WES BILLINGSLEA

Intferview: Simone Jane

Amencan schoolt, scholan and boaks didrt
akways hene thaur facis siraighd whan 0 came o
thesr own histary, Phalographe: Wes Dilingskes
came 10 3hat rmalzatian Irom an aarly aga. *1 was
in Bth grade,” Wes recalled, Teaming aboul bow
Christopthe Colurmbues ‘gisceverad” Amanca and
ne Indiians, 50 | peld tha leachar Decausa [
wik canfused. How could Columies ‘disoaeer'
Tnis lard and e ingans 1 they wans alrmady
thenn ™ |8 wasnt a blind dhallenge ar a smart 455
cammert. |l was an imefigant challenge. As Wes
continuad i grow, he undersiood that Mabve
American bleod ran thrawgh his family. MWy father
wis Choctaw (in tha Chostaw languaga, Ghahla)
Ingkan 50 | basama Inkanessan in Indgaraus:
peadle and anciért culBangs " Wes axalained,
“thaugh my fafer rafused o acknowledge & i
mache me detsrmined o arn moae” This was
anaugh to spark tha passion inie lama that
fusied his phosograpiny and ar
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0 krder rnore Fhoul these ancien! culbures and
soatas, whal g periect bhand 50 that sed ma of
o bacams a pholographe:” Was was foriunaia
ancugh 1 meat Don Camamn wha 'Was &
raastas darknaam arinler. "He fol oaky laught me
by 10 photograph bt he laught me o pried with
antigua faning processes. Some of the prints in
the book 1oos thrae tull days becawsa i is & vary
compdicaiad procass. 15 &0 ofd reoips fom the
180075 1o the earty 1800, You San prirg 10 ol
e same mages and none ol them will ba the
same. I raally got me interasted in Se fype ol
photography | g0, Wes, explaing In 1998, the
[urmay comtinuag on o San Jese, Calfomia

I weitss b tha! Wes balriended Huilzfin, an
Anac fesdandant, Ha imenad Wes 10 Maxicn
City o meet e Mexicas. Thal is what thay
cadll Bhgmsahsas; Tha word Lnows tham as
Azsacs, In arder 1 gain the tnust of she lpadars

"| LOVE PHOTOGRAPHY, | LOVE ART,”

The jourmey Bal retubed in the book, The
Artacs: The Truth about Sacrifices & Other
Custams began an & company irig oul of
Cansun & a Mayan cily called Chichen [z,
Was was fascinatad by Bhe stnacsuras and e
peale. T just wish | knew how o phalograah

it all” Veées remembars, 1 wendarad abaut the
people &nd | had all thesa guastons™ Years labe
iri e lale 90, Was siumbled upon & touristy
shop i New Meadco that had some 5nots Dy 8
photagrapher by e farme ol Edwand 5. Curlis
from Bha lasa 18005, He fred 1o caphune tha
Sransiion al the Was! ard the Na$n Ameicans
Sreen Beir tradilioral st e resarealion
Oves, Ha vengd e amangss tha pedple 1or Thma
50 Feesf imedihE That Sigued Was' renasl = kinea
photagrapiy, |iove g Wes claimed, ™l wani
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(Masshas) of the Maxdcas, Was had dinne will
seven of tham. "t was a prcass of quashons”
‘Was pxplaing. “They wene viry curicus abow
wity Bwrriind 10 lesarn @b them arsd what my
MEAvaRon was, Thans was one guy; s nama
wins Ocikaccatl who was weny quiet untl the
and ot fe dinnar. Ha than started asking nis
oram Guestions for about thirty minuetes” When
e dinnar andad Was had a good fseling aboul
It almost le e nad passad A besi, Less than
@ hour labar Be recemed a phane call al his
hated from Huitzikn teiling him o pack anly A
srmall bag. They wana going on an owemight thip
Way destinalion along with abaut 100 othar
Maxizas was a smail village called casacpan
de Cuauttdimos lbcated in the Bolaled, rugged
moLniains in tha rarthan part of Guarang,
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Ksmico. Aponding o rRdEan, it is e
birthglace and finaf resting place of
Aztec: Empanor, CLauhiamoc who was
lertured ang amsculed by e Ssaniard
canquisiaders, and whose allesged
remaing wans fnung undar the pansh
thurch these in the mid-20ih canbuary.
The chynsh has baen oomverhad Ingd

a muselm with gisplays of 8 numer

of pra-Higpanic artifacts. Ofsdngs

laft in honor of ne last empanar and

i allegec remaire af Cuaubsdmos
himeak, *l was alowed o photdorapn
this camemony callag, “ixcaleapan oa
Cuaunbérnee,” Wes axgrassoed. "I was
pratty ramarkable. It was inlansa to
witness, | did mast of my photos in bisc
arel whits bt 1 ook s0ma In oolar, | was
sat up on & plilar aboea tha Danzantes
[darsans] and shaoting dowmsand.

Fhe soane was vary hypnolic wih e
drurnirirsg, e fres, e Zahurmadara
[wcenier who and e kpepers of ths
Hams}, the gancers, tha small of e
incenso ang e smoke” To Was, this
was A life changing axparierca, It wasm
uritll long after Wes had developed the

S mermasiw: ro

poics and was down in Maxiog sifiing
through huncreds of Bermn when ooe

of tha Massios stanad laughing whie
painting i ane caler pholo, “Thens wena
shapes ard facas in tha smake ahons
the dancars,” Was rvaaled, "I was &0
sumsal. | provnised | waold never publish
or shana thase phoios, It was fen |
raplly xnew | was accepead by tham
Therg énsan e me & Mahuall rams
(thalr langizage] - TiacuocamE, Whan
| loak thnugh the e samething
hapEans 1 me,” Was expiaing, "l 5o
win @ vary fiffgren: ey, | tink thara is
& n=al connection. |Lis almest al e soul
Igval, WWhmen | Ioak hrough the kans, |
St W weorkd through (heir erpas”

Wies saes now strmng and baaudtul
mary af these peagle am. Ha balisyes:
I the ssnengin of Thelr SperTt anol Dow
their fight canfirues intd e modart
lires, 1 sy in mysell & rellection of
thair sirugghe and parsesamance in ke,
and by collabarating and building bands
amongst us, that alows us 10 oeanome
armythirg. | gl want b rapea! the

mistakes of oiner photographers who
shaw up. lake pholas, & hen leave
Thiay will prociaim now ey ane helping
0 presen their cuflung and | cannot
Wil you how strangly | disagres wilh this
Appmach, Thera is nothing sussainable
abeul ik | warited this bo e a shaned
Experiance and whan tha people

wall e own ingih, thelr can warsion

al thair hisiory plus thair chalanpas
oAy, Thalr stnsole againg ractsm
and econamic disadvaniages ane el
In moden times,” he daclanas, Was
ACknaw langas, ") hawve pratly simong
spiritual bedieds; noscs how | di not sy
wliicLET | Deligva very much inan
arganit process You may 2tar daewn
ane 0ash and wyou sea it haw [ undokls
and gomatimeas it king of fwsts and
turng. Vs & remindsr O ome o e thue
10 yoursall in whaleve! your passion &
and whalésar you want o da. | am o
focatad an B and resul. | am oused
an e journey and the lS50NS kamsd,
H | an Felp soene of these paapls 8
litite bE 1han | have dona somehing
figh” Fre firnisnes.
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