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From the monumental public frescoes of Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco, and David
Álfaro Siqueiros, to the canvasses and drawings of younger artists like Galván, Cantú, Meza,
Tamayo, and Orozco Romero, Mexican painting since the First World War has developed into a
strong, influential artistic tradition.This book explores this Mexican tradition — the artists, their
works, the social and political background, and the relationship of the modern painters to
European and Mexican historical tradition. Helm, an important collector who knew most of the
artists, writes informally yet with deep understanding about the major figures — Orozco,
Rivera, and Siqueiros — as well as over 40 others little known outside their native Mexico.He
ably ties together such diverse influences as the Revolution and the regime of Obregón, the
Siqueiros Syndicate and its power in getting artists to pool resources and works for a powerful
national style, Rivera's strong political beliefs and their effect on his work, Orozco's deep
empathy, the development of the young artists, the effects of low wages and bohemian
existence on artistic production, links to Indian art, the rediscovery of fresco technique,
important patrons, the religious and anti-religious forces in the early works, and much more. In
addition, 95 works by 37 artists are reproduced, showing the range and best works of modern
Mexican painting.MacKinley Helm was in a uniquely favorable position to write about these
artists, and his book is now considered the best introduction to the art and artists of Mexico
during the great artistic movements of the '20s and '30s. Collectors, artists, and others who
have felt the lack of solid information about this important Western tradition will find this book
gives clear insight into the conflicts, personalities, and important works that have developed
into modern Mexican art.
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Katherine,When, in the Autumn of 1939, a small clamor arose amongst my friends for more
stories about the Mexican painters, yours was one of the steadiest and most encouraging
voices. What you really wanted, you said, was a book, a full-bodied, illustrated book which
would range well beyond a recapitulation of the work of Diego Rivera, José Clemente Orozco
and David Álfaro Siqueiros.Of those three, the Mexican artists with the greatest celebrity in the
United States of America, you were willing to hear more, but you wanted also to hear about
their colleagues. You had no idea there were so many! I said I would try to describe them as I
knew them, and also place them for you, so far as I was able, in relation to the movement
through which, after a long interval, formal Mexican art was reborn.Saint Luke, when his
friends required him to write a new Gospel, began to trace the course of all things accurately
and in order. I have tried to imitate him. But the course of Mexican art has been jumpy; set
down in chronological order its history is mostly dull. The contemporary Mexicans have drawn
upon a native tradition of more than two thousand years of periodic artistic accomplishment;
but of direct influence upon their work, deliberately sought out and submitted to, they
themselves admit to only a few sources. Two of these are Mexican—the art of the ancients who
lived before the Spanish Conquest, and the traditional popular arts. They also recognize a debt
to foreign monks and friars who painted mural decorations in the chapels and cloisters of
colonial convents; whilst to the three centuries of industriously imitative academic art produced
on easels by their countrymen, before the current revival of Mexican aesthetics, they claim to
owe precisely nothing.A systematic appraisal of Mexican art before the Conquest is an
archaeologist’s job, but perhaps I can give you a fragmentary suggestion of its rich contents. As
you doubtless know, there were many ancient Mexican cultures. Within each culture there was
a diversity of plastic forms. A student of archaic Mexican art must distinguish between Aztec,
Toltec and Maya, for example, and between Zapotec, Mixtec and Olmec. Beneath the levels of
these great cultures lie the remains of more primitive societies nearly three thousand years old,
and even the archaic peoples of that remote age produced artistically modelled forms.
Thousands of objects of ancient Mexican art are on display in the National Museum in Mexico
City and at the sites of excavation, such as Monte Alban and Chichen-Itzá; ancient mural
paintings are preserved in carefully uncovered temples; illustrative and documentary painting



has survived in illuminated scrolls.To all of these sources the Mexican painters turn again and
again for instruction in their native idiom. You will read in the book that certain modern painters
have paid special attention to Maya forms, for example. Perhaps it would interest you to know
that a good many characteristics of Maya art are discoverable, in one variation or another, in
the collected remains. The Maya artist was respectful of draughtsmanship. He corrected and
polished his designs fastidiously in his search for perfection and purity of line. He canvased the
problems of surface and space. A taste cultivated by classical forms might be offended by the
finicky elaborations of Maya design, but no one can complain that the Maya artist left
uninteresting and negative areas in the surfaces he carved. He employed conventions and
symbols and abstractions, so that his art became a kind of hieroglyphic language. He existed
by reason of his services to the temple, so to speak, and it was his intention to convey
hierarchical teaching as immediately as possible. Hence his work was, in a sense, literary. But
because he was an artist as well as an interpreter he endowed his forms with nobility and
flexibility and often with sensibility. All of these qualities are to be found in the best and most
characteristic Mexican painting: integrity of draughtsmanship; respect for the spectator’s right to
be interested; and some economical formalization of forms, together with diversity of feeling
and emotion.When it comes to identifying modern influences in the work of the contemporary
painters it is necessary to look far afield. Mexican invention played freely amongst the elements
of architectural design during the colonial epoch. Both figuratively and literally it gilded the
Spanish baroque lily. But the colonial painters and their fashionable successors of the age of
Porfirio Díaz frankly and deliberately copied their pictures from Spanish and Italian originals.
With the exception of the works of three or four tentatively experimental artists of whom I have
written in the first chapter, there was nothing in Mexico to explain the turn easel painting has
taken during the last twenty years. No contemporary Boudin inspired a Mexican Monet; no
Jacques Louis David provided a Mexican Ingres with a point of departure. Only the artisans
and craftsmen, at the beginning of this century, were producing fresh and original forms:
furniture and toys, fabrics and clay vessels, mural decorations for wine-shops and votive
paintings on tin for the chapels of their favorite saints.If you were a painter and wanted
instruction in new techniques you could go to Europe and meet Picasso or Modigliani and
examine the works of the French Impressionists and Post-Impressionists. A good many
Mexican painters did exactly that, and their works, at one time or another, have plainly declared
those influences. But many more went straight to the provincial sources, where they
encountered two types of design: the one derived from imperishable pre-Cortesian traditions
and currently found in the ornamentation of objects of practical use, such as clay vessels and
woven blankets; the other a primitive and naturalistic strain of representational painting, itself
independent, in a childlike way, of any tradition whatsoever. To these sources the younger
painters owe many of their most characteristically Mexican plastic ideas.Young men in Mexico
are likely to say that Rivera is a classical painter with romantic leanings, and Orozco a
universal painter with baroque tendencies. They say that the appearance of “Mexicanism” in
Rivera’s painting is accidental, that it does not go beyond subject matter. They say that
because Orozco is that rare genius who universalizes his own experience he is not to be
expected to show specifically Mexican qualities in his work. But for themselves, they make a
great point of being Mexican, not in a superficial and picturesque way, but spiritually and
profoundly. It is remarkable that out of a background so remote, and in a contemporary milieu
which has not yet proved its appreciative sympathy, they have been able to produce forms of
art which, in spite of their diversity, are undeniably nationalistic in their several effects.Since the
modern Mexican movement is not, as you see, the flowering of an uninterrupted history of



developing indigenous art, but rather the abrupt recrudescence of feeling, taste and
conscience after an interval of complacent imitative painting, my story starts out more abruptly
than perhaps you would have liked. It begins not with the dead but with the living. Still, the
inevitability of such a beginning may seem to you, in the end, to be in itself symbolic.Faithfully
yours,MacKinley HelmBrookline, MassachusettsNovember 15, 1940ACKNOWLEDGMENTSI
take thankful pleasure in acknowledging the unsparing assistance of more than forty Mexican
artists of my acquaintance. Having made the writing of this book inevitable, by virtue of
producing so many distinguished works, they enabled the process of its completion by their
hospitality and generously disposed resources.For making it possible for me to meet so many
painters under friendly auspices I have to thank the señorita Inés Amor, owner and director of
the Galería de Arte Mexicano in Mexico City; the señora del Valle, curator of the University Art
Gallery; señor don Alberto Misrachi of the Central de Publicaciones; and señor don Samuel
Martí, an artist in the field of music who both initiated and shared many of my adventures of
discovery and appreciation amongst the plastic arts.Eight of the line drawings by Carlos
Orozco Romero which appear here as headpieces to the several chapters were published in
13 Mexican Painters, a small folio produced in Mexico City in 1939. The other two were drawn
especially for this book. The original portrait studies are all in my possession. Most of the
photographs used for the reproduction of mural and easel paintings came from the studios of
Manuel Alvarez Bravo, Abraham Gonzalez, Edwin Johnson, Luis Limón and Juan Arauz
Lomeli, and from Foto Gómez, Mexico City. The lithographs and etchings reproduced in the
last chapter were photographed by Robert M. Catlin, Jr.I acknowledge with thanks the
permission of Messrs. Covici-Friede to quote from the Introduction to Diego Rivera’s Portrait of
America; of the Macmillan Company to quote from John Taylor Arms’ Introduction to Four
Hedges: A Gardener’s Chronicle by Clare Leighton.To Mr. and Mrs. Henry M. Winter of New
York and Miss Anna Penney of Boston I am grateful for assistance in the ordering of
manuscripts, both at home and abroad.MacK. H.CHAPTER ONEDr. Atl, the Saint John Baptist
of Mexican ArtSubió al Popocatépetl,Bajó del Ixtaccíhuatl,Y es hombre de gran valerel inquieto
Doctor Atl.From a “Fa-cha” caricatureTHE HARBINGER OF THE MODERN Mexican art
movement was not the sybarite himself, Diego Maria de la Concepción Rivera who later
possessed it, but a half-legendary little man who is said in the popular tradition to inhabit a
cave in the side of Popocatépetl. When I lived in Cuernavaca, in daily sight of Popo’s snow-
capped cone, I was almost persuaded to look for him there. I thought I should be able to
recognize, at sight, the bearded face and bulging forehead of his innumerable self-portraits. I
could imagine him, his smock exchanged for leathern girdle, eating his dinner of locusts and
wild honey at the edge of the volcanic funnel whence, according to the local folklore, he was
erupted, more than sixty years ago, into a tumultuous world.I met him, in the end, not on the
mountain whose son he is, but in his commodious and untidy chambers in Mexico City, whither
I had been invited to lunch. From explorations of Popocatépetl and Ixtaccíhuatl, the Sleeping
Woman, the prophet, it appeared, habitually returns to his house in the city to paint and write
and talk, to each of which activities he devotes himself prodigiously in turn. When he talked he
reached interminably into a cavernous chest, extracting an endless succession of shaggy
Habana cigars. These he presently strewed, half smoked and wholly shredded, across the tiles
that pave his ancient floors; while through the smoke and out of the clutter of the studio his
voice unflaggingly declaimed the history of Mexican art and archaeology.When this man works
he produces, from torrents of dictated speech and nervous passes with charcoal, brush and
crayon, a staggering miscellany: columns of political articles, volumes of history and criticism,
sheaves of drawings, stacks of brittle landscape paintings,—all of which he signs, to support a



national myth, with the fictitious name of Dr. Atl.In 1877, when Dr. Atl was christened Gerardo
Murillo in the city of Guadalajara, copies of the vaporous works of the Spanish Bartolomé
Esteban Murillo molded the taste of our sister Republic. When the Mexican Murillo came of age
he renounced his Spanish patronymic, together with all it stood for, and took an Indian
pseudonym. Thus he declared his detachment from the dreary influences of the secondhand
culture into which he was born, and acquired a name and handle fit for the beginnings of a
legend.Dr. Atl knew instinctively that the practice of the arts in Mexico in his time was
counterfeit, and he was early inspired to believe that production of the genuine article
depended not upon fresh importations of art and artists from Europe, but on the deferred
rediscovery of the contemporary native scene. More than forty years before he was born the
Golden Age of Mexico had come to a brilliant end with the death of Francisco Eduardo de
Tresguerras, the native architect whose miraculous churches and convents, free and creative
renderings of the baroque and neoclassical styles, stand reminiscently in the plain of
Guanajuato. No man in Mexico knew more intimately or cherished more profoundly than Dr. Atl
those monuments of a culture which had perished with their building. But that culture had been
Spanish and Christian, and Dr. Atl had acquired the notion, at an early age, that if there were to
be a Renaissance in Mexico it must be Mexican and pagan.When Dr. Atl was a young man the
Mexican Renaissance seemed a long way off. There was only one remarkable Mexican artist
then alive. If ever a man lived out of his place and time it was he—José Guadalupe Posada,
who came from the northerly State of Aguascalientes and died in Mexico City in 1913: of
complications induced, so it is said, by a peculiarity of drinking twenty-five gallons of tequila
every January.When Posada was about twenty years old he made a series of lithographs for a
newspaper in Aguascalientes. From an apparently unique sheaf of proof prints in the
possession of Francisco Díaz de León, a distinguished practitioner of the art of print-making in
Mexico today, two lithographs are reproduced here. They are caricatures of local politicians
whose names and exploits have long since been forgotten, but they are prophetic, in subject
matter and in quality, of the work of four decades devoted by the artist to the perfection of a
form of art still assiduously cultivated by the Mexicans.In the year of Dr. Atl’s birth Posada
opened his first shop in Mexico City. There he invented a process of drawing directly in acid on
zinc plates, and swiftly turned out the thousands of perceptive engravings which variously
edified, amused and offended his Mexican public. Many of the drawings appeared in the pages
of three or four publications antagonistic to the regime of the tireless dictator, Porfirio Díaz, but
no less than fifteen thousand were commissioned by the conservative publishing house of
Vanegas Arroyo. About ten years ago four hundred of Posada’s prints were assembled by Paul
O’Higgins, an American painter living in Mexico, for a monograph published in Mexico City, and
thus the engraver was restored to local fame.Posada’s subject matter was as original and
personal as his technique. Many years before the Revolution of 1910 he anticipated that
eventuality. At a time when the aristocracy of the capital was affecting French taste and
manners, he created revolutionary forms of art for the exposition of advanced ideas. Out of the
steady flow of copy for the broadsides which he was commissioned to illustrate he chose,
when he could, verses and tales celebrating political and social crises, and snubbed the
popular taste for corridos about miracles and crimes. With elements now of tragedy, now of
comedy, now of pointed caricature, he commented upon the social contrasts of the epoch: the
pretensions of the upper classes, the stark compulsions of the poor.A figure appearing over
and over again in Posada’s drawings is the calavera, or animated skeleton, a classical form in
Mexican art. The Posada calavera fights, drinks, weeps, dances, works and loves: in short,
suffers and enjoys all of the pains and pleasures of ordinary men.Posada’s influence upon the



painters and engravers who followed him has been incalculable. Diego Rivera, a precocious
boy, sat reverently at his feet. Rivera’s more radical contemporaries complain that he failed to
become a consistent revolutionary himself, but it is freely owned that he has never forgotten
what he learned in that shop about craftsmanship: how to balance effective masses of matter,
for example. Rivera has recorded his admiration for his teacher, whom he compares to Goya
and Callot, in a mural portrait in the National Palace in Mexico City and in an Introduction to the
Posada monograph. José Clemente Orozco, who was famous as a caricaturist long before he
painted his celebrated murals, was also at one time a careful student of Posada’s drawings.
Orozco’s own objects have perhaps been more pictorial and less didactic than Posada’s, but
his themes, like his predecessor’s, were early taken from everyday life. And today there are as
many as a dozen young Mexican engravers who, having steeped themselves in the Posada
tradition, turn out calaveras which mock events and men almost as convincingly as his were
wont to do.Posada stood alone in his day, a fine artist who worked hard and conscientiously,
critical always of the very market for his wares. More sociable evangelists of art, well-paid and
unfruitful, meanwhile labored elegantly in the National Academy of San Carlos. Ingeniero
Pedro S. Rodríguez, a Mexican art patron to whom I am indebted for a personal memoir of the
turn of the century, describes that establishment as a criadero de mediocridades. Imported
Spanish artists instructed their pupils in this “nursery” in the manufacture of an unwholesome
sauce of neoacademicism. This, when they had properly learned to make it themselves, the
young painters poured over the pictures they sold to Mexican aristocrats: conventional biblical
paintings concocted from the recipes of second-rate Europeans.2. LITHOGRAPHIC
CARTOONS FROM El Jicote, 1871José Guadalupe Posada. From the collection of Francisco
Díaz de LeónEvery decent instinctive feeling for art was falsified by the typical Porfirian painter.
Colors were greasy, drawing was stiffy mannered, forms were out of touch with nature. The
Mexico of that epoch was the original home of the Coca-Cola school of art. and Dr. Atl was its
first self-appointed critic.When Diego Rivera went to the Academy in 1899 there were,
however, three or four painters whose work was distinctly better than the mediocre average.
One of them, Julio Ruelas, who had just returned from Germany where he had studied under
the protection of his patron, Señor don Jesus Luján, was known to the public as a romantic
painter who treated poetically of macabre and fearful subjects. In private, he produced
delicately executed pornographic miniatures, some of which are now bound into an original
Mexican Contes Drôlatiques in Señor Luján’s possession, and these, by no means to their
aesthetic disadvantage, his pupils hastened to copy.Ruelas’ temperament was gay and witty,
free and French. To poke fun at parlor art he painted bawdyhouse compositions on the back of
his palette, peopling the scene with miniature portraits of his friends. He made a realistic, Goya-
like study of a hanged man: to which he added a leering wench who peers under the dead
man’s nightshirt. He painted a few large portrait studies somewhat after the style of Manet, but
his miniature portraits, with their amusing conceits, are minor pre-Surrealist masterpieces.
Antonio Ruiz, whose droll miniatures on canvas have lately begun to reach the American
public, appears to be thoroughly familiar with his predecessor’s technique, although he was not
actually Ruelas’ pupil; and Orozco, years ago, paid compliments to Ruelas’ sardonic treatment
of rude and harrowing events.Ruelas’ chief gift to the Mexican Academy was his fresh
conception of color. Perhaps he had derived it from the Seville palette of El Greco, of which an
example is to be found in the so-called self-portrait hanging in the Metropolitan Museum in
New York. In any case, it was new to Mexico, and its very novelty—what a departure from
Murillo’s palette!—encouraged the student painters to experiment with color patterns of their
own: with the patterns, in fact, which came to be recognized as the essence of Mexican



painting.Santiago Rebull, a colleague of Ruelas, was born in a sailing vessel in the middle of
the Atlantic Ocean, a circumstance which may have had something to do with his eccentric
disregard for academic tradition when he became a teacher. In a long if somewhat
impermanent association with the Academy he taught his pupils, as he had been taught by
Ingres, to work from life. Like everyone else in Mexico he painted his share of biblical pictures,
but, like the best of the Renaissance painters, he used as often as he dared the characters
which appear in the sacred history unclothed. The first of many suspensions from his office
was occasioned by his introduction of nude models into the schoolroom. Rivera worked from
life in Rebull’s classes. He learned, he says, the canon of movement there, and his enthusiasm
for art was reborn when Rebull independently began to set subjects from Mexican history. The
public was distinctly skeptical about secular painting, but Rivera and his generation were glad
to be relieved from the fatiguing reiteration of episodes in the lives of the patriarchs and the
saints.José Maria Velasco, a pupil of Rebull and later a teacher in the Academy, painted more
than two hundred Mexican landscapes. Most of them are tight and finished to the modern eye,
like Canaletto’s, but they are remarkable, of their time, for their poetic realism and sensibility.
Rivera has to this day in his private collection a landscape painted by himself, when, at the age
of seventeen, he was in an advanced class under Velasco.Like Dr. Atl, Velasco was cultivated
and erudite. He taught his pupils the use of scientific observation and investigation, a
conception as phenomenally new to most Mexican painters at the end of the nineteenth
century as it had been in England when the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood was formed. To
increase his own equipment he attended anatomy classes in the University medical school and
made independent studies in natural history. He wrote a scholarly book on the flora of the
Mexican high plateau, illustrating it with hand-colored lithographs of his own authorship.
Together with Landesio, the idealistic Italian landscape painter, he explored Popocatépetl, long
before Dr. Atl’s time, and published descriptive texts along with his lithographs and engravings
of the mountain. In Mexico City in 1940, to mark the centennial anniversary of his birth, some
of the Mexican artists sponsored an exhibition of his transparent, half-mystical and carefully
executed studies of the Valley of Mexico.I have heard contemporary painters respectfully
mention just two other artists of an earlier generation: Félix Parra, who introduced Aztec and
Maya motifs into his paintings and hastened the impending rebellion against academicism by
acquainting his pupils—one of whom was Rivera —with his passion for the ancient Mexican
cultures; and Saturnino Herrán, who, while his manner was Spanish to the end of his life, took
his subject matter from the contemporary Mexican scene. He communicated to a whole school
of new painters his indefatigable interest in the pictorial possibilities of his own time and
place.Herrán’s time already sounds like ancient history to our modern ears. I find it repeatedly
necessary, as I write, to remind myself that the period of which I am speaking ended only thirty
years ago, ten years before the Mexican revival began with a rash of mural painting. So lately
the few divinely discontented painters whose names I have been reciting were outnumbered by
the fashionable artists who sold their banal pictures into proud French houses on Maximilian’s
memorial avenue, the Paseo de la Reforma.A prime favorite of those days, amongst the
aristocratic families,—variations of it hang today in many upper-class Catholic houses—
portrays the Trinity of Christian theology by the simple device of painting in triplicate the figure
of a sickly Son. Nowhere in the world, not even in Victorian England, had bad taste in art and
decoration been ever so carefully nurtured as in Mexico during the dictatorship of Porfirio
Díaz.Only amongst the common people did wholesome art naturally flourish, —folk art and the
popular arts. Contemporary artists have taken notice of two types of the generally anonymous
folk art, pulquería murals and retablos: the former dedicated to drink and the latter to religion.



The old pulquería paintings, of which few remain intact, were designed to acquaint the public
with the shops where pulque, the intoxicating vitamin-filled liquor of the maguey plant, is sold.
In many a squalid neighborhood these decorations introduced gaiety and color into the
outward scene and gave promise of the warmth and life of convivial interiors. Wine-shop
proprietors vied with each other in the invention of seductive names. You can see, for example
—the names still exist—the “Night of Love,” the “Saint and Sinner,” the “Flower of Ecstasy.” The
mural decorations, perishably executed in oil paint on cement, took their themes from the fancy
names of the shops. Most of these paintings have long since disintegrated and the government
has forbidden their replacement, for alleged hygienic reasons. The Cárdenas administration, for
all its attention to the poor man’s needs, was notoriously unsympathetic with his follies.The
retablo, a small painting on tin, usually celebrates a miraculous recovery from injury or illness
or a providential escape from an accident. It represents the hero or the heroine in a
predicament from which there has been a supernatural rescue, together with the divinity who
worked the miracle. The forms are primitive, the colors lurid, the compositions arranged for
their immediately dramatic values. Several of the contemporary Mexican painters have
borrowed freely from this thoroughly indigenous source.3. DETAIL FROM A DISINTEGRATING
pulquería MURAL, Los Toros, MEXICO CITYOil on cement4. Retablo, DEDICATED TO THE
Child Jesus UPON THE RECOVERY OF THE DONOR’S WIFE FROM A DANGEROUS
ILLNESSOil on tinThere are many collections of retablos in shops and studios in Mexico, but
since they were originally made to hang on the walls of churches and chapels in honor of the
celestial beings to whom they were dedicated, it is doubtful whether they have been come by
honestly. I have in my collection a retablo which I suspect to be the unlawful souvenir of an
impious pilgrimage made by a provincial friend to satisfy my whim to own a tin painting of a
railway wreck.When Dr. Atl returned to Mexico in 1907, after a few years of study in Europe, he
found the Academy of San Carlos in a state of turmoil because a new teacher, Antonio Fabrés,
a Catalonian academician, had been imported by the Minister of Education over the protest of
the director of the school. The public liked and bought the paintings of Fabrés, which were
executed in the color-photographic style of Zuloaga, but the students were not happy in the
atmosphere he created. Dr. Atl, who was then about thirty, promptly organized antagonisms
into revolution; whereupon the usurper was presently retired.The Doctor then undertook to
lecture privately about the Impressionists whose work he had been seeing in Paris. He took a
few student artists out-of-doors, away from the ateliers where they had been painting under
artificial light, and encouraged others—amongst them the Surrealist painter Roberto
Montenegro—to continue the researches which they had timidly begun in the field of native
colonial art. To show that he was a practical man as well, he organized exhibitions of the works
of youthful painters in Mexico City: of Angel Zárraga, who later removed to Paris, so it is said,
to produce religious canvases beyond the range of the satirical comments of his unholy friends;
of Joaquin Clausel, a prolific but imitative Impressionist who had some success in the United
States; and of a quite unknown young man, Diego Rivera, whose pictures he believed in and
bullied his friends into buying. With the money from levies upon Dr. Atl’s acquaintance Rivera
went for the first time to Europe.In 1908 Dr. Atl made his first attempt at mural decoration. The
place, a shabby gallery in the Academy of San Carlos; the purpose, the glorification of a
gentleman from Puebla who had presented a collection of pictures to the State. Of a great
array of mostly imitative art the chief treasure was an original work of the Spanish Murillo
whom Dr. Atl secretly despised. Nevertheless, having arranged the permanent disposition of
the pictures on the Academy walls, the artist proceeded to paint, in so-called Atl-color, a
eulogistic mural. Working in solitude, according to his contract, he produced, in the



Impressionistic style, a frieze of nudes disporting themselves above the gilded frames of the
sacred pictures.There are several stories about the ultimate removal of these decorations. Dr.
Atl says they were painted out because they were shocking, but it is also said in Mexico that
the artist himself removed the rosy nymphs in the nick of time, before their uncertain chemistry
could cause them to disappear of themselves. This story might be suspected of being an
invention of the later muralists, of whom one, in fact, repeated it to me; for some of the rude
demonstrations of Atl-color which the inventor has made in times past on the walls of his studio
have a dirty look of having survived there for years. However, decorations made in that medium
in 1921 in a convent patio have practically flaked a way.Atl-color was invented for use, like
pastel, on the surfaces of paper, wood, plaster, fabric and board. Composed of wax, dry resins,
gasoline and oil color, it is manufactured in small bars like sticks of sealing wax. The color itself
is apparently unalterable, although the substance can be dissolved in gasoline for spreading
with brush or palette knife, and melted like wax for thickening and diversifying textures. A
surface covered with Atl-color can be freely overpainted.Dr. Atl has used his invention in a
variety of ways ever since he first made experiments with it in Rome at the beginning of the
century. Sometimes he dissolves it in gasoline and spreads it like water color on paper
prepared with white of zinc. Frequently he paints with water color, superimposing Atl-color to
enrich the textures. He also combines it with oil, a conjunction which is likely to produce harsh
variations of surface textures because Atl-color, while brilliant, is hard.Not long ago Dr. Atl saw,
in a village cantina in the State of Michoacán, a small picture which looked familiar to him. It
turned out to be his own first work in Atl-color. When he brought it home I went to have a look
at it. It was Impressionistic in the manner of Pissarro, with period figures strolling across a
shady plaza. Dr. Atl painted in this style, many years ago, a few portraits which have a way of
looking abnormally loose at close view, and of rapidly tightening into form from a distance.
Perhaps it would be more accurate to say, therefore, that Dr. Atl’s Impressionism is not so much
Pissarro as Sisley after Pissarro.His later painting is tighter and less varied in both subject
matter and treatment. Until quite lately he has invariably worked in his studio, relying upon his
prodigious and well-trained memory for details of color, light and contour. Because he painted
from memory and always used the same themes, Popocatéped and Ixtaccíhuatl and the Valley
of Mexico, his studies were bound to become monotonous. In the summer of 1939, however,
he painted forty-eight small board and canvas pieces directly from nature. Done in oil and
water color, many of these have the flexibility and fresh feeling and charm of his earlier
work.Like most of the Mexicans—Diego Rivera, Frida Kahlo and Orozco Romero are others—
Dr. Atl has painted scores of self-portraits. A typical Atl for a comprehensive Mexican collection
would be one of the self-portraits with Popocatépetl in the background. It should be executed in
either Atl-color or charcoal, because in these media Dr. Atl does his most personal work.One
day in his studio, after a lunch of superb Mexican food cooked in Tarascan pottery vessels and
served by the small daughters of his Indian cook, Dr. Atl gave me a demonstration of his
charcoal technique. Rummaging around in a dark corner of the studio, he retrieved a small,
smudged cardboard box from beneath a mound of galley proofs. In this container there was a
collection of dirty and scarcely distinguishable objects whch he described as his portable
charcoal set. There was first of all a crumpled piece of chamois skin, encrusted with an
accumulation of charcoal rubbings. The removal of this soiled and tattered fragment disclosed
scatterings of charcoal and a small whittled stick about the size of a vest-pocket pencil.“Now
see,” said Dr. Atl, “this is what I do.” He crushed a broken stick of charcoal into dust, wrapped
the chamois skin around his index finger, dabbed at the particles of carbon, rubbed the surface
of a piece of paper, manipulated the masses of an impromptu composition with his finger tips,



drew a few strong, sharp lines with the blackened tip of the little pointed stick, and behold!
there was Popocatépetl looming up over the Valley of Mexico.Any catalogue of the
preachments which issued from the voice of Dr. Atl in the days when he cried in the Mexican
wilderness should record that he was the first native painter to talk about Communism. Except
for a tincture of Russian Communism filtering in chiefly from across the American border, the
Mexican variety of communistic thought has been a local product, stemming not from Marx but
from the Spanish legal tradition and the Indian way of life. Dr. Atl’s Communism was in reality a
kind of poetic, almost a biblical socialism. He persuaded his artist disciples to pool their
interests in a Centro Artistico, an association in which they undertook to live according to a rule
drawn from the life of the artisan classes. They painted houses and garden walls in provincial
towns to earn money for tubes and brushes. Eventually they received a joint commission to
decorate the walls of the Anfiteatro Bolívar in Mexico City, but the Revolution of 1910 made an
end to this scheme; and when the project was revived, years later, Diego Rivera was freshly
home from Paris to put it into execution himself.Dr. Atl likes to think that the revolution in art
began in the autumn of 1910, when he organized an exhibition of paintings in honor of the
centenary of the Mexican Independence. He showed the work of his followers and of a few
solitary painters who wanted to identify themselves with the forerunners of the prospective
school of nationalistic painting. The event seems to have been scantily recorded at the time,
however, and I have not been able to discover that any tangible result came of it directly.5.
SELF-PORTRAIT IN BLUEAtl-color, 1937. Dr. Atl. From the painter’s collectionRevolution broke
out in November of that year under the leadership of Francisco Madero, a rich young man who
had been conventionally educated at the University of California before he went to study
democracy in the then Republic of France. Provisional governments appeared in rapid
succession, none of them with the means, had the intention been present, of patronizing the
arts. The Centro Artistico was dispersed and most of the painters left the city to join one or
another of the revolutionary armies. Dr. Atl went to Paris where he was soon engaged in
political intrigue; painting, as usual, in his spare time. For a few months he published a
newssheet in opposition to the Huerta government which in 1913 invaded the National Palace
and murdered Madero. He says his editorials spiked a French loan.In the midst of political
confusion, the change and interchange of governments, the counterpoint of innumerable
private and interlocking revolutionary movements, there occurred a comic interlude from which
some of the younger painters, with no discourtesy to Dr. Atl and his prophetic
accomplishments, date the effective beginning of the revolution in art. There was a student
strike in the Academy of San Carlos.In spite of the immaturity of the strikers it must be
admitted that their vaguely articulated objects anticipated the second—the finally secular—
phase of the mural movement which was launched ten years later. However clumsily they
expressed themselves, the students had correctly foreseen the inevitable relationship of art to
politics during that stage of their country’s development. What they obscurely wanted was new
forms of both government and art to make the relationship fruitful. They had been suffering
from an experiment with the Pillet system of teaching abstract painting, a method originally
designed for use in the lower schools in France. They proposed for the directorship of the
Academy a young man who had just come from Paris, where he had gone in for Impressionism
and the out-of-door life of the Barbizon school,—the painter Alfredo Ramos Martinez, who has
since wrought his improvisations on Monet themes in a cemetery in Santa Barbara.The first of
the youthful and not wholly clarified political objects of the strike was the “redemption of
Mexican economy from imperialism.” The program seems, at this distance, not a little ambitious
for boys and girls in their teens, but they ripen young in Mexico, politically as well as



physiologically. Art students had supported Madero in his time, although his administration had
been a great disappointment. He seemed to have had no plan for directing the Republic
through the reconstruction. Young revolutionaries everywhere were impatient to get on with the
reforms the Revolution had promised: the expulsion of foreign capital, the seizure of haciendas,
the distribution of land amongst the peasants, in fact, the wholesale establishment of
apocalyptic agrarian reforms.The strikers, most of them children, held open-air exhibitions of
the new political art and earnestly presented their case to the people at public meetings.
Religious periodicals—the government was still cooperatively Catholic—met the threat to the
financial security of an incredibly wealthy Church with editorials proving that the strike was
subversive to the State. Under pressure from the clerical press, armed police conducted raids
upon the youthful population. At one time more than a hundred Academy students were in jail:
amongst them David Alfaro Siqueiros, who was then fourteen years old and hugely enjoying
his first publicity. Siqueiros has described to me how, when they were released, they all went
back to the Academy to throw eggs and tomatoes at the elderly director and draw obscene
anticlerical compositions at their drafting boards. Out of such melodramatic, not to say
malodorous, beginnings the new plastic forms of the Mexican revival gradually emerged.When
Victoriano Huerta took possession of the capital, after some obvious intrigue on the part of the
government of the United States, his new Minister of Education attempted to conciliate the
young intelligentsia by appointing Martínez to the rulership of the Academy. Thus
Impressionism was introduced into the art classes, and with it a new humanism, a fresh new
relation to life. The students were officially sent to work out-of-doors, from nature. They flocked
to the open-air school which Martinez set up in suburban Santa Anita. There they analyzed
and imitated the native unstudied beauty of popular-art design, especially the traditional
patterns of pottery and textiles. They made a cult of the pulquería murals and the naive art of
the retablos. They adopted all sorts of revolutionary devices, of which one was the elimination
of black from their palettes. Black was, they said, the color of reaction. Mexican techniques
were in process of formation for the treatment of vernacular subject matter.When it presently
appeared that the art school at Santa Anita was becoming a center of political conspiracy as
well as aesthetic experimentation, some of the students who were thought to be injurious to
the peace of the civil society were imprisoned or shot by the Huerta military dictatorship.
Others gravely enlisted in the armies of the Carranzista generals, Herrero and Diéguez,
although most of them romantically supported the idolized Emiliano Zapata, the Indian
bushmaster who assumed the rank of general and called his company of bandits the Army of
Liberty of the South.Zapata, unlike other revolutionary generals, was not interested in the equal
distribution of land amongst individual farmers. He simply wanted foreigners and rich
landowners to withdraw from their accumulated properties and restore them to the Indian
tribes, who would then return to their primitive life of hunting and fighting. Calling himself the
Attila of the South, he rode at the head of his terrorizing horde through half-a-dozen rich states
in the heart of the Republic. He murdered and raped and stole without mercy, although a kind
of coarse whimsey sometimes attended the performance of these ceremonies. At times, a
brutish and boisterous Robin Hood, he indulged in incongruous and unpremeditated
generosities, earning the love and devotion of the poor who went unharmed.A newspaper man,
H. H. Dunn, who in the practice of his profession accompanied Zapata’s horde for some years
and lived to write a book about him, The Crimson Jester, says that the general rode a black
horse. In the legend which has grown up about him, now that he has become the hero of the
State of Morelos, he rides a white horse. In the mural histories painted in the twenties he
properly rides the legendary beast.The mature painters and writers who lived in Mexico City, all



of them loyal to the Revolution, were trying to decide, in 1914, whether to follow Carranza, the
“First Chief” of operations against President Huerta, or his rival, Pancho Villa, the rogue from
the North. Carranza had been suspected of a relapse into conservatism after he took up office
as Governor of the State of Coahuila, in spite of all his fine talk about nationalizing subsoil
resources and protecting the laboring man. Villa, on the other hand, was reckoned to be a half-
educated peasant, an unscrupulous scoundrel, a suspicious and cruel guerrillero. The bright
young men who espoused his cause held their noses and explained that the cowardly,
blustering patriot who robbed the men and ruined the women in his path was after all a man of
the people, and, in his devious way, desired the people’s good. Besides, he was well on his
way to Mexico City and the National Palace, and it appeared for a time that Obregón,
commander of the Carranza forces, could hardly resist his barbarous tactics. It seemed only
sensible to go to the side of the probable victor.In the midst of this dilemma Dr. Atl, home again
from Paris, appeared once more upon the political scene. Betting on the superior organization
of the army of Obregón, he picked Carranza as the winner of the presidential race from the
American border to the Mexican capital and persuaded a group of able young men to declare
for the Chief. They all set off for the safe semi-tropical city of Orizaba, where they set up
presses and printed reams of literary and graphic propaganda.Of this so-called “Jungle Group”
there were three painters, besides Dr. Atl, who were about to become famous: Ramón Alva de
la Canal, David Álfaro Siqueiros and José Clemente Orozco. Alva de la Canal was the first
modern Mexican painter to use the technique of true fresco. Orozco’s Orizaba caricatures,
although they were subsequently to get him into trouble because it was not always clear whom
they caricatured, established him at home as a powerful graphic artist. Siqueiros, who had
been a lieutenant in the Batallón Mama at the age of fifteen, an infant commanding his peers,
now at sixteen began to mature in surroundings which heightened his naturally chauvinistic
sensibilities.6. ZAPATAFresco, 1930. Diego Rivera. From the Cuernavaca murals7. ZAPATAOil
on canvas, undated. José Clemente Orozco. From the author’s collectionWhen, as Dr. Atl had
foretold, Carranza became President of that part of the Republic which was willing to recognize
him, the civilian army of artists moved upon the venerable Academy of San Carlos, closed
most of the ancient galleries, and converted an amateurish school of art into a wholesome
workshop. In characteristic Mexican fashion they planned monumental artistic projects for the
accomplishment of which a further sequence of provisional governments, on the move from
capital to capital, could never find the cash.When Carranza became the legal President of
Mexico in March, 1917, he pledged himself to administer the laws of his country as embodied
in the revolutionary Constitution adopted in January of that year. Article 27 of that Constitution
purportedly revived a traditional conception of property ownership. Lands which had belonged
to the Indian villages in pre-Cortesian and early colonial days, and had subsequently been
incorporated into privately owned estates through seizure or enforced sale, were therein
declared subject to restoration to the pueblos for community cultivation. The State furthermore
assumed the sole proprietorship of all water and subsoil rights together with the right of
expropriation of land for the protection of subsoil wealth.Article 123 treated of labor reforms:
the eight-hour day, the minimum wage, workmen’s compensation, trade unions, the right to
strike. Other provisions of the constitution severely restricted the activities of the Catholic
Church. Ecclesiastical property was secularized. Provision was made, at the pleasure of the
State, for lending appropriated buildings to the clergy for religious purposes, but it was the
intention of the reformers to divert many churches and convents to secular use.Thus the
Constitution of 1917. It soon appeared that the document was, however—as Henry Bamford
Parkes describes it in his History of Mexico—“a statement of aspirations rather than of facts.”



Carranza proved to be, as some of his supporters had feared, not the man to make fact out of
aspiration. Still, a new movement in Mexican art was presently to be rooted in the political soil
which was, in Carranza’s time, in process of preparation. All of the political and social ideas
then in circulation subsequently found their way into the mural paintings.It is possible to
discover, between 1917 and 1920, a few scattered indications of the turn Mexican art would
take in the next administration, the relatively peaceful and liberal regime of Obregón. Lessons
in drawing and painting were given in the public schools. The theater began to take on Mexican
color. A group of officer-painters, some of whom were to become famous, met in Guadalajara
to talk about art when their arms were not engaged.
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Veronica DeLuze, “Four Stars. Most of the pics are in black and white.  Wish they were in color.”

Sidi Cheng, “A great book for starters .. A great book for starters . Helps you establish a basic
mind set to understand more about Mexican modern art .”

Jesse A. Garcia, “Five Stars. Wonderful review.”

Giss, “Cultura mexicana. Interesante libro”

redgirl, “Good HIstory and art book. I am charging through the first half of the book as it is a
required book club choice. The illustrations are wonderful, I plan to finish it and believe it has
helped my understanding with the Mexican art world, will assist one as they view work in
museums”
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Judith Pushkar, “Five Stars. thanks”

Enrique Torres, “"There is no mystery about art". Originally published in in 1941 Dover
released this paperback edition in 1989 in their line of Art history books. Dover does a nice job
of reviving important works at affordable prices. Granted this edition may not be as grand as
the original published by Harper & Lee but it serves as a sort of everyman's introductory guide
that is transportable. The author, Mackinley Helm has first hand knowledge of his subject as he
rubbed shoulders with the Big Three, Orozco, Siquieros & Rivera. Many items featured in print
are from his oown collection. Of these the drawings are most notable. Besides being an art
collector himself he knew these individuals which provides his discourse with insight and first
hand knowledge. However Helm goes way beyond just exploring the greater known Mexican
artists as he ties all aspects together for a seemless vision which includes including social
and political influences. There are ten chapters and he aptly begins with the '"grandfather " of
Mexican Art Dr. Atl or as he calls him theSaint John the Baptist of Mexican Art. Christened
Gerardo Murrillo, Dr. Atl adopted his own name from the Nahuatl language meaning water.
Working in the shadows of the volcano Popocatepetl or "Popo" he feathered his legend living
simply and looking like Biblical figure with long beard and by painting natural vistas usually
with Popo in the background. He later established an art school where notable Mexican
painters studied. In the first chapter Helm also explores the influence of another master,
Guadalupe Posada, who influenced the more well known muralists who came to be known as
the Big Three. Posada was known for drawing calveras or skeletons, he created caricatures of
political figues in the newspaper during a time of upheaval prior to the Mexican Revolution. All
of these early influences are explored that would be the foundation for the flourishing
renaissance in Mexican Art. Although much of the book is dedicated to the Big Three Helms
does explore many lesser known artists and includes 82 plates and 95 illustrations. The prints
are adequate but not spectacular as they are in black and white. When compared to the
colorful originals or plates found in other books it is a little disappointing . However the pencil
and ink drawings do translate well although the size is limited to the smaller size(see
dimensions) of the book. I think the strength of this book is the text itself which is full of
historical information and personal recollections. Artists covered include , Rivera, Siquiros ,
Orozco, Kahlo, Tamayo, Posada, Escobedo, Morado, Meza, Romero, Lazo, Montenegro,
Merida, Goitia, Ruiz, Izquierdo, Lozano, Cantu, Lozano and Galvan.This is an excellent
introduction to Mexican Art book but also serves well someone more well versed in the subject
matter. Recommended for Mexican Art enthusiasts.”

Tanya Longoria, “disappointing purchase. a poor quality book. tatty and lacking sufficient
pictures either b&w or colour. a waste of money”

The book by MacKinley Helm has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 33 people have provided feedback.
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