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Preface

In the years after the death of Siqueiros in 1974, in spite of his unques-
tioned artistic achievements, little notice had been taken of him by writers
in the field of art. With the exception of Mario de Micheli, the articles of
Raquel Tibol and a number of brief monographs by Mexican and Ameri-
can writers, Siqueiros’s importance and place in 20th century art has
been largely ignored.

Siqueiros was a painter of socialist conviction who, in his leadership
of the Mexican Mural Movement, confronted the schools of abstract art
rooted in capitalism. A force so strong and influential as that led by
Siqueiros was dangerous and had to be halted, at least if the predominant
culture had any say in the matter. Yet, in spite of a literary art criticism
blackout, especially in the United States, the genius and technical ability
that his works revealed could not be denied: taking the top honors at the
Venice Biennial in 1950,* and the creation of his final spectacular mural,
The March of Humanity. Of course, there was his politics; he was a
dedicated Marxist-Leninist throughout his life. How could he dare to mix
politics with “art”? How could he, Mexico's greatest portrait painter,
organize the miners’ union, march on May Day, then lecture on aesthetic
theory for a modern world? Siqueiros was a smoldering creator, one who
placed himself in the vortex of the events of the struggling masses that
brought such turmoil to the world. The truth that guided him, that made
him cry out for his beloved Mexico, had, in its Promethean anguish, sent
him headlong into jail at the age of 64, when the State power sentenced
him to 8 years. The worldwide protest that followed dislodged him from
prison, but only after he had spent four agonizing years in a tiny cell.
Yet at his advanced age, unbroken by the harsh experience, he soared
to new artistic heights with the murals, The Mexican Revolution and
The March of Humanity. Perhaps the politics of this dangerous Mexican
maestro, whose artistic roots lay not only in the works of Masaccio and
the masters of the Renaissance, but deeper yet in the great pre-Columbian
art works of Mexico, was too much for the reigning culture that some
years after his death had, they thought, finally buried all traces of the
socialist philosophy of art—an unhappy experience that the dead maestro
was spared. But in spite of all attempts to repress the memory of his

*The Venice Biennials have been the most important art shows in Italy, and one of the
most prestigious in the world.
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work, its influence could not be smothered. Younger painters across
America, taken to painting murals in the streets, have found their greatest
inspiration in the work of Siqueiros.

I have brought to these pages the life of no ordinary painter—as all
who have known him will attest. An examination of all that he achieved
in art could be only the attainments of a philosopher-painter of genius.
Working closely with him through the years 1948 to 1958, perhaps his
most productive years—12 murals—I was, needless to say, swallowed
up by the magnetic emanations of the field surrounding him.

I wish to express by deepest appreciation to Angélica Arenal Siqueiros,
who put her trust in this work and offered every assistance possible.
Sadly she did not live to see the finished book. My thanks also to Adriana
Siqueiros, Siquerios’s daughter, whose cooperation was unstinting. And
to Ann Warren who edited this work, my deepest gratitude for bravely
tackling and clarifying whatever was necessary. Finally, my thanks to
the Mahler Fund of the Gray Panthers for the grant which has been an
important resource in writing this book.
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In the Midst of the Great Lake
They Created Thee!

Arwork-of-art«is-a shell that covers a kernel—an idea. Each shell repre-
sents the developed style of the practicing artist endeavoring to reveal
his kernel idea with some degree of philosophical content. But there are
some empty shells.

Twe.schools of-art-have stood-opposed to each other: the Parisian
school—easel painters, representing kernel-less shells; and the Mexican
«schoel=—the mural painters, representing <full-shells. This suggests the
existence of two kinds of art and two kinds of spectators: “‘One attaches
greater significance to contemplation and the other to feeling.”?

It was not until the early part of the twentieth century that European
artists began to take note of archaeological discoveries in Mexico and
other ancient cultures. The Fauves and Cubists, busy experimenting with
their own abstractionism, found inspiration in African art and that of
the ancient Mexicans. But while the Europeans were-nourishing their
subjectivist art theories on-the-“abstract’~qualities of Mayan-and Aztec
«~arty Mexican-artists were coming to realize-that the art of their-ancestors
eould*inspire their own works in support<of the newsnational spirit that
swept overMexico from 1910to~1920:

This consciousness was formalized in 492¢ when, from Barcelona, Da-
vid Alfaro Siqueiros—age 24=—issued-his-eall to the artists of Mexico to
develop a new national art. “Let us;¥ he wrote,*‘observe the work of our
-ancient-people, the Indian painters and sculptors (Mayas, Aztecs, Incas,
etc.). ‘Our-nearness-to them will-enable us-to®assimilate the constructive
~vigor-of their work, to possess and synthesize their energy-without-falling
into lamentable archaeological recomistruction:

His “Three Appeals to the New Generation of Painters and Sculptors
of Latin America for an Approach in Step with the Times,”* was a spark
that would ignite a new social-aesthetic movement in the midst of the
abstract revolution that was taking over all Western art.

Never, Never, Shall it Perish

The history of Mexico is tragic, of monumental proportions, and one
must understand it=in order better to grasp the significance of the deep
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perturbations that molded the modern Mexican school of art. Bhe suffer-
ing and grandeur-of-Mexico’s-human.struggle reached heights as sublime
as any human struggle in world history, and from-this.strife_came the
potent energy that activated the-modern Mexican. art movement.

“The men-with Columbus saw a few baubles of gold, and that did it.
They promptly went berserk, demanding a Midas treasure.” The natives
were forced as slaves to dig for gold, and “the gentle population was
turned into violent enemies.” The Antilles Islands Indians lived free of
the caste system that affected the Mexicans, and refusing to accept a
dominating class, they were wiped out.

The Common Indians of Mexico, the macehualli, unhappily, could
more easily adjust to the domination of new masters replacing the old.
Their fate was sealed. Christian zealots dismantled their civilization stone
by stone, put the torch to their codices and forced the Mexicans at
swords’ points to accept Christian superstitions. They had their strong
Nahua culture, with its own explanations of the universe, and were easily
led to embrace new ideas of the invisible, with which their lormentors
effected their subjugation.

The wily and beguiling Cortés, with a force of about four hundred
heavily armed men, including some on horses, was able to conquer and
subjugate the alien culture that had put its trust in him, mistaking him
for a god from the East. Cortés did not contradict Moctezuma when the
Aztec king confessed that he believed him to be the god Quetzalcoatl,
who according to prophesy was to return to Mexico that very year.

As Cortés approached Tenochtitlan, Moctezuma began brooding over
the return of the god who would usurp his rule. The priests acted to
halt the prophesied disaster by offering up increased humanﬁstlcrlﬁces to
Huitzilopochtli, the god who led them, fought all other gods and protected
them. For this favor the Aztecs fed Huitzilopochtli the still pulsating
hearts of their sacrificial hun;an victims. As more and more hapless Indi-
ans were marched to the blood-soaked altar, the antagonisms of the sur-
rounding tribes toward Moctezuma increased greatly.

Three factors brought thg Aztec civilization to its dreadful end; in order
of importance they were the Spanish firearms, the conflicts among the
Indians themselves, and the Quetzalcoatl myth.®

As Cortés marched across the country toppling idols and desecrating
temples, his cannon created thunder and his horsemen appeared to the
Indians to be half human and half animal, filling them with terror. *The
Indians believed that the horse and the man were all one since they had
never seen horses.”’

Others-had-resisted. TThe May#ns had driven-the-Spaniards‘away from
the coast of Yucatin a year earlier and did not believe them to be gods.
And the Spaniards-had-already-met-Indian-resistance on the March to
Tenochtitlin—a fierce battle had been fought with-the Tlascalans, who
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slaughtered one of the horses and mortally wounded its rider. A trophy
had been made of the horse’s hide, and it had been sent on display to
different villages.

“Fhe~Aztecs were ready-to-resist, if-only. a- word. would .come from
‘Mogctezuma, When he became Cortés’s prisoner, his people did rise in
insurrection, and it was when he tried to calm them that he died. Just
how Moctezuma was killed is not known with certainty. The 16th century
Indian historian Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl wrote: “They say an In-
dian hit him with a stone, causing him to die; although his vassals say it
was the Spaniards who killed him by thrusting a sword into his bowels.”
His lifeless body was then thrown to the water’s edge.?

eCuauhtémoe? the last great hero of the Aztecs, now came to center
stage. He was Moectezuma’s-nephew; married to his daughter, Tecuichpo
(he 25 and she 16). He'was chosen-to-lead, not after Moctezuma’s death
butfollowing the-four-month.rule of Cuitlihuac, Moctezuma’s-brave and
wise-brother.-Under Cuitldhuac’s brief reign—he-died of smallpox—Cor-
tés-had.been driven.out.of Tenochtitld®, suffering incredible losses. Cuah-
wtémoe; the -new king, was awaliant youth “who made himself so feared
that all his subjects trembled before him.” Yet he was “of a genteel dispo-
sition, as was his body and his features, with a large and pleasant face
and eyes more grave than meek.” But Cuauhtémoc’s ‘hostility-toward
the Christians knew no-bounds, and all those he captured were immedi-
ately sacrificed.

The Spanish marauders, following the scent of gold, had entered the
land with sword and cross. Sustained by their own religious mythology
and displaying superior instruments of war, they were able with-a small
force to throttle the native civilization, weakened by the debilitating su-
perstitions of the religion they thought sustained them. The mystique of
the “White God"” dropped away as their resistance began, but neither
Cuitlahuac nor Cuauhtémoc’s furious last stand could prevent the Indian
civilization from sinking into oblivion. :

The resistance of “the last Aztec emperor” became for the Mexican
people the act that seemed to crystalize all their ancient values and as-
pirations. Cuauhtémoc became the apotheosis of humankind’s struggle
against its own predators. The Christians of the technically advanced
society destroyed the evolved and evolving Mexican civilization with its
characteristics and nature so different from their own. The evil onslaught
that brought the downfall of the Aztecs in 1521 seemed inevitable.

Subsequent historical events visited on the original Mexicans ever
greater misfortunes, and increasingly the name of Cuauhtémoc was
evoked, becoming for both Indian and mestizo the hero-symbol of their
liberation, as in Pablo Neruda’s poem Cuauhtémoc:



4 In the Midst of the Great Lake They Created Thee

Ha llegado la hora sénalada,

y en medio de tu pueblo

eres pan y raiz, lanza y estrella.
El invasor ha detenido el paso
No es Moctezuma extinto

como una copa muerta,

es el relampago y su armadura,
la pluma de Quetzal, la flor del pueblo,
la cimera encendida entre las naves.*

*The appointed hour has arrived,
and in the midst of your people
You are bread and root, spear and star.
The invader you have stopped in his step
You are not Moctezuma extinguished

like an empty cup,

You are the lightning with your armor,
The feather of the Quetzal, the flower of the people,
The flaming crest among the ships.

Already Streaked With Blood, I was Born

However, all did not proceed as the conquerors would have wished.
The power of Indian blood as it began to mix with that of the conquerors
brought forthsa"new resistance among-the people, making them less pli-
able to manipulation by the Spaniards. The Indian and the Spaniard be-
came the-mestizo; tenacious-and-dominant. Having achieved their own
high development and civilization, the Mexicans were different. Their
“Egyptianism . . . seems to have touched all men and all things in Mexico
which accordingly resist the pull of the torrent of universal evolution.”'?

So there stood Cortés with his marauding army, dumbstruck as the
splendors of Tenochtitlin—at that time one of the world’s largest cities—
burst into view. It had a population estimated at 300,000 and presented
a dazzling array of gorgeous colors, its temples and buildings poly-
chromed, with flowers everywhere, including on the house roofs. Time
has long since worn away the brilliant colors that glorified the Indian
temples, but on some ruins residues of the original colors can occasion-
ally be descried. The Aztec capital that so enchanted the Christian sol-
diers of fortune was a marvel of integrated architectural and artistic
city planning.

Dedicated to the creativity of the gods, the cities of the early Mexicans
meshed art, architecture and social existence to serve the great “deific
presence,” the creativity of the union of the earth and its fullness with
the heavens above.!!
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The Maya civilization produced the classic art. But its culture, the
loftiest of ancient America, had long been in decline when the white
invaders arrived on the Yucatan coast. What was left of Mayan society,
however, would sanction no interchange with the Spaniards and they
fought fiercely, resisting all incursions, withdrawing deeper into the inte-
rior. The Spaniards pursued them relentlessly to their last sanctuary,
Tayasala, the city they had built on an island in Lake Petén-Itz4 in Guate- _
mala. Unable to endure more, the Mayas succumbed in a last orgy of
blood. The final mopping-up operation by the Spaniards took place as
late as March 1697.12

The Mayan-art possessed a powerful simplicity—refined, delicate and
graceful, the work of artists of genius whose names can never be known.
Its all=consuming-religious-theme—the oneness of -earth; sky-and-life—
integrally united the goodness of nature and the continuation of life. This
social essence, profoundly rooted in the people’s lives, would-inspire the
art that would arise from a-future-liberating revolution:

The first shipload of Aztec treasures that Cortés sent to Charles V
caused a tremor of excitement in all who beheld them. Benvenuto Cellini,
astounded by the work he saw, sought in vain to discover how a fish of
silver with a delicate inlay of gold had been made. Albrecht*Biirer, born
into a family of goldsmiths, witnessedsthe triumphal entry into Antwerp
of Charles V in 1521, bringing with him the-rare-objects-Cortés-had-sent
from Mexico: Enraptured, Direr recorded the event in his diaryf

Further, I have seen things brought to the King from the new golden land:
a sun, wholly of gold, wide a whole fathom, also a moon, wholly of silver and
just as big; also two chambers full of their implements, and two others full of
their weapons, armor, shooting engines, marvelous shields, strange garments,
bedspreads and all'sorts of wondrousthingsformany-uses much more beautiful
‘to behold-than-miracles. These things are all so costly that they have been
estimated at a hundred thousand florins; and in all my life I have seen nothing
which has gladdened my heart so much as these things. For I have seen
therein wonders of art and have marveled at thesubtle ingenia of people in:fat- .
off lands® And I know not how to express what I:have experienced thereby.!3

“Teocuitlatl was the*Nahua.name-forsgold and meant-literally;*‘excre=
‘ment-of ‘the~gods® The Spaniards, good representatives of European
avarice, frothed at the mouth whenever they smelled its presence. “‘Co-
<dumbus-must-work-with-the-only powerful agent which sets.people. into
‘motion;-it-is-net even the-promise-of-enjoyment;-but.the.mere.greed-for
-gold;-he-must-let the-whole curse hold sway.”*

When the art treasures from Mexico reached Spain they were duly
recorded by the royal historian, with the comment, “I do not marvel at
gold and precious stones. But I am in a manner astonished to see the
workmanship excel the substance.”!* With-the'exception-of a few.pieces,
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~it-was-all'melted-into-ingof, to pay for the upkeep of Charles V, his army,
and the Holy Romédn Empire defending the Catholic faith in Europe.

Like an Artist he Paints the Colours of All the Flowers

Art played a leading role in the social organization of the ancient-Mexi-
meansyand artistic expression was integrally manifested in the daily pursuit
of life’s needs and survival. There were the massive architectural struc-
tures of religious temples, the truncated pyramids called reocalli, and the
sculptures, all polychromed; the murals; pictographic codexes; the work
of goldsmiths and jewel carvers, even the feather-weaving and pottery.
Art served as the vehicle between the reality of earthly existence and
the primitive penchant for endowing the universe with a human nature.
All art served as a link between the human being and the natural force
of the universe. The artist was considered a yolteor! a “deified heart,”
in the language of the Nahuas.

. after speaking a long time with their heart and understanding perfectly
the symbols of their ancient culture, they are transformed in the end into a
tlayolteuhuiani, a sanctifier of things with their deified heart; determined to
introduce the symbol of divinity into, things: into stone, into murals, in clay,
in works of )ade and gold. A person capable of making a thing lie, so that
without losing its own substance it takes innumerable shapes, of gods, animals,
and men.'s

In this way the artists brought the message of their religion, the Nahu-
atl concept of the universe, to the Indian masses, who might have been
incapable of understanding its powerful and complex themes without
such assistance.

From the exquisite feather mosaics, made from the plumage of tropical
birds with glue extracted from orchids, to the monumental polychromed
architecture, ;art manifestly was-for-expressing-the-ideas-of-the-ruling

celite: In ancient Mexico these.were-the superstitions-that.explained.the
power-that the-forces-of-nature-exerted-upon-hitimankind. It was a reli-
gious philosophy which through plastic expression gave form to the envi-
ronment of the cities in an aesthetically integrated-design. "Awesome as
the monumental architecture, sculptures and designs ‘appear to the be~
holder, they all served a fundamental means of educating the Indian
masses about the mysteries of existence. ¥

Highly sophisticated and stylistically developed, it was all very effec-
tive art. The total polychromed city was an environment that produced-
a sense of enchantment. Later, critics who had observed sculptures and
structures in their colorless, ruined state, spoke of “heavy masses that
were unyielding and static,” that “embodies the rigidity of death.”'” When
parts—details—are examined sepdrate from the whole and without their
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original polychrome, the visual experience is incomplete; the aesthetic

impact that the overall integrated design would convey is lacking.
Fhe-fact-is that~without-metals;-without-the wheel or-draft-animals,

and-with-an-economy-based only on growing corn, beans and-squash,-the

‘Mexicans-‘‘raised-a-fantastic-number-of-buildings,~-decorated-them-with

beautiful-frescoes;-produced-pottery-and-figurines in unbelievable quan-
tity and-covered-everything with-sculptures.”'®

The Toltecs, the Mayas, the Zapotecs and the Aztecs produced a so-
phisticated, daring, audacious and breathtaking art that equaled the great-
est the world had achieved.

Of the great artisans that design with the use of the pen, and the sublime
painters and sculptors whose work we have seen and cofitemplated, theft are
three Indians in the city of Mexico so excellent in their work as sculptors and
painters . . . that it is said that if they were in the time of the ancient and
famous Apelles, or Michelangelo, they would be numbered among them."

The surprise is that Mexican'culturé had flourished in a relatively small
corner of the world witheut-benefit-of the thousands of years of-evolution=

ary-development-that-nourished-Europedan-civilization. The art of the

ancient Mexicans had become a-haunting-inspiration-as-its-mysterious
poweremanated-through the centuries and captivated the modern world.
Of these artists—the tlayoltehuiani—the Nahua poet sang:

»The-good.painter:™
the artist of black and red ink wisdom,
the creator of things with the black water . . .

This good painter, understanding,
with god in his heart,
sholds-a~dialogue with-his-own-heart:

He knows the colours, he applies them, he shades them.
He draws feet and faces, traces the shadows, brings
his work to perfection.
Like an artist
he paints the colours of all the flowers.™
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Fhree-hundred-years~ofparasitic colonization-sapped-the-strength “and
will®fthe-Mexican people, following the Spanish conquest in 1521 and
the destruction of their indigenous culture. We can touch only briefly on
the struggles that molded and tempered the Mexican people, a history
that would eventually make them responsive to social art and supportive
of the movement that upheld it.

Newly-independent-in-1821, besétrwith‘overﬁvhelming internal prob-
lems while seeking to establisl% and strengthen its own sovereignty, Mex-
ico soon had to face the expansionist drive of its neighbor to the north.
‘The-United.States.sought.to-take. advantage-of the-turmeil in Mexico,
refusing to guarantee its borders and sending in settlers, many of whom
owned slaves—although slavery was illegal in Mexico.

Wrote W. Z. Foster: “[A]lnother monster land grab, one of the most
shameful incidents in United States history, was shaping up in the South-
west. This was the series of events leading to the Mexican War of 1846
and to the stripping of our southern neighbor of one-half of her total
territory.”!

At the beginning of Mexican independence, Secretary of. State Clay,
claiming that the United States was “intimately interested in the cause
of your independence,” had sent Joel R. Poinsett, a congressman from
South Carolina, to Mexico to see if that country would accept a modifica-
tion of the boundary with the United States as set by the treaty with
Spain in 1819. The true nature of Poinsett’s mission was revealed in his
coded messages to Secretary Clay: “It seems to me that it is very im-
portant to gain time if we want to extend our territory beyond the fron-
tiers accepted by the Treaty of 1819. ... The State of Texas is being
rapidly populated by colonists, usurpers from the United States, a popu-
lation they will find hard to govern.” A few days later his coded message
to Washington read, “I think it’s of the greatest importance that we
should extend our territory to the Del Norte River, as far as the Colorado
or at least to the Brazos. We need to have at the frontier a strong race
of white colonists.”

The Spanish had established numerous towns, missions and military
posts in Texas from as early as 1690, but by 1830 its population of 20,000
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were mainly North Americans, possessing 1,000 slaves. Under Mexican
law, foreigners were forbidden to own land in the area of Mexico that
bordered the United States, but that did not stop the invasion by North
Americans. In=1836, the white settlers-defeated the Mexican Army led
by General-Santa-Anna-and.set-up-Texas as an independent country.
North American textbooks told of the “Texas Revolution” and the
“young Republic,” and Texas was quickly recognized by the United
States, France, Great Britain, Holland and Belgium. The land-grab-was
-completed-in-1845-with.the. annexation-of Texas-by President Polk, who
was elected on a platform of bringing Texas into the Union.

Mexico declared war, but internal weaknesses prevented its being any
match for the United States. Military chiefs had control of the treasury,
and the Church was concerned with preserving its own wealth and opu-
lence. Meanwhile the Indian population—their own culture lost—lived
in ignorance, superstition and poverty, bearing the burdens of extreme
exploitation and misery. The country lacked national unity and its resist-
ance was weak.

- Texas was wrenched from Mexico even while that nation declared
repeatedly that the legitimate rights over the usurped territory would be
maintained. When Mexico did attempt to defend its territory, it was in-
formed by the WsS+=President that any-attempt-to-invade-Texas-would"be:
considered an offensive*act against the United States. This-despite~the-
1828~treaty-between-the. United=States-and=-Mexicop-which-recognized
the“borderralready stated™im® the-1819-treaty~between the United States™
~and-Spain. :

In exchanges on the subject of Texas, in 1844 the Mexican Secretary
of Foreign Relations, Rejon, declared: “The citizens of the United States
that have proclaimed the independence of Texas went there not to live
submissive to the Republic of Mexico but rather to add it to their country.
and in this way strengthen the peculiar institutions of the southern states,_
opening a new theater of the execrable system of the enslavement of-
the blacks.™ .

The influence of the slave-owning Seutherners on their government
was enormous, and for them the incorporation of Texas into the Union
as a new slave state was urgent, indispensable for increasing their power
in the U.S. Congress.*

Through deceit, trickery and superior military power, the United States
forced Mexico to declare war. General*Winfield*Seott marched the same
route that Cortés had taken 300 years earlier, captured-Mexico-€ity, and
forced.the-Mexicans-to-sign-a-humiliating peace in 1847. “The interven-
tion ended in a profound-sense-ofloss-of-dignity-and-self-respect, laced
with fears-for-the-future of the country-and-a-lasting-phobia toward-all-
“interventions.”’ : \

Mexico, invaded and defeated by the United States, was forced to sue
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for peace in order not to lose all her territory and thus disappear as an
independent nation. The slaveholders and President Polk were eager for
total annexation, but were somehow satisfied with gobbling up only all of
northern Mexico from eastern Texas through what is'now New Mexico,
Arizona, Colorado and California. Joining the U.S. slaveholders®and
President Polk, who declared, “We ought to secure and make fruitful the
conquests we have already realized, and in this view, we ought to keep
our naval and military forces in all the port cities and provinces that are
in our”power or will be in our power in time,”® were the traitors in
Mexico, who wished to have Mexico annexed to the United States, thus
preserving their own privileges and interests.

General Sherman, who had been with the American invading army
wrote in 1895: “. . . I remember the agitation that was caused by the war
with Mexico. The general feeling . . . was that the war with Mexico was
intentional, unjust, and started in order to extend the institution of slav-
ery. There is no doubt that this was the object of the war.”’

«Juarez* became provisional President=in“1858, the-first«Indian-to.lead
the Mexican people since-the-fall-of*Cuauhtémoc~in~1521. The reform
lasted until 1877 and saw the considerable power of the Church brought
‘against the constitution and the reform law§®The Catholic Church had
owned most of the land in Mexico and its iicome was greater than that
of the state. The'new-constitution and the reform laws separated-church
“and- statew» Stripped of power, its=lands-corfiscated; the"Church and_i_t’s
reactionary-allies attacked. It took three years of beastly war before-Ju= -
drez returned-victorious in 1860 to-Mexico City..By 1862 England, France
and Spain began crawling onto Mexican soil under the guise of protecting
their interests. Settlements were reached with England and Spain, .but
Francé®stayed on, and in-1862-removed-the Judrez. government.<In-1864
Ahe Church, having regained its strength with the help of the French,
invited Maximilian to-become-Emperor-of Mexico.

This again 1éd to war. Bitter suffering continued and once again, in
struggle, thespeople‘triumphed.»In-1867-Judrez recaptured:Mexico City.
“The civil war for the consolidation of the democratic Republic was trans-
formed into a patriotic war against the armies of Napoleon III, who,
guided by the Mexican reactionaries, attempted to make Mexico the
throne of Maximilian of Hapsburg,” wrote Vicente Lombardo Toledano.
The war for independence took eleven®years, followed by 35 years of
struggle®to establish a republican regime, a civil war to put down the
Church and form a just civil government, and war against the French.:
“But“the*Mexican«people-arevindomitable. There surged in them an ex-
traordinary force overcoming theif hunger and their anguish, and they
found a leader to direct it. At'thé"head, carrying the flag of the country
in danger was a pure-Indian-of genius;Benito-Jusrez:28
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Such events. of Mexico’s-past-filled~the-psyches of -the twentieth-
century -Mexican painters, sculptors and engravers—psyches that burst
with-revolutionary thought, too.advanced-to-be-fulfiled; but-spilling-over
from their-art and elevating it. =

Mexico is a beautiful country with extremely varied terrain, but with
considerable geographical disadvantages. “The land itself is certainly one
of the hardest t@dominate; Only 10-percent can be tilled, and the rest is
neither fertile nor level nor well watered. On this 10 percent live and
labor more than 50 percent of the Mexicans.” Paradoxically, the-cultures
of-pre-white Central-America owed-their-existence-to the discovery of
-maize—"a luscious grass with edible seeds growing on a single ear’—
—~but-they-also.owed-their demise to its cultivation.

It was the holy grain, the teocentli of the Aztecs. Its planting and harvest
became the occasion for the most solemn sacrifices of the year, for it was the
bread of life, and still is . . . The growing of maize can never be wholly a
business of the peasant. It is a way of life.
Maize exacts another more insidious tribute from her slaves. It is the 'most
. soil-exhausting.of .crops, and only in the great haciendas and state operated
farms is the soil’s fertility kept up by massive use of chemicals. In primitive
conditions, which prevail in isolated communities, a plot of land (milpa) is
good for two or three seasons at most, after which it is abandoned for several
years. . . . [S]lashrand-burn.agriculture-and.its-wicked-sister-erosion . . ."have
been marching-side by side"in - Mexico-for thousands-of years.”!

Maize moved further and further up the mountainside, and the land was
denuded beyond recovery. Centuries must pass for the decomposition of
limestone and the accumulation of humus to create a new layer of soil.
Some theorize that soil exhaustion may account for the mysterious col-
lapse of the Maya civilization. Their dependency on corn may explain
the massive migrations back and forth, which added greatly to the hard-
ships of their struggle to survive wars, occupations and exploitation.

The war of liberation continued. Maximilian, though kindly disposed
to the Mexicans, was a puppet who had been thrust upon them. They
would never submit to becoming a French colony. In-February 1867,
after three years of furious fighting, the unwanted emperor was driven
from Mexico City and took his last stand in Querétaro.

After bitter resistance he surrendered and a tribunal decided his fate:
on June 10, 1867, he and two of his generals were brought-before the
firing'squad. To the priest accompanying him, MaXimilian said’, “It is on
such a beautiful day that I want to die.” To General Miramdn, standing
at this right, “This is the place of the valiant.” To-the-Mexicans; “‘l.wish
to'God that my blood will-bring happiness-to-my new Motherland.!!

Mexico at the end of the nineteenth century was an impoverished coun-
try of fifteen million people. -Porfirio~Biaz, an Indian who had been a



12 Arrows Are Raining and Dust Spreads

general under Juéarez, had seized.power-in-1876. His rule was long, lasting
until he was forced-to-flee-in"19%. As usual, this dictator had ruled for
the benefit of the wealthy. Under-hisleadership.one-percent-of the-rural
families-owned-80-percent-of the-land. The Church had unprecedented
power, and foreign imperialists were invited to operate in Mexico as they
saw fit.

The-wealthy prospered-under-Diaz, but for the rest ¢he-poverty-was
‘appalling. Ninety-five percent of the rural families were landless and the
wages of agricultural workers were a daily fifteen to twenty cents. Wages
had not changed for two hundred years, but the cost of living had risen
by two hundred to five hundred percent. Land speculators moved in,
appropriating the ejidos—the communal farms that extended back to the
time of the Aztecs. The protests this engendered brought a government
response of slaughtering the peons. Conspiring with the United States,
Diaz warned his people that an uprising would bring a North American
invasion. “A ridiculous aristocracy of cruel gentlemen,” wrote Toledano,
*constituted a new land-owning class. They hated the Indians. As mesti-
zos they admired Europe and turned their backs on Mexico. Their-grow-
ing=wealth~was~called-national-progress and was the justification for
enforcing tyranny at home.”'? A tyranny enforced by an army that
snatched up the poor village youth to supply its manpower and then used
that power to dragoon the countryside. As a song of the time went:

At the age of fifteen
by a trick they seized me and made me a soldier at
fifteen in Puebla

And it did not please me
this road to follow

I deserted

and I fled my home

They brought me tied

and bleeding

for the blood

they made gush from the veins

Later the court
sentenced me to death
And I yielded

with my sad luck

Shoot, comrades
shoot with courage
two in the head
three in the heart."?

In his 1908 book, which contributed greatly to the Mexican Revolution,



Arrows Are Raining and Dust Spreads 13

John Kenneth Turner wrote that Mexico’s appalling misery stemmed
from

the financial and political organization of the present rule of this country; in
a word, that which is called the “system” of General Porfirio Diaz.

It’s true that these conditions have dragged from past generations through
a great part of Mexican history. I do not in any way wish to be unjust to
General Diaz; but in spite of the Spaniards making slaves and peons of the
Mexican people, never were they experimented with and broken as they have
been in the present. In-the time-of the-Spaniards; the peon at least had his
small-parcel-of l4nd anda humble-hut;but-today he has nothing:'*

The desire of the Mural-Movement=artists to bring about anew the
integration of art and life had its antecedents in the integrated art of their
ancestors, the ancient Mayas and Aztecs. Now, after-four-hundred-years
oftragic-human-drama; the-modern Mexican art- movement-was-ready-to.
stake-shape. :

Its'setting encompassed the whole of Mexico, whose breathtaking natu-
ral beauty was one of extreme contrasts, of verdant fields, snow-capped
peaks, lush jungles surrounding ancient cities, and rugged mountains ris-
ing from harsh deserts. It was a noble landscape of richly varied forms,
all crowded between two seas. Here, in 1911, the violent scenes of the
“first” Mexican revolution began. These upheavals of the country’s tur-
bulent history would underlie the formation of the cultural force that
integrated itself on the side of the people’s struggle and became known
as the Mexican Mural Movement.

And it is likely that the fortuitous birth of three artistic talents of genius
caliber, at a vital time in Mexico’s exceptional history, helped so poor
and underdeveloped a nation give rise to a powerful 20th century art
movement. José Clemente Orozco, Diego Rivera and David Alfaro Si-
queiros were all born during the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz and grew
up under if. v

o
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Siqueiros—in the Beginning

Siqueiros was 22-when-he-arrived-in-Europe in“1919. The trip abroad at
that time was for the express purpose of continuing his art studies, which
had been interrupted when he had joined the Constitutionalist Army in
1914. After his military service he was sent to Europe by the government
with his captain’s commission still in force to perform minor duties as a
military attaché in various Mexican embassies in Europe.“Living-on-his
captain’s-salary-in-Europe;-he.could-return-to-the-art studiesthat the
Revolution-at-home had-interrupted. ==

Siqueiros’s first two decades had passed with more than their share of
tempering experiences. As a child in the state of Chihuahua, José David
rode horses in the corrals of Camargo. There, on his grandfather’s ranch,
not yet in his teens, he helped round up and brand heifers and mules. By
the age-of fiftéén, strong and robust, he wasattending-art-school-in-Mex-

~~jco"City, and at that early age he-participated in the-famous-strike.of ant
students‘against‘the-academic teaching méthods-of the-San-Carlos Acad- .
emy-of Fine Arts.

A youth full of vitality and exuberance,José David was soon in-sharp
conflict-with-his-father, Cipriano Alfaro, a well-to-do bourgeois who was
a devout Catholic and typically strict. There were sharp clashes between
father and son until finally-at-age=kS the rebellious youth fleds-never to
axeturn. At 17, with fellow students he joined-the-workers battling-against

oGeneral Victoriano Huerta’s-usurpation of the government. And-in-1914,
not yet 18 years, he entered the Constitutionalist Army te-fight-on-the
side of the Revolution.

&As an-infantpit-was-to the care-of-the-paternal grandpasents—an espe-
cially rash and audacious grandfather and an equally gentle and loving
grandmother—that José David was entrusted; with his younger brother
and older sister. Their mothershad died=when~José David reached the
tender age-of-tworeGrandfather-Antonio Alfaro Sierra deft-an-indelible~
-mark-on hims

This Antonio’s father, Anastasio Alfaro, was from Zamora, Michoa-
cén; from his marriage to Luisa Reyes three sons—Antonio, Lugarda and
Desiderio—were born..Antenierand Desiderio had-fought-in-the-Republi-
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can.Army-of Benito Judrez, and iswas-AntonioyJosé David’s grandfather;
who-became. a‘heroic-guerrilla fighter-against the French: *Siete Filos"—
Seven Blades— was-the-nicknamehe earned for his daring, cleverness
and courage. up : :

Siete Filos fought under General Mariano Escobedo, became a colonel,
and took part in the siege of Querétaro that brought Emperor Maximilian
to so unhappy an end. Earlier, fighting with Judrez’s army, Siete Filos
had been captured by the French but managed to escape. It was into this
man’s hands, and his wife Eusebita’s, that the three Alfaro children were®
thrust. Upon the grandparents would fall the responsibility for their up-
bringing and education.

Teresa Siqueiros de Barcenas—José David’'s mother—came from an
old Chihuahua family that was thought to have originated either in Gali-
cia, Spain, or in Portugal. Anita Brenner wrote that Siqueiros’s “fresh
green eyes [were] inherited possibly from a Rumanian Jewish grand-
mother,”! but this has no verification. Siqueiros joked about having a
Jewish grandmother, but he was referring to a kindly old Jewish neighbor
who helped oversee and care for the children during their mother’s ill-
ness. It*was-from his-mother-that José David-was thought to-have-inher-
ited-his-dominant characteristi¢s—=she.came from a-family=ef musicians,
poets, actors and romantic adventurers.?

Cipriano and Teresa first lived in Mexico City, where they had been
married [1] and then went back to «Ghihuahu®, to the-town-of Santa-Ros-

=alia; today called Camargo. There, on December-29;-1896; José David
uttered his-first-cries: His sister, Luz, was already three; a year later he
would have a brother, Chucho. After Teresa died, Cipriano arranged to
have his parents take the children to their ranch in Irapuato. Siete Filos,
the military man, was a strict disciplinarian, but Eusebita countered his
approach with her gentle manner. *Eusebita,” recalled Siqueiros,™*edu-
cated with.the soft-palm-ef her hand;-and-Don-Antenio-with the closed
military fist=? But this ranch owner, who raised fighting bulls, was a
colorful character and he brought constant excitement and stimulation—
even overstimulation—to the three children. SieteFilos taught his.grand-,
children-to-ride fast-horses, and often his idea of fun was tosshoot-at
them-as-they-hid, in terror, behind-huge-rocks:

«=Eusebita* was Don Antonio’s second wife. Much to the children’s dis-
tress, she«diedawhile they were in her care. Not-longrafter,-Don-Antonio
took-a-third~wife, and then an even more exciting life began for the
children. Jesé David, Luz and-Chucho-were-taken-out-of school by care-
free Siete Filos and their new, frolicking grandmother to.share-the pursuit

—of earthly-pleasures-with-their-grandparents. It could be said that Siete
Filos was a real father to José David. A short while before Siete Filos
died in 1927 at the age of 94, Siqueiros visited him and the two posed
together for a formal photograph [6].
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=In"1907, when Eipriano.discovered. that-his-children.were no longer
~attending school and were leading a disordered life, he removed-them
from their grandparents’ custody and brought them *to-live-with him.in
*Mexico City. José-David*was then almost ## years old. Along with his
sister and brother, he-was-enrolled-inthe Franco-English-Schoel, directed
by Marist priests. Fanatically religious Cipriano hoped to guarantee that
under the Marist Fathers José David would be properly indoctrinated.
But what more profoundly affected the young boy was his first-exposure
sto-art==the-religious-paintingsshanging in the school. “To my father,”
Siqueiros later stated, “I owe my first awareness of the religious painting
of colonial Mexico. The names [of painters] Juan Rodriguez Juarez, José
Luis Antonio Rodriguez de Alconedo, Miguel Cabrera, the Echaves—
both the elder and the younger—etc., all were familiar to me from the
time I was very young.™

1910—Ferment—A Youth Starts to Paint

+The winds-of-revolution"were beginning to blow throughout the entire
country in 1910, starting as a gentle breeze when Francisco I. Madero
began to question the permanence of the system that had for so long held
the country in its deadly grip. Madero had challenged the dictatorship of
Porfirio Diaz with the publication in 1909 of his book, The Presidential
Succession in 1910. It was a time when the wealthy were devouring the -
land and playing polo. The impoverishment of the masses was merciless
as peasants were driven from their communal lands. Bands of insurgents
began to appear throughout the country. Horsemen were riding the coun-
tryside harassing federal garrisons, cutting railroad and telegraph lines
and setting canefields afire. dseading-them-at-the-beginningswere-Pascuel
Orozco-in-Chihuahuwa and Francisco Villa-threugh the rest of thenorth,
while Emiliano Zapata organized his Zapatistas in-the'south. “

José David was 13; his sister Luz, 17. Already possessed of a rebellious
spirit, Luz resisted the religious orthodoxy of her father’s home. She was
a romantic Maderista and was beginning to exert a strong influence over
young David. “The concrete fact,” Siqueiros later wrote, “is that it was
she, my sister Luz, who began to create in my thinking the idea of rebel-
lion against the chief magistrate of the nation.” Carriedsaway with his
newly discovered ideals, he timidly muttered to an elegantly attired
coachmansitting atop a luxurious carriage the treasonable slogan, “Death
to Don Porfirio,” whereupon he received a lash from the coachman’s
whip that sent him howling across the Alameda. This-he-considered-his
first-act-of “‘suffering for the cause#3

In 1910 José Clemente Orozco was 27 and was exhibiting his drawings
for the first time. They were in the exhibition of Mexican paintings spon-
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sored by the national Academy of Fine Arts to celebrate the centenary
of Mexican independence.

When he was seven, Orozco's family had moved from Zapotlan el
Grande (now Cuidad Guzman) in Jalisco, where he had been born, to
Mexico City. Only a few steps from the primary school he attended was
the printmaking shop of the.master engraver-and-esteemed.people’s.artist
José Guadalupe Posada. Even before Siqueiros was born, Orozco and
Diego Rivera had fallen under the spell of the great printmaker and sepa-
rately, as children, they hung around the shop at 5 Santa Ines (now Calle
Moneda), peering into the window and watching Posada at work.

*José Guadalupe Posada, a Mexican artist of native originality, was born
in 1852 and his-last'works were printed at the-beginning of the-Revolution:
The deft engravingshe-created illustrated the popular ballads, the cor-
ridos, and in biting satire depicted the corruption in political life. His
prints of the customs, fables, superstitions and jokes that belonged to the
people—on cheap colored-tissue broadsheets—enjoyed immense popu-
larity. He was one of the first to be free from foreign influences and he
defined the true Mexican character, establishing the roots of the modern
Mexican movement.

The sardonic calavera—the death’s head or skull—feund-in much of

.-his-work—was a symbol that touched the Mexican psyche, finding both
morbid and gleeful acceptance. At the end of the 18th century, funeral
panegyrics-had become so pedantic.and ridiculous that they began to-be-
parodied and burlesqued in satirical prints—the-calaveras. The living
delighted-in-composing verses-that were postmortem judgments-on-im=
portant personage, and they sang-these corridos on-November-2nd, the
religious holiday for the dead.

In the calavera; -death-continues-actives-but in its triumph it has-lost
-its-power to-intimidate. The mystery of fear has disappeared from its
image, and it is now the antithesis of that which is dreadful. When justice
remains out of reach, the calavera evokes ineffable joy. Through his
calaveras in “The Triumph of Death,” Posada revealed the disease of the
decadent society.®

“Posada”died in 1913, six years before the beginning of the Mexncan
mural movement. In one of his last calaveras he portrayed-General Victo-
riano-Huerta-as a death’s-head-tarantula with-a-scorpion’s-tail,-devouring
other-calaveras. His place in modern Mexican art can be considered
seminal. He was the precursor of its graphic arts movement, and«the
muralists=sought _the popular-base-and-social~consciousness-that-his
work-inspired.

José David was too young to experience personally the inspiration
Posada had radiated over Orozco and Rivera. It-was.a flamboyant and
clever-house-painter and decorator, busy painting the rooms of the Alfaro
house, who.inspired-the young José.Dayvid. It was then the fashion for
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the bourgeoisie to have skies painted on their ceilings, with cherubs and
garlands of flowers painted in the corners. When this work began to
unfold in the Alfaro household, the “great master” at work on the ceiling
cast a spell that so charmed the youth that from that very moment, at
the age of 11, he knew he would be an artist.

» José David did not let the “great master” out of his sight for a moment
while the work was in progress. He took note of the materials used and
followed the maestro to the hardware store to watch him buy supplies.
So mesmerized was he that he sported a large cravat in an attempt to
imitate the affected attire of the house painter and went so far as to feign
the lisp that properly belonged to his new-found love.

The local druggist gave him a colored print of Raphael’s Madonna of
the Chair, and with it firm advice that he first study the masters and
then work hard to walk on his own feet. The boy promptly set out to
paint a much-enlarged copy in oils. It was freely painted, without the
usual grid squares, and the result surprised and amazed all who saw it.
Soon, at the Colegio Marista Franco-Ingles, he would have his first art
teacher, Eduardo Solares Gutiérrez.”

L]

No Longer a Bourgeois

In that fateful year 1910, one hundred years after the establishment of
Mexican independence, Porfirio Diaz had ordered a super gala celebra-
tion to commemorate that centenary and his 30 years of autocratic rule.
Independence Day was September 16, and a month@ong exhibition of
Mexican painting had been grudgingly admitted into the festivities. José
Clemente Orozco and Diego Rivera were both exhibiting works for the
first time, Orozco with drawings and Rivera with the paintings from his-
first four years of study in Europe.

Originally, art works by Mexicans were to be excluded from the cele-
brations. The"Mexican-bourgeoisie denigrated-everythingof Mexican.ori-.
gin-and, servilely admired whatever-emanated from-Europe. No expense
was spared by the Diaz regime to import an exhibition of Spanish contem-
porary painters such as Zuloaga and Sorolla. But that was before Gerardo
Murillo (Dr. Atl was his chosen Nahuatl name) raised his voice in protest
and spoke out in defense not only of Mexican painting but of the artistic
heritage of the original Mexicans. Dr. Atl, ardent in his nationalism and
a radical, was the first to admire and support the culture of the Indian
race. Born in 1875, he early championed the cause of Mexican national
art. In 1906 he had issued a manifesto calling for the creation of a public
art, maintaining that the rich were not interested in acquiring Mexican
works of art and that only the state could support such production. Of
the manifesto, Siqueiros would later write: :
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. . . [T]his manifesto by Dr. Atl was published just a few weeks after the
great strike of the miners of Cananea. . . . One year later, in 1907, the Rio
Blanco textile strike took place. In my opinion. . . . The two union events
marked the beginning of that transcendant social movement known as the
Mexican Revolution. It was in fact with those events that the Mexican Revolu-
tion started. . . . The simultaneity of the political and aesthetic events can
now be seen. Now, as a consequence of the class struggle, the struggle of
the two unions—a manifesto to the painters was produced. Of course, the
professional painters and the professors of the School of Fine Arts . . . had
no interest in Dr. Atl’s manifesto. But it was the university students, we
students who were not quite adults, who received the message.?

After the successful participation of Mexican artists in the centenary
exhibition, Dr. Atl pressed on with his activism and formed an organiza-
tion called the Centro Artistico, the main purpose of which was to petition
the Diaz government to allot walls on which to paint murals. Surprisingly,
the request was granted and the auditorium of the national Preparatory
School was selected for the first murals. But then on November 20 the
revolution began and any possibility that the first murals would be painted
in 1910" was destroyed. ;

dn-March-of the following year,-the-students-at-the-San Carlos School
of the National Academy of Fine Arts began.a.protest-agaimst-anatomy
professor-Daniel"Vergara Lope, who refused to permit drawing from-live,
models-and-from-dissected cadavers. At the time Siqueiros was a student
at the national Preparatory School, but he was also studying art at the
San Carlos Acaderhy in the evening. There, because of the rigid, superfi-
cial and academic teaching methods, discontent among the more than
three hundred art students ran deep. The attitude of the faculty was one
of contempt for the students and it had prevailed at the Academy since
it had been founded in colonial times.

On July 28, 1911, t}le art students declared a strike; a bitter year-long
struggle ensued. During the strike the young artists were exposed to the
catalyzing effects of the developing Revolution. Porfirio-Diaz had been
swept out of Mexico to exilesin-Franee and Francisco Madero was ac-
claimed the leader of the Revolution. Francisco de la Barra, Diaz’s am-
bassador to Washington, served as interim president for six months and
did his best to undermine Madero's election victory.

The country stumbled into a confusion of rebellions. Diego-Rivera,
for one, experiencing rueful disillusionment, removed-himself from-the
tumultuous—scene;-for.the next ten.yearsswhile~-Mexico-burned, he

“painted in-Paris. With Madero unable to control the nightmare of intrigue
and defiance as opposing factions battled for control, the art students
were sucked into the maelstrom as they pressed on with their strike.
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Repercussions of the growing revolutionary activity in the country and
the strike at school were being felt in young José David’s home. A recent
friendship he had struck up with a young poet was having a special influ-
ence. Jesus S. Soto, a delegate from the students of Guanajuato, had
come to the capital to lend support to the striking art students. The two
became close friends, and Soto, who was later to become governor of
Guanajuato, opened 14 year-old José David’s eyes to the existence of
writing of a political nature: the works of Maxim Gorky and the anarchist
Max Stirner.

This awakening intensified the conflict with his father. Cipriano Alf-
aro’s social milieu involved some of the country’s wealthiest landowners;
it was to him that they entrusted their legal representation. One memo-
rable day Cipriano was entertaining a number of wealthy clients for din-
ner; they had come together to discuss their concerns about the new land
reforms that threatened their huge holdings. José David arrived late for
dinner, “provoking a violent look of reproach” from his father. One of
the wealthy landlords turned to the youth and said, “so“then, Pepe;-you
are.one-of those-who-say,-What's yours is-mine-and-what’s-mine-is.also.
‘mine.’” Others chided him too, knowing his role as a striking art student.’

Unable to contain himself, José=David-jumped-to-his-feet and in a
trembling voice shouted, ‘““The=only-thing I"know-is-that-all-the-hacen-
dados. are-ampack-of-thieves.” From the opposite end of the long table
his.father, now standing, flung.a.glass-at-him-and shouted for him to get
out. A terrible storm of emotion welled up within the youth. Slowly he
rose from his chair and walked from the room, then with an explosive
gesture he-slammed-the-door, locked it from the outside and dashed up
the stairs. In the elaborately furnished rooms, he proceeded to.smash
everything he could lay his-hands-on, and in a brief moment he had ripped
down curtains, broken antiques and pulled down pictures and mirrors
from the walls. He dashed downstairs, out onto the street, and there
in a last defiant gesture he picked up stones and hurled them through
the windows. '

José David took one last look at the astonished faces staring at him
through the broken panes, then turned and ran; never-to-return: Too late
had he been subjected to the Catholic dogma and strict discipline of his
father’s house. With burning youthful ardor, he was determined to stand
alone and meet the world head on. He was taken in at the home of a
classmate, José Maria Ferndadez Urbina, and that first year on his own,
Senora Fernandez Urbina became a mother to him.!!

~ At the San Carlos Academy, José David marched with the older strik-
ing students. On August 29 1911, the newspaper El Imparcial reported
that the director, architect Antonio Rivas Mercado, had been pelted with®
tomatoes and eggs by striking students as he stepped from his car. The
students were determined to appeal all the way to the top, to the interim
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President of the Republic, de la Barra, demanding that director Rivas
Mercado—who had been a member of Porfirio Diaz’s inner circle, one
of his “cientificos”—be removed immediately.

Leading-the Student Strike-Committee were-José-Clemente~-Orozco,
sculptor Ignacio Astnsolo and Luis G. Serrano, who later invented a
method of curvilinear perspective.!” They drew up a list of demands that
paralleled those being made by the workers in the revolutionary struggle.
Besides calling for an end to obsolete and ineffective teaching, they
wanted free meals, free rooms and free materials; and in solidarity with
the Revolution they called for nationalization of the railroads.

To all of this the response of the editor of the newspaper El Pais was
unambiguous: “What are these young anarchists thinking of? What devils
of art have shown them the nationalization of the railroads? Their fathers
should spank them and the police should take action and jail them.”!
The students then called attention to their protest with an exhibition of
their work in the city’s central park, the Alameda. This first contact with
the public through their art imbued their bohemianism with a new sense
of urgency.

Their-struggle against professors and police continued. for.a year. The
school was shut and two hundred students were arrested?® José David

=Alfaro-among-them; they were locked in the city jail known as el Car-
men—the country house. Nevertheless, the strike continued. When stu-
dents were assaulted by mounted police, the entire university movement
joined in, and the general populace supported the art students.
*In=time.the students-won; academism was dropped and a plein-air
(open-air) school for the study of impressionism was established in the
village of Santa Anita on the outskirts of Mexico City [2]. The methods
and theories of the Impressionists were new and of great importance to
the students of that period, and now they had human figure models.
Orozco derided the school at Santa Anita, calling it a “Barbizon” amidst
“pulque, cowboys, enchiladas, huaraches, and knife slashings.”'* It was
no Barbizon; Santa Anita had its share of the impoverishment that per-
vaded all parts of the country. Nor could the students, under the tutelage
of the Mexican impressionist Alfredo Ramos Martinez, recently returned
from France, repeat the idyllic experiences of impressionism’s innova-
tors. Their studies were increasingly interrupted by the excitement and
political unrest in the country.

In February 1913 a counterrevolutionary blow was struck against the
Madero government by his chief of staff, General Victoriano Huerta. The
Church, the wealthy, and foreign interests were allied in opposition to
the government and took advantage of the general discontent and the
warring factions. Madero’s relentless attacks on U.S. imperialistic adven-
tures in Mexico were .responded to by Ambassador Lane Wilson with
greater interference in the country’s internal affairs. Wilson selected Vic-
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toriano Huerta to smash the Madero government."” At the American
embassy in Mexico City, “Wilson presented Huerta to his assembled
diplomatic colleagues as the savior of Mexico.”'® The ambassador had
made direct contact with Huerta through an embassy military attaché.!’?

Thus -backed by the-power of the-United States;*General Huerta-con-
-spired-with counterrevolutionary forces-led by Félix Dfaz (Porfirio’s
nephew) to.usurp-the-power-of-the-presidency. Fighting erupted in the
capital and from February-9th-to-18th; the-Decena Trdgica—the tragic
ten.days—more than-ten-thousand.people were killed:-Madero-and Vice-
President~Pino-Suarez..were forced from power, then treacherously
murdered: ’

Battallon Mama

The art students were not oblivious to events in the capital. At Santa
Anita they were doing their best to concentrate on the study of light and
its effect on the landscape but could not escape the news of what was
happening in Mexico City. They heard that workers were forming Red
Battalions at the Casa del Obrero Mundial—the worker’s center founded
by the Madero administration. Radicalized since the San Carlos strike,
the students began to change the Santa Anita school into a center for
anti-Huerta activity, taking up the fight for democracy that the Madero
government had attempted to establish.

Of his participation two years earlier at San Carlos, José David was
quoted as saying: “I was still a child; all I did was join the bigger boys
to see how it was done and throw stones at things and people, hardly
more.”! Now 16 years old, his art studies were again interrupted; he
became part of a group led by Alardin, a member of the Chamber of
Deputies committed to act against the Huerta coup. José David’s task,
as he later said, “was invariably that of a combat student at the bottom,
that is, the group of students that could shout the loudest and were best
at hitting the mark with stones. But nothing more.

A school janitor acted as a guide for the students who wanted to join
the Zapatistas. With Mexico City and its environs in the hands of Huerta
and his Porfirista generals, escape was dangerous. Three-students-on-their
way-to join.Zapata-had-been-seizédron the southern outskirts of the city,
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galvanizing-a-mass-of-studénts*into-action.to.save.them-from-execution.
Over.a thousand students.broke into-the Ministry of Government, scram-
bled up the stairs, and caught the Minister himself in his office by sur-
prise. And before-any-alarm-could.be. rung, Siqueires, in what he called
“my-first-direct revolutionary-acty’ stayed-the-official’s-hand. “My fellow .
students all responded with loud applause for the young meddler, for all

. . were much older. Later, in the tranquility of the patio of our school,
my quick act of sabotage against the military dictatorship of Victoriano
Huerta elicited most eulogistic comments.” Not in vanity did he describe
the event but proudly, as an act in his youth early in the Revolution.

Under Madero, to the satisfaction of the students, Dr. Atl had been
appointed director of the San Carlos Academy, which had become the
National School of Fine Arts. When the Huerta counterrevolutionary
blow knocked down the government and murdered Madero, Dr. Atl
threw his support behind the governor of Coahuila, Venustiano Carranza,
a rich landowner who had served as a senator for 14 years. Carranza was
the first important figure to come out against Huerta and was now a
Constitutionalist under whom armed resistance to Huerta began. 'ﬁ;,

As rebellion flared up in all parts of,the country, a state of confusion
arose among the workers of the Red Battalions. Should they follow. the
peasant leaders, Zapata and Villa, or Carranza the Constitutionalist? in
a stirring harangue, Dr. Atl brought them to the side of Carranza. Later
the question was asked: ““Had the Syndicalists who organized the Casa
del Obrero Mundial played a reactionary role by allowing themselves to
be used by Carranza against Zapata and Villa?™

While Dr. Atl was busy organizing the evacuation of all willing art
students and workers from Mexico City, Huerta’s-militia-uncovered-the
conspiratorial-activity of -the-students. at Santa. Anita. The school -was
wrecked and students were sent fleeing in all directions; five students
“disappeared forever.”* José David-Alfaro, as he was still called, and two
close friends—sculpture student Juan Olaguibel and aspiring poet Jesus
S. Soto—took.flight and made their way to-Veracriz. It was early 1914
and the city was controlled by Huerta.

In=April; David Alfaro and his two companions witnessed theseccupa-
tion of the port city by U.S. troeps. Huerta’s"Federals-had conveniently
and quietly removed-themselves from-the city, leaving the populace un-
protected. “The cry went from mouth to mouth,” Siqueiros later wrote,
*“*Los-Gringos-estan-desembarcando.’; [The gringos are landing]. . . .
With our boyish voices, almost crying, we begged for arms along with
other youths.”®

The three youths roamed the streets of Veracruz, seeking romantic
adventure, even making an attempt to board a ship for Argentina. But in
the end, caught up in patriotic fervor, they enlisted in the forces of the
Constitutional Army.
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The National School of Fine Arts in Mexico City, where Dr. Atl had
been directing his revolutionary artists and workers, was now in the
hands of the police. But Atl led the‘revolutionaries into an underground
partisan contingent called La Manigua—the bush, or jungle—and they
sset-out‘to-reach Orizabd, on the road to Veracruz. Their purpose was-to,
sét up the newspapewof the Constitutional Army, La Vanguardia. José
Clemente ©rozeo"was with this group and he described the event:

Convoys of trains were organized carrying the “Casa del Obrero Mundial”
en masse to Orizaba. In one freight train the printing presses of El Imparcial
were sent and in another train to Orizaba went Dr. Atl, some painters, and
our friends and families.

On arriving the first-thing we did -was to assault and sack the.churches of
the town. The church of Dolores was emptied and in the nave we installed
two flat presses, various linotypes, and the apparatus for the engraving shop.
The object was to publish a revolutionary newspaper called La Vanguardia
and in the house of the priest of the church we installed the editorial board.
“Fhe-church of El-Carmen was also stormied and the workers of “La-Mundial”
moved in to live there. The saints, the confessionals, and the altars were made
ffito firewood*for the women to cook with, while the'ornaments from-thealtars
and-the priests ' we wore ourselves:™We all'went around decorated with rosaries,
medallions, and scapulars.

In another sacked church more presses and linotypes were installed. These
for a newspaper that the workers edited. They were the workers who were
organized into the first “Red Battalions” that Mexico had and later they fought
brilliantly in battles against the Villistas.

While the presses for La Vanguardia were being assembled, Atl preached
from the pulpit the ideals of the Constitutionalist Revolution and a thousand-

_and-one projects that he had for changing everything: art, science, journalism,
literature, etc.’

Siqueiros had a link to La Manigua in Orizaba when he was later
attached to the headquarters of General Diéguez’s Divisién de Occidente;
his duties, besides fighting the Villistas in Jalisco, included reporting the
news from the front o La Vanguardia.

But now, while La Manigua guerrillas, under Atl’s leadership, were
setting up in Orizaba, José David was inducted into Carranza’s Constitu-
tional Army in Veracruz. He was placed in the Battalén Mamd, named
thus for the youthfulness of its recruits, some hardly fifteen, by the older
soldiers, who in high-pitched voices teased: “Mamd, mamd, where are
you, mama?”® .

Outfitted-in-a-regulation-green uniform that included a simple straw
peasant hat adorned with a red ribbon, the young art student endured the
short but intense training in the Veracruz heat. But from there he“was
sent.out.on.a-journey-of-awakening-so consequential that it would strike
him like a thunderbolt. Keenly perceptive and at an impressionable age,
the-sights-and-life of Mexico-that-passed before-his-eyes as he rocked on
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the troop train carrying him to war filled him with a sense of wonderment.
He would later say:

Our first exhibition in the street had given us an initial contact with the
people. ‘Fhearmy-however, carried us before the pyramids-and:-the-marvelous
temples-of ‘our-extraordinary pre-Hispanic culture. It carried us before our
greatest churches of the best periods of the colony, it put us face to face with
an extraordinary past that was heretofore unknown to us:Qur painting had
been European-style landscapes—fundamentally French in character, but we,
now came in contact with popular art, which.in general-was despised by all
our maestros, by all our professors, and by the men who determined the
destiny of the country. Thus-we"discovered that-Mexico-had-an-amazing

epopular-art—perhaps-the-most rich and varied of the whole=world.-And it
was,-I-repeat; totally unknown to us.®=

Besides the variety and originality of the art and architecture that trav-
eling with the army revealed to him, the people’s struggle for survival
made a deep impression. The tide of war brought him for the first time
into direct contact with the Yaqui and Juchitec Indian battalions and with
the workers of the Red Battalions.

The train leaving Veracruz was full of boys, newly trained soldiers, as
it moved south toward Tehdantepec, its destination. Aboard was the
Batallén Mamd, and one of its members, José David, sat absorbed and
entranced by the lush tropical beauty. As the train neared Tehuantepec,
a deafening boom and a violent jolt brought it to a halt. Che Gémez, a
famous Juchiteco chief, had attacked, hoping to derail the train and defeat
its occupants. However, under the protective fire of the Constitutionalists
aboard, the damage was repaired and the train sped off, pursued by G6-
mez’s howling horsemen.

The striker of San Carlos, that conspirator of Santa Anita against the usurper
Huerta, still tender in military questions—tried to “calm the spirits” when
the battle happened, screaming in the face of Che Gémez’s fire: “Calma,
calma, ‘they are not bullets, they are the lights of tropical fireflies!”1

Badly shot up, the train arrived in Tehuantepec with the wounded and
frightened youth, and many dead.

A Constitutionalist Soldier

In that summer ofel914, as José David Alfaro traveled south on a
troop train to Tehuantepec, the character of the war was undergoing a
qualitative change. In July the-Huerta dictatorship féll;-and-bitter fighting
broke-out among three major factions trying to influence the outcome of
the Revolution. ¥illa andZapatay-with-their-peasant-armies-in-the north

=-and-the-south, respectively, faced separate deadly-confrontations-with
“General Venustiano Carranzas
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Carranza’s background was that of the landowning class, but he had
the support of the anarcho-syndicalists, workers who had been brought
to his side by Dr. Atl and who were not yet ready to unite with the peasant
movement. Along with the workers of the Red Battalions, Carranza had
the support of intellectuals and liberal politicians. Those-who.fought.with
Carranza’s.forces believed-they. were preservingthe-new democratie-gov-
ernment. It was thus that the city-bred developing intellectual, Siqueiros,
accepted fighting-with~Carranza’s Constitutionalist Army -against the
agrarian army of PanchosVilla.

The struggle became one of revolutionary factions fighting each other,
and though victory finally went to the Carranza forces, it was the Revolu-
tion that lost out. Looking back, Siqueiros would write: ' e

First the battle was against the professional army, the Federal Army led
by chiefs and officers educated in the military academies of Europe. Later,
unfortunately, it was between ourselves, between revolutionaries over the
agreement on a program that would correspond to the fervent demands of
the people. It was a bloody struggle, very bitter. It destroyed the country
from one end to the other.!

As a lowly private in the ranks, Siqueires first-saw.action-in the states
of Veracruz, Chiapas, and Oaxaca; then he went north to Acoponeta in
the state of Nayarit. After a year in battle ‘he-was-commissioned-2nd
Isieutenant and attached to the headquarters of General Manuel M. Dié-
guez, who was commander of the Northwest Division fighting Villa in
the north. As a staff officer in the 13th Battalion, commanded by Colonel
Melitén Albanez, Siqueiros, not yet 19, fought against the Villistas in two
battles for possession of Guadalajara and through the entire northern
campaign. He fought for four years in a war of unrelenting brutality, a
war in which prisoners were rarely taken alive. In Diéguez’s pursuit of
Pancho Villa, Siqueiros saw action in the battles of Sayula, Trinidad,
Lagos de Moreno, a final advance on Guadalajara, and the taking of
Leén and Aguascalientes; they afforded Villa no rest through Durango,
€hihuahua, Sinaloa.and Sonora.

Siqueiros was with General Alvaro Obregén at the Hacienda Santa
Ana de Conde near Trinidad in the spring of 1915 when the general’s
right arm was blown off by a Villista grenade; later he himself received
a leg wound at the battle of Lagos de Moreno. Obregén, in his report to
Carranza wired from the Jalisco town Encarnacidén de Diaz on June 19,
1915, described the valor of General Diéguez and the 2nd Infantry Divi-
sion of the Army ofithe Northwest, concluding his report with:

I regret to communicate to you that in this action the left forearm of the brave
and worthy General of the Division, Diéguez, Chief of the 2nd Infantry
Division of the Northwest, was injured, though fortunately his wound was
not grave and he is at present being properly cared for. On receiving more
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details of this action it is my honor to inform you that together with General
Diéguez, three officers of his staff were lightly wounded: Doctor Uribe, Med-
ical major of his General Staff, and the General’s aides, Moran and Alfaro.
Our glorious Constitutionalist Army is to be congratulated for this victory.
Respectfully, General-in-Chief, Alvaro Obregén. '

When the fighting ended, David Alfaro was twenty and had attained
the rank of capitan segundo [3]. The effects on him of his experiences in
the war were crucial and determinative. His youthful revolutionary spirit
had gained a philosophical clarity that put him on the road to developing
the fundamental political and aesthetic ideas upon which his art would
be based. He said:

The-Army-of the Revolution*brought us to the geography, the archaeology,
the traditions—and to the people of our country with their complex and
dramatic social problems. Without this participation;-it'would not-have -been
possible later-to-conceive and activate an-integrated modern-Mexican. pictorial
‘fnovement. When the armed struggle had ended we-discovered from our
youthful discussions of those years 1916—1918 that-the-traditional-bohemian,
the “Porfiriano” intellectual of colonial mentality—who invariably-was-on-hiss
knees before the expressions.of European culture—had now been definitively
Substituted; within ourselves, by-a-citizen artist. A citizen artist interested in
human problems and ready to take a fighting stand in the complexity of
universal culture.!?

Released-from-active-duty and with no family ties to speak of, Siqueiros
stayed-in-Guadalajara. In that city of many a bitter battle, a number of
art students—now veterans of the civil war—converged and reestablished
their ties of comradeship that had been torn apart by the Huerta coup.
Flushed with victory, they had great enthusiasm and hopes for the Revo-
lution to fulfill. A=happy-reunion took-plaee; and-the veterans, still-art

sStudentsy-exchanged experiences and impressions, and anxiously tried to
prophesy what the future held for their artistic careers. It became clear
that the initial impetus of the San Carlos strike still inspired them. Si-
queiros was outspoken and urged the artists to work seriously for the
new order that Mexican society was about to embark upon:-A-series-of-
meetings; which Siqueiros called the Congress-of-Soldier-Astists, then
took place in the Bohemian Center of Guadalajara. Among those taking
part in the discussions were José Guadalupe Zuno, Xavier Guerrero,
Jorge Stahl and Amado de la Cueva.

The views presented at the Congress of Soldier Artists were positive,
full of optimism for the future, a sharp contrast to the cynicism and
pessimism that gripped the artists of Europe at the end of World War 1.

_At the meetings in Guadalajara, the Mexican artists poured out their war
experiences and examined the political nature of their role. Taking their
mission seriously, they-published-El-Qceidental, a small newspaper to
disseminate their ideas.
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A new potential for 20th Century art was being revealed, completely
different in character from the direction that European art was taking.
The Mexican artists, like the Europeans, had been scarred by the devas-
tating experiences of the war, but Siqueiros urged his fellow artists to
stand together and commit themselves to support of the Revolution.
Soldier-artist José Guadalupe Zuno recalled:

Already Alfarito’s culture in history and art for that time was considerable.
In spite of his youth, he earnestly took part in the many conferences and
nobody received more attention when he discussed themes that related to
methods and questions of form."

The new Mexican constitution promulgated on February 5, 1917, was
the most advanced and democratic of any nation at the time, and it in-
spired those attending the Congress of Soldier Artists, clarifying for them
the true nature of théir mission. About this beginning Siqueiros later
wrote:

For the first time in Mexico, and perhaps for the first time anywhere in the
world of art, we were able to set clear concepts about the true public and social
function-of the art of Egypt; Greete; the Christian-middle-ages; pre-Hispanic
America; the pre-tRenmssance, the Renaissance,.colonial Spanish-America, etc.
That is, an illustrative art as expressed in the Renaissance and corresponding
to all the important periods of the history of art. We were then immediately
able, more or less, to arrive at conclusions about the private, social, and elitist
function of art that belonged to the post-Renaissance or capitalist world, and
only to the most economically developed industrial countries. Thus we were
able to arrive at judgments about decorative art (having-no-commitmentto.di-.
~vulge-ideology or philosophy, but to ornament, adorn, and complement aes-
thetically) as defined by the Renaissance. Impressions were exchanged by “new
men,” men in whom the bohémian parasite of the decorativist or art purist cycle
(the last quarter of the 19th century and what passed of the 20th century), had. .
been replaced by the germ, both individual and collective, of the citizen artist,
and consequently with a philosophical citizen concept. This new artist, witness
of his time (to use the recent appropriate expression of the new-realist colleagues
of Paris) would open a new anti-decorativist, anti-formalist period, and thus a
new-illustrative movement. Though in a poor sc:mcolomal country (like Mexxco}
it would however, serve the entire world of today.!®

The discussions of the soldier artists of Guadalajara had planted the seeds
for Siqueiros to develop these thoughts.

In 1918, Pancho Villa had been driven far to the north and was no
longer in any position to menace the Constitutionalist Army. Siqueiros,
still in the army and supported by his Captain’s salary, returned to Mex=,
ico=Citys There he immediately set out to produce a number of small
aquarelles and drawings, works that represented his first step into the
professional art world. Though naturally lacking confidence, he touched



Battallon Mama 29

his toe to the water, and his*first-public-showing evoked-a positive re-
ssponse. The critic of EI Universal Ilustrado titled his review (November
15, 1918), “The Drawings of Daniel Alfaro Siqueiros.”

Among the known first works to be exhibited was an aquarelle, El
Seror del Veneno, (plate 1) 59 by 46 cm. Two dominant armed peasant
insurgents, who appear to be Zapatistas, stand guard before a crucified
black Christ depicted in the background. Enigmatic and executed with
great strength of drawing, the figure was, commented Siqueiros, “a Christ
changed from a blond Caucasian into a black-green African.”'® Sugar
Skulls depicts a child of the bourgeoisie jumping rope while a poor Indian
child sells candy skulls for the holiday, the Day of the Dead. Another,
titled 1919, is of war-ravaged Europe, with Peace an infant driving a
chariot drawn by butterflies.'’ .

These early works showed his strong feeling for plastic movement,
which had also been expressed in the drawings he did of famous dancers
then performing in Mexico City. Two such drawings won first prizes. For
one of Pavlova, he was personally presented with a 50-peso gold piece
by the great Russian ballerina herself, and for a drawing of Argentinita,
the equally great interpreter of the Spanish dance presented him with
another sum of money. He was further rewarded by having his drawings
reproduced in El Universal Hustrado on January 24, 1919 (plate 2). The
human form -im movement held great attraction for him, and he made
many drawings~of dancers, especially ofwthe famous obese Spanish
dancer, Tortola Valencia, whose graceful and aesthetic movements of
her corpulent body greatly charmed him.'®

In this early period (1918-19), Siqueiros produced two self-portraits—
one pastel and one charcoal [4] —and in oil, portraits of José Luis Figue-
roa and Carlos Orozco Romero (plate 3). All revealed his exceptional
talent as a portraitist. One portrait he did not paint, however, though he
had wished to do so—his commanding officer, General Diéguez. After
the battle of Sayula, when the officers were gathered at the dining table,
Siqueiros offered to paint the general’s portrait—when the war was over,
of course. But the general had responded derisively, for all to hear: “I’'m
not going to lend myself for some stupid snotnose to practice on.” For
Siqueiros, “It was something that wounded me more than anything in
my life.”!?

Finding Masaccio

=Capitan Octavio*Amader and Siqueiros were-close friends—both had
served in the headquarters of General Diéguez—and their friendship led
to Siqueiros’s meeting Graciela-Amador; Octavio’s-sister [9]. Graciela
was a writer, folklorist, puppeteer and revolutionary.“In“1918, Siqueiros
at 21 and Graciela, a few years older, were-married. Siqueiros’s planned
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trip to Europe, ostensibly to continue his ‘art studies, would also be
their honeymoon.

The artists whose education had been interrupted by military service
were now being given the opportunity to resume their studies abroad.
Juan de Dios Bojérquez, Minister of the Interior in the new Carranza
government, handled matters that affected artists who had fought in the
Revolution. He got the commander in chief, General Venustiano Car-
ranza, to sign the order that sent artists—Siqueiros, Ignacio Astinsolo,
Carlos Orozco Romero, Amado de la Cueva and others—abroad to study.
Still in the service, each was assigned as a military attaché to a Mexican
embassy in Europe, with the stipulation that they attend routine military
lectures; otherwise their time could be devoted to art.
«En-route-to-Paris,aSiqueiros-and-*Gachita® (as Graciela was called)
stopped-off-in-New York to'seek out two Mexican colleagues. José Cle-
mente Orozcorand-sculptor Juan-Olaguibel, Siqueiros’s boyhood friend,
had been in the United States for over a year and were finding life in
New York very difficult. Olaguibel was working at a very low wage for
a company that turned out wax caricatures of famous personalities, and
for equally meager pay, Orozco labored in a doll factory. He was perhaps
the first of the Mexican artists to use a spray gun, but for painting the
rosy cheeks of plaster “kewpie dolls.” Both-artists“lived in“miserable
conditions in New York, which so distressed-Siqueiros that-he-spent-his
travel expenses to make-lifesfor his two compatriots-alittle more agree-
able. The telegram he sent to the-War-Department-in-Mexico, explaining
that he had lost his money, brought the reply: “If you lost it, look for it,
and stay there until you find it.”?® In effect, the reply was a military
punishment; it was not-repaid.for-six-months, and not until then could
he continue his honeymoon trip.

The couple’ now shared Orozco’s misery and in desperation took-a
room-in-the-same house, The period was one of extreme duress; they
were penniless, unable to find work, and threatened with eviction. During
the interminable wait for the check from Mexico, a bright moment came
when the two painters were invited to a fiesta in the home of a rich
patron in Brooklyn. With their last coins Siqueiros, his bride and Orozco
boarded the subway for Brooklyn. And as always, the conversation of
the two painters reflected discord.

Siqueiros expressed his great admiration for the remarkable achieve-
ment of a society that had built a train that ran underground with such
precision. Orozco’s reply that Siqueiros was a “real idiot hick™ turned
the conversation immediately into an acrimfonious argument that:at-
tracted the attention of everyone in the subway car. Siqueiros then aimed
his attack on Orozco’s love, the sculptor Rodin. “This subway,” he said,
“is a thousahd times more valuable than all of Rodin’s work.” Infuriated,
Orozco kept repeating, “Provincial idiot, provincial idiot!” To add to their
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misery, it was a bitter cold snowy evening and they never arrived at their
destination. When they reached the street, they discovered that Orozco
had lost the slip of paper with the address.?'

Later than anticipated, €aptain-Siqueiros-and-his-wife-reached Paris in
the latter part of 1919# They were immediately assaulted from all sides by
the new-trends that vanguard artists were developing:-cubism; fauvism,
dadism. Here was a decidedly different art world, not the one the Mexi-
cans had in mind, arriving armed with their new outlook and social theo-
ries about art, The representatives of the new Mexican aesthetic values
were making contact and colliding with the avant-garde theories of their
European counterparts. These newcomers had just finished participating
in a war of revolution, and the artists of Europe had just suffered the
experiences of a war between capitalist nations.

Siqueiros at first found the unquestionable artistic stimulation of Paris
quite engrossing. Diego Rivera had been in Paris through the entire Mexi-
can Revolution and was deeply involved in the cubist movement.Paris
was-where-Siqueiros first met-Rivera, who was eager to hear the news
about the Revolution—there was a great deal for the two loquacious
artists to talk about.

Though the Revolution had been close to his heart, Rivera had been -
in Europe for ten years, deeply enmeshed in the French formalist move-
ment. Siqueiros was ten years younger and at that moment still burning
with the revolutionary fervor flowing from the struggle at home. He re-
called Rivera in Paris:

Rivera was then fundamentally-occupied. with: the problems: that evolved
from-the cubist periodsand with the beginnings of the typically constructive
period of Cézanne. Interest had grown in that movement and I was infected
with it by Diego. I spoke to him constantly about things Mexican, about the
Revolution, about our doubts, about our criticisms of the painting of this
period. I told him that it seemed to me that what was happening in Europe
in the field of art was not part of an important movement. In reality at the
bottom of all that was happening was a profound and fatal decadence. To this
end we had many arguments in the beginning, but later almost all our points
of view coincided.?

Attentive but restive, Siqueiros examined the new ideas, practiced
some cubism and, fluent in French, pursued discussions with his new
friends, the artists Léger and Braque. Fernand Léger tended to agree
with Siqueiros who, as a foreign visitor, was expressing his ideas with
extreme delicacy. Georges Braque, on the other hand, some thirty years
Siqueiros’s senior, was fond of the young Mexican mainly as a drinking
partner. They were an inseparable pair on many revelling escapades.?

The works of Cézanne affected Siqueiros the most. He understood

that this master had'a profound critical concept about reality, or better, about
realism. We are now able to say that his doctrines have been falsified and
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weakened, serving ends totally contrary to those for which they were con-

ceived. He wanted to restore to Western painting the fundamental plastic

values which he considered it to have lost.*

. ]

In the end it was obvious that for Siqueiros thes Paris experience was
far more of a disturbing factor than a stimulating one. Mindful of events
at home, too close yet to a war fought for lofty principles that he believed
in, he could find no common philosophical and political ground with the
French avant-garde. Their own war experiences had left them cynical
and bitter.

Siqueiros-and-Gachita-absorbed the ferment-and unrest of Paris-for-two
years. He comprehended well the world he was in, and in the end the
ideals he had arrived with remained unshaken. An early article he wrote
in Paris in 1921, for the Mexican paper El Universal Hustrado, bore the
title: *“The Chauffeurs of Paris are Right.” He-told-of the-indignation.of
the French taxi drivers who had-to listen-to'the foreign bohemian-artists—
25,000 of whom resided in Paris, each with his or her individual theory
of art—constantly arguing-in.taxis-and-cafés-about-aesthetic trivialities.>

Arjourney to Italy with Diego Rivera helped-Siqueiros-resolve his prob-
lem of evaluating the French formalistic-trends. The two artists found
inspiration in Italy and the key to the unanswered formulations of their
previous discussions about the direction and problems of modern art in
Mexico. Italy’s art was of a different period, but for them the humanity
was the same, its effect overwhelming. Siqueiros and Rivera traveled to
Florence and Rome, not as tourists, but as artists searching for an answer
to the problem they would have to face on their return to Mexico.

They stood before the murals of Giotto, Masaccio and Michelangelo,
their discussions never ceasing. For Siqueiros, the excitement of the Re-
naissance murals nourished and strengthened the anti-formalist concepts
he was evolving. Masaccio cast the greatest spell over him, yet he did
not ignore new developments in the Italian art world. The Italian Futur-
ists had issued their first manifesto in 1910; in Milan, Siqueiros paid a
visit to one of its authors, Carlo Carra. Carra had joined Giorgio de
Chirico’s “metaphysical painting” movement, but what appealed to Si-
queiros most was that Carra’s aim, rather than to break with the past
and the Paris school, was to synthesize the past and the present: “He
sought a bridge between Giotto and Cézanne.”?® Siqueiros was attracted
to the work of the Futurists, especially Carra’s, for its plasticity and
philosophical content. At the time he was unaware that in 1913 Mayakov-
sky and the more political Russian futurists had rejected the Italians, who
were led by the pro-Fascist poet Emilio Marinetti.

His-experiences.with.the Italians-and-the French clarified Siqueiros’s
understanding and put-into-perspective-his-thinking about-the=direction
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that-the post=-World~War-Ipainters-of-France..were«taking. What it
amounted to was

a contact between a youthful restlessness possessing a large historical perspec-
tive of the Mexican Revolution, and a more mature but posthumous restless-
ness of the Europe of that period. It was a contact in the field of culture
" between a neoromanticism and a certain senile nihilism. For me, it was-without
«doubt-a-contact between-illustrative painting—neoillustrative—the root and
trunk of an art of representation corresponding to the modern world, and
decorative painting: formalistic painting of the so-called Modern School of
Paris at its peak, and in a way, its period of greatest intrinsic value.“ft-was-a»
contact-between the determination to strive for a new philosophy of a neohu-
manist nature, with one that was anti-humanist, or superhuman!~Or-of-an
epicurean. inclination-which-is-to-says-ultra-individual-or-ultra-egotisticals¥’

The events surrounding the struggle that took place in Mexico when
President Carranza proved reluctant to relinquish power-after his term-of
office-expiredscaused alarm and great consternation among the Mexican
military-attaché artists in Europe. And with the disturbances at home,
their.paychecks.were-abruptly cut off: ' -

Carranza, failing to implement the provisions of the new consmunon
had attempted to hold on to power through a hand-picked successor he
could control But General Alvaro Obregdm, populdr with the peopie
-as Emillano Zapala, for whose murder he had pdid 50,000 pesos six
months earlier:?

With-no income from Mexico, Siqueires: and Gachita were forced to
seek whatever employment they could find. Siqueiros found a job in an

~iron.works in Argenteuil, near Paris, doing industrial drawings, while
Gachita went to work writing for the newspaper La Vie Ouvriere, edited
by Gaston Monmousseau, a prominent member of the French Commu-
nist Party.

Earlier, in Mexico, Siqueiros had absorbed socialistic vibrations from
Dr. Atl, from the anarchosyndicalists, from the writings of Max Stirner.
Their impact on him had been strong, but not until his contact with
French workers did he learn of the economic theories of Karl Marx and
feel the effects sweeping through Europe from the Russian Revolution.

In a short time a new Mexican administration, headed by Obregén,
resumed monthly allotments to the Mexican artists in Europe. In Septem-
ber 1921, José Vasconcelos, the Minister of Education, sent Siqueiros a
letter requesting he return to Mexico. Vasconcelos was most eager to
launch an extensive cultural program for the “new” Mexico. Siqueiros,
however, asked to be granted more time and money to extend his stay
abroad. Unexpectedly, Vasconcelos acceded to his request, stipulating
that he return within a specified time. '

Siqueiros’s “duties” as military attaché carried him to various Euro-
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pean countries. In'Barcelona, with a handful of katinAmericanfintellectu-
rals; he brought-out a-cultural-magazine,~Vida-Americana. Its one and
only issue (May 1, #921) was directed primarily to readers in Latin
America and included-the-Siqueiros manifesto “Three Appeals to the
New Generation of Painters and Sculptors of America for an Approach
In Step with the Times.” The manifestohelped-form.the ideological basis
for'the Mexican mural-renaissance, which at that moment was ready. to
burst on the world scene.

Vida Americana’s staff included Siqueiros and Gachita; Salvat Papas-
“seit, the Catalan poet; Uruguayan Torres Garcia, and others. They could
not find the funds to continue publishing, but this one issue caused a’stir
among the Mexican artists in Mexico. Siqueiros had written the manifesto
as a result of his discussions with Rivera and of the grand tour the two
had taken together in Italy. “Without the intellectual help of Rivera,” he
wrote, “it would have been impossible for me to formulate ‘The Appeal
to the Painters of America.’”® Later he told an audience:

In this proclamationd-called for-a-new study of the-problem of monumental
sarvand spoke principally of the-need for reuniting ourselves-with the tradmons
ofiour country. In a certain sense I went further, declaring there could be no

universal-art, in the broadest sense of the word, which did not spring from
anational art. That only from a strongly nationalistic art could there come a
powerful universal art. Thus, as a consequence, it was necessary for us to,
take our own country as the point of departure toward great things.*

Back"if"Mexico City-in-1921, pamters and.sculptors-gathered—those
who had fought in the revolution ‘and those who had not—anxious' to
execute works of art for the new society. They were supported-and en-
couraged mainly .by the-new Minister of Public_Education,-José™Was="
concelos; who was in charge of the preservation and development of the
nation’s culture. A visionary philosopher, Vasconcelos encouraged all
art as necessary and vital for uplifting and educating the masses, and he
gave extraordinary support to the aspirations of the new muralists.

As long as the art leaned in a nationalist direction, Vasconcelos allowed
the artists the-fullest-leeway-in-self-expressions little did he imagine or
foresee the politically volatile course they would take. They were, after
all, veterans of the strike at the San Carlos Academy, student artists who
had fought against the despised usurper Huerta, artist-soldiers of the civil
war, participants in the Congress of Soldier-Artists of Guadalajara, and
recipients of the exhortations of Dr. Atl for a national mural art. And
above all they had the challenging theoretical determinant for a modern
Mexican national art flung at them from Barcelona by Siqueiros. That
manifesto, “The Three Appeals,” had called on the artists of the Americas
to create a modern art that would relate to humanity and at the same time
be in tune with the pulsations of a powerful modern industrial world.?!



35

S

Murals for the Revolution

In August of 1922 Siqueiros and Gachita returned to Mexico. The “Move-
ment” artists were at the National Preparatory School, where the govern-
ment had commissioned the first walls to be painted. Diego Rivera, at
the head of a group of painters, had just commenced his first mural and
Roberto Montenegro was bringing his to completion.

Vasconcelos, fulfilling his high hopes, had the former Church of San
Pedro and San Pablo (part of the Preparatory School complex) converted
into a lecture ‘and film hall; it was to be decorated with the “uplifting
beauty of art”—all for serving and educating the people. Montenegro,
thirty-six, painted there, assisted by a youthful and stocky Xavier Guer-
rero—son of Aztecs, soldier in the Revolution, and most knowledgeable
in ancient Mexican painting methods and techniques.

Montenegro painted this first mural in oils and in the art-nouveau style
of the period. It was a purely decorative work, titled The Dance of the
Hours, and inasmuch as the composition was made up of Mexican figures
and motifs, was expressive of the new nationalist spirit. Rivera’s first
mural, in the school’s auditorium, and the works by artists painting in
the patio, were not much different.

The new muralists, though anxious to further the cause of the Revolu-
tion with their art, did not yet fully comprehend the relationship of social
philosophy to art, especially to the resurgence of mural art after 400
years. Social philosophy was the furthest thing from Montenegro’s idea
of mural painting. It was enough that his mural would decorate a public
place. The painters were not yet politically aware enough to realize that
the walls of the National Preparatory School were inaccessible to the
masses who made the Revolution and thus were inappropriate for their
murals. In their initial excitement and eagerness to start painting—on any
walls—the prime importance of reaching the people had been overlooked.
However, awareness would follow. It was all so new; there had never
been an art movement concerned with addressing the people directly
about their own social and economic welfare. The stirrings of the artists
of the French Revolution had been too short-lived, and in the Soviet
Union no artists had felt impelled to take the mural road.

The effect of the Revolution on the Mexican artists did bear some
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resemblance to that of the 1789 Revolution on the artists of France. In the
end, however, the aesthetic and social results achieved by the Mexicans
reached some solutions that had eluded the French. In 1789 David, Gérard,
Sergent and other artists joined the Republican cause, supported the idea
of art as a political weapon, and took part in the Revolution in numbers far
in excess of their representation in society.! Arnold Hauser wrote:

Revolutionary France quite ingenuously enlists the services of art to assist
her in this struggle; the nineteenth century is the first to conceive the idea
“Part pour art” which forbids such practice. . . . Itis only with the Revolution
that art becomes a confession of political faith, and it is now emphasized for
the first time that it has to be . .. “a part of its foundations.” It is now
declared that art-must-not-be-anidle pastimej a mere tickling of the nerves,
a privilege of the rich and the leisured, but that it must-teach-and-improve,
«Spur.on-to-action-and-act-as-example~It must be pure, true, inspired and
inspiring, contribute to the happiness of the general public and become the
possession of the whole nation.?

However, the painters and sculptors of the French Revolution were
never able to establish a functioning art movement that would serve soci-
ety’s cultural needs. Prior to the Revolution, they had worked under the
patronage of royalty and the aristocracy. Boucher and Fragonard were
court painters, working for the glorification and entertainment of that
ruling class. The Revolution changed all that; the bourgeoisie, the new
patron class, though it could not afford to support artists as the aristoc-
racy had, opened the door to a new freedom and a new self-expression.?

Jacques Louis David, the greatest painter of the French Revolution,
was also a representative from Paris to the National Convention. He
voted for the execution of Louis XVI, was a member of the Committee
of Public Safety, and after the Bourbon restoration, was imprisoned and
finally banished as a regicide. Through the neoclassicism popular in that
day, David had sought to express a philosophy that would be useful to
the Revolution. But the bourgeoisie did not long accept the passionate
revolutionary themes, and the salons—the only means for presenting
works—encouraged smaller and smaller paintings, more and more por-
traits.* Murals, which conceivably could make contact with the people,
were not dreamed of in the historical context of that period. Inspiration
was found in the art of ancient Rome, not renaissance Florence. The
direction and goals of the bourgeois revolution were not clearly formu-
lated and did not serve to strengthen and guide the revolutionary fervor
of the artists. Marx said:

[Ulnheroic as bourgeois society is, it nevertheless took heroism, sacrifice,
civil war and battles of the peoples to bring it into being. And in the classically
austere traditions of the Roman republic its gladiators found the ideals and
the art forms, the self-deceptions that they needed in order to conceal from
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themselves the bourgeois limitations of the content of their struggle and to
keep their enthusiasm on the high plane of the great historical tragedy.’

However wiling the artists, they were prevented by the circumstances
of historical events and the techniques they employed from taking more
than a first step toward an art that would be responsible to society. Of
the direction their art had taken, Hauser stated:

Art ceases to be a social activity guided by objective and conventional
criteria, and becomes an activity of self expression creating its own standards;
it becomes in a word, the medium through which the single individual speaks
to single individuals.®

To support their own revolution, Jacques Louis David and the artists
around him painted in the revived classic style of the ancient Greek and
Roman world. David Alfaro Siqueiros, with his Barcelona manifesto, set
the stage for a public art for the Mexican mural movement, even within
the confines of a faltering revolution.

The Russians found inspiration in the French Revolution, and suc-
ceeding where the French had failed, they emerged as the world’s first
socialist country. The Russian artists, including the avant-garde, fought
on the side of the revolution, and among the most active was painter
and poet Vladimir Mayakovsky. Tirelessly Mayakovsky traveled the vast
expanse of Russia from village to village, reciting a powerful new poetry
that accentuated the socialist vision of constructing a modern industrial
society.’

In 1923 Mayakovsky edited the magazine LEF for the group of writers
and artists he had organized into the Society of the Left Front, and in it
he published his manifesto, his call to art for the new socialist society,
pressing forward three main points:

a—To promote the finding of a communist path for all genres of art; b—to
revise the ideology and practice of so-called leftist art by discarding individualis-
tic affectations and developing its valuable communistic features; c—to fight
against decadence, against aesthetic mysticism, against self-sufficing formalism,
and against indifferent naturalism for the affirmation of tendentious realism
based on the utilization of technical devices of all revolutionary schools of art.?

Later, however, Mayakovsky began to defend formalism in his fight
against the entrenched academicians. He was on the losing side. Philistine
bureaucrats who wielded power, incapable of understanding the nature
of so gifted a person, began to interfere with the creative processes of
the dedicated Communist. Mayakovsky, at age 36, ended his own life.

In this early part of the 20th century the Mexican artists came to the
realization that the mural was the logical form that painting should take
in a society where the people had made a revolution. The subject matter
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of the murals of necessity would be figurative and realistic; tendencies
toward abstract painting, which the Mexican artists had studied and ab-
sorbed in Europe, could not serve the Mexican Revolution. Actually, the
Mexicans of that period were involved only in figurative painting, but
they approached the first walls with unsteady steps. Of that experience
in the Preparatoria—the National Preparatory School—Siqueiros wrote:

There our first work was produced. Ignorant of muralism, ignorant of public
art, problems artists of our time did not care to occupy themselves with, we
began in the most stumbling manner that one can imagine. We distributed
the walls of the National Preparatory School as one would divide a loaf of
bread, everyone a slice. In the central court, painting together as though they
were preparing large paintings for an exhibition, were José Clemente Orozco
and a young Spanish painter, Emilio Garcia Cahero. Diego [Rivera] was placed
in the Bolivar Ampbhitheater [the auditorium] and I painted the cube of a
staircase. And in this way others painted sections of walls. But this fixed
method of distributing the work was not the only error we committed as
ardent muralists. We had yet to form a concept of the difference between
easel painting and the construction of murals. But the most extraordinary and
fundamental problem of all concerned our theme. The problem of a new
thematic concept was tremendous, new, and incalculable.?

When Siqueiros arrived at the school he found the atmosphere charged
with expectation and excitement. The new muralists were scurrying
about, impatient to fulfil their destinies. In the auditorium on San Ilde-
fonso Street, across from the main building, Diego Rivera was at work
on the largest of the murals with assistants Luis Escobar, Xavier Guer-
rero, Carlos Mérida, Jean Charlot, and Amado de la Cueva. Charlot and
de la Cueva soon left to work on their own walls in the main building,
where Orozco and Cahero were already painting. Fermfn Revueltas and
Romén Alva de la Canal had walls to paint in the main entrance of the
old Colegio San Ildefonso (part of the same preparatory school); Fer-
nando Leal and Charlot each had a wall in the stairwell of the same
building. Siqueiros was drawn to a distant staircase in the section called
the “Colegio Chico,” where he envisioned forms entering the space of
the vault that covered the staircase.

The Ministry of Education placed the artists on the payroll, designating
to each a teaching position in the public school system. Siqueiros was
thus officially classified as a “teacher of drawing and manual crafts at a
salary of three pesos thirty centavos a day.”10

Of the many problems that confronted the neophyte muralists, the first
and most troubling was acquiring and understanding the actual techniques
of mural painting. Diego Rivera, the most experienced of the group, chose
for the monumental allegorical figures that filled his murals the ancient
Greek encaustic method. This obsolete method called for the application
of heat to pigments mixed with wax when applied to the wall. Fresco



Murals for the Revolution 39

was another ancient method that the muralists, inspired by the Italian
Renaissance, felt they must use. Though none had experience with mu-
rals, their zeal to paint for the Revolution was not to be dampened by
technical deficiencies.

Rivera, who claimed he had researched and studied the encaustic
method, felt confident. Siqueiros, with little knowledge of either encaus-
tic or fresco, used both. He painted the vault of the staircase in encaustic,
but on the walls he stumbled along with the fresco technique. Buon
fresco, true fresco, was the method they chose, except Rivera. However,
before they could attack the walls, the true fresco technique had to be
understood. Libraries were searched, and Mexican plasterers and cement
laborers were queried, for in Mexico colored cement and plaster had long
been in common use. The library produced a copy of Cennino Cennini’s
Il Libro dell’ Arte in Italian, and the plaster and cement workers, the
albaiiiles, revealed their “secret” formula for fresco. They advised the
artists to mix the juice of the cactus plant, a slimy liquid, with the pigment
before applying it to the wet plaster.

Though practical experience quickly brought competence in handling
the “new” ancient techniques, the imperative problem of subject matter
was as yet far from being understood. The themes of the first murals
attest to the aloofness from any direct political commitment that pervaded
all art up until that time. As Siqueiros explained:

What happened was that the Movement did not understand that an art
directed to the people, to all the citizens of the entire country, requires certain
subjects. So thus, Diego Rivera began to paint in the Byzantine style: the
symbol of eternity, the symbol of music, the symbol of dance, etc. José
Clemente Orozco painted a madonna in a Botticellian style, surrounded by
angels. Garcid Cahero painted an exalted defense of the Spanish Franciscans
who helped colonize the Indians. Fermin Revueltas, his liberalism notwith-
standing, painted a Virgin of Guadalupe, but tried to save his revolutionary
ethics by representing the angels with bronze Indian faces instead of as white
conquerors. . . . As for myself, I painted the elements: water, fire, wind, etc.,
surrounding the figure of an angel painted in a more or less Mexican colonial
style. Such was the confusion of our thematic material in a world in which
public art, the art for all had disappeared.!!

Siqueiros’s mural The Elements, (plate 5) though it lacked any urgent
social appeal, did exhibit the plastic concern that would absorb him in his
future search for a modern realism. He alone had selected an architectural
surface that would emphasize the movement of the forms he painted on
it, though undoubtedly at the time his selection was intuitive rather than
premeditated.

A monumental angel of great strength surrounded by an arrangement
of symbols—wind, lightning and seashell—hovers primitively above the



40 Murals for the Revolution

staircase. Diego Rivera’s comments about the mural were carried in the
newspaper El Democrata on March 2, 1924,

In the middle of a ceiling strewn with formal elements, interesting, original,
strongly plastic, and emotive, Alfaro Siqueiros stamped a figure in which he
made certain concessions, without, however, debasing plastic qualities. The
result reminded me of a somewhat Syrio-Lebanese Michelangelo. 2

The response of the people, of the workers, to the initial self-conscious
efforts of the muralists was not anticipated. Revolutionary workers vis-
iting the murals were puzzled by the subject matter. They understood
the cultural value of art for the country, but the murals did not speak to
their urgent needs. The artists were still not quite conscious of the real
possibility that art could serve as political propaganda. This was a new
stage in the history of art, and the forces of the Mexican Revolution were
moving the artists in a direction they did not completely understand.
These first government-sponsored murals, public art during a period of
revolutionary construction, revealed the theoretical and political short-
comings of the artists. When the response of the workers to the murals
was less than enthusiastic—in fact, negative—the moment had arrived
for a new consciousness to burst forth.

Siqueiros, who had had a brief relationship with workers and Commu-
nists in France, turned for advice to the new Mexican Communist Party.
A representative of the Party, Rosendo Gémez Lorenzo, a Spanish writer
from the Canary Islands, was sent to talk to the painters. The first piece
of advice he gave them was that they must form a union; discussions
would then take place about theme problems and how best to aid the
Revolution with their art. But what immediately followed was that Si-
queiros, Rivera, Guerrero and other artists joined the Communist Party
of Mexico (PCM). It was not long before the three painters proved them-
selves responsible members and were elected to the party’s Central
Committee.

By the end of 1923, the painters who were members of the PCM orga-
nized a meeting at the home of Diego Rivera and his wife Guadalupe
Marin. Except for Orozco, all the artists attended. Orozco was rarely
on speaking terms with Rivera, but he did agree to become a member
of the Union of Technical Workers, Painters and Scuiptors, born of this
meeting. 3

Siqueiros was elected general secretary of El Sindicato—the union;
Rivera had a post labeled Secretary of the Interior; Fernando Leal had
that of Exterior, and Xavier Guerrero was their financial secretary. Two
cooperatives, adjuncts to the union, were also formed: the Francisco
Xavier Mina Cooperative (honoring the Spanish revolutionary who had
fought for the independence of Mexico) to help individual artists on very
meager salaries solve economic problems and meet their domestic needs,
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and the Cooperative Workshop Francisco Eduardo Tresguerras to help
all the artists meet their material painting needs. (Tresguerras was an
important Mexican architect, sculptor and painter of the 19th century.)

The second meeting of El Sindicato was held in the Bolivar Amphithe-
ater, facing Diego Rivera’s first mural. The ardent revolutionary artists
gathered there burned with new desires and manifested an ample degree
of “infantile leftism.” They voted to accept a proposal put forth by Diego
Rivera that the union apply for membership in the Communist Interna-
tional. At this point the Communist Party theoretician, Gémez Lorenzo,
leaped to his feet and lectured the artists on the nature of the class strug-
gle, working-class ethics, and what their role was to be as artists working
for the Revolution.

The union had brought the artists to a deeper political awakening, and
murals vastly different in content from the first ones were spreading over
the walls of the Preparatoria. At first they had only wanted to paint
“murals for the people”—public art. But now it was ideas for the people,
murals plus ideas. Siqueiros was depicting his first “workers’ struggle.”
Orozco turned from nude madonnas and prophets to denunciations of the
Church, the bourgeoisie and the rich. Rivera abruptly ceased his spiritual
rendition of the symbolism of eternal values and commenced painting the
exploitation of workers and peasants by the ruling class.

Besides speaking out through their murals, the artists of El Sindicato
used graphic art and the printed word, publishing a contentious revolu-
tionary newspaper, “El Machete.” The first edition appeared in March
of 1924 and its masthead was a woodcut of a clenched fist under the
word Director, and over the words La Del Pueblo. Siqueiros, Rivera and
Guerrero made up the Executive Committee, Rosendo G6émez was the
editor, and Gachita was a reporter. Orozco and the other artists of El
Sindicato contributed drawings, and the staff was augmented by the use
of pseudonyms, Siqueiros at times writing under the name Daniel A.
Sierra.

The paper was dramatically printed in red and black, the woodcuts
illustrating it presenting politically explosive material in an aesthetic bom-
bast. The banner title was a woodcut by Siqueiros of a hand gripping a
machete, the paper’s name inscribed on the blade. A poem by Gachita
that resulted from the collective thinking of the staff appeared with the

ew. ’s title: , .
newspaper’s title El Machete sirve para cortar la caiia,

Para abrir las veredas en los bosques umbrios
Decapitar culebras, tronchar todo cizana,
Y abstir la soberbia de los ricos impios. *
*The machete serves to cut the cane,
To open paths in the dark forests
To decapitate snakes, to clear the weeds,
And to cut down the arrogance of the impious rich,
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Graciela Amador worked at Siqueiros’s side from 1918 to 1929, the
duration of their marriage. They had shared in all the political and revolu-
tionary activity of that period, and they separated without rancor, he
being more married now to art and politics. About her, Siqueiros said:

Gachita, with courage and constancy, had participated in all the great and
at times bloody union struggles that were taking place in our country. At
meetings, as well as when being subjected to persecution, she was always in
the front lines. . . . Not only was she my wife, but she was the most intimate
comrade through the entire period that I was a union leader. She was an
example of a very pure and loyal revolutionary comrade.!”

Gachita wrote songs and stories for El Machete and chronicled the union
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struggles of one of the most explosive periods in the history of the Mexi-
can working class.

Much larger than an ordinary newspaper, El Machete was really a
poster to be pasted up on the walls of working-class neighborhoods and
it became the cause of much friction between the government and the
artists. Siqueiros was steering this aesthetic-political exploitation of the
print media through increasingly turbulent waters. The pages of El Ma-
chete effectively released art into the revolutionary stream. Siqueiros
had understood, more than most, the importance of having a newspaper
published by the union. He was “the real driving force, people’s tribune,
manifesto maker, agitator of the organization.”!6

Siqueiros’s earlier experiences—as correspondent from his battle zone
for Dr. Atl’s La Vanguardia, and as director of the single issue Vida
Americana—had convinced him of the power of the printed message and
of the importance of an artist-controlled press suffused with graphics to
convey revolutionary political concepts. El Machete, he said,

was an illustrated newspaper, for we knew that mural painting was not enough
for public art. Without doubt, murals were an important form of public art,
but another of great importance had been missing. This was multi-
reproducible art—prints and engravings."”
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and Murals: Stormy Days

Though still in his twenties, Siqueiros proved to be an extremely effective
political leader. As secretary-general of El Sindicato he molded the artists
into a force capable of exerting a strong influence on politicians to follow
the road of the Revolution in shaping the new society. President Obregén,
already less than faithful to the Revolution’s aim, was under constant
attack in the pages of El Machete.

In December 1923 another crisis of counterrevolution was brewing.
Provoked by Obregén’s choice of Plutarco Elias Calles to be his succes-
sor, a waiting combination of reactionary forces, led by the former provi-
sional president, Adolfo de la Huerta, moved onstage. Generals Enrique
Estrada and Guadalupe Sdnchez began to return land to the haciendados
and once again fighting erupted. It took ninety days to crush this counter-
revolution and El Sindicato stood with the Obregén regime, seeing this
action as the only possibility of furthering the Revolution.

The union issued its first artists’ manifesto on December 9, 1923. Writ-
ten by Siqueiros and published in El Machete, it condemned the at-
tempted counterrevolution and at the same time upheld the need for the
government to strengthen its support of public art. In the Manifiesto
del Sindicato de Obreros Tecnicos, Pintores y Escultores politics and
aesthetics were intertwined, their objectives proclaimed identical. Con-
demning the military mob of the two counterrevolutionary generals, the
manifesto stated:

To the indigenous race humiliated for centuries; to the soldiers converted
into executioners by the praetorians; to the intellectuals who have not been
debased by the bourgeoisie. On the one side, the social revolution more ideo-
logically organized than ever, and on the other side, the armed bourgeoisie.
Soldiers of the people; armed peasants and workers who defend their human
rights against soldiers of the people, degraded, deceived, and subdued by
military chiefs bought by the bourgeoisie. . . . On our side are those who
clamor for the disappearance of an old and cruel order; in which you, worker
of the field who makes the earth fecund, have your crops taken by the rapa-
ciousness of the landowner and the politician, while you burst with hunger;
in which you, worker of the city who run the factories, weave the cloth, and
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form with your hands all the comforts that give pleasure to the prostitutes
and miscreants, while your own flesh is broken with the cold; in which you,
Indian soldier, voluntarily and heroically left the land where you work and
gave your life to wipe out the misery with which for centuries the people of
your race and class lived so that a later Sdnchez or an Estrada will not use
the great gift of your blood for the benefit of the bourgeois leeches who suck
out the happiness of your children and rob you of your land and work.

The manifesto ends with a call to intellectuals, peasants, workers and
soldiers to unite and “form one front to fight the enemy within”—the
enemy at the time being Adoifo de la Huerta and his co-conspirators,
Generals Estrada and Sanchez.

Siqueiros was 27 when he penned the manifesto. It reveals with devas-
tating clarity that he had already distilled his philosophical and aesthetic
beliefs into a potent ideological concentrate. Pointedly he linked and com-
bined social and aesthetic problems, political and aesthetic problems, and
the importance of ethnic values for the new art movement. He wrote in
the manifesto that the Indian possessed

the admirable and extraordinary ability to create beauty: the art of the people
of Mexico is the greatest and healthiest of the spiritual manifestations of the
world, and their indigenous tradition is the best of all. It is great, because
being popular it is collective and for that reason our fundamental aesthetic
object resides in socializing artistic expression and doing away, absolutely,
with bourgeois individualism. We repudiate easel painting and all the art of
the ultra-intellectual cenacle of the aristocrat; and we exalt the manifestation
of art for public utility. We proclaim that all aesthetic expression, foreign or
contrary to popular sentiment, is bourgeois and contributes to perverting the
taste of our race, as it has completely done so in the cities, and ought to
disappear. We proclaim that this being our moment of social transition, be-
tween the annihilation of an old order and the implementation of a new one,
the creators of beauty must strengthen themselves so that their work presents
a clear aspect of ideological propaganda for the good of the people; making
of art, that is at present an expression of individualistic masturbation, the
attainment of beauty for all, of education, and of combat. Because we very
well know that the implementation of a bourgeois government in Mexico will
bring with it the natural depressing of the popular indigenous aesthetic of our
race, which at the present time exists only in our popular classes, and which
has already begun to purify the intellectual ways of Mexico; we must struggle
to avoid this take-over for we know very well that the triumph of the popular
classes will bring with it a flowering, not only in the social order, but a
unanimous flowering of a cosmogenic and historically transcendent ethnic art
in the life of our race, comparable to our admired and superb autochthonous
civilizations; we must struggle without rest to obtain it.2

After a few more sections giving advice on how to struggle, the manifesto
ends with: “For the proletarians of the world.” The members of the union
whose signatures it bore. were David Alfaro Siqueiros, Diego Rivera,
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Xavier Guerrero, Fermin Revueltas, José Clemente Orozco, Romén
Guadarama, German Cueto and Carlos Mérida.

Another fundamental manifesto produced by Siqueiros at this time
helped lay the ideological foundation upon which the artists of the Revo-
lution would build and substantiate the modern Mexican art movement.
This second manifesto, written in March 1924, was titled “In the Margin
of the Manifesto of the Union of Painters and Sculptors.” Siqueiros
clearly formulated the conclusions derived from experiences with the
very first walls that the Revolution had been given to be painted. These
conclusions had been evoked from the critical responses of the working
class and from the struggle against bourgeois forces that were insidiously
slipping back into power and slowing down the revolutionary process.
Siqueiros, perhaps the most radical theoretician of the Revolution, at-
tacked the reaction and tried to encourage intellectuals sitting on the
sidelines to support the Revolution. His words in El Machete were pasted
on walls throughout the city.

El Sindicato has brought about a miracle by concretizing the aesthetic and
social action of a group of Mexican intellectuals, who as intellectuals, or
Mexicans, should have been rabid anarchic-individualistic; it has brought
together all the painters and sculptors of spirit in Mexico who do not belong
to that parasitical class of artists, who, waiting on the divine Muses, believe
they have the right to enjoy all of life’s pleasures at the cost of the rest,
preferring especially social masturbation; every conscious painter and sculptor
should above all be an artisan at the service of the people and their role within
the function of the collective human need for beauty that they have to meet
is the highest sentiment of civilization. And great beauty is not a personal
work to be swallowed up by individual super-intellectual cenobites or those
lacking-in-taste bourgeois hide dealers; it is food of the people and for the
people, and all plastic expression that does not serve this end, that does not
arise from this same source, would be a monstrous fruit fertilized by hysterical
processes. The painters and the sculptors of El Sindicato understand that the
highest commitment of their craft is to the life of the people of their region
and to their race. They have understood that they must unite in a communist
action of art production and social labor, imitating the primitive Italian artisans
who put the beauty of their productions at the service of the Christian propa-
ganda of that epoch, and they understand that putting all their impulses to
serving social redemption will bring upon themselves the most enraged hatred
of the bureaucracy.?

In the same manifesto Siqueiros further took the Mexican writers to
task as a particularly servile group:

. . . they live licking the feet (and even higher up) of the rich and the powerful,
“picking up the nickel” that the Government throws to them, they are the
servants of all the high public officials. . . . Their productions as social entities
are of negative values that subsist outside of their race and land, ignorant of
the life of the common people and the geography of Mexico. They live like
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the masturbator in the story who in his lonely rock-hard bed possesses the most
beautiful women in the world. The only possible remedy for their liberation is
to transplant themselves from the “flowerpot” where they vegetate to the earth
where they would live; to see and love the people of the village that surrounds
them; stop thinking about Oscar Wilde and throw out the dictionaries and
“menus” that they carry encased in their heads. They should understand that
in social questions the intellectual does not have the right to be neutral, for
this is the equivalent of being neuter, and in times of antiquity the strong
subjected the neuters to torture as a warning. Abandon this eclecticism that
underneath is no more than evident proof of cowardice, proof of the dreadful
fear they have of hunger which ties their arms from all rebellious action; in
a word they should stop thinking that they are privileged beings because of
the aristocracy of their talent and therefore they have the right to be excused
from all base acts; they should know that they are men of flesh and bones like
the rest of us, with the same human rights but also with the same obligations to
the community.*

Siqueiros’s manifestos flowed through the pages of E! Machete, and
his edicts of revolutionary thought, his vivid and graphic statements, fell
like hammer blows alongside the “scandalous” drawings that filled its
pages. Of the three members of the newspaper’s executive committee,
Siqueiros and Guerrero supplied copy and drawings for its pages, while
Rivera contributed only one article and never a drawing. Rivera had
government mural commissions and was less inclined to offend the gov-
ernment; more often than not, he hindered the publication of the paper.
Orozco, on the other hand, was a dependable contributor of his drawings.

El Machete, with its revolutionary manifestos and politically expres-
sive drawings, proved to be a more effective voice for the artists than
their first murals. These murals reached a public that would not accept
them, a public for whom they were not intended—a preparatory school
peopled with bureaucrats and bourgeois students, who soon turned hos-
tile to their “shocking” content. Thus the murals in the Preparatoria
greatly irritated the school population. This collision had not been fore-
seen by the artists and it added to their problems.

While the murals did not reach their intended mass audience, El Ma-
chete reached into all corners of the country, to areas where workers,
peasants and Indian tribes were concentrated, to labor unions and agrar-
ian committees. These masses were spellbound by its hypnotic content,
the likes of which they have never seen, while it also offered them a
disciplined and consistent leadership in their struggle.

The government, now vacillating in implementing the revolutionary
program, was beginning to waver in its support of the artists. When E!
Machete appeared on the walls around the city with its denunciation of
the sellout of the Revolution and the attendant corruption, the students
violently assaulted the murals, and the government warned the artists
they would have to give up their newspaper.
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It was a period of growing tension between the artists and the forces
beginning to oppose them. Siqueiros was both directing the newspaper
and painting his way up the staircase of the Colegio Chico. The area he
had chosen extended through two floors, and included the surfaces of six
walls and two domed ceilings; two hundred square meters in all. He had
reached the second floor level and felt he was on the verge of effecting
a breakthrough.

From 1922 to 1924 Siqueiros had labored, fitfully painting the surfaces,
but urgent outside commitments too often interrupted him. He was grop-
ing in this first mural experience for the formal thematic solution that
would serve the needs of the present society. Thematically, the first stair-
well was wide of the mark. On the ceiling he had painted a classical
angel, on one wall a white-skinned St. Christopher, and on the opposite
an Indian woman symbolizing a safe passage across the sea, the meeting
of the two cultures. The ceiling and the St. Christopher wall were painted
with the encaustic method, while the Indian Woman wall served to test
the fresco. During the eight months that Siqueiros worked on this section
he and the other artists were constantly subjected to an ever increasing
stream of verbal and physical abuse from the unruly and incorrigible
students. Forced to barricade himself within his stairwell, Siqueiros
worked at night as often as possible.

On the walls of the second-floor stairwell Siqueiros drew on the wet
plaster the outline of a theme deliberately devoted to a proletarian sub-
ject. Without romantic idealization, ethnologically expressive and power-
fully delineated figures somberly and faithfully portrayed the Mexican
Indian, conveying in their pathos and stoic mien the crushing effects of
their exploitation. Four Indian pallbearers of a crude blue-painted
wooden coffin, typical of rural Mexico, have the unmistakable ethnic
features that until then were completely lacking in Mexican painting.

The Burial of the Martyred Worker (plate 6), as the mural was called,
had a rough-hewn hammer and sickle painted on the coffin and it was a
bold step forward for the muralists. While Siqueiros was painting this
mural in January 1924, the governor of Yucatan, Felipe Carrillo Puerto,
a Socialist, was assassinated. Deeply affected, Siqueiros wrote the gover-
nor’s name on a slip of paper, placed it in a bottle and imbedded it in the
coffin of the mural.’ :

Orozco, Rivera and the other painters gathered before this work and
agreed that for its sheer daring, both in form and content, it would be
the cornerstone from which the new movement would arise. *“Siqueiros
was the first,” wrote Charlot, “to erect a naked Indian body as removed
from picturesqueness as a Greek naked athlete, a figure of universal
meaning within its racial universe.”®

The union meetings, very often political-artistic discussions—some-
times with a Communist Party theoretician participating—helped the art-
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ists become politically conscious, well aware of the meaning of artistic
commitment to the Revolution. But vestiges of bourgeois bohemianism
still clung to them. They could not resist the habit of picking away at
the subjective nature of creativity. Diego Rivera even proposed that the
members should consider smoking marijuana. He did manage to bring a
“professor” to a union meeting and the attentive members were given a
detailed historical and practical exegesis on the art of understanding and
using the leafy stimulant. For a while the artists actually painted with
marijuana-enriched imaginations. Siqueiros, however, soon put an end
to this after the drug caused him to tumble off his scaffold and break a
number of ribs. This experience brought him to the conclusion that the
drug “disrupted our naturally rich and fertile imaginations.”’

With each new edition of El Machete and the increased politicization of
the murals, the Preparatoria students grew more belligerent and violent.
Incited by reactionary professors, fanatically religious students kept up
their attempts to destroy the “blasphemous™ murals. Working on their
murals became dangerous for the painters, and in self defense they car-
ried revolvers. Siqueiros, painting in an isolated area far from the main
patio, was a principal target. When a band of more than sixty students,
shooting missiles through blowguns, leveled an attack against his mural,
he defended himself by firing his .45 pistol over the heads of the student
mob. The loud reports reached the far-off patio, alerting the thirty-odd
artists to rush to the aid of the lone embattled painter. From another
direction, the sculptor Ignacio Astinsolo, his gun blazing, led a force of
stonemasons against the enemy students.

A student was reported shot in the cheek, but the rioting did not end
until a battalion of Yaqui Indians—soldiers of the Revolution who were
camped in the patio of the nearby National Law School—arrived on the
scene. When notified that the murals of the Revolution were under attack,
the Yaquis had rapidly marched off to the Preparatoria and placed them-
selves under the command of the ex-officers, now artists. They drove off
the students, and order was restored, but the damage inflicted on the
murals was considerable.

This battle provoked a serious crisis, which shook El Sindicato to its
foundation, and for the moment the new art movement, still in its infancy,
was brought to a standstill. An added misfortune that practically sealed
the union’s doom was that the Minister of Education, Vasconcelos, had
resigned in protest over President Obregén’s handpicking of Plutarco
Elias Calles as the candidate to succeed him. With Vasconcelos, patron
saint of the artists, out of the way, the bourgeoisie and the bureaucrats
could now turn their attention toward them.

As the bourgeoisie tightened their grip on the Revolution, their resist-
ance to the artists’ movement steadily grew. The critical and openly hos-
tile Mexico City newspapers fomented resentment and opposition toward
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the organized artists, who were clearly a force to be reckoned with. The
effectiveness of El Machete so irritated powerful reactionary forces that
the artists became the target of counterrevolutionary blows that forced
El Sindicato to suffer the loosening of its bonds of unity.

Diego Rivera, for one, moved closer to the government side, withdrew
his financial support of El Machete, and refused to sign the union’s July
protest to the government, which condemned the student attacks and the
damage inflicted on the murals. But a major blow came from Vas-
concelos’s successor, the new Minister of Education, José Manuel Puig
Casauranc. He presented the members of El Sindicato with an ultimatum:
“If you continue publishing your newspaper, El Machete, with its politi-
cal line of systematic attack on the government, which is the government
of the Revolution, your contracts for mural painting will have to be sus-
pended.”® The government had now laid down the law. It would either
" be the murals, or El Machete.

Internal strife began to consume the union. There was a tumultuous
meeting and a split took place. Rivera, supported by Emilio Garcfa Cah-
ero and Jean Charlot, pressed for mural painting at any cost, “even if we
have to sell our souls to the devil.” Their stand in favor of the murals at
this particular time implied inevitable acceptance of a government that
was pursuing a course of compromising the Revolution. The majority of
the artists stood behind Siqueiros, who said, “If they deny us the fixed
walls of public buildings, we will continue our great mural movement by
making portable murals of the pages of El Machete.” José Clemente
Orozco, doubting that art and politics could mix, posed a third view.
With his usual cynicism, he was for washing his hands of the whole mess
and leaving the country. He would “send politics to the devil” and go
abroad. He was supported indirectly by a number of painters outside El
Sindicato. Manuel Rodriguez Lozano, Rufino Tamayo, Abraham Angel
and Julio Castellanos were all leaving the unstable Mexican art scene to
try their luck elsewhere.®

It was becoming clear that the Revolution was not going to prevail.
Those who had grabbed government power did manage to halt the artists’
union activities and would soon force El Sindicato to break up. However
there was still one last piece of union business to enact. In a stormy
meeting, Siqueiros argued for supporting El Machete and succeeded in
bringing the majority of the artists to his point of view. After Diego
Rivera refused to abide by the majority opinion he was expelled from El
Sindicato by an overwhelming vote.

When Rivera’s new murals in the Ministry of Education building were
vandalized by right-wing religious fanatics, Siqueiros wrote (in the defiant
and continuing E! Machete of September 11, 1924) his “Protest of the
Revolutionary Union of Painters and Sculptors Over the New Desecra-
tion of Painted Murals.” In it he attacked “the armed sneaky cowards
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who without conscience despicably desecrated the social painting of
Diego Rivera, and who a few months earlier had destroyed the works of
Alfaro Siqueiros and José Clemente Orozco.” Siqueiros saw the attacks
on the murals as a significant sign that the Revolution was being phased
out by the resurfacing reactionary elements.

Imperceptibly they mutilated all the pedagogic support that benefited the
producing class, interrupting at their beginning all the good intentions and
nullifying at its birth all the good will. The mutilations in the revolutionary
paintings are palpable, but the mutilation in the almost insignificant body of
semi-revolutionary work of the present Government is imperceptible to the
eyes of the false revolutionaries, or revolutionaries blind to understanding.

We point out the danger of the Knights of Columbus, the Catholic Women,
the fossilized liberals, the mellifluous democrats and the entrenched bureau-
crats who are destroying, until no stone is left upon a stone, the small revolu-
tionary gains that were made with the strength of thousands of victims and
a multitude of sacrifices.

The road has been opened for the reactionaries in the Ministry of Public
Education to do their work. The obstacles, the true revolutionaries, have
gradually been eliminated; the reactionaries are now masters of the situation
and can operate with ease.

We can assume however, that their reign will not be long; the workers, the
farmers and the revolutionary youth of the whole republic know very well
that the very small advances realized by Minister Vasconcelos in the Ministry
of Public Education do not have to disappear. . . .

. . .Strongly protesting against the profaning of a revolutionary work, it is
our inescapable obligation to explain to the people of Mexico the source from
which the vileness arises, stressing that Vasconcelos . . . had not fulfilled his
obligation to protect an aesthetic work that belongs to the proletarian masses
of Mexico and which was paid for with the people’s money. His weakness in
the face of a shameful act against the Mexican people encouraged the sons of
the exploiters, the student “fifis,” to cut off the collective forces helping the
workers in their social revolution. !

The threat of loss of livelihood did not deflect the supporters of El
Machete, and throughout the year the paper, which still received Or-
0zco’s vitriolic cartoons, continued to harass the government. No gov-
ernment activities escaped Siqueiros’s sharp and deep critical stabs; his
was the role of gadfly for the Revolution. In May of 1924, he had attacked
the government’s housing and building program in the pages of the paper,
blaming the ever increasing power of the bourgeoisie for the poor design
and shabby construction of the buildings and houses being erected. The
bourgeoisie had been paying lip service to and misinterpreting what they
called the “new dynamism” of modern life. Siqueiros called it the com-
mercial dynamism of the speculator creating cheap and shabby merchan-
dise, symbolized by the commercial exploitation of the automobile, “the
hollow tin can, the very clear and concrete symbol of modern culture,”!!
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For building houses that lasted one or two years rather than for centu-
ries, he attacked the “ability of the architects” and the “inferiority of
their architecture” as

the physical consequence of the reigning bourgeois order, which is illogical,
inconsistent, insubstantial, hysterical, and extravagant, and a society so consti-
tuted is removed from the precise biological reasoning of nature and cannot
produce, cannot nourish, anything but an illogical arbitrariness in all the
orders of human expression. '?

He blamed the Mexican architects for following European influences
that did not take into consideration geography and the physical nature of
materials and, most importantly, the Mexican building workers.

. . . the humble “maestros” on the job are not recognized, but the common
sense and intuitive logic that they possess impels them to respect the rules,
and if it were not for these men possessing the wisdom of experience, the
buildings constructed by the engineers and architects of Mexico would already
have fallen down. Yet they live despised and exploited by the bourgeoisie.!?

The falseness of the concept of beauty and style that accompanies
architecture of a purely ornamental nature he condemns as “illogical non-
sense” and an extravagance in a period when the health, life and aesthetic
education of the people must be of primary concern in housing. And as
part of the concept of a “mercantilism that corrupts everything,” the
Revolution was supposed to “nip in the bud the superfluous, the impro-
vised, the hollow and all the cheap merchandise invented by the rich in
order to exploit the poor—and implant that which is solid, transcendent,
definitive, pure science, and perfect hand work.”"

Manifestos and slogans such as “The Rifle in the Hands of the Proletar-
iat is the Only Guarantee of Liberty”—printed vertically in large letters
on the front page of El Machete—continued to assail the government.
Under cover of darkness the oversized pages of the paper were pasted
on walls in the working-class districts. Finally, on December 13, 1924,
the government moved to silence El Machete. The mural contracts of
those painters who supported the paper were canceled, which left two
artists painting murals for the government: Rivera, who had been ex-
pelled from El Sindicato, and Roberto Montenegro, who had never been
a member.

In the immediate years that followed, the artists faced hard times,
barely surviving. Siqueiros remained with the paper, penniless. Orozco
received a few crumbs from a newspaper for some drawings and managed
to acquire two small mural commissions—one in Francisco Iturbe’s
House of Tiles (later to become Sanborn’s Restaurant); the other in the
Industrial School of Orizaba. By 1927 Orozco would leave the country
in disgust to try his luck in New York.

There was still a solid front of revolutionary painters, sculptors and
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writers, with whose support Siqueiros still continued the publication of
El Machete, flogging the government with unrelenting disputatiousness.
In a letter he wrote to the Minister of Public Education, Puig Casauranc,
we learn that he had been receiving three pesos a day as teacher’s salary
until June 10, 1925, when he was relieved of his teaching post for having
been “deficient in work and continued failure to be present.”!’

Siqueiros called the charge a “false and ignoble subterfuge.” From his
friend Juan Olaguibel, now head of the Department of Drawing and Man-
ual Training, he had learned that the pro-government Confederacién Re-
gional Obrero Mexicana (CROM) had demanded he be fired because of
his Communist Party affiliation and his constant attacks on the President
of the Republic. Siqueiros wrote:

I protest against this unjustified act, not for me personally, but because it
sets a very serious precedent against all who work for the government for a
living. Since it was impossible to remove me from my post (legally), which I
earned with my skill in drawing, having taught drawing since I was fourteen,
that is for twelve years, you and your employees had to scratch for reasons
to justify my illegal firing. To discover my technical deficiency it was necessary
to know that I was a Communist!

To expel a teacher because he belongs to a revolutionary political party that
upholds ideas contrary (naturally) to the official criteria, is an attack against
freedom of thought; to expel a teacher of recognized experience and ability
because he does not communicate with the ideas of the government, is an
attack against the rights of the professional; but to defend yourself and your
motives with a subterfuge damages your professional reputation and is very
cowardly. 6

The letter ended with a lecture on how the government could best
reform itself, and brought no reply.
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While Siqueiros was still executive director of E! Machete, it became
the official voice of the PCM, the Communist Party of Mexico. “The
revolutionary prestige of our newspaper was such,” wrote Siqueiros,
“that the Communist Party of Mexico asked us if we would agree, without
changing it, to convert it into the official organ of the Party. . . . This in
fact we did . . . exactly on the 16th of September, 1924.”!

With his experiences, it was inescapable that the youthful Siqueiros
would be drawn steadily closer to working-class life. Art was being
pushed aside as the interests of the workers became his increasing con-
cern. The conditions he now lived under were those of extreme depriva-
tion, yet he had little regard for his own material situation. He wore
tattered sweaters, rode a broken-down bicycle, and long since turned his
back on his rather upper-middle-class background. He had “connections”
in high places that stemmed from the civil war, but he rejected the bour-
geois establishment that was ever ready and eager to accord him success
if he would paint only for them. He was willing to forgo such temptations
and even his art, for now he entered completely into the working-class
struggle.

Now it was President Plutarco Elias Calles who clearly was not leading
the people in the direction of the socialist revolution for which the war
had been fought. The general amnesty he declared for all refugees opened
the way for the wealthy, who had fled the country, to return to power.2
On his disapproval of Calles, Siqueiros wrote:

. . . my quarrel with Calles and Callismo centered around his surrendering
when confronted with the essential program of the Mexican Revolution, his
slowness and trickery in applying agrarian reform, his demagogic torpor in
handling the religious problem, his support of the rising new rich class of
bureaucratic origin and of the speculators of the Revolution; his hiding the
true ideological antecedents and thus the programs of the real Mexican Revolu-
tion, and beginning the first steps of the corruption of the workers’ movement
on the one hand, and of the progressive intellectuals on the other.?

Siqueiros was now a leading Communist. He presided over a large
meeting held in the auditorium of the Preparatoria on November 7, 1924,
to celebrate the 7th anniversary of the Russian October Revolution. So-
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viet Ambassador Stanislas Pestkovsky was introduced to the audience
by Siqueiros with the words: “Viva the representative of the workers
and peasants of Russia!” Then, following the ambassador’s speech, he
recited—with expression fitting the occasion—a poem by Robert C. Ram-
irez titled “Bandera Roja” (Red Flag).* This brought the house down!

Siqueiros was moving away from painting; deprived of the challenge,
stimulation and inspiration that the murals had engendered, he felt no
great urgency at that moment to turn to easel painting. Though he contin-
ued to supply some of the drawings for El Machete, disciplined political
activities were bringing him to greater involvement in the labor movement
and union organizing. “I must confess to you,” he once said, “that from
the year 1924 to 1930 I did not once think about painting, devoting myself
completely to the cause of the workers and did not so much as attend
one single exhibition. I had no idea whatsoever as to what was going on
in the artistic field.””® A slight detour from this intention took place at the
end of August 1925 when Siqueiros attended the exhibition of photo-
graphs by Edward Weston and Tina Modotti in Guadalajara. Siqueiros
reviewed the exhibit for the local paper El Informador stating that “The
works of Weston and Modotti were the best proof that photography could
be considered an independent art.”®

Among discontented workers and peasants the period was becoming
one of great political activity, with the Revolution still the rallying call and
all struggle revolving around its objectives. On May Day, 1925, Siqueiros
addressed a great mass rally in Mexico City for the defense of Sacco and
Vanzetti,” and on June 13 he spoke at another mass meeting that dealt
with U.S.—Mexican relations. At the latter meeting he condemned the
subserviency of the Mexican government toward the United States. He
railed against Yankee imperialism running the government, against the
murder of unarmed agrarian reform workers, against the betrayal by the
corrupt labor leaders of the right to strike, against the expulsion of mili-
tants from the unions, and against the Lamont—de la Huerta treaty with
the United States, which “brings the workers and peasants tied hand and
foot to North American imperialism for generations to come.”®

At about this time Julio Antonio Mella,” a founder with other Cuban
communists of the Anti-Imperialist League of America, was expelled
from Cuba. Once in Mexico he became a member of the executive com-
mittee of the Mexican branch of the League. This brought him into imme-
diate contact with Siqueiros with whom he soon became a close
collaborator. Siqueiros was taken with the revolutionary eloquence of the
23 year old Cuban. Angélica had written that “There must have existed a
great similarity between the two, above all when they dealt with their
differences of opinion from the other leaders.” They were “men of action,
they moved in the oxygen of battle along with the masses. Their critical
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judgement depended on the daily battles and on the arduous and complex
problems in the unions and in the countryside.”'?

At the end of June, Siqueiros went to Guadalajara as organizer for the
Anti-Imperialist League of America, one of a long list of organizations
and committees that had been set up to channel and lead the revolution-
ary struggle. In the state of Jalisco, of which Guadalajara was the capital,
the miners were in sharp conflict with the North American mine owners,
and peasants seeking land reform were being murdered by the Cristeros,
religious fanatics armed by the high clergy and the landlords [7].

Calles, as had Obregén before him, at first fought violently against the
power of the Church, but then he reached an understanding with the
landowners and the imperial neighbor to the north. This cooled his offen-
sive against the Catholic Church and, in turn, the Church and the land-
owners slowed their counterrevolutionary violence.

. . . [TThe high clergy stopped arming the Cristeros and Yankee Imperialism
left Calles in peace. This is understandable: agrarian reform was paralyzed,
the land was now not being distributed to the peasants, the great haciendas
were not being touched, the peasant movement was repressed with violence.!!

Though the task for which he had been sent to Jalisco—organizing the
workers and peasants—was an urgent one, Siqueiros’s allotment from
the Communist Party in Mexico City was barely enough to keep him
alive, so he accepted an offer from his friend Amado de la Cueva (plate
4) to assist on a mural he was painting in the University of Jalisco. It was
a brief break away from the arduous and tense day-to-day struggle of the
working masses and a return to an old love; and it helped ease the re-
morse he felt for having had to abandon his unfinished mural, Burial of
the Martyred Worker, to the student vandals of Mexico City.

At de la Cueva’s mural, Siqueiros was welcomed by his old friend,
sculptor José Guadalupe Zuno. The three artists had been members of
the Congress of Soldier Artists that had met in Guadalajara when the
fighting of the Revolution had ended; as Siqueiros knew, Zuno was now
governor of the state. As governor he was responsible for the university,
the state capitol and his own governor’s residence, which he himself was
decorating. In Jalisco, Siqueiros could have walls to paint. Spurred on by
a strong recommendation from the local government that all Guadalajara
houses be freshly repainted, Siqueiros organized the first union of house
painters of Guadalajara, with himself as journeyman member, since he
was assisting de la Cueva to decorate the university.!?

A few days after they had finished decorating a hall of the university,
a terrible tragedy struck; on April 12, 1926, Amado de la Cueva was
killed in a motorcycle accident. Siqueiros, grief-stricken over the loss,
had no desire to continue the work. Soon after, Zuno was ousted from
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office by the Calles government, and Siqueiros resumed his job of orga-
nizing the miners.!? :

Jalisco then had extremely deep silver mines and huge latifundia, fertile
ground for organizing militant miners and peasants. The agrarian reform
program was inactive, and American and British interests were in control
of most of the mines. Brutally exploited, with little or no medical care,
the miners were wracked with diseases of the lungs, while the peasants
experienced feudal conditions of life.

The foreign companies kept hired bands of pistoleros to ward off any
incursions by “revolutionists.” Siqueiros moved in without fear, along
with Roberto Reyes Pérez, who had assisted him on the murals of the
Preparatoria, and a small number of young painters, to organize the min-
ers and smash the “white” company unions.

Their organizing was done at a long list of silver mines: La Mazata,
El Amparo, Piedra Bola, Cinco Minas, and La Nueva Espada Mining
Company. Siqueiros was establishing new “red” unions. His organizing
efforts were so effective that he and his group of young artist-organizers
broadened their field of activity to include the states of Nayarit and Sina-
loa, then went on to enthusiastic receptions through the northwest and
the entire country.!* Siqueiros proceeded to create the Federacién Minera
de Jalisco, followed by the powerful Federacién Nacional Minera—each
headed by the artist as Secretary General. !

Siqueiros next turned his attention to the peasants, and in October
1926 he initiated the convening of the National Peasants Congress of the
League of Agrarian Communities, the main purpose of which was to
bring the miners and peasants together in a united front. As impossible
as this task seemed, remarkable advances were made, and in June of
1927 Siqueiros presided over a meeting of miners and peasants in the
village of Hostotipaquillo, where the Confederacién Sindical Unitaria de
Mexico (CSUM) was founded—Siqueiros at its head. Out of this organi-
zation came the “Red Guards”—miners and peasants whose main pur-
pose was to cooperate with federal troops fighting off the attacks of
fanatical religious and counterrevolutionary elements. An exceptionally
effective Communist Party was operating in Jalisco during this period
and winning for itself a considerable following among the miners and
peasants; in large measure, the great upsurge in strength could be attrib-
uted to Siqueiros’s phenomenal organizing abilities.

El Martillo—The Hammer—was a colorful and dynamic newspaper
that Siqueiros brought into being on October 17, 1926 as a powerful tool
and adjunct to the organizing process. He had developed a special talent
for using the print media to shower the masses with hammer blows to
wake them from their lethargy. In Mexico City the editors of El Machete
welcomed the paper:
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Its material palpitates with actuality; its writing is transparent and clear as
all newspapers of the working class should be; it vibrates with its contents,
converting the newspaper into magnificent material for the attainment of its
objectives: the education of the Jaliscan workers. E! Martillo has been born
at a propitious time; the struggle of the workers extends its front in many
areas: the struggle against the bourgeoisic now has to turn itself against the
dormant and cunning clericalism that is allied with an imperialism that intensi-
fies its already ferocious offensive. Long life to El Martillo! Crush the bourgeoi-
sie, the latifundia and the Jaliscan clergy.'

Siqueiros also created a second newspaper, E! 130, which first ap-
 peared in June 1927. It combatted the repressive and counterrevolution-
ary activity of the Catholic Church. The paper took its name from Article
130 of the Mexican constitution, which mandated the end of Church
power, the confiscation of its property, and—among other things—forbid
it to operate schools. In the pages of El 130, Siqueiros assailed the out-
lawed schools, which the church operated clandestinely in complicity
with municipal leaders who flouted the law.

Siqueiros worked as one with the workers and peasants, becoming a
highly respected and influential labor leader in the state. On August 10,
1927, through the Confederacion Sindical Unitaria, he called for a general
strike to protest the death sentences pronounced against Sacco and Van-
zetti in the United States. Things were now going a bit too far for the
Calles establishment; Siqueiros unchecked possibly could turn Jalisco
into a “Red” state. There was little doubt that he was the deadly enemy
of the mining and farming interests there, who were struggling to regain
and keep control of their properties and profits within the changing scene.

The leading organization of workers in Mexico, the Confederacién Re-
gional Obrera Mexicana (CROM), had been founded in 1918 and in 1927,
with 2,200,000 worker and peasant members, it was being sold out by its
notoriously corrupt leader, Luis N. Morones. At that time, Calles, who
was persecuting the worker and peasant movements by proscribing their
right to strike, had the Communist Party outlawed.

Nor was Siqueiros ignored; increasingly he was subjected to harass-
ment aimed at halting his activities.!” In September, at the station in
Guadalajara, the police forcefully removed him from a train that was to
take him to the village of Etzatldn in a mining area that was being orga-
nized. In December, a faction in the Federacién Minera de Jalisco con-
spired with the police to remove Siqueiros as the head and took over the
union headquarters. False charges brought a union hearing and it was
revealed that Siqueiros’s salary amounted to a meager ninety pesos a
month; that without reimbursement he paid many union business ex-
penses; that the miners he led were efficiently and democratically orga-
nized; that the strikes of the Sindicatos Rojos had considerably improved
their conditions of life and work.
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The Second Convention of the Union of Miners of Jalisco and the
Central Council of Conciliation and Arbitration found all the charges
against Siqueiros groundless and gave him a full vote of confidence.'® In
spite of attacks by government, mining and farming interests, the influ-
ence and prestige of the Mexican Communist Party was then at a high
peak, and “ex-painter” Siqueiros stood as the uncontested leader of the
Miners’ Union of Jalisco.

Five years had passed since the mural renaissance had exploded in
Mexico. Only Diego Rivera—idiosyncratic but not about to rock the
boat—continued painting murals on the vast expanse of patio walls at
the Ministry of Public Education. As for the rest, those painters who had
been with El Sindicato, the Calles government would not tolerate them.
Siqueiros had moved deeper into the labor movement and drifted far
away from art. In March 1928, as general secretary of the Confederacion
Sindical Unitaria [8], he led a delegation of some 40 or 50 miners, railroad
workers, textile workers, common laborers and schoolteachers to the
Fourth International Congress of Red Trade Unions in Moscow.

Diego Rivera happened also to be in Moscow at the time. He had
been invited to attend the 10th anniversary of the Russian Revolution in
November of the previous year and was still in Moscow when Siqueiros
arrived. The two met. Rivera was sketching, lecturing, and negotiating a
contract for a Moscow mural. Siqueiros, jolted back into the world of
art, felt within him the old pang of remorse. The demands of the labor
movement would still not allow his consorting with aesthetics, which he
had sacrificed to more urgent priorities. All his creative force flowed into
one endeavor at a time. “Even when 1 make love I concentrate on it so
much, I know I am a good lover,” he confided to a future wife.!®

The first reunion of the two painters after their long period of separation
was spent in a Russian café drinking tea. “Rivera spoke a little Russian
that he had learned in Paris from Angelina Beloff, his wife, so he ordered
the glasses of tea.”?® Later Rivera arrived at the hotel where Siqueiros
was staying; he was accompanied by the Soviet poet Mayakovsky. They
had an urgent problem they wished to discuss. It concerned the old bu-
reaucratic academicians who were in control of Soviet art and who were
suffocating any possibility of a new revolutionary art developing from the
Russian Revolution. Mayakovsky was especially eager that both Rivera
and Siqueiros accompany him on a visit to Stalin to speak to him directly
and warn him of the negative effects the old academicians would have.

Siqueiros was surprised at the ease with which Mayakovsky arranged
an audience with Stalin. In no more than two hours, they were told,
Stalin would receive them. With his large mustache, Stalin looked to
Siqueiros like a Mexican general. Mayakovsky introduced the two paint-
ers as representatives of the great Mexican mural movement. At the
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same time he served as their interpreter, speaking to them in French. As
Siqueiros remembered it, the conversation had a profound effect on him.

Mayakovsky placed the problem before Stalin: bureaucratic academi-
cians were impeding progress in art, and what the Mexicans had done in
their own country was proof of it. Stalin, however, was not convinced.
Yes, he did think that the political revolution in the Soviet Union should
have a corresponding revolution in the field of art. But then he pointed
out that artistic revolutions are not produced parallel with political revo-
lutions. He observed how each stage in the history of art continued
“drinking from the fountain of the civilization that had been destroyed.”?!
He then asked them:

“Where are the real roots of this new art that you want for the new Soviet
world? In the present formalism or vanguardism of Western Europe? Is it
from there that we should start to realize our own? It seems to me that the
academism Mayakovsky so eloquently fights, like the formalism he so elo-
quently defends, corresponds, though in different ways, to the moribund
capitalist world.”2

Stalin made clear to them that the state would support all those artists
who create what will be useful to the progress of the Revolution. Stalin’s
thoughts in 1928 about art made a formidable impact on Siqueiros. Basi-
cally they agreed with his own reasoning from the time of his Barcelona
manifesto in 1921. “I must confess,” he later wrote, “that it made me
think, and later I was able to consider it part of my fundamental
doctrine.”?

The Fourth Congress of International Red Trade Unions held its ses-
sions; Rivera attended as an observer, Siqueiros as a delegate. Siqueiros
believed that a speech to the congress in support of Trotsky by the Cata-
lan Communist leader, Andrés Nin, had a decisive effect on Rivera. This
became clear when the two painters traveled together on their return
to Mexico.

From Moscow to Hamburg, where they were to board the SS Rio
Panuco bound for Veracruz, their journey was diverting enough, as en-
route they toured Prague and Berlin. But when the two were ensconced in
the ship’s cabin they were sharing on the long voyage home, the political
fireworks started over their differences concerning Trotsky. The first half
of the trip was sheer torture for both of them; they stopped speaking to
each other and ate at separate tables, but had to sleep in the same room.
The polemics they carried on through most of their lives can be said to
have started in that stateroom. The traditional shipboard mid-passage
festivities, however, brought about a reconciliation; the two decked
themselves in costumes and, reveling in the gaiety of the occasion, they
remained in a happier frame of mind for the remainder of the voyage.?*

The Mexico to which Siqueiros and Rivera returned was being led
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deceptively down a tortured and twisted path of “revolutionary
construction.”

The ideology expressed in the Constitution of 1917, that the masses must
directly benefit from the Mexican upheaval, was gradually pushed aside during
the 1920’s. The old guard revolutionist generally came to enjoy thick carpets,
fine food, easy women and the lure of the gambling table. It was quite a
change to deal with the world of legality and sophisticated business after years
of battle, and perhaps in order to cast off the rough manners of the country,
many of the politicians of the 1920’s refused to recall the misery of their village
background. They had earned the right to direct society, and they did so by
phrasing their conception of the state and its role in political terms.?

Clearly, any disruption of this process by Siqueiros would not be
tolerated.

Police reserves were waiting on the dock in Veracruz as the Rio Pa-
nuco reached its mooring. They were on hand to receive the labor leader
Siqueiros, returning from Moscow. As Siqueiros described it: “Rivera
was put on a pullman to Mexico City. As for me, they took me in a
second-class coach and then from the station to the penitentiary.”?6 The
trip to the prison, a tactic of harassment and intimidation, was to impress
on him that the government was well able to handle any activity that
threatened its authority.

Set free, Siqueiros returned to Jalisco and resumed his multifarious
tasks and duties. In the summer of 1928 he organized and headed the
Bakers’ Union of Guadalajara; he played a leading role in the Fourth
Convention of the Confederation of Workers of Jalisco and in the Com-
mittee Pro-National Assembly of Workers and Peasants. In November,
representing the workers’ bloc, he spoke at the important Worker-
Management Convention convened to discuss the Labor Code being insti-
tuted by the interim President of the Republic, Emilio Portes Gil.

On this occasion, before Siqueiros spoke, the convention heard Presi-
dent Portes Gil and Vincente Lombardo Toledano, who was representing
CROM. Siqueiros presented a list of 47 points that constituted the revolu-
tionary program of the workers’ bloc and called for strengthening Article
123 of the Constitution, the laws protecting the rights of workers, which
were facing the danger of being “reformed” by the government. In his
speech he warned:

If you make such a reform, it should be to improve the conditions of the
workers, with more guarantees, more rights; in a word to improve their situ-
ation in every sense so as to give them that for which they have been battling
some eleven years. Because in the epoch of General Dfaz, before the worker
made the Revolution—and you know this very well—he was nothing more
than a slave, his situation was dreadful and for this he made the Revolution.
So consider the fact that the Revolution was made with much spilling of the
blood of workers and peasants, with the spilling of the blood of many millions.
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And you will also remember that when the Revolution started, promises were
made to the peasants, that with victory they would no longer be earning less
than a peso a day, and you know perfectly well that in actuality it was a lie,
for there exist today in Mexico many thousands of peasants who earn the
miserable wage of thirty centavos a day. What does this mean? It means that
the initial promise of the Revolution has not been fulfilled. Hardly two hours
from Pachuca, in the most important mining region, one finds all the workers
without protection of the law. They are forsaken without houses and their
suffering is untold. It is for this I insist that the laws be made decisively
effective, and in addition, we must struggle to give still more to the worker
for what he has won today is very little.

He then read the forty-seven terms of the Workers’ Bloc and con-
cluded with:

I tell you that the struggle of the classes is fatal and cannot be ended except
by the implementation of socialism and the destruction of the capitalist regime.
We come here to struggle in order to bring justice to the working class, and
to make a reality of all the promises that have been made through the years.
We all know that the terrible crisis that is holding the country back does not
have its roots in Mexico, but is of an international character. And finally what
I wish to say is that all reform that we seek should always seek to conquer
new victories for the working class.?”

The unity of the Mexican working class was for Siqueiros the first
prerequisite for improving the worker’s lot and for this he worked tire-
lessly, facing increasingly powerful opposition. When the Confederacién
Regional Obrera Mexicana held its 9th Convention in December 1928,
Siqueiros addressed it in his capacity as General Secretary of the Comité
de Defensa Proletaria and called for agreement on national union soli-
darity. In a long speech he outlined the forces that were dividing and
weakening the labor movement, stressing how the ruling class was taking
advantage of internal squabbles in the labor movement to further split it,
and how the workers have been betrayed by so-called representatives of
the Mexican Revolution.

“It is no secret to anyone,” he told the CROM convention which sup-
ported the government, “that the great majority of these so-called repre-
sentatives of the Mexican Revolution are now the new rich of Mexico,
the owners of estates, the new industrialists, the new landlords, etc.”?8
He called upon the workers to abandon their internal squabbles and join
in mutual defense against the capitalist offensive. His speech was re-
ceived with enthusiasm and the attending labor leaders agreed to convene
what became the National Assembly of Unification of Workers when it
met in Mexico City in January 1929. The result of this meeting was the
acceptance of the Confederacién Sindical Unitaria de Mexico, with Si-
queiros as secretary general.?®

* With the growing strength of the labor movement there was a corres-
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ponding increase in government opposition. CROM’s corrupt leadership
bowed to the demands of its rank and file—an estimated membership of
2,200,000—and accepted the National Union Solidarity pact proposed by
Siqueiros. The dictatorial Calles, whose term as president had ended,
still held complete political control of the country. Though he had not
tried to have himself re-elected—which would have been illegal—after
Obregén had been assassinated for his illegal attempt, Calles called him-
self the jefe mdximo and controlled the three puppet presidents who had
filled Obregén’s vacant term in office at two-year intervals while U.S.
Ambassador Dwight Morrow exerted control over Calles from the wings.

Against this opposition the Siqueiros-led Confederacién Sindical Unita-
ria de Mexico (CSUM), with the support at that moment of CROM,
mounted a strong campaign of agitation against the proposed *“‘reforming”
of the Federal Labor Code by Calles’s puppet president, Emilio Portes
Gil; against the Confederation of Pan American Workers—an instrument
of “Yankee Imperialism”; and in support of the strike of the miners,
textile and railroad workers.*

On February 5, 1929, as secretary general of CSUM, Siqueiros signed
a manifesto that called for support of the half million striking workers in
the mine, textile and transport industries. The situation grew serious and
on February 17 he issued a call to the union members of the Confedera-
tion to donate half of their day’s wages for the striking miners of Jalisco:

This conflict that has gone on for more than a year is one of the most heroic
actions of the working class of Mexico. The valor displayed by our comrade
miners of Jalisco has inspired the highest praise from revolutionary workers
and peasants throughout the world. The manner in which they have defended
their rights, facing the assault of Yankee enterprise aided by the Minister of
Industry and the traitor Morones, has earned our solidarity. A solidarity that
should be immediate, for three hundred families of these comrades have been
suffering the most horrible misery for many months. Their victory will be
the triumph of the 150,000 miners in the republic and their defeat would be
that of the largest and most exploited group in the country.?!

Through the unions he had organized, Siqueiros was to a large degree
responsible for radicalizing and raising the consciousness of the workers,
who were now demanding that the Revolution bring them to socialism.
Calles was growing more concerned that the unions were getting out of
hand. In Jalisco, the government took the offensive, persecuting and
arresting labor leaders. The leaders of the Confederacién Sindical Unita-
ria and the Confederacién Obrera de Jalisco [8] were expelled from the
state, as was Roberto Reyes Pérez, Siqueiros’s mural assistant, who was
now the only workers’ representative in the local legislature. In the capi-
tal, workers’ rallies were calling for an end to government repression,
while Calles, as jefe mdximo, with the help of the corrupt leaders of
CROM, succeeded in having all strikes by CROM members outlawed.
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By mid-1929 the rapid leftward movement of the trade unions was all
but halted. Land distribution had stopped. “By 1930 the average Mexican
campesino was earning forty centavos daily. This, equal to eleven cents
in U.S. money, was only half of what he had lived on under Don
Porfirio.”32 CROM was subsequently corralled into the government bu-
reaucracy, and the combined power of the national bourgeoisie and the
imperial neighbor to the north was able to subdue and control the struggle
of the revolutionary workers.

On May Day, 1929, a manifesto by Siqueiros was directed to the work-
ers and peasants of the country, warning of the splitting of the labor
movement by the corrupt leadership of both CROM and the Confedera-
cién General de Trabajadores (CGT), and by the government’s Juntas
de Conciliacién that made arbitration obligatory. He warned that the
bourgeoisie was using all its power to crush the workers and peasants
movement, calling it “a picture of white terror and fascism,” a systematic
repression by the government, the bourgeoisie and imperialism, all of
which resort to “arresting, expelling, and killing brave militants in order
to bring to every unarmed and passive proletarian the combined exploita-
tion of imperialism and the bourgeoisie.”3

Siqueiros traveled to Uruguay and Argentina in May 1929 to participate
in two labor congresses. As secretary general of CSUM he attended the
Congreso Latino Americano in Montevideo, and as a member of the
Central Committee of the outlawed Mexican Communist Party he partici-
pated in the Congreso Continental de Partidos Communistas de la
America Latina.’

With increasing government repression at home, Siqueiros, while still
abroad, sent two telegrams of protest. One went to the President of the
Republic and the other to General Plutarco Elfas Calles, “wherever he is
to be found,” protesting the murder by the army of two comrades, José
Guadalupe Rodriguez, who had been a member of the delegation Si-
queiros led to Moscow, and S. Gémez.’> They had tried to organize a
Soviet-style peasants’ and workers’ militia.*® Siqueiros held Calles re-
sponsible for the killing of the two comrades in the state of Durango; was
it not he who had brought about “the complete submission of the Mexican
government to Yankee imperialism, betraying the Revolution?”

On his return from Montevideo Siqueiros was accompanied by the fiery
Uruguayan poet, Blanca Luz Brum and her small son [10]. He resumed
attending political gatherings of the coterie of active revolutionaries who
gathered in the Mexico City apartment of the magnetic Italian photogra-
pher, Tina Modotti. There, in August, he first met Vittorio Vidali who
two months earlier had been expelled from the United States. Vidali
would later become Comandante Carlos Contreras organizer of the fa-
mous Fifth Regiment of the Spanish Civil War. At the end of the year,
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December 14, 1927, Siqueiros was the speaker at the official closing of
Tina Modotti’s exhibition of photographs at the National University.3’
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The First Long Sentence

Blanca Luz Brum was Siqueiros’s wife, though out of wedlock. When
she and her 3 year old child—the son of Peruvian poet Juan Parra del
Riego, who had died of tuberculosis—arrived with Siqueiros in Veracruz,
her first encounter with Mexican poverty was traumatic and would later
deeply affect her poetry. Once in Mexico City, a serious problem assailed
them; her presence precipitated a sharp conflict between Siqueiros and
the Communist Party.

At that time the Party had been outlawed and was operating under-
ground. Its members were being persecuted and hunted by the govern-
ment, and when caught they were shipped to Islas Marfas, the infamous
penal colony off the Pacific coast. At the same time General Augusto
César Sandino, the Nicaraguan resistance leader and national hero, was
on very friendly terms with the Mexican government, so the Party consid-
ered Sandino untrustworthy and withdrew their support of him. They did
not want to run the risk that he or any of his followers might reveal their
secret meeting place and cause the arrest of the entire Party leadership.
It followed for the PCM that since Blanca Luz Brum had a close political
relationship with Sandino, she, too, was suspect.

Blanca Luz was stunned by the accusation. Like her uncle Baltazar
Blum, she was a proud and independent thinker, He, a past president of
Uruguay, had killed himself before he would permit the rebelling army
to apprehend him in a coup d’etat.!

When the PCM ordered Siqueiros, a member of its Central Committee,
to break his relationship with Blanca Luz, he understood their reasoning
but could not accept their unanimous decision. A Central Committee
member was obliged to follow Party discipline rather than “amorous sen-
timents.” For Siqueiros, the PCM’s concerns about security seemed in-
fantile in nature, and he could not bring himself to abandon his wife and
her child, alone and penniless in a strange country. So he became in-
volved in a personal underground operation, hiding from the police in the
Uruguayan consulate but secretly visiting Blanca Luz each night, artfully
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dodging both the police and the Party members on his trail. He was
expelled from the Party for breach of discipline; and captured by the
police surveilling the consulate on May Day, 1930, when he foolishly
wandered out to march in the parade.

Hauled off without warrant or charge to the Lecumberri Prison, the
notorious “Black Palace” of Mexico City, Siqueiros was about to begin
his first long period of confinement. He had been seized on a pretext
surrounding an attempt on the life of President Pascual Ortiz Rubio, the
second of Calles’s puppets. Ortiz Rubio survived being shot in the mouth,
but the incident gave the police an excuse to intensify their search and
roundup of Communists. Included in the roundup was Tina Modotti who
was also accused of conspiring to assassinate the President. She was
expelled from the country and went to Germany. Siqueiros was never
questioned in jail about the event, but he was not released until Novem-
ber 6, 1930.

With Blanca Luz and her child alone on the outside, prison was an
especially bitter experience. Not only was he kept apart from the more
than forty comrades already locked up, but for ten days he was in soli-
tary confinement.

. .. ten days incommunicado during which time I had practically no coffee.
Those in charge of serving the mess would say to me: “If you want coffee
put out your hands.” . . . My dinner was served to me in the lower part of
my sweater, which I stretched out to receive it. Not having utensils, I ate
with my fingers. The sweater which had been white was now black and greasy
in addition to the many blood stains. When I pleaded with them to bring me
the blankets that my family and friends had undoubtedly brought, they an-
swered with insults and ordered me to shut up. I was youthful and strong
then and shouted back: “If you want me to shut up come in and shut me up
yourself’; so six or seven jailers entered, jumped on me, and beat and kicked
me in the face.?

Blanca Luz’s living quarters in the flat of a sculptor friend of Si-
queiros’s had been raided by the police, who had removed all of his
papers and art works. The sculptor, fearful that for having harbored a
Communist he would lose a government commission for a bust of
Obreg6n, threatened to throw Blanca Luz out. Nor would the Communist
Party offer her any aid. Everyone was fearful of being in any way associ-
ated with the name of Siqueiros.

Later, the heartbreaking letters Blanca Luz wrote to him in jail were
gathered together and published in a small book she titled Penitenciaria,
Nifio Perdido after the name of the bus that carried her on her regular
visits to the Black Palace. In Buenos Aires, the book was published as
A Human Document.

In one of the letters included in the book, she wrote:
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This situation of the state of suspension that I am in with you causes a
tremendous fear in me that I will become an unbearable and horrible nuisance
to you in your life as a revolutionary. At night when I review your words and
the seriousness and importance of your deeds during the period of life that
we have been together, I feel that I am falling into a dreadful emptiness. 1
feel sure that our separation is near.

Then a few days later:

Never, as I do today, have I felt the desire to press you forever in my heart as
did your mother, Teresita, your saintly and beautiful mother. But it is better,
dear, that your mother had never seen you this way. To see your head so bowed
and sad rips me and gives me tremendous grief that afflicts me with death.?

To ward off hunger for herself and her child she attempted to sell some
small works by Siqueiros, but was refused; one person even told her,
“Not until he abandons his ideas!” She struggled with her sanity and did
everything she could from the outside to keep him from the depths of
depression. She knew that he, with his bursting youthful vigor, was un-
able to adjust to the unbearable loss of freedom and was also deeply
disturbed by the treatment he was being subjected to by the PCM.

Blanca Luz encouraged him to paint and supplied him with a meager
amount of materials. And for reading, she managed to send in books by
Marx, Engels and Lenin. She wrote him in August:

The bourgeoisie make jails for the poor and the communists. I am fearful. I
have just finished going to the court and they have informed me of the unheard
of verdict of the judges. Poor comrades! One must, however, wait. This is
precisely the “justice” of an ignominious and barbaric regime based on the
exploitation of man by man. I will really help so that you can leave as soon
as it is possible for the freedom you long for but it is necessary to rely on
your moral strength, your courage, and the manly dignity you had from the
first moment.*

There was no sign that he would be freed, but as September ap-
proached, Blanca Luz began to feel some hope:

Leave your bowls and blankets for the other poor prisoners. Put together only
your papers and my letters. I have everything ready, something tells me it is
going to be very soon.’

On November 5, 1930, the day before his release, Blanca Luz wrote
her last letter to him:

You are going to leave tomorrow. Your rigorous revolutionary ideology will
serve, unconditionally, to weigh all our weaknesses because the Revolution
requires total surrender in the painful dislodging of those most terrible desires
of the flesh and the spirit. You are, however, also an artist and great. The
museums of the New World will claim the painter of this transitory period
in which we happen to live. You have participated in the petty bourgeois



The First Long Sentence 69

revolution of your country, the first stage of the struggle; you have engaged
the bullets of the Catholic persecutions, you have worked in the dreadful
depths of the mines, you have battled in the papers, the illegality, the jail.
Grasp then, the marvelous panorama, inside and out, realize your admirable
work. Your present situation with the Party is in question. On the other hand,
your situation facing the Government couldn’t be more controlled and difficult.
Tomorrow you are going to be free on conditional liberty for bail of three
thousand pesos, because this has been decided by bourgeois justice. So what
can one do?®

While a prisoner, Siqueiros did not escape the special attention of the
government. An attempt was made by the authorities to talk some sense
into him. Removed from his cell by soldiers of the Presidential Guard,
he was driven to the National Palace and brought before General Lagos
Ché4zaro, commander of the Presidential Guard.

Without preliminaries, the general asked Siqueiros point-blank why he
hated the President. Siqueiros, who was at that time, as he claimed,
“in the full-blow period of the measles of Marxist theory,” answered
with sarcasm:

For me, my General, the President of the republic is only a small gear, and
most times the least important of the social machine, which cannot but move
in an inevitable dynamic direction. If it does not, its teeth will break.”

Siqueiros’s figure of speech—the broken teeth of the social machinery—
was not a reference to President Ortiz Rubio’s having been shot in the
mouth. The general, however, and others in the room picked up on it
and there was a sly snickering. General Lagos Chéazaro then quickly
added that the President knew of Siqueiros’s and the Communist Party’s
innocence in the assassination attempt; those responsible had already
been apprehended. The general tried to lure the wayward son of “their”
Mexican Revolution back into the fold but had no luck. Nor did the head
of the secret police, who tried next, imploring Siqueiros in a fatherly
manner to realize that he was sacrificing his artistic production to politics
and that as an artist and a veteran of the Revolution he could have practi-
cally anything he wanted.?

Siqueiros was taken back to prison unchanged. The fact that he was
dealt with harshly in jail, isolated from his comrades, and denied privi-
leges usually allowed prisoners, did not disturb him so much as the disci-
plinary action taken against him by the PCM and the campaign of slander
that certain members indulged in to discredit him in the eyes of the work-
ing class. It did not take long for this disagreement, which Siqueiros
attributed to a degree of infantile leftism within the Party leadership, to
be exploited by Trotskyites and police agents inside the Party itself. The
Trotskyites sided with Siqueiros in his defense of Blanca Luz and then
attempted to drive a wedge that would cause a real split between him
and the Party.
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But Siqueiros did not blame the Communist Party or its philosophy for
the problem. For him, if there was a problem of tactics, it was not the
political platform that was at fault but rather the erroneous and provoca-
tive actions of individuals in the leadership. Later he wrote:

Step by step the Mexican Communist Party began to understand its grave
error concerning the disciplinary measures it had taken against me. In the
rules of military conduct it is stated precisely that the inferior is not obliged
to follow the superior’s order when it is obviously inapplicable. . . . Blanca
Luz as a Sandinista was not an agent of the police because neither Sandino
nor the Sandinistas were. In reality they were Nicaraguan patriots who for
long years had fought against the North American marines. Sandino’s action,
in fact, was an epic example of the anti-imperialist struggle in Latin America
and you could only blame weariness for his not having continued to the end
when fatigue was already spreading among his own people and the people of
Latin America. As for me, I had not committed so grave an offense as to
warrant expulsion from the Central Committee and then to be accused of
being an accomplice of a beautiful agent of the international police, who in
order to dissemble writes poems.®

To further defuse Siqueiros and render him politically powerless, he
was released from prison under a judicial order that he reside in the town
of Taxco, where he would be subject to the authority of the mayor and
the district’s military commander, without whose permission he could
not travel outside the town. He had been reinstated in the Party and
restored to his former position on the Central Committee, but this relega-
tion by judicial fiat to Taxco, “to jail in the outdoors, jail without bars,”
made political life difficult, if not impossible. Under these circumstances,
he was forced to return to art.

Taxco—The Studio

Siqueiros was a man who had repressed within himself a towering
artistic talent and was now challenged to permit its release. In Taxco,
the passionate desire renewed and welled up in him, and in a year’s span
a torrent of paintings gushed forth. He was a “new” artist with a unique
background of intense and unusual conditioning.

Taxco in 1931 was an isolated town in an area of defunct silver mines,
with poor roads leading in and out. Though renowned for its beauty, it
was not easy for tourists to reach. However, many foreign intellectuals
and artists were aware of its existence and persevered in their desire and
determination to journey to the beautiful hillside town.

Siqueiros and Blanca Luz, living in this Taxco “jail,” began receiving
the benefits of visits to “their” town by this band of hardy intellectuals.
Silversmith William Spratling was living in Taxco and soon became a
close friend.; Sergei Eisenstein, filming in Mexico, first met Siqueiros
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there, as did George Gershwin and Katherine Anne Porter; and Hart
Crane (plate 11) sat for his portrait.

Obeying the restrictions placed on him by the government, Siqueiros
applied for permission to visit Mexico City, which was granted. Ione
Robinson, artist and enthusiast of the mural movement, recalled at-
tending several meetings in Mexico City in 1931 where Siqueiros spoke.
He was attempting to organize a new artists’ union but was unable to
arouse enough interest.

In January 1932, Ione Robinson visited Siqueiros. “At Taxco we
stopped to call on Siqueiros. I found him living with Blanca Luz in a
house on top of a hill. A large red paper star lantern hung on the porch!”
Joking with her, Siqueiros explained that his sole political activity at the
moment was organizing the young boys who guarded tourists’ automo-
biles into a union.!® Siqueiros painted Robinson’s portrait at this time, a
somber rendition of head and shoulders in red attire, on a burlap canvas
34 by 22 inches.

Through his friendship with Alvarez del Valle, the Spanish ambassa-
dor, and under his patronage, it was arranged for Siqueiros to place his
Taxco paintings on exhibit in the Spanish Casino, Spain’s cultural center
in Mexico City, on January 25, 1932. It was Siqueiros’s first one-man
show and marked his return to the world of art. The opening was a
cultural event that evoked great interest; to it came a large number of
Mexican artists, and intellectuals, including Sergei Eisenstein, Anita
Brenner, Ione Robinson and Hart Crane.

Anita Brenner, who in 1929 had written Idols Behind Altars—a book
that proclaimed the transcendence of the Mexican Mural Movement—
spoke at the opening on the astonishing works exhibited, saying:

We know that Mexico and the entire world have here a great painter, one of
the greatest; but we know also that the greatness of his art surges from his
rebellious spirit. . . . The power and the beauty of the paintings exhibited
here are the expressions of the incisive and monumental ideclogy of the artist,
who manifests the same implacable convictions with the brush as with word
and deed.!

.

Over one hundred works, the production of his first year of confine-
ment in Taxco, were on exhibition. There were sixty oil paintings—a
great many of monumental size—lithographs, xylographs and drawings.
The paintings were done on burlap, its surface made smooth with a thick
white priming coat. The colors were of the Mexican earth, and the com-
positions combined a powerful formal construction with a new realism.
Works such as Mine Accident, Peasant Mother (plate 8) and Proletarian
Mother (plate 12) had a shattering effect in their startling revelation of the
modern Mexican human condition.

The poignant Portrait of a Dead Child caused a stir especially among
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those unfamiliar with the peasant custom of propping up a dead child
bedecked in finery for the photographer to capture (plate 10). Siqueiros
had been summoned by a peasant family who had lost a child. After
traveling a long distance on horseback to the peasant’s house, Siqueiros
discovered that it was a photograph they wanted. But he did not want to
disappoint the family and explained to them that though a painting would
take longer, it would be much better. The dead child, beautifully dressed,
was then placed in a chair and supported by a sister who was not much
older. Siqueiros did a watercolor sketch of the two children, from which
he painted later in oils in his studio.'?
Years later, referring to the 1932 exhibition, he told an audience:

When I saw all my works gathered together there, near the murals we had
painted in former times, I realized that my progress had been very little. . . .
I was perhaps more skillful than before, but nothing more. Perhaps my concept
of the body in space was better. But in reality the pictorial-psychological effect
of my new work was almost identical to that of the old. My paintings were
still passive, my theme mystical . . . sentimental rather than dynamic and
activating. And from a passive theme comes a passive kind of painting, the
result of which must necessarily be negative. Nevertheless, . . . ninety-nine
percent of my subjects concerned the life of the people, the lives of the workers
and peasants of my country. But they were not yet expressed in the proper
words. They did not speak their language.

What seemed so impossible a short while ago, when he was completely
dedicated to the struggle of labor, was now a reality. He had switched
his full creative powers back to painting, to facing the problems in art
that intrigued him most: how best to speak through the medium of paint-
ing and force aesthetics to serve social justice.

After he had examined the exhaustive output of paintings of the year
in Taxco, Siqueiros was of the opinion that not only his confinement
there but the impoverished and underdeveloped state of the entire coun-
try could not further his development in the technical aspects of painting,
could not help him solve plastic problems related to murals, especially
in a modern highly industrialized world. Besides, he was still being ha-
rassed at the hands of the Calles-controlled government, which made it
difficult for him to support his family.

He was granted permission by the Mexican authorities to exile himself
and his family in the United States. With very little funds, a vague hope
for an exhibition in Los Angeles, and an uncertain offer that he teach the
technique of fresco painting in a school there, Siqueiros, Blanca Luz and
her little boy arrived in California in the spring of 1932.

His reception in the United States was not entirely unhappy. There
were two exhibitions in Los Angeles, the first introduction of his work
in the United States. A small exhibit of lithographs opened on May 9,
1932, in Jake Zeitlin's bookstore, but then on May 12 fifty works of his
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Taxco period went on display at the Stendel Ambassador Gallery. This
show attracted many film personalities and opened up some doors in
Hollywood, including those of actor Charles Laughton and film director
Joseph von Sternberg.

The exhibit was enthusiastically received, but the opening was slightly
marred with controversy when some viewers began to shower abuse on
Portrait of a Dead Child, calling his subject too “savage” a custom for
portraiture. Siqueiros’s response was that it was much more savage and
brutal to assassinate living Black people. This shocked the opening-night
crowd, causing a scandal that spread to the press, and he was accused
of insulting the country.'

The offer to teach had come from Nelbert Chouinard, director of the
Chouinard School of Art in Los Angeles. Mrs. Chouinard was willing to
employ the leftist Siqueiros, interested only in the fact that he was a
known Mexican artist of talent. She paid him a small salary to teach the
fresco technique, but it would soon be this rue method that would bend
to meet Siqueiros’s demands.

Los Angeles, and A Future Wife

Difficult as it was in the United States during the Hoover period, “it
was still possible at that time,” Siqueiros wrote, “for Latin American
revolutionaries to be in exile in the United States.”! Though not exiled,
the two other leading Mexican muralists were also in the United States
at this time.

José Clemente Orozco had returned there in 1927 and was still there
when Siqueiros arrived. Disenchanted with Mexican politics and unable
to find economic support for his art at home, Orozco looked to the United
States to solve his problem. In New York again, he was barely surviving
and would have been forced to return to Mexico had not Anita Brenner
brought him to the attention of Alma Reed, owner of the Delphic Studios.

Alma Reed, who was later to become Orozco’s biographer, had been
the beloved of the martyred Yucatdn revolutionary Felipe Carrillo
Puerto. Empathizing immediately with Orozco and his art, she set about
offering assistance to help him survive. After presenting an exhibition of
his drawings and paintings, she was able to obtain for him two important
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mural commissions: one in 1931, for Frary Hall of Pomona College in
Claremont, California; and the other in 1932, for the Baker Library of
Dartmouth College in New Hampshire. He also painted two small murals
in the New School for Social Research in New York City in 1931,
Strongly political in subject matter, the New School murals were gener-
ally kept from public view behind locked doors.

Diego Rivera continued in the employ of the Mexican government and
was kept sufficiently busy on murals in Mexico. However, he too had
plied his trade in the United States. In 1929, three years before Siqueiros
arrived, Rivera had been invited to paint two murals in San Francisco.
But at that time Mexican revolutionaries were unwelcome and he was
refused a visa. The rich San Francisco patrons then had to pull strings
to lift the ban and permit Rivera to slip in; he finally arrived in November
1930. Surrounding himself in an aura of suspense, he revealed his mastery
of the fresco technique first in the newly constructed San Francisco Stock
Exchange and then in the California School of Fine Arts. In less than a
year’s time, he was back in Mexico at work on his murals in the Na-
tional Palace.

In 1932, after the Los Angeles exhibitions, Siqueiros turned his atten-
tion to his job of teaching fresco technique at the Chouinard School of
Art. He intended not only to teach the method but at the same time to
produce a mural with the help of the students. He settled on an outside
concrete wall for the project, though the true fresco technique was not
supposed to be used outdoors. But the wall he had selected faced the
street and commanded a greater area for public viewing.

Among artists and art lovers everywhere a mystical aura enveloped
the ancient technique of lavorare in frescho—working on fresh plaster—
weaving a romanticism around it and making it synonymous with murals.
Siqueiros was beginning his quest for modern techniques and tools for
painting and he spurned archaic methods, harboring within himself an
aversion for fresco. He might have done as he was bidden and instructed
in true fresco technique had the wall been indoors, but when he faced
the nine-by-six meter concrete wall outdoors, it was obvious that tradi-
tional fresco could not serve as the medium. Ecstatically he proclaimed:
“My friends, traditional fresco is dead!"?

This concrete outdoor wall, with the problems it presented and the
modern technical solutions it required, suited his restiveness. The very
idea of a mural in the street, facing the public, stirred in him the excite-
ment that caused him to reject the traditional thousand-year-old method.
Fresco was all the more emphatically anachronistic, especially consider-
ing the extraordinary synthetics that modern science and technology
could supply in the most industrially advanced society in the world. From
this moment on, Siqueiros began a more profound examination of the
ramifications of mural painting in the 20th century. The Chouinard project
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allowed him the opportunity to develop and apply his new mural con-
cepts. For him, theory followed practice:

It was the practice of painting, the logic of this uninterrupted exercise that
made theory possible for me. Theory is discovered in that which is being done,
and in a certain way the theory anticipates that which later comes organically.?

The Chouinard mural became an effective vehicle for practice and the-
ory, and he established some fundamental concepts. He believed that the
modern mural, addressed to all humanity, could be effective only when
executed with the most modern and up-to-date materials and methods
possible. The mural was

. . . a work of great magnitude, physically ponderous, and required scientific
solutions that were not absolutely necessary in small paintings destined to be
the property of a useless and insignificant elite in the world population.*

Since the traditional fresco method of painting on wet lime plaster
would not survive outdoors, Siqueiros proceeded to modify the “pure”
method by substituting cement in place of lime, because of its more du-
rable qualities outdoors. The cement would set faster, so a quicker appli-
cation of color was needed. This led to the innovation, at least for
Siqueiros, of the use of the spray gun in fine art. Also, for the first time,
he thought that the composition of the mural would have to take into
consideration a very active spectator moving about the street within vis-
ual range and the consequent compositional distortions.

Workers' Meeting [11] was the contemporary proletarian subject se-
lected for the mural. To be portrayed were North Americans: Blacks,
whites and Mexicans—in a racially integrated group. It did not take long
for this message to reach racists, who immediately subjected the school
to vehement verbal abuse. The LLos Angeles newspapers joined the at-
tack, and Mrs. Chouinard was forced to erect a wall high enough to shield
the mural from innocent eyes. In the end, however, nothing short of total
removal would satisfy the racist elements and this was duly accomplished
by the Red Squad of the Los Angeles Police Department, armed with a
court order.’

The students in the fresco painting class—some twenty artists, many
of them accomplished and well-known—were beginning to understand
the importance of mural painting for the United States. Siqueiros’s first
step was to teach the importance of collective endeavor for the monumen-
tal mural, the need to form an organization strong enough to ward off
the blows that reaction would direct against their mural statements of
commitment. “Mr. Fresco,” as Siqueiros was nicknamed by his students,
got them to organize into the Bloc of Mural Painters.

Blanca Luz chronicled the mural’s progress in E! Universal, the Mex-
ico City newspaper.
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In two weeks, with three spray guns and twenty North American painters,
David Alfaro Siqueiros finished the fresco at the Chouinard School of Art.
. . . He had declared that “Mexican fresco” is unsuitable because it is slow,
because it is mystical and because in a vertiginous and violent city of capitalism
it is archaic. Where skyscrapers are raised in twenty-four hours it is not
possible to install the romantic fresco that takes three, four, and ten years to
paint. Added to this are the new tools and the new techniques. As a revolution-
ary, he took only a few hours to discover that the Mexican fresco ended up
being mystical in its form, its colors, its composition and its result. The new
elements, he himself confessed, had opened up a new world, an unsuspected
aesthetic: trim, solid, electric, definite, concrete. It is the aesthetic of this
epoch, it is the aesthetic of the developing new society. . . .

He and his disciples have dedicated themselves to the formidable dynamism
of the towers of steel, of levers, and of motors. . . . One must see him now
in action; surrounding him are twenty artists, disciplined and attentive to this
romantic and aggressive Mexican leader discovering the greatest and most
marvelous elements for a new art. Elements that had been hidden, ignored,

and utilized only for the most domestic and prosaic services. . . . For this
reason we find him with the famous architects Neutra and Spolding, who,
excited, are determined to support the revolutionary “pistolero.” . . . But the

end of the mural reserved a surprise, dangerous enough for Siqueiros and
bitter enough for the sanctimonious California bourgeoisie.

. . . When the famous day arrived the mural was seen with astonished eyes.
Siqueiros had painted a Communist orator encircled by a white female worker
holding a child, a black worker with a child in her arms, and the rest of the
group made up of the bricklayers who constructed the building. In short, he
made a mural of agitation and propaganda.

The lecture of Siqueiros before eight hundred people the night of the inaugu-
ration was an insane barrel of dynamite: “against capitalism,” “against North
American imperialism,” “against the filthy pompous painting of Europe and
the United States,” “in favor of a technical and mechanical revolution,” and
finally a call to the intellectuals to join the ranks of the proletariat, etc., etc.,
For this and the revolutionary mural, Siqueiros remained left out, and did
not make the thousands and thousands of millions that Diego Rivera said he
had made in the United States.®

That a Mexican painter, a revolutionary, was painting a mural at the
Chouinard School quickly caught the attention of a Mexican art student
who had been living off and on in Los Angeles since 1924. Luis Arenal
could not pay the tuition to enter the fresco class at Chouinard, but he
did convince Siqueiros, whose English was not yet fluent, that he could
serve as his translator. Arenal, twenty-four, moved in the left circles of
southern California and was a member of the cultural John Reed Club
and of the Communist Party. He soon fell under the spell of the dynamic
thirty-five year old maestro, became his assistant, and dragged him home
to show him off to his family.

Senora Electa Bastar de Arenal, Luis’s mother, was a widow with
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four children; her husband had been killed at twenty-six fighting for the
Revolution. During the presidencies of Carranza and of Obregén, Sefiora
Arenal had been the director of a school for wayward girls. An honest
educator and administrator, she had incurred the wrath of the politicians
for being too critical of corruption in the school and was forced from her
job. In order to find a better education for her own children, she had left
Mexico in 1924 for Los Angeles.

In California she could find only menial work, so she returned alone
to Mexico, where her chances of making money actually were better.
The four children had been left in Los Angeles in the care of a friend, to
continue attending the public school. After two years the children had
been happy to return to their mother in Mexico, but by 1929 the fatherless
family once again returned to Los Angeles. This time their luck was
better.

Senora Arenal had opened a boardinghouse and restricted it to board-
ers who wished to study Spanish; thus she found some contentment in
being able to teach. In this Los Angeles boardinghouse Angélica, at age
22 the second eldest of the Arenal children—a proud, dreamy, black-
haired beauty—first encountered David, the 36-year-old painter from her
own country. Her brother Luis introduced Siqueiros and Blanca Luz to
his mother, his two sisters and his younger brother. Charming and gra-
cious, Siqueiros, enjoying the warm atmosphere of the meeting, turned
to Sefiora Arenal and said, “Why don’t we move here? You can rent us
a small apartment?”’

Siqueiros arrived at the boardinghouse with Blanca Luz and her little
boy. As a couple, and especially as aliens, once in the United States
they found themselves compelled to undergo the ceremony of a formal
marriage. It made them less likely to be molested by the country’s narrow
conventions, and made it easier to find living quarters. Angélica Arenal
was already the wife of a blond German-born husband and she was preg-
nant. Siqueiros took note of the young woman and her condition, and
remarked openly to Blanca Luz and to everyone else on how beautiful
Angélica was in her pregnant state.

Angélica’s marriage was not of her own making. She was not in love.
In her youthful innocence she had surrendered to the pressures of her
mother. “He was a good German,” her mother had told her, “and good
Germans make all the girls happy.”® The marriage lasted two years, and
it was the last time she listened to her mother.

Siqueiros, Blanca Luz and the child moved into a small bungalow that
was available, separate from the main house. The very first night they
lived there left an indelible impression on Angélica’s younger brother,
Polo, who told me he remembered that from the moment Siqueiros and
Blanca Luz moved in, the shouting and fighting started, and that night
they smashed most of the furniture and dishes in the bungalow.
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The new boarder charmed and fascinated the other boarders as well as
the Arenal family. Siqueiros would write: “I first met Angélica in 1932
and from that moment her family became my family. Later the militant
comrade became my wife.”

When he came home from the Chouinard mural, his clothes full of
paint, Siqueiros would take his meals in the boardinghouse kitchen. A
plate of beans, chiles and tortillas would be set before him, and the other
boarders would all come in. Speaking of art and politics and the Mexican
Revolution, he held them all spellbound—the North Americans and the
Latin Americans. He was “organizing” in the kitchen, proselytizing and
charming them. Angélica’s only interest at the time was in what he was
saying and she drank in every word. Her ambiguous thoughts and dreams
were being clarified, leading her to appreciate her mother’s struggle for
her children’s education—the trained educator forced in the United
States to clean the homes of the rich and labor in a garment factory while
Angélica, her sister Berta and brother Luis did menial jobs around the
San Diego oil camps.

In the boardinghouse kitchen Angélica listened to Siqueiros’s view of
the world. Her marriage had sidetracked the hopes she had had of becom-
ing a writer. She was a Catholic, though not devout, and unhappy in her
present condition; Siqueiros’s vibrant words kindled a new excitement in
life for her. She wanted the truth, and read books and sat in on university
lectures, trying to untangle the philosophies that might help her make
some sense of a world that grew ever more depressing to her.

The kitchen lectures became a daily event of great fascination for her.
The Marxist artist was separating sense from nonsense, and in his fearless
display of rationalism she found joy. The only attraction he had for her
at that period, she confessed, was the brilliance of his philosophical and
political concepts, and—most important—the understanding he brought
to her about the history of Mexico. Her father had died in the Revolution,
she had not known him, he was almost forgotten. But when Siqueiros
spoke of that event, the figure of her father loomed large. For the first
time her father’s life had become meaningful and she was proud of him.!°

Siqueiros’s first mural in the United States was stimulating for him and
his team of artists, but for Nelbert Chouinard it was more like a night-
mare. The mural, with its “intolerable” subject of the mingling of black
and white workers, was finished in July 1932 but was destroyed by the
racist authorities. The two weeks that it took the team of twenty to paint
it was all the time that the public had to view it. Yet the sordid act of
police censorship did not discourage the commission for two murals that
followed. One was for the private home of a film director, and the other
for a public mural on the Plaza Art Center building, a commercial enter-
prise on Olvera Street in the old Mexican section of Los Angeles. The
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proprietor of the Plaza Art Center hoped to benefit from the publicity
that showered on Siqueiros after the scandal of the Chouinard mural;
besides, she herself would choose the theme. But she, too, would have
to contend with political ideology being fed into a spray gun and then
radiating out from a mural.

The mural for film director Dudley Murphy’s house measured six by
three meters and was done in buon fresco. Though the wall faced an
outdoor patio, an overhanging roof protected it from the sun and the
elements. Murphy offered no objection to the mural’s theme and title:
Portrait of Present Day Mexico or the Mexican Bourgeoisie Rising From
the Mexican Revolution Surrenders to Imperialism (plate 16).

On one side of the mural President Plutarco Elfas Calles is painted
attired as an outlaw, armed to the teeth and seated; to his right are two
bags of gold. In the background two dead workers symbolize the victims
of his repression; in the foreground, seated at the base of a pyramid, are
two suffering and anguished women in a hopeless posture. Murphy was
enthusiastic about the work and brought Siqueiros to the attention of the
film colony. Later, he would propose making a motion picture about
Siqueiros’s life, a project that was never fulfilled.

The theme of the other mural was agreed upon by both painter and
patron, but each had separate visions as to how the subject, Tropical
America, (plates 14 & 15) would materialize. Mrs. Cristine Sterling, the
owner of the Plaza Art Center, envisioned a happy lush tropical paradise
with fruits, exotic plants and sensuous women. Siqueiros painted the lush
foliage of the tropics, but added an overpowering symbol of the oppres-
sion brought by U.S. imperialism and capitalist exploitation.

Rising in the center of the mural for the six meters of its height is the
Indian “victim,” his hands and feet nailed to a double cross. Atop this
cross perches the U.S. imperialist eagle; on both sides, the guns of guer-
rilla fighters protrude from the tropical jungle (plate 13). The mural was
thirty meters long and six meters high, and was on the upper outside wall
of the building. A section of roof that extended below it served as a floor
to walk on and paint from. He used cement fresco for the outdoor wall,
as he had on the Chouinard mural, but this time the cement was black.
He had innovated cement fresco for the outdoors and its rapid setting
had encouraged the use of the spray gun, which he also modified by tying
brushes to it, thus enabling him to use the brush while spraying if he
so desired.!!

As seen from below, the mural commanded a wide viewing area, and
the mobility of the spectator was an important factor in planning the
composition. The sun and weather did cause deterioration, which might
have been restorable, but the mural was in the control of philistines,
whose successive coats of whitewash resisted repeated later attempts
at restoration.
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Tropical America was finished at the end of August, 1932. Siqueiros
had been assisted by twenty-five painters of the Bloc of Mural Painters
and they had completed it in twenty days—he was working as rapidly as
North American enterprises. The mural was formally presented to the
public on October 9, and though it rained, the inauguration was a gala
affair. A few days later, however, immigration authorities refused to ap-
prove his application for renewal of his visitor’s papers, and he and
Blanca Luz were forced to leave the country.

A reporter waxed poetic on the night of the mural’s inauguration.

Resplendent in the night, the fresco of Siqueiros seems to fit into the arch of the
sky over Olvera Street, such that one part of the great black stain of low roofs
of Sonora Town has fastened on it masses of colored cement and sculptured
forms. . . . [IJt seems consecutively to advance and retreat depending on the
depth of the modeling. . . . From miles away Tropical America possesses us and
commands us. The white rain fell and made the roof, that is the base of this
new and strange force that has come to dominate the old Spanish district of Los
Angeles, glitter. . . . David Alfaro Siqueiros with his head uncovered in the
rain, is like the director of a great orchestra who leaves the shell in order to
announce, in his newly acquired English, that the buildings of the future will
be covered with these dynamic paintings, the special products of communism
in art created by groups of artists who work together with the same desire.

A great multitude come and go to the roof, . . . making the event more
dramatic, accelerating the stage time. Nevertheless the rain, which did not
cease, did not extinguish the vehement desires to spend more time before
this new and powerful force solidified on the highest wall of the Plaza Art
Center. Before the equivocal or astonished shadowy humans that moved over
the roof, the heroic creatures of the mural maintained their intense calm. . . .
This night that we are living seems to be fifty to one hundred years in the
future. The artist Siqueiros, whom the federal authorities seem so anxious to
deport, is without doubt a dangerous type; dangerous for all the snarling and
pusillanimous speculators and retailers in art and life. The federal agents
justly claim that art is propaganda, for when the youth confront this gigantic
dynamo that pounds in the night under the rain, or clamors boldly when the
brilliant sun of midday shines in the plaza, they will possibly find in it the
inspiration to rise in rebellion in future revolution, in art and in life, ex-
claiming: “Off the road, conservatives and old ones, here comes the future!”"

Siqueiros further flew in the face of the powerful reactionary elements
of southern California when he led his Bloc of Mural Painters to join with
the members of the John Reed Club of Hollywood in support of the
Scottsboro Nine. To publicize and raise. support for the famous case of
the young Black men struggling to escape Southern lynch justice, an
outdoor exhibit of paintings was organized on the front lawn of Seiiora
Arenal’s boardinghouse. The Red Squad of the Los Angeles Police De-
partment soon visited the site and confiscated the paintings, all rich with
political content. When eventually the paintings were returned, they were
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full of bullet holes. Surely Siqueiros, the foreign artist, could not be
permitted to remain in southern California any longer.

During his brief period of “refuge” in the United States, from May to
November of 1932, he produced three murals. The great modern technol-
ogy of the United States inspired and stimulated him, and his ideas on
producing art that was both relevant and significant for the 20th-century
working class became more clearly formulated. Speaking before the John
Reed Club in Los Angeles on September 2, 1932, he said:

The processes we used for monumental painting were without precedent. Qur
experiences were of great value for the radical transformation of pictorial
technology. And equally, it was the beginning of a new sense of the plastic
in consonance with the social and scientific nature of the modern epoch.

He encouraged the North American artists who made up his audience to
forge ahead with murals of commitment:

For the Bloc [of Mural Painters], modern elements and instruments of pictorial
production represent a reserve of immense value for the proper essence of the
plastic, and for political painting of agitation and revolutionary propaganda,
which are the only possible vehicles for painters of Marxist conviction, and
in general, for those who have been shaken by the present life.

This, his first experience in the United States, helped to reveal to him
the shortcomings of the Mexican Mural Movement of the period ten
years earlier:

To anachronistic elements and tools there corresponds an anachronistic aes-
thetic. The Mexican Renaissance is an example: pretending to be modern it
is archaic; pretending to be monumental, it results in being picturesque;
pretending to be proletarian, it is populist; pretending to be subversive, it is
mystical; pretending to be internationalist, it is chauvinistically folklorist; the
march that we started to the Revolution was stopped by the most counterrevo-
lutionary aesthetic and political opportunism.

One of the principal reasons for all this was the lack of adequate techni-
cal ability, too much relying for inspiration from art history:

We drank from archeological fountains. . . . On a church organ you cannot
produce psychologically subversive revolutionary music. With this instrument
the most baroque dance is converted into a sacred song. Nor is it so of popular
music just because it arbitrarily accommodates itself to flaming revolutionary
lyrics. The aesthetic-psychological effect of popular music is to depress and
not to impel, and it is in this case the principal role played by the music.
Popular folk music is. . . the slave, the outcast, the peon of the feudal haci-
enda, and its aesthetic sense cannot serve as a voice of the modern industrial
proletariat. The popular voice is one of plaintive and supplicant beauty. The
voice of the proletariat is the voice of the class historically predestined to
change the economic system of the world. The voice of the proletariat is a
dialectical voice, aggressive, threatening and tremendously optimistic. This
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is the way aesthetic expression should be that serves your struggle. This is
the way the plastic of agitation and revolutionary propaganda ought to be.!?

At the end of November, the Bloc of Mural Painters and innumerable
well-wishers threw a farewell party for Siqueiros, Blanca Luz and their
child. His short stay had left an indelible mark on the artists of southern
California. “Siqueiros’s coming to L.A. meant as much as did the Surreal-
ists coming to New York in the forties.”*

When they left for the port of San Pedro, they were escorted by immi-
gration authorities and placed aboard the West Nilus, a Dutch freighter
sailing for South America. Siqueiros was still politically persona non grata
in his own country; this time his voyage of exile carried him to Monte-
video, Blanca Luz Brum’s home.

Left behind was Angélica Arenal, with a new and awakened conscious-
ness. She would soon return to Mexico with the entire family.

The Mural Movement and the WPA

The Mexican muralists had spread their influence among the artists and
the people of the United States during the Depression years. Siqueiros,
Rivera and Orozco had left monumental works that reflected experiences
stemming from the Mexican Revolution. Earlier, word had already spread
to the North American artists that a renaissance of mural painting was
taking place south of the border and a number of them were inspired to
make the pilgrimage to Mexico.

George Biddle, Pablo O’Higgins, Isamu Noguchi, and Grace and Mar-
ion Greenwood all found Mexican walls on which to practice. With the
exception of Biddle, who lived a month with Diego Rivera and painted his
portrait, they painted their murals in the Mercado Abelardo Rodriguez, a
popular market in Mexico City. Some years later Biddle was granted a
wall to paint in the Mexican Supreme Court building.

Fierce economic difficulties during the Depression years had brought
the U.S. artists to understand that government sponsorship of murals and
other works of art was the only real solution for their survival. George
Biddle, ardently enthusiastic about the Mexican Mural Movement, was
instrumental in getting the federal government to subsidize art for the
first time with the formation on December 3, 1933, of the Public Works
of Art Project. A mural painting program, relatively vast in scope, was
set in motion throughout the United States.

Biddle, from a well-to-do, influential New England family, brought
about this turn of events with a letter to his old classmate and friend,
President Franklin Roosevelt.

Dear Franklin: . .. There is a matter which I have long considered and
which some day might interest your administration. The Mexican artists have
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produced the greatest national school of mural painting since the Italian Re-
naissance. Diego Rivera tells me that it was only possible because Obregén
allowed artists to work at plumber’s wages in order to express on the walls
of the government buildings the social ideals of the Mexican Revolution.

The younger artists of America are conscious as they have never been of
the social revolution that our country and civilization are going through; and
they would be eager to express those ideals in a permanent art form if they
were given the government’s cooperation. They would be contributing to and
expressing in living monuments the social ideals you are struggling to achieve.
And I am convinced that our mural art with a little impetus can soon result,
for the first time in our history, in a vital national expression.!s

“That,” wrote William F. McDonald, “was in a certain sense the occasion
that inaugurated the Public Works of Art Project, and after it, the whole
arts program of the WPA.”16

Roosevelt responded favorably and the machinery was set in motion.
George Biddle had hoped that he would be entrusted with organizing the
PWAP mural section and he was supported by artists such as Henry
Varnum Poor, Thomas Hart Benton, Maurice Sterns and Boardman Rob-
inson. Though they were less passionate than the members of El Sindi-
cato, they were ready to join an organization of painters committed to
the social ideals of the nation.

The Washington establishment was not yet ready to entrust the orga-
nizing of a government-sponsored mural program to an artist, least of all
to Biddle, a “social democrat.”'” One of their “own,” David Bruce—
conservative, a corporation lawyer, but also an artist—was put in charge
of Biddle’s Mexican dream. Although his selection precluded the possibil-
ity that a group of government-supported mural painters might form a
union, many murals were sponsored by the PWAP under Bruce. They
reached every part of the country, employing as many as 3,600 artists,
and were received by the public with tremendous enthusiasm.'®
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Exile: Montevideo—Buenos Aires

Searching once more for a haven abroad, hospitable or not, Siqueiros felt
that he would indeed be in luck to find a country in the Americas where the
unavoidable perturbations surrounding his political aesthetics would not
stifle his creative drive. He expressed some of this torment when he wrote
to his friend, silversmith William Spratling, on November 29, 1932:

My very dear friend: When you receive these lines I will already be “swim-
ming” aboard the West Nilus with destination Argentina. The authorities of
this your country do not wish to extend me permission to remain here any
longer. They have ordered me to leave immediately, notwithstanding that
some hundreds of the most important intellectuals in the United States have
requested that I be given more time to remain. With this I have lost a great
opportunity in New York. It truly pains me to have to leave the United States
because for some time now my imagination has been in the industrial zones
here, such as Pittsburgh, St. Louis, etc. I had projected a trip by automobile
through the regions populated by the blacks when the blow struck. In any case
I believe I have done something interesting here. I have initiated a movement of
outdoor murals that I judge to be very serious—murals “under the sun, under
the rain, facing the street.” If one muses over this, one recognizes its enormous
importance, something absolutely new in the history of the world, establishing
the basis of art of the future that would be “public to its fullest extent.”!

Though for the moment Siqueiros lacked a base from which he hoped
to develop further his new aesthetic ideas, his internationalist spirit
helped him adjust to each foreign land he visited. In Montevideo, Blanca
Luz was again home; Siqueiros tried to continue the momentum of paint-
ing that had been interrupted so abruptly in Los Angeles. In 1933 in
Montevideo, busying himself on easel works, he used pyroxylin paint
(automobile lacquer) for the first time on a painting that measured two
meters by one meter. Proletarian Victim showed a nude female figure
bound with rope and bowed down on her knees. Unsure about the quali-
ties of the new paint, he reverted to oils for the finishing touches. But
pyroxylin, despite its toxic vapors, satisfied Siqueiros and he used it
exclusively until the advent of acrylic in later years.

In Montevideo, too, Siqueiros’s presence was a source of excitement
and stimulation for the artists and intellectuals. He scon induced them
to organize the Writers and Artists League of Uruguay. He lectured in
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February at the Circulo de Bellas Artes de Montevideo, and in March he
presented an exhibit of paintings, lithographs, and photographs of murals.
The two lectures—*“The Technical Experiences of the Mexican Renais-
sance” and “The Work of the Painter’s Bloc of Los Angeles”—brought
to the Uruguayans a vivid picture of Mexican artists on the move.

They heard how the Mexicans, without any prior knowledge of mural
painting technique, turned for understanding to the past—to the Italians,
to the Indians of their own land. The Indians knew the ancient fresco
technique and advised the would-be muralists how to plaster a wall with
a mixture of well-slaked lime mixed with well-washed river sand. The
artists were then taught how to mix the slimy sap of the nopal (a cactus)
with water—to serve as a vehicle for painting when sized with dry pig-
ments. And they learned to derive the pigments from natural earth and
mineral sources: the Indians told them where to find the colors, how to
remove them from the layers of earth, and how to wash and grind them.

Siqueiros explained how they learned from the construction job chief
to avoid the dangers of humidity in the walls by neutralizing the wall,
putting a layer of asphalt between it and the coat of plaster. The Indian
workers taught them to regulate the consistency of the lime coat ac-
cording to the wall. If the stone wall or the plaster undercoat was smooth,
a rougher coat of plaster would be required, and vice versa. They also
learned how to recognize when the lime was sufficiently set to begin
painting.

The Mexican artists also probed the experiences of the Italian Renais-
sance muralists to understand composition problems that applied to
monumental surfaces and that took into account the role of the spectator
observing a large mural, not standing before an easel painting. The Mexi-
can Renaissance, the artists of Montevideo were told, had resumed mural
painting after a complete break of 400 years; they had had to rediscover
the old techniques and rules of mural painting; and in so doing they
had opened for the modern age unlimited possibilities for the future of
mural painting.

In Montevideo, Siqueiros’s own painting was developing in the direc-
tion of a new and stronger realism, while in his lectures to Uruguayan
artists and writers he was formulating a clarifying aesthetic rationalism
that espoused the ideals of public art. In March 1933, to the artists in the
Studio of Plastic Arts of Montevideo, his subject was *“The Educational
Experience of Painting and Sculpture in Mexico.” For the students in the
Center for Architectural Students of the University of Montevideo, his
subject was *“‘Architecture, Sculpture, Painting: One Problem.” The stu-
dents were told:

When the aristocracy takes over art it degenerates; when it becomes individual-
istic it becomes inconsequential; when it ceases to be a work of conviction
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and becomes a purely cerebral expression it enters totally into a process of
corruption; it then breaks apart, is no longer a unified body and decays. The
object of the great temples of antiquity was to continually dazzle the masses.
The overall plasticity was a work of conviction and a collective material prod-
uct, not only in respect to its fabrication but also in respect to its directorship.
The architecture, the sculpture and the painting constituted one alive unified
body; separating them would have been the same as mutilating them; architec-
ture, sculpture, and painting were then a single problem, answering to a
general plan—and to satisfy a popular need the sculpture was polychromed.
The structures of ancient civilizations were the result of geographical realities,
of material objects, of a corresponding technical development, and it was an
eminently political product whose monumental character had for its object the
subordination of the masses in order to give them an ideological homogeneity.3

In Uruguay Siqueiros did not ignore the reasons for his plight, and
often enough he assailed the Calles-controlled government that kept him
from his homeland: “This was my obligation outside of Mexico as well
as in Mexico itself.”* At the University of Montevideo he lectured on the
Mexican Revolution, and the Latin American poverty he observed fed his
revolutionary flame with new fuel. As a guest of the country, Siqueiros
exercised restraint in political activity, but on May Day, when he ad-
dressed the Confederation of Intellectual Workers of Uruguay, he did
not soften his words.

We want to be conscious collaborators with the proletariat. We have been the
divulgers of bourgeois class culture, the culture of oppression of the working
masses. We will be the ones to apply enthusiastically the new revolutionary
culture that emanates from the proletariat. With our old works we propped
up the bleeding, dying capitalist society. With our new works we will help
rip out these supports in order to speed up its collapse. From the trenches of
the bourgeoisie we attacked the Soviet Union with slander. Now we will defend
her from the closed ranks of the proletariat in arduous but victorious advance.
She is the first socialist country of the workers and the most powerful dynamo
generating the final class battle. In exchange for the most miserable jobs we
were the bureaucratic allies of the feudal bourgeoisie of Latin America. Thus
we collaborated with those who were the brutal instruments of the imperialists.
Today we are going to take our stand, physically and morally, in action that
strikes at the power of the dictatorships.

We incited the wars the imperialists desired, which are a matter of life and
death to decrepit capitalism. We now denounce their real motives and join
our voices to those of the proletarian vanguard when they shout: “We will
take up arms but only to fire them against the bourgeois class! With the arms
of the imperialist war we will make the social revolution.” The work that we
shall put at the service of the proletarian cause will not be a fruit exclusively of
emotions; it will be a revolutionary, cultural and aesthetic product, dialectically
elaborated and resting on a materialist foundation.

We live on the outskirts of real life, locked up in the carnal and moral
brothels of the rich. Now, with all our strength, we must enter into the



Siqueiros’s mother and father, Mexico City, 1894
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2. Village of Santa Anita, 1912

3. Siqueiros, 5th from left, as captain with General Diéguez, 1916




4. Self-portrait, 1918

5. Siquieros with a group of Mexican artists, circa 1923, from left: 1) Augustin Lazo,
2) Orozco Romero, 4) Abraham Angel, 6) Adolfo Best Maugard,
8) José Clemente Orozco, 9) Jean Charlot, 17) Carlos Merida, 20) Siqueiros



7. Siqueiros, 2nd from right, seated with victims of Cristeros




8. Siqueiros, 4th from r., Secretary General of the Confederation of

Labor, Jalisco, 1925
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9. Siqueiros, left, with first wife Graciela and labor leaders.
Vittorio Vidali at front row, left, 1929



10. Blanca Luz Brum, portrait
by Siqueiros, 1931

11. Siqueiros at work on mural, “Workers Meeting,”
Chouinard School of Art, 1931



12. Maria Asunsolo, portrait by
Siqueiros, 1935.
84" x 45.5" - pyroxylin

13. Siqueiros Experimental
Workshop, New York, 1936



14. Lt. Col. Siqueiros and
Commandante Juan B.
Gomez, Spain, 1937

15. Siqueiros at the front, 1st figure, lower left



16. Fugitives: Angélica and Siqueiros, 1940



17. “Two Mountain Peaks of America,” Havana, 1943



18. “The Dawn of Mexico,” 1944, portraits of Cardenas and Toledano
in the upper background.



19. “Cuauhtémoc Against the Myth,” 1944




20. Inauguration of mural “Cuauhtémoc...” |. to r., Maria Elena, daughter of
Lombardo, Angélica Siqueiros, Siqueiros, Vicente Lombardo Toledano
1944



21. Siqueiros at work on mural “New Democracy,” 1944



22. Siqueiros and “Our Present Image,” 1947



23. San Miguel de Allende, Guanajuato, 1948



24. Nun's dining room used by students to practice fresco painting,
San Miguel de Allende, 1948

25. Siqueiros and students, |. to r., Ernest de Soto, Herman Grissle, Bill
Hammil (face hidden), David Barajas, Siqueiros, Kent Bowman, Jimmy
Pinto, Philip Stein, Jeff Selzer, Carl Young. San Miguel, 1948



26. The students’ mural.

27. The room made ready for the Siqueiros mural



29. Baptismal font for Ignacio Allende



31. The bolt of lightning



33. Guarding the Juarez monument from Sinarquistas, Mexico City, 1950



34. Siqueiros in his studio in Tlacopac, Mexico, D. F., 1949

35. Mugging for the photographer, Hospital de La Raza, 1952



36. Siqueiros at paint-mixing
machine, Palace of Fine
Arts, 1951

37. Siqueiros and author at University City, 1953



38 Siqueiros at mural, “Man, Master of the Machine,” 1952

39. Siqueiros painting Padre Hidalgo, 1953



40. Siqueiros at meeting of Mexican Communist Party, early 1950s
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41. Paying last respects to Frida Kahlo. Front row, |. to r., ex-presidents
Emilio Portes Gil and Lazaro Céardenas; Diego Rivera, Siqueiros



42. Siqueiros, Pablo Neruda, Diego Rivera, 1952



43. Siqueiros and Nehru, 1956

44. Siqueiros and Chou En Lai, 1956



45. Siqueiros arrested, August 1960



46. Freedom! July 13, 1964



. Meeting of solidarity with Cuba and Vietnam at the Téatro Lirico,
Mexico, D.F., July 31, 1966
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48. Receiving the National Art Prize, December 15, 1966




49, Receiving the Lenin Peace Prize, September 1967

50. Siqueiros with Tito, November 10, 1967



51. Angélica Siqueiros in 1982, standing next to the final
unfinished work of her husband. She died in 1989.
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tremendous contemporary social drama that deals with the class struggle. Our
works must document the large and the small struggles of the working class,
which we must follow, moment by moment, as it advances heroically. At once
and with discipline we must do our work. In this way our works will be the
living essence of the ideology and purposes of the proletariat.’

The fiery speeches of the Mexican painter did not diminish his popular-
ity among Uruguayan artists and intellectuals and won him note in Argen-
tina. In June 1933 he was invited by “the first lady of Argentine letters,”
Victoria Ocampo, whose home in Buenos Aires was a salon for intellectu-
als, to present three lectures before the Asociacién Amigos del Arte,
which she led. Siqueiros and Blanca Luz left for Argentina, even though
for her, ultra-right Buenos Aires was a particularly distasteful place.

Two stormy lectures were given, but then Victoria Ocampo, herself a
conservative, canceled the third, having become frightened when she
heard him say such things as:

The street spectator is distinct from the complacent gallery spectator. One
has to put the painting that will be seen from afar by their eyes in such a way
that the intensity of the theme and the plastic expression will be realized, will
be felt. It is not possible to effect this fundamental change in painting without
there being an ideological incitement. Still more: it is not possible to realize
anything great without a spiritual content that encourages and strengthens
this desire. We should understand that we ought to be tied to the grave
problems of our epoch. We should lean toward the worker, we should be on
the side of the weak nation pillaged by the stronger, we should hate war and
aspire that the intellectuals and artists enjoy greater appreciation. Art without
ideological content has no reason for being and has no permanence.®

Siqueiros was stirring up intellectual circles and rallying artists to the
proletarian cause in what was an increasingly fascist, pro-Nazi Buenos
Aires. Argentine artists wanted him to paint a mural in their country and
they petitioned the President of the Republic, General Augustin P. Justo,
to invite the Mexican to decorate a wall. Though a conservative, Presi-
dent Justo approved the idea. Siqueiros and a team of Argentine painters
selected an outdoor wall on the Buenos Aires waterfront. Reaction was
quick and violent, and the newspapers Fronda, Bandera Argentina and
Crisol, all pro-Nazi, forced the President to withdraw his approval.

The rightwing press also attacked an exhibition of 14 paintings, 4 litho-
graphs, and photographs of Siqueiros’s murals that the Amigos del Arte
had presented in conjunction with his lectures. Bandera Argentina led
the attack with “The Monigotes [ugly paintings] of Alfaro Siqueiros and
their Plastic Value,” an article by Alfredo Tarruella.

Siqueiros does not know how to paint, and . . . lacks a disciplined, experi-
enced, spiritual inner life. His works are ugly pictures. . . . Because Siqueiros
is not an artist—he is a communist—a man in whose hands art is a pretext
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and a means of propaganda. . . . Siqueiros cannot be an artist because he is
a servant of the destroyers of Christian civilization, the Soviet Union, and a
confessed accomplice of Soviet aberrations that want to destroy all the arts,
eliminate easel painting, replace the spirit with the material and the noble
brush with a mechanical one.

The Argentine ruling class would no more turn a deaf ear to what
Siqueiros was saying and doing in Argentina than had their counterparts
in Mexico and the United States. As he settled deeper into Argentine
living, his aesthetic and political activities put him more and more on a
collision course with the authorities, who had already jailed him briefly
as a warning to desist from advocating, in his lectures on aesthetics, a -
new social order for the workers. The tumult was also eroding his rela-
tionship with Blanca Luz.

The opposition of the press toward Siqueiros was not unanimous. Na-
talio Botana, the wealthy owner of Critica, Argentina’s most important
newspaper, was captivated by the exuberance of the Mexican painter and
offered him the pages of Critica as a forum for his ideas. For more than
a year Siqueiros contributed a very popular column on art and politics
to Critica’s weekly supplement. During that time he carried on a debate
with his old boss José Vasconcelos, Minister of Education, during the
latter’s visit to Buenos Aires.

Both Siqueiros and Vasconcelos opposed ex-President Calles, who still
wielded great power in Mexico, but they opposed him for different rea-
sons. Vasconcelos gave interviews to the Argentine press, and Si-
queiros’s comments about those interviews in his column brought their
differing opinions about Mexican politics and the Revolution into the
open. To the fascination of the Buenos Aires public, a great debate blos-
somed in print: Siqueiros in Critica and Vasconcelos in the no-less-
important newspaper, Noticia. “Without any doubt,” Siqueiros later
wrote, ‘“our opinions constituted the most famous intellectual-political
event in the Republic of Argentina in 1933.”8

The debate left the pages of the newspaper and reached the auditorium
of the University of Argentina, where the two were to face students eager
to learn more about political events in Mexico. However, a group of
revolutionary students plastered Buenos Aires with announcements of
the debate that labeled Vasconcelos a counterrevolutionary and Siqueiros
a revolutionary, causing Vasconcelos to cry foul; he refused to appear.
Siqueiros did not condone the ill-advised act of the students, but he was
also on the stage with no control over the situation, so he acceded to the
requests of the audience and explained his views on the Mexican Revolu-
tion and the role of the embryo Calles oligarchy in developing and consol-
idating a Mexican rule allied to North American imperialism, burying the
Revolution while singing a hymn to it.’

After the government rescinded its approval of the Argentine artists’
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proposal that Siqueiros be given a wall to paint, publisher Botana offered
him a commission to decorate a room in his home; it was semicylindrical
in shape and was used as the bar. Though the room would not receive
the audience to whom Siqueiros preferred to address his murals, its un-
conventional shape was a challenge and appealed to him. The mural,
Plastic Exercise, was, he wrote, “a work that due to circumstance,
appeared to be the fruit that was compelled by our own condition as sal-
aried workers (a condition that would only disappear with the present
society).”10

The bar, designed by architect Jorge Kelney, proved important for
the technical innovations it encouraged. Siqueiros moved into the space
bounded by 200 square meters of arched surface, armed with a spray gun
and a movie projector. He was more absorbed in the problem of how to
paint shapes on a semicircular surface than in the theme those shapes
would delineate, especially in this hidden-away private bar.

Cement fresco technique was used, and for the finishing touches silicon
paint, a new synthetic at the time. On this mural Siqueiros probed for
dynamic forms that would relate to the zone of vision of a dynamic spec-
tator. The architect’s design was analyzed to uncover the foundation for
the painted forms that would complement the overall structure. Abstract
forms were then drawn on the curved surface and these in turn became
the basis for objective forms. From points on the normal trajectory of
the dynamic spectator, figures were flashed on the curved surface with
the movie projector, enabling Siqueiros and his team to study the distor-
tion on the curved surface. He was after the effect of changing *“‘cinemato-
graphic” forms, which would become activated as the spectator viewed
them while moving beneath the semicircular surface. Female figures were
painted to float and twist by spectators who moved on a floor that was
incorporated into the composition with polychrome. Undoubtedly, bever-
ages served at the bar helped to heighten the cinematographic effect.

The moving spectator had now come to be of utmost significance for
Siqueiros in determining the nature of the composition. He had attacked
the problem in the L.A. murals, but in Botana’s bar the concept was more
fully developed, for the spectator moved in a more concentrated area.

It was a pictorially active plastic that was due to the optic phenomenon
obtained by the heightened use of the geometric topography of the correspond-
ing architectural space. The dynamic use of the multiple visual perspective,
of a “visual magic” it is fitting to say, was our recourse to a plastic “trick.”!!

Siqueiros felt that he had taken an important step that would further
advance the realism of modern socially oriented mural art. Applying a
cinematographic effect to monumental outdoor murals would be a power-
ful method of presenting ideas to the masses, and modern mechanical
methods would be necessary for achieving these results.
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The Italian futurists, not having understood this, died brandishing an ab-
stract theory of “movement.” Their catafalque was the easel painting. The
“enemies of anachronism” died of anachronism. Now, naturally, they are fas-
cists. . . . On this road the antecedents are very few and far between. Until
now only “snapshots” of movement have been made (the formidable Paolo
Uccelo for example). There has been a failure in the plastic to develop move-
ment itself, for such a thing as movement could only be the job for our epoch. 2

Plastic Exercise, though decorative, served as an experimental work
which effectively broadened the capability of murals to speak to the
masses of the modern age. And Siqueiros did not lose touch with the
Argentine masses. He addressed many workers’ meetings, tested Argen-
tine jails, and had to contend with threats of expulsion by the police. But
he also assumed the role of art critic.

Evaluating Argentina’s major annual art exhibition, Siqueiros wrote a
review in Critica (September 22 and 23, 1933): “The Twenty-third Salon
as a Social Expression: A Symbol of Decadence, it Exhibits a Lamentable
Passivity.” It was a probing examination of the social root motivations
of Argentine art.

Is there capability and personal values among the exhibitors of the Twenty-
third Salon of Bellas Artes that opens tomorrow? There is, and very much.
. . .[T]hereare . . . painters of great capability and power. They are personally
gifted, but . . . [t]hat which ought to interest us is that which can be useful
in order to discover the social nature that the twenty-third Salon exhibits . . .
in its connections with the historical realities of the present moment, and in
its contact with the ideological unrest of the epoch.

. . . The Twenty-third Salon reveals with a vengeance the decomposition
of the capitalist regime. . . . It reveals in an obvious way the disorder that
prevails in intellectual as well as all other sectors of present life. It likewise
exhibits the miserable plastic-pedagogic methods that are now in vogue.

. . . The Twenty-third Salon demonstrates the infinite emptiness that ap-
pears when the solid connection to social conviction is missing in a plastic
work. Men and women—perhaps of genius, painters and sculptors of innate
strength, walk and stumble and reel like the blind in their production, passing
from one imitation to another, from one capricious plastic concept to another,
from one eccentricity to another. Their emotive source of life is artificial: a pool
of museum scholastics, or better, a fountain of a commercial speculative nature.

They receive aesthetic concepts as though they were canned food products.
Works from French impressionism to pre-war constructivism appear in the
exhibition. . . . For the great majority of the group that exhibited, there was
nothing that indicated the existence of fifty million unemployed and hungry
in the world. There was nothing that signified the heroic struggle that the
working class was presently waging against the tyranny of the capitalist system.
They preferred to continue possessing the muse that inspired the prattling
bacchantes rather than capture the tremendous power of workers in action
and in struggle.

. . . Preference for puerile, inane and ridiculous themes in an epoch when



Exile: Montevideo—Buenos Aires 91

the most cruel and intense battle in the history of the world is being waged
between the classes. Still lifes, placid scenes, mystical nudes, in an epoch of
tumultuous proletarian demonstrations and violent fascist aggression of the
bourgeoisie! Ego-cerebral abstractions at the same time that cinematography
and a revolutionary documental literature appear. In the epoch of Sergei
Eisenstein, of Pudovkin . . . of Dos Passos, of Dreiser, of Ehrenburg, of
Piscator, of the Bloc of Los Angeles, of Grosz . . . we have . . . a Salon where
a feeling for the pictureque predominates, where the love for the “chic,” for
the “smart set,” for the academic cadaver, invades everything.

. . . Shameful passivity in the face of the dreadful contemporary spectacle.
Passivity that is in reality collaboration with a class completely incapable
of “subvening” the most compelling material expenses of the intellectuals.
Submission, gratis, to a class that walks off the edge of a cliff at the moment
of its greatest economic dissolution and its most acute ideological corruption.'®

By this time Siqueiros’s welcome in Argentina was worn out, and
Blanca Luz’s endurance of the adversities of life with him was wearing
thin. They were under surveillance by the Argentine police, and she
dreaded the thought of suffering more of the experiences that resulted
from his several jailings. Shortly before he was expelled from Argentina,
they separated.

The expulsion was in December 1933, after Siqueiros had made an
appearance before a large gathering of union workers. By this time Si-
queiros had developed a great following among the artists and workers,
who organized a large exhibition that included all the works he had done
in Argentina. “Mexico,” he wrote, “had never produced a mass move-
ment that supported the work of a Mexican painter as the one produced
in Argentina that supported me.”!*

All was to no avail. They took him three hundred miles to Bahia
Blanca, the port city south of Buenos Aires, and there he was put aboard
the freighter El Trovador, for a voyage to New York that took forty days.
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Though Siqueiros had been expelled three years earlier from the west
coast of the United States, he entered the east coast unnoticed. He wan-
dered blithely into New York, rented a room, contacted Alma Reed at
her Delphic Studios, and arranged an exhibit of the paintings he had
brought from Argentina.

Soon there was the vernissage—the opening night—of his portrait of
Eva Mayer, a rich woman who honored him with a party at the Waldorf
Astoria. In a lower Manhattan studio he had borrowed he began to experi-
ment with new techniques and materials, which attracted a number of
New York artists. The seeds were being planted that would soon grow
into a sturdy strain of political art in New York. His first withering attack
against Diego Rivera’s politics was published in the New Masses, presag-
ing the series of polemics the two would engage in the following year.

Since he remained in New York unmolested, Siqueiros delayed his
return to Mexico, thinking it would be more expedient to return there
after the newly elected President, General Liazaro Cardenas, assumed
office on November 30, 1934. Cardenas had been selected by the jefe
maximo, Calles, to be the Partido Nacional Revolucionario’s candidate
and his election had been a foregone conclusion. However, Cardenas
was not as pliant as Calles had imagined. A principled politician and one
of the few generals who did not enrich himself after the Revolution,
Cérdenas refused to respond to the strings that Calles was pulling. Sup-
ported by the workers and peasants, Cardenas forced Calles to leave the
country and to end his days in Texas exile.

The oppressive and despotic conditions of the long Calles era were
brought to an end as Cardenas ushered in a new period of Mexican de-
mocracy. Revolutionaries that Calles had forced underground were now
freely resuming their normal political activity.

The atmosphere in Mexico City was electric. The Arenal family was
there; they had returned home from Los Angeles. The political spark that
the mentor had ignited in Angélica three years earlier had by this time
become a revolutionary flame. With her two brothers she became part of
the antifascist peace movement; they all had joined the Communist Party.



Siqueiros Experimental Workshop, New York City 93

Siqueiros ended his three years of wandering in exile and returned
aboveground to his homeland, full of exciting ideas and eager to immerse
himself not only in aesthetic problems but in the political ferment that
the Cardenas presidency had inspired.

He spoke again at meetings—and she was in attendance. David had
inspired Angélica in L.A. and she was eager to hear him again. Still, the
attraction was intellectual, their thoughts were on so many other matters.

The Communist Party, now operating in the open, had to deal with
dissension in its ranks as dogmatists and sectarians collided with artists
and intellectuals, most often with the reinstated, fiery painter. Completely
wrapped up now in formulating his own socio-technical-aesthetic theo-
ries, firmly Marxist, Siqueiros was nonetheless strongly criticized by the
PCM for lacking discipline. He had always run ahead, and understanding
from his Mexican comrades was not entirely forthcoming. At the time,
Angélica Arenal sided with the Party in its criticism of him.!

With the changed political climate in Mexico the government—repre-
sented by the new Minister of Public Education, Gonzalo Vazquez
Vela—now invited Siqueiros to lecture on art to the North American
Conference of the New Education Fellowship, meeting in Mexico City.
For the lecture series, “The Arts in the Mexican Schools,” Rivera, too,
was a speaker. His lecture (a day prior to Siqueiros’s) was on “The Arts
and Their Revolutionary Role in Culture.” It was culturally uplifting and
satisfying for the audience of North American schoolteachers.

On the following day, however—August 28, 1935—Siqueiros took ad-
vantage of the occasion to discuss “vital concerns” of the “movement”
and set out to attack publicly the “counterrevolutionary” activities of one
of its members, Diego Rivera. The audience, innocent bystanders, were
totally unprepared. No sooner had Siqueiros started to speak, startling
the schoolteachers, than the mountainous Rivera burst into the audito-
rium and seated himself in the front row. Siqueiros uttered no more than
a few sentences before Rivera was on his feet demanding equal time to
respond. José Muinoz Cota, the head of the Department of Fine Arts,
was presiding over the lecture. He insisted that no debate was being held
and that Rivera had had his opportunity to speak the previous day. But
Rivera, not easily shunted aside, whipped out his pistol. Waving it in the
air, he insisted that he be allowed to speak, and finally a date was set for
the two revolutionaries to meet and debate on the following afternoon.2

A nervous calm was restored. Siqueiros proceeded with his theme:
Rivera had not been properly understood; critics evaluated his work in
a detached manner; he, Siqueiros, would search out and point to the
cause of Rivera’s opportunism—of which everyone was conscious; the
revolutionary intellectuals recognized Rivera as a demagogue, but the
root cause lay in the “so-called Mexican Mural Movement.”

Rivera listened in silence as Siqueiros leveled charges that he had been
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a destructive force within the movement of revolutionary artists; that
Rivera had spent the entire period of the Mexican Revolution in his Paris
studio, and then had become one of the “ideological directors” of the
movement; that he had no conception of revolution or of the Mexican
Revolution.

What Siqueiros said was familiar to Rivera, for it had all been published
in New York a year earlier. At that time Siqueiros had written:

In Paris he [Rivera] was the most outstanding mental snob of his time. He
was the classic Montparnassian and Rotondeian. Nobody could get the better
of hin in speculative agility, or of his stretch of the imagination. His pre-
cubist, cubist, and post-cubist work in Europe demonstrated his absolute
detachment from the social problem. Thus it was, that he, the snob, later
appropriated the Revolution exclusively as a platform for his declamations.

And when he was back in Mexico, “Rivera was the mental tourist par
excellence. Indianist, folklorist, archeologist, (Picasso in Aztec land!). In
Mexico he was the Mexican chauvinist of Indianism.” Siqueiros attacked
him for his failure to become an internationalist and for his lack of under-
standing that “revolutionary art is bound to reflect the international char-
acter of the revolution.”?

He further charged Rivera with surrendering economically, thus de-
livering the painters into the hands of the government, and in effect being
responsible for the destruction of the union. In 1922, Rivera was the
senior artist most influential in steering the course of the mural renais-
sance and Siqueiros accused him of having selected the worst places for
painting murals for the Revolution. “The Montparnassian was not capable
of understanding that revolutionary art is art which is politically
functional.”

For Siqueiros, the influential Rivera had sabotaged the collective work
by deliberately monopolizing the government murals, disrupting the
movement and throwing it into political and technical chaos. When it
came to El Machete, Rivera had been included among its directors in
order to “neutralize” him. Except for one short article, he contributed
nothing to the paper, yet he considered himself to be “the father and
mother of the courageous creature.” And he was part of a counterrevolu-
tionary faction in the PCM.

As for Rivera’s murals, Siqueiros found fault with his use of the “an-
achronistic” fresco method and his lack of technical inventiveness, and
with the romantic attachment of both Rivera and the movement in gen-
eral, to interior painting, fresco technique and the use of brushes. Si-
queiros considered Rivera only a “sympathizer” of the revolutionary
cause during that period, one who had never involved himself directly in
any workers’ struggles, and who had ient himself to the Party only when
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he could play a star role in something spectacular. In order to protect his
growing vested interest in mural painting, he had gradually moved to the
side of the new bourgeoisie. This opportunism was evident in Rivera's
murals:

He painted only general themes, abstract symbols, scholastic, pseudo-Marxist
lectures. The academic and pedantic speech instead of the appropriate slogan
of the moment. Friend of the pictorial political portrait, he never employs,
however, the figures of the Mexican feudal (landowning) bourgeoisie who were
in league with imperialism. Calles, its strong man, never appears on the scene
in his role of demagogue-hangman, of the Mexican workers. He never painted
. . . the victims of the Mexican counterrevolution. And Ambassador Morrow?
Rivera could not very well portray politically his patron, the man who paid
him $12,000 so that he could condemn the Spanish colonials in his fresco, as
the symbol of oppression of the Mexican people, to be presented as a gift to
the government of the respective state. Naturally, Rivera recalled Cortés of
the Conquest. Cortés is long dead; but in no way did Rivera hint at the modern
Mexican Cortés: on the contrary, the latter was a friend of his, and his widow
is his godmother in the United States.

And when the political repression grew intense, Rivera, in order to
save his skin and his mural work, deserted the PCM, engineering his
own expulsion by coming out as a Trotskyite and attacking the Central
Committee of the Party. For this he was rewarded by the government
with the post of director of the School of Fine Arts and escaped the
imprisonment his comrades suffered in the May Day roundup of 1930.

Siqueiros underscored what he saw as Rivera’s responsibility for the
faltering and dissipating mural movement that had had so promising a
beginning. In his critique he bore down hard on Rivera’s courting tourism
and the detrimental effect that this had on the movement.

The tourists found in Rivera their painter par excellence. Rivera found in
them the augmenters of his fortune. The tourists wanted little paintings that
could be shipped easily and one had to comply with their commercial demands.
Thus was the door opened to “Mexican Souvenir Painting,” to chauvinistic
painting, which had to be substituted for the mural painting which we had
started in Mexico with healthy revolutionary intentions.’

Siqueiros’s lecture covered much the same ground as his New Masses
article and left his audience of North American educators bewildered.
But the newspapers printed the story surrounding the speech as sensa-
tional news and there was a great crush of artists, writers, art dealers,
workers, North American intellectuals, etc. to attend the debate the fol-
lowing afternoon, to hear the oft-criticized Rivera respond publicly to his
strongest critic, after a long period of silence.b

Siqueiros spoke first and reviewed the main points he had made the
previous day. Then Rivera, defending himseif, maintained that whatever
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the Revolution was, petit bourgeois or other, it was the job of the artist
to reflect it. Had he not at the beginning followed the order of the Commu-
nist Party, thus producing revolutionary works? And was the Communist
Party ever wrong? As far as his joining the bourgeois government, had
not Lenin advised boring from within? He defended his religious subject
matter as being in conformity with Mexico’s growth; besides, had not
Siqueiros painted an angel in his first mural? As for fresco—houses are
built with the same materials as in the past; why then, should frescoes
be outmoded? Had not Marx said that art should be the result of social
conditions? Was this not the case with his murals?

Rivera clung to the point that revolutionary work was possible even
when cooperating with the government, and this defense became his main
rationalization against the accusation of counterrevolutionary behavior.
His arguments left the audience confused but Rivera proposed that the
debates continue. The opposing sides—Rivera and his Trotskyite follow-
ers, and Siqueiros with the League of Revolutionary Writers and Artists
(LEAR)—remained firm in their positions and the debates quickly degen-
erated into a series of repetitious charges and countercharges with no
possible resolution of the differences or reconciliation of the forces.’

Siqueiros, a member of LEAR during this period, joined in its effort
to organize a studio-school of revolutionary art that would disseminate
its production to all the militant workers’ and peasant’s organizations.
But circumstances would soon draw him back to New York and he con-
tributed little to the effort. In January 1936, the Asamblea Nacional de
Productores de Artes Plasticas elected him, along with Rufino Tamayo
and Robert Guardia Berdecio, to represent Mexico at the American Art-
ists” Congress that was to meet in New York in February. Three delegates
were also being sent by LEAR: José Clemente Orozco, Luis Arenal, and
Antonio Pujol. Of this group, Arenal, Berdecio and Pujol would join
Siqueiros in establishing a studio in New York.

For Siqueiros, New York was the setting for a new upsurge in his artistic
activity. Reactionary forces in Mexico had been worming their way back
into the Cardenas government. Work had been kept from him, and en-
trenched bureaucrats were once again bent on hampering every move he
made. Political enemies had the power to fabricate charges at any moment
that would send him off to jail.® Since his return to Mexico at the beginning
of 1935 he had been in full political activity for the Communist Party and
was also president of the League Against War and Fascism.

Now 39, Siqueiros felt the pressures of artistic fulfillment and accom-
plishment building up within him, and in New York, that fountainhead
of industry and modernity, the flow of new creative ideas took possession
of him.

Still, revolution was the raison d’etre of his art, of the creativity burst-
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ing from him, of the ideas that were exploding. His painting technique
was developing marvelously, nothing could stop this vital flowering pe-
riod. Nor could the PCM hold him in rein. Revolution! revolution with
art in capitalism’s greatest industrial state.

Angélica Arenal was also in the United States at this time. She was
now an active revolutionary and had been sent by the PCM to raise funds
for the Mexican United Front, a coalition of progressive organizations
supporting Cardenas and at the same time demanding more revolutionary
programs. Angélica had been advised by the PCM to contact Siqueiros
in New York, to “mobilize” him and make him assist her in her search
for funds. Her appearance in New York could not have been a more
welcome sight in the gloom of Siqueiros’s economically troubled
situation.

Angélica came on the scene—all business, very proud and independ-
ent. Siqueiros’s comrades had already wagered that she would never
agree to meet with him. Siqueiros was then very much attached to the
Mexican beauty Marfa Astnsolo, but this did not guarantee that one so
comely as Angélica Arenal would not cause him to turn his head.

His amorous relationship with Maria Astinsolo had developed during
1935, the year of his return from exile. Her Mexico City home was a
salon for artists, and she devoted time to helping them find exposure for
their works. Siqueiros had painted two personally involved portraits of
Marfa—a majestic full-length figure of her descending a staircase, with
an endearing inscription and his signature [12], and another depicting her
as a child. From New York he wrote to her devotedly, sparing no details
of the progress he was making with his painting. But when Angélica
later returned to Mexico, the letters to Maria stopped and the letters to
Angélica began.

Angélica at 24 was now writing for the Communist press, and trav-
eled to New York, Chicago and Philadelphia raisings funds. She made
speeches defending the Cardenas government and attacking Al Smith and
the Liberty League for spreading lies that the Catholics could no longer
attend church in Mexico. She captivated everyone in progressive circles
and was welcomed as though she were Mexico’s ambassador.

Siqueiros was more than=willing to assist her, but she was busy with
her tasks and could rarely be found. His only desire was to be with
this independent, difficult and maddeningly beautiful woman. While their
commitment to one another grew stronger, Angélica’s political work
came first. Finally, after much insisting on his part that together they
would make good comrades working for the Party; she a writer, he a
painter, and that both could live a marvelous life together, Angélica with
some misgivings sent for her young daughter in Mexico and moved into
a small apartment with Siqueiros.

She was strongly attracted to him, but after her first unfortunate mar-
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riage she hoped to exercise more caution. As she watched him tenderly
care for her little daughter she knew he was right, but for the moment
she did not trust him. They lived together for a couple of months during
1936, but these two very unique personalities would require a longer
period of adjustment. At first it seemed too difficult; Angélica returned
to Mexico.?

He wrote to her asking her to come back:

I knew for a long time that some day you and I would have to love each other,
and if our love arrived late it was certainly no fault of mine; but still there
remains for us a long road ahead that we will travel together, a marvelous
road of work, always for the revolution; a road of such affection, of our
affection. You will see! you will see! What we will do supporting each other,
in the same spiritual state, for we will both find when we search, groping in
the shadows of the night, that in this condition we should find security in the
good quality of our love. . . . I am certain that for me you represent revolution-
ary work, revolutionary strength, peace in the little things of life in order that
all our energy and all our efforts may serve the revolution.!?

But before Angélica could return to New York, the war in Spain would
separate them by an even greater distance.

During this period in New York, Siqueiros was able to produce a vast
amount of politically useful work, without restriction. In April 1936 he
moved into a workspace at 5 West 14 Street and there began seriously
to investigate and apply modern techniques [13]. His New York studio
would be a workshop to “cooperate with the workers’ movement in the
United States.”!! He experimented with and exploited modern materials
and techniques, and his work became politically functional. The period
of Roosevelt’s presidency was a propitious one for Siqueiros; unham-
pered, he was able to produce works that openly supported the political
activity of the Communist Party of the United States.

On the technical side, the objects of his experimentation were spray
guns, cameras and any modern tool that would help. The modern paint
was pyroxylin, the automobile lacquer of a cellulose nitrate base. Pyroxy-
lin was an extremely durable medium that not only enhanced the intensity
of the pigments but it produced accidental effects of great beauty if the
colors of the rapidly setting paint were encouraged to flow together mo-
mentarily. The control and utilization of these effects especially intrigued
Siqueiros. An opposite interpretation was given to these accidental ef-
fects by the North American painter Jackson Pollock. Pollock had been
attracted to the Siqueiros Experimental Workshop and took special note
of the pyroxylin paint as it dripped on the floor. In the random dripping
and the subsequent effects of the quick-setting pyroxylin paint lay Pol-
lock’s future style.

But of greater significance was the direction in which Siqueiros was
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leading the North Americans who worked with him and the works that
were being created. There were twelve to fifteen artists in the workshop
collective and they produced functional art for labor and political organi-
zations, including paintings and posters for political rallies and floats for
parades. It was the period of the rise of fascism in Europe and of height-
ened anti-fascist activity in the United States.

Two paintings that Siqueiros produced at this time were successful for
him in clarifying the problem of the superimposition of technique, aes-
thetics and politics. They were entered in the anti-fascist exhibition that
the American Artists Congress sponsored at the New School for Social
Research on April 15, 1936. The paintings—The Birth of Fascism and
Stop the War—were small works that involved experimental techniques;
each measured 90 by 75 centimeters.

In The Birth of Fascism (plate 18) Siqueiros probed the accidental ef-
fects that the pyroxylin paint was uniquely capable of producing; bending
them to his will he produced a work of outspoken clarity. A raft floats
on a tempestuous sea (the sea delineated by the accidental effects of the
pyroxylin). Aboard the raft the mother of fascism—painted face of a
whore—in the act of parturition, delivers a three-headed monster: Hitler,
Mussolini and Hearst. To one side, the arm and head of a submerged
Statue of Liberty protrude from the swirling water. In the foreground on
the opposite side floats a book, symbol of the religions, morality and the
philosophy of the bourgeoisie, while in the distance the structure of the
first land of socialism is visible. Later (in 1954) Siqueiros made a number
of changes—a weird-shaped shroud covered the three-headed monster;
the book was removed; the sinking Statue of Liberty disappeared beneath
the water and a swirling swastika took its place.

Stop the War (plate 19) was a direct call to action. With spray gun,
stencil and brush, Siqueiros depicted a mass of humans surging forward
to overthrow the capitalist instigators of war. Symbols of capitalism and
war rise in the background: the bloated face on the bourgeois who
clutches a swastika; another in a gas mask; war surrounds the Eiffel
Tower; but in the background a lighthouse of “international communism”
sends its beam over the masses, and steel structures of the Soviet
Union rise.

Of course eyebrows were raised. Was this art or pure propaganda? As
far as Siqueiros was concerned, he had made the transition, he would
make propaganda art. He had written to Marfa Astinsolo:

I was now able to think plastically of the political problems. Before it was
almost impossible for me. The emotional and sensual part of art dominated
me entirely. A pleasing texture or beautiful abstract form made me forget the
initial proposition of my political thinking. Now I have the strength to sacrifice
those things in my painting which do not keep in step with my mental object. 2
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In New York, Siqueiros refined his painting with a use of clear political
concepts and entered the territory that had always been forbidden to
“art.” In the past, artists had indulged in naturalistic creations depicting
“suffering humanity” but Siqueiros was fathoming how to bring the
causes of that suffering to light in plastic terms. The Russian and Mexican
revolutions had suddenly wrenched art from its self-indulgent world. Art-
ists who joined those momentous events struggled to infuse their art with
collaborative themes. The new Soviet government supported the artists
and their “agit” art, while in Mexico the artists organized and fought to
maintain the support of their own government. And earlier, the painters
of the French Revolution, though tied to tradition, believed that art must
convey a message, and their paintings supported the revolution.

The political works of art that poured out of the Siqueiros Experimental
Workshop were not sufficiently remunerative, if at all; to meet expenses,
Siqueiros had to turn out portraits and easel works of a nonpolitical na-
ture. But in the main he guided the workshop team in fulfilling their
revolutionary commitment, painting to satisfy the needs of proletarian
organizations and especially of the Communist Party (CPUSA).

Initiating the use of the slide projector, monumental posters were pro-
duced in many copies, their subjects limned in a giant enlarged size.
Siqueiros and his workshop team received a tremendous ovation when
two huge paintings (each 12 by 9 meters) of the Communist Party’s candi-
dates for President and Vice-President of the United States, Earl Browder
and James Ford, were lowered before 25,000 people attending a political
rally in New York’s Madison Square Garden in June 1936. The two por-
traits were products of the Experimental Workshop’s photo-projection
method. !

The painters of the Siqueiros Workshop also met the needs of proletar-
ian outdoor events, creating floats for parades such as one for May Day,
1936—a huge polychromed sculpture in motion: a rising and falling ham-
mer, marked with the hammer-and-sickle symbol, smashing Wall Street,
a ticker-tape machine. From that float the necessity for forming a third
party, a farmer-labor party, was also proclaimed. Two floats for that May
Day parade were made for the League Against War and Fascism. For
July 4, 1936, a day that the Left proclaimed as Anti-Hearst Day, Siqueiros
and his workshop team created a float mounted on a boat, to sail before
millions of bathers on the beach at Coney Island. The thirty-foot boat
sailed the sea with Siqueiros and two 14-foot-high manikins of Hearst
and Hitler seated back-to-back with revolving interchangeable heads. Sta-
tioned high up within the manikins and activating the revolving heads
was Luis Arenal, who at times came perilously close to falling into the
sea as the boat rolled in the rough waters.

New York, too, was the city of glitter for Siqueiros. He had dealt with
galleries and wealthy patrons of the arts, but perhaps that world touched
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him most through a close friendship he enjoyed with George Gershwin.
The two had met a few years earlier in Taxco, and Gershwin, an amateur
painter and an enthusiast of Siqueiros’s work, owned his painting The
Child Mother (plate 17).

In the pulsating metropolis, the two engaged in engrossing discussions
in which they compared their respective fields of endeavor, the similar-
ities of structure in painting and music. They agreed that there was a
relationship between polychrome and movement in painting, and rhythm
and sonority in music; between composition in painting and arrangements
for orchestra. In their mutual admiration of each other’s work, Gershwin
claimed he heard sounds in Siqueiros’s colors; in turn, Siqueiros saw
color and form in Gershwin’s music.!*

A year before Gershwin died at 39, Siqueiros painted an extraordinary
portrait of him. Indecisive about the kind of portrait he desired, Gershwin
steered the project through a number of radical changes. At first he re-
quested that Siqueiros paint just his head, but when the painter arrived
at Gershwin’s Park Avenue apartment with a 60 X 40 centimeter canvas,
Gershwin had changed his mind—he wanted a full-length portrait. Si-
queiros returned the following day with a canvas of the appropriate size,
only to find that Gershwin had now decided to be painted playing the
piano. Finally, the canvas measured 2.5 meters by 1.6 meters.

Gershwin is portrayed in oils at the concert grand as seen from the
rear of the stage, with the entire concert hall as background (plate 20).
Possibly to forestall any further changes, Siqueiros painted the hall with
a packed audience. Gershwin was impressed with the painting’s grandeur
and begged Siqueiros to paint the members of his family in the front
row. Gershwin’s family was large and he wanted even deceased relatives
included. However, Siqueiros met the challenge, and included himself on
the last seat of the front row.

So overjoyed was Gershwin with the finished painting that he called
for a celebration, and for his so illustrious star painter nothing less than
a bacchanal at the Waldorf Astoria would suffice. As remembered by one
of the two male participants, Gershwin’s “prestige” at the time “guaran-
teed” the attendance of thirty Broadway showgirls.!
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Spain: Captain to Lt. Colonel

In December 1936 two old friends paid a visit to Siqueiros at his New
York Experimental Workshop. Poets and writers, wife and husband,
Mari Teresa Le6n and Rafael Alberti had just arrived from Mexico and
were on their way home to Spain to join the government’s struggle against
Franco. Siqueiros’s sympathies lay with their cause and he took very
seriously their suggestion that his workshop should be in Spain serving
the Republican cause.

Siqueiros was well aware of the threat of a fascist takeover in Spain.
The year before, Siqueiros had painted Marfa Teresa’s portrait in Mexico,
and now the words that passed between him and the Albertis were enough
~ to send him packing. Without further ado he gathered up his painting
materials, mailed off a box of his personal effects to Angélica in Mexico
and left the Experimental Workshop in the hands of his North Ameri-
can comrades.

Joined by a handful of Mexican artists, Siqueiros embarked for France,
enroute to Spain, and reached his destination in late January 1937, 6
months after the counterrevolution had begun. Madrid had been under
siege since November and the provisional capital had been moved to
Valencia. There Siqueiros went to contact the Director General of Fine
Arts of the Spanish Republic, José Renau. The director general, 30 years
old, was immediately inspired with Siqueiros’s idea of an art workshop
that would serve the cause; however, he knew that the crisis of the mo-
ment would militate against such an idea. It was a realization Siqueiros
had also reached the moment he entered Spain.

But Renau could arrange a conference, and in February Siqueiros was
introduced to an audience that packed the auditorium of the University
of Valencia and included many artists in uniform. His lecture, “Art as a
Tool of Struggle,” left an indelible impression on his listeners and there
was the usual hysterical reaction among the esthetes present. Renau him-
self was greatly affected and would eventually, as a refugee, seek out
Siqueiros in Mexico.!

The lecture was the last contact with art that Siqueiros would have in
Spain; he presented himself at the headquarters of the famous Fifth Regi-
ment to volunteer as a soldier.
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The Fifth Regiment was the greatest fighting unit of the Spanish Civil
war. It was organized and led by the Italian Vittorio Vidali, who used
the nom de guerre Carlos Contreras. Comandante Carlos was the repre-
sentative of the Comintern, a tough organizer and disciplinarian who
under the conditions of war had many a coward and deserter shot, but
with the Spanish Communists Enrique Lister and Juan Modesto Guilloto,
he guided and molded the Fifth Regiment into what Herbert L. Matthews
called “one of the great revolutionary military units of all times.”?

As political commissar Contreras saw to it that all the soldiers of the
Fifth Regiment, especially the workers and peasants without Communist
Party affiliation, were politicized to the extent that they understood the
meaning of fascism and would have no doubts as to what enemy they
were fighting. He built the regiment into a self-contained model with its
own munition factories, repair shops, hospitals and rest homes. Aviators
and tank men were trained, newspapers published and orphanages
established.

The two Spanish Communists who organized the regiment with Con-
treras, ex-quarryman Lister and ex-woodcutter Modesto, under both of
whom Siqueiros fought, were to become two of the greatest generals of
the war. Poets wrote about them: Antonio Machado, “To Lister, Chief
of the Ebro Army;” Emilio Prados, “To the Comrades of the Thaelmann
Battalion and to Modesto Guilloto, its Commander;” and Rafael Alberti,
“I’'m From the Fifth Regiment.”

When he arrived at the headquarters of the Fifth Regiment to volunteer
his services, Siqueiros at 40 was four years the senior of Comandante
“Carlos.” Since both had been in the United States, their political activi-
ties there gave them much to talk about. Siqueiros put the question to
Contreras: would he be more useful painting or fighting? Contreras did
not answer directly but asked Siqueiros if he would like to accompany
him to the front at Madrid on the next morning. Siqueiros accepted the
invitation, settling the question.

Madrid was under siege, being defended in a superhuman effort by all
able-bodied persons, and the Fifth Regiment was responsible for organiz-
ing the city’s defense. Siqueiros arrived at the command post on the
Madrid front in February 1937 serving as Contreras’s aide. Comandante
Modesto, who was there, was in charge of the forces fighting fiercely at
La Maraiosa in the Jarama Valley.

One of Modesto’s battalions had to be warned of a threatened encircle-
ment by the enemy. Siqueiros volunteered to carry the message. Coman-
dante Modesto was pleased with his offer, and on a map he indicated to
Siqueiros the safest and shortest direction through the line of fire to the
threatened battalion. Still in civilian clothes, the painter carefully and
quickly found his way to his objective. He remained all day, fought with
the embattled group, and when night fell, he returned to the command
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post covered with mud and grime. There was a celebration for the success
of his mission, and Comandante Enrique Lister raised a toast to the health
of the new recruit.>

Following this action, Siqueiros wrote to Angélica on February 17
from Madrid:

I write to you after my first military action and after having slept for five hours
this afternoon. At dawn an important offensive of our forces was initiated to
clear the enemy from the Madrid-Valencia highway. I worked all through the
night with the chief of the Fourth Division and in the morning I became his
official messenger. I have felt an immense joy in knowing I can be useful in this
great struggle for the freedom of all the peoples of the world. I have lived
through a splendid morning in the midst of the artillery duels, under the terrible
aeroplanes that bombed our columns on the march. All my past experiences
came together to help me fulfill the duties with which I was charged.*

He hoped that the fact that he had been a captain in the Constitutional-
ist Army of Mexico would be considered when his rank and responsibility
were settled. In the meantime, his leadership and organizing ability were
appreciated; Comandante Lister, much to the chagrin of Comandante
Contreras, borrowed Siqueiros’s services as an aide. In view of his previ-
ous military experience and rank, he was made a comandante, a rank
equivalent to major, and a promotion over his rank in the Mexican War.

Under Lister, Siqueiros was first given temporary command of a group
of tanks fighting at Marafiosa and El Pingarrén, south of Madrid, and
then command of the 82nd Brigade, a mixed brigade of anarchists who
fought at Teruel.® The disregard of the anarchists for any and all rules of
military discipline was an ordeal for Siqueiros. Cajoling them and threat-
ening them with execution was of little use, yet he did better than most;
as much as the anarchists hated the Soviet Union, they loved Mexico
and their Mexican chief.%

By March 28, 1937, Siqueiros was the education officer on the Teruel
front and rapidly rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel [14]. In addition to
commanding the 82nd Brigade he became the chief of the 46th Motorized
Brigade, which under the command of Captain Uribarri was known as
the “Phantom Column” for the rapidity with which it moved into action.”
Leading the 82nd Brigade, Siqueiros took the town of Celades, just north
of Teruel; then, with the Phantom Column he moved to the Toledo-
Cérdoba sector, fighting from Guadalupe to Granja de Torrehermosa [15]
and ending with the command (as a foreigner, it was provisional) of the
29th Division and its sixteen thousand men.®

Siqueiros wrote endearing letters to Angélica, and she worried about
the danger to his life. The slaughter in Spain was atrocious and there was
good reason to believe that he might not return. She wanted to go there,
to volunteer for the struggle, to find him. Her determination grew and
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she sought to find a way to get to Spain. She was now working as a
reporter for the government newspaper El Nacional and was an active
member of the PCM; at the time these were positive factors. Angélica
requested of the Minister of Communications that the government send
her to Spain as a newspaper reporter. The moment was propitious; not
only was it agreed that she would report on the events of the war for El
Nacional, but she would also carry a secret document from the Mexican
government to the Spanish government.

When Angélica was ready to leave the country, she was given a sealed
envelope (she did not know it contained the key to a secret code that
would pass between the two governments) and was briefed on her mission
by the Foreign Ministry. In March of 1937 she traveled by train from
Mexico City to New York where she boarded the Ile de France. Aboard
ship, a group of young North American doctors, on their way to join the
Abraham Lincoln Brigade, befriended her with protective interest—they
were all traveling to Spain together.

On their first night in Spain, during an air raid, the doctors rushed to
a shelter, leaving her sleeping soundly. It was not to be the last time that
men would leave her in the lurch to save their skins. In the morning,
they left together on the train for Valencia and though they parted the
best of friends, Angélica could not forget the previous night.

Valencia was a shock. In Mexico she had heard that all of Spain was
at war. But here in Valencia, coffeechouse after coffeehouse was full of
men, of bureaucrats endlessly talking, volubly chattering, as though the
country were at peace. She was perplexed. Nevertheless, her first task
was to deliver the official envelope she was carrying to the designated
government ministry. There, Minister of Finance Juan Negrin, who was
soon to become Premier, received her. It was midday, and his office was
on the top floor, twelve stories up. Angélica was standing before him—
he had received the envelope and was thanking her—when the air-raid
sirens sounded. He asked to be excused and rapidly left the room, heading
for the shelter, leaving her standing there. What should she do? She sat
down and waited for the all clear to sound. When Negrin did not return, she
left, her mission accomplished. It was another thing she never forgot.’

When Angélica arrived in Valencia, Siqueiros was at the Estremadura
front, far to the west. It was April when she received his letter telling
her that he knew of her arrival and would soon obtain a safe-conduct for
her to come to the front. In the meantime, Angélica remained in Valencia
and went to work for the Communist newspaper, La Prensa Rojo. It
would be two months before they managed to meet.

Siqueiros followed military orders strictly. Civilians, especially
" women, were not permitted at the front. Those women who had fought
earlier in the militia were now being considered a “problem” and the
government took measures to keep them away from the fighting. When



106 Spain: Captain to Lt. Colonel

Siqueiros seemed to be resisting arranging for her visit, Angélica simply
obtained permission herself to make the trip to Cérdoba in her capacity
as a war correspondent.

Once in Cérdoba, Angélica explained to the military officials that she
was a Mexican journalist searching for the Mexican officer Siqueiros.
Officers and enlisted men scurried about, and promptly a car was pro-
vided to take her to Coso Blanco, a small village on the front line. Si-
queiros was not in his quarters when she arrived, but there was no lack
of attention to the very attractive Mexican war correspondent. One lieu-
tenant volunteered to help her get her story by being her guide at the
front lines. Angélica, eager to see David, agreed to go. Two horses were
saddled and, though unaccustomed, Angélica fearlessly rode with the
lieutenant to the front.

In the meantime Siqueiros had returned and the news he heard could not
have distressed him more. He took the infraction of the rules seriously, and
when finally they met, he immediately, in her presence, sharply dressed
down the soldiers for permitting her to visit the front. With this greeting,
Angélica’s high spirits fell; paying no heed to his entreaties, she got into
her chauffeured car and left. With all haste and very contrite, Siqueiros
followed her back to Valencia. There, with an armful of roses and profes-
sions of love, forgiveness did come, but not easily.

It was in this setting, however, that they agreed to be legally married.
Theirs was a military wedding, in Valencia, and the ceremonial ritual was
performed by Comandante Enrique Lister. Siqueiros may have assumed
that marriage would restrain Angélica’s assertive spirits, but there was
no way that she would accept the military restrictions. Shortly after the
wedding banquet they went their separate ways, seeing very little of each
other during their remaining months in Spain.!®

After Angélica presented her press credentials to Comandante Carlos
Contreras, she obtained a pass that allowed her to visit all the fronts.
Siqueiros had to accept the news that she was reporting the war for El
Nacional from the front at Cérdoba, a few miles from where he was
fighting.

In Cérdoba, Angélica helped set up a newspaper for distribution among
the soldiers; one that laid stress on poetry and art. She toured the front
lines, sent regular dispatches back to Mexico, and dared to cross into
enemy territory under cover of darkness with a band of guerrilla fighters
to report on their activities. On a few occasions she and Siqueiros found
opportunities to be together. When she watched from the window in their
small hotel as enemy planes dropped their bombs to earth, he accused
her of enticing him to violate military orders by not taking shelter.!!

In November 1937 Angélica received an urgent message that her
mother was very ill and that she should return home at once. Meanwhile,
Siqueiros’s father had died. But even more on his mind was his determi-
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nation to speak to Cardenas about the matter of Trotsky in Mexico. The
military command, however, ordered Siqueiros to report to the Spanish
Minister of War, Indalecio Prieto, in Barcelona, where the seat of govern-
ment was now located. Siqueiros was to go to Mexico, to present Carde-
nas with an urgent appeal for desperately needed gunsights for artillery,
and bombsights for airplanes. Cardenas, it was hoped, would be able to
obtain these from the United States.

Attired in civilian clothes, Siqueiros and Angélica traveled to Toulouse,
where a secret message was picked up. They continued to Paris by train
and there arrangements were made for them to sail on the Normandie
from Le Havre. The voyage took five days to New York, where air-flight
tickets to Mexico, paid for by the Cirdenas government, awaited them.

At home Angélica was angered to discover that her mother’s illness
was a ruse to make her return from Spain, and she remained with her
husband to assist him with his mission. While Cardenas was taking the
steps needed to acquire “for Mexico,” the desperately needed optical
instruments, Siqueiros and Angélica lived at Los Pinos, the President’s
residence, for three days.

During that time Cardenas sought to enlist Siqueiros’s aid in selecting
the right person to be Mexican ambassador to Spain. Cirdenas wanted
to appoint lawyer and statesman Narciso Bassols, but a strong disagree-
ment had arisen between them. Bassols felt he had been betrayed by
Cardenas, for at the very moment he was representing Mexico at talks
in Geneva with the Soviet foreign minister, Maxim Litvinoff, on the ques-
tion of restoring the diplomatic relations that ex-President Portes Gil had
broken, a newspaper had been handed Litvinoff with headlines that
Trotsky had been granted political asylum in Mexico by Cardenas. The
talks then broke off, and Bassols resigned.

Cardenas would not give up on Bassols, and during those three days
of waiting he sent Siqueiros to speak to him. But Bassols would not
agree to talk to Cardenas, nor could Siqueiros convince him to accept
the ambassadorship. It was then that Cardenas accepted a suggestion by
Siqueiros that he name Adelberto Tejada, then governor of Veracruz, to
be ambassador.!2

When the hoped-for moment arrived, Siqueiros presented Cardenas
with a report he had prepared on Trotsky, but he got a cool response
and let the matter drop. When the optical instruments were ready for
delivery from the United States, Cardenas lost no time in providing Si-
queiros with a diplomatic passport to see that they were safely escorted
to Spain. Siqueiros and Angélica agreed that he would return to Spain
alone; reluctantly, she would remain behind and await the end of the war.

During his stopover in New York, Siqueiros outfitted himself with a
much-needed army uniform and by December 2, 1937, he was writing to



108 Spain: Captain to Lt. Colonel

Angélica from Paris. He told her that his rapid travels were giving him
an entirely new sense of the scale and order of things in time and space,
and that the “landscape” of his own country and of the world had under-
gone a “definitive change.”'® The following day he crossed into Spain and
with his closely guarded precious materiel made his way to Barcelona. In
the month that he had been away the military situation had changed little.
The western half of the country was still firmly in the grip of the fascists,
but now with the intensifying pressure of the Franco-Hitler-Mussolini
combined forces.

One day in Valencia, before he returned to his command post, he,
Renau and Ernest Hemingway sat at a seaside restaurant and over dinner
and “bottles” of whiskey tirelessly discussed everything they knew about
the phenomenon of Spanish anarchism, its virtues and its foibles. Hem-
ingway saw the anarchists as virtuous, while Siqueiros, who was faced
with the problems of discipline on the field of battle, could see only their
foibles; Renau, an ex-anarchist, recounted his experiences. The three, as
Renau described it, sat in the restaurant for over seven hours, each up-
holding his own point of view but with sodden and extreme deference
for the others’ opinions.!

A short time after Siqueiros returned to the Estremadura front he was
ordered to report to the headquarters of the Servicio de Inteligencia Mili-
tar (SIM) in Valencia. SIM, with its reputation for relentlessly ferreting
out spies, fifth columnists and agents provocateurs, called on Siqueiros
to undertake a dangerous assignment inside fascist Italy.

He was simply to bring back from Italy a copy of a banned Italian
magazine. The recent issue he was to find had been withdrawn within 24
hours of its publication, and its editors and staff had “disappeared” from
the face of the earth, because an article in it revealed the complete Italian
military operation in Spain. Naturally, the command of the Loyalist
forces wanted the magazine. It was a risky venture but it was not in
Siqueiros to refuse. Armed only with his Mexican diplomatic passport,
he would find the magazine and return with it."

Attired once again in civvies, he passed through a number of air raids
and made his way to Port Bou on the Spanish border. Crossing into
France, he faced the harassing inspection by the unsympathetic French
customs officials. He traveled to Paris by train and there he boarded the
Paris-Rome Express.

In Rome he settled himself in a small hotel, and without losing any
time set about his task. His first stop was the Mexican Embassy. The
chargé d’affaires, Mexican poet Manuel Maples Arce, was stricken with
terror when Siqueiros explained what he wanted. So from this quarter
he could expect no help. To further complicate matters, a Mexican pianist
named Ordéiiez recognized him on the street and insisted on taking him
to a party to meet other Mexicans. With great misgivings, he agreed to
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go. The party was a dreary affair attended by a pro-fascist Mexican arty
set—and by Nazi soldiers!

The following day, he was feeling the ill effects of a distasteful night
of drinking when the incredible happened.

I hailed a horse-drawn coach and told the driver to take me to a trattoria in
the district where I could get some good goat and red wine. The capreto arrosto
con vino roso is the typical dish of Rome. I arrived at the recommended place
and paid the coachman. The trattoria was empty, I was the only patron. After
curing myself of my hangover with practically a whole bottle of red wine, I
got up to look for the water closet. I passed through a small room and then
entered another where, to my astonishment, on one of the tables was the
magazine I was looking for. Rapidly I thumbed through the pages, thinking
it must be an old issue—but nothing of the sort: here it was, the article by
General N. 16

Unseen, he hoped, Siqueiros concealed the magazine on his person,
and before his dinner arrived feigned an excuse that he had forgotten he
had a date, and paid his bill. Once on the street he walked in a rapid
convoluted manner over a long distance, fearful that the ease with which
he had discovered his quarry must have been a trap set for him, especially
after the party of the night before. Finally he took a cab to his hotel,
gathered his belongings and checked out. Anxious to get away from Rome
as quickly as possible, he hailed a cab and asked to be taken to Genoa,
a distance of some 530 kilometers. There, after hours of waiting, he
boarded the Paris Express; until the train crossed safely into France, his
trip was nerve-wracking.

With such incredible luck, the entire operation took only four days.
The SIM officers were waiting anxiously in Paris for the material, and
Siqueiros was commended for his successful mission. It was one of his
last acts of the war. In September 1938, Premier Negrin went before the
League of Nations and agreed to have all foreign volunteers—six thou-
sand were still in Spain—withdrawn. He trusted that the Germans, Ital-
ians and Moors would also be withdrawn—but they were not.

Siqueiros was to gather the remnants of the original 533 Mexican volun-
teers and lead them back to their homeland. The Mexicans—as well as
the Spanish-speaking volunteers from other countries—had not been
grouped into battalions of their own but rather had all been incorporated
into the Spanish Republican Army. By November the Mexican survivors
had straggled back to Paris from all parts of Spain—they numbered 52.
Theirs had been perhaps the greatest casualty rate of the war. Siqueiros
was extremely depressed at this decimation; he had witnessed the futility
of war in face of “great power” opposition.

Most disturbing to Siqueiros was the fact that the Spanish government
had never declared war on the fascists. Officially they called the civil war
a “state of alarm,” and the government did not fight according to the
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strict rules of war, which would have forced them to maintain a properly
disciplined army of Spanish soldiers, most of whom were not so politi-
cally advanced as the volunteers from abroad. It disturbed him, too, that
the military tribunals of the Republican Army often were made up of old
generals who admired the French and rarely meted out proper military
justice to deserters and snipers.

Nor did he think that the Spanish government had properly mobilized
all forces. “In Mexico,” he wrote, “the military chief of a force operating
in a zone was invariably at the same time the zone’s chief. Thus, in
the Mexican Revolution there was not the duality of government that
unfortunately happened in Spain.” Siqueiros later confessed that there
were moments when the commanders, in their frustration, were at the
point of conspiring to take the reins of government from the civil authori-
ties, the “lawyers” in Valencia and Barcelona. Had they done so, he felt,
the war might have been properly prosecuted.!”

During the brief period in Paris while he awaited the gathering Mexican
survivors, Siqueiros began to allow thoughts of art to wander back into
his mind. On November 21 he was invited to speak on art by the Maison
de la Culture. His talk, which took place in the Galerie d’Anjou, was on
“Art in the Contemporary Social Battle—And the Experience of Modern
Mexican Political Painting—Contrasted with the Present Apolitical Art
of Western Europe.” In a letter he wrote to Angélica on November 29,
he told her of how after two years of being completely involved with the
war, aesthetic ideas were once again beginning to preoccupy him.!8

Traveling home was exceedingly slow. After leaving Le Havre, Si-
queiros and his Mexican contingent were forced to wait weeks in England
while their ship, the Tricornia, underwent repairs in Southampton. When
they finally reached New York, the United States government forbid the
Mexicans to debark. Only after the intervention of President Cardenas
were they permitted to travel by bus to the Mexican border, with an
escort of U.S. marshals. In January 1939 they arrived in Mexico City.

Driven from the storm in Spain, Siqueiros found new turbulence
awaiting him in his own society. His arrival provoked a hostile reception
from the old Spanish community in Mexico. They were the gachupins,
Spaniards who had settled in Mexico. Most were well established, well-
off, and part of the Mexican business world, and almost all were Franco
supporters. Their greatest fear was that Mexico would admit a flood of
refugees from the toppled Spanish republic, and Siqueiros became the
target of much of their ire.

He was accosted with insults and physically assaulted on the streets
and in cafes: the gachupins mocked him with the title El Coronelazo,
originally given him by a Spanish editor of the Mexico City newspaper
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Ultimas Noticias. El Coronelazo—the big colonel (plate 31); he proudly
adopted the sobriquet and signed his paintings with it. Arguments began
to rage between Siqueiros and the gachupins as the Spanish War was
carried to Mexican soil. At one point Siqueiros had thousands of leaflets
printed, “Let’s Exchange the Gachupins for Spaniards.”"®

The fears of the pro-Franco Spaniards that Siqueiros would influence
his old friend C4ardenas to admit a large number of Spanish refugees were
well-founded, for assisted by Angélica, he did set about the task of aiding
veterans of the Spanish Republican Army and their families. He formed
the Sociedad Francisco Javier Mina, named for the Spaniard who had
fought for Mexican independence. Siqueiros and Angélica also published
a small magazine called Documental. In any case, these activities played
no small role in the decision of Cardenas, the only Latin American leader
who actively supported the Republican cause, to admit thousands of
Spanish refugees into Mexico.

The gachupins’ response was to finance a hysterical and strident news-
paper campaign against Cdrdenas and the refugees. This in turn gave rise
to a mass demonstration of students and workers held in front of three
leading pro-Franco newspapers. As Siqueiros was speaking from atop a
truck, rocks were hurled from within the crowd at the Excelsior building,
smashing windows. Rocks were then hurled at El Universal and Nove-
dades; Siqueiros implored the crowd not to be provoked into violence
but the police used tear gas and a full-fledged riot was soon in force.

While the police were firing their guns on all sides, Siqueiros moved
into the crowd to calm the demonstrators and he managed to rescue the
police captain in charge, who had fallen into the hands of the rioters. In
spite of these actions, he was charged with being responsible for causing
the riot. A case against him was developed that embroiled him in court
actions, and “orders from above”—as Siqueiros expressed it—even
forced the captain whose life he had saved to testify against him. Though
the case finally was thrown out for lack of evidence, he had been harassed
and kept from his work for a long period.

Despite his commitment to political activity, Siqueiros managed an
outpouring of easel works; they were exhibited at the Pierre Matisse
Gallery in New York City from January 9 to February 3, 1940. Seventeen
new works were shown, including such masterpieces as The Echo of the
Scream (plate 24), The Sob (plate 22), and Ethnography (plate 23), paintings
that became part of the collection of New York’s Museum of Modern Art.

He was then also preoccupied with the “problem” of Trotsky’s pres-
ence in Mexico. In Spain, Siqueiros had heard Mexico condemned for
granting asylum to Trotsky, and had pledged to do something about the
situation when he returned. But he was commissioned to paint a new
mural for the electricians’ union in July 1939, and his thoughts about
Trotsky were for the time being put aside.
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So much had happened and was happening in the world, and there
were so many things to say that soon his ideas, expressed in his paintings,
began to spread over the walls surrounding the main staircase of the new
building of the Sindicato Mexicano de Electricistas. Siqueiros’s contract
with the SME officials allowed him to select whatever walls he wished,
but the theme had to concern their industry. Six painters formed the
mural team; each—Siqueiros included—would receive 17.50 pesos a day,
the same salary as a union official. The union would pay for all the materi-
als, and the mural was to be completed in six months.

Siqueiros had selected the three walls and a ceiling that enclosed the
main stairway. He visualized a composition that would be a unified entity,
one that would envelop the area as though no walls existed.

The painters who joined Siqueiros for this mural included José Renau,
Antonio Rodriguez Luna and Miguel Prieto—three Spanish painters who
were now refugees in Mexico; Antonio Pujol, a Mexican who had fought
in Spain; and Luis Arenal, who had not been there. Roberto Berdecio
and Fanny Rabel also worked on the mural for brief periods. Siqueiros
hoped that the experience with Mexican mural technique would influence
the three Spanish painters but only Renau became a reliable adherent;
Rodriguez Luna and Prieto left while the mural was still in its early stage.

Siqueiros had explained to the artists assisting him how they would
endeavor to work democratically as a team. Each painter would be en-
couraged to contribute his or her utmost and each would enjoy full rights
of self-expression, aimed of course at benefiting the integrity of the work.
Siqueiros had the best of intentions, and believed in collective teamwork
as applied to mural painting, but in practice the application of teamwork
invariably ran into difficulties. Renau accepted as “pure courtesy” Si-
queiros’s encouragement of individual initiative and contributions, “for
none could deny that he was the maestro, both in his own right and
in principle.”?

The importance of disciplined teamwork took precedence over individ-
ual considerations, and working under a directing maestro rendered per-
sonal initiative somewhat inoperative, at least if a unified work was to
result. The mural team held meetings, the work was distributed, and the
collective ran smoothly so long as all were ideologically in agreement and
willing to accept the maestro’s orders. But as the work progressed the real
problem would be with individual interpretations of subject matter. The
two Spanish painters left when Siqueiros had the centrally located eagle—
symbol of imperialism—which had been painted by Rodriguez Luna, re-
painted. “It was a nice flesh and feather eagle, not the metal eagle we
wanted.”2! Roberto Berdecio painted an old-fashioned stone smokestack;
_ Siqueiros changed it into an iron one. And Renau was on the verge of leav-
ing after Siqueiros repainted the smoke that he had painted.?

The maestro had done the best that could be expected in trying to
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extract from each individual artist a genuine interest in the project, since
it was his belief that a mural can absorb the work of more than one singie
artist. Or as he modified his idea:

Our work of the Sindicato de Electricistas is authentic proof that such a
procedure is possible and indispensable for works of great physical magnitude.
It is clear as evidenced by our recent experience, that all work of this nature
needs a coordinator, or to put it more clearly, a director similar to the conductor
of a great symphony orchestra.?

After the subject matter of the mural had been agreed upon, and the
functional and spatial character of its composition—its relationship to the
surfaces to be painted and to the eyes of the spectators—had been re-
solved, the work could proceed. Siqueiros led the team to his composi-
tional concept by first having the general orbit and visual activity of the
approaching, ascending and descending spectator plotted on a model of
the walls and staircases.

Before any painting could start, the walls were washed with a 10%
solution of hydrochloric acid to remove all impurities, even though the
building was new. Then two coats of pyroxylin primer were applied to
seal the surface and prevent the inner dampness of the walls from rising
to the painted surface. It would have been preferable to build a false
wall over the existing structure, but to save time and money this step
was eliminated.

The union officials wanted a theme representative of the Mexican elec-
trical industry. The muralists, however, agreed that such a subject would
be anachronistic, given the state of the world at that moment. The union
workers did not especially favor a theme that glorified their daily work,
so the artists held conversations with them and won them to the idea of
a political theme. When the workers carried this opinion to their leaders,
they agreed to allow Siqueiros complete freedom of expression, asking
only that he promise to represent the electrical industry in at least a third
of the mural.

Since the mural was to be painted for a purely workers’ domain, Si-
queiros was confident that his political portrait of the world would be
well received. To capture the spirit of the time, a photomontage effect
was created that made of the mural a newsreel-like documentary. Current
news photographs of fascism in action were flashed with a projector onto
the four planes to be painted. The images were traced on the walls and
ceiling, creating the desired composition. The problem of a unified com-
position for surfaces that were at right angles to each other was thus
overcome.

The mural, The Portrait of the Bourgeoisie (plate 25), was done with
pyroxylin paint, utilizing the spray gun as well as brushes. Though it was
not massive, into its one hundred square meters were crammed the fig-
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ures and symbols of the disaster that beset the human race in 1939. Tow-
ering in the middle of the center wall was a symbolically conceived
machine, “the infernal machine of capitalism,” containing within it por-
traits of actual murdered victims of Spanish fascism and nazi concentra-
tion camps. (This was the original version; the day after Siqueiros’s
forced absence from the mural—May 24, 1940, the time of the assault on
Trotsky’s house and headquarters—the union leaders would demand that
the heads of the victims of fascism be removed from the mural. This task
then fell to Renau, who covered the heads by painting gold coins pouring
from the machine.)

To the side of the “infernal machine” are painted the three representa-
tives of the imperialist powers: the United States, Great Britain and
France. Attired in formal dress, they wear gas masks and helmets, and
each is identified with the flag of his country painted at his waist. (These
symbols, too, Renau would have to remove, as well as those identifying
three figures on the opposite side: the nazis, Italian fascists and the Japa-
nese.) On opposite walls of the swirling panorama, two major figures
loom: one a demagogue, with the head of a parrot, harangues before a
microphone, beguiling with a flower and simultaneously brandishing a
dagger; and the other, a revolutionary fighter, a most forceful and dy-
namic figure of a worker, with rifle in hand charges forward (plate 26).

The Mexican electrical industry is represented with electric power lines
suspended from towers that reach to the sky and the SME banner flies
aloft while underground electric generators turn out energy. And in the
background, the nazis put the torch to the institution of democracy. It
was a work of great complexity and beauty, and it established Siqueiros’s
reputation as a master.
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Leon Trotsky

I have never denied and I don’t deny now that, objectively, my participation
in the assault on the house of Trotsky on May 24, 1940, was subject to the
authority of the law, that it constituted a transgression of the law and for this
transgression I spent long periods in jail, more than three years in exile, the
loss of large sums deposited for bail, and an offensive defamation of character
on an international scale.!

At about the time Siqueiros arrived in Spain, Trotsky arrived in Mexico.
President Cardenas, through the intervention of Frida Kahlo and her
husband, Diego Rivera, had granted Trotsky political asylum when he
was being pressured to leave Norway and found it difficult to find another
haven. A friendly reception awaited him when his ship docked at Tam-
pico on January 9, 1937; Frida Kahlo and a few North American Trotsky-
ites were on hand to welcome him, and then, escorted by Kahlo, he
traveled to Mexico City on the presidential train that the government had
provided in his honor. At a small stop just outside the city the train came
to a halt and Diego Rivera joined the escort.

Rivera brought Trotsky to his “Blue House” in Coyoacén, on the south-
ern outskirts of Mexico City, where he remained for two years before
moving to the ill-fated house on Calle Viena in the same suburb. It was
in the Blue House that Trotsky wrote the Draft Program for the Fourth
International. On September 3, 1938, 21 delegates, representing the small
number of Trotsky followers around the world, met in France and
adopted that program. The Blue House in Coyoacén thus became the
seat of the Fourth International.?

Cérdenas was an astute and politically liberal politician, but he exhib-
ited a certain naiveté concerning the storms swirling around Trotsky; not
only had he granted him political asylum, but he made him a guest of the
country. For this particular guest the government had to provide around-
the-clock police protection. Despite Trotsky's warm reception from the
government, the Riveras and North American followers, his presence
was actively opposed by the Confederacién de Trabajadores Mexicanos
(CTM) led by Vincente Lombardo Toledano, and the Partido Commu-
nista Mexicano (PCM).}?

When Trotsky’s quest for refuge ended in Mexico, shock waves rever-
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berated through the fighting forces in Spain, with the Mexican volunteers
feeling their greatest impact. Mexico had enjoyed the highest esteem in
Spain for its unqualified support of the Loyalist cause, but it had now
shaken the confidence of the powerful Communist forces fighting the war.
The Trotskyites’ Partido de Obrero de Unificacién Marxista (POUM) had
been notoriously unreliable, both in bearing their share of the fighting
and supporting the Popular Front.

In May 1937, five months after Trotsky arrived in Mexico, the POUM,
conspiring with the Federacién Anarquista Iberica (FAI), attempted a
counterrevolutionary coup against the government of Spain in the midst
of the desperate struggle. Showing little interest in fighting the fascists,
the forces of the Anarcho-Trotskyite alliance abandoned their positions
at the front and moved their men and arms back to Barcelona, knifing
the government in the back. :

Willing to resort to any method that would eliminate the influence of the
Communists, they were not above collaborating with the fascist agents
operating within Barcelona. A message sent to Hitler on May 11, 1937,
by the German ambassador to Spain told how Franco’s agents operating
in Barcelona had collaborated with the Anarcho-Trotskyite alliance and
brought about the street fighting that cost the Spanish people 860 dead
and 2,600 wounded (Siqueiros’s figures), and the disruption of the govern-
ment’s war effort, before the Trotskyites were crushed.*

All of this had rebounded especially hard on the Mexican volunteers,
for Trotsky—now sheltered in Mexico—was considered the mastermind
behind the anarchists’ activities. Siqueiros and his compatriots became
butts for abusive remarks. At Communist meetings and rallies for the
support of the war effort, aid from Mexico was ignored, while other
countries providing less were lauded. These events in May in Barcelona
gave Siqueiros great concern, and he began to discuss the problem of
Trotsky in Mexico with the Mexicans in Spain.

As Siqueiros understood it, Trotsky was enjoying the protection of the
Mexican government and under that protection was directing operations
against the Soviet Union and its aid to the Spanish Republic. Siqueiros
and a handful of the Mexican volunteers, toughened by the fighting they
were experiencing, saw no reason not to agree that—at any cost—the
“headquarters” of Trotsky in Mexico would have to be shut down. It was
a pledge they made to everyone in Spain, and a steady stream of cables
began to reach Cardenas from Spain, protesting Trotsky’s presence in
Mexico.

Once Siqueiros was back home, his thoughts were on whether it was
in his power to dislodge Trotsky from Mexico. Cardenas refused to dis-
cuss the matter with him, and the innumerable telegrams of protest were
to no avail.

But, with the war in Spain now ended for Siqueiros, he was filled with
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an overflowing desire to paint. He had to prepare an exhibition of new
works for the Matisse Gallery and finish painting the mural for the electri-
cians’ union, so he laid aside any pressing thoughts he might have had
about the Trotsky *“problem.”

A year passed since Siqueiros’s return from Spain, and Trotsky’s house
was still guarded by a squad of Mexican police outside: inside, Trotsky
was surrounded by heavily armed foreign bodyguards, and continued to
issue directives to his followers.

In April 1940, when the electricians’ union mural was nearing comple-
tion, Siqueiros, unknown to the PCM, began planning an action against
Trotsky, sharing the secret with two members of the mural team. It was
at this time that he made a quick trip to Hostotipaquillo, a village in the
mining region of Jalisco, where he recruited two miners of old acquain-
tance to join in his plans. He would deliberately create an uproar that
would force Cardenas to consider the expulsion of Trotsky from Mexico.

With Hitler’s army poised on the Russian border ready to strike, Si-
queiros feit the need to mount an act of protest. To stop Trotsky from
using Mexican soil as a base for his attacks on the Soviet Union would
be a way of doing his bit to help save the first land of socialism, of
keeping the promise he had made in Spain after the Trotskyite treachery
in Barcelona.’

Siqueiros continued to appeal to Céardenas to resolve the problem in a
peaceful manner, but Cardenas refused to discuss the matter with his old
friend, instead presenting each Mexican veteran of the Spanish War with
a 500-peso award for their sacrifice in Spain. Siqueiros later recalled:

Naturally my 500 pesos served more than ever to overwhelm General Cdrdenas
with telegrams, now not asking but in fact summoning him to close what I
called “the counterrevolutionary headquarters of Trotsky in Mexico,” but
without the slightest success in this respect.®

Now his assault on the headquarters of the Fourth International would
attempt to force shutting it down and thus putting an end to Trotsky’s
base in Mexico. The object of the attack was threefold: to cause the
greatest commotion by firing their guns; to show that the Mexican govern-
ment could not guarantee Trotsky’s safety in Mexico; and to abscond
with certain documents from the archives.

We knew the violent death of Trotsky or any of his bodyguards would not
impede the development of Trotskyism as an international current, but rather
would be counterproductive, since its practice had already been established
with the slogan, “against Stalin all alliances and measures are good.” So from
the beginning it was agreed to avoid all bloodshed and if we were not successful
in carrying off the documents, above all, documentary proof about the
amounts he and his representatives received from the ultrareactionary news-
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papers of the United States, especially the Hearst chain, the scandal that our
act would produce would constitute an element of great force in obliging the
government of Cérdenas to eliminate Trotsky’s headquarters in Mexico.”

Siqueiros believed this would work because Céardenas was moving to-
ward greater support of socialism and the Soviet Union in its time of trial.

To maintain secrecy, Siqueiros divided his small army of 25 into small
groups, each unknown to the other. Near midnight on May 23, Siqueiros
met with the group he would lead in an apartment on Calle de Cuba in
the downtown area of Mexico City, while elsewhere at various locations
the others were meeting. Siqueiros had not until that night revealed the
true nature of their mission. They had been told that their job was to raid
an Almazanista center to capture arms. (Juan Andrew Almazan was the
reactionary presidential candidate in the approaching elections. Inciden-
tally, his new publicity director was Diego Rivera. Idiosyncratic Rivera
had broken with Trotsky, and had joined the Almazin campaign.)

‘At the midnight meeting on Calle de Cuba the conspirators donned
their raiding costumes. Antonio Pujol was dressed as an army lieutenant;
Néstor Sdnchez Hernandez and two others were attired in borrowed po-
lice uniforms. Siqueiros had left to issue the final instructions to the other
groups; when he returned at 2 a.m., now May 24th, he was dressed as
an army major, wearing eyeglasses and a false mustache. The last-minute
instructions were that great care was to be taken in overpowering the
police so as not to alert those inside the house. Once the police guard
had been neutralized, gaining admittance through the powerfully locked
entrance would be no problem. For, as Siqueiros explained while they
were driving, one of Trotsky’s guards had been “bought off.”8

When the car reached Coyoacén in the early morning hours, 15 minutes
from the center of the city, it was parked on the next street parallel to
Calle Viena. Siqueiros checked his watch, then gave the order to proceed.
As they rounded the corner they saw two policemen guarding the big
doors of the Trotsky house. A short distance away was the corner
guardhouse, where three policemen were asleep. It was shortly before 4
a.m. As Siqueiros and his lead team moved forward, the other groups
appeared out of the darkness but remained out of sight of the police.

Three figures in uniform approached the police standing guard, who at
first thought that superiors were making the rounds, checking up. “Lieu-
tenant” Pujol, accompanied by two of his “police,” greeted the guards at
the entrance and inquired as to how things were going. As he waited for
a response Pujol watched their eyes catching sight of two figures entering
the guardhouse. It was then that he ordered the dumbfounded guards to
raise their hands. “Major” Siqueiros, inside the guardhouse, had awak-
ened the three policemen and ordered them to dress. The five policemen
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were then tied up, and with a “Viva Almazdn, muchachos!” to add confu-
sion, Siqueiros left them guarded by one attacker.’

Trotsky’s house was opened from the inside, and the raiders moved in
and took control. The room containing the archive was locked and left
untouched, while a continuous round of shots was fired creating bedlam.
Trotsky lay hidden under his bed shielded by his wife, Natalya. It was
over in a matter of minutes. Some two hundred shots were fired, and
the attackers raced off in Trotsky’s two autos. Robert Sheldon Harte,
Trotsky’s guard on duty, was driving one.

This act of political violence left a path strewn with adverse effects
that for Siqueiros, not to mention the others, resulted in months of hiding,
jail, and years of exile. The documents that Siqueiros had hoped to find
had not been searched for in the confusion, and Trotsky was not expelled
from Mexico for being the source of troublesome political controversy.
Three months later, in an attack unrelated to Siqueiros and his small
army, Trotsky was brutally murdered.

For a little more than a week after the raid, Siqueiros was able to
continue painting. However, he was not completely unnoticed, for
Trotsky himself suggested Siqueiros’s name in a statement he gave to the
police seven days after the assault.'® The newspapers mentioned Diego
Rivera’s name because of his break with Trotsky some thirteen months
earlier and his support for Almazén. Fearful of being dragged into the
case, Rivera hurriedly packed his bags and left for New York.

But by a crazy twist of fate, General Leandro A. Sénchez Salazar,
chief of the Secret Service of the Mexican police and in charge of solving
the Trotsky case, happened to be standing at a bar having a whiskey
within earshot of some streetcar conductors who were imbibing beer
laced with tequila. He heard them proclaim that police were involved in
the Trotsky attack, for had not their friend, a police officer they named,
lent out three police uniforms to an unnamed person just prior to the
raid?"!

That was it; the case was as good as solved. With little trouble, the
police officer responsible for the loan of the uniforms was tracked down,
and one by one the conspirators were brought in. Néstor Sanchez Her-
nédndez, 23, revealed all the details and named Siqueiros as the leader.
When Luis Mateo Martinez, a 26-year-old rural schoolteacher and Com-
munist Party member, was arrested, the word went out that a break in
the case was near, and Siqueiros went into hiding.

One month after the attack, Robert Sheldon Harte’s body was discov-
ered buried in the dirt floor of a kitchen in a small farmhouse near Coyoa-
can. The house had been used by the raiders, but Harte’s true allegiance
and death have never been cleared up.

Siqueiros’s decision to flee was a desperate one. The notoriety of re-
maining at large, he thought, would be to his advantage. But there was
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no escape from the immediate threat to his freedom. Although eventually
the court would acquit him of the charges of homicide, attempted homi-
cide, use of firearms, criminal conspiracy and usurpation of official func-
tions, the price he would pay for his political adventurism was a dear one.

On June 23 the Communist Party issued an official declaration which
stated in part:

With the object of avoiding confusion and of making clear its own political
attitude, the Mexican Communist Party hereby states most categorically that
not one of the participants in said attack is a member of that Party; that all
of them are uncontrollable elements and provocateurs; that an act such as
that carried out at Trotsky’s house is entirely contrary to the genuine ideas
of the workers’ battle and has nothing to do with us.!?

The FBI, in its files, commented:

Dionisio Encina, President of the Communist Party of Mexico, stated that
the CP had no part in the attack on Trotsky in which Siqueiros appeared to
be guilty, and further, Siqueiros had never represented the CP of Mexico.?

The U.S. government, through its various agencies—Military Intelli-
gence, the State Department, the FBI (whose file on Siqueiros is more
than 50,000 pages), the Immigration Service; the CIA, and Navy Intelli-
gence—had through most of Siqueiros’s life been surveilling his every
move, and with the Trotsky affair the flow of information about him
multiplied considerably. Their documents indicate that information was
gathered from an army of volunteer informers, from mail openings, wire-
taps and raids on organization files, and from the print media. The FBI
files contain 163 variations of the name José David Alfaro Siqueiros.

Three months after the Trotsky attack, a U.S. State Department docu-
ment marked “secret” curiously labeled Siqueiros “a German agent in
Mexico.”!* U.S. Army Intelligence sent a copy of this report to the FBI:

On March 5, 1939, Alfaro Siqueiros was the speaker at a meeting held by the
Sindicate of Teachers in the Palace of Fine Arts for the returned Mexicans
who had volunteered in Spain. Siqueiros was said to be one of the oldest
communists in Mexico, one of the founders of the “Machete,” CP newspaper,
and one of the first Mexicans to volunteer to fight in Spain. On April 5, 1939,
Siqueiros and other CP leaders were arrested and ordered imprisoned for
stoning the offices of the newspapers “Excelsior” and “El Universal,” following
the expulsion of Spanish leaders. In October 1940, Siqueiros was arrested for
complicity in the assault upon the house of Trotsky and the murder of Robert
Sheldon Harte, released on bond April 28, 1941, and he departed that date
for Havana, Cuba. On approximately June 16, 1941, Siqueiros was admitted
to Chile.}

Army Intelligence could tell the FBI no more than the world already
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knew. One informer, “name deleted,” advised the FBI “that in 1940 he
was introduced to Louis (sic) Arenal Bastor and David Alfaro Siqueiros,
who were implicated in the first attack on Trotsky in Mexico in May
1940. These introductions were made under fictitious names by (name
deleted).!6

The files of the FBI and other U.S. agencies were being stuffed with
every scrap of information and report of Siqueiros’s activities at this
time. Informers, their names protected, supplied innocuous information
that the U.S. government avidly collected. “Deleted names” reported to
the FBI:

Mexican police were watching the west coast port of Manzanillo for the pur-
pose of intercepting David Alfaro Siqueiros, Stalinist agent charged with hav-
ing been one of the gunmen in the Trotsky affair . . . Dependable persons
who were acquainted with Siqueiros reported his presence in New York."

The jumble of information the FBI collected noted the “fact” that Si-
queiros was “in the Red Army in Spain in 1937,” and included irrelevant
information about him in FBI file 65-29162, captioned “Jacques Marnard
Van Dendreschd” (their rendering of the name of Trotsky’s real assassin).
The U.S. Office of Naval Intelligence gathered confused information on
the subject. “Name deleted” reported that Siqueiros was “a leading
PCM member and aleader of the ‘Vigilante Committee’ which assassinated
Leon Trotsky.”!®

U.S. Army Intelligence collected the information that “one Arenal, a
student and associate of Siqueiros, and Siqueiros were ‘fanatic Stalin
communists’ and were involved in above incident [the assault of
Trotsky's house] as well as in Trotsky’s murder in August, 1941 [sic].'
Also in the FBI file was the false information that it was Luis Arenal “to
whom Trotsky’s death had been attributed.”

In the search for Siqueiros, the U.S. State Department included his
name on its lists of “Persons Suspected of Belligerent, Subversive, or
Other Activities Inimical to the Interests of the United States,” and dis-
seminated the information that “Alfaro Siqueiros of Mexico City obtained
two passports, one under the name of Alfonso Rojax and one under the
name of Miguel Gonzélez. He stated he was born in Guadalajara. It was
known that he was a communist and a saboteur.”?

Hostotipaquillo

After searching Cuernavaca, less than an hour’s drive south of Coyoa-
can, General Sanchez Salazar turned his attention to Guadalajara, far to
the northwest. He had received reports that Angélica, carrying two va-
lises, had boarded a train in Mexico City bound for Guadalajara. Agents
he dispatched to Guadalajara verified the fact that on Thursday, June 2,
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ten days after the assault against Trotsky, Siqueiros had passed through
Guadalajara on his way to Hostotipaquillo, to the north and west.

Recessed in the foothills of the western slope of the Sierra Madres,
Hostotipaquillo was surrounded by the mines of the state of Jalisco and
was all too familiar to Siqueiros. General Salazar knew he would have a
difficult time, for Siqueiros would be hidden and protected by the union
miners he had organized 15 years earlier. His arrival in Hosto—as the
townspeople called it—was known to only three persons: the mayor, the
municipal secretary, and the chief of the armed Agrarian Guard. Later
an old miner shared in the secret.

Angélica left her young daughter in her mother’s care and joined Si-
queiros. Both remained hidden, even from the inhabitants who held him
in high esteem.

They wore simple peasant clothes, and Siqueiros grew a long drooping
mustache, cut his long curly hair short and let the sun burn his complex-
ion dark. Through the months they lived in two different homes: that of
the municipal secretary and—away from town—in an old miner’s house.
In the mountains there were several safe sleeping spots, and the two
would often ride there on horses, where Siqueiros would paint landscapes
in settings which under less sorry conditions would have been idyllic [16].

Angélica, attired in her peasant dress, slipped undetected into Mexico
City several times. She would cautiously visit her daughter, but her more
important mission was to post articles written by Siqueiros, usually criti-
cal of the government, to newspapers and magazines. General Salazar
was aware that the Mexico City postmarks were to throw him off the
trail and was not impressed.

When the murder of Trotsky took place on August 20, Salazar dropped
his hot pursuit of Siqueiros, who had already been in hiding for three
months. But once the murder case was closed, Salazar doggedly resumed
the search that was beginning to obsess him. On September 25 he left for
Guadalajara, vowing not to return until Siqueiros was captured.?!

One of Salazar’s agents, a good Catholic, feigned a need for confession
and tricked the local priest into leaking to him the information that Si-
queiros was indeed in the vicinity, that he would sometimes sleep in the
mayor’s house and other times at the municipal secretary’s.? Salazar
was sure that he was on the right trail when Chucho, Siqueiros’s brother,
dressed as a woman, was followed to Hosto. It did not take long for
word to reach Siqueiros that Hosto was crawling with Mexico City secret
police. Angélica was on one of her trips to the capital, and Siqueiros
faded into the mountains.

Salazar, in disguise and acting the role of a politician from Mexico
City, went to see the mayor, who saw through his disguise immediately
and told him so. The mayor further tantalized the general by telling him
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that yes, he did see Siqueiros, that he was ill, and that he went into the
mountains where it was good for his health.?

After thirteen days in Hosto, Salazar was frustrated to the point of
exasperation. He was on the verge of admitting failure and requested
permission to return. But one of his agents brought in a sick miner from
Cinco Minas, a mining village not far from Hosto. Cristébal Rodriguez
Castillo had years before worked with Siqueiros, organizing the miners’
union. Now suffering from silicosis and with a large family to care for,
he was easy prey and fell victim to Salazar’s devious twist of the screw.
Salazar told him:

I can’t conceive that you think more of your friendship for Siqueiros than of
your liberty, and above all, of the well-being of your family. I have in my
possession statements and undeniable proof that you have given protection to
the painter who you know is a fugitive. If you refuse to tell me what you
know about the whereabouts of Siqueiros, I am very sorry, I shall have to
bring you to Mexico City. On you depends your future luck.?

Crist6bal Rodriguez Castillo told General Salazar a long story about
how he had helped Siqueiros recruit miners for the Trotsky raid and
about all the artist’'s movements from the time he arrived in Hosto four
months earlier. It was midnight when Rodriguez Castillo fell silent. But
the last detail for which Salazar had been waiting patiently had not been
divulged: Where, at this very moment, could Siqueiros be found? With
resignation, Rodriguez Castillo gave the answer: a small ranch named
San Blasito on the outskirts of the village of Magueyito, about 20 miles
away, over very difficult terrain.?

Three days earlier, Siqueiros had been forced to flee the house of
Hosto’s municipal secretary. As he left by the window, troops were ap-
proaching; unable to reach his horse, he fled on foot into the brush. It
was fortunate for him that at that moment Angélica was in Mexico City,
for it took three agonizing days on foot to reach his hideaway at the San
Blasito ranch.

Forced to find his own way, without a guide, avoiding the road and for
those three days without any food, he groped over the rough ground,
slept in caves, and fled from nests of coral snakes. Exhausted, he arrived
at the outskirts of Magueyito. At a roadside hut where food was sold
beneath a burning sun, he replenished his strength with frijoles, tortillas
and water, only to hear from the proprietor that soldiers were all about
looking for a dangerous criminal.

Furtively he left the hut and made his way between huge boulders up
the mountain to a secret cave. The small ranch of San Blasito now lay
below him. The poor Ibarra family had rented Siqueiros and Angélica a
room, but they did not know about the secret cave in the mountains
above the ranch. Nor did the family have knowledge of just who it was
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they had taken in as boarders. They thought David and Angélica were
eloping lovers—Marcario Sierra and Dofia Eusebita—hiding from Doiia
Eusebita’s family. This also served to explain why Siqueiros was heav-
ily armed.

It was a hot dank night, and the mosquitos drove Siqueiros from the
cave, forcing him to move to higher ground. Earlier a heavy shower had
left the ground wet, and Siqueiros fell into a deep sleep in a puddle
of water.26

“Surrender, you son-of-a-bitch!” was the shout that rudely awoke him
at dawn. His hands were bound behind him, and they marched him off
with a rope around his neck. He was filled with fear and trepidation.
Were they taking him to some lonely spot in the mountain to be executed?
The “law of flight,” he knew, was often used by the police and the army,
and he was sure that at any moment he would be shot from behind as he
“ran to escape.”

He began reviewing the events of his life, but even as he was wondering
how death would come, shots rang in the distance. The police brutally
flung him to the ground, bloodying his face as it smashed against the
rocks. Moments later he was helped to his feet, the blood wiped from
his face, and a cigarette placed between his lips. They apologized for
handling him so roughly and explained that they were returning by circu-
itous route to avoid any possible confrontation with miners who might
attempt to rescue him. And, as they further explained, the President had
ordered that he be brought back alive and unhurt at all costs. The shots
that had rung out, it was discovered, were not from miners but from a
lost battalion of soldiers.?

After marching for an hour over rugged terrain they arrived at the spot
on the road where they were to meet General Salazar. Captured at the
same time was Marcos Orozco, Siqueiros’s bodyguard and guide. He had
arrived by himself from Hostotipaquillo and was captured before he could
make contact with his chief. A caravan of cars arrived in short order,
and General Salazar stepped out of one to face his quarry. They met on
common ground as veterans of the Mexican Revolution. Salazar’s first
words were an order that Siqueiros be untied immediately. Then in a
most amiable manner he began to reminisce with his prisoner about the
Revolution. And the officer who had commanded the soldiers in the man-
hunt conveyed to Siqueiros the best regards of his chief, Colonel Jesus
Ochoa Chdvez, who was too ill to be present but wished to be remem-
bered as an old comrade of the Revolution.

Before the small army set off for Hostotipaquillo, General Salazar or-
dered the police agents and soldiers to form ranks. The 60-70 men stood at
attention and listened to the general’s short speech eulogizing Siqueiros;
though he would have to pay for his offense, he was a veteran of the
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Revolution and a great painter to the glory of the country; he added that
Siqueiros was not to be treated as their prisoner but as their chief.?

The procession back to Hosto turned into a parade of celebration for
the prisoner. Word quickly spread that he had been captured, and his
entrance into town was greeted with cheers of “Viva Siqueiros.” Miners
and their families rushed out with flowers and fruits to greet the revered
benefactor who had led them in the struggle to improve their life.

A farewell banquet was hastily arranged by the mayor. Siqueiros re-

called it all as he reminisced in prison to a reporter in later years. His
face swollen and scratched, he was seated at the center of the table,
General Salazar to his right and the officer of the Eighth Battalion to his
left. Everyone was toasted; Siqueiros as the guest of honor; the President
of the Republic; the police agent Pancho Figueroa Arceo, who as luck
would have it had captured Siqueiros on October 4, the “Day of Pancho,”
his own saint’s day.
At 5 o’clock that day General Salazar was ready to say good-bye to
Hostotipaquillo. In custody besides Siqueiros and Marcos Oroczo were
a handful of people, including two women. All were accused of aiding
and concealing the fugitive.

When General Salazar’s victorious army reached Zitdcuaro, 61 miles
west of Mexico City on the following day, General Nuiiez, the chief of
the Mexico City police, and at least a hundred reporters were already on
hand. Once in the custody of the Mexico City Police, Siqueiros was again
answering the questions of the press.?

The Argument in Court

After 4% months in hiding, Siqueiros was behind bars in Mexico City
for 6 months before he was brought to trial. He spoke in his own defense
and was acquitted of the most serious charges: homicide, attempted ho-
micide, criminal conspiracy and the use of firearms. Lesser charges of
trespassing and breaking-and-entering were pending, but he was eligible
for release on bail.

Siqueiros defended himself with a long exposition that included a de-
tailed explanation of Trotsky’s political significance in Mexico and how
he had influenced events both at home and abroad. Contrary to all legal
practice for political refugees in Mexico, Trotsky had established a tri-
bune in Coyoacdn, which “contradictorily” had been granted him by
“Mexico’s most progressive President.” For Siqueiros, political reasons
made the attack on Trotsky’s house not only possible but inevitable,
a necessity.

The bourgeoisie of Mexico and of the world, who had despised the
Trotsky of the Russian Revolution, now
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extended a fraternal hand to Trotsky the anti-Stalinist, “to the greatest enemy
of our greatest enemy” [who] with an ample baggage of sophistry, supports
the local and world counterrevolutionary struggle.3?

Siqueiros explained how he saw Trotsky as a serious disruptive force,
interfering in internal Mexican politics with his opposition to the Popular
Front at the time of its formative stages around Cardenas. Siqueiros also
expressed great disappointment that Mexico’s organized masses, submis-
sive to Cardenas, their new “patriarchal caudillo,” lacked any strong
opposition to Trotsky’s operating from Mexican soil. In Spain, he said,
he had received news that there had been some opposition to granting
Trotsky’s asylum, but “in the form that seemed more like the mournful
cry of a deer making filial demands than the exigency and combative will
of the popular, proletarian, and revolutionary masses.” Other voices from
Mexico had told him of the “Maderista suicide of Cardenas™ and of his
“strange mixture of romantic and popularist chief.”3!

The Communist Party, too, shrank from any opposition to Cardena’s
actions. “They considered that anything that would endanger or break
the unity of the progressive forces of Cardenism was contrary to their
position.” This did not mean that the vanguard forces, the proletarian
class, should with their silence become subordinated. But the labor move-
ment was capitulating “before the neo-progressive bourgeoisie that gov-
erns the country,” and the revolutionary proletarian movement was
giving up its political independence and leaving the road of the Popular
Front.

Siqueiros told the court of the failure of Spain’s Republican govern-
ment to declare a “state of war,” and how this had left a fertile area for
the “espionage, sabotage, treason and provocation of Trotskyism—the
most effective nucleus for the demagogy of Franco’s Fifth Column in the
Loyalist zone.” Fifth Columnists, “in the shadow of the government of
the Popular Front,” moved freely within the political, labor, agrarian and
military organizations. Siqueiros told how the Republican authorities had
taken “thirteen months to discover that the political party of Trotskyism
in Spain (POUM) engaged in espionage, sabotage and provocation as a
dependency of the headquarters of the so-called Nationalist Army.”

He spoke to the court about the tragedy of Barcelona, far to the rear
of the Republican front, of the POUM-engineered uprising and its disas-
trous results.

An armed uprising directed BY THEM, in complicity with all the ambushers
of the rear, with all the disguised anarchist rabble, with all those whiners
demanding capitulation, with the bourgeois wanting peace at any price—and
in their treason [the Trotskyites] using the trick of the “transformation of the
Civil War into proletarian revolution,” over the “conciliators of the Popular Front.”
An uprising that cost the Spanish people 850 lives and 2600 wounded. In the
end it was the masterpiece of our refugee of Coyoacéan; of the “poor persecuted
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politician,” romantically isolated in Mexico by President Cérdenas. (Emphasis

in original.)*

In Mexico, Siqueiros said, Cdrdenas was moving toward “the concept
of the Neutral Government,” and a demagogic Trotskyism reinforced this
attitude daily, applying it even to the police and the diplomatic corps.
Though Cérdenas had moved forward with radical social reforms, reac-
tionaries and counterrevolutionaries were waiting in the wings preparing
their counteroffensive. This “was a panorama,” Siqueiros told the court,
“very similar to that of the Spanish Republic in the period before the
hand of reaction struck its blow.”%

Siqueiros instructed the court on the meaning and consequences of
having tolerated the political activities of Trotsky in Mexico:

The fact is that the greatest of the dissemblers of the Revolution . . . managed
in a brief period to transform the tribune given to him by President Cirdenas
into the headquarters of national and international counterrevolutionary poli-
tics, protected day and night on the outside by the pistols, rifles and bayonets
of ten members of the Mexican police, and on the inside by the arms of ten
foreign gunmen. It was a political center with secretaries and typewriters,
with daily connections . . . to the city outside and . . . to lands abroad, with
free means of transit through the United States. Naturally, all of this within
view and with the approval of the Minister of Government of Mexico.%*

Siqueiros prepared for the court a thorough examination of Mexico’s
political life, which he held responsible for his commission of the act for
which he was being tried. He argued that the forces that should be strug-
gling for the Revolution in Mexico were disarming themselves by placing
everything in the hands of Cardenas, “the good patriarch.” For the Mexi-
can Revolution to survive, a popular front was needed, but after three
and a half years “of the most friendly regime,” no such front had material-
ized, for the party of Cirdenas, the Partido de la Revolucién Mexicana
(PRM), was now “in the hands of sub-caudillos of the new-rich class.”

He told the court that he had requested special leave from the war in
Spain so that he might return to Mexico to see Cardenas and explain to
him the problems that Trotsky was causing. “I wanted to point to the fatal
error of granting Trotsky a refuge in Mexico and to present documents of
the work that this renegade had brought to the fore in Spain.” In his best
diplomatic manner, Siqueiros met with Cardenas. “I wrote a forty-page
report which I personally gave to him.”¥

Of his return to Spain, he told how he despaired over the fatal course
of the war and over the fact that his visit to Cardenas had not pro-
duced results.

Trotskyism . . . in the course of this war . . . had the means to qualify as the
most appalling demagogic arm of counterrevolution in every country. This I
saw and experienced in the very ranks of the units under my command. Its
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daily hypocritical alliances with the spies, saboteurs, provocateurs, defeatists,
deserters, and capitulators of the Fifth Column of Franco within the ranks
of the Republicans.3®

The fact that the progressive government of his country, which had
given such support to the Spanish people, “could shelter on its territory
nothing less than the headquarters that conceives, organizes and executes
these inequities covered with a Tartuffian cloak of supposed Marxist or-
thodoxy,” brought him, he told the court, into sharp conflict with the
Cardenas government. His experience with Trotskyite subversion was
firsthand: “the principal target attacked by such traitors was the Spanish
Communist Party.” Spain’s defeat, he pointed out, was caused not only
by the betrayal of the Loyalist cause by the “great democracies” and by
the errors of the Republican government in waging the war, but also by
the ambushes of the “so-called Marxist-Leninists of the international
band of provocateurs directed by Leon Trotsky from his headquarters in
Coyoacén, Mexico.”

He then painted a broad panorama of the reactionary climate he found
in Mexico after his return from Spain. Fascist parties were reviving and
counterrevolutionaries from Porfirioistas to Callistas were

petulantly strutting about everywhere, including inside the entire official appa-
ratus. And, in the land of the government which expresses solidarity with the
[Spanish] Republic, the Spanish Falange ostentatiously and with impunity
functions with absolute freedom, exhibiting their fascist uniforms and em-
blems in the cafes.*

In the revived activity of the right-wing extremists—Golden Shirts,
Sinarquistas, and the anti-communist Revolutionary Party—he saw a se-
rious threat to eliminate the Revolution. With this “common anti-Stalinist
front of reaction . . . Trotsky, the maestro and leader of his Fourth Inter-
national, performed his special task”™—to destroy Cardenism and the
Revolution.*!

Trotsky was not personally against Cardenas, but only against the
“proletarian-popular” and “bourgeois-progressive” concentration that
formed Cardenism, *“while articulating all the time in high and low theory
against the tactic of the Popular Front—his pickaxe blows not against
the arch but against the columns.” Trotsky’s

simplistic and perfidious theory of proletarian revolution at all costs, is for
present-day Mexico, as it was for Republican Spain, more than stupidity;
it is a precise, demagogic, reactionary accomplishment. Stupid of Trotsky?
Doubtless a cretin, Trotsky? No, intelligent! The very intelligent work of a
counterrevolutionary provocateur.*?

Siqueiros explained how Trotsky maintained that he was not interfering
in the internal politics of Mexico, but was only attacking GPU agents
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who, according to Trotsky, were the main support of the Cardenas gov-
ernment and thus the “only victims” of his attacks. Attacks, argued Si-
queiros, that “originated in a species of high politics situated in the
stratosphere of the Revolution, not on the ordinary political surface of
everyone else.” For Trotsky the politician, to join with fascists in at-
tacking what he wished to attack, meant nothing.**

At this point Siqueiros cited Trotsky’s willingness to appear as a
friendly witness before the notorious Dies Committee of the U.S. House
of Representatives, which at the time was carrying on an inquisition
against U.S. progressives. When the Dies Committee turned its attention
to Cardenas and his reforms, especially the nationalizing of the oil indus-
try, Trotsky agreed to talk to the committee about “Stalinism,” but his
trip did not materialize. It was of little importance to Trotsky that he
joined with an arch-reactionary such as Dies; he defended himself with
the claim that his program was different.*

In Spain, Trotsky—in the name of the Proletarian Revolution at all
costs, “a stupid and pharisaical doctrine”—had caused opposition to the
Popular Front that resulted in the Republican coalition being *shot in
the back by Francoism and international Fascism.” In Mexico he was
equally disruptive.®

Nor did the fact that Trotsky was now dead diminish his lingering
work. “Trotsky is surely dead but the putrefaction of the politics of his
perverted madness spitefully lives on. His work, carried on by proselytes
and disciples, was “still making the bourgeoisie of Mexico and the entire
world applaud furiously his words of the ‘true Revolution and the true
Marxism-Leninism.”*

Hardly a desperate self-defense. Siqueiros’s concern was more with
explaining the significance of Trotsky’s refuge in Mexico and how his
own appeals to Cardenas and the Communist Party to act decisively with
regard to Trotsky had failed. Thus had he arrived at the decision that
Trotsky's refuge would have to be exposed as a headquarters.

I considered that as a Mexican revolutionary there would be no greater honor
for me than to contribute to an act that helped expose the treason of a political
center of espionage and provocation that was seriously contrary to the national
independence of Mexico, the Mexican Revolution—that counted me among
its soldiers and militants from the year 1911—and of the international struggle
for the cause of Socialism.*’

The day before Siqueiros was to be set free on bail, Secret Service
agents appeared at his cell and escorted him out through a back door to
the street. There the warden was waiting for him; they were old friends,
both had been captains in the Revolution. Two limousines were waiting,
and Siqueiros was directed to enter one, in which he found the attorney
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general of Mexico seated. The warden got in too, and they drove off,
followed by the second car, carrying police agents.

Attorney General José Aguilar y Maya told Siqueiros where he was
being taken—President Manuel Avila Camacho wished to speak to him
and his liberty would depend on the outcome of the conversation. The
conspicuous gaudiness of the President’s new private mansion appalled
Siqueiros’s aesthetic sensibilities and filled him with a feeling of forebod-
ing. At its entrance he was received by the chief of the Presidential
Guard; alone, and with the greatest deference, he was escorted to the
President.

A very friendly and personal greeting extended to him by the President
further perplexed him. But then Avila Camacho began to speak of his
experience with Siqueiros in the Revolution. During a tremendous storm
at the time of the Battle of Guadalajara, then-Lieutenant Camacho, the
army paymaster, was stranded and all the soldiers refused him shelter in
the hut in which they were quartered. But Siqueiros had grabbed Cama-
cho by the arm and offered him his straw mat to sleep on. It was that
night, when they slept together, that President Camacho now recalled to
Siqueiros, who had not known that the individual to whom he had offered
shelter was now the President.

Camacho then told Siqueiros that he was going to have his liberty, but
only under the condition—and this for his own safety—that he leave the
country immediately. The President told him that he had information
there was a plot to kill him, and he did not want anything like that to
happen during his term of office. Siqueiros then made the plea that since
the court had cleared him of all serious charges, rightfully he should be
permitted to remain free on bail in the country. But Camacho was insis-
tent; he assured Siqueiros that in time his bail of 10,000 pesos would be
returned, and that in Chile, where he would be given asylum, the Mexican
ambassador, Octavio Reyes Espindola, would help him obtain a wall on
which to paint a mural.*® There was no recourse; Siqueiros had to accept
the condition. The expulsion he had sought for Trotsky now fell on
himself.

For the two weeks that it took the government to work out the plan
and the details of his departure, Siqueiros and Angélica lived in a flat
hidden away from the press and others. It was at this time that Siqueiros
painted a portrait of Simon Bolivar, who was greatly admired by Cama-
cho. He wished to present it to the President; just before he left the
country, Siqueiros gave the painting to his brother Chucho to deliver, but
Chucho, always in dire financial straits, instead sold it to the President’s
brother, Maximino. Camacho never knew that Siqueiros had painted it
for him; nor did Maximino.*
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Exile in Chile

At 6:30 a.m. on April 28, 1941, Miguel Aleman, then Minister of Govern-
ment, was on hand at the airport with all the necessary papers and tickets.
Siqueiros, Angélica and 8-year-old Adriana said their good-byes to Angél-
ica’s mother, Sefiora Arenal, and to Chucho, and boarded the plane.
Havana was to be their first stop, and they settled in their seats feeling
uneasy about the new adventure that lay before them. As Siqueiros scru-
tinized his air tickets and papers, he was surprised and disturbed to find
no airline tickets beyond Panama. His friend Pablo Neruda was the Chi-
lean consul in Mexico City, and had arranged the Chilean visa that was
attached to his passport. But between Panama and Chile, there were no
travel arrangements. To further complicate matters, though Siqueiros did
not know it as their journey began, the Chilean ambassador to Mexico,
Manuel Hidalgo y Plaza, was busy overturning Consul Neruda's granting
of the visa.!

Worried about being stranded in Panama, where the North Americans
were well established, and fearful that North American Trotskyites would
be waiting there for him, Siqueiros changed his itinerary. In Barranquilla,
Colombia, their last stop before Panama, he succeeded in changing their
flight to Bogota. He decided to keep out of sight as much as possible,
and resorted to surface travel for the remaining 3,500 miles. The trip
overland by whatever form of transportation they could find was arduous
indeed, but the breathtaking beauty along the way made it exciting.

By train, auto and small plane they groped their way down the west
coast of South America. From Bogota they traveled by train to Cali on
the west coast of Colombia. There a newspaper report convinced him
that he had made the correct travel decision.

Arriving in Cali, what was my surprise but to read a newspaper in which
there was a United Press dispatch to the effect that I had mysteriously disap-
peared from Barranquilla, and that I had purposely planned to avoid the anti-
Stalin demonstrations of the Trotskyites waiting for me at the airport in
Panama. With this, I had not the slightest doubt about my suspicion that a
trap was set for me in Panama.?

They left Cali as soon as possible, but with no southbound flights imme-
diately available, they hired at great cost a chauffered, run-down auto
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for the very difficult 350-mile drive to the border of Ecuador. It was a
drive over barely passable roads but rapturously beautiful. Here they
were, three foreigners traveling through Colombia without proper Colom-
bian visas, with hopes of crossing into Ecuador without Ecuadorian visas.
But Mexicans rarely appeared at the two border outposts, and Mexico
was highly esteemed by both Colombians and Ecuadorians. So the arrival
of the Mexican family caused a sensation and they were permitted to
continue on their journey without the slightest concern about their
documents.

By the time they reached Lima, Siqueiros received the news that in
spite of the intervention of President Avila Camacho, his visa had been
rescinded by the Chilean president, Pedro Aguirre Cerda, upon the urging
of his ambassador in Mexico City. Nevertheless the intrepid trio pressed
southward determinedly, remaining away from the beaten path. They had
traveled problem-free through Colombia, Ecuador and Peru without the
respective visas, and were now ready to try to enter Chile.

If they flew to Santiago, they were sure to be stopped. Siqueiros bought
tickets on a Peruvian “airline” to fly them from Lima to the Peruvian
border town Tacna. It was a harrowing trip, in a dilapidated, doorless
plane that flew treacherously close to the Andean peaks. Once again, the
border guards, who had never seen Mexicans, especially in so remote an
area, were astounded. The Chilean authorities in Santiago, the capital,
did not imagine that Siqueiros, Angélica and the child Adriana would
venture so preposterous an overland journey and so had neglected to
inform their border stations that Siqueiros was not to be admitted. Armed
with the visas Pablo Neruda had arranged, the three crossed into Chile
and were welcomed at the border as rare and esteemed Mexicans.
Shortly, the three weary travelers were lodged in the Hotel Nacional at
Arica, a few kilometers away.3

The Arica police arrived at Siqueiros’s hotel room next morning and
ordered him to remain in his room until instructions arrived from the
capital, far to the south. Without Peruvian papers, they could not expel
him back over the border. However, Arica’s small intellectual community
heard of Siqueiros’s presence in town, and they intervened, assuring the
police that he was an important personage of the arts; immediately they
began preparing a banquet in his honor. The police of the small remote
city lifted the restriction and permitted Siqueiros and his family to attend
the banquet. At the same time, responding to the pressure of his new
intellectual friends, the Arica police acceded to his request for telephone
contact with Octavio Reyes Espindola, the Mexican ambassador in Santi-
ago. The ambassador then prevailed upon Chile’s President Aquirre
Cerde to discuss the problem with Mexico’s President Camacho by tele-
phone. Camacho, anxious to avoid having Siqueiros return immediately
to Mexico, explained to Aguirre Cerda that Siqueiros had not been ex-
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pelled from Mexico but on the contrary was being sent to Chile for the
sole purpose of painting 2 mural in the new elementary school in Chillan,
which Mexico was donating to Chile (the area had been ravaged by an
earthquake). Aguirre Cerda accepted Camacho’s explanation and agreed
that Siqueiros could stay, but he would have to remain confined to the
town of Chilldn,* 400 kilometers south of Santiago.

Mural: Death to the Invader

Siqueiros arrived in Chillan with his family in May 1941. Although he
was provided with room and board, and had a mural to paint, with helpers
and materials supplied, there was no financial remuneration and little
possibility of earning money from small works, since a Chilean art market
was nonexistent. The long journey to Chile had consumed the small fi-
nancial reserve they possessed and they were now quite destitute. The
family lived on the school construction site in a small, rude, incomplete
dwelling that would later belong to the school’s caretaker.> Food, too,
was a problem, for the Chilean meals prepared for them by the wife of
the construction foreman were full of grease and onions and most often
intolerable.® They were fortunate, however, in having an abundance of
fresh fruit, for Chillin was situated in the heart of the Central Valley,
Chile’s fruit- and wine-producing district.

The library of the Escuela Mexico, the new Chillan elementary school,
was dedicated to Chile’s president, so it was La Sala Aguirre Cerda. It
was a room 25 meters long and 7 meters wide, with a ceiling 6 meters
high. When he stood within it for the first time, Siqueiros visualized
compositional forms that would push through the walls and ceiling, opti-
cally expanding the rcom. The two principal opposite walls, which would
carry the thematic content, were to be altered with the introduction of a
concave surface that joined them to the ceiling, to be treated as one
continuous surface. The permanent structure was covered with a surface
that combined masonite and plywood.

Thematically, on each of the two concave walls he would depict a
history—one of Chile and one of Mexico— and the two would be part of
the common history of Latin America. The title of the mural could apply
not only in Mexico and Chile but in every country of Latin America—
Death to the Invader (plate 27). Before delineating the historical facts
in plastic terms, Siqueiros prepared a dynamic understructure for the
composition, to create the optical illusion of opening up the surfaces and
dissolving them into space.

The illusion he was seeking was achieved by directing the placement
of lines and forms on the walls and ceiling, having stationed himself on
the opposite side of the room at spots which he considered average loca-
tions of future spectators. Thus viewed, after the sides of the wall are
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extended upward by specific lines drawn onto the ceiling—especially with
color brought into play—the ceiling appears to be a continuation of the
wall, to have been pushed straight up as though it were part of the wall
plane.

Compositional forms, conceived from the spectator’s station or trajec-
tory, were then painted on the ceiling as though it was part of the wall it
adjoined. In this way, two unifying compositional forms—the volcano
for Chile, and fire for Mexico—intertwined in the center of the “ceiling-
wall.” At the same time, two small side-wall extensions adjoining each
of the concave walls were incorporated by visual tricks into the planes
of the concave walls. Thus the planes of the entire surface were linked
into one cosmic space on which Siqueiros painted the heroes of Chilean
and Mexican history in monumental proportions. The concave walls im-
parted the effect of greater depth and at the same time helped to activate
the forms that were painted with a repeated superimposition of their
shapes. An illusion of massive mechanical movement of forms resuited
as the spectator traversed the room.

Of his approach to the thematic material Siqueiros wrote:

I did not want to paint some facts about the history of the two countries, as
important as these were. I wanted to paint the entire history, or at least the
fundamental motor drive of the entire history of both peoples, and still the
historical simultaneity of their struggle, for both are people of Latin America.”

Facing the wall of Chile’s history and on the left, high on the rocks of
the Andes you will see the distant figure of Lautaro calling his people to
arms. The famous Araucanian Indian warrior led his people to resist the
Spanish invaders and became the inspiration for every South American
liberator who followed. Behind Lautaro and following his agitated move-
ments looms the shadowy figure of Luis Emilio Recabarren, founder in
1909 of the Workers’ Federation of Chile and in 1922 of the Communist
Party of Chile. In the foreground one sees Caupolican, the powerful Arau-
canian chief who fought the Spaniards, striking them with the cadavers of
their own soldiers before dying stoically from the most atrocious Spanish
torture. His phantasmagoric figure hurling lances looms five meters tall
over the slain armor-clad conquistadors. But there, almost charging out
of the center wall space, is the Araucanian Galvarino, barbarously muti-
lated, his hands chopped off by the invaders from Spain. In this condition
he ran the length and breadth of the Andes sounding the alarm and mobi-
lizing his people to resist the Spaniards.

Juxtaposed with the head of Galvarino, and spanning 300 years of
history is the head of Francisco Bilbao, the great Chilean writer and
freethinker. The confusion of their painted arms and legs impels their
forward movement. To the right and slightly behind the two leaders—no
less important, though plastically less dominant—is the figure of Bernardo
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O’Higgins, Chile’s first president, who was born in Chilldn and here raises
the flag of Chilean independence.

Siqueiros’s plastic expression of the “motor drive” of Chile’s history
ends with the image of the progressive President Manuel Balmaceda, who
ruled at the end of the 19th century. From the side panel—which flattens
out optically, extending the principal wall—Balmaceda surveys the pano-
rama of history. Then, as the spectator’s eyes move upward above the
drama of the apocalyptic history of Chile, they are directed across the
ceiling space by erupting volcanic forms that connect with the flame
forms which rise from the tour de force that represents the history of
Mexico. The entire surface has become one space.

For Mexico, one figure symbolizes resistance to the Spanish. Towering
6 meters high, Cuauhtémoc moves away from the spectator, climbing the
steps of a pyramid into the space of the concavity, his bow vibrating as
he unleashes arrows that strike the flaming Catholic cross-sword pointed
at him, the cross-sword that was the instrument for extracting gold from
the Indians. Intensely energized, Cuauhtémoc’s figure continues with
phantom mutilated victims of the conquest charging forward over the
bearded conquistador, dead underfoot, a lance piercing his chest. This
coup de main, this slaying of the conquistador, is the ideological source,
the inspiration of all subsequent revolutionary struggle in Mexico. Once
and for all, the myth that so crippled the Aztecs was exploded, the myth
of the invincible white god.

Standing in the wings, on both sides of the slain conquistador are the
revolutionary leaders of Mexican history. On the left are the figures of
Morelos, Hidalgo and Zapata. In the foreground, symbolizing a vigorous,
active Mexico, is the animated figure of a young woman—the Adelita of
the popular song of the Revolution. This figure, modeled by Angélica,
leaps from the concavity. To the right are the figures of Judrez and
Cardenas.

The schoolchildren called it “The Room of the Giants.” As they ran
beneath the mural space, they laughed; they loved seeing the painted
forms move and turn from one position to another. Siqueiros thought
they were the first to prove the mural’s cinematographic effect.

So taken with the work was Lincoln Kirstein, curator of Latin Ameri-
can Art at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, that he wrote a critical
analysis of it. In his article, “Through an Alien Eye,” he wrote that after
seeing most of the major murals of the world, he now experienced for
the first time a mural that represented a new school of art, the school
that had sprung up in Mexico.

The polemic is essentially a technical polemic. Here for the first time and in

a manner that is final, Siqueiros has fixed, at times primitive, the beginning

of a tremendous plastic and spatial revolution. In Chilldn one encounters the

most important new synthesis of plastic elements since the cubist revolution
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of 1911. And when one thinks of Guernica (frightful and inclined to heroic
and decorative failure), one is positive of the triumph of Siqueiros.

The forms begin to move in their own atmosphere. The arms and legs seem
to be surrounded with the vapor of a photographic double-exposure . . . The
spectator, instead of placidly contemplating a remote vision, finds himself
physically implicated in a violent battle. The flesh of the knee of Galvarino
crushes the steel armor of the conquistador who in turn has smashed the royal
magic mirror under the weight of his metal. One hears the clamor. Only in
the face of San Esteban that is reflected in the olive-green armor of the claudi-
cant Count Orgaz can be seen a similar technical domination over materials,
surface and psychological associations. .

. . . [1]f the room had been a sphere instead of a rectangle with adaptations,
there would not have remained any free space that would not have been
painted, not even the floor would have remained intact . . . On these walls
we do not have the coarse, easy generalization of forms or surfaces common
to Rivera, nor the ideological disorientation that in Orozco provokes his in-
stinctive and frequent violence. In Siqueiros, the dominant characteristic is
the use of intelligence. Everything is reasoned, construed, examined, and
addressed. We are very far from the romantic “realism” of the early days of
the Sindicato. In exchange we have a new classicism of an emotional and
poetic realism, not decorative, not exotic, antiromantic.®

On March 25, 1942, in the presence of President Aguirre Cerda and
Mexican ambassador Octavio Reyes Espindola, the mural was inaugu-
rated. With this work Siqueiros had more than justified his troubled stay
in Chile. The chains that confined him and his family in Chilldn were
removed, and he was granted permission to reside in Santiago.

With his new freedom, Siqueiros, Angélica and Adrianita toured
through some of southern Chile and there they were appalled to find large
nazified German communities in Valdivia and Puerto Montt. The children
of German immigrants had earlier settled in these cities and were now
supporters of Hitler.® Though President Cerda headed a popular-front
government, the profascist element in Chile was large. Siqueiros, the
antifascist fighter, despised what he saw of the Nazis reveling in Chile
and he was ready to do anything and accept any task that would aid the
Allied war effort.

U.S.-Siquieros Collaboration

Lincoln Kirstein’s enthusiasm for Siqueiros’s work led him to offer the
artist an exhibition of his paintings in the very near future in the Museum
of Modern Art. It was something to look forward to; anxious to leave
Chile, Siqueiros hoped he would get to New York. Still unable to enter
Mexico, he did, however, obtain a visa to visit Cuba. He had been lectur-
ing in Santiago, focusing on the responsibility of the artist in face of the
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world struggle against Nazi fascism, and it was his intention to lecture
on this subject as he traveled north to Cuba.

Siqueiros’s talks on the subject of art as a weapon against fascism had
caught the attention of Claude G. Bowers, then U.S. ambassador to
Chile. Bowers realized that Siqueiros could be extremely valuable in
rallying popular support in Latin America for the Allied war effort and
he succeeded in drawing Siqueiros in under the wing of the U.S. State
Department. Amazing as this seemed, there was no contradiction in their
joining forces since their common purpose was the defeat of Hitler. This
“alliance” was further strengthened when Nelson Rockefeller offered to
sponsor a mural to be painted in New York by Siqueiros and a team of
Latin American artists at the end of a planned speaking tour.

In December 1942, prior to the Rockefeller offer, Siqueiros applied to
the U.S. Embassy in Chile for a visa to enter the U.S., basing his request
on Kirstein’s promise of an exhibition of his works in the Museum of
Modern Art. Ambassador Bowers was most willing to issue the visa, but
State Department procedures required that Siqueiros provide a formal
confirmation of the promised exhibit. Siqueiros then cabled the museum
and explained his need for the confirmation of his exhibit. But the reply
he received on December 12 stated: “Arrangements not yet completed.
Will cable you final decision as soon as possible.”!® For Siqueiros it
was an urgent matter and he immediately sent a second cable urging the
museum, “on the basis of a museum invitation,” to use their influence to
help him obtain his visa. This cable went unanswered.'!

Neither Siqueiros nor Ambassador Bowers knew of any behind-the-
scenes State Department activity. But there was a State Department
memorandum from Washington to Spruille Braden, the U.S. ambassador
to Cuba.

In. . . view of Sefior Siqueiros’s communistic connections and his implication
in the death of Sheldon Harte . . . it would be well to discourage the exhibition.
Accordingly, the Department and the Office of the Coordinator suggested to
the Museum of Modern Art that the exhibit be called off and that an exhibition
of Latin American painters in general be substituted. This suggestion was
followed and no invitation at any time was sent to Sefior Siqueiros.!?

There was, however, some confusion in the matter, and when Ambas-
sador Bowers, in a telegram to Washington, sought permission to issue
Siqueiros a visa, he received the reply that if Siqueiros was “a native of
the Western Hemisphere he is exempt from the new procedure.!® So
Bowers issued him the U.S. visa.

After a number of speaking engagements in Chile on behalf of the
war effort, Siqueiros organized in Santiago the Provisional Continental
Committee of Art for the Support of the Victory of the Democracies, and
then began his return trip northward. When he arrived with his family in
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Lima, Peru, on March 19, 1943, he was traveling with a grant from the
coordinator of Inter-American affairs of the U.S. State Department.
Though officials of the Peruvian government raised their eyebrows about
his mission, he was greeted on arrival by the people, with orchestras
playing and much fanfare.

Lima was the first stop of his official speaking tour and on March 22
he spoke in the packed assembly hall of the Escuela de Artes Plasticas
de Lima. José Sabogal, director of the school, introduced Siqueiros to
the students, faculty, artists, and such dignitaries as the director of the
National Museum, the Mexican ambassador to Peru, Colonel Adalberto
Tejada, the Chilean ambassador, Luis Subercassaux, the director of cul-
ture of the Ministry of Education, the Minister of Information and Propa-
ganda, Esteban Pavletich (who reminded Siqueiros that they had known
each other in Mexico), and the Cultural Relations officer of the U.S.
Embassy, George C. Vaillant. In his report to the State Department,
Vaillant described Siqueiros’s talk as an appeal to the artists to use their
talents to fight for “world democracy and the abolishment of totalitarian-
ism . . . There was very evident sympathy all through this speech which
Mr. Siqueiros delivered in a masterly and moving manner . . . The ap-
plause was loud and genuine.”'

Traveling northward on his “Art for Victory” lecture tour, Siqueiros
spoke next on March 24 in Guayaquil, Ecuador. There his talk was spon-
sored by the Sociedad de Artistas y Escritures Independientes, and two
days later the Sociedad Juridico-Literaria sponsored his talk at the Cen-
tral University of Quito. In each place he asked the artists to give of their
time or their work or both to the struggle against the Nazis, and in each
place committees were formed for the purpose. Then, after speaking at
the University of Panama, he arrived in Cuba. On April 16 the Confedera-
cion de Trabajadores de Cuba presented him with a reception in his
honor, and on April 20 he gave a talk, “In War, Art of War.” Among the
high-ranking persons attending was the Minister of War, who had been
sent by President Fulgencio Batista as his emissary.

Siqueiros traveled from country to country rallying the South American
artists to active support of the Allied war effort. Given his speaking and
organizing abilities, which the U.S. Government had recognized and put
to work, he was exceedingly effective. But Siqueiros was far from being
in the good graces of the country that had enlisted his aid. With the
greatest anticipation he looked forward to reaching New York and work-
ing on the Rockefeller-sponsored mural that would celebrate peace; he
had no knowledge that the State Department had forbidden the Museum
of Modern Art to show his work.

Siqueiros’s next stop would be Miami, and he hoped to receive advance
funds from Rockefeller for the mural. But the State Department had been
trying to contact him as he moved up the coast of South America, to
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inform him that Ambassador Bowers had mistakenly issued him that visa.
Ambassador Braden in Havana was asked to locate Siqueiros and have
him surrender the visa.

In his “strictly confidential” message to Braden, Philip W. Bonsal, chief
of the Division of American Republics of the State Department, advised:

Should Siqueiros, however, arrive in Miami, immigration officials would have
to deny him admittance to the United States because of the provisions of law
which forbid the entry of known Communists . . . I am writing you this
personal note in order to urge that you do everything you can to get in touch
with Siqueiros if he is still in Cuba and inform him that due to provisions in
the law it will be impossible to admit him to the United States, and telling
him that you have been instructed to cancel his visa in view of the absolute
impossibility of enabling him to enter the country.

Bonsal then suggested that some *“‘consolation™ project for Siqueiros be
developed, such as an “anti-Axis poster” in Havana. “The main objective
I have in mind, of course, is to avoid any unfavorable publicity that would
almost certainly appear should Siqueiros be refused entry in Miami and
shipped back to Cuba.”’

Siqueiros probably thought the telephone call from the American em-
bassy, after his April 20th speech, was about hastening his departure for
New York. Why else were they sending someone to speak to him? When
the phone rang again in his hotel room a short time later, he was told that
Comandante Duran was waiting below to see him. Comandante Dur4n of
the famous Fifth Regiment of the Spanish War was his friend, and Si-
queiros told him that at that moment he was expecting a visitor from the
American embassy. When Durén told him that it was he who was the
emissary, Siqueiros was amazed.

Gustavo Durdn had commanded the Steel Company, a unit of motor-
ized machine gunners; at 29, had been the head of a division; had been
chief of the Madrid Servicio de Investigacién Militar—and now he was
an aide to the American ambassador to Cuba, copper magnate Spruille
Braden. It was an example of how the war against Hitler had united
otherwise incompatible political beliefs.

Durén reported in a “strictly confidential” memorandum that he had
told Siqueiros that he “had been sent to inform him that his visa to the
United States had been canceled in view of the fact that he is, or is said
to be, a member of the Communist Party, which he emphatically denied.”
(Though Siqueiros followed his own communist discipline, he had not
returned to the PCM since his 1930 expulsion.) Durén also explained to
Siqueiros that the cancellation was due to a technicality of the law and

could not be construed as meaning that our Government [sic] did not recognize
his value as an artist or that the work which he had been doing in recent
months for the United Nations [the Allies] was not deeply appreciated. . . .
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Although the news was a very hard blow to him, for the record, tears came
to his eyes when he learned that he could not go to the States and he made
great efforts to control himself, he accepted it in a most reasonable manner.

Siqueiros conveyed to Duran his great disappointment at being de-
prived of the opportunity to paint once again in New York City and told
him that the forced change of plans put him in a very precarious economic
situation—political pressures made it impossible for him to return to Mex-
ico. Though President Camacho had personally advised and assisted him,
legally Siqueiros had left the country by jumping bail. There was
no guarantee that charges surrounding the Trotsky assault had been
dropped, and he mistrusted any assistance that came from the high office
of the President.

State Department officials dealing with his problems were sympathetic
and sought to alleviate his economic plight by arranging, through Nelson
Rockefeller, to have him produce a work in Cuba for the American-
Cuban Committee. Siqueiros at first rejected the idea on principle, but
after a call from Rockefeller he agreed to do a large painting. So the State
Department succeeded in avoidi{lg negative publicity, and for Siqueiros
there was the commission that brought him much needed funds. He pro-
duced a large painting composed of two monumental heads—José Mart{
and Abraham Lincoln—which he titled Two Mountain Peaks of America
[17]). The work was hung in the Museum of Modern Art of Havana. An
FBI report stated:

Inasmuch as Alfaro was a well-known artist and anti-Fascist fighter, the State
Department, as a “consolation” project to explain his continued residence in
Cuba, obtained him a grant of $2,500 through the Rockefeller Coordination
Committee to paint a picture of José Marti and Abraham Lincoln. Alfaro
received $1,750 in advance and on its completion, or about 11/20/43, he
received the balance. He associated with the communist leaders in Cuba.!’

Stranded in Cuba
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