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New San Pablo Mural Design 
Introduction by Jerarde Gutiérrez 
 
John Wehrle’s original mural, Revisionist History, served as both a literal and metaphorical bridge. 
Observing that freeways disrupt and separate communities and small businesses, he created a design 
that offered a visual bridge of the space disconnected by the freeway. Playful store fronts, trees, and 
views of the hills behind the freeway served as a means to alleviate the stark environment that large 
amounts of concrete impose on a neighborhood. Metaphorically, he uses elements of the past to 
create a whimsical reality where we bridge our past to our present (1997). Although it is not a 
historical mural, John’s design allows us a glimpse into the past by connecting it to the present.  
 

 
 
Envisioning Our Future Concept 
The Revisionist Future mural will look into our future through the lens of museum exhibitions. A 
repeating trompe l’oeil archway motif will playfully showcase various outcomes of our future and serve 
as a grounding design element that established the mural’s environment.  
 

 
 
Within each archway window will be a scene that showcase positive outcomes of our current life 
choices. For example, one scene will depict the end of fossil fuel consumption with a teacher and 
students observing a 21 century vehicle. Paying homage to John’s original mural, the car will be the 
front side of the same make and model at a gas station in John’s original design. Another scene will 
share a whimsical floating whale display with a wall plaque noting the weight of the whale vs the 
weight of ocean plastic through 2050 declaring the end of plastic waste. Many of the scenes will 
reference elements of the Revisionist History mural. Approximately 6 archways will go across the 
mural, each with its own scene. Decorative elements will adorn the facade of the archways create 
architectural trompe l’oeil designs throughout. 
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Concept Narrative (from left to right):  
Archway scene 1: Students observe a vehicle of the “past” as fossil fuels will no longer be used in the 
future. (the car used is the same make and model from John’s original mural the opposite side of the 
underpass.)  
 
Archway scene 2: Plastic waste in the future will be a thing of the past! Illustrated with comparisons to 
the weight of a whale and ocean plastic waste as it stands now and projected into the future. A 
whimsical whale display playfully comes out of the archway with a child in awe.  
 
Archway scene 3: A mural of Meeker’s Slough references a hypothetical future open land trust, 
ensuring future generations have public space and a clean environment to enjoy. Paying homage to the 
original mural, one of the sponsors listed in the scene is the “Castro Title company” used in the 
Revisionist History mural. 
 
Design Notes 
To foster unity and continuity between Past Perfect and the new mural, the style will continue to be 
representational, with saturated, flat colors laid in values conveying the three-dimensional qualities of 
objects in space, and elements in the distance depicted in tints. It will echo some colors, structures, 
characters, and elements from John's original work.  
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New Mcdonald Mural  
Introduction by Rebeca Garcia-González 
 
Past Perfect, the mural opposite to this new mural, was painted almost 30 years ago. John Wehrle 
originally designed a smaller, 70 foot-long mural with a large trolley and an open view of the space 
under the overpass and the buildings next to it. When Cal Trans let him know he had to expand it, he 
added a yellow, flat-arched schematic that covered most of it but allowed the viewer to see parts of 
the original mural under these arches. The western third of the mural remained open. 
 

 
 
Taking Care of Our Own Concept 
The new mural responds to a "what if" question taking place 30 years the future. What 
if disenfranchised groups in Richmond developed the resources to feed, educate and heal 
themselves 30 years from now? The flat arches schematic occupies two thirds of the wall and works as 
a portal into an uplifting, Afro-Latino, and futuristic reality. This utopian vision is people-centered, 
multigenerational, and it will reference current local initiatives that share this mission.  
 
Most of the freeway was dismantled shortly after a country-wide revolt against the greed of fossil fuel 
companies, its rubble used in new construction as a sand substitute. In the background we see newer 
3D-printed newer buildings with round corners and dome roofs. Old buildings have been lifted to 
account for storm surges, and use cable ties to protect roofs from hurricane force winds. Smaller 
domed dwellings, solar energy generators and water treatment plants have covered most of the 
Wildcat hills. One sixth of the mural shows an urban garden tended by Richmond residents of all ages. 
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The flat-arched schematic is the only part of the freeway remaining. It has been converted into an 
open market featuring a rooftop edible garden. Transportation is now mostly people-powered in our 
city, with rechargeable drones and land vehicles replacing our current gas-guzzling vehicles.  
 

 
 
Elders gather weekly to receive food and health care from city-funded programs, now that there is no 
need for non-profits. Everyone wears natural fibers and is dressed for a warmer climate since plastics 
are no longer in use. Children get lots of play outdoors away from devices now that our air is cleaner, 
and we’ll see people with disabilities in leadership roles.  
 

 
 
Design Notes 
The horizon line will be higher in this design, both to account for a 4 foot high guardrail that will be 
installed as part of the larger improvements that are part of this project, and to simplify the graffiti 
abatement work that city crews might do in the future. The overall color scheme will be warm to 
compensate for the natural darkness of the underpass and to fit this utopian concept. The far away 
hills will be done in tints to create a sense of distance, while figures closer to the viewer might reach a 
height of 10-12 feet and feature more saturated colors. As with the new San Pablo mural, this concept 
will include some elements from Past Perfect, in this case versions of John’s characters in the future 
and a 2055 vehicle.  
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New Mural Execution 
 
Mural painting will begin as soon as Cal Trans can remove a one-inch deteriorating layer of textured 
cement covering both of the new walls. The surface will then be cleaned and white washed with a high 
quality acrylic primer. Our team will place a grid on its surface to ensure the elements’ proportions are 
correct and in the right locations, then the elements will be outlined. We will use 10 foot high 
scaffolding for all of the Macdonald mural and most of the San Pablo mural to reach the top of the 16 
foot high wall, with the exception of the 30 foot high opening in between, which will require a lift. Foot 
traffic will have to be diverted to the opposite sidewalk, precluding the possibility working on both 
sides of the underpass simultaneously (painting the new mural at the same time we restore the mural 
on the opposite side).   
 
We will paint the murals sequentially, beginning with the San Pablo mural, continuing with the 
Mcdonald mural, and ending with the restoration of John’s murals. A team of 2-3 apprentices 
supervised by Jerarde or Rebeca will paint the largest areas of the new murals first. Some will work on 
the higher reaches while others work on the parts below the 8-foot mark. A crew of 2-3 experienced, 
skilled painters will follow this crew to paint figures, foliage and man-made objects in a 
representational style reminiscent of John’s murals and keeping within Cal Trans transportation art 
guidelines. 
 
As noted later in this document, we will use high-quality acrylic paints to complete the new murals and 
not silicate paints. This decision responds to John’s wish to put in place a restoration protocol that 
would respond to future graffiti or water damage with paint that city crews and younger muralists will 
find more accessible and easier to use1. In a similar note, John felt (as we do) that the use of sealants 
(i.e. anti-graffitti varnish) does not reduce the amount of time spent on the restoration of mural 
surfaces, as most of these sealant removers end up removing the paint as well.   
 
Some of the restoration work could be done concurrent to the painting of the new murals on days 
when we are not painting and closer to their completion, for example, the gentle washing of 
Revisionist History or Past Perfect.  
  

 
1 See John’s notes on silicate paint on p. 9 
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Revisionist History Restoration 
 
History 
Revisionist History was commissioned by the City of Richmond in 1990. Leveron Bryant, Assistant City 
Manager at that time, was instrumental in securing funding and permits from Cal Trans. Work began in 
spring of 1991, but was halted due to a two-year project widening of Interstate 80. A portion of the 
completed central image was demolished and an additional 60 feet was added to the south end of the 
structure during that time, necessitating additional design work. Work resumed in 1993 and the 
enlarged wall painting was finished in 1995. Original funding was $22,500 with additional funding 
following to cover costs of additional wall and replacement center section, bringing the total to around 
$40,000 in 1993. 
 

 
 
Description 
The 210 foot-long mural depicts a long line of old-fashioned shops visited by modern shoppers. Next to 
the shops is an Ohlone village and a startled motorist watching Spanish vaqueros. Depicted in a style 
John called “over-the-edge realism,” the images in Revisionist History were the result of John’s 
research at the Richmond Museum. Among them was a photo of a steel arch with the name 
“Richmond” across it that was torn in 1952. He incorporated it into the design as the painted sides of 
the overpass, to recreate the feeling of an arch over the street,” to bring together what he saw as a 
neighborhood divided by the freeway.  
 

 
 
Damage 
In the 26 years following the completion the mural has incurred a number of minor graffiti incidents 
and one major fire extinguisher spraying. These were dealt with ad hoc by John or an assistant. Ed 
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Paasch, the City’s graffiti abatement specialist, has been repainting undecorated surfaces. On several 
occasions, Ed and John coordinated efforts to restore details in conjunction with flat areas.  
 
In addition to graffiti and surface discoloration, other issues include water staining from freeway runoff 
where the roadbed meets the wall. John successfully dealt with this in one area by “the simple addition 
of a small piece of flashing adhered with silicone to the joint creating a downspout 3 inches out from 
the wall.” He feels there are 2-4 other areas where this approach might help mitigate runoff stain that 
could be included in the concentrated restoration effort.  
 

 
 
John spoke with Ed concerning the use of the city’s Water Buffalo to “gently wash road grime from the 
vertical surfaces.” He believed it would do “a great deal to brightening the mural and distinguish which 
marks need serious attention and those more ephemeral ones that will wash away with the grime.” 
 

 
Restoration 
The following are John’s technical notes regarding the restoration of Revisionist History: 
 

Keim silicate paint is a potassium silicate material that bonds chemically to mineral surfaces. It 
is lightfast and does not peel or fade, as evidenced by the center section that has received full 
afternoon sun for 26 years unchanged except for water erosion on the top edge. Some of you 
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might recommend applying an anti-graffitti varnish, but no sealant is completely effective, 
especially on porous surfaces. Keim is a non-toxic particulate rather than an emulsion. This 
allows moisture to escape from the rear. Because of this, a sealant is not recommended, as it 
would inhibit this action. In addition, once the sealant is removed, the image must be repainted 
and the coating reapplied. More work. Sealants are also glossy and Keim paint is very matte. I 
have found repainting a much more effective solution with fewer steps and better results.  
 
The treatment plan, once the mural is washed, would be to lightly sand tags and repaint areas 
to color match the original image using acrylic paint. A somewhat tedious but effective 
restoration method with paint that is more readily accessible and easier to use by both graffiti 
abatement crews and muralists alike. 
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Past Perfect Restoration 
 
History 
Past Perfect, along with Rigo Gouvia’s Liberty Ferry, were the first projects commissioned by the newly 
formed Richmond Art and Culture Commission in 1989, before there was a percent for a public art 
program in place. John’s team applied to Cal Trans for a permit, but “so far as he knows” they were 
only given an application number, and the permit was never issued. The original measurements John 
was given were half of what the wall’s actual dimensions were  and he ended up having to stretch the 
design to fit a 196 foot-long wall. 
 
The work was altered by construction /additions from the I-80 freeway widening in 1992. In 2007, Alan 
Wolken received a redevelopment grant for improvements. With a crew that included Jerarde 
Gutierrez, Hershell West and Dan Fontes, John reimagined “significant parts of the overpass adding the 
connector and incorporating salient geographical information to the historical element of the 
painting.”  
 

 
 
In 2008 the work was enlarged to include the flyover crossing and the two east façades creating a 
gateway (known as the Macdonald Gateway) to downtown Richmond. The original mural was 
subsumed in an architectural illusion of openings and faux stonework. This was done as part of a 
Redevelopment project beautifying Macdonald Avenue. John remembers that this project’s budget 
was around $48,000 and had a crew of 10 workers. It required scaffolding, lane closures and lift work.  
 

 
 
Description 
The setting was to be a mirror image of the opposite side of the street. John’s original design pictured a 
ghost trolley circa 1908 that used to run on Macdonald Avenue. This concept was a mirror image of the 
freeway off ramp and buildings opposite combined with a ghost image of the 1908 trolley that 
formerly ran on Macdonald Avenue, peopled by a mix of historical and contemporary figures. Several 
neighbors and passersby were drawn from photos taken at Susan’s middle school at Portola. The 



 11 
imagery introduced in 2008 referenced pertinent information about the city, including 33.8 square 
miles of land, 22.3 square miles of water and the interior and “Thirty Two Miles of Shoreline.” 
 
Damage 
The interior painting has been compromised from a mix of materials. Originally painted with Keim 
silicate paint as is the flyover gateway, portions of the mural image have been replaced with acrylic. 
Parts of the mural within reach of taggers have been heavily graffitied. Over the years, tags have been 
covered by city crews in colors close to the originals, changing the sense of depth created by the 
differences in value.  
 
There are issues of water runoff similar to 
Revisionist History, and flashing might help with this 
problem. Both ends of Past Perfect as well as a 
couple of interior spots have been damaged by 
water runoff, identifiable by the mold that has 
grown in the water’s downward path along the wall. 
 
Twenty-five years have passed since the objects and 
figures under the overpass were painted and their 
original, vibrant colors have faded despite their 
protection from UV rays. Most of the surface is 
covered in soot, grime and right under the lights, 
bird droppings. 
 

 
 
Restoration Plan 
John’s 2022 plan mentioned that the wall would benefit from gentle water cleaning before painting. 
 
While he originally stated that eliminating the graffiti could be done with silicate paint, he changed his 
mind later in late 2023, as our team began meeting to discuss the restoration of both murals. Thinking 
of the future, John wanted the restoration to be done with acrylic paint because it is a “more easily 
obtainable paint with which the city crews in charge of graffiti abatement and younger muralists are 
more familiar.” To restore Past Perfect, our team would reproduce John’s original colors using some of 
the references he has provided. John also wanted some of the 1989 characters to be updated, and 
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some minor elements from the Taking Care of Our Own to be added to Past Perfect, for a more unified 
look. 

 

 
  



 13 
Maintenance 
 
John had envisioned a coordinated effort between the city’s crews, the Richmond Art Commission and 
a small team of local, skilled artists to maintain the murals. Below are the notes he drafted in his 2021 
report to the Richmond Art Commission: 
 

I have officially become an octogenarian, and while still in good physical health, there are no 
guarantees, how long this might continue. Each one of these artists is familiar with materials 
used on the paintings and knows what to do. I have assembled a crew of experienced 
professional artists, all of whom have worked or lived in Richmond. Dan Fontes and Jerarde 
Gutiérrez both worked on these projects previously. Rebeca Garcia-Gonzalez lives here and has 
painted eight murals in this city. My thought for both projects is that one or all of these younger 
artists could manage future restorations. 
 
A long-term maintenance plan, coordinated with Ed Paasch and the City. In the course of the 
restoration we will be able to remix major colors, which could then be restocked, enabling him 
to have proper materials on hand. Since there has been no coordinated system in place, Ed is 
often left to his own devices to match colors and materials in the field. Over the years my 
original stock has been depleted. We could send samples to Keim, they could catalog them in 
their system, and we could re-order as needed. 

 
 


