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How does one earn the title, the Godfather of Chicano art? The name suggests a prolific
career spanning decades, with works embodying the spirit and strength of the Chicana/o
community, and active participation in a social movement that would deeply impact American
culture. Emigdio Vasquez, the Godfather himself, accomplished all this. His choice of imagery,
ranging from Aztec warriors to depictions of the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943, is undoubtedly
political, and his self-definition as a “social realist painter”* cements his role as an artist for and
of the working class. VVasquez shows concern for the proletariat in many of his paintings. The
worker is never lost or forgotten in Vasquez’s murals; rather, he is at the forefront of each public
piece. The characters in his works are individualized, ensuring that the figures are perceived as
more than mere stereotypes of the working class. These painted figures represent the reality of
the Chicana/o experience and encouraging an empathetic engagement between viewer and mural.

Vasquez’s 1979 mural El Proletariado de Aztlan, painted during his studies at California
State University, Fullerton, addresses past and present Mexican-American identity by celebrating
the individuality and the achievements of the working class. By using friends and family as
models for his mural subjects, Vasquez invites the community to participate in the mural
production process. In this respect, he initiates a direct relationship between his art and the
community for which it was intended, where the traditionally elitist practice of artmaking is
democratically reinterpreted by and for the working class. This attention to the worker is at the

center of Vasquez’s identity as a social realist painter.? His self-acknowledged preference for

1 “Vasquez Family of Artists from Orange County, California,” Vasquez Fine Art,
http://www.vasquezart.com/artists.

2 Social realism was an international movement of the 1920s and 1930s depicted the struggles of the lower and
working classes in a figurative and realistic way. This style often includes social critiques and strong political
statements.
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painting “real” subject matter—that is, subjects and events based on daily life and experience,
particularly in the Orange barrio—made more immediate by his photorealist technique allow for
a visual commentary on larger issues of conflict and struggle in American society. El
Proletariado de Aztlan is socialist both in title and imagery: its representation of unified
Mexican-American workers reinforces the title, which alludes not just to the Marxist proletariat,
but also to Aztlan, the homeland of the Aztec civilization often thought to be located in the
American Southwest (Figure 1).

It is not surprising that Aztlan appears in El Proletariado de Aztlan and other works by
Vasquez. The concept of Aztlan surged in popularity during the civil rights movements of the
1960s. El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan,® a document drafted at the First Chicana/o National Youth
Liberation Conference in Denver, Colorado in 1969, extends Aztlan beyond its historical
context, using it as a vehicle for unification of the Chicana/o people:

...we can only conclude that social, economic, cultural and political independence is the

only road to total liberation from oppression, exploitation, and racism. Our struggle then

must be for the control of our barrios, campos, pueblos, lands, our economy, our culture,

and our political life. EI Plan commits all levels of Chicana/o society—the barrio, the

campo, the ranchero, the writer, the teacher, the worker, the professional—to La Causa.*
The Aztlan of the Chicano Movement, as illustrated in El Plan, is not just a geographical

location which Chicana/o individuals are to reclaim. Aztlan offers a sense of belonging,

3 El Plan was drafted by the attendees of the conference, with a preamble written by celebrated Chicano poet
Alurista. As a manifesto, it gave the movement a distinct and political voice, while also introducing the concept of
Aztlan to the masses.

4 Aztlan: Essays on the Chicano Homeland, ed. Rudolfo A. Anaya and Francisco Lomeli (Albuquerque: University
of New Mexico Press, 1991), 2.
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highlighting a shared identity among those living and working in this land. Who is represented in
El Proletariado de Aztlan? Miners, farmers, zoot suiters, workers on strike, and other members
of the contemporary Chicana/o community are monumentalized in the mural (Fig. 2). The
leftmost end of the composition features an Aztec warrior, a symbol of ancient heritage. His
compositional location, which places the modern-day figures to his right, signifies a progression
from past to present, a linking of the working class of today to that of antiquity. Just as El Plan
Espiritual de Aztlan draws on the power of Chicana/o heritage, so does El Proletariado.
Additionally, the two creations read as manifestos—both document and mural are declarations of
a common ideal. They are utopian in their push for equality and recognition of a group
historically oppressed under a social and political regime, and both are uncompromising in their
assertions of modern socio-political issues.

Vasquez’s talent lies in his ability to celebrate the working class in a socially relevant
way that fosters empathy for the figures in his murals. He accomplishes this by combining his
social realist style—itself a merging of realism and social activism—with monumental scale,
historical and contemporary imagery and, above all, characters based on real people. These
murals are not one-size-fits-all images in which a generic subject serves as a blank persona on
which the viewer can project their own self and experience. The individualized figures are based
on members of Vasquez’s community, well-known figures in Chicana/o activism, or taken from
photographic sources in books like 450 Years of Chicano History in Pictures/450 Anos Del

Pueblo Chicana/o.® In El Proletariado, for example, members of the community are

5> Published in 1976, this book includes drawings and pictures depicting Chicano history beginning with Mexico
before Spanish colonization and extending into the Chicano movement born in the 1960s. Vasquez’s depiction of a
woman harvesting lettuce in El Proletariado was based on a photograph in this book.
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memorialized alongside Cesar Chavez and other workers. “Everybody was happy that he
depicted them,” says Paul Guzman of the Orange Barrio Historical Society. “Their faces are
there. It might not be what they were doing, but their faces are there. They were proud of that,
that he used the people he knew.”®

Thus, the mural stands as an homage not just to the generalized working class, but more
importantly to specific individuals. To truly understand the impact of this specificity, we must
look to other murals that preceded Vasquez’s which similarly highlight the working class.
Perhaps the most well-known American murals of the 20" century are those painted under the
Works Progress Administration (WPA) as part of the Federal Art Project (1935-1943). This New
Deal program employed visual artists across the United States to alleviate the devastation of the
Great Depression by employing artists to create public art. Murals were painted in libraries, post
offices, and schools and, much like Vasquez’s murals, often focus on issues of the working class.
However, unlike Vasquez, WPA artists typically painted generic figures that lacked
individuality. Fletcher Martin’s 1935 mural Mail Transportation, painted for the San Pedro Post
Office in Southern California, depicts mail transport across various global landscapes and
cultures (Fig. 3). Martin celebrates the general laborer, sacrificing individuality in favor of
universality: the mural’s strong, masculine workers, no matter their culture or global location, all
maintain a level of uniformity. In most cases, eyes are either deemphasized or entirely hidden,
further restricting eye contact or a gaze-based connection between viewer and painted subject.
Rather than painting distinct individuals, Martin represents the working class in a generalized

manner.

® The Cypress Street Mural, "El Proletariado de Aztlan," directed and produced by Katherine Bowers, (2015),
YouTube Video, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=k0PZ23EVAFI.
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The same can be said about Orange Pickers, a 1936 mural by Paul Julian (Fig. 4).
Located in the Fullerton Post Office, the work is the only WPA post office mural in Orange
County. As such, its depiction of young, similarly generalized figures picking and packing citrus
is geographically appropriate. Though no doubt performing a laborious task, the figures appear
comfortable and untroubled in their work. Compare these figures with the laborers in El
Proletariado: the former are youthful, with anglicized features and nondescript emotions, while
the latter are brown-skinned, with weathered faces and strained positions as they pick produce. It
is as if Julian’s orange pickers can drop their bucolic hobby whenever they please, while the
proletarians in EI Proletariado are bound to their work as a means of survival. Moreover, the
racial ambiguity of Julian’s figures is in direct contrast to the explicitly Mexican-American
workers in Vasquez’s works.

The WPA murals and Vasquez’s works produce vastly different effects. Martin’s mural
promotes the fruitful results of unified action, while Vasquez’s piece celebrates the harmony of
unified individuals; Julian’s Orange Pickers simplifies the act of picking oranges as a pastoral
pastime, while Vasquez highlights the physical and social struggle of the worker. In both WPA
murals, the generalized faces serve as blank templates upon which viewers can superimpose their
own selves. The mural then becomes a vehicle for self-projection and, ideally, the impetus for
self-driven action. Because of the nonspecific quality of the characters, this action is visible and
redeemable by all. El Proletariado de Aztlan, like other Vasquez murals, places individuals in
working class roles. The faces of farmers, field workers, miners, strikers, zoot suiters, and other
Chicana/o figures come alive under Vasquez’s brush. Gone are the abstracted faces and bodies of

1930s American muralism—deep wrinkles, expressive faces, and stoic positions characterize the
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personages of Vasquez’s works. The characters’ stories are not limited to their action(s) in his
mural; rather, they extend beyond the wall, blending seamlessly into Chicana/o history,
contemporary experience, and daily life. In the WPA murals, it is the viewer who brings
individual experience to the mural, while in Vasquez’s, this experience is explicitly provided.

This inherent presence of the Chicana/o experience does not make for a simple or passive
act of viewing. Viewers must be conscious of their own participation in the work—no longer are
they permitted to passively envision themselves doing the work of the subjects. Vasquez’s
viewers must truly attempt to understand the depicted Chicana/o experience in order to fully
engage with the work. Vasquez is, in this way, a master of stimulating audience participation and
empathy. He controls viewer responses through careful selection of imagery and style. In
Nuestra Experiencia en el Siglo Veinte (1980), for example, Vasquez depicts a newspaper with a
greyscale image of Chicana/o youths in a jail cell under the headline “Zoot Suiters Learn Lesson
in Fights with Servicemen” (Fig. 5). Vasquez pairs the newspaper, an explicit reference to the
tension in Los Angeles of the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943, with a colorful depiction of zoot suiters,
standing and laughing casually. Like the zoot suiters in EI Proletariado, these men appear to be
located in a quiet suburb. The viewer is thus forced to acknowledge the discrepancy between the
jailed figures, labelled by the media as “threats,” and the reality of the zoot suiters in their own
neighborhood. The contemporary viewer cannot project a shared experience onto the zoot
suiters; instead, they must make an active effort to empathize with the characters in the mural.
Both the viewer and the painted figures maintain their own individuality, as the act of imposing
one experience on top of another is replaced with a communicative relationship between

audience and mural.
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This relationship is not always understood. EI Proletariado has prompted controversy in
recent years. In particular, the mural’s image of Che Guevara and the acronym OVC (referring to
the Orange Varrio Cypress gang) has been interpreted as problematic. In 2009, thirty years after
the mural was painted, the Orange Police Department began a gang injunction against OVC,
claiming that El Proletariado de Aztlan was the gang’s “flag,” and thus promoted criminality.
An Orange Police detective attacked Vasquez’s muralism for portraying “rebellion against a
perceived oppressive government through art.”® This issue arose again during the restoration of
the mural in 2014 when an Orange Police officer pointed to the same section depicting Che
Guevara and a graffitied fence as problematic.® By focusing solely on a small portion of the
mural perceived as gang-related and pro-criminal, these instances of police concern ignore the
work as a larger whole. This issue goes beyond superficial stereotyping; it is an example of an
interpretation of the mural that lacks empathy. In response to the persecution of his mural’s
imagery, Vasquez stated simply, “I paint what I see in the barrio.”? In light of this explanation,
these negative perceptions of the mural seem not only superficial, but reflective of a resistance to
understanding the wider Chicana/o experience as represented in the piece.

In the words of Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, “The artist is a direct product of life. He

IS an apparatus born to be the receptor, the condenser, the transmitter, and the reflector of the

" Gustavo Arellano, “Law Enforcement Claims Historic Chicano Mural in Orange Sensationalizes Gangs 30 Years
Later,” OC Weekly, April 9, 2009, ttp://www.ocweekly.com/news/law-enforcement-claims-historic-chicano-mural-
in-orange-sensationalizes-gangs-30-years-later-6426492.

8 Arellano, “Law Enforcement”

9 Aimee Murillo, “Orange PD Harass Son of Legendary Chicano Artist Emigdio Vasquez While He Restored His
Father's Mural,” OC Weekly, March 20, 2014, http://www.ocweekly.com/news/orange-pd-harass-son-of-legendary-
chicano-artist-emigdio-vasquez-while-he-restored-his-fathers-mural-6451337.

10 Arellano, “Law Enforcement.”
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aspirations, the desires, and the hopes of his age.”** Emigdio Vasquez was certainly an artist
whose works condensed, transmitted, and reflected the societal and political concerns of his time.
His socio-political convictions, most notably his celebration of the proletariat and his
representations of the Chicana/o working class in El Proletariado de Aztlan, indicated a
profound awareness of the history and contributions of his community in contemporary Southern
California. By creating detailed, individualized portraits of the working class, Vasquez ensured a
representation of the Chicana/o experience that is not limited by the physical and symbolic
boundaries of the painted wall. Instead, that experience is highlighted, and thus heightened, by
the mural. To fully understand these works, the viewer must set aside their own sense of self and
empathize with the painted individuals. There is no opportunity to superimpose personal
subjectivity; the individual and their experience are already present, and the viewer must work to
understand it. This is what makes Emigdio Vasquez’s murals so profound—they foster deep
communication between viewer and subject, rather than a passive imposition of personal

experience onto a blank figure. In other words, his murals don’t work unless you do.
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Figure 2: Emigdio Vasquez, detail of El Proletariado de Aztlan, 1979. Cypress Street, Orange, California.



Figure 4: Paul Julian, Orange Pickers, 1936. Fullerton Post Office, Fullerton, California.
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Figure 5: Emigdio Vasquez, Nuestra Experiencia en el Siglo Veinte, 1980. Salvation Army, Anaheim,
California.



