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"If I am to die 
tomorrow"- 
Roots and Meanings 


J O H N  H U T T O N ,  
Northwestern University 


I of Orozco's 
Zuputu Entering u 
Peasant's Hut 


FIGURE 1 Jose Clemente Orozco (Mexican, 
1883-1949), Zapata Entering a 
Peasant's Hut ,  1930. Oil on canvas; 198.8 X 122.3 
cm. The Art Institute of Chicago, gift of Joseph 
Winterbotham Collection (1941.35). 








much of the past three decades, the art of the FORMexican "Mural Renaissance" of the 1920s and 
1930s has received little attention in Western European 
and, especially, American studies of the development of 
the visual arts in the twentieth century. The Mexican 
Muralist movement was regarded as stylistically retro- 
grade in its emphasis on representational art, and need- 
lessly polemical in its glorification of the Mexican Revo- 
lution (1911-20). Indeed, in what often has been 
portrayed as the smooth evolution of modern art toward 
the "international style" of Abstract Expre.ssionism, the 
politically motivated, activist art of the Mexican Mural 
Renaissance has seemed all but irrelevant.' 


This attitude represented a sharp contrast from the 
1930s, when the developing Mexican arts movement was 
looked upon as a model by American artists, from Philip 
Guston to Jackson Pollock, both of whom studied with 
Mexican muralists. The tres g~andes  ("three greats") of 
the Mexican Renaissance-Diego Rivera, David Alfaro 
Siqueiros, and JosC Clemente Orozco-received major 
commissions in the United States, stirring both enthusi- 
asm and sharp hostility. A Siqueiros mural in San Fran- 
cisco was whitewashed in 1933 for its alleged anti-Amer- 
ican theme; a huge Diego Rivera mural commissioned 
by Nelson Rockefeller for Radio City Music Hall be- 
came a cause celebre when, also in 1933, it was literally 
blasted off the wall (Rivera had refused to paint out a 
large portrait of Lenin). Orozco's murals at Dartmouth 
College survived in spite of protests from alumni 
groups, while a series of murals he painted for the New 
School for Social Research in New York were covered 
over with a curtain for more than two decades. 


In spite of the controversy, however, the example set 
by the Muralists' work-both in the United States and in 
Mexico-played a major role in the creation of art and 
mural projects under Franklin Delano Roosevelt's New 
Deal. The painter George Biddle proposed such a pro- 
gram to Roosevelt in May 1933, pointing out that "the 
Mexican artists have produced the greatest national 
school of mural painting since the Italian Renaissance." 
Biddle stated that the Mexican government "allowed 
Mexican artists to work at plumber's wages in order to 
express on the walls of government buildings the social 
ideals of the Mexican Revolution," and pointed out that 
young American artists were eager to express "in living 


monuments the social ideals [the president was] strug- 
gling to a~h i eve . "~  The result was the formation of the 
Federal Artists Project (FAP) and its successor, the Pub- 
lic Works Artists Project (PWAP), the training g o u n d  
for many of the major American painters of the postwar 
period. By 1940, these projects had been largely phased 
out as funding diminished. 


Within the past few years, the appearance of a series of 
articles. books. and exhibitions about Mexican revolu- 
tionary art indicates a renewed interest in the achieve- 
ments of the painter^.^ The resurgence of representa- 
tional painting has sparked new interest not only in 
other 20th-century examples of figurative art, but also in 
calling attention to work that is didactic in nature. As 
revolutionary upheavals have swept Latin America and 
Africa. the examvle of Mexican Renaissance art has in- 
spired similar artistic movements, often combining a so- 
phisticated modernism with a powerful message.l 


The work of TosC Clemente Orozco remains in many 
ways the most enigmatic of the products of Mexican 
Muralism. Unlike Rivera and Siqueiros, Orozco was rel- 
atively close-mouthed about his political views and goals 
(especially in his autobiography, written when he had 
already retreated into a bitter cynicism). Though 
Orozco's works are numerous and highly visible in Mex- 
ico. there are few examvles of his vaintine in the United " 
States: the mural cycles at Dartmouth College (Hanover, 
N H )  and the New School for Social Research, a mural of 
Prometheus in the refectorv of Pomona College (Los " \ 
Angeles), and a handful of easel paintings in museums 
and private collections. A particularly striking example 
of Orozco's work is contained in the collections of The 
Art Institute of Chicago-his Zapata Entering a Peas- 
ant's H u t  (fig. I), painted in 1931, while Orozco was 
living in self-imposed exile in the United States. Made a 
scaDegoat in 1924 for riots inspired bv anticlerical murals 
exe'cuyed for the National ~ r e ' ~ a r a t o ; ~  School in Mexico 
City, Orozco drifted for a time before accepting in 1927 
the offer of Alma Reed (then head of Delphic Studios in 
New York) to  come to the United States. 


Orozco was characteristically laconic in describing the 
birth of his Zapata. In his Autobiography, he stated that 
he had accepted a commission to paint the Prometheus 
for Pomona College. The fee for the mural was, he said, 
"trifling," not even "enough for my return passage to 








New York." H e  continued, "I set about painting a pic- 
ture, Zapata Entering a Peasant's H u t ,  which now hangs 
in The Art  Institute of Chicago. I made a poor bargain 
of selling it and recrossed the continent."' The painting 
dismissed so casually by Orozco in these two sentences 
has sparked vigorous debate as to both its quality and 
meaning in the more than 40 years since its completion. 
In her biography of Orozco,  Alma Reed called the work 
a "masterpie~e."~ In 1951, the Mexican critic Justino Fer- 
nandez concurred, stating, "Few works from his other 


u. 


periods compare with it. And to state this is to say his 
Zapata is one of the important paintings of the 20th 
century.'" 


0 thLr  critics have found such a verdict questionable; a 
1935 essay argued that though "the artist's knowledge is 
authentic and his emotion is im~ressive." for most view- 
ers outside of Mexico the work is meaningless: "Unless 
we are well-informed about the past and present in Mex- 
ican unrest, we are baffled by references and passions to 
which we have no key."" 


Common to both the praise and criticism of Orozco's 
Zapata has been a general unwillingness or  inability to 
deal effectively with the svnthesis of social content and 
artistic expression in the painting. Much of the negative 
criticism of Orozco (and his Mexican contemporaries) 
has stemmed from a eeneral reiection of anv art that 
presents a specific, political message: faced with the rise 
(as in Mexico) of a militant, social art, many critics and 
art historians have tended to denv that such works rank 
as art at all.' Simultaneously, much of the defense and 
praise of Orozco by ~ m e r i i a n  scholars has been based 
on the premise (implicit or  explicit) that the artist was 
not a political-much less a revolutionarv-~ainter. , In L 

1950, for example, a critic wrote that Orozco,  "alone, 
amongst the Mexican painters, has resisted the glorifica- 
tion of the Indian Dast or  of the contemDorarv revolu- 
tion."I3 A more recent article by a West German art 
historian attempts to argue that Orozco,  unlike the other 
major Muralist artists, had a real understanding of the 
events around him, and was unblinded by ideolorical 
preconceptions." A classic study of modern Mexican 
painting sees Orozco's Zapata in purely biographical 
terms-the product of Orozco's unhappiness in New 
York. l 2  


This depoliticization of Orozco's work-based in part 
on the misleading claims of his autobiography-has been 
aided and abetted by an increasingly conservative politi- 
cal and economic elite within Mexico itself, which has 
sought to present the country's greatest modern painters 
as "national treasures," while stripping their work of its 
impact and social content. An obituary for Orozco in 
the English-language journal Mexican L$e argued, for 
example, that Orozco was "an artist of cosmic dimen- 


sions" whose views implied a "longing for Arcadia" and 
revealed the "stirring drama of the Mexican people." The 
Orozco of the Red Battalions and the revolutionarv 
struggle has been effaced entirely; as the obituary notes, 
Orozco,  "as he personally admits . . . had no political 
con~ ic t ions . " '~  


This essay is an attemDt to relocate Orozco's Z a ~ a t ain 
the social and artistic context from which it sprang-as 
part of the Mural Renaissance and Orozco's own oeuvre, 
and as a statement that is at once deeply personal and 
intensely political. 


An American art critic has called the Mexican Mural 
Renaissance "the only important instance of an art 
movement created by the artists themselves, dedicated to 
propagandizing the ideals of a political system."" While 
this statement is far too sweeping-one thinks imme- 
diately, for example, of the Russian Futurists and Con- 
structivists in the early 1920s-it does emphasize both 
the self-organization of Mexican artists in the 1920s and " .
their commitment to an educational, polemical art that 
would disseminate the goals of the Mexican Revolution 
throughout a turbulent and largely illiterate country. In  
this campaign, certain political icons quickly emerged: 
Father Miguel Hidalgo (1753-1811), the organizer of 
Mexico's independence movement from Spain; Benito 
Juarez (1806-1872), victor over the French puppet Em- 
peror Maximilian in the mid-19th century; and, above 
all, the revolutionary Emiliano Zapata (1873?-1919), a 
Deasant leader in the villaee of Aninecuilco. in the south- -
ern state of Morelos, near Mexico City. 


The Mexican Revolution was-in contrast with more 
recent Latin American revolutions such as those in Cuba 
and Nicaragua-seemingly leaderless, inchoate and un- 
directed, and extremely bloody. Between 1911 and 1920 
(the revolution's initial armed period roughly spanned 
these years), somewhere between one-and-a-half and 
two million Mexicans lost their lives in a complex series 
of factional struggles. Most of the casualties were inno- 
cent peasants slaughtered because they were in the 
wrong place at the wrong time.I5 


By 1911, the regime of the aging dictator Porfirio Diaz 
had alienated the educated elite as well as the over-
whelming majority of Mexican peasants and urban 
workers. In an attempt to modernize Mexico, Diaz and 
his associates (the so-called cientificos) had encouraged 
foreign investment to such an extent that the majority of 
Mexican national resources was in foreign hands; in the 
name of "scientific, modern farming," peasant small- 
holdings across the country were swallowed up by new 
haciendas, enormous estates. The regime made vast 
sums of money for Diaz and his friends; but by the 
beginning of the 20th century, it had sparked a series of 








Indian uorisings and urban and Deasant revolts. The bla- 
0 


tant rigging of the 1911 elections led to riots that finally 
caused the collapse of the regime. Diaz's successor, an 
ineffectual reformer named Madero, was quickly top- 
oled in a couo. and Mexico dissolved into chaos as re- 
'gional leaders' warred for the succession. 


Zapata's peasant forces in Morelos organized them- 
selves into a group called the Liberating Army of the 
South, dedicated to expropriating the huge haciendas 
and distributing that land to the peasants. Their pro- 
gram, the "Plan of Ayala," specifically called for retak- 
ing the land usurped by "the landlords, cientificos, or 
bosses," and nationalizing all their goods.I6 


In the Mexican Revolution. Z a ~ a t a  stands out as the , I 
one major figure who was absolutely unswerving and 
selfless in the pursuit of this goal. He  battled each suc- 
ceeding Mexican regime as it sought to postpone or turn 
back land reform. His conservative opponents called 
him "Attila"; but he was considered by his followers, 
marching under his banner "Land and Liberty," as their 
champion. H e  . could . not be bought off with a govern- 
ment post or  with vague promises; as a new government 
bureaucracy hardened after the revolution, he proved 
too great a threat to the delicatelv balanced new order. In 


0 


1919, Zapata was tricked into an ambush and murdered. 
As the "revolutionary" governments of the 1920s be- 
came mired in bureaucracy, nepotism, and corruption, 
the image of Zapata became a symbol of freedom among 
a wide range of nationalist and socialist movements, 
achieving the status of the major political icon for politi- 
cal artists. 


A mural by Diego Rivera, The Ballad of Emiliano 
Zapata (fig. 2), is typical of the standard Zapata icon. It 
shows Z a ~ a t a  as a benevolent and genial leader. sur- " 
rounded by guitar-strumming peasants; behind them is 
the Zapata banner.I7 Other murals focus on the image of 
Zapata as wounded martyr; one, for example, in the 
Ministry of Education (Mexico City), depicts Zapata in 
his funeral shroud, in the manner of a martyred saint. 
The religious echoes are not accidental; a companion 
Dane1 also shows the murdered socialist governor of the " 
Yucatan as a saint, emphasizing the stigmata of his 


Orozco's Zavata enter in^ a Peasant's H u t  at first 
U 


seems to fit comfortably within this standard image. 
Painted in Orozco's distinctive palette of harsh reds and 
blacks. mixed in this case with muted earth tones. it 
focuses on the leader as he enters a peasant hut. The 
viewer's gaze is drawn toward the figure of Zapata by the 
brilliant blue skv that frames him. 


The painting Is constructed along a structural device 
of intersecting diagonals that Orozco often employed: 
one formed by the out-raised arms of the peasants in the 


FIGURE 2 Diego Rivera (Mexican, 1886-1957), 
The Ballad of Emiliano Zapata, 1923/24. Fresco. 
Mexico City, Ministry of Education. Photo: B. 
Wolfe, Portvait of Mexico (New York, 1937), pl. 
136. 


foreground (from the upper left to the lower right cor- 
ner), the other marked by the shoulder of a Zapatista 
soldier, running to the upper right corner along the 
peaked tops of the soldiers' sombreros. These diagonals 
are most strongly emphasized in the upper half of the 
painting, providing the lower borders of a frame for the 
figure of Zapata. The sides of the oddly trapezoidal 
doorway which intersect the diagonals complete the 
frame, catching the peasant leader in a diamond-shaped 
net. which h e l ~ s  to maintain the viewer's focus on him. 


A disturbing undertone of barely contained violence 
and emotional frenzy saturates Orozco's Zapata. The 
work is dominated by recurring death imagery: the dag- 
ger in the belt of one Zaoatista. the bandolier of bullets 
Gorn by another, the bliod-red scarf around the hero's 
neck, and especially the machete or  bayonet slicing up 
directly at Zapata's left eye. Alma Reed has even argued 
that the rim of Zapata's sombrero, delineated in a light 
hue, was intended to suggest a martyr's halo.I9 


These features stand out if we comoare the oaintina in 
the Art Institute with a small study fdr the wdrk, no; in 
the Museo Carillo-Gil in Mexico City (fig. 3). In the 








FIGURE 3 Orozco, Study for Zapata Entering a 
Peasant's Hut, 1930. Oil on canvas. Mexico City, 
Museo Carillo-Gil. 


Art Institute painting, Orozco increased his emphasis 
both on Zapata and on the elements expressing menace 
and violence. The bright blue of the sky behind Zapata 
and the conversion of the door from a rectangle into a 
trapezoidal framing device place more emphasis on 
Zapata. The knife blade to the right of Zapata's face in 
the earlier work has been rotated in the Art Institute 
composition to point directly at Zapata's eye. Finally, a 
second. out-thrust arm and clawlike hand has been 
added to the foreground, heightening the dramatic in- 
tensity of the gesture. 


The figure of Zapata is not merely the compositional 
focus of the painting. H e  is also the fulcrum on which 
the action turns. Zapata does not stand passively in the 
doorway; he is in motion, entering the hut. The two 
Zapatistas turn toward him; the peasants fall to their 
knees. The effect is a rippling motion outward (though 
anchored at either side by the frame), a wave of motion 
and response, triggered by his appearance. 


The intense emotion evoked by the painting has 
caused difficulties in interpretation. The peasants in the 
foreground, for example, have been described as "kneel- 
ing" at Zapata's approach, their hands "outstretched in 
appeal or blessing"; another writer argued that the peas- 
ants show "despair," while a third claimed that the pair 
are raising their hands in "exaltation." Most common is a 
description of the painting as "stirring," or  even "calm, 
serene, and noble."20 It is this ambiguity to which Amer- 
ican critics objected, lamenting the absence of a "key" 
by which to  interpret the work. Is the painting's mood 
one of hope or  despair, exaltation or terror? Are the 
peasants pleading for Zapata's help or for their lives? Are 
they relieved at his entrance, terrified by it, or openly 
hostile? 


N o  art work, however, can be totally self-explanatory 
to one unfamiliar with the culture, history, and objec- 
tives of the artist who produced it, or with the period 
and context in which it was produced. It is through an 
understanding of Orozco's life, the Mexican artistic 
movements of the 20th century, and the Mexican Revo- 
lution itself that we can most effectively come to grips 
with his Zapata. 


Prior to the revolution, the fine arts in Mexico were 
dominated by the Academy of San Carlos; there, stu- 
dents were taurht in the most traditional and conser- 
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vative manner, endlessly copying Renaissance master- 
pieces. Orozco later commented on the process: "The 
Mexican had been a Door colonial servant. inca~able of 


I 


creating or  thinking for himself; everything had to be 
imported ready-made from European centers, for we 
were an inferior and degenerate race." He  added, "They 
let us paint, but we had to paint the way they did.. . 
Indeed, Mexican painting in the early 1900s consisted 
mainly of imitative and stiff renditions of European 
styles. European trends, whether Spanish Baroque or  
avant-garde, were seen as the ideal, while Mexican paint- 
ing and sculpture were denigrated. Even though outside 
the academies (in the satirical murals that decorated tav- 
erns and in the popular prints produced in the early 
years of the revolution) more vigorous trends were stir- 
ring, the attitude of the government and patrons of art 
remained obsessed with European academic painting. A 
nationalist journal, El Hijo de Ahuizote (The Child of 
Ahuizote), lamented at the turn of the century that "only 
too common among us is the impulse to praise what is 
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foreign and to deprecate what is national, and this re- 
gardless of quality."22 


The outbreak of the revolution had a ~rofound effect 
on Mexican artists and their art. In 1911,~students at the 
San Carlos Academy, including Orozco, struck to re- 
move the director, a rigid devotee of Spanish academic 
painting. His successor, Alfredo Ramos Martinez, saw 
the revolution as a chance to forge a new, nationalist art. 
In 1913. he wrote to the Secretarv of Education of the 
new Mexican government, stating that his aim was "to 
awaken the enthusiasm of the students for the beauty of 
our own land and to give birth to an art worthy of being 
truthfullv called a national art."23 


With ;he disintegration of Mexico into a multisided 
civil war following the murder of Madero, young Mex- 
ican artists flocked to ioin the revolutionarv armies 
being formed. Most were drawn to the "constitu- 
tionalist" armies of Venustiano Carranza and Alvaro 
Obregbn, who had pledged to grant land reforms and to 
favor the nascent urban workers' movement. Orozco 
became affiliated with one such working-class organiza- 
tion, the Casa Obrero Mundial (House of the World 
Worker), a vaguely anarchistic union group claiming 
50,000 members. When the Casa voted to support Car- 
ranza and Obreg6n by recruiting some twelve thousand 
members to fieht in six "Red Battalions" attached to 
Carranza's arrAes, Orozco supported the decision. Al- 
though he was unfit for active service (due to a child- 
hood accident that had cost him a hand). Orozco siened , , " 
on as political cartoonist for La Vanguardia, the daily 
newspaper of the Red Battalions. He traveled with the 
battalions in a converted railway car which functioned as 
his makeshift editorial 0ffice.2~ 


Orozco attempted in his 1947 Autobiography to 
negate the political importance of this early activity. His 
involvement, he argued, was purely accidental: "I might 
equally well have gone to work for a government paper 
instead of the opposition, and in that case the scapegoats 
would have been on the other side." He concluded. "No 
artist has, or ever has had, political convictions of any 
sort."25 Both the actions and the art of the young Orozco 
belie that claim. In his cartoons for La Vanguardia, 
Orozco found a wav to reach out bevond the confines of 
the educated elite ;hat frequented ;he salons and mu- 
seums of Mexico City. Though, for the most part, his 
cartoons lack the unrelieved brutalitv of much of his 
later work, they already exhibit what was to become a 
major characteristic of his art: while other artists de- 
picted the positive aims of the revolutionary armies, 
Orozco focused upon the identification of the revolution 
with death. It wainot uncommon in La Vanguardia, for 
example, for the face of a young girl to be used in order 
to embody the notion of a bright, new, revolutionary 


Mexico; but in one cartoon (fig. 4), Orozco superim- 
posed an axe and machete over the girl's face. The cap- 
tion reads, "Yo soy la Revoluci6n-la destructora . . ." 
("I am the Revolution-the destroyer. . ."). This was to 
become a dominant motif in Orozco's works. 


In 1915. Carranza. confident of victorv and uneasv 
over the growing power of the Mexican unions in the 
country's urban centers, used a trolley strike in Mexico 
City as a pretext to dissolve the Casa and the Red Bat- 
talions. Orozco. cut adrift. occu~ied himself for a time 
with somewhat Goya-like drawi&s and watercolors de- 
picting the agonies of the civil war. Unable to find steady 
em~lovment. he visited the United States in 1917. He 
retkrnkd to Mexico in 1920, determined to find some 
way to use his art to support the ongoing revolution. 


In 1922, he joined with Diego Rivera, Frida Kahlo, 
David Alfaro Siqueiros, and other young artists to found 
the Syndicate of Revolutionary Technical Workers, 
Painters, and Sculptors. The syndicate, an uneasy fusion 
of an artist's union with a political organizing cell, 
rapidly became the voice of Mexican nationalist artists. 
Its manifesto (drafted by Siqueiros) called for a new art, 
"native (and essentially Indian) in origin"; a "fighting, 
educative art for all." The manifesto also stated that the 
syndicate would address its art to "the native races hu- 
miliated for centuries: to the soldiers made into hang- 


(7 


men by their officers; to the workers and peasants 
scourged by the rich; and to the intellectuals who do not 
flatter the bourgeoisie."26 The chosen medium for the 
new art was to be the mural-the Door. after all. could 


1 - 
not afford to purchase paintings, while public art was 
available to all. 


The syndicate moved quickly to set up its own news- 
paper, El Machete. The paper proclaimed itself "of the 


FIGURE 4 
Orozco, Cover il- W~\U~V~KUT) 
lustration for La 
Vanguardia, May ,, __-._ _._ . .-.,8- .- -- 
10, 1915. mu~ r 13r11au )V Lm l a *  P l l  b I \, ,, 3 * -- - P - -  - 
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people and for the people"; the members of the syndi- 
cate prided themselves on being both activists and art- 
ists. determined to use their art to advance the revolu- 
tion and, when necessary, to defend that revolution with 
arms in hand.27 


Orozco flung himself into both facets of the struggle. 
O n  the political level, he helped to found the Grupo 
Solidario del Movimiento Obrero (Solidarity Group of 
the Workers' Movement), intellectuals and artists who 
were attempting to build support for the newly formed 
trade-union movement. O n  the artistic level, Orozco 
became the chief cartoonist for El Machete, producing 
savage red and black cartoons later described by one 
critic as "ugly, rabid, unjust and ma~terly."~8 Orozco 
became the artistic cudgel of the revolution, lashing out 
at its opponents with a savage power. 


The same aualities dominate Orozco's first murals, 
done for the 'National Preparatory College in ~ e x i c o  
City (1924-26). Orozco's brutal scenes, filled with im- 
ages of upheaval and mass slaughter, outraged Catholic 
students, sparking the Preparatoria riots of 1926. The 
syndicate disintegrated as Rivera attempted to shift the 
blame for the riots to Orozco and Siaueiros. both of 
whom were dismissed from the mural project. Orozco 
found occasional work as an illustrator, but, for the time 
being, Mexico's public walls were denied him. Dis- 
couraged, he left in 1928 for the United States, where he 
remained until 1934.29 


Throughout his exile, Orozco worked in a strong and 
unified tone, repeatedly expressing his hatred of oppres- 
sion and corruption. The thrust of his revolutionary vi- 
sion solidified in his American works-a vision sweep- 
ing in its condemnation of existing society (Mexican and 
American), yet curiously silent as to positive goals. In 
the black-and-red palette derived from his cartoons for 
El Machete. Orozco oresented a world dominated bv 


FIGURE 5 Rivera, Mexico's Future, 1929/35. 
Fresco. Mexico City, National Palace. 


executioners and their victims. The few attempts to cap- 
ture the goals of the revolution are most often limited to 
iconic portraits of figures Orozco admired; the murals 
for the New School for Social Research in New York. 


FIGURE 6 David Alfaro Siqueiros (Mexican, 
1896-1974), Revolution Against the Diaz Dic- 
tatorship, completed 1957. Acrylic (?). Mexico 
City, National History Museum. 


for example, feature portraits of Lenin, Gandhi, and the 
martyred socialist governor of Mexico's Yucatan state, 
Felioe Carillo Puerto. Far more common in these 
works-and in Orozco's murals in Mexico after his re- 
turn in 1934-is the domination of images of corruption 
and brutalitv. fused with scenes in which revolution and , , 
natural cataclysms join together to sweep aside the brutal 
old order. 


The Enelish literarv critic Christooher Caudwell once " 
noted that young, middle-class artists are often "Roman- 
tic Revolutionaries," attracted to the destructive side of 
the revolutionary process. "They often glorify the revo- 
lution as a kind of giant explosion which will blow up 








everything they feel to  be hampering them," he wrote, 
adding that "it is the wild and destructive part of the 
revolution that seems to them most picturesque; and in 
many cases it is evident that a revolution without vio- 
lence would be disappointing." H e  cited the case of 
Baudelaire, who, in the 1848 revolution in France, ex- 
claimed, "Vive la destruction! Vive la mort!" ("Long 
live destruction! Long live death!") As the tumultuous 
armed and violent ~ h a s e  of a revolution yields to a re- 
construction of society, he noted, such figures often be- 
come disillusioned or  even hostile to the new regime.'O 


Orozco fits well into this oattern. He  deoicted the 
enemies of the revolution clearly and in vivid detail; the 
rich, the politicians, the leaders of the church, and cor- 
rupt labor leaders are shown as incarnations of evil, their 
individualized and hideous faces glaring out at the 
viewer. In contrast, Orozco's workers and peasants-the 
ostensible protagonists of the revolution-remain anon- 
ymous, their faces either turned away from the viewer or 
covered and hidden. I t  is as if oppression and brutality 
had robbed them of their individual identity, their very 
humanitv. 


The masses of peasants and workers in Orozco's work 
are a part of the revolutionary process, but never its 
motivating force. O n  the contrary, the revolution is the 
work of titanic superhuman heroes and/or uncontrolla- 
ble natural forces;n sudden eruption. In his 1931 easel 
painting The Dead (Mexico City, Museo Carillo-Gil), 
for example, Orozco depicted the towers of Manhattan 
smashed and swept aside by a huge wind. His 1930 
mural Prometheus for Pomona College shows small, 
gray people fleeing from the huge figure of the demigod 
who invited the wrath of Zeus in order to  give fire to 
humanity. In other words, for Orozco, revolutions do 
not occur through choice or the cooperation of the poor 
fighting for a better future. Rather, they take place be- 
cause conditions demand them, much like earthquakes 
or  hurricanes. They are not necessarily pro anything; 
they are denials of what currently exists, of an unaccept- 
able present. 


The special character of Orozco's vision of the revolu- 
tion can best be seen in contrast with the work of his 
contemporaries. In Diego Rivera's mural Mexico's Future 
(fig. 5), revolution is pictured as a pyramidal complex, 
with interlocked scenes of oppression, corruption, and 
revolt culminating in the image at the apex, where Karl 
Marx directs workers and peasants to  a better future. 
Similarly, in David Siqueiros's unfinished Revolution 
Against the Diaz Dictatorship (fig. 6), masses of workers 
(led, rather improbably, by Marx and a young Joseph 
Stalin) stride purposely forward, sweeping aside the 
troops of the dictator Diaz on their way to socialism. 


Orozco did not share this vision of a bright future for 


FIGURE 7 Orozco, Hidalgo and National Inde- 
pendence, 1937. Fresco. Guadalajara, Mexico, 
Government Palace. 


revolutionary Mexico. Though he dismissed the revolu- 
tionary battles he witnessed as a "gay carnival" at one 
point in his Autobiography, in other passages he con- 
veyed the aimless brutality of Mexico's slide into civil 
war: "Factions and subfactions were past counting, their 
thirst for vengeance insatiable. . . . Underneath it all, 
subterranean intrigues went on among the friends of to- 
day and the enemies of tomorrow, [who were] resolved, 
when the time came, on mutual e~termination."~' The 
imprint of what he witnessed remained dominant in his 
work: if for Rivera and Siqueiros revolution meant liber- 
ation, for Orozco it was bloody vengeance on the rich 
for their sins. 


The titanic figures, all "Men of Fire," who appear 
again and again in Orozco's work-Cartes, Prometheus, 
the Aztec god-savior Quetzalcoatl, national indepen- 
dence leaders such as Benito Juarez-are the embodi- 
ments of this vengeance. For the most part, they are not 
clear-cut figures of good or evil, as in his 1937 mural 
Hidalgo and National Independence (fig. 7). Father 
Hidalgo, the leader of Mexico's independence movement 
from Spain in the 19th century, is shown as a huge figure 








with a fire sword, inciting Mexico to bloody civil war. 
Huge clouds of fire and smoke swirl across the mural as 
tiny, anonymous, gray figures attack one another or flee 
in terror. Hidalgo is an heroic, dominant figure, yet one 
cannot easily ignore the corpses piled in the foreground. 


All of the elements of Orozco's com~lex. love-hate 
I ' 


relationship with the Mexican Revolution can be seen in 
the Art Institute's Zapata. The dark reds and blacks, the 
references to death, and; above all, the dominant, 
brooding figure of Zapata himself are typical of 
Orozco's imagery. In creating this image of Zapata, 
Orozco did not draw upon the traditional, benign 
Za~a ta  icon. Rather. he turned to folk culture and in Dart 
to Mexican literature. Mexican folk songs (corridas) and 
legends of Zapata are centered upon images of death and 
doom. A corrida of the 1920s, the "Sad Farewell of 
Emiliano Zapata," goes: "I was called Attila/by those 
whom I fought/but now all is ended/The terrible one is 
dead. " Zapata consciously sought to strike terror among 
his enemies. the rich hacendados (land owners): "We 
must frighten them. We must terri'fy them. ~ e l a u s e  if 
they do not fear us, they will never listen to us. . . ." The 
Za~atista armies rushed into battle chantinz "If I am to " 
die tomorrow, let them kill me right away!"-a cry both 
of defiance and despair, the voice of those who fight with 
courage but without hope.32 


FIGURE 8 Follower of Jose Posada (Mexican), Calavera 
Zapatista, 1911. Engraving. Photo: R. Berdeciol 
S. Appelbaum, eds., Posada's Popular Mexican Prints 
(New York, 1972), p. xi, fig. D. 


FIGURE 9 Orozco, En Vano (In Vain), 1913117. Water- 
color. Mexico City, Museo Carillo-Gil. Photo: Museo 
Carillo-Gil, Obras de Jost Clemente Orozco (Mexico 
City, 1953). 


Orozco was scarcely alone in his ambivalent reaction 
to the events of the revolution, in his embrace of it as the 
inevitable response to repression, while simultaneously 
pulling back in horror and reveling in the mass slaughter 
that accompanied it in Mexico. On the contrary, his 
vision of the revolution was shared by many Mexican 
intellectuals who came predominantly from the Mexican 
middle class. We find such a view, for example, in the 
literary works of Mariano Azuela, the first major 
novelist of the revolution. Azuela was a close friend of 
Orozco, who illustrated the author's best-known novel, 
Los de Abajo (The Under Dogs), in 1927. Azuela wrote 
novel after novel in which the characters, much like the 
poor in Orozco's drawings and paintings, are caught up 
in a revolutionary turbulence beyond their control. 
Orozco and Azuela did not (as Rivera and Siqueiros did) 
use their experiences in the revolution to produce a 
controlled, directed art aimed at shaping a particular 
course of action; rather, both (in their respective media) 
used the experiences of the revolutionary struggle to 
construct an inchoate but powerful vision of upheaval, 
fire, and blood.33 


From the visual arts in Mexico, Orozco was able to 
draw upon the innumerable cartoons and lithographs 
produced during the revolution. Particularly important 
in this regard are the calaveras (literally, skulls) created 
by the folk artist JosC Guadalupe Posada and his imita- 
tors. These calaveras show the leaders of the various 
Mexican factions as skeletal figures, Grim Reapers, or 
even human spiders. One such work, a Calavera 
Zapatista (fig. 8), no longer ascribed to Posada by most 








Orozco's Zapata Entering a Peasant's Hut  


scholars but clearly derivative of his work, attaches the 
traditional attributes of the Zapata icon (the droopy 
mustache. sombrero. crossed bandoliers. and rifles) to a 
skeleton,'riding a gaunt horse across a'field of bbnes, 
while carrying a skull-and-crossbones flag. 


In Orozco's case. the identification of the Za~atista 
movement with this sort of death imagery has clear bio- 
graphical as well as idealogical roots. Orozco, it should 
be remembered, was the cartoonist for the newspaper of 
the Red Battalions. One of Orozco's muralist colleaeues " 
later noted that Orozco's contact with supporters of 
Zapata came "only as they were brought in daily and 
shot. "34 His earliest depictions of the peasant supporters 
of Zapata and his northern counterpart, Francisco 
(Pancho) Villa, exhibit the hostility, which Orozco may 
have witnessed. of the Red Battalions' urban leaders to 
the religious, rural peasant forces. In a series of cartoons 
entitled La Cucaracha, for example, Orozco showed 
peasant soldiers as brutal, loutish, drunken, or sullen- 
ignorant executioners. One picture, En Vano (In Vain) 
(fig. 9), contains a curious parallel to his later Zapata: a 
man and two women (apparently wealthy in this case) 
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kneel in an anguished plea for life before two peasants 
who seem not so much implacable as bored. 


In the 1920s and 1930s, the Mexican left retro- 
spectively reevaluated Zapata and his movement,. grad- 
ually elevating them to the status of major revolutionary 
heroes. A similar (though much slower) reassessment 
seems to have taken place in the work of Orozco. His 
Zapatistas, however, remain at least ambiguous in a way 
that differentiates them from his oeuvre as a whole 
during this time. If there is any period in which 
something approximating positive symbols emerges in 
Orozco's art, it is in some of the works produced 
between 1930 and 1934. His murals for the New School 
for Social Research (1930-31), for example, deal with the 
brotherhood of all races and with resistance to colonial 
rule. Mahatma Gandhi and Lenin are depicted posi- 
tively, paired off against contrasting images of slavery 
and colonialism. Significantly, these murals-based on a 
program imposed on Orozco-are static, lifeless 
images, losing in impact whatever is gained in clarity. 


No such clarity is apparent in the portrayals of Zapata 
and his followers in this period, however. For example, 








FIGURE 11 Orozco, Pancho Villa, 1931. Oil on canvas. 
Mexico City, Museo Carillo-Gil. 


his easel painting Zapatistas (fig. 10) does not exhibit 
any of the positive imagery one encounters in works by 
Rivera and Siqueiros. The peasants in the painting are 
not engaged in traditional activities: they are not dis- 
tributing land or arms, bravely facing firing squads, or 
shaking hands with workers. They merely march for- 
ward, bowed figures followed by shrouded women, 
while their comrades on horseback loom over them like 
mountains in the background. The painting is dark and 
somber, the red limited to a scattering of shirts and 
robes; the central portion of the composition is a cluster 
of gleaming bayonets and machetes. 


While there is no direct documentary evidence that 
Orozco was mellowing in his attitude toward Zapata and 
his followers. his clear shifts in his work would seem to 
indicate a shift in attitude, as well. This can be seen if 
the Art Institute's Zapata is compared with another of 
his paintings from the same year featuring Zapata's 
northern Mexican counterpart, Pancho Villa (fig. 11). 
Orozco showed Villa as a bloated thug, surrounded by 
corpses. While Villa looms in the foregound, gun in 
hand, Zapata, though powerful, is in the background, 
brooding and menacing, yet restrained. Villa is seen as a 
butcher; the Zapata is not nearly so clear. 


Orozco's 1934 murals for Dartmouth Colleee reDre- 


back by an American general, surrounded by caricatures 
of bankers and criminals. This revolutionary figure has 
been variously interpreted-as Zapata, as a peasant, and 
as a Mexican ~uerillero: one critic considered it a 
deliberate fusioi of ~a i a t a ' s  features with those of 
Orozco himself.35 What is clear is that Orozco, still in 
his American exile. deliberatelv identified the stan- 
dardized icon of the Zapatista-droopy mustache, 
crossed bandoliers, and sombrero-with the revolution 
itself, brutally "stabbed in the back" by the United 
States.36 Nonetheless, this positive interpretation of 
Zapata's revolutionaries occurs in a work in which the 
revolution is depicted as a helpless victim of powers 
beyond its control. 


Nor did this positive (yet pessimistic) evaluation of the 
Mexican revolutionary struggle remain intact. Upon his 
return to Mexico, Orozco once again participated in 
leftist political and cultural groupings; he joined the 
Communist Party-led League of Revolutionary Artists 
and Writers (LEAR), even Leading the LEAR delegation 
to the American Artists Congress against Fascism and 
War in New York in 1936. As the new government bu- 
reaucracy hardened, however, and as the reform regime 
of President Lazaro Cirdenas was succeeded by more 
conservative regimes bent upon enriching themselves 
and their friends, Orozco's vision of the revolution 
soured. In his 1940 murals for the Gabino Ortiz Library 


FIGURE 12 Orozco, The Masses, 1940. Fresco. 
Jiquilpin, Mexico, Gabino Ortiz Library. Photo: 
J. Fernandez, Orozco, Forma e Idea (Mexico City, 
1942), p. 171, fig. 163. 
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sent at least a temporary resolution of this ambiguity. 
The panel Hispano-America (fig. 13) shows a 
mustachioed Mexican revolutionary being stabbed in the 








FIGURE 13 Orozco, Hispano- 
America, 1934. Fresco. Hanover, 
NH, Dartmouth College, Hood 
Museum of Art (P.934.13). 


in Jiquilpin, Mexico (fig. 12), this is explicit. H e  
executed the Jiquilpin murals entirely in stark black and 
white-with one pointed exception: The flags held by 
the crazed,  bestial masses are bright  red.  T h e  
dehumanization of the Mexican poor deprives them of 
even the vestiges of kindness or reason. They are re- 
duced to mouths with clubs, intent only on total, mind- 
less destruction. 


Orozco's Zapata thus can be seen as a transitional 
work in the artist's evolving concept of revolution. Here, 
with the fervor of an Old Testament prophet, Orozco 
pictured the Mexican Revolution as a terrible, un- 
avoidable explosion in response to oppression. Zapata 
and the peasants are caught up in a violent upheaval 
undertaken not by choice, but out of desperation. The 
image of revolution in the Art Institute's Zapata is am- 
biguous and marked by a tremendous internal tension. If 
Orozco in 1931 could not glorify the revolution or view 
it with hope, neither could he condemn it. The novelist 
B. Traven (whose best-known chronicle of Mexico is his 
Treasure of the Sierra Madre) captured in one of his 
books about the Mexican Revolution the essence of the 


elemental upheaval of the Mexican peasantry in the title 
The Rebellion of the Hanged.37 The title applies to the 
Art Institute painting: Zapata and the peasants who 
crouch before him are caught up in a revolutionary 
maelstrom that ultimately was to end in the destruction 
of their uprising and their hopes. 


Orozco's Zapata thus stands alone in the iconography 
of the peasant leader. Rivera used the figure of Zapata 
to mythologize a revolutionary past that never existed; 
for Siqueiros, Zapata became the symbol of a worker- 
peasant alliance that he hoped someday would result in 
the victory of a socialist revolution. For a revolution 
frozen halfway, drowned in blood and increasingly 
dominated by bureaucracy and corruption, the clearest 
and most penetrating images were those produced by 
artists such as Azuela and Orozco-revolutionaries 
without hope. 


In Azuela's The Under Dogs, one character responds 
to questions about the various factional leaders during 
the revolution with the caustic comment: "What's the 
difference? I love the revolution like a volcano in erup- 
tion; I love the volcano because it's a volcano, the revo- 








lut ion because it's the  revolution! W h a t  d o  I care a b o u t  
the  s tones left above o r  below after the  Cataclysm? W h a t  
are  they  t o  me?"'% 


O r o z c o  shared this obsession w i t h  the  carnage and  the  
sheer power  of t h e  revolut ion;  in  his Z u p u t u  En te r ing  u 
Peasant's Hut, as in  the  bulk of his oeuvre, o n e  senses 
b o t h  his compassion f o r  those forced b y  the  misery of 
their existence t o  rebel and  his horrified fascination wi th  
t h e  brutality of their uprising. T h a t  Orozco 's  Z a p a t u  can 
still move  us w i t h  its mixture of defiance and despair is 
d u e  n o t  on ly  t o  his power  as a painter,  b u t  t o  the  links 
between his t ime and  o u r  own.  T h e  volcano that  s o  fas- 
cinated O r o z c o  cont inues t o  erupt .  
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the Sources of Poetrjl (New York, 1937), pp. 312-13. 


31. Orozco (note 5), p. 64. 


32. Brenner (note 19), p. 315. 


33. Mariano Azuela, The  Under  Dogs: A Novel  o f t h e  Mex- 
ican Revolution,  trans. E. Munguia, Jr.  (New York, 1929). For 
the relationship between the novels of Azuela and Orozco's 
art, see Luis Leal, Mariano Azuela (New York, 1971), pp. 
66-71, 110-1 1. See also Obvas de Jose Clemente Orozco en la 
Coleccion Carillo-Gtl (Mexico City, 1953), p. 82. Brenner 
(note 19, p. 324) argued simply that "Los  de Abajo is the 
literary equivalent of Orozco 's  blacks and whites of the 
revolution." 


34. Charlot (note 27), p. 318. Orozco himself spoke of the 
period in his Autobzography (note 5, p. 54): "In the portals of 
the churches wretched Zapatist peasants, who had fallen pris- 
oner to the Carrancistas, were summarily shot down. People 
grew used to killing, to the most pitiless egotism, to . . . naked 
bestiality. " 


35. The figure was seen as a peasant by Albert Dickerson, The  
Orozco Frescoes at  Dartmouth  (Hanover, N H ,  1962), n.p.; the 
Mexican guerillero is from Antonio Castro Leal, "Jose Cle- 
mente Orozco en la Exposicion Nacional de sus Obras," ,416~-
ico en el Arte (Dec. 1948), n.p. Paul Von Bloom identified the 
figure as Zapata in T h e  Art of Social Conscience (New York, 
1976), p. 155; Kodriguez (note 26, p. 312) considered it a 
deliberate melding of Orozco's own portrait with that of 
Zapata as a way of identifying himself with the struggle against 
U.S. imperialism and colonial rule. 


36. It should perhaps be noted that the image of a Latin Amer- 
ican revolutionary stabbed in the back by the United States 
would have had a special resonance in 1934, when the U.S.-  
organized Nicaraguan National Guard under Anastasio So- 
moza hunted down and murdered Cesar Augusto Sandino, the 
inspirer of today's Sandinista movement. See Neil1 Macaulay, 
T h e  Sandtno Affair (Chicago, 1967), esp. pp. 256-58; see also 
Bernard Diederich, So~rzoza and the Legacy of U .S .  Involz,e- 
ment  in Central America (New York, 1981), pp. 15-20, and 
George Black, Triumph of the  People (London, 1981), pp. 
23-26. 


37. In one of Traven's "Jungle" novels about the revolution, 
General f rom the Jungle, trans. Desmond Vesey (New York, 
1974), the rural revolutionar~7 movement is shown, much like 
the revolution in Orozco's paintings and prints or Azuela's 
novels, as the logical response to oppression, but one without 
conscious aims or  prospects beyond vengeance. The "Jungle" 
novels, written in the 1920s in Mexico, certainly echo the 
mood of the period in which they were written. 


38. Azuela (note 33), p. 207. 
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