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In June 2010, a group of 15 Manchester based artists went to Mexico for an artistic cultural exchange.  They 
included 4 painters, a photographer, a TV producer, a recording engineer and musicians of varied 
backgrounds (from rock guitarist to classical violinist).  Once there, we were joined by several Mexican 
artists, including a classical guitarist, a clarinettist and a painter.   
 

 
 
We were there in partnership with Armonia, a local Christian organisation who work with the poor in Mexico 
City and Oaxaca (pronounced Wa-hack-a).  During a busy 2 week visit, we performed in concerts and gave 
workshops in theatres, schools and in several Armonia centres. 
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 Jalalpa Ravine in Mexico City 

Armonia was founded in the 
1980s by Saul and Pillar Cruz.  
Believing that living 
alongside the poor was 
important, they began by 
moving the family to Jalalpa 
Ravine, one of the most 
deprived areas in Mexico 
City, where they built the 
first Armonia centre on the 
site of a rubbish dump.  Over 
20 years on, Armonia has 11 
centres in 2 cities: Mexico 
City and Oaxaca. 



Driving through 
Mexico City we 
saw hillside after 
hillside covered 
with vast slums.   

!ǊƳƻƴƛŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŜƴŀōƭƛƴƎΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǊŜƭƛŜŦΦ  ²Ŝ ǎŀǿ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ 
people are being helped to help themselves and how young people are getting an education and being 
equipped with life skills. 
 

 
 

The Poor In Mexico  
 
Mexico is a country of extremes.  We were told: 

¶ Mexico has the 11th largest economy in the world 

¶ !ǘ онƳ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ aŜȄƛŎƻ /ƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ city 

¶ The worlŘΩǎ ǊƛŎƘŜǎǘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ƛǎ ŀ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ 

¶ 70% of the population of Mexico City live below the poverty line 

¶ 38% of Mexicans have access to healthcare (therefore сн҈ ŘƻƴΩǘύ 

¶ Because of poor early education, language problems and racism, it is virtually impossible for 
someone of indigenous Indian origin to get into University 

¶ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǘΣ {ŀǳƭ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƳƻƴŜȅ ǘƻ ōǳȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ άǎŜǊǾŀƴǘǎέ ό!ǊƳƻƴƛŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎύ 
 
άMexico is a country where exorbitant wealth exists alongside unspeakable poverty.  Many people still 
believe that poverty is simply a condition in which people lack certain things: food, clothing, shelter, etc.  But 
poverty is a culture, a way of life that affects every aspect of a person and their community.  Poverty is a 
culture characterised by isolation, exploitation, helplessness, lack of vision for the future and hopelessness.  In 
Mexico, this culture of poverty manifests in four primary groups: the urban poor, rural poor, suburban poor 
and migrant poor.έ 

Saul Cruz, http://web.mac.com/armoniadirector/armonia-mexico.org/Poverty__Condition_or_Culture.html 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Saul and Pillar Cruz 

Saul Cruz says, ά¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻf 
individuals becoming responsible for their own 
problems ...  Together with Armonia, they will 
create possibilities to change poverty into 
independent living. The real success happens 
when they understand their own value. and learn 
to fight for their own people and for their own 
ŦǳǘǳǊŜΦέ 
 
 



We visited 2 poor families in Mexico City.  Both were families of 2 adults and 4 children and both lived in 
what was essentially a single room (one had plastic sheets hung up to divide the room up).  We were warmly 
welcomed with great dignity. 
 

Performances  
 
We arrived in Mexico having barely met, save for a couple of pre tour events.  We gave performances at 2 
Armonia centres in Mexico City and several events in Oaxaca in southern Mexico.  Each performance was 
very similar in that each act had a 5 ς 10 minute spot.   Saul was very keen for us to collaborate together, 
rather than simply do our separate turns, and despite coming from very diverse musical backgrounds, we 
were largely ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ǘƘƛǎΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƛǘǎ ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜǎΦ  Discussing the arrangement of a 
ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘǳƴŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǳǊ aŜȄƛŎŀƴ ŎƭŀǊƛƴŜǘǘƛǎǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƴ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŜǊΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ŀ ƳǳǎƛŎƛŀƴΣ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ Ƴƻǎǘ 
interesting!  We got there eventually, however.   
    
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Before the trip I had been told that I would be playing marimba at a wedding.  It was not until 2 hours before 
the service, however, that I discovered that nothing but the Mendelsohn Wedding March would do!  There 
followed a frantic period finding the music online, downloading it and working out an arrangement for violin 
and marimba.  On another occasion I found myself conducting the congregation during the hymns in a 
church service. 
 

Marimba  
 
!ǘ ƘƻƳŜ L ŀƳ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǎŀȅƛƴƎΣ άaŀǊƛƳōŀΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘΚέ ǿƘŜƴ L ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ Ƴȅ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘΦ  Lƴ aŜȄƛŎƻ ƛǘ 
ǿŀǎ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǘƻ ƘŜŀǊ ǿƻǊŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦΣ ά²ƻǿΣ ŀƴ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘƳŀƴ ǿƘƻ Ǉƭŀȅǎ ƻǳǊ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǎǘǊǳƳŜƴǘΗέ  
Though I think the rest of the group started to find this a bit boring after a while, I enjoyed it to the full!   
 
It was very noticeable that the marimba does have a special place in their culture.  Saul had suggested 3 
traditional songs which were very well received when I performed them. 
 

  

During each 
performance the 
visual artists would 
set up around the 
stage and paint.  It 
was fascinating to 
see these paintings 
emerge from scratch 
and turn into works 
of art. 



How Do The Arts Help? 
 
Whilst I had expected that people would appreciate what we did, it had not occurred to me that we would 
have the depth of impact that we did.  When I asked Saul why this was, he said: 
 
It is not lack of material wealth that is the biggest problem for the poor.  They are isolated; oppressed and 
exploited; lacking choices and options.  They know that skilled Western artists come and perform in the 
theatres and people pay good money to see them ς but this is not for them!  Therefore the fact that we went 
to perform for them spoke volumes about their worth.  Having one of them performing on stage with us, 
made them feel that they, too, could aspire to achieve things and work to change their situation. 
It has become clear to me that, in the right context, the Arts can have a very profound and powerful impact 
on peopleΩs lives.  There are a number of factors which contributed: 

¶ In Saul we had someone local who had a vision for what we could achieve, who understood the local 
culture and who could see how we could be effective 

¶ Mexican culture is full of artistic colour ς they were receptive to what we were doing 

¶ We were able to include a few local traditional tunes which went down extremely well 

¶ We had some good advice about cultural differences, what to avoid and what would work 

¶ The most important thing was that we went to them 
 

Some Memories  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 

We were greeted at 1 house by these posters 

Our bafflement when Saul continued 
reversing the minibus despite someone 
banging repeatedly on the back and all 
of us shouting άStop!έ (in Mexico this 
means keep going ς a wonderful 
illustration of cultural differences) 

The audience standing up 
when Ann and I played 
local traditional tune, 
άDios Nunca Muere,έ out 
of respect for their 
Oaxacan άHymnέ 

Being asked if άMaestro 
Andrewέ would conduct 
the congregation during 
the hymns in a church 
service to keep the 
singing in time 

The wonderful reception we received 
everywhere we went 



Marimba Maestros Zeferino and Javier Nandayapa 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Early Morning Above Oaxaca 

Seeing 89 year old 
maestro Zeferino 
Nandayapa playing 
marimba solos 
with obvious joy 
and considerable 
dexterity (despite 
hardly being able 
to walk) 

Sitting round the camp 
fire late in the evening at 
1 house singing worship 
songs in Spanish and 
English with the locals 

Getting up early on 
the last morning in 
Oaxaca to take 
photos of the 
sunrise over the city 

Playing the solo marimba entrance music 5 
times before the bride finally appeared down 
the aisle at her wedding 

The wonderful 
servant hearts of so 
many people who 
helped us and 
looked after us 
everywhere we went 

Watching chocolate being made in front of our eyes from freshly roasted cocoa beans  


