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ART REVIEW 

30 Works From the Grass Roots 
BY WILLIAM WILSON 

Tlmes Staff Writer 

A few t imes in the histo-
r y of Western civilization 
grea t social revolutions 
produced an ar t of equal 
power. T h e Catholic coun-
ter-reformation fostered 
the glories of baroque 
style, the Mexican revolu-
tion spawned its , mon-
u m e n t a l murals . In a 
slightly different context, 
ou r l i fe-s ty le revolution 
of the 60s unleashed epide-
mic creativity; 

Characteristically, none 
of these creative flower 
ings were planned. They 
happened wi th an organic 
spontanei ty tha t seemed 
like an act of fate. In con-
trast , we now find social 
g r o u p s who aim for 
change unable to articu-
late their spirit, in a co-
heren t style. Groups of 
art is ts working loosely to-
gether have thus far been 

unable to establish distinc-
t ive aesthetics for the 
women's movement , the 
black movement , or 
get t ing to the case in point 

the Chicano movement.. 
The Jun ior Ar t s Center 

in Barnsdall P a r k hosts an 
exhibition of about 30 
paintings, sculpture, gra-
phics and ceramics b y 15 
members of Eas t L.A.'s 
Mechicano Ar t Center, a 
g r a s s - r o o t s communi ty 
group. 

It is difficult to discuss 
the value of such organiza-
tions without get t ing into 
a muddle. They tend to 
overlap aims t ha t are edu-
cational, propagandistic, 
p o l i t i c a l , social and— 
sometimes last—aesthetic. 

Presumably, s o m e of 
these needs a re fulfil led 
by the groups or t hey 
would not persist. If they 
make their members feci 
good a b o u t themselves, 
c a l l a t tent ion to g o o d 
causes or promote the ar t 
of some talented indivi-
dual in the group, one 
mus t heart i ly cheer t hem 
on. 

If, on the other hand, 
they become closed cote-
r ies promoting the illusion 
tha t they have created or 
discovered a distinctive 
a r t style, I have to say in 
all objectivity tha t say 
simply have not. 

Mechicano ar t is ts do 
make work tha t suggests 
the consciousness of a t ra-
dition or heritage. 

Charles Almaraz, un-
questionably a top ta lent 
in the group, shows an ab-
stract paint ing inspired by 
bright , chalky pastel col-

ors common to Eas t L.A. 
buildings and graffit i-l ike 
forms common to Eas t 
L.A. walls. 

Jose Cervantes shows a 
f lat-patterned pic ture con-
taining the emblem of an 
applique rose t ha t recalls 
the fet ish style of barrio 
gang insignia's. 

T h e pr imi t ive and su r -
real qualities of the Mexi-
can mural is ts echo dimly 
in the work by Guillermo 
Martinez and Ray Attilla-
no. 

Painted an t iwa r sculp-
tu re by Manuel Cruz de-
picts bus t s of MacArthur 
and Recken Backer (sic), 
their mouths s m e a r e d 
wi th blood (or possibly 
lipstick which seems un-
likely). Cruz's work bears 
some relat ionship to Mex-
ican folk carving. 

Pointedly satirical pho-

tographs of a l i f e l i k e 
blonde manntk tn and a 
Rolls-Royce grill by 0 . R. 
Castillo m a k e sense inter-
preted as the anger of a 
barrio kid deprived of so-
ciety's supposed luxuries. 

At the same t ime we 
could see any of these 
works in a n exhibition not 
labeled "Chicano" and fail 
to make any ethnic con-
nection. Almaraz might re-
mind us of Jasper Johns 
and lyric abstraction, Cer-
vantes recalls ear ly Billy 
Al Bengston. Cruz could 
be connected to Kienholz 
or early N e w England fig-
urehead carving. 

In a curious way the 
evident inabili ty of spe-
cialized groups to produce 
a specialized art is a mon-
ument to the homogeniz-
ing tendencies of Ameri-
can democracy. 

Reproduced with permiss ion of the copyr ight owner. Further reproduct ion prohibi ted wi thout permission. 


