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ABSTRACT 

My thesis seeks to establish a fuller, more nuanced historical account of socially 

and politically oriented printmaking during the long 20th century in Mexico. In order to 

remedy what is currently a fragmented and incomplete narrative composed of canonical 

artists, my project integrates recent studies that acknowledge the role of lesser-known 

artists from various moments of the 20th and 21st centuries. The broader approach of this 

thesis reveals that the history of politically oriented Mexican prints spans a longer period 

of time and a larger geographic area than previously thought. Mexico experienced several 

waves of political turmoil and social upheaval throughout the 20th century, beginning 

with the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920), including the 1968 student movement, and 

extending to present day clashes between citizens and their government leaders. In this 

context, art and printmaking in particular served as persistent vehicles for Mexican artists 

to engage in social and political activism. 

Integrating the critical analysis of earlier research along with newer studies that 

recognize the impact of Mexican printmakers often overlooked in broad survey texts and 

exhibitions allows for further conclusions to be drawn regarding the multifaceted 

relationship between the print medium and the art of protest. My thesis introduces the 

notion that educational institutions in Mexico played an active part in this historical 

narrative, highlights the significance of Mexican artists’ choice to work in collaborative 

environments versus individually, and notes modern activist printmakers’ strong 

preference for the woodblock print.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

The aim of this thesis is to establish a fuller, more nuanced historical account of 

the emergence and development of socially engaged Mexican printmaking from the mid-

19th century to the present day. In order to redress what is currently a fragmented and 

incomplete narrative composed solely of selected artists from the canon of Mexican art 

history, my project integrates recent studies that highlight the significant contributions of 

lesser-known groups and movements active throughout the long 20th century. This 

expanded approach demonstrates that the history of politically oriented Mexican 

printmaking spans a broader period of time and a larger geographic area than previous 

scholarship has acknowledged. The 20th and 21st centuries in Mexico saw ongoing waves 

of political turmoil and social upheaval. Most notable are the Mexican Revolution (1910-

1920), an uprising against President Porfirio Díaz that escalated into a full-fledged civil 

war, the protests and violence that preceded the 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City, 

and recent conflicts between civilians and the government, including a 2006 

demonstration led by schoolteachers in Oaxaca. In these various contexts, art and 

printmaking in particular became persistent vehicles for social and political activism. 

Existing scholarship on this subject primarily focuses on artists active shortly 

before, during, and immediately after the Revolution, namely: José Guadalupe Posada 

(1852-1913), Los Tres Grandes (Diego Rivera 1886-1957, David Alfaro Siqueiros 1896-

1974, José Clemente Orozco 1883-1949), and the Taller de Gráfica Popular (People’s 

Graphic Workshop, hereafter referred to as the TGP). These figures, and Posada 

especially, greatly impacted how Mexican artists came to view printmaking as a means of 

expressing social commentary through the important role they played in the creation of 
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an identifiably Mexican, culturally-specific iconography and by imbuing their works with 

satirical tones or politically-oriented themes. However, previous research has not only 

privileged these artists to the exclusion of others, but has also tended to treat these figures 

monographically rather than unite them in a complete historical narrative.1 Recent 

exhibitions of Mexican printmaking, such as Mexico and Modern Printmaking: A 

Revolution in the Graphic Arts, 1920 to 1950 and Revolution on Paper: Mexican Prints 

1910-1960, stand as exceptions in that the organizers recognized lesser-known artists and 

attempted to craft more expansive accounts.2 These too have proved problematic in their 

own way; formulating a longer lineage of the print as protest has often resulted in 

generalized or oversimplified analysis of how the artists involved relate to one another. 

The survey exhibitions often begin their history with Posada in the late 19th
 and early 20th 

centuries and move directly to the Mexican muralism movement and then the TGP, 

neglecting the figures that likely influenced Posada and glossing over the smaller print 

collectives that were active in the 1920s and 1930s. 

 Prints produced after World War II have also received limited scholarly 

recognition. Historians have generally ended the account of socially and politically 

oriented Mexican printmaking in the late 1960s when the TGP disbanded, overlooking 

later political events that spurred the production of protest art. In order to address these 

concerns as well as the exclusive emphasis on artists working in Mexico City, I study 

                                                
1 See, for example, Posada: A Century of Skeletons (Mexico, D.F.: Fundación BBVA 
Bancomer, 2013); Andrew J. Saluti, Print Making Revolution: Mexican Prints and the 
Taller de Gráfica Popular (Syracuse: Syracuse University Art Galleries, 2013). 
2 Dawn Ades and Alison Cameron, Revolution on Paper: Mexican Prints 1910-1960 
(Austin: University of Texas Press; London: The British Museum, 2009); John W. 
Ittmann, Innis H. Shoemaker, James Wechsler, and Lyle W. Williams, Mexico and 
Modern Printmaking: A Revolution in the Graphic Arts, 1920 to 1950 (Philadelphia: 
Philadelphia Museum of Art, 2006). 
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smaller artist groups and print movements, which have garnered scholarly attention in the 

last few years, as well as graphic collectives from areas outside of the nation’s capital. 

My expanded account includes printmakers active during the early 20th century to the 21st 

century: the ¡30-30! (Treintatreintistas or Thirty-thirties), artists affiliated with the 

Estridentismo movement, artists who participated in the 1968 student movement, and La 

Asamblea de Artistas Revolucionarios de Oaxaca (The Assembly of Revolutionary 

Artists of Oaxaca, hereafter referred to as ASARO).  

A larger question framing my study as a whole is understanding the choice of 

printmaking by the artists considered. The use of traditional printmaking as a preferred 

means of communicating activist sentiments throughout the 20th century and into the 21st 

century, an age of instantaneous image sharing via the Internet, would seem largely 

outmoded. And yet, not only in Mexico, but also in the United States and internationally, 

printmaking has continued to be utilized for advocacy and protest. The medium’s 

capacity for creating visually striking compositions and its ability to be widely circulated 

to the public via printed publications and graffiti has contributed to this phenomenon. 

However, the persistence of socially engaged prints in Mexico until the present day is 

also a result of a long history propagating the belief that graphic arts and activism are 

inherently tied, and it is that history this thesis brings into relief. 

The first chapter provides a critical analysis of the current state of research, 

examining how existing scholarship has framed the relationship between printmaking and 

the art of protest. Along with Posada, I additionally recognize the work of earlier 19th 

century printmakers like Manuel Manilla (1830-1895) in order to counter the 

misconception that Posada was the sole pioneer of socially engaged Mexican 
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printmaking. The chapter also explores the political motives and artistic intentions of Los 

Tres Grandes who, like Posada, were pervasively influential on the course of modern and 

contemporary Mexican art. Nonetheless, the muralists’ employment of the print medium 

as a vehicle for protest was limited as they favored monumental murals for expressing 

social commentary. Lastly, I turn to the TGP, a dominant force in the Mexican print 

scene from 1937 to the 1960s that has tended to overshadow the study of graphic 

collectives active directly before it and those working after its tenure.  

The second chapter discusses three socially and politically minded artist 

cooperatives that have begun to gain scholarly recognition in recent years. Drawing from 

the research of Harper Montgomery, the chapter begins with the ¡30-30! group, who 

coordinated large-scale, public displays of their woodblock prints in the 1920s. Their 

democratization of the woodblock print helped to situate it as an ideal means of 

expressing political ideas and advocating for social change.3 A concise discussion of the 

Estridentismo movement, based on research by Tatiana Flores and Lynda Klich, will 

follow the section on the ¡30-30!. Estridentismo, a movement closely aligned with the 

Italian Futurists’ ideals of promoting modernity and urbanization, acted as an 

environment in which those who later joined the TGP first engaged with avant-garde 

activities and the woodblock print technique.4 I end this chapter with the 1968 student 

movement, where students from the universities of Mexico City joined together to voice 

opposition to the government’s actions in the months before the Olympic Games.  

ASARO, a print collective active in Oaxaca in recent years, is the case study of 

                                                
3 Harper Montgomery, “‘Enter for Free’: Exhibiting Woodcuts on a Street Corner in 
Mexico City,” Art Journal 70, no. 4 (2011): 27-39. 
4 Lynda Klich, “Estridentópolis: Achieving a Post-Revolutionary Utopia in Jalapa,” The 
Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts: Mexico Theme Issue 26 (2010): 103-127. 
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the final chapter. Founded in 2006 in response to a violent outbreak that occurred in 

conjunction with an annual Oaxacan teachers’ union demonstration, this group actively 

utilizes art and printmaking as a means of protest.5  Scholars who have written on this 

group link its collaborative production of socially conscious prints to Posada, the 

Mexican muralists, and the TGP. Indeed, members of ASARO often reference these 

artists’ specific iconographic strategies, including the use of calaveras and representations 

of important historical figures like Emiliano Zapata, and the TGP has acted as a model 

for a cooperative print workshop, a format that ASARO has adapted on a smaller scale. 

I argue, however, that the group’s concentrated output of woodcut prints, interest in their 

local communities’ accessibility to art, and overtly political motives more closely align 

with the ideals of the ¡30-30!, the Estridentismo movement, and the 1968 student 

movement. 

As discussed in the conclusion, the broader approach that results from inclusion 

of the Estridentismo movement, the Treintatreintistas, the 1968 student movement, and 

ASARO allows me to underscore the connection between printmaking and political 

activism in modern Mexico and to note shared tendencies amongst a larger constituency 

of artists. My research introduces the notion that progressive education institutions in 

Mexico played an active role in this historical narrative, highlights the significance of 

Mexican artists’ choice to work in collaborative environments versus individually, and 

identifies the strong preference throughout the 20th century for relief printmaking 

techniques such as the woodblock print. 

  

                                                
5 Reed Johnson, “Art; Urgent Posts from Oaxaca,” Los Angeles Times, July 20, 2008, 
Accessed March 6, 2013. ProQuest. 
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CHAPTER 1 

REFINING THE ESTABLISHED ACCOUNT OF MODERN MEXICAN 
POLITICAL PRINTMAKING  

 
This chapter critically analyzes the current state of research on socially and 

politically oriented printmaking in Mexico and examines how existing scholarship has 

framed the relationship between printmaking and the art of protest throughout the late 

19th and early 20th centuries. The print medium emerged as a powerful tool for expressing 

opinions about social and political issues during a period referred to as the Porfiriato 

(1876-1910). In the decades that it was led by President Porfirio Díaz, Mexico 

experienced pronounced industrial and economic growth, but these advantages came at 

the cost of government corruption and greater class inequality. Widespread 

dissatisfaction with the Díaz regime led to an uprising, which eventually escalated into 

The Mexican Revolution.1 Printed broadsides that were inexpensive to produce in mass 

quantities became a vital tool for artists to expose corrupt politicians, garner support for 

the Revolution’s rebel leaders, or depict the brutality and violence of the clashes between 

civilians and soldiers to the larger Mexican public. Despite the government’s consistent 

efforts to censor activist artists, political prints and protest art were sold along the streets 

or appeared plastered on walls, allowing them to reach a wide audience. It was not until 

this revolutionary period in Mexico that the print medium emerged as a powerful tool for 

expressing social and political ideas. 

                                                
1 Gilbert M. Joseph and Timothy J. Henderson, eds., The Mexico Reader: History, 
Culture, Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002); William H. Beezley and 
Michael C. Meyer, eds., The Oxford History of Mexico (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2010). 
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In recent years, Mexican political printmaking has begun to receive greater 

scholarly attention and representation in galleries and museums. This acknowledgement 

has, however, primarily focused on a limited selection of canonical Mexican artists. 

Organized chronologically, this chapter will include discussions of Posada, the three 

prominent muralists known as Los Tres Grandes, and the TGP to both highlight each 

artist’s or group of artists’ contributions to the history and development of protest 

printmaking as well as to note the instances in which their achievements may have been 

overstated or privileged to the exclusion of other significant printmakers. Posada is often 

credited in historical accounts of Mexican art with the popularization of satirical 

caricatures and particularly of the trope of the calavera (skull or skeleton). That Posada’s 

images had a profound impact on his late 19th
 and early 20th-century audience as well as 

subsequent generations of artists cannot be denied. Nonetheless, studies by Illan Stavans 

and Dawn Ades reveal multiple sources that likely stimulated Posada’s interest in skeletal 

figures.2 The chapter continues by exploring the political motives and artistic intentions 

of Los Tres Grandes. Like Posada, Rivera, Siqueiros, and Orozco had a pervasive 

influence on the course of modern and contemporary Mexican art. However, their 

employment of the print medium as a means of protest was limited in comparison to their 

production of socially and politically themed mural cycles. The final segment of this 

chapter focuses on the TGP, a workshop that produced prints and portfolios numbering in 

the thousands over its roughly 30-year duration. A dominant force in the Mexican print 

scene from 1937 to the 1960s, scholarly attention to the TGP has tended to overshadow 

                                                
2 Illan Stavans, “José Guadalupe Posada, Lampooner,” The Journal of Decorative and 
Propaganda Arts 16 (Summer 1990): 54-71; Dawn Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking 
Tradition,” 11-25 in Dawn Ades and Alison Cameron, Revolution on Paper. 
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the study of smaller graphic collectives from this period that more actively employed the 

print medium as a means of protest.  

 

José Guadalupe Posada 

The vast majority of historical accounts on Mexican printmaking begin with the 

figure of Posada.3 Now frequently referred to as the father of Mexican printmaking, he 

died after a prolific career in relative obscurity and it was almost by chance that his prints 

were rediscovered and subsequently circulated amongst the prominent Mexican muralists 

like Siqueiros and Rivera.4 Though Posada was never completely unknown in the years 

between when he died and the 1920s, he likely would not have reached the status he 

holds today if he had not been recognized by two key figures. First, he was included in 

the 1922 exhibition “Los Artes Populares en México,” (The Popular Arts in Mexico) 

coordinated by the Mexican artist Dr. Atl (1875-1964). Shortly thereafter, the French ex-

patriot Jean Charlot (1898-1979) included him in his 1925 article “Un Precursor del 

Movimiento de Arte Mexicano: El Grabador Posadas” (A Precursor to the Mexican Art 

                                                
3 See, for example, Jacqueline Barnitz, Twentieth-Century Art of Latin America (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 2001); James Oles, Art and Architecture in Mexico (New 
York: Thames & Hudson, 2013); and Ittmann, Mexico and Modern Printmaking. The 
Ittmann catalog does mention the introduction of printmaking in Mexico before 
beginning with a discussion of Posada, but only briefly.  
4 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 13; Fernando Gamboa, “Posada’s Life 
and Times,” The Massachusetts Review 3, no. 2 (Winter 1962): 394. Ades discusses how 
Posada is seen as the “Father of Mexican Printmaking” because of his distinctive 
iconography and popular appeal, which inspired later generations of Mexican artists, such 
as the muralists. Gamboa’s article explains that despite his successes, Posada died poor 
and was buried in a sixth class grave at the Cemetery of Dolores. His unclaimed remains 
were moved seven years later to a mass unmarked grave. 
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Movement: The Printmaker Posada).5 Charlot, also an artist himself, was actively 

involved in the muralists’ circle and his writings on Posada revealed to many of his peers 

that their socially critical paintings had strong ties to the late 19th century printmaker’s 

work. He identified Posada as a creator of a national art, which inspired others, like 

Rivera, to incorporate the Mexican symbols and images that Posada popularized into 

their own work. Thus, the revival of Posada’s works during the 1920s allowed for him to 

be retroactively acknowledged for the critical role he played in the development of 

printmaking as well as modern Mexican art. Posada is an artist who came to be regarded 

as one of the primary inspirations behind thematic and iconographic trends in 20th century 

Mexican visual culture. Despite the wealth of research that has been written about him, 

descriptions of Posada’s life and career remain incomplete or inconsistent.   

While earlier estimates attributed upwards of 20,000 prints to the artist, recent 

scholarship suggests he produced closer to 1,500 prints.6 In addition, historians have yet 

to agree on which print processes he utilized. Two very different theories of how he 

created relief prints through the technique of etching have been proposed.7 An artist’s 

                                                
5 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 14-15; Ittmann, Mexico and Modern 
Printmaking, 80; and Jean Charlot, “Un Precursor del Movimiento de Arte Mexicano: El 
Grabador Posadas,” Revista de Revistas: El Semanario Nacional (Mexico City), August 
30, 1925, 25. 
6 Dawn Ades, Art in Latin America: The Modern Era, 1820-1980 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1989), 354; Gamboa, “Posada’s Life and Times,” 391; Ades, “The 
Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 16-17. Both Ades and Gamboa claim that Posada’s 
output was around 20,000 works, while Ades’ 2009 essay in the Revolution on Paper 
catalog suggests that the estimate should be lowered to 1,500. 
7 Jean Charlot, “Printmaker to the Mexican People,” The Massachusetts Review 3, no. 2 
(Winter 1962): 386; Thomas Gretton, “Posada and the ‘Popular’: Commodities and 
Social Constructs in Mexico before the Revolution,” Oxford Art Journal 17, no. 2 (1994): 
32. Charlot claims that Posada’s relief etching technique relied upon an acid resistant ink 
which he would use to draw the image, while Gretton proposes that Posada likely used 
acid resistant photographic plates to achieve the effect of a relief print.  
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technical process and artistic production are two crucial pieces of information that allow 

historians to better understand his work. Without definitive information about these 

aspects of Posada’s career, it becomes clear why earlier accounts lack consistency and 

depth. Perhaps the most commonly perpetuated misconception about the artist is that he 

was the first to produce calavera prints (Fig. 1). I argue, however, for greater recognition 

of the artist Manuel Manilla, a master draughtsman and engraver commonly overlooked 

in the history of Mexican printmaking with whom Posada became acquainted while 

working at a publishing house in Mexico City. According to Stavans, Manilla may have 

created calaveras as early as 1883, predating Posada’s first skeleton prints by several 

years if not more.8 Additionally, in the catalog for the 2009 exhibition “Revolution on 

Paper: Mexican Prints 1910-1960,” Dawn Ades credits Manilla with being “one of the 

first to specialize in the calavera” and for “[establishing] the calavera, the animated figure 

of death, as a genre in the popular print.”9 That Posada is mistakenly thought to have 

initiated the use of calaveras may explain why some estimates of the number of prints he 

produced during his career are so large; numerous prints have been incorrectly attributed 

to him.10 Only in recent studies have scholars begun to address these issues and formulate 

a new, more historically accurate account of Posada’s life and career.11 As Thomas 

Gretton has demonstrated, previous research had for several decades been largely based 

on a handful of texts from the middle of the 20th century, including essays by Charlot. 

                                                
8 Stavans, “José Guadalupe Posada, Lampooner,” 61. 
9 Ades, “The Printmaking Tradition,” 16. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Gretton, “Posada and the ‘Popular’.” 
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This prolonged spread of misinformation has greatly affected Posada’s reputation, 

causing many to believe in hyperbolic assumptions about him.12  

Though Posada deserves acknowledgment for popularizing calavera images, 

neither he nor Manilla can rightly be credited with their invention. Depictions of skulls 

and skeletons are recurring motifs throughout the history of Mexican art and date as far 

back as the period in which ancient civilizations, such as the Mayans or Aztecs, utilized 

them as representations of sacrifices or other religious beliefs.13 Several scholars have 

asserted that Posada’s particular focus on skeletons derives from the fact that in Mexico 

they would have been so closely associated with the traditional celebration of El Día de 

los Muertos (The Day of the Dead also known as All Souls’ Day).14 Annually held on 

November 1st for the purpose of commemorating deceased relatives, prints documenting 

the Day of the Dead festivities were sold widely in print shops or vended in the streets.15 

Indeed, Posada was known to have produced many of these low-priced broadsides meant 

for entertainment and mass consumption. However, Posada also produced calaveras that 

were not simply meant to serve as humorous representations of popular Mexican culture. 

He infused these skeleton prints with satirical undertones as a means of critiquing 

politics, current events, social movements, and the plight of the lower classes. His works 

exposed the issues affecting Mexican society, such as corruption and greed, by satirizing 

recognizable political figures and the wealthy. In this way, Posada’s prints closely align 

                                                
12 Ibid., 45. Specifically on the issue of technique, Gretton points to Charlot’s writing as 
the reason why the belief in an “implausible hypothesis of how [Posada] worked” was 
perpetuated for decades. 
13 Mary Ellen Miller, The Art of Mesoamerica: From Olmec to Aztec (New York: 
Thames & Hudson, 2012), 254-277. 
14 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 16; Oles, Art and Architecture in Mexico, 
226. 
15 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 16. 
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with the political cartoons that had become an established genre in Mexican journals and 

newspapers during the 19th century.16   

In the late 19th century and early 20th centuries, emerging trends in publishing and 

journalism along with the escalating political tensions during the years preceding the 

Mexican Revolution spurred the production and popularization of caricatures.17 The 

choice to work in caricature allowed illustrators to poke fun at the flaws and follies of 

politicians, the upper classes, and society at large in a manner that was visually appealing 

and also intellectually accessible to their largely illiterate audience. Highly salable 

because they were inexpensive and referenced subject matter relatable to a wide variety 

of people, namely Mexican culture or current events, the production of caricatures 

flourished. Realizing the propagandistic potential of this genre, one of Mexico’s first 

satirical periodicals, titled El Calavera, was published in 1847 (Fig. 2). Though it 

consistently battled with the government over issues of censorship, El Calavera persisted 

for 31 issues.18 Despite its limited circulation, it was a journal with which politically 

conscious artists and printmakers in Mexico City were acquainted.19 Furthermore, the 

periodical’s name and mission provides further evidence of the existence of the calavera 

trope before both Manilla and Posada adopted it. 

Though the young Posada may have been familiar with El Calavera, specific 

experiences during the course of his career were the likely catalysts for his use of the 

calavera in his work. As a teenager, Posada served as an apprentice in the workshop of 

                                                
16 Rafael Barajas (“El Fisgón”), “Caricature and Revolution in Mexico,” trans. David A. 
Auerbach, The Journal of Decorative and Propaganda Arts: Mexico Theme Issue 26 
(2010): 81. 
17 Ibid., 81-101. 
18 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 16; Ades, Art in Latin America, 112. 
19 Ades, Art in Latin America, 112. 
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lithographer Trinidad Pedroza (1837-1920). It may have been through this mentor that 

Posada was first introduced to the notion of art as a means of voicing political 

commentary. In 1871, he began making caricatures of corrupt government officials that 

were printed in Pedroza’s independent newspaper El Jicote (The Hornet).20 Posada 

relocated to Mexico City in 1888, where he eventually came into contact with Manuel 

Manilla. About twenty years Posada’s senior, Manilla was at the time employed by the 

owner of a prosperous publishing house, Vanegas Arroyo. He arranged for Posada and 

Arroyo to meet, which was the beginning of the pair’s long-term professional 

partnership.21 Once Posada began his work for Arroyo, he quickly surpassed the elder 

Manilla with his artistic abilities. Historians have suggested that Manilla’s images lack 

the fluid line work seen in prints by Posada, but they also note that the works’ meticulous 

attention to detail demonstrates Manilla’s technical mastery of his craft (Fig. 3).22 

Manilla’s skeleton in Calaveras Dominicales (Sunday Calaveras), while carefully 

rendered, seems stiff and rigid in comparison to Posada’s La Calavera de Pascual 

Orozco (Fig. 4). The exaggerated proportions of the calavera in Posada’s satirical portrait 

of a noted Mexican revolutionary figure and the dynamic arrangement of the 

compositional space result in the skeleton appearing more animated and in motion, an 

effect that echoes the sentiments expressed by art historian Dawn Ades.23  

                                                
20 Posada: A Century of Skeletons, 12. 
21 Stavans, 59. 
22 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 16. According to Ades, historical 
accounts have proposed that “[Manilla’s] retirement in 1892 was at least in part caused 
by the arrival of the younger Posada.” She also states that Manilla’s works lack the 
“dynamism” of Posada’s. 
23 Ades, 16; Ades and Cameron, 53. Posada’s print is a satirical portrait of Pascual 
Orozco, who changed his allegiance during the Mexican Revolution from following 



 9 

As noted previously, Posada would have been familiar with calaveras from prints 

created in celebration of the Day of the Dead or such publications as El Calavera. While 

these may have initially drawn his interest, that Posada began producing calavera prints 

only after he joined Arroyo’s publishing house reveals that seeing the work of Manilla 

was likely what inspired him to use skeletal figures as well. Instead of the calaveras 

serving to underscore the serious tone of his subjects, they allowed for such topics as the 

criticism of political officials and Mexican society to be humorous. Thus, one of Posada’s 

major contributions to printmaking was the fusion of the comical aspects of popular 

Mexican caricature with a motif commonly associated with solemnity and the macabre, 

effectively turning traditionally held connotations of skeletons on their head.  

Recent scholarship has acknowledged the significance of Manilla’s interactions 

with Posada in addition to how his work contributed to the calavera being viewed as both 

a symbol representing the Day of the Dead and a pictorial device for expressing social or 

political satire.24 Here, it is important to note that although the curators for “Revolution 

on Paper: Mexican Prints 1910-1960” felt that Manilla should be discussed in the 

introductory catalog essay, none of Manilla’ works were featured in the exhibition. This 

speaks to some of the problems that complicate researching Manilla. First, although he 

has received recognition in recent studies, his reputation overall continues to suffer in the 

shadow of Posada. Secondly, his prints have on occasion been attributed to Posada, 

                                                                                                                                            
Madero to Huerta. The calavera of Orozco is depicted wearing a sombrero to symbolize 
his participation in the Revolution. 
24 Ibid. 
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which makes it likely that he produced a larger number of works during his career than 

what has been correctly attributed to him thus far.25  

These studies undertaken by Ades and Stavans have initiated the process of better 

defining how Posada’s and Manilla’s hands can be distinguished. Close study of the 

precedents for Posada’s calavera prints serve to contextualize him as an active participant 

in the continuation and development of a distinctly Mexican print culture. Though he was 

also an artist who directly engaged with printmaking as a vehicle for voicing political 

dissent, he was not its sole pioneer.   

 

Los Tres Grandes 

Rivera, Siqueiros, and Orozco are three artists who historians have tended to 

emphasize in historical accounts and survey exhibitions of modern Mexican political 

printmaking. Like Posada, they made an invaluable contribution to the advancement of 

Mexican art during the early and mid-20th century. Their paintings and murals often 

depicted dramatic scenes from significant national historical events, such as the 16th 

century Spanish conquest and the Mexican Revolution, or their interpretations of the 

changing face of Mexican society in the aftermath of the Revolution. The presentation of 

this distinctly Mexican imagery on the monumental scale of their public murals earned 

Rivera, Siqueiros, and Orozco recognition at a national and international level. Within the 

context of the history of Mexican art, Los Tres Grandes have been almost exclusively 

acknowledged as the pioneers of Mexican Muralism, despite their artistic achievements 

in other media. 

                                                
25 Stavans, 62. 
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Specialized studies of the artists acknowledge their production of prints to a 

significantly lesser extent, if it is mentioned at all.26 None of Los Tres Grandes focused 

on the print medium and these artists’ output of prints do not equal that of their painted 

works. Orozco, who was the most interested in printmaking of the three, generated fewer 

than fifty graphic works, mainly lithographs and etchings, during his career.27 As I will 

demonstrate, the three artists’ printed works insinuate social commentary through subtle 

undertones evoked by their choice of subject matter, but ultimately do not function as 

overt political statements. Despite these three artists’ limited engagement with 

printmaking and their markedly different approach to the art of protest, historians have 

continually identified Los Tres Grandes as significant figures in the history of socially 

engaged Mexican printmaking in the 20th century.28  

 Siqueiros was a founding member of the Sindicato de Obreros Técnicos, Pintores, 

y Escultores de México (Union of Mexican Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors) 

in 1922. Rivera and Orozco were also participants in the group for a short period of time, 

though Orozco’s motivations for joining revolved mainly around having greater 

opportunities to secure mural commissions rather than him sharing the group’s political 

                                                
26 Exceptions are exhibitions and essays that have focused on Orozco’s graphic works, 
including Jon H. Hopkins, Orozco, A Catalogue of his Graphic Work (Flagstaff: Northern 
Arizona University Publications, 1967) and Joyce Waddell Bailey, “Jose Clemente 
Orozco (1883-1949): Formative Years in the Narrative Graphic Tradition,” Latin 
American Research Review 15, no. 3 (1980): 73-93. 
27 Hopkins, 9; David Craven, Art and Revolution in Latin America, 1910-1990 (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 67. Craven estimates that Siqueiros produced 
between thirty and forty and Rivera made only thirteen.  
28 See, for example, Ades and Cameron, Revolution on Paper: Mexican Prints 1910-
1960, 76-95; Craven, Art and Revolution in Latin America, 1910-1990, 65;and Oles, 239. 
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beliefs.29 The Union was known for publishing an independent newspaper, which they 

called El Machete to underscore, as art historian James Oles has written, “the idea of art 

as a weapon for social change.”30 Comprised primarily of artists active within the Partido 

Communista Mexicano (Mexican Communist Party, hereafter referred to as the PCM), 

the Union utilized their publication as a platform from which they could voice their 

political messages.31   

The members of the Union penned bold manifestos on the pages of El Machete, 

but equally noteworthy is that the artists “drew the illustrations, carved the blocks, … 

printed and folded the paper, and delivered it.”32 Considering that the majority of the 

Union did not specialize in the print medium, the finished product often lacked the 

refined qualities of a trained printmaker’s work. However, in many ways the unpolished 

aesthetic of the newspaper better suited its message (Fig. 5). Charlot wrote of the artists: 

They were awkward at their new craft. The desire to enunciate clearly, the 
strong mural style regardless of scale, the authentic primitivism of 
engravings carved with a pocket knife, rich in art and short on skill, the 
unequal pressure on ink blocks hardly level with the type and the resulting 

                                                
29 Hopkins, 10. When assigning mural contracts, the Minister of Education, José 
Vasconselos, only dealt with the Syndicate as a group rather than individual artists.  
30 Oles, 239. 
31 Deborah Caplow, “Political Art and Printmaking: A Brief and Partial History,” In 
Paper Politics: Socially Engaged Printmaking Today, ed. Josh MacPhee (Oakland, CA: 
PM Press, 2009), 15. Noting the similarities between the two nation’s recent uprisings, 
the members of the PCM were largely influenced by the Russian Revolution. During this 
period of political turmoil, Russian artists had produced powerful images of protest that 
circulated to global audiences, which artists in Mexico, like those involved with the 
Union, then adapted to their Mexican context. Rivera specifically was one of the Mexican 
artists who most fully embraced revolutionary Russian politics, an affiliation that earned 
him the reputation of being a radical both at home and abroad.  
32 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 12; Jean Charlot, The Mexican Mural 
Renaissance, 1910-1925 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), 248. 
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coarse printing, even the tone blocks that smudge with red the design – all 
combine to make an effective impact. Content was on par with form.33  
 

 This statement demonstrates the artists’ belief in prioritizing the imagery over 

craftsmanship as well as the importance of being involved in the entire print process. 

Though artists like Siqueiros and Rivera may not have focused on the print medium 

throughout their respective careers, at least during the years they were associated with the  

Union they became interested in experimenting with printmaking as a tool for the 

expression of socially and politically oriented ideas. 

Beyond their involvement with the Union and the publication of El Machete, 

however, both Siqueiros and Rivera produced relatively few prints. Siqueiros created 

primarily woodcuts and lithographs, which varied in their subject matter from portraits to 

compositions that addressed his interest in politically oriented themes.34 In his 1945 

allegorical print Latin America, a figure meant to represent the Latin American continent 

is depicted tied to a tree (Fig. 6). The cruciform shape of the branches and hunched stance 

of the figure references religious images of Christ bearing the weight of the cross. This 

iconography connects the struggle that Christ endured with Siqueiros’ belief that Latin 

America was suffering under the weight of its long history of violence, oppression, and 

political instability.35 Rivera also produced works with clear ties to Mexican politics and 

history. In his 1932 lithographic portrait of revolutionary leader Emiliano Zapata, he is 

seen standing triumphantly over the body of a fallen enemy soldier (Fig. 7). Though 

Zapata circulated images in the media of himself dressed in ornate clothing typical of the 

                                                
33 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 12; Charlot, The Mexican Mural 
Renaissance, 248. 
34 Ades and Cameron, Revolution on Paper, 83. 
35 Ibid., 88. 
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cowboys of elevated social status, Rivera presents him in white peasant attire to match 

the white horse flanking him.36 Created after Zapata’s death in celebration of his integral 

role as an advocate of agrarian reform, this print reveals that Rivera had a hand in 

curating the reception of Zapata’s legacy both at home and abroad.37 These works by 

Rivera and Siqueiros were likely partly influenced by their earlier involvement with 

political groups such as the Union. Yet, many of the themes and images in their prints 

were directly drawn from or closely relate to mural cycles they had previously completed. 

Rivera’s lithograph Emiliano Zapata and his Horse directly borrows from the imagery in 

one of his extensive mural projects at the Palace of Cortés in Cuernavaca, Mexico as well 

as one of his portable frescoes, which was commissioned by the Museum of Modern Art 

for his solo exhibition at the institution from December 1931 to January 1932 (Fig. 8).38 

The central figure in Siqueiros’ lithograph was drawn from his 1932 mural entitled 

América Tropical (Tropical America), a work commissioned for the Plaza Art Center in 

Los Angeles.39 In this way, some of their graphic works seem to function as studies or 

reproductions rather than distinctly original pieces.40  

                                                
36 Leah Dickerman and Anna Indych-Lopez, Diego Rivera: Murals for the Museum of 
Modern Art (New York: The Museum of Modern Art, 2011), 81. 
37 Ades and Cameron, 76. 
38 Ades and Cameron, 76; Dickerman and Indych-Lopez, Diego Rivera: Murals for the 
Museum of Modern Art. 
39 Francis V. O’Connor, “Siqueiros, David Alfaro,” Grove Art Online, Oxford Art Online, 
Oxford University Press, Accessed March 6, 2015, 
http://www.oxfordartonline.com.libproxy.temple.edu/subscriber/article/grove/art/T07897
1. 
40 Ades and Cameron, 76. The authors further explain that “Rivera produced [Emiliano 
Zapata and his horse] as a commercial proposition through the Weyhe Gallery in New 
York.” Siqueiros’ piece was printed at the TGP, which may suggest it was also a 
commercialized image rather than propaganda. 
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Orozco’s first lithographs of the 1920s appropriate imagery from the artist's 

earlier painted works, but his later prints of the 1930s and 40s reveal a stronger interest in 

exploring the medium separately from his paintings in that the technique used to render 

forms is noticeably different.41 In paintings, Orozco builds compositions with an 

emphasis on color relationships and an impasto style application of the paint.42 In prints, 

on the other hand, he embraced the monochromatic tones of lithography, adding washes 

of touche to heighten the intensity of black areas or to create effects similar to watercolor 

(Fig. 9). He also experimented with variation in line work in a series of etchings he made 

during the latter part of his career.43 This effort to capitalize on the medium’s strengths 

enhanced the visual quality of his prints and has distinguished his graphic pieces from 

those of Rivera and Siqueiros. His lithographs and etchings echo the social justice and 

revolutionary themes of Posada though without the infusion of humor. Orozco’s work 

tended to be darkly satirical and serious in nature with very few exceptions. His prints 

have also been identified as exhibiting similar traits to the woodcuts of early 20th century 

German Expressionist artists such as Kathe Köllwitz.44 Shared interests in exposing the 

harsh conditions endured by victims of poverty and war as well as their ability to 

capitalize on the emotive potential of prints explain why scholars have found parallels 

between these two printmakers.  

                                                
41 Hopkins, 19. The author states, “Orozco’s graphic art is most closely related to his oil 
painting, watercolor, and gouache projects, thematically. In technique, the differences are 
acute.” 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 14-15. 
44 Hopkins, 16; Caplow, “Political Art and Printmaking: A Brief and Partial History,” 15-
17. 
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Though he was not a relief printer, Orozco learned much from Posada and 

described the famed graphic artist as a major source of inspiration. As a young student at 

the Academy of San Carlos, Orozco frequently passed by Posada’s studio and stopped to 

observe the master printmaker at work.45 Siqueiros and Rivera also credit Posada as a 

significant influence on their work, but Ades suggests that historians should be wary of 

such assertions. She states that “the direct line that Rivera and others claimed to trace 

back to Posada, as guarantee of the genuinely popular base of their own work, was forged 

more in retrospect than in actuality.”46 Perhaps this link between Los Tres Grandes and 

Posada, whether real or perceived, is one of the reasons why historical accounts of 

political printmaking in modern Mexico begin with Posada and then are immediately 

followed by discussions of Rivera, Siqueiros, and Orozco without consideration of 

printmakers active during or shortly after the Revolution.  

It is equally important to note that, unlike Posada and Los Tres Grandes, the 

majority of 20th century printmakers in Mexico who produced art as a means of protest 

would not have received monetary compensation for their works. In addition, the 

muralists created their monumental politically themed paintings with the support of the 

government. After the Mexican Revolution, the regime that initially took control of the 

divided nation included progressive leaders, such as the Secretary of Public Education 

José Vasconcelos, who strongly believed in advancing public art. The Muralism 

movement and the careers of Los Tres Grandes are highly indebted to political officials 

                                                
45 Gamboa, 391; José Clemente Orozco, “The Stimulus of Posada,” The Massachusetts 
Review 3, no. 2 (Winter 1962): 375-376. 
46 Ades, “The Mexican Printmaking Tradition,” 13. 
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like him who instituted major cultural reforms.47 Without government support, 

individuals and collectives active during the late 19th century and throughout the 20th 

century that have engaged in the art of protest have been forced to work in secret to avoid 

conflicts with the police and government officials.48 This obligatory anonymity would 

seemingly complicate researching these figures, but recent studies on smaller collectives 

working in the 1920’s, student activism in Mexico City during the sixties, and 

contemporary printmaking groups have proved otherwise. As will be discussed in chapter 

2, these lesser-known figures, because they focused on producing prints, arguably 

achieved greater technical results and pushed the medium’s inherent graphic power 

further than the muralists, who less actively engaged with the medium and only did so at 

various points throughout their careers.   

 

El Taller de Gráfica Popular 

In 1937, Pablo O’Higgins founded the TGP along with fellow Mexican 

printmakers Luis Arenal and Leopoldo Mendez. Like the founding members of the 

Union, its participants were mainly leftists drawn from the PCM. Over the course of the 

next several decades, scholars have estimated that as many as 300 different artists 

produced prints with this famed Mexican graphic workshop. Yet, there were usually only 

fifteen active members of the collective at any given time.49 By the late 1960s and early 

1970s, when its last participants finally disbanded, the group could count thirty-five 

finished suites of linocuts, woodcuts, and lithographs as well as a total of over 4,000 

                                                
47 Oles, 235-238. 
48 Ades, Art in Latin America, 112. 
49 Craven, 64. 
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prints amongst their accomplishments.50 Having earned a reputation as a Mexican 

powerhouse of print publishing, studies of the TGP alone constitute a sizable proportion 

of research on the subject of modern political printmaking in Mexico, which has had the 

effect of diminishing the role of smaller groups and individual artists.51 Even the 

collective with which several of its earliest members had been involved directly before 

joining the TGP, the Liga de Escritores y Artistas Revolucionarios (The League of 

Revolutionary Writers and Artists, hereafter referred to as LEAR), is discussed sparingly. 

Mendez had been in charge of LEAR’s graphic arts division, responsible for the 

publication of the political journal Frente a Frente. However, discord within the group 

eventually weakened the congregation of artists and caused it to dissolve between late 

1937 and early 1938.52 Limited acknowledgement of the TGP’s roots stemming from the 

dissolution of LEAR seems to suggest that the TGP emerged independently, when in fact, 

it was founded by the artists who had previously been part of smaller print workshops 

and artist activist groups.  

Graphic artists in the TGP shared more than an interest in left-leaning politics 

with the members of the Union. They also made advancements in how social justice 

issues were depicted through the medium of printmaking. In 1943, the Taller published a 

book entitled El Libro Negro del Terror Nazi (The Black Book of Nazi Terror), which 

included some of the first portrayals of the brutality and horror of the Holocaust by 

                                                
50 Ibid., 65. 
51 Saluti, Print Making Revolution; Diane Miliotes, What May Come: The Taller de 
Gráfica Popular and the Mexican Political Print (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2014).  
52 Craven, 67; Oles, 284. 
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people outside of the concentration camps.53 One of their most noted achievements is a 

1947 portfolio of eighty-five linoleum block prints entitled “Estampas de la Revolución 

Mexicana,” (Images of the Mexican Revolution)(Fig. 10). Many members of the Taller 

had been a part of the revolution and fought in its violent clashes. The prints reflect the 

intensity of having experienced these moments first-hand.54 Scenes of soldiers mounted 

on fierce, galloping horses and congregations of armed revolutionaries with their fists 

raised in defiance echo details of mural cycles completed by Rivera and Orozco, while 

the utilization of the linoleum block printing technique resulted in a similar visual 

aesthetic to the relief etchings produced by Posada and his contemporaries. Borrowing 

from a rich vocabulary of iconography built by the Mexican artists from the late 19th and 

early 20th century they admired, the graphic artists of the Taller deftly translated these 

images into an expansive historical narrative of the revolution.55  

In undertaking such a significant event in their nation’s history, the TGP had the 

opportunity to make a political statement. While the early years of the Taller’s existence 

saw the active production of political prints concerning fascism and the threat of global 

warfare, which they plastered along the city streets at night, what James Oles describes as 

a “precarious” financial situation prompted the group to focus on making salable prints 

and securing commissioned work.56 Although “Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana” 

deserves recognition for the quality of the images and impressive size, that it ultimately 

                                                
53 Caplow, “Political Art and Printmaking,” 16. 
54 Theresa Avila, “Chronicles of Revolution and Nation: El Taller de Gráfica Popular’s 
‘Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana’ (1947),” PhD diss., The University of New 
Mexico, 2013.  
55 Oles, 285. 
56 Ibid. According to Oles, member fees and other payments did little to alleviate their 
financial problems. 
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functioned as a means of generating revenue undermines its ability to be considered as 

protest art. Rather than utilizing this monumental project to make provocative political 

commentary on the events surrounding the Mexican Revolution, the portfolio documents 

the revolution’s important moments in a historical manner. The impressions are political 

only in the subject matter that they depict and not in how each scene is depicted. As 

stated in the introduction to the portfolio, the TGP artists’ motivations included 

preserving their nation’s history and promoting Mexican patriotism.57  

“Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana,” could be more appropriately compared to 

Alexander Gardner’s famous series of American Civil War photographs published in 

1866 (Fig. 11). Similar in its expansive scale, the two-volumes of Gardner’s 

Photographic Sketchbook of the Civil War contained 100 hand-mounted images of 

haunting scenes like battlefields with deceased soldiers. Later revealed to be manipulated 

photographs, the images nonetheless allowed those not at the front lines to be able to 

observe and understand the mass casualties of the war. 

The TGP was known for its production of lithographs and relief prints, which 

were techniques better suited to the printing of both pictures and text as well as faster and 

more efficient than alternative processes such as etching. Yet, as Craven notes in his 

critical survey Art and Revolution in Latin America, it is interesting that a collective 

focused on the handmade print flourished in an age when various methods of mechanical 

reproduction were readily available.58 He asserts that composite images created via 

                                                
57 Saluti, 26-27. 
58 Craven, 68. See also Josh MacPhee, ed., Paper Politics: Socially Engaged Printmaking 
Today (Oakland, CA: PM Press, 2009). 
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photomontage were more prevalent than prints around the early and mid-20th century.59 

Certainly, technical advancements in photography provided artists with a wide array of 

visual effects that could not be achieved in printmaking and in some cases would have 

allowed artists to generate images more quickly. Nonetheless, Craven and other 

historians of Mexican printmaking have argued that the choice to work in the graphic 

medium was a deliberate aesthetic decision. Woodcuts and linocuts often necessitated 

paring down complicated compositional elements into more simplified geometric forms. 

Printed in a limited range of tones, the result is reminiscent of the rustic nature of the 

campesinos (rural farmers) that constituted a large portion of the Mexican population.60 A 

visual style that evoked the simplified lifestyle of the campesinos, also important for their 

central role in the agrarian disputes of the Revolution, was thought to have popular 

appeal.61 The artists and printmakers in the TGP were producing art for mass 

consumption by the Mexican people that referenced recent history and a significant 

portion of its population. For this reason, they have been considered creators of a 

distinctly Mexican popular art.  

In addition to their focus on relief printmaking techniques, the TGP has also been 

recognized for its practice of holding group critiques.62 An exercise meant to promote 

personal accountability in the workshop and encourage a supportive creative 

environment, this may have been borrowed from the printmakers’ time as art students, 

where consistent feedback by teachers and peers would have been common. As 

                                                
59 Craven, 68. Specifically, the works by Dadaists like Hannah Hoch stand as notable 
examples. 
60 Montgomery, “‘Enter for Free,” 27-39. 
61 This notion of the campesino aesthetic having popular appeal is more fully explored in 
my second chapter. 
62 Craven, 68; Saluti, 19.  
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established artists, the criticism received and given by members of the TGP likely 

contributed to the high quality of their output of printed works. Considering that they 

undertook various collaborative projects throughout its history, group critiques may also 

have been held out of necessity to track individual progress and ensure a cohesive final 

product. The TGP’s long tenure allowed numerous local and international artists, with 

varied creative interests, to work with the communal printmaking studio throughout its 

existence.  

After an initial period of activism, the group moved away producing prints that 

were explicitly meant to function as a form a protest. The achievements of this workshop 

were important for the development of print culture in Mexico and for promoting the 

talent and creativity of Mexican artists on an international level. But that the TGP has 

continually overshadowed smaller, lesser-known groups active shortly before their tenure 

and in the decades after in historical accounts of modern Mexican political printmaking 

remains a problematic issue. This problem will be addressed in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EXPANDING THE HISTORICAL NARRATIVE OF MEXICAN POLITICAL 
PRINTS  

 
Building on the more nuanced narrative established in the previous chapter, this 

chapter will examine additional artist groups as well as social and artistic movements that 

impacted how the medium of printmaking came to be regarded as an effective tool for 

protest during the period between the 1920s and the late 1960s. These politically minded 

artists include: those that were associated with the Estridentismo movement (Stridentism, 

1921-1927), the ¡30-30! collective (also referred to as the Treintatreintistas or Thirty-

Thirties, active during the late 1920s), and the students involved in the 1968 protest 

movement in Mexico City. Though these groups are less frequently included in historical 

texts and survey exhibitions of modern Mexican printmaking, specialized studies in 

recent years have brought them greater scholarly attention. Research by historians such as 

Tatiana Flores, Lynda Klich, Harper Montgomery, and James Oles make evident that 

these artists and movements add further insight to the history of the political print in 

modern Mexico that cannot be gained through analysis of Posada, Los Tres Grandes, and 

the TGP alone.63 Close study of these groups reveals that not only were there a 

significantly larger number of artists who used the print medium as a vehicle for activism 

and protest than have been recognized in survey treatments, but also that these artists 

engaged with their audiences in new and creative ways, promoted greater 

experimentation with the graphic potential of the print, and were not geographically 

isolated to Mexico City. 

                                                
63 Klich, “Estridentópolis,”103-127; Tatiana Flores, Mexico’s Revolutionary Avant 
Gardes: From Estridentismo to ¡30-30! (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013); 
Montgomery, 27-39; and Oles, 350-356.  
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Based on the work of Flores and Klich, the chapter begins with a concise 

discussion of Estridentismo. Estridentismo was a literary and artistic movement closely 

aligned with the Italian Futurists’ ideals that promoted modernity and urban growth.64
 

During a period of modernization and industrial advancement in post-revolutionary 

Mexico, the artists who were involved in this movement saw their new environment as a 

primary source of inspiration and their art as a medium through which they could interact 

with it. Though artists affiliated with Estridentismo created socially concerned works 

rather than overtly political art, the movement, like the LEAR collective, acted as an 

environment in which those who later joined the TGP and other progressive print 

collectives first engaged in avant-garde activities and the concentrated production of 

woodblock prints.65 

Drawing from the research of Montgomery, the chapter continues with study of 

the ¡30-30! group, an offshoot of Estridentismo that coordinated large-scale, public 

displays of their woodblock prints in the early 20th century primarily for the purpose of 

countering the notion that art was only accessible, both in an intellectual and literal sense, 

to those of the highest social classes.66 Critical of what they believed was a static and 

outdated curriculum at Mexico’s most prestigious art academy, the collective of artists 

championed the growing interest in reformist models of art education through their 

work.67 Unconcerned with political affiliations, their democratization of the woodblock 

print played an important role in situating it as an ideal means of advocating for 

pedagogical reform and social change. 

                                                
64 Flores, Mexico’s Revolutionary Avant Gardes; Klich, 103-127. 
65 Klich, 103. 
66 Flores, Mexico’s Revolutionary Avant Gardes, 1; Montgomery, 27-39. 
67 Flores, 1-2, 265. 
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The chapter concludes with artists who became interested in printmaking in the 

late 1960s when the TGP’s activities were waning. Motivated towards activism by the 

violence surrounding the 1968 Olympic Games in Mexico City among other societal 

issues, coalitions of university students used their art as a means of expressing political 

commentary. Since the movement was comprised primarily of a younger generation of 

artists, the students who formed these groups looked to those who had participated in 

protest movements following the Revolution as mentors. Research by Oles demonstrates 

that the students borrowed from the tactics that had been utilized by the previous 

generation to voice political and social concerns during the mid-century years of civil 

unrest.68
 Thorough analysis of the Estridentismo movement, the ¡30-30!, and the political 

printmakers of the 1960s demonstrates in greater detail how Mexican printmaking in the 

long 20th
 century is more complex and interwoven than previously understood.   

 

Estridentismo 

Manuel Maples Arce (1900-1981) laid the initial foundation for the Estridentismo 

movement with his December 1921 manifesto Actual No. 1.69  Having embraced tenets of 

the 1909 Italian Futurist manifesto written by Italian writer and theorist F. T. Marinetti 

(1876-1944), he championed urban modernism, advancements in technology, and, above 

all, innovation in the Mexican cultural sphere as a marker of social change.70 Critical of 

                                                
68 Oles, 366-374. 
69 Flores, 17; Klich, 103. 
70 Klich, 103; Carlo Belloli, “Marinetti, Filippo Tommaso,” Grove Art Online, Oxford Art 
Online, Oxford University Press, Accessed October 10, 2014, 
http://www.oxfordartonline.com.libproxy.temple.edu/subscriber/article/grove/art/T05440.
3. The “Manifeste de fondation du Futurisme” roused Italian writers at the turn of the 
century, advocating for the benefits of technology, industry, and revolutions and finding 
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what he believed was a stale and stagnate older generation of artists who relied too 

heavily on the decorative aesthetic of the past, this movement generated a new wave of 

art and literature that looked to the forms of modern architecture as a source of 

inspiration.71 What began with an incendiary manifesto grew and developed in the 

following years and ultimately lasted until the later half of 1927.72  

Though Estridentista artists had a strong interest in modernity, Klich argues that 

this did not directly translate to an exclusive focus on the future, as some scholarship has 

suggested.73 Motivated by a sense of urgency and the belief that art had the power to 

inspire change, they concentrated on the present in order to make a direct impact on the 

current state of affairs in their post-Revolutionary context. Dissatisfaction with the 

Mexican government, and specifically the notion that the goals of Revolution were not 

being met or at least worked towards, bred resistance and activism amongst Mexican 

artists throughout the 20th century. The Estridentistas were no exception and this point of 

contention spurred their production of socially concerned art. The artists were encouraged 

by the possibility that perhaps they were the most capable of setting the nation back on 

course after the unsuccessful attempts of societal reform following the war. They sought 

to draw attention to the developments promised by the 1917 Constitution, such as: “land 

reform, improved working conditions, free education, no presidential reelections, and 

                                                                                                                                            
the concepts of speed, aggression, and war fascinating themes to address in literary 
works. Artists soon expanded his ideas and translated them to painting and sculpture, 
with notable examples being the work of Giacomo Balla, Umberto Boccioni, and Gino 
Severini.  
71 Flores, 17; Klich, 103-107. 
72 Klich, 104. 
73 Ibid. 
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protection from exploitation” that would signal that Mexico had progressed and evolved 

from its pre-revolutionary state.74 

Breaking from the traditional aesthetic styles endorsed by the national academy, 

the artists involved in the earlier years of Estridentismo encouraged creative 

experimentation. They created prints, paintings, and photographs, looking to new subjects 

like modern architecture as well as new modes of communication and transportation in 

order to address their socially oriented concerns.75 The Estridentistas circulated their 

works through two publications that corresponded to the two phases of the movement. 

The first phase followed Maples Arce’s time as a student in Mexico City (1921-1925) 

and the second began when he moved to Jalapa, Veracruz to serve as a lawyer under 

Governor Heriberto Jara’s administration (1925-1927).76 They created three issues of 

Irradiador (Irradiator), an avant-garde magazine, while working in Mexico City, then 

with the financial support of the Jara administration, the collective began producing the 

second journal, entitled Horizonte (Horizon), once they had moved to Jalapa.77  

Telephone and telegraph wires are recurring motifs in Estridentismo art, which 

speaks to the significance the artists placed on the improvement of communication. 

Another common subject, compositions of towering buildings and modern architectural 

design, underscored the ongoing need for structural improvements not only throughout 

the city, but also in the entire nation. These works acknowledged that the Mexican nation 

was indeed advancing. On the other hand, they also served as a reminder of the progress 

that had yet to be made. In comparison to the graphic artists discussed in the previous 

                                                
74 As quoted in Klich, 104; see also Flores, 21. 
75 Klich, 107. 
76 Klich, 104. 
77 Flores, 124; Klich, 107-110. 
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chapter, the political messages of the Estridentistas were expressed considerably less 

overtly. The cover of the April and May 1927 issue of Horizonte (Fig. 12) presents a tri-

color woodcut by prominent Estridentista artist Ramón Alva de la Canal (1892-1985).78 

A simplified color scheme and sharp, intersecting diagonals draw the viewer’s attention 

to the smokestacks along the factory rooftops. That the buildings become increasingly 

taller from left to right may act as a suggestion of industrial and economic growth. 

However, the billowing smoke representative of an active and operational factory also 

hints at an important element that was curiously omitted, the mass population of working 

class citizens who kept the Mexican industrial sector alive. While the image promotes 

positive messages about the development of industry, it also references labor and 

workers’ rights, one of the main issues that the Estridentista artists believed was 

inhibiting Mexico from reaching the goals set by the Revolution.79   

The Estridentismo movement is a noteworthy addition to the study of Mexican 

activism and printmaking in the 20th century. The artists involved were actively 

concerned with the social issues affecting their era and their rejection of traditional, 

academic styles in favor of the modern aesthetic offered by the print medium further 

supports their inclusion within this narrative. Estridentismo also reinforces the notion that 

artistic trends founded in Mexico City were not geographically isolated and often went on 

to impact artists working in other communities; the movement persisted even after its 

members had relocated outside of the capital. Perhaps one of its greatest successes was 

that younger artists like Leopoldo Mendez, who later went on to join the LEAR and the 

TGP, and Alva de la Canal, who became one of the founding members of the ¡30-30!, 

                                                
78 Klich, 110. 
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experimented with the woodblock technique and nurtured their belief in the power of art 

to inspire others to action, two invaluable lessons that would greatly affect their 

subsequent cohorts.  

 

¡30-30! 

The Treintatreintistas have received little scholarly attention in survey texts and 

exhibitions of modern Mexican printmaking despite making significant contributions to 

the development of Mexican print culture in the early 20th century.80 Their moniker, ¡30-

30!, derives from a rifle that was commonly used during the Mexican Revolution.81 As 

with the Union of Mexican Technical Workers, Painters, and Sculptors’ journal El 

Machete, the name of this artist collective underscores its ties to the Revolution and the 

changes the Mexican people hoped it would bring as well as the notion that their art could 

be seen as a weapon with which they could fight for the transformation of their post-war 

society.82 Political officials like Vasconcelos, who rose to power in the aftermath of the 

Revolution, had made promises of greater accessibility to art for the general public. 

Initially, these promises were carried out and the Muralism movement gained popularity 

and flourished with the help of government support.83 Later in the 1920’s, however, the 

enthusiasm for funding the arts began to dwindle as the turnover of oppositional political 

                                                
80 Flores, 1. Examples of exclusions include Ittmann, Mexico and Modern Printmaking 
and Ades and Cameron, Revolution on Paper. Flores is quick to note that the work of the 
Treintatreintistas remained undocumented for several decades until Laura González 
Matute published the anthology ¡30-30! Contra la Academia de Pintura, 1928 (Mexico 
City: INBA/Centro Nacional de Investigación, Documentación e Información de Artes 
Plásticas (CENIDIAP), 1993). 
81 Montgomery, 27; Craven, 63. The group’s name also represents the thirty founding 
members involved in its inception. 
82 Oles, 239. 
83 Barajas, “Caricature and Revolution in Mexico,” 91. Also see chapter 1, <16-17>.  



 30 

regimes between the Calles administration in 1924-1928 and Cárdenas in 1936 caused 

instability.84 Furthermore, artists continued to struggle with how to reach the mass 

audience of peasants and laborers. The intellectual divide between artists and the lower 

class Mexican people remained an overwhelming obstacle that needed to be overcome.  

Seeking to address what they felt were unanswered promises and unsolved problems, the 

¡30-30! sought to create environments where cultural exchanges between artists and the 

proletariat could occur. Formed by several of the former leaders of the Estridentismo 

movement, including Alva de Canal, Fermín Revueltas (1901-1935), and Fernando Leal 

(1896-1964), the founding members of the Treintatreintistas first banded together in 

1928. Since their primary concerns revolved around art education reform at the Escuela 

Nacional de Bellas Artes (National Academy of Fine Arts, hereafter referred to as the 

ENBA), the printed works they created did not concentrate solely on political themes.85 

Additionally, they did not continue to promote and make art that referenced 

Estridentismo's interest in modernism and technology.86 The group was at its most 

productive in the period between 1928-29 due to threats of the members being 

imprisoned or losing their jobs.87 Yet in its short duration, this dynamic coalition of 

artists was able to make major contributions to the history of printmaking in modern 

Mexico. In particular, their use of the woodblock print as a universally accessible 

medium brought it greater attention from emerging, established, and even outsider 

                                                
84 Oles, 350. Plutarco Elías Calles (1877-1945) and Lazaro Cárdenas (1895-1970).  
85 Flores, 265. Flores explains that in the late 1920’s tensions arose between those who 
favored the traditional teaching methods of the ENBA’s main campus at the Academy of 
San Carlos and the more progressive modes of instruction championed at the satellite 
campuses of open-air painting schools. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Flores, 283. 
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artists.88 As argued by Montgomery in a 2011 article for Art Journal, the group’s use of 

the woodblock printing technique functioned to homogenize the various stylistic trends of 

the late 1920s and the different types of imagery into a unified Mexican visual 

language.89  

 Montgomery’s article discusses a specific instance in January of 1929 when the 

Treintatreintistas coordinated the group exhibition “La Primera Exposición de Grabados 

en Madera en México” (The First Exhibition of Mexican Woodblock Prints) in a tent 

located on a street corner in the outskirts of Mexico City (Fig. 13).90 It is important to 

note here that the show occurred in the neighborhood of San Rafael rather than in a 

gallery in the heart of the city.91 This intentional act to exhibit in a peripheral location 

was due to the group’s desire to be closer to their local community and the Mexican 

workers, their intended audience, instead of the bourgeoisie.92 Encouraging participation 

of these uninitiated art appreciators and passersby with a sign in front of the door that 

read “Enter for free” and lively musical performers, the artists also limited the selection 

to only woodcuts in order to make the exhibition appear cohesive despite the fact that the 

work of numerous artists who engaged with a variety of subject matter was included.93 

As explained by Montgomery, the prints were made by a range of levels of artists, such 

as “the workers and children who attended the free art schools where many of the 

                                                
88 Flores, 265; Montgomery, 27-29. The ¡30-30! were known to have produced a journal 
and engaged in more radical acts like distributing multiple manifestos around the campus 
of the ENBA, however, my focus here is their education-based activism, the 
democratization of the woodblock print, and their curating of experimental exhibitions 
like the one held in 1929.  
89 Montgomery, 27. 
90 Flores, 297-298; Montgomery, 27; Craven, 63. 
91 Montgomery, 27. 
92 Montgomery, 29. 
93 Flores, 297; Montgomery, 27. 
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Treintatreintistas taught; members of the Treintatreinta group,…and key figures of the 

early and mid-1920s like David Alfaro Siqueiros and Jean Charlot,” and featured artistic 

styles that ranged from modern graphic design and Mexican avant-gardism to traditional 

folk art and primitivism.94  

Despite the exhibition’s heterogeneity, the ¡30-30! believed that displaying only 

prints would allow for greater understanding and appreciation of the artwork by the 

working class people who were not accustomed to attending such cultural events.95 As 

was noted in the previous chapter, the woodblock technique frequently necessitates the 

simplification of forms and an emphasis on mark making to create gradations and 

dimensionality. Therefore, whether the subject is a landscape, still life, or figure, the 

visual language utilized to build the composition remains much the same and results in a 

similar effect (Fig.14 & Fig. 15). That is not to say, however, that woodblock printing 

cannot produce various styles of prints, but rather that relief printing is identifiable by a 

unique aesthetic that distinguishes it from other printmaking processes such as 

lithography and etching.  

A woodcut by Gabriel Fernández Ledesma (1900-1983), an artist included in the 

exhibition, serves to illustrate this point (Fig. 16). His print features a portrait of the 

Nicaraguan revolutionary leader Augusto César Sandino (1895-1934) depicted in a three 

quarter profile view with his hand grasping the barrel of a gun and a bandolier draped 

over his left shoulder. These elements, when coupled with his intense stare and open 

mouth, make for an arresting image. The text seen on his right hand holding the gun 

                                                
94 Flores, 297; Montgomery, 28-29. The prints’ subject matter was diverse, including 
such images as abstract compositions, genre scenes, landscapes, figures, and portraits of 
revolutionaries among others. 
95 Montgomery, 27, 30-33. 
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reads, “la mano derecha de america latina” (Latin America's right hand) and he appears to 

be speaking the words “patria y libertad” (homeland and liberty). When interpreted 

together, these phrases denote the importance of patriotism and freedom, ideals that have 

often been intertwined with violence and warfare throughout Latin American history. 

Details and definition on the gun and Sandino's hat were produced with a series of marks 

while the shadowy facial features and hand were made by leaving larger sections of the 

wood surface in tact so that they would print in solid black. These sharp contrasts 

between the black and white spaces create a slightly three-dimensional effect, but the 

bold, graphic nature of the forms make evident that realism was not the artist's chief 

concern. Ledesma's emphasis on mark making and contrast in this piece highlights the 

primary techniques employed by woodcut printmakers that are characteristic of its visual 

style. These elements draw attention to the portrait’s political overtones, which are of 

greater importance to the artist than capturing a true likeness. 

Before the introduction of the free public art schools, the largely marginalized 

lower classes had rare opportunities, if any, to learn about and interact with art.96 Thus, 

art existed primarily for the artists who created it or for the wealthy who could afford it 

and were educated enough to comprehend it. Interspersing prints made by students with 

works by the teachers and prominent artists supported the notion that art and the 

exhibition were not only for the people, but also by the people. Montgomery describes 

                                                
96 Flores, 266-267; Montgomery, 27. The free art schools included such institutions as the 
Escuela de Pintura al Aire Libre (Open Air Painting School) associated with the ENBA 
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that flourished in the 1920s, some at first attracted upper class women as students. 
Additional branches were opened in order to encourage participation by those from more 
rural communities. For additional information, see the section “Open Air Schools and 
Early Print Workshops,” in Ittman, 90-103. 
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that the idea of “who could be an artist and what art looked like were considerably 

expanded” by this 1929 exhibition.97 Hanging the prints by simply pinning them to the 

canvas walls of the tent further encouraged audience participation and engagement with 

the works and subtly reinforced the closeness that the artists wished to have with the 

Mexican populace.98 The handmade process of relief printing itself was also thought to 

appeal to the working class, who were familiar with manual labor. The tools, carving, 

inking, and printing that constituted the manual process of printmaking were aspects that 

the poor laborers could appreciate. As argued by Montgomery, the act of making relief 

prints was a direct way for the Treintatreintistas to engage their audience of Mexican 

workers in a manner than had not yet been previously attempted by earlier 19th and 20th 

century artists.99 Overall, the exhibition was deemed a success by the coordinators and 

attendees, with coverage of the event in the newspaper El Universal stating that it 

“attracted hundreds of workers.”100 

The effort to connect with the poor and working class segments of Mexican 

society was not limited to the ¡30-30! group. A number of Mexican artists active in the 

1920s and 30s, with Rivera serving as a prominent example, hoped to reach this part of 

the population whose knowledge of art was limited to traditional crafts, folk art, or 

printed broadsides featuring illustrations like those popularized in the late 19th century by 

Posada.101 The ¡30-30! collective’s interpretations of what popular Mexican art in a post-

revolutionary context should look like as well as how it should be displayed for public 
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consumption demonstrated their socially concerned motives and curatorial inventiveness. 

These traits, along with their active role in promoting the print medium as a democratic 

and distinctly Mexican art form, merit the Treintatreintistas’ recognition in the historical 

account of political printmaking in modern Mexico. 

 

The 1968 Student Movement 

 Mexico’s successful bid to host the 1968 Olympic Games in its capital was a 

surprise to many.102 Beating out the favored city, Detroit, in 1963, the nation felt pressure 

in the following years to coordinate and execute the international event without 

encountering any major issues.103 As George F. Flaherty states in a 2014 article for the 

Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, “the eyes of the world had not 

collectively turned to [Mexico] since the Mexican Revolution.”104 The Olympic Games 

act as an opportunity to showcase national pride and the host country’s cultural and 

technological achievements on an international stage. As the first Latin American and 

Spanish-speaking country to host the Olympics, Mexico felt pressured to present itself as 

a modernized nation.105 But violent clashes between students and police forces that 

occurred in the months before the opening ceremony in October projected an image of 

instability and had a global audience speculating whether the Mexican Olympic 

                                                
102 George F. Flaherty, “Responsive Eyes: Urban Logistics and Kinetic Environments for 
the 1968 Mexico City Olympics,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 73, 
no. 3 (2014): 372. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Flaherty, “Responsive Eyes,” 384. 
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Castañeda, Spectacular Mexico: Design, Propaganda, and the 1968 Olympics 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014). 
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Committee (MOC) could handle the task it had been given.106 Three specific incidents 

during the summer preceding the games acted as a catalyst for the emergence of the 

Mexican student movement, an intense, concentrated period in which the production of 

politically-oriented art thrived.107  

On July 22nd, the riot police, called granaderos, were brought in to suppress a 

street fight between students from Vocational School No. 2 and Isaac Ochoterena 

Preparatory School.108 That Raúl Mendiolea Cerecero, the Assistant Police Chief, had 

called in the granaderos, notorious for their unnecessarily aggressive tactics, was seen as 

an overreaction to the schoolboys’ altercation.109 As a result, the Federación Nacional de 

Estudiantes Técnicos (National Federation of Technical Students) led a rally on July 

26th to protest Cerecero's response to the incident. This march coincided with another that 

was intended to commemorate the Cuban Revolution, coordinated by the Central 

Nacional de Estudiantes Democráticos (National Center of Democratic Students). The 

granaderos were ordered in for a second time and both of the marches were violently 

forced to disband. In each case, however, a valid argument could be made that the 

students were exercising their legal rights to civil disobedience and that the police's 

actions were excessive and unreasonable. The third incident occurred on the night of July 

29th when the granaderos blasted down the doors of a school with a bazooka in order to 

                                                
106 Luis M. Castañeda, “Beyond Tlatelolco: Design, Media, and Politics at Mexico ’68,” 
Grey Room 40 (Summer 2010), 101. 
107 The 1968 student movement in Mexico occurred concurrently with sociopolitical 
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reach a group of students who had barricaded themselves behind them.110 These riots 

gained widespread attention, especially among the university students. Originally existing 

as separate entities that historian William Kelly explains had “competed with each other 

for influence” in the past, the three incidents encouraged the various student coalitions to 

band together and express their grievances utilizing one unified voice.111 They named the 

resulting joint group the Consejo Nacional de Huelga (National Strike Council).112  

Another consequence of the riots and student protests was that it stimulated the 

production of prints, banners, fliers, posters, and graffiti.113 Many art students and student 

art groups became involved with the movement and played a significant role in that they 

visually communicated the group’s messages. The circulation of their activist art in the 

universities around the city became a primary means by which they could gather public 

support as well as share their objections to the police and government’s actions. They 

frequently worked at night, plastering their images around the city’s university campuses, 

and they also worked anonymously to avoid individual persecution.114 The student 

movement’s radical activities soon caught the attention of then-president Gustavo Diáz 

Ordaz, who feared that the students’ fervor would tarnish the nation’s image as the 

Olympic Games were quickly approaching. On September 1st, when he gave his annual 

national address, Ordaz threatened that any further protests would be repressed.115 

Shortly afterwards, he sent the Mexican army to occupy the Universidad Nacional 
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Autónoma de México’s (National Autonomous University of Mexico, or UNAM) 

campus, which he later claimed was an act of defense.116 Acknowledgement from the 

government and the press, even though primarily negative, confirmed to the students that 

they were being heard. Tensions continued to escalate in the following month, but the 

ongoing struggle finally came to a head only ten days before the apertura (opening 

ceremony).117 Armed security forces viscously attacked students gathered for a peaceful 

demonstration at the Plaza of the Three Cultures near the Nonoalco-Tlatelolco housing 

project.118 As a result of Ordaz’ militant order, as many as 300 civilians died in what has 

since been referred to as the Tlatelolco massacre.119  

Leaders of the student movement promoted themselves as revolutionaries in an 

effort to align their actions with those who had spearheaded the Mexican Revolution.120 

The student artists involved in the movement saw themselves as descendants of the early 

20th century revolutionaries as well. They looked to their professors, some of who had 

actively engaged in the production of protest art and printmaking during the Revolution 

or other mid-century conflicts, as an inspiration for their activism. The artists of the 1968 

movement re-appropriated the radical imagery produced by their teachers, often 

combining them with the Op Art logos of the Mexico ‘68 Olympic Games to visually 

integrate the political struggles of the past with the current issues they faced.121  

This borrowing of protest imagery is seen in a 1968 print based on an earlier 

lithograph by Adolfo Mexiac, which he originally created to publicize Guatemalan 
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resistance to the United States' involvement in the 1954 Guatemalan coup d’état (Fig. 

17).122 Both works depict a bust view of a young male figure whose mouth is covered by 

a heavy, padlocked chain. A subtle halo effect created by a white band framing the 

figure’s head coupled with his severely distraught expression references religious 

portraits of martyrs and saints, likely an intentional decision by Mexiac in an attempt to 

equate the two. The figure’s covered mouth symbolizes censorship, a relevant theme to 

the students of the 1968 movement who believed that they were suffering under 

government oppression. The 1968 version of the lithograph, crafted in collaboration with 

anonymous students, included text under the portrait that reads “libertad de expresion” 

(freedom of expression), an ironic caption for the subject depicted.123 With the Mexican 

Olympic logo prominently featured underneath the text, the print functioned as a satirical 

advertisement of the upcoming games and a bold declaration of the students’ 

grievances.124  

The 1968 student movement is still a contentious subject in Mexican historical 

memory. While the student participants maintain that their efforts resulted in an 

educational and political upheaval, the opposition claims that the students were nothing 

but capricious counter-revolutionaries and “children acting out against their parents.”125 

                                                
122 Oles, 356. For further information on this mid-century Guatemalan political event, see 
Stephen M. Streeter, Managing the Counterrevolution: The United States and 
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124 Flaherty, 374; Oles, 356. 
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Regardless of how historical accounts have recast the movement in later years, that 

various student groups saw the need to band together to voice their opposition to the 

government’s actions and utilized the print as a tool for activism is significant. The 

discrepancy between how scholars have situated the 1968 movement within Mexico’s 

long history of protest has overshadowed the movement's artistic accomplishments and 

led to its limited acknowledgement in accounts of Mexican political printmaking. 

Nonetheless, the 1968 student movement is a valuable case study in that it demonstrates 

how younger artists employed the print medium as a vehicle for protest, borrowed from 

earlier revolutionary art to create new works relevant to their time, and continued to 

utilize handmade printmaking despite having access to faster methods of reproducing 

images. 

The artists and artistic and political movements analyzed in this chapter add 

further dimension to the historical account of socially and politically concerned 

printmaking during the long 20th century in Mexico. Inclusion of the Estridentismo 

movement, the ¡30-30! collective, and the 1968 student movement in this narrative 

additionally functions to bridge the gaps existent in survey treatments of this subject. 

Survey texts have propagated the false notion that little development of the print medium 

occurred in the period between when Posada was active and the Muralists rose to 

prominence as well as after the dissolution of the TGP. Estridentista artists' interest in 

modernity was rooted in their desire to see the promised goals of the Revolution fully 

realized, goals which they promoted in prints and printed publications. The 
                                                                                                                                            
have had difficulty with accepting it as an event that equates to the other events of 
national importance, namely the Revolution, the Spanish Conquest, and the wars for 
independence. 
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Treintatreintistas sought to engage a broader community with experimental exhibitions 

and their democratic Mexican art form, the woodcut. Later on in the 20th century, artists 

in the 1968 student movement actively voiced their grievances with government actions 

utilizing graphic images borrowed from revolutionary-era prints. Each group engaged 

with the relevant social matters of their era in new and meaningful ways, utilizing 

printmaking as a primary tool.  
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CHAPTER 3 

POLITICALLY CONSCIOUS PRINTMAKING IN MEXICO IN THE 
CONTEMPORARY ERA: THE CASE OF ASARO 

 
The production of socially and politically oriented graphic arts in Mexico has not 

dwindled since the dissolution of the student movement and the TGP in the late 1960s 

and 70s. Numerous print collectives active in the last two decades of the 20th century and 

into the 21st century have continued this practice. Scholars Deborah Caplow and Kevin 

McCloskey have noted the ways in which contemporary printmakers, like the Oaxacan 

graphic collective ASARO, draw from the graphic traditions of noted early and mid-20th 

century printmakers, such as Posada and the TGP.126 Despite distinctive correlations 

between the early and mid-20th century printmakers and those working today, this chapter 

aims to demonstrate that the continued existence of protest printmaking should not be 

credited to a select few artists, but should be considered a result of the long and 

multifaceted historical narrative of Mexican political prints that has spanned over more 

than a century.  

ASARO, a printmaking workshop active in the capital city of the Mexican state of 

Oaxaca, serves as the final case study for my expanded account of socially and politically 

engaged printmaking in 20th century Mexico. The group’s collaborative production of 

protest prints and its members' reappropriation of Mexican iconography, such as the trope 

of the calavera, are characteristics ASARO shares with earlier artists like Posada and the 

TGP. However, as I demonstrate, the group’s aggressively stated political motives, 
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concentrated production of woodcuts and linocuts, and interest in the Mexican public’s 

access to art are more closely aligned with the Estridentismo movement, the ¡30-30!, and 

the 1968 student movement.  

Journalist Reed Johnson described the city of Oaxaca, located in the southwestern 

region of Mexico, as one with,  

…two dominant character traits. It’s a hub of artistic creativity, known for 
the superlative caliber of its rugs, whimsical carved animals and brittle black 
pottery. And it’s a hotbed of political discontent, a long-oppressed region 
whose heavily indigenous population chafes under crushing poverty, ethnic 
discrimination and autocratic political rule.127 
 

The large Indian population has contributed to the city being recognized as an artistic and 

cultural destination.128 Yet, persistent social, political, and economic instability have 

continued to plague the Oaxacan inhabitants, causing them to fear that these issues will 

be permanent problem.129 Dissatisfaction with the local government’s actions has often 

led the Oaxacan citizens to turn to civil disobedience as a means of voicing their 

grievances.  

One prominent annual protest involves Oaxacan schoolteachers, who march in the 

hopes of being granted higher wages, additional funds to cover supplies for their students, 

and better healthcare services.130 In May 2006, the schoolteacher union’s rally drew an 

                                                
127 Johnson, “ART; Urgent Posts from Oaxaca.” 
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Change, by Arthur D. Murphy and Alex Stepick (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 
1991), xiii. 
130 Ann Scott, “La Lucha/The Struggle,” Art of Dissent: Woodcuts from the ASARO 
Collective of Oaxaca, Mexico, Accessed February 23, 2013, 
https://mcla.digication.com/annscott/June_14_2006. This annual protest has been held for 
over 20 years. 
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estimated crowd of 20,000-30,000 educators and their supporters.131 Protesters gathered 

in Oaxaca’s central plaza, took control of the city square, and openly called for the 

resignation of the city’s then-governor, Ulises Ruiz Ortiz.132 Ortiz had previously made a 

statement regarding his intention to ban traditional forms of protest, which likely acted as 

the catalyst for the union’s demands.133 The demonstration continued in the following 

weeks and on the morning of June 14th Governor Ruiz retaliated by ordering 3,000 state 

police to forcefully remove the strikers from the plaza.134 Curator Ann Scott, organizer of 

a 2011 exhibition of ASARO prints at the Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts, 

describes the event as follows: “Police swarmed the [main square] … equipped with 

firearms, tear gas and water hoses laced with pepper spray, accompanied by attack dogs 

and helicopters. They dragged teachers and their supporters out of their makeshift 

shelters, beating and arresting those who resisted.”135 The violent clash between 

policemen and protesters was not an isolated event and instead spurred additional fighting 

in the following months. In the final aftermath of the struggle, reports from Amnesty 

International claimed that at least 18 people had been killed, probably more, many had 

been arrested and sent to jail, and a number had gone missing.136 In response to the 

brutality experienced during the teachers’ rebellion, the Oaxacan citizens formed the 

Asamblea Popular del Pueblo de Oaxaca (People’s Assembly of the city of Oaxaca, also 
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APPO).137 Several members of this activist assembly branched out in October 2006 to 

launch an artist group that would publicize the APPO’s fight for social justice, which led 

to the founding of ASARO.138   

ASARO is primarily a print-focused group, but it also welcomes artists who 

specialize in other mediums and they count several muralists, photographers, designers, 

cartoonists, and graffiti artists among their members.139 Any artist may join, whether or 

not they are familiar with printmaking, as long as they share the assembly’s mission to 

raise awareness of the oppression that Oaxacan people are facing.140 New members learn 

the art of printmaking from the founding members of ASARO, many of whom have 

formal printmaking training. Though the senior members help direct the group’s 

initiatives, they are treated only as figureheads of the collective and are referred to as 

maestros (teachers) rather than leaders.141 In this way, their workshop functions much 

like the open-air art schools from the early 20th century that encouraged people from all 

backgrounds to attend and learn about creating art.142  

ASARO exists as a self-sufficient entity, with funds raised through the sale of 

prints and paintings going towards supporting their mission and maintaining their studio 

space. Named after the revolutionary hero Emiliano Zapata, their studio Espacio Zapata, 
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has been established as a cultural center that regularly features art exhibitions, 

educational workshops, music and theater events, as well as film screenings.143 The 

workshop functions as a communal space not only for artists, but also for the local 

residents, a mission that relates to the democratic goals of the Treintatreintistas’ 

experimental 1929 exhibition.  

ASARO members work collaboratively, often teaching, engaging in group 

critiques, and producing prints together. The collective attributes works made in the 

studio to the group in its entirety rather than individual artists, which enforces the notion 

that the group is not hierarchical.144 However, not naming individual artists serves a dual 

purpose. While the artists in the collective sell woodcuts, linocuts, and printed T-shirts 

along the streets during the daytime, by night they plaster the city walls with dark and 

satirical images concerning Oaxacan politics (Fig. 18 & Fig. 19).145 The practice of not 

crediting any of their members specifically helps ASARO artists to remain relatively 

anonymous in the hopes of avoiding persecution for their illegal actions.146 

The controversial nature of the group derives from the radical methods they 

utilize to disseminate their images in the public sphere as well as from the works 

themselves. Zapata is a key figure often represented in ASARO prints. In one 2007 

monochromatic woodblock print, the viewer is confronted with a bust view of the 

revolutionary, closely cropped to his face (Fig. 20). The repetitive mark making 

employed by the artist to render the figure’s distinctive facial features, such as the taut 
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muscles around the cheekbones, the furrowed brow, moustache, and the details around 

the eyes, demonstrates a strong interest in naturalistic representation. Unlike the graphic 

portrait of Augusto César Sandino produced by Treintatreintista artist Ledesma, the 

ASARO portrait does not rely on text to identify the figure pictured. Zapata’s image has 

become so ingrained in Mexican culture and history that it acts as a symbol of the 

Revolution and the social and political issues he sought to resolve. ASARO artists’ 

revival of the figure of Zapata in their works, nearly a century after the Mexican 

Revolution, establishes their intention to connect their political actions with the 

revolutionaries of the early 20th century. This objective is further underscored by the 

artist’s addition of a star inscribed with the acronym APPO (the larger Oaxacan activist 

group) on Zapata’s chest as well as the communist sickle and hammer symbol under his 

chin. ASARO artists’ reappropriation of the image of Zapata in the context of modern 

day Oaxaca promotes their belief that the local government has still not adequately 

addressed social and political issues that have persisted since the revolutionary era.147 

Similar to the prints produced during the 1968 student movement in Mexico City, works 

by ASARO serve both as a reminder of the consequences of not addressing the issues that 

caused the political struggles of the past and a symbol of the power of citizen activism. 

 Contemporary Mexican graphic collectives like ASARO are known for bold, 

radical actions and a large output of high quality prints. Motivated by the belief in their 

ability to incite change, their activist efforts align with the various printmaking groups 

and creative movements that engaged in the production of political graphic art throughout 

the 20th century. As ASARO demonstrates, the history of political printmaking in Mexico 
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did not end with the dissolution of the TGP or the student movement in 1968, but has 

continued until the present day. Yet, the vast majority of scholarship on ASARO has 

pointed to the ways in which the group is similar to the TGP or Posada, which lessens 

ASARO’s artistic achievements, casting ASARO as a latter-day reiteration of the TGP. 

This limited view also negates the strong impact that other printmaking groups have had 

on the creative practice of ASARO. Looking to the traits that early, mid, and late 20th 

century printmakers share has its value. However, noting both the similarities and 

disparities between contemporary groups and their predecessors allows art historians to 

formulate a more complete narrative of Mexican political printmaking. Whereas the 

TGP’s portfolio, “Estampas de la Revolución Mexicana,” and book, El Libro Negro del 

Terror Nazi, acted as historical snapshots of the Mexican Revolution and World War II 

respectively, ASARO prints are clear expressions of dissent created in reaction to local 

political conflicts (Fig. 10).148 ASARO and other contemporary print groups’ overt and 

direct engagement with socially oriented printmaking adds to the rich and complex 

history of the intersection of politics and art in modern Mexico.   
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CONCLUSION 

 Scholars have privileged a handful of selected artists, namely Posada, Los Tres 

Grandes, and the TGP, in the canon of Mexican political and protest printmaking. The 

omission or marginalization of smaller printmaking movements and collectives working 

in Mexico during the 20th century has resulted in a largely fragmented and generalized 

historical account on the subject. Mexican artists have utilized the print medium to 

communicate socially and politically oriented ideas for over a century. The subtle 

complexities of how intricately interwoven the participants within this narrative are can 

be realized only by tracing a longer trajectory of Mexican printmaking within the context 

of activism and protest than has been previously explored. 

 By combining analysis of recent, specialized studies of such groups as 

Estridentismo, the Treintatreintistas, the 1968 Student Movement, and ASARO with 

earlier research, I broaden the definition of 20th century political printmaking in Mexico, 

while also adding greater nuance and specificity. In addition to revealing that Mexican 

printmakers are more interconnected than has been previously demonstrated, my 

expanded account of Mexican political printmaking paints a clearer picture of how the 

print medium developed into a vehicle for activism and was adapted by artists to suit a 

variety of situations. Whether opposing government censorship and violence or 

advocating for social equality, artists saw prints as an effective tool for calling political 

officials and citizens alike to action. It is difficult to speculate the degree to which 

printmaking had an effect on enacting social change. However, artists repeatedly turning 

to the print medium in times of political unrest acts as a testament to its significance. 
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Issues between the government and the Mexican people, especially its younger 

generation, have persisted into the 21st century. The 2014 Iguala kidnapping and murders 

of 43 student teachers sparked mass protests throughout Mexico where citizens 

questioned the effectiveness of their national security as well as the government’s 

handling of powerful gang leaders and corrupt police forces.149 In modern and 

contemporary Mexico, activism has become a natural reaction to political and social 

conflicts. Printmaking’s role in the art of protest will continue to evolve in the future as 

issues that necessitate civil disobedience continue to arise. The conclusions drawn in this 

thesis focus on a distinct subfield of Mexican Art History and Mexican History, but have 

implications that reach to the larger context of Latin American visual culture as well as 

support a non-Western centric view of the history of art.  

As the prior chapters have demonstrated, graphic artists active throughout the 20th 

century share more in common than what has been described in previous scholarship. 

Notably, many modern and contemporary Mexican print workshops and politically 

oriented artistic movements had roots that stemmed from educational institutions, 

including both the national universities and smaller community art schools. Maples Arce 

wrote the Estridentismo manifesto while attending law school in Mexico City and 

subsequent members of the group he founded were drawn from his local cohort of artists 

and student peers.150 Several of the Estridentistas went on to become leaders in later 
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collectives like the ¡30-30!, LEAR, and the TGP.151 The Treintatreintistas were connected 

to the open-air art schools of the post-revolutionary period since some of the members 

taught classes at the schools.152 In 1968, the student movement gained momentum when 

various groups of student activists from several universities in Mexico City banded 

together during the months preceding the Olympic Games. Many of the artists involved 

with ASARO were first students or professors at Benito Juarez University.153  

Progressive ideas concerning education and activism were first implemented in 

the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution. In addition to the political factors that catalyzed 

the nation's internal conflict in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, dissatisfaction with 

the socioeconomic inequality among Mexico's population necessitated a restructuring of 

the educational system to attempt to redress this disparity once the revolution had ended. 

Renowned philosopher, social reformer, and educator John Dewey discusses this 

restructuring in a 1926 essay for The New Republic.154 He explains that collaborations 

between the Mexican government and local communities resulted in more concentrated 

efforts to educate the large population of rural dwelling natives that previously had not 

been given access to formalized schooling. Dewey applauded the opening of the Mexican 

open-air schools and believed that if the nation were to have seen a decade of tranquility 

in both their domestic and international affairs, illiteracy could have been wiped out 

                                                
151 Klich, 110. 
152 Montgomery, 28-29. 
153 Kelly, 26; McCloskey, “César Chávez in Gringolandia”; Johnson. 
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completely.155 Though these progressive measures did not ultimately last, the underlying 

spirit of idealism and progress remained embedded in educational practice, acting as a 

motivating force to subsequent generations of Mexican artists, students, and teachers.  

Another consistent thread tying the vast assortment of Mexican printmaking 

groups and art movements throughout the 20th century together is the emphasis on 

working as a group rather than as individuals. A cooperative mindset served a practical 

purpose for collectives that printed journals or mass quantities of prints since having a 

larger number of members allowed for faster, more efficient production. Collaborative 

production benefitted from the strengths of each artist; for example, if one artist was 

especially adept at evenly inking blocks or pulling prints. Mexican print workshops, such 

as the TGP, held group critiques. A practice that could not be done without the voices of 

multiple artists, they believed that meeting regularly for critique sessions was an integral 

aspect of their art making process. For the participants in the 1968 student movement and 

the artists of ASARO, the relative anonymity provided by the collective format aided 

them in avoiding persecution from local police forces. Yet, the impulse for 20th century 

Mexican printmakers to work together may ultimately derive from the belief that they 

have a greater chance at social and political upheaval if more people support and 

advocate for their goals until they are met. 

The manual process of printmaking has remained a preferred medium for 

politically concerned artists from Posada, who used a form of etching meant to mimic the 

effect of relief printing, to ASARO, whose artists have continued to produce woodblock 
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and linoleum block prints into the 21st century. Woodcuts are not very costly to produce, 

but all of the artists working throughout the long 20th century likely had access to 

mechanical and eventually digital forms of creating and replicating images, including 

photography, mediums that were also fairly inexpensive and could be produced more 

quickly. As Montgomery discusses in the context of the Treintatreintistas’ 1929 

exhibition, what has situated the woodblock print as an ideal medium for protest art is its 

distinct visual language.156 An array of subject matter, when translated by the woodblock 

technique, can be made to appear uniform and universally comprehensible in a visual 

sense. Woodblock prints also have the capacity to be both simple with their 

monochromatic forms, but complex with the diverse types of mark making. Furthermore, 

the handmade element of the prints referenced rural Mexican laborers, a nod to the 

sweeping social reform efforts taking place throughout the 1920s. Even artists working 

later in the 20th century valued this reference as it gave historical significance to their 

efforts by tying their work to the Mexican Revolution. 

The notion of the print as vehicle for activism was firmly established in Mexico 

by the early 20th century and became something for which Mexican printmakers were 

recognized. Franz Kline, the mid-century abstract expressionist painter, was keenly aware 

of the political nature of Mexican printmaking, as the following conversation between 

him and Art News editor Thomas Hess illustrates:  

Visiting galleries with Franz Kline around 1955, [Hess] asked him how 
he felt about making prints…‘No,’ he said, ‘printmaking concerns social 
attitudes, you know – politics and a public…’ ‘Politics?’ ‘Yes, like the 
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Mexicans in the 1930s; printing, multiplying, educating; I can’t think 
about it; I’m involved in the private image…157 
 

Kline touches on ideas that are fully fleshed out in Montgomery's argument. Her research 

reveals that during the late 1920s and 30s, graphic artists’ use of the woodblock was tied 

to a social agenda.158 The association between socially and politically oriented ideas and 

printmaking is not isolated to the early 20th century, however. By reappropriating familiar 

subject matter and utilizing the same relief technique, later 20th century printmakers have 

continued to capitalize on the power of the woodcut’s visual language. The connection 

between politics and printmaking can be traced back to Posada’s predecessors, but has 

also remained relevant throughout the modern era. 
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APPENDIX A. 
 

FIGURES 
 

  
 
Figure 1. José Guadalupe Posada, Calavera de La Catrina (Skull of The Female Dandy), 
From the Portfolio 36 Grabados (36 Prints), 1943, Restrike print, The Philadelphia 
Museum of Art 
 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Artist unknown, Title Page, El Calavera (The Skeleton), January 19, 1847, 
Newspaper, Yale University Art Museum 
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Figure 3. Manuel Manilla, Calaveras Dominicales (Sunday Skeletons), n.d., Relief 
engraving or photo relief etching on red wove paper, The Art Institute of Chicago 
 
 

 
 
Figure 4. José Guadalupe Posada, La Calavera de Pascual Orozco (The Skeleton of 
Pascual Orozco), 1912, Photorelief print on green paper, The British Museum 
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Figure 5. Artist unknown, Title Page, El Machete, n.d., Newspaper, Collection unknown 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6. David Alfaro Siqueiros, Latin America, 1947, Lithograph, The Museum of 
Modern Art, New York 
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Figure 7. Diego Rivera, Emiliano Zapata and his Horse, 1932, Lithograph, The 
Philadelphia Museum of Art 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 8. Diego Rivera, Agrarian Leader Zapata, 1931, Fresco on reinforced cement in a 
galvanized-steel framework, The Museum of Modern Art, New York 
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Figure 9. José Clemente Orozco, La Retaguardia (The Rear Guard), 1929, Lithograph, 
The Madison Museum of Contemporary Art 
 
 

 
 
Figure 10. Taller de Gráfica Popular, Front Cover for the portfolio entitled Estampas de 
la Revolución Mexicana: 85 Grabados de los Artistas del Taller de Gráfica Popular 
(Prints of the Mexican Revolution: 85 Prints by the Artists of the People’s Graphic 
Workshop), 1947, Linocut, Smithsonian Institution Archives of American Art 
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Figure 11. Alexander Gardner, Cover page of Gardner’s Photographic Sketchbook of the 
War, 1866, Series of 100 photographs, Library of Congress Prints and Photographs 
Division, Washington D.C. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 12. Ramón Alva de la Canal, cover for Horizonte (Horizon), 1927, Woodblock 
print, Collection of James Oles. Reproduced in Lynda Klich, “Estridentópolis: Achieving 
a Post-Revolutionary Utopia in Jalapa,” 111 
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Figure 13. Photographs from ¡30-30! exhibition of prints. Published In Jacobo 
Delacuelta, "Es un éxito la exposición del Grupo '¡30-30!,'" El Universal, January 26, 
1929. Fondo Díaz de León. Colección Andrés Blaisten. Reproduced in Tatiana Flores, 
Mexico's Revolutionary Avant Gardes: From Estridentismo to ¡30-30!, 298 
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Figure 14. Fernando Leal, Cabeza de indio (Timoteo), (Head of an indian [Timoteo]), 
1927, Woodcut, Reproduced in Harper Montgomery, “‘Enter for Free’: Exhibiting 
Woodcuts on a Street Corner in Mexico City,” 34 
 
 

 
 
Figure 15. Isabel Villaseñor, Self-portrait, 1929, Woodcut, Reproduced in Harper 
Montgomery, “‘Enter for Free’: Exhibiting Woodcuts on a Street Corner in Mexico 
City,” 30  
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Figure 16. Gabriel Fernández Ledesma, Sandino, 1928, Woodcut, Colección Andrés 
Blaisten. Reproduced in Tatiana Flores, Mexico's Revolutionary Avant Gardes: From 
Estridentismo to ¡30-30!, 299 
 
 

 
 
Figure 17. Adolfo Mexiac and anonymous students, Freedom of Expression, 1954/1968, 
Lithograph and letterpress, Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
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Figure 18. ASARO prints being sold along the street, 2007, Image courtesy of Kevin 
McCloskey, published in “Dispatch from Mexico: Oaxaca’s vibrant print scene.”  
 
 

 
 
Figure 19. ASARO prints wheat pasted along the street, Image courtesy of Itandehui Xiaj 
Nikte, published in “César Chávez in Gringolandia.” 
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Figure 20. Unidentified artist in ASARO, Untitled (Emiliano Zapata), 2007, Woodblock 
print, Kutztown University, Rorhbach Library Permanent Collection, Kutztown, PA  
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