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Human towers 
of power and 
Catalan tradition

Members of The Castellers de Vilafranca, shown here in 
Catalonia, Spain, are part of a cultural and sporting association.

The highest level of the “tower” usually consists only of children.
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First documented as a cultural form in 1801, castells 
appeared in Tarragona, a rural province of Catalonia 
in Spain’s northeast corner. With 19th-century 
industrialization, they became a traditional practice 
at the center of many nationalist celebrations. 
During the “Golden Era of Castells,” as this period 
was known, groups were even able to build human 
towers of up to nine levels of people standing on 
each other’s shoulders. At the end of the century, the 
tradition reached its peak when the Xiquets de Valls, 
or the fellows from Valls, set the record as the first 
team ever to build towers with eight and nine levels.

But when the economic crisis set in at the start of the 
20th century, fewer people engaged in the tradition. 
Eventually, there were only two castells groups. 
During Francisco Franco’s dictatorship from 1939 to 
1975, the two main colles, or teams, were forced to 
merge. By 1981, the practice was dormant. 

As Spain transitioned to democracy, Catalan social 
life slowly resurfaced. That included street festivals 
and other celebrations, plus the creation of 23 castells 
groups. In 1998, a team managed for the first time 
ever to build a tower with 10 levels – at an event that 
included more than 800 castellers.

Castellers usually wear white trousers, a black sash 
and a shirt featuring the team’s emblem.

Their existence spread from rural to urban locations 
and changed in many other ways. One of the most 
notable was the decision allowing women to join 
for the first time. They also evolved from a largely 
amateur status to that of professional, with regular 
team practices and adherence to standardized 
techniques. Many groups also began to receive 
funding from their towns.

These and other changes are the reasons the castells 
are now thriving. Once existing only in southern 
Catalonia, the pastime has since spread throughout 
the country. A signature Catalan cultural practice, 
castells have even been granted World Cultural 
Heritage Status from UNESCO. Now 15,000 people 
in more than 100 groups engage in castells across 
Catalonia. Building castells has also become a 
competitive sport with its own championship. 
Since 1952, it has been held biannually in October 
at Tarragona’s Tàrraco Arena Plaça. Teams are 
considered to have been successful if they can build 
and deconstruct their towers without a fall.

This cultural practice’s transformation is indicative of 
the power of Catalan culture to evolve and adapt to 
new social mores, as well as its ability to bridge the 
traditional and the modern while uniting people from 
different age groups and backgrounds who want to 
celebrate their culture.



Other celebrations 
include:
Tri-City Latino Festival
Columbus, Georgia  
Sept. 15-17

Fiesta Latina
Savannah, Georgia 
Sept. 28

Iowa’s Latino  
Heritage Festival
Des Moines, Iowa 
Sept. 28-29

Carnaval Latino
New Orleans, Louisiana  
Oct. 12

In cities large, small 
and in between, 
recognition of National 
Hispanic Heritage 
Month (Sept. 15-Oct. 
15) takes many forms. 
During this annual 
observance, millions 
of Hispanics – and 
non-Hispanics – unite 
in a celebration of the 
accomplishments and 
contributions of the 
57.5 million people 
of Hispanic or Latino origin in the United States. 
Following are 12 gatherings of note in 2019.

Hispanic Heritage Festival and Parade
Dayton, Ohio • Sept. 14
The event kicks off at noon with the Dayton Hispanic 
Heritage Parade. Highlights include a Latin karaoke 
competition and rubber-duck regatta. 

Hispanic Heritage Festival 2019
Inglewood, California • Sept. 14
The city’s festival includes live entertainment, carnival-
style and interactive games, arts and crafts, vendor 
and information booths, and a classic car show.

Fiesta Patrias
Seattle, Washington • Sept. 14-15
Sea Mar Seattle Fiestas Patrias festivals are always 
celebrated during one weekend in mid-September. 
On Saturday, Sea Mar hosts its traditional parade and 
community festival in South Park. On Saturday and 
Sunday, attendees can also find music, dance, food, art 
exhibitions, a health fair and more at the Seattle Center. 

Hispanic Heritage Street Weekend
Houston, Texas • Sept. 20-22
A Houston Astros game ticket is required to enter this 
three-day event, sponsored by the Houston Astros. 
Tejano-themed fireworks kick off the weekend. Food 
trucks and caricaturists are also part of the festival. 

Hispanic Heritage Parade and Festival
Salt Lake City, Utah • Sept. 21
Admission is free for this event that begins with 
a parade featuring the March of Countries, and 
includes food (including empanadas, tacos, pupusas, 
Cuban sandwiches and arepas), local artisans, dance 
performances, live music, a car show and other family-
friendly entertainment.

Heritage-month 
celebrations from 
coast to coast

Puerto Rican Festival Parade
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania • Sept. 29
No fewer than 1,500 marchers participate in this 
annual event that takes place on the Benjamin 
Franklin Parkway and features traditional Latino music, 
poetry and dance.

Hawaii Hispanic Heritage Festival and Health Fair
Honolulu, Hawaii • Oct. 5
The capital city’s free event features Latin food 
booths, crafts, cultural exhibits, community / health 
agencies and live entertainment including Latin music 
and dancers. It regularly attracts 10,000 attendees. 

Hola Charlotte Festival
Charlotte, North Carolina • Oct. 19
Sixty thousand people are expected to attend the 
event in uptown. They’ll enjoy the Latin American 
Cultural Village, Latin American food and beverage, 
nationally acclaimed Latin American bands and artists, 
cultural dance performances, Zumba demos and 
instruction, and displays of Hispanic fashion.

Dancers perform at a recent Hola Charlotte Festival.  
Photo courtesy of Norsan Media



CULTURAL FINE ART

Early influences endure 
in present-day works

Benjamin Casiano 

Raised by Puerto Rican parents in New York City, 
Benjamin Casiano says he was encouraged to 
become an artist at an early age by mentors and 
teachers. Casiano earned his bachelor’s in fine art and 
design from the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. Although 
currently working as a creative director, painting 
remains his first love. Inspired and influenced by many 
Spanish and South American artists, Casiano says 
women also played a crucial role in his life, which is 
why he pays tribute to them with his paintings.

Casiano’s work fuses expressionism and cubism. 
Although he uses 
geometric and 
abstract shapes 
in his artwork, 
a prominent 
focal point is 
the one-eye 
figurative. “Most 
of my one-eye 
figuratives are 
a reflection of 
my alter ego 
and a self-
portrait of my 
subconscious,” 
says Casiano. “I am blind in one eye, but the irony is 
I was painting figures with a single eye years before 
losing my vision.” 

At one point,  
Casiano wanted 
to major in 
fashion design. 
That desire and 
influence are 
clearly seen in 
the piece titled 
“White Dress.” 
A symbol of 
love between 
two souls – and 
a reminder of 
his mom and 
dad – is evident 
in “Man and 
Wife,” while 
“The Violin” is 
an illustration of 

Jaime Guerrero 

Jaimie Guerrero was born and raised in the Boyle 
Heights neighborhood of Los Angeles, California. 
He attended the California College of the Arts in 
Oakland, where he earned a bachelor of fine arts 
in glass and sculpture. While there, he walked into 
the glass studio one day and discovered his love for 
glass. “From that point,” he says, “I was hooked. It 
gave me purpose.” Guerrero has also attended the 
Pilchuck Glass School in Stanwood, Washington, and 
studied with Venetian and studio glass artists. 

Guerrero says his work is a reflection of personal 
experience and memories, yet it also addresses 
social concerns. A little girl wearing a dress with her 
hair in “chongos” (braids), holds a hummingbird in a 

Casiano’s love 
for strings and 
classical music. 
“I never learned 
to play, but I can 
at least paint my 
favorite musical 
instrument,” he 
says.

For Casiano, 
painting has 
proven to 
be a positive 
emotional outlet. 
His works have 
been exhibited 
in galleries in the 
U.S., and as far 
away as China. 
Numerous pieces are owned by corporations and 
private collectors.

“Once Upon a Time” by Jaimie Guerrero

“Man and Wife” by Benjamin Casiano

“The Violin” by Benjamin Casiano

For more information on our cultural fine art 
services, visit www.picturethatart.com.

The work of the three artists in this issue of Unity 
illustrates their life experiences at home and beyond. 

White Dress” by Benjamin Casiano



Juan Manuel Álvarez Cebrián 

Juan Manuel 
Álvarez Cebrián 
was born in 
Madrid, Spain, 
and grew up 
south of the city. 
He remembers 
– starting at 
age 5 – being 
interested 
in drawing 
and nothing 
else. Over the 
years, Cebrián 
seized every 
opportunity to draw wherever he went. He admits to 
not doing well in school, but he eventually attended 
the Official School of Applied Arts and Artistic Trades, 

where drawing was the main focus. He notes that his 
father also painted, which piqued Cebrián’s interest as 
well when he was young.

Over the years, he’s realized that color ranges interest 
him the most and the mediums he particularly 
likes include oil, graphite, charcoal and watercolor. 
Cebrián’s images include scenes of everyday life, 
portraits, landscapes and even abstract paintings. 

“Snow Train Station” (one of the three works of oil on 
linen featured here) was composed from a series of 
photos Cebrián took at a train station north of Madrid, 
providing a view from the walkway to the tracks. The 
bare trees, shadowed skies and snow-laced rooftops 
capture the essence of that cold, wintery day. 

Years ago, Cebrián often traveled by subway and 
discreetly took snapshots of the riders “immersed in 
their own world and their own things.” “Subway Car” 
catches that moment and atmosphere of the riders as 
they travel from one place to another. “Tourists,” says 
Cebrián, is the human connection through centuries 
of different cultures and technologies – a man taking 
a picture with an iPad and different races of people 
sharing the same desire to know other cities beside 
their own – all on top of a tour bus on a summer day.

Cebrián recalls that when he was young, he tried to 
paint exactly what he saw, but experience has taught 
him to sometimes change the elements of a photo – 
such as the color of people’s clothing – for the good 
of the final work. “There is a phrase I read many years 
ago,” says Cebrián. “It said something like, ‘Explain 
the truth, but make it more beautiful.’” Cebrián’s goal 
is for that truth to be evident through his work.

hibernation state in “Once Upon a Time.” Her image 
and facial expression depict the fragility of innocence 
and nostalgia. 

In the Latino community, 
the piñata is featured 
in childhood birthday 
celebrations. Guerrero 
says this piece, “Piñata,” 
was used in an installation 
to highlight the notion 
that we can’t choose what 
we are born in to.  

“Farm Worker” speaks 
to integrity and manual 
labor. The worker’s raised 
arms can be interpreted 
as a sign of power or of 
persecution.

“Growing up in an underserved community means 
you don’t have many choices,” says Guerrero,  
who has taught the basics of glass blowing to  
at-risk youths in collaboration with the Watts Labor 
Community Action Committee. Guerrero hopes 
to keep the craft alive and share it with all who are 
willing to learn.

“Piñata” by Jaimie Guerrero

“Farm Worker”  
by Jaimie Guerrero

“Snow Train Station”  
by Juan Manuel Álvarez Cebrián

“Subway Car” by Juan Manuel Álvarez Cebrián

“Tourists” by Juan Manuel Álvarez Cebrián



Regional Mexican cuisines, such as Oaxacan food, 
are gaining interest in the restaurant world. Like 
other Mexican food, Oaxacan (pronounced wah-
hah-ken) recipes feature staples such as corn, beans 
and chili peppers; however, there’s greater variety in 
other ingredients and preparation methods today. 
Some establishments are offering a medley of 
mole dishes – Oaxacan cuisine is known for having 
more than 200 preparations of this intricate sauce, 
flavored with a seemingly endless assortment of 
spices (and sometimes chocolate). Mole is usually an 
accompaniment to meat, but no matter which protein 
is being served, the sauce is really the star of this dish.

Oaxacan food: 
Accent on 
authenticity

CUISINE
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OAXACAN CHICKEN 
WITH OREGANO  
AND GARLIC
Recipe courtesy of Chef Pati Jinich

•  30 garlic cloves
•  1 cup fresh oregano leaves
•  1/2 cup olive oil
•  1/4 cup freshly squeezed lime juice
•  1 1/2 teaspoon kosher or coarse sea salt
•  Freshly ground black pepper, to taste
•  One 3-pound chicken cut into10 serving 

pieces, breasts cut in half
•  1 1/2 cups chicken broth

Heat the oven to 450 F.

Using a food processor, process the garlic, 
oregano, olive oil, lime juice, salt and pepper 
until coarse and well mixed, yet not completely 
pureed.

Rub the garlic mixture all over the chicken and 
place it skin side down on a nonstick baking 
sheet. If you don’t cook right away, you may 
marinate the chicken up to 24 hours, covered, in 
the refrigerator.

Place in the oven and bake for 15 minutes. 
Remove from the oven and reduce the 
temperature to 375 F. Flip over the chicken 
pieces, pour the chicken broth on the bottom of 
the sheet, and return to the oven for 45 minutes 
or until the chicken is cooked through and the 
juices run clear when pierced with a knife.



In the tiny Central American country of El Salvador, 
where pupusas are the national dish, the palm-size, 
stuffed-and-griddled tortillas are the ultimate finger 
food. Similar to arepas in Venezuela, papusas typically 
consist of cheese (usually called quesillo), chicharrón 
(pork rinds), squash, refried beans or cheese with 
loroco (a vine whose flowers are edible). 

To eat a pupusa the Salvadoran way, tear off a piece 
of masa, severing the strings of cheese clinging to the 
tortilla. Next, use your thumb to secure a small helping 
of crunchy curtido slaw doused in tomato purée 
with each bite. No pupusa should be served without 
curtido, the zesty cabbage-and-carrot slaw that’s an 
essential – and mouthwatering – palate cleanser.

Papusas are now firmly entrenched in the American 
culinary scene. Take, for example, the restaurant 
known as Ricas Pupusas & Mas, in Queens, New York. 
Its owner opened the restaurant in 2018, but she had 
been selling papusas since 2014 to raise money for 
the family’s church.

Her restaurant’s best-selling pupusa is the revueltas, 
which combines refried beans and mozzarella 
blended with a salt-rich hard cheese called queso 
duro and garlicky shredded chicharrón.

Meanwhile, on the West Coast, there are at least 
200 pupuserias (pupusa restaurants) just in greater 
Los Angeles, California. Standouts include Los 
Cocos Panderia y Pupuseria, which serves pupusas 
overflowing with cheese or smoky pork. Here you can 
find 14 varieties of the dish (some are even vegan). 
And there’s Los Chorros Restaurant, with its rice-flour 
and ayote (pumpkin) versions. 

Salvadoran 
street food gains 
following in U.S. 

PUPUSAS   
Recipe courtesy of BonAppetit.com
•  1/4 cup plus 1/3 cup vegetable oil, divided
•  1/2 medium white onion, halved, broken up 

into individual layers (petals)
•  One 15-ounce can Central American red 

beans or red kidney beans
•  Kosher salt
•  3 cups instant corn masa flour 
•  4 ounces grated queso Oaxaca or salted 

mozzarella 
•  Salvadoran Cabbage Relish (curtido) and 

Salvadoran Salsa Roja (for serving)
Heat 1/4 cup of the oil in a large skillet over 
medium-high heat. Cook the onion, tossing 
occasionally, until the pieces are charred on all 
sides, 10 to 12 minutes (the oil will smoke and 
the onion will pop, so be careful). Don’t stop 
cooking at “browned”; they need to go further.
Transfer the onion to a blender, reserving the 
oil in the pan. Add the beans and their liquid 
to a blender and purée, gradually adding 1/4 
cup warm water if the mixture is too thick and 
the blender is struggling, until smooth.
Heat the onion oil over medium. Transfer the 
bean mixture to a skillet and cook, stirring and 
scraping the bottom of the pan occasionally, 
until the mixture is the consistency of thick 
Greek yogurt, 5 to 10 minutes; season with 
salt. Let cool (refried beans will thicken as they 
sit, and that’s exactly what you want); set aside.
Using a stand mixer fitted with the paddle 
attachment, beat the masa flour, 3 teaspoons 
salt and 2 2/3 cups hot water on medium 
speed until the dough is thick and sticky 
(alternatively, mix in a large bowl about 1 
minute). Let rest, uncovered, for 15 minutes.
Mix the cheese-and-bean mixture in a bowl.
Combine the remaining 1/3 cup of oil and 1 
cup of warm water in a bowl. Dip both hands 
in this mixture and rub them together to coat. 
This will prevent the dough from sticking to 
your hands, and will hydrate the dough as you 
assemble.
Divide the dough into 12 balls (about 1/4 cup 
each), keeping them covered with a damp towel 
so they don’t dry out. With 1 ball in the palm 
of your hand, use your thumb of the opposite 
hand to create an indentation in the center. 
Pinch the sides to create a well for the filling (it 
should look like 1/2 of a coconut shell). Fill the 
hole with 2 tablespoons of the bean mixture. 
Pinch the dough around the filling to enclose 
(it’s OK if some is poking out), then flatten to a 
4 1/2-inch to 5-inch disk, dipping your hands 
in the oil-water as needed. Repeat with the 
remaining dough-and-bean mixture (you might 
have some filling left over).
Cook the pupusa in a large cast-iron skillet 
or griddle over medium heat until the center 
slightly puffs up and the pupusa is browned 
in spots, 3 to 4 minutes per side. If the filling 
leaks out, simply scrape it off the pan after the 
pupusa has cooked.
Serve with the cabbage relish and salsa roja.
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‘EASIEST EVER’ CHICKEN-MOLE ENCHILADAS
Recipe courtesy of Chef Marcela Valladolid

•  2 chicken breasts
•  Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper
•  1/2 cup olive oil

For the mole
•  5 dried pasilla or anocho chiles, stemmed and 

seeded
•  1 1/2 cups hot water
•  Two 6-inch corn tortillas, or handful of regular 

tortilla chips
•  2 tablespoons olive oil
•  1 1/2 medium onions, chopped
•  Kosher salt
•  2 garlic cloves, minced
•  2 tablespoons smooth peanut butter
•  1 teaspoon dried oregano
•  1 3/4 cups chicken stock
•  One 3.1-ounce disk Mexican chocolate, 

chopped
•  Kosher salt
•  Freshly ground black pepper 

For the enchiladas
•  Olive oil, as needed
•  Twelve 6-inch corn tortillas, warmed 
•  1/4 cup sour cream
•  3/4 cup queso fresco or mild feta

For the chicken
Heat the oven to 375 F. On a baking sheet, 
sprinkle the chicken with the salt and pepper 
and drizzle with the olive oil. Bake until cooked 
through, 10 to 15 minutes. Set aside to cool, 
then shred into bite-sized pieces. 

For the mole
Reconstitute the dried chiles by soaking them in 
1 1/2 cups hot water for 15 minutes. Drain and 
set aside. Toast the corn tortillas in a dry skillet 
until dry, crisp and golden. Tear into pieces and 
set aside. In the same skillet, heat the oil over 
medium heat. Add the onions, season with a 
little salt and sauté until translucent, about 3 
minutes. Add the garlic and cook 2 minutes 
more. Transfer the onion-garlic mixture to a 
blender with the chiles, tortillas, peanut butter 
and oregano. Add the chicken stock over and 
blend until smooth. Transfer the sauce to a 
medium sauté pan and bring to a boil over high 
heat. Reduce the heat to medium, cover and 
simmer 20 minutes. Stir in the chocolate. Season 
the mole with salt and pepper. Reserve 1 cup of 
the mole for garnishing the enchiladas; the rest 
will be used for dipping the tortillas. 

To assemble the enchiladas
Fill a medium sauté pan halfway with oil over high 
heat. When the oil is hot, dip 1 tortilla at a time 
and fry just until soft and heated through, a few 
seconds. Lift out, let the excess oil drip off, and 
then dip the fried tortilla directly into the warm 
mole (which should be right next to the pan for 
easy dipping) and transfer to a plate. Working 
quickly, put 1/3 cup of the shredded chicken in 
the center, being careful not to overfill. Roll the 
tortilla like a cigar to enclose the filling and place 
in a serving dish seam-side down. Continue to 
fill all of the tortillas and place them side by side. 
Pour the reserved mole over the top. 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 6


