
parts of the project were enjoyable for everyone. Their replacement by keen younger children
indicates that the project needs to consider that different age-groups enjoy things in different ways;
and the higher attendance at the mural workshops than at the painting itself on the part of the
teenagers indicated that in order to engage more people of that age-group I should have given more
time to the production of the design, and perhaps undertaken a preliminary questionnaire to
investigate which groups of people the project would appeal to.
I have suggested that the project may have been beneficial for young peoples’ self-esteem, due to its
adherence to the techniques of FUNARTE who have a history of producing talented and confident
artists, and some of the young peoples’ written responses and increased engagement indicated this
may have been the case, at least on a short-term scale. However, the cultural and economic
circumstances of Puerto Morazán may be of impediment to the students’ value of what they have
participated in, but equally, their exposure to the importance of Nicaraguan murals as part of their

30
cultural history in León, and their invitation to participate in producing more may counter-act this.
The long-term impact of this project on an individual can only be speculated.
The content of the mural reflects the young people’s increased understanding of the meaning of
solidarity since participating, and now the town has its first really visible solidification of 20 years of
twinning with Bristol. Again, the effects of this can only be speculated, but there is no reason to
believe the mural would have a negative effect on the twinning, rather, it has introduced a new
generation to international solidarity and will be informative to those who are not aware of the
twinning.

3. Overall Conclusions and Recommendations
Sustainability
In both my visits to the pre-existing projects and the work on the mural project, it seemed the key to
ensuring an impact on the community and on individuals was to ensure a long-term sustainability, by
being vigilant to the economic, political and cultural circumstances in which the initiatives take
place, and in maintaining a good relationship and good communication with the community.
Regional differences
By contrasting my observations in Puerto Morazán with what I knew about Nicaraguan muralism
from León and Estelí, it is clear that attitudes and cultural traditions vary enormously from place to
place, particularly between the urban and the rural. I had expected a much higher engagement with
mural painting than I found, and so it is definitely important not to generalise about the “culture” of
any country or region.
Preliminary Research
I was glad that I had undertaken my preliminary research from Nicaraguan sources, and not from
English mural-painting handbooks, as the collective techniques and emphasis on history helped me
to make the activity more culturally relevant than it might otherwise have been. However, if I had
done some more focussed preliminary studies I would have been able to tailor the activity more to
the interests of my age-group and make it more effective. Similarly, if BLINC had investigated the
potential problems with the water-tanks, or the reasons for teenagers’ anti-social behaviour, those
initiatives might have had more of an impact.
Integration
The more time I spent in Puerto Morazán, the more I understood the context I was operating in and
adjusted my activities and behaviour accordingly. This reveals that the more background knowledge
one has of a place, and the more time they spend there, the more beneficial they can be. People like
Gioconda, Virginia and Francisco could easily answer my questions with political or economic
reasons why certain things had been effective or ineffective. This is another reason why I was
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pleased by the muralists’ integration of the young people into their project, as they are much more
aware of the conditions they are operating under and how to relate to Nicaraguan young people
than foreigners would be

4. Personal Reflections
Having the opportunity to do this project has been so beneficial for me. Almost a year before I even
arrived, I had spent 2 months as a volunteer for BLINC in Bristol in order to prepare myself for being
a BLINC ambassador. This gave me really valuable experience with event organising, fundraising, not
to mention the chance to ask Alix and Gioconda everything I could about Nicaragua, and I even got
the chance to represent BLINC at
the Nicaragua Solidarity
Campaign’s annual conference.
This hasn’t just been beneficial in
terms of job experience and a
good reference, but has brought
me closer into the community life
and history of the place where I
grew up.
There really could have been no
better way of enhancing my
understanding of the realities of
implementing initiatives abroad
than to actually try and do it. I had
always felt that projects benefited
from long-term sustainability, and
that visiting NGOs were perhaps
not aware of the political and
economic circumstances that they
were operating in has given me a
first-hand insight into these
common problems. This has made
me certain that if I do go into working abroad for a NGO, I would only do so if it was a long term
project, with an organisation with long-standing links in the community, encouraging reflection and
scrutiny over its’ practices and meaningful engagement with local people and regional issues. I will
undoubtedly use this experience as a reference point for later in my life.
Creativity and imagination have always been a big part of who I am, but since realising that I had the
aptitude to study at university and get a “decent” job, I slowly began to phase artistic projects out of
my life, as they were no longer useful to my studies, and I wasn’t really capable of seeing my artistic
contributions as beneficial to anybody else. This project has given me the chance to have a creative
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outlet which I have long denied myself, and also learn about the potential of public art as a benefit
to a community and as a force for change, and reflect on my own creativity as something that is
potentially beneficial for others and fulfilling for myself.
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Appendix 2

Itinerary
June 20th – Arrival in León. Met Gioconda, twinning co-ordinator. Saw León-Utrecht twinning
commemoration mural.
June 21st – Arrival in Tonolá, Puerto Morazán.
Met host family Francisco and Virginia.
Visited the Ministry of Education, met Nora, director of the Secondary School.
Visited El Arbolito the pre-school.
Was shown the wall which the mural would be painted on.
June 22nd - Reviewed the water tanks in Casa multiple, Secondary School, Paz Ali, Alfonso Cortés,
María el Pilar, Lucrecia Lindo.
Visited El Chavo Pre-School, took pictures, spoke to students and staff about the new
building.
Inspected the new latrines at Oro Verde Primary School
Gave a basic Computing class to school teachers
June 23rd – Held first Mural Workshop. Shared images of Puerto Morazán/Nicaragua and images of
Bristol/England. Discussed the history of the Twinning and ideas about how to represent the subject
of the chosen theme “Solidarity”.
June 24th – Visited Puerto Morazán (town) to take photos for the next mural workshop.
Held second mural workshop. Brought together Ideas into visual image.
June 25th – Bought materials. Travelled back to León.
June 26th – Travelled to Estelí. Met Terry from Estelí-Sheffield twinning partnership.
June 27th – Visited Casa de La Cultura, Estelí, and met Abel, ex-FUNARTE pupil at his workshop.
Lasse of FUNARTE, showed me their murals in the town, explaining the techniques of
working with children.
Saw twinning murals produced by short-term workshops at the University.
Consolidated the ideas and rough plan from the workshops into final draft design
June 28th – Returned to León to meet Alastair Mooney and fill him in on the project.
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Met Areldo of Casa de La Cultura who arranged for me to meet key muralists from the
revolution the following weekend.
June 29th – Return to Tonolá with Alastair.
Teacher Day.
June 30th – Painted Base coat of wall.
Emigdio informed us that he had not secured permission as he had previously suggested and
the wall had to be abandoned. Another smaller wall was secured. Design had to be changed
slightly.
June 31st – Went to buy more materials.
New wall was painted with white base-coat.
Organised a quick meeting with the secondary school children to get their feedback on my
interpretation of the design, and for them to pick the colour scheme and add details.
July 1st – Outline of design was painted and background colours filled in.
July 2nd – More colour added
July 3rd – Travelled to León to talk mural painters of the revolution. Discussed the possibility of a
daytrip to take the kids from Tonolá to see their murals.
July 4th – Spent the day typing up findings so far. Travelled back to Tonolá.
July 5th – Added definition to the mural
July 6th – Rain. Had a short time to add the final touches and take pictures.
July 7th – Went back to León to get my computer fixed. Arranged the final details of the daytrip to
take place the next day.
July 8th – Mural trip and museum visits. The muralists arranged to undertake a collaborative project
with the children from Tonolá.
July 9th – Travel back to Mexico.
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Questionnaire Results
1. Had you heard of the twinning or of BLINC before the mural project?
Yes: 5
No: 0
2. Do you feel that you benefited from the initiatives of the twinning?
Yes: 5
Maybe: 0
No: 0
Don’t know: 0
3. Do you have a better understanding of the twinning and of international solidarity since
participating in the project?
Yes: 5
No: 0
4. Which Parts of the project did you attend?
The first workshop: 3
The second workshop: 3
Painting: 5
The trip to León: 5
5. Did you feel involved in the production of the mural?
Yes: 5
Mostly: 0
A little/not much: 0
No: 0
5a. If not, why not? [Some participants decided to answer this question to explain why they had
enjoyed the project]:
“Yes because we have learnt how to paint and how to organise ourselves, it has been really good for
us.”
“Yes because I helped to paint it and I really enjoyed it.”
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“Yes because I felt proud to express solidarity.”
“Yes because I worked really well with Isobel and the Australian friend, and I would like to work
more with people from Bristol, England.”
6. Did you enjoy the project?
Yes: 5
No: 0
6a. Why yes/why no?
“Because we’ve made more friends, we all supported each other like a family and I enjoyed it.”
“Yes because its something very good and beneficial that is being developed.”
“Yes I enjoyed it because it’s the first time I have expressed my art.”
“Because it was really fun and I could express ideas about the project.”
“Yes because we ended up painting each others’ hair and laughing, it was all excellent.”
7. Which parts were the best and which were not so good?
“All of it, the way they taught us so that we learnt to paint more.”
“Every aspect seemed very good.”
“The best was getting together and the colouring-in. It wasn’t such a good project for the time of
year (rain).”
“I think it was all brilliant because we were able to give our opinions and we did everything well.”
“I think it was all marvellous.”
8. How could it have been better?
“It was fine, nothing bothered me.”
“I think it could have been a little better in terms of painting the outlines”
“If there were more people from Bristol like Isobel”
“It was all good but we only worked a little, it would have been better if more students had shown
up.”
9. After participating in the project, are you now more likely to...
Participate in another BLINC initiative?: 5
Start your own initiative to contribute to the twinning?: 3
Continue studying?: 4
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Study art?: 4
Study English?: 4
Think about studying abroad?: 3
None of the above?: 0
10. If there was another opportunity to paint a mural, would you take part?
Yes: 5
No: 0
11. Do you have any other comments?
“No”
“None”
“No because Isobel carried it out wonderfully and it was all very lovely.”
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Appendix 5.
La importancia del muralismo nicaraguense durante la revolucion Sandinista
Durante ochenta anos de la dictadura, el régimen de la familia Somoza usaba la represión
de la libertad creativa, y del derecho de la gente nicaragüense de saber la verdadera
historia de su país como un método de mantener el estado pasivo y ignorante de la mayoría
de la población, sometida a las intereses de la oligarquía y la producción de bienes para
satisfacer a la inversión extranjera. La revolución nicaragüense, a pesar de todas sus
ambigüedades, finalmente permitió la aumentativo de la cultura, específicamente por la
parte de las clases bajas y así también el crecimiento de la identidad y auto estima que
había sido negado durante generaciones anteriores. El muralismo no solo refleja este gran
cambio cultural y social por los temas que trataban los murales, sino la producción de los
murales, que tenia lugar en un gran escala, era un componente imprescindible del proceso
revolucionario.
El muralismo servia, por un lado, de fortalecer la identidad nacional y cultural, que fue una
parte fundamental de la revolución Muchos murales trataban de temas de la historia
nicaragüense, como Agustino Sandino, quien...así como lograron los Sandinistas. “En el
proceso de definir su identidad, los Nicaragüenses estaban recuperando su historia oculta
de resistencia.”8 Explican Pavonne y Hopwell, muralistas internacionales que observaban
este proceso en Estelí, Nicaragua en los ochentas. El muralismo participaba en el proceso
de establecer la rebeldía como un rasgo de historia nicaragüense, y como un faceta de la
identidad nacional. “La historia de un pueblo,” explica Rafael Flores, un muralista de León y
veterano del FSLN, “es lo largo de su lucha. Sin lucha, no hay historia. Sin historia, no hay
pueblo.” Ademas, el régimen de Somoza aseguraba el mantenimiento de niveles altos de
analfabetismo (figuras), y así la historia era limitado a las clases altas. Muchos de los
murales comunican un evento histórico, o una cronología de eventos, y representan el
primer paso de llevar la historia a los clases que hasta la campana Sandinista de
alfabetismo (fechas) no leían. Mas allá de la documentación de la historia, el hecho de
pintar los murales, sin tener en cuenta de cuales temas abordaran, servio también como un
ejercicio en los derechos recientemente reclamados de hacer cultura y de libertad de
expresión “A nosotros, como los pobres, el gobierno Sandinista nos dio poder cultural y
académico”9 Explica Aneldo, representante de la Casa de Cultura, León. El dar de poder a
los pobres por el medio de educación fue una prioridad de los Sandinistas, quienes casi
inmediatamente abordaron programas de alfabetización, y dieron techo y apoyo a proyectos
culturales como la Asociación de Pintores de León, cuando decidieron elaborar un proyecto
de muralismo con el pueblo en 1980. El gobierno Sandinista indentifico que el muralismo no
era una misión artístico, sino social. Pavonne y Hopwell afirman; “En ese tiempo [1980s]
vivíamos la experiencia de ser parte de un proceso revolucionario”10
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Durante las ochentas surgieron muchas formas de cultura, pero el muralismo se fue un paso
mas allá por masificar el arte. Bautizar explica que después de haber formado la Asociación
de Pintores de León en 1980, querrían “llevar la técnica al pueblo. En la época de Somoza
el arte no estaba en el pueblo... Vimos la necesidad de ir a la calle, y que el arte se
masificara”11 Así no eran solamente los productos finales que trajeron el arte a las clases
bajas para ser vistos, sino la gente su mismo fue metido en el proceso. Los talleres de La
Asociación de Pintores de León pintaban murales en los barrios los mas pobres, para
involucrar a la gente que vivían allá, hasta los vagos y los drogadictos; “por primera vez”
dice Bautizar “se dieron cuenta de que fueron importantes” hasta que unas seguían
pintando toda la vida. La otra diferencia clave entre el muralismo y formas de cultura como
el escribir de novelas o el pintar de cuadras es que el proceso de producir murales en
Nicaragua no es sola una persona que decide el resultado final; “Es un arte completamente
democrático, colectivo.” Afirma Rafael. Contrario al movimiento revolucionario de muralismo
en México, en el que muralistas como Diego Rivera y David Alfaro Siquieros fueron
convertidos en iconos de la cultura, en la historia documentada del movimiento
Nicaragüense hay pocos individuos sobresalientes, porque los murales fueron hechos por
colectivos en cada paso de su fabricación: “Cuando todos trabajan juntos como solo una
cabeza,” opina Bautizar, “tiene un resultado sorprendente... Hay que debatir, revisar y
adaptarse para llegar a un acuerdo... Esos son los principios del muralismo.”12 Así también
reflejaba las intenciones de la revolución Sandinista; para desarrollar la democracia y la
coperacion. Ademas, el trabajo colectivo refleja la manera en que surgió la revolución “fue
una lucha popular en que todos participaron.”13 Entonces, si el pintar de murales esta
considerado como una acción revolucionaria, limitar este proceso a unos individuos los mas
talentosos y educados seria contraproducente. Hay que masificar y democratizar no
solamente el acceso a las obras por pintar en lugares públicos, sino también el proceso de
hacer estos productos. Observadores internacionales notaron el surgimiento de
participación ciudadana que se nota en el hacer de murales; Oxfam declaro que la
revolución estaba “mejorando la condición de la gente, y motivando su participación activo
en el proceso... finalmente Nicaragua tiene un gobierno que realmente cuida por su pueblo.”
14

El muralismo también servia para fortalecer la solidaridad internacional en un país debilitado
económicamente y psicológicamente por la guerra con los Estados Unidos. En 1980, el
secretario del estado Estadounidense, declaro el Sandinismo “un cáncer” que debería ser
destruido.15 Así en 1981 nacio la Guerra Contra entre los Sandinistas y las fuerzas
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contrarrevolucionarios (“contras”) del E.E.U.U.16 Por eso vinieron a Nicaragua muchos
extranjeros o “Internacionalistas” para ayudar en proyectos sociales de la revolución, por su
identificación con las esfuerzas colectivos y las reformas izquierdistas de la revolución El
muralismo era integral a esta esfuerza por ser una expresión de solidaridad internacional. A
pesar de recursos escasas y precios altos de materiales debido a la guerra, los
internacionalistas dieron al muralismo la importancia que deberían Por ejemplo, Janet
Pavone y David Hopwell, pintores Europeos, estableceiron un taller para niños en Estelí,
FUNARTE, que ha producido la gran mayoría de los murales de la ciudad. También, el
primer proyecto de muralismo en León fue llevado a cabo con la cooperación de pintores de
Hamburgo. Alemania, y así nació el hermanamiento oficial entre los dos ciudades que
todavía existe.17 Su participación ayudaba no solamente al crecimiento de la cultura, sino
también los murales sirven como decleraciónes de solidaridad; apoyo psicológico para a un
pueblo que, tan pronto como se liberara de dictadura, se encontró metido en una guerra
contra la nación la mas poderosa del mundo.
En el 1990, el partido liberal, que tenia el apoyo de los estados unidos, gano las elecciones.
La guerra contra, y al parecer la revolución, se acabaron.18 Lo que paso entonces confirma
la importancia de los murales a la revolución El gobierno de Violeta (apellido) se dedicaron a
invertir las iniciativas de la revolución, terminando proyectos de salud y educación publico,
incluso con los espacios dedicados a producir el arte publico. El edificio por los talleres de la
Asociación de Pintores fue convertido en oficinas comerciales. “Al gobierno liberal,” explica
Aneldo “no le interesaba que las clases pobres surgieron a la par de las clases prudentes.
Lo limito a la parte de las clases prudentes, la capacidad hacer y vender la cultura... Ellos [la
Asociación de Pintores] fueron sin techo. Y ahora están empezando de nuevo, de cero.”12
Según Pavonne y Hopwell, la agenda del gobierno de las 90s fue no solo borrar los logros
de la revolución, sino también la memoria de los logros; la historia de la revolución no fue
reproducido en los libros de texto escolares “como si la revolución nunca hubiera existido”
13, y así específicamente en Estelí y Managua, murales que trataban de los logros de la
revolución fueron boborrados con pintura blanca.19 “Como muralistas,” reflejan Pavonne y
Hopwell, “este apreciación negativa nos dio mucho en que contemplar.” Bautizar cree que
esos murales fueron borrados por tratar del triunfo de la revolución Su mural en León
“Héroes y Mártires” no lo representa específicamente, y sobrevivió; “Si hubiéramos puesto
el triunfo de la revolución al final, habría sido borrado”20 sino representa la esperanza de una
sociedad libre de guerra y opresión. En León, los murales no fueron borrados, mientras en
Estelí, hasta los murales hecho por niños que trataban de temas como la paz y el
medioambiente fueron borrados. Esta claro que la opression de arte publico tomaron formas
diferentes, tal vez por las condiciones locales; León tiene una tradición mas fuerte de orgullo
cultural y intelectualidad izquierdista, desde Rubén Darío (nació aya) hasta las mártires del
16
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masacre estudiantil de 1959, que todavía están celebrados. Si el gobierno hubiera borrado
los murales aya, tal vez podría haber sido mas que la población local pudiera haber
aguantado. En sus formas diferentes, la privatización de espacios para hacer el arte publico
(León) y el borrar del arte publico (Estel) nos ensena su valor; “el gobierno identifico
correctamente el arte publico como una forma de cultura subversivo”, concluyen Pavonne y
Hopwell. Bautizar opina que “el arte no debería politizarse. Cuando el arte mantiene su
distancia de la política, sobrevive en cualquier sociedad.” Pero el borrar de murales que no
trataban de temas políticas indica que el muralismo no puede mantener su distancia de la
política; no importa de cual tema se trate, porque su reclamación de espacios públicos y su
introducion del arte a la gente humilde es un hecho político de por si, que tiene que ver con
la filosofía Sandinista, y fue en contra de la agenda neoliberal de los 90s. Durante la guerra
y la consolidación de la revolución, pintar murales había sido una acción revolucionario por
su papel en reclamar los derechos de los ciudadanos. Igualmente, en los noventas, fue
identificada como una acción de resistencia contra la negación de esos mismos derechos.
La historia de la revolución como fue escrito en los anos noventas, trata de la revoluciono
como si hubiera acabado “efectivamente” con la elección de Violeta (?)21. Pero en el
contexto actual del gobierno Sandinista de Daniel Ortega, elegido en el 2006, parece que
los nicaragüenses, por lo menos el gobierno Sandinista, están revisando este asunto;
eslóganes de la propaganda gubernamental como “31 anos de revolución”, y “Vamos por
mas victorias”. Los muralistas de León, ya se habían dado cuenta de esta posición en los
anos ochentas. Bautizar relata:
“Cuando estábamos pintando el mural [“Héroes y Mártires en 1986] llego un comandante
del FSLN… en el fin del mural, el querría poner el triunfo de la revolución, algo sobre la
muerta de las contras... mientras estábamos pensando que la revolución estaba todavía en
marcha, y que una revolución no termina con aplastar al grupo contrario. Una revolución
continua, y ahorita es parte del proceso revolucionario.”
Igualmente, la elección del partido Sandinista no es decir que el desaprecio de la cultura
desde el punto de vista de las autoridades se desaparaciera. Por lo contrario, el espacio
para los talleres de muralismo, que fue establecido en la revolución, esta todavía alquilado
por la alcaldía como oficinas comerciales a pesar del cambio del régimen22 Rafael describe
la situación: “Hasta hora seguimos en el abandono.... La cultura en León, hasta este
momento, no ha recibido el apoyo ni el sustentamiento que se debe.... El FSLN ahora son
apáticos hacia nosotros, hacia los artistas.” Ahora los pintores mantienen sus talleres en sus
propios casas, sin dinero, sin apoyo, y desarrollando proyectos en los cuales no se meten
las autoridades.23 Aunque hubiera victorias militares y electorales por el FSLN, la situación
actual del muralismo es la prueba de que la revolución no se acabó; todavía falta mucho
progreso en esferas culturales. Todos los alcaldías del país tienen un presupuesto para la
cultura, pero en muchos casos no esta gastado en proyectos culturales. Aunque no haya la
misma represión activa y metódica contra el muralismo que la del gobierno liberal (no ha
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sido borrado un mural de FUNARTE desde 2005) se queda claro que su mantenimiento
esta todavía en peligro debido a la negación del gobierno apoyarles. Así me parece que las
muralistas todavía tienen un papel importante en resistir la negación de los clases pobres
producir cultura. Un proyecto actual del colectivo es involucrar al pueblo Indígena Autónoma
de Sutiaba en las orillas de León (considerado un barrio por los autoridades, y una nación
aparte por sus habitantes, incluso con Bautizar), con los mismos objetivos del muralismo de
los ochentas; para empoderar a los menos privilegiados y para recuperar la verdadera
historia, y asi identidad de un pueblo, en este caso, la represión y resistencia de los últimos
500 anos. Ademas, hay ciertos temas, según Gioconda Arostegui, coordinadora de los
hermanamientos del departamento de León, que los murales no puede abordar, como el
derecho al aborto terapéutica (revocado por Daniel Ortega), y criticas del gobierno
Sandinista por lo general. “Por eso el arte publico sigue siendo importante” opina Alberto,
fundador del Colectivo David Alfaro Siquieros en Estelí. Refleja los sentimientos de sus exmaestros, Pavonne y Hopwell de FUNARTE, que le introducarion al muralismo: “Si lo borran
mejor! Nos ensena la potencial del asunto y de nuestra tarea” Bautizar opina que “el arte
debe de estar interno con una sociedad, y tiene que llamar todos los sentimientos, que sean
negativos o positivos, de una sociedad, si el pais este en guerra o no en guerra.”24 Por eso
el muralismo todavia juega el papel de fortalecer la lucha popular de la gente; que ya no es
una lucha militar, sino la lucha cotidiana contra problematicas sociales del pueblo,
especificamente la lucha para asegurar la continuacion de la democratizacion del arte.
Aledro resume el objetivo actual: “Es para obtener un espacio para la cultura, para preperar
mas jovenes que pueden seguir los pasos a ellos... estan luchando para la formacion de
una estructra que protegue la cultura.”
La importancia del muralismo nicaraguese se manifiesta en varias formas desde su
incepcion. Abrieron las puertas al pueblo conocer su historia, y asi forelecer su identedad y
su cultura, espicificamente por la parte de ellos a quienes estos derechos habian sido
negados. Por meter al pueblo en este proceso, la cultura no fue solamente llevado a los
pobres, sino tambien ellos creaban la cultura por los demas por primera vez, participando en
un proceso democratica y revolucionario. La importancia del muralismo fue reconocido por
los internacionalistas en los anos 80s, cuyo participacion aseguro el fortalecamiento de
talleres en sus primeras etapas, y por consequecia, el establacemiento de conecciones de
solidaridad permanentes, representados fisiquamente por medio de las obras de los talleres.
La apereciacion negativa del gobierno de los noventas afirmo que el muralismo estaba
logrado sus objectivos, que fueron opuestas a las prioridades neoliberales. A pesar de eso,
el muralismo todavia falta la apreciacion del gobierno actual Sandinista de Daniel Ortega,
que pone en peligro la continuacion del fortalecamiento de una idetidad cultural y historica y
el desarollo de la cultura democratica. Por eso, los esfuerzos de los colectivos de muralistas
son tal vez mas importantes que nunca.
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Accounts
Estimated and Actual Expenditures
Mural project
Transportation
Total Expenditure

Estimated cost
£320
£30
£350

Actual cost
£301.80
£51.26
£353.06

Breakdown of Expenditures
Mural project
Materials
Paint and Sealer
Brushes
Masking tape and fine brushes
Stationary
More stationary
More brushes
More stationary
Paint
Carrier bag
Paint
More brushes
Group transportation for trip to León
Total materials

Costi

Receipt
No.

£67.03
£6.50
£1.10
£1.98
£1.56
£2.06
£5.89
£7.97
£1.40
£143
£6.25
£23.54
£268.28

1
2
6
7
8
10
11
13
14
15
16
17

£3.13
£1.39
£3.13
£1.39
£19.88
£4.60
£33.52
£301.80

3
1
12

£6.25
£1.88

5
9

Food and refreshments for participants
Water x 4 gallons
Biscuits
Water x 4 gallons
Biscuits
Hot food (5 sessions approx 20 kids)
Lunch in León (7 people)
Total Food
TOTAL MURAL PROJECT

17

Transportation
Guatemala to León Bus
Bus to Elstelí

49
Bus from Estelí to León
León to Guatemala bus (en route to Mexico)
Bus from Mexico (place of study) to
Guatemala (Return)
Total Transportation

TOTAL EXPENDITURE

i

£1.88
£6.25

9
18

£35.00
£51.26

£353.06

All figures converted from Nicaraguan Cordoba to GBP according to the exchange rate at the time of purchase

