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"Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom of heaven." 

-- Matthew 5:3


Broken homes, shattered dreams, devastation, and in the end, hope, are the motifs of Juan Carlos’ “Still Life of a Tragedy.” The California State University, Northridge (CSUN) art majoring student’s photo exhibit hangs maybe ominously on the gallery walls on the second floor of Manzanita Hall there.

The photo documentary is of the chilling aftermath of the January 13, 2001 El Salvador earthquake. In the 32 photos on display, we see images that burn indelibly into our psyches: a severed arm reaching from the ground delineates the defeat of the people, a deflated soccer ball reflects the loss of innocence of the Salvadoran people, and a number of photos of the Church, the Virgin Mary standing tall, and the posters of Jesus Christ questions why one should have belief in faith when even the Houses of God aren’t left unscathed.

It is one thing to read the staggering statistics from the exhibit’s introduction of 844 dead, approximately 4,723 wounded, 278,000 evacuated and 20,000 homes destroyed; it is a complete other to see them. 

Young boys and grown men alike peer into the camera with dazed looks on their 

faces of anger and confusion that convey the begging question of “why?”  A woman 

- more -

buries her face in her hands mourning the sorrow of this all in another shot. Crowds mine the debris for hopefully just missing friends and family members.  We see several other images of Salvadorans left poverty stricken by this natural disaster: forced to live on the streets and sit on plastic trash bags. 

At the opposite of this spectrum, we see more hopeful scenes in “Still Life of a Tragedy” such as those of people helping out one another, helping them rise above this traumatic event, helping each other survive. The final photo in the exhibit is of an elderly woman with clothes dirty, face wrinkled, hands at her side, and a look on her face that tells us, “I’ve seen it all and persevered.” Subtly, Juan Carlos communicates his theme of people needing to come together to help restore and recover from what once was.  

“Still Life of a Tragedy” is an anomaly one must see. The subjects in the photos range from the perhaps mundane to the undoubtedly profound and the feelings evoked are of both disturbing despair and optimistic hope. 
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