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I'll tell you why the devil and the work of art are inseparable, why revolution and
poetry are inseparable. There is no poetry ather than revolutionary. That is to say,
there is none without the collaboration of the devil.

—JORGE CUESTA, “EL DIABLO EN LA POES[A" (1934)!

In June 1928, a new journal titled Contempordneos opened its first issue with a con-
voluted but urgent call for a new “hero” for the new post-Revolutionary era at hand in
Mexico. “The hero can be . . . a warrior, a man of science, a writer, artist, or politician,”
but had to aim for a “new ethical sensibility.”? In a period full of military, populist, and
cultural heroes, such a call was a calculated challenge to the status quo. Indeed, that
same issue of Contempordneos published a long attack by Gabriel Garcia Maroto on the
premier icon of Mexico's developing state culture: Diego Rivera. It so infuriated the
painter that he publicly threatened the magazine’s editors, setting the tone for a face-
off between the Contempordneos and Mexican muralism that would last more than a
decade.? While praising Rivera as a masterful “técnico,” Garcia Maroto damned his work
for its “facile melody,” arguing that Rivera sacrificed true Mexican feeling, reducing “art
[to] a political-social instrument, a mechanical instrument, mechanizing, unrefined.”
In 1928 Rivera was just completing his murals for the Ministry of Public Education
{the Secretaria de Educacion Publica) and had already begun to define a standard for
judging state-sponsored cultural nationalism. In attacking the most famous cultural
avatar of the state, the Contempordneos—the famous “grupo sin grupo” (“group without
a group”) that coalesced around the journal—had two intentions.® The first was to resist
what they perceived as increasing political, religious, and—especially—artistic inflex-
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ibility at the national level. Citing a range of writers—from Gide, Benda, and Bergson to
Ortega y Gasset and Nietzsche—the Contemporaneos criticized what seemed to them
to be the reductivism of muralism’s socialist realist premises, as well as its nationalist
focus on the popular classes. They argued, moreover, that muralism’s interpretations
of indigenous culture were propagandistic and had little to do with the reality of rural
existence. And in light of Mexico’s long European heritage, they criticized as ludicrous
and unrealistic the muralists’ bombastic rejection of European aesthetic influences. In
defining a modern Mexican identity, the Contemporaneos by contrast sought to mediate
between a politicized art and a more autonomous arte puro. In sponsoring artists such
as Agustin Lazo, Marfa Izquierdo, Julio Castellanos, and Rufino Tamayo they supported
powerful alternatives to the muralists’ efforts, and sought to eliminate “all picturesque,
decorative and . . . folkloric elements” in favor of a more complex, “universal” vision of
the Mexican “race and spirit.”®

In response, the muralists reviled the Contemporaneos as unmanly “foreignizing”
queers—a telling, if odd, mix of slanders. José Clemente Orozco caricatured their fey
dandyism; Rivera, while at the Ministry of Public Education, painted himself as a soldier
kicking a prostrate Salvador Novo, with donkey ears, who personified the effete influ-
ence of foreign cultures. (Novo responded with a long satirical poem, “La Diegada.”)
The journal’s editors were repeatedly condemned as anti-muralist, anti-nationalist,
anti-Mexican sissies. In 1924, Julio Jiménez Rueda of El Universal ridiculed the Con-
temporaneos as “effeminate,” equating patriotism with masculine virility.” In 1928, El
Universal [ustrado continued the moral lynching of the “artep uristas,” violently attacking
the Conternpor4neos for the “antinaturalist,” cryptic language of their writing.® In 1932,
Jorge Cuesta and others faced spurious legal charges of “outrage to public morality” for
having published “pornographic” chapters of a novel; the scandal that ensued forced all
the Contemporaneos out of their government posts in education.® In 1937, they were
again attacked, this time from within Cardenas’ leftist government.!’

The Contemporineos were nonetheless fervent patriots, passionately concerned
about the nation’s future. Thus their second, more general, concern was to enter the
pool of intellectuals attempting to use their official positions to shape state policy on
mexicanidad.V! Octavio Paz remarked that it was wrong 1o accuse the Contempori-
neos—as many did—of indifference to public affairs:2 Torres Bodet served as Minister
of Education (twice) and Director of UNESCO; José Gorostiza served as Minister of
Foreign Relations; Novo was prominent in efforts by the Ministry of Public Education
to bring education to the Mexican countryside (hiring Villaurrutia to help him), and
later emerged as Mexico’s foremost public chronicler.”® And so on. Thus to call the
Contempordneos reactionary anti-nationalists is to misunderstand their project and to
misrepresent their profound influence on both arts and public life in Mexico.

Indeed, the ferocity of the debates between the two camps raises questions about the
construction and function of nationalism in Mexico’s post-Revolution period. On the
one hand, it reveals the utopian conviction of an emerging intellectual elite—includ-
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ing both muralists and the Contempordneos—that it could instigate an authentically
Mexican culture. Works of art would provide alternatives to older historical narratives,
thereDy initiating a new historical period. This new national culture, an “aesthetic stat-
ism” forged in alliances between intellectuals and the state, * would function as a model
for the political and social life of the nation at all levels. On the other hand, the debates
point up the lack of consensus during the 1920s and early 1930s on what mexicanidad
would entail or how alliances of intellectual and the state were to be managed.

This chapter treats three broad elements of the debates between the Contemporineos
and muralists. First, the Contemporéneos, like the muralists, were situated at the heart
of the crisis of formulating Mexico as a modern nation state in the 1920s and 1930S.
They astutely interrogated the state’s efforts to align itself with the concept of “nation,”
believing that these efforts flirted dangerously with fascism. Second, against mural-
ism’s tendency to racialize and masculinize national identity around tropes of the indio-
campesino and the worker-soldier, the Contempordneos promoted a national identity
based on melding cosmopolitan modernism with the national, the avant-garde with
the traditional, and the urban with the rural to effect a “universalism.”!5 They further
attacked the gendered concept of the political that equated revolution with virility. And
third, the Contemporéneos advocated a deliberately depoliticized arte puro as a bulwark
against the excesses of art in the service of politics, particularly muralism. In so doing,
they offered a psychological, existentialist definition of mexicanidad that had strong
repercussions throughout the rest of the century.’®

THE CONTEMPORANEOS: A CRITICAL NATIONALISM

The Contemporaneos, too young to have participated in the Revolution, did not share
the idealism of first-generation muralists.”” Indeed, in Cuesta’s assessment, what held
the grupo sin grupo together was precisely their “critical attitude,” their “distrust (and)
skepticism.”'® They came of age in the late 1920s and 1930s, during a time of fragile
hope but also of great national and cultural instability. They watched firsthand both
the rise of a nationalist discourse and the coincident failure of José Vasconcelos and
the Ateneo de la Juventud intellectuals to impose Vasconcelos’ model, inspired by Uru-
guayan philosopher Jos¢ Enrique Rodé, of a continental, pan-Latin American culture.??
The journal itself was founded under the shadow of the multiple political shocks of
1928-29: the assassination of General Obregén as he tried to return to the presidency;
the subsequent rigged presidential elections that resulted in the defeat of Vasconcelos:
and Calles’ formation of Partido Nacional Revolucionario (PNR), which obviated the
need to negotiate political alliances and gave Calles personal control over key state deci-
sions.”® In this period, moreover, the government failed to quell widespread peasant
rebellion (the Cristiada); the country also faced an economic shock following the crash
of Wall Street in 1929. The Contemporéneos, while still young, observed the corruption
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of former revolutionaries and their transformation into what Paz called “a greedy and
crude plutocracy”?'—an experience that prompted them to begin defining a crucial
separation between nation and state.?> Opportunities for doing so at the national level
were increasingly limited. The state had co-opted many of the means needed to establish
such a distinction; in the later 1930s, President Cdrdenas would further corporatize the
relationship among the state, intellectuals, and the masses by institutionalizing ties that
subordinated peasant and labor unions, along with intellectuals as their spokespeople,
to state control.?}

Nevertheless, the Contemporaneos, recognizing the lack of a developed civil sector
from which to launch their platform, chose to remain tied to the state. From this posi-
tion, they made a three-pronged attack on the growing entrenchment of the nationalist
model and its cultural component: first, against social realism and its ethos of revolu-
tionary masculine virility; second, against indigenismo as a basis for mexicanidad; and
third, against Marxism, especially as embodied in the Cardenista state (1934-40). Each
part of the attack critiqued the dangerous collapse of nation into state.

In 1924, the Contemporédneos were shocked by the wild popularity of Mariano Azu-
ela’s realist novel of the Mexican Revolution, Los de abajo (The Underdogs). Enthusiastic
critics equated Azuela’s realist style with transparent legibility aimed at the uneducated
masses; here was “revolutionary” art that produced a direct “reflection of reality” and
conjured up an “exact” picture “made of the flesh, the pain and the calamitous destiny of
the Revolution.”?* Los de abajo, along with muralism, helped cement the Mexican Revo-
lution as the “privileged horizon” by which all social and cultural achievements and all
historical progress were judged, 2* and confirmed the realis.t narrative as the revolution’s
appropriate cultural embodiment. “Revolutionary” realism was interwoven with calls
from prominent intellectuals, such as anthropologist Manuel Gamio, for a “national”
culture that would “reflect . . . in intensified and beautified form the pleasures, pains,
life, and soul of the people.”?® For Gamio, “the people” meant the rural and indigenous
populations, and if Mexico was to develop a superior national culture, artists needed to
reject Europeanized “elitist tastes” in favor of home-grown aesthetic sources “forged”
out of Mexico’s complex racial heritage.?” No truly national culture would “flourish so
long as we continue to cultivate only foreign modalities of art in place of creating from

what is ours.”2®

The emphasis on Mexico's popular classes—the indigenous as well as the peasant
and working classes—as the site of national cultural renovation (and the concomitant
rejection of European models) was central to the Manifesio of the Syndicate of Techni-
cal Workers, Painters and Sculptors, published the same year as Azuela’s Los de abajo.”
Written by Siqueiros and signed by Rivera, Orozco, Xavier Guerrero, Fermin Revueltas,
Ramén Alva Guadarrama, German Cueto, and Carlos Mérida, the Manifesto associated
the national “soul” with the Indian and the popular. The Revolution replaced the nine-
teenth-century Reforma and Porfiriato as the nation’s key historical event, while Aztec
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replaced colonial as Mexico’s primary cultural heritage. The Manifesto also exhibited
the stridently militant attitude adopted by the muralists to elaborate their connections
with the popular classes; this was the concept of artist as heroic proletarian/campesino/
soldier that not only worked well with Azuela’s realist narrative style, which so alarmed
the Contempordneos, but also fueled the condemnation of the Contempordneocs as
Frenchified “mariquitas” for their insistence on recognizing Mexico’s European heri-
tage.*® Anti-Contemporineos often couched their hostility in gendered and moralistic
terms. The polemic of 1925 equated “escapist” literature with “sexual eccentricity” and
covertly linked “feminization” to a suspicion of anti-nationalist foreign influence in
veiled accusations of homosexuality against Salvador Novo and others. They identified
“revolutionary” literature and art, by analogy, with virility.”

The Contempordneos, in turn, criticized muralism for rejecting Mexico’s European
heritage, and for conceiving modernity solely in relation to a politics of the masses.
This critique, however, stemmed less from an anti-nationalist Eurocentrism than from
a concern about the dangers hidden in the “facile path” of constructing a national iden-
tity from “picturesque, decorative, even folkloric” legacies.’? Against what they saw as
the muralists’ parochial nationalism, the Contempordneos argued that national culture
should serve as a means of entry into the world community. In addition, they recognized
that to elaborate Mexico purely as a rejection of Europe was, in effect, to reinstall Europe
as the arbiter of Mexico’s destiny by placing it at the center of the endeavor—something
all the more dangerous for being unacknowledged rather than out in the open. Further-
more, muralism risked the danger of subordinating aesthetic issues to politics to the
point of lapsing into propaganda. “Painting finds itself here,” wrote Villaurrutia with
refined irony, “as Rivera wishes, at the service of social and pelitical ideas.”*

The Contempordneos also criticized the politics of class hidden in the aesthetics of
“revolutionary nationalism.”** The country’s elite, they argued, deployed the concepts
of nationalism and anti-imperialism to obscure power inequalities in Mexico. Gorostiza
criticized social realist art for hiding class conflict under a veneer of national unity, and
the urban elite’s enthusiasm for it as narcissistic charity to relieve bourgeois guilt over
the despicable conditions of the poor.* And against muralism’s—especially Rivera's—
powerful denial that the indio as a nationalist symbol differed from the indio as a his-
torical entity, Tamayo would remark acidly that “the only place where the peasants and
Indians ever triumphed was in the scenario of Mexican muralism.”3¢

Yet this harsh criticism was calculated not to offend nationalist sensibilities but
to respond to the social complexity of the period. The Contempordneos recognized
that the Revolution had not shifted power relations nearly as much as the idealized
worker-peasant aesthetic of Rivera’s late 1920s murals proclaimed.’” Samuel Ramos,
in his influential 1931 essay “La cultura criolla,” argued that, like it or not, high cul-
ture remained largely in the hands of the elite minority. Nevertheless, the Revolution
had forced that minority to recognize the need for wider cultural inclusion. Because of
historical circumstances, Ramos contended, Mexico could neither reject its European
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heritage outright (as hardline nationalists wanted) nor indulge in “artificial European-
ism” that ignored local histories (as the Porfiriato had done). “What has been lacking,”
he wrote, “is the wisdom to develop that European spirit in harmony with the new
conditions in which it finds itself.”®

Ramos’ 1930 essay on Rivera applies these thecries to Mexico’s premier artist.?
Rivera, according to Ramos, represented the highest achievements of Mexican national
culture, but not for the reasons most (including Rivera himself) claimed. Ramos argued
that Rivera’s genius lay in his absorption of European influences—especially cubism—
and his use of them to revitalize an authentically Mexican indigenous culture long mar-
ginalized and meribund: “Diego discovered an important aspect of our reality, which
no one had seen before even though it was in plain sight. The primitive existence of
Mexico, of which the Indian is the protagonist, appears suddenly in the painter’s fres-
coes as if emerging from the depths of the earth.” Yet Rivera produced this “new vision
of Mexican life” not because he repudiated all things European, but because he united
“cultivated European man with the barbarous man of the Mexican jungle” to construct
a “universal” aesthetics. For both Ramos and the Contemporéneos, Rivera’s modernist
universalism gained its power from the painter’s close attention to “the plastic form
of things™°—that is to say, to the formal procedures of modernist painting, not from
subordinating aesthetics to a political message, and not from a fidelity to an imagined
pre-Conquest past.

Ramos’ critique belonged to the Contempordneos’ condemnation of rigid political
positions, whether right or left. This critique was most acute in Cuesta’s 1935 harangue
against Marxism: “Marx was not intelligent or revolutionary; neither was he socialist,
but rather counter-revolutionary and mystical.” The ranting title of the essay, published
the year of the famous Rivera-Siqueiros debates, echoes Cuesta’s frustration with the
failure of post-revolutionary Marxism as it came increasingly under the combined influ-
ence of Stalinism and the Cardenista state. It also reveals Cuesta’s perceptive insights
into Mexican Marxism’s distinctive relationship to Catholicism.*? Particularly alarming,
Cuesta argued, were Marxism’s totalizing vision and its religious, anti-rational charac-
ter: “Marxism wants a world founded in Marxism, not in objective evidence; it wants
an ethics founded in Marxism, not in objective moral judgment; it wants an education
founded in Marxism, not in the nature of objective understanding.” Far from reject-
ing either Christianity’s ritualized character or its doctrine of blind faith in a supreme
power, Cuesta argued, Marxism merely transferred those sentiments to the concept of
proletarian revolution. In his view, Marxism was merely religious mysticism disguised
as secular rationalism; rather than liberating the populace from the binds of irrational
thinking and superstition, Marxism reinforced them.

To comprehend Cuesta’s fears, it is important to recognize how much he was inter-
preting Marx through the lens of Cardenismo and its attempts to corporatize the masses.
Rather than foster political discourse independent of the state, Cdrdenas institutional-
ized policies—from the implementation of socialist education and the restructuring
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of PNR to the subordination of peasant and worker unions to the state—to tie public
life and discourse to the state.** These policies helped the state to wrest many of the
ritual functions away from the church and, in turn, ritualize political life in Mexico.*
It was this “religious consecration of power,” promoted by the Cardenista state through
influential Marxists such as powerful union leader Vicente Lombardo Toledano, that
alarmed Cuesta.*® He thus identified three interconnected dangers in Mexican Marx-
ism: the rise of a national socialism disturbingly similar to that of the Nazis; a continu-
ation of Christianity’s emphasis on blind faith, shifted in attachment from God to the
Mexican state; and the subjugation of cultural production to the exigencies of the state.
Cardenista Marxism seemed to threaten the concept of individual creativity at the heart
of the Contempordneos’ ideology; in Cuesta’s view, Cardenismo’s “politica de las masas”
served only to institutionalize this anti-individualism, reinforce the ritual nature of
public politics, and diminish the separation between nation and state.#

Although historians have shown that Cirdenas Mexico was far from following the
Nazi example,* Cuesta’s fears, at the time he expressed them, might have seemed justi-
fied. He was responding in part to the polarizing effects in Mexico of heated interna-
tional debates about socially committed art by proponents of fascism, communism, and
liberal capitalism. This polarization was evident not only in the 1935 Rivera-Siqueiros
debates and the vagaries of Vasconcelos’ right-wing pelitics, but also in the growing

“ideological dogmatism of cultural organizations such as the Soviet-influenced League
of Revolutionary Artists and Writers (LEAR), composed of artists and intellectuals such
as Siqueiros and the second-generation muralist Pablo O'Higgins.*® And in the wake of
the polemic against the Contemporéneos in 1932, a Committee of Public Health was
proposed to make sure no one of “dubious” revolutionary quality was given a govern-
ment post.*® The proposal—a further step in the widespread leftist equation of revolu-
tion with heterosexual virility that the Contemporaneos heavily criticized—eventually
resulted in the founding, under Cardenas, of the Autonomous Department of Publicity
and Propaganda (DAPP), a Mussolini-inspired shadow institution to the Ministry of
Public Education, charged with overseeing all forms of “social communication,” from
the mass media to public events and the arts. In DAPP’s homophobic tendencies,
aimed at the Contempordneos, the state dangerously mimicked Charles Maurras’ proto-
fascist dictum: “It is nationalism's obligation to defend the nation from foreigners of the
interior.”*2

Yet while Cuesta and the Contemporaneos rejected Cardenista Marxism, they did not
advocate any return to the Ateneo de la Juventud’s elitist repudiation of the popular.53
They realized that the Ateneo, despite its historical importance, had missed its mark.
Vasconcelos was criticized for his irrational mysticism; Alfonso Caso for his outmoded
and aristocratic academicism; and even their mentor, Alfonso Reyes, for stagnating.5*
The Ateneo (particularly Vasconcelos) was also criticized for its superficial—and thus
right-wing—reading of Nietzsche.”> As Horacio Legrds has argued, the Ateneo read
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Nietzsche for solutions to the urgent question of “incorporat(ing) the politically volatile
and inexperienced masses into the representational logic of the modern state.”*® In
sharp contrast to the Contemporéneos, the Ateneo intellectuals interpreted the German
philosopher according to their interest in using art to integrate Mexico's diverse cultures
into a unified state project. As Minister of Public Education, Vasconcelos institutional-
ized the Ateneo commitment to using art—most notably muralism—as a means of
educating the masses in the values of citizenship. Indeed, despite their claims to be
above politics, the Ateneo intellectuals sided with the state, seeking to bring to it their

conviction about the unifying function of culture.s’

NATION VERSUS STATE: THE POLITICS OF AESTHETICS

Against both muralism and the Ateneo models, the Contempordneos proposed a third
paradigm for the nation—one that separated the concept of nation from that of state.®
In this model, the nation was the repository of complex and ambiguous moral, spiritual,
psychological, and cultural values, whereas the state was the pragmatic, institutional
structure subject to the laws of history. “Unlike Caso and Vasconcelos,” Christopher
Dominguez argues, “Cuesta could separate history from morality (and morality from
philosophy)” and thus could critique the politics of the state without confusing this
with the “nation.”®® The Contempordneos—especially Cuesta and Ramos—elaborated
this paradigm in part from reading Nietzsche for his philosophical investigations of
the morality of ambiguity, rather than (like the Ateneo intellectuals) reading him as an
apologist for totalitarianism . Cuesta saw that, for Nietzsche, human thought “lives in
search of its opposite; not to annihilate it, but rather to reconcile with it,” and Nietzsche
“deliberately inspired himself with opposing passions” so as to investigate a moral
philosophy of uncertainty and doubt.! Nietzsche showed the Contempordneos how to
characterize truth and knowledge as provisional rather than absolute—an understand-
ing that shaped their concept of statecraft. For them, Nietzsche served as a counterpoint
to the authoritarianism the Contempordneos detected in the political program of the
Mexican state. They were particularly impressed by the German philosopher’s deliber-
ate avoidance of instrumental reason. Cuesta, writing to retrieve Nietzsche from the
Nazis in 1939, noted approvingly that “Reason, for (Nietzsche), is not man, but rather
that which triumphs over man.”®? Ramos expounded upon the Apollonian-Dionysian
paradigm of Nietzsche as analogous to social and aesthetic organization; Dionysian
emotional “deliriums” provided a necessary counterbalance to Apollonian rationalist
“imagination.”®

Nietzsche thus gave Cuesta, Ramos, and the Contempordneos tools with which they
could confront the deep-seated problems of Mexican national culture. Like Vasconcelos
and the early muralists, the Contempordneos conceived artistic creation as a model
for the political will of the nation. But unlike either the Ateneo or the muralists, the
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Contempordneos argued that the national spirit, like art, would result not from con-
fusing nation with the pragmatics of state governance, but rather from a “momentary
liberation from the imperatives of reality and logic” that would give rise to new concepts
of being.®* Reading Nietzsche allowed the Contemporaineos to think how artistic form-
giving might be brought together with political will to strengthen the public sphere as
a space for vigorous political debate.%® In this way, the Contempordneos used Nietzsche
to appropriate the concept of virility embodied in revolutionary nationalism, redirecting
it away from ideological dogmatism toward rigorous independent thinking. Rather than
emphasizing Nietzsche’s authoritarian ithermensch, the Contemporéneos stressed his
“will to power” as aggressively mobilizing the human will against conformity to break
down existing homogeneous structures of power.

This maobilization would take place, the Contempordneos contended, primarily in the
realm of aesthetics. To this end, they conceived aesthetics as a deeply moral enterprise, a
militant antidote to the ideclogical insensitivity of revolutionary nationalism, Gorostiza,
for example, argued that the only way to produce literature that “analyzed” rather than
simply “recounted” the profundity of Mexico’s history was through rigorous attention to
the “resolution of aesthetic problems.” The “severe discipline” such an exercise required
built a strength of character that could subvert the masculinist rhetoric of revolutionary
nationalism and resist the “false nationalists” who produced “Mexico for exportation”
to write a truly Mexican literature.5¢

But aesthetics for the Contempordneos was more than simply an answer to the cul-
tural dogmatism of the muralists and other revolutionary nationalists. It was, in and
of itself, political—not in the sense of the mechanics of governing, but in the sense
of an ethical practice. In this regard, Pellicer and Cuesta were especially perceptive.
Unlike Villaurrutia (who professed to shun politics altogether),®” Cuesta recognized the
Faustian nature of aesthetics conceptualized as an ethical—and therefore political—
venture. Art itself was resolutely political, fostering an “ethics of responsibility” born of
the intellectual endeavor.®® Yet Cuesta realized the impossibility of disentangling the
mechanics of politics from ethics, and he regarded political engagement as the “devil”
that dragged all artists and intellectuals away from that ethics, Art subsumed under
the rhetoric of nationalist politics, the Contempordneos maintained, lost its essential
freedom of expression.

The Contempordneos instead upheld artistic and intellectual freedom as a universal
value, and their cosmopolitanism—often falsely labeled Eurocentrism—must be under-
stood in this framework. Gorostiza, for example, advocated a vigorous literary move-
ment that would consolidate national and universal values, integrate popular culture
with avant-garde modernity, and consider art to be an end in itself rather than a means
of justifying other ends.®? Thus the Contemporineos’ strong commitment to French
avant-garde culture, evinced in the journal's repeated references to such examples as
Proust, Gide, Picasso, and the surrealists, signified their search for a universal aesthet-
ics rather than a singular attachment to France. “What indeed is indisputable,” writes
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Paz, siding with the Contempordneos, “is that for them Frenchness was a profession of
universalist faith. For this reason it could coexist with their patriotism.””

MURALISMS COMPARED: CONTEMPORANEOS
VERSUS MURALISTS

Yet relations between the two camps over time were far from static, and the Contem-
poréneos tock care to recognize tensions and differences within muralism. Villaurrutia
praised Siqueiros and Orozco for their “discontent” with the “externalizing model that
Mexican painters, from Diego Rivera to the most humble, have so abused.”” Novo, in
his capacity as Undersecretary of Education in 1932, helped organize Siqueiros’ first
solo exhibition.”? Siqueiros, in return, soft-pedaled his standard productionist rhetoric,
claiming at the exhibition’s conference:

I am a partisan of the idea that [the arts] serve the proletariat in its revolutionary class
struggle; but I consider the theory of “arte puro” as the supreme aesthetic goal. .. . I fight
for the advent of [communist society] because in doing so [ fight for pure art. Equally, I
am of the opinion that [the artist] must not subordinate his aesthetic sense to the tastes
of the revolutionary proletarian masses, as [those masses| have been poisoned by the
degraded aesthetic sensibilities of the capitalist class.”

The following month, the Frente Unico de Lucha Contra la Reaccién Estética (FUL-
CRE) published a manifesto, written by Siqueiros, against academicism in painting.”
Among FULCRE’s members were Contempordneos affiliates Novo, Villaurrutia,
Tamayo, and Castellanos.

The Contemporaneos thus continually sought support on a variety of fronts for their
notion of arte puro—a concept that linked aesthetic individualism to national political
freedom. Against art or intellectual production subordinated to political engagement,
the Contempordneos collectively argued a different relationship between aesthetics and
liberatory politics: “Art is not revolutionary simply because it speaks or exhibits material
phenomena of the Revolution: art is revolutionary in and of itself.””> Artistic practice,
uncompromised by subservience to any other medium, thus became an allegory for
political freedom.’® Yet the Contemporéneos insisted on this model as more than a
personal one guaranteeing an individual’s liberty; it needed to be instituted at the state
level, to produce an aesthetic statism different from what the Contempordneos saw
developing around them.”

In seeking to define this relationship of art and politics, Cuesta tackled muralism’s
conundrum head-on in his essay on Rivera. Here he attempted to separate the muralist
from the aura surrounding him in order to open a serious dialogue on the nationalist
aesthetics being institutionalized by state. Cuesta argued that Rivera marked a new
Mexican “academy” born of the revolution. Yet Rivera's “classicism” was the result not
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of his bolshevism, according to Cuesta, but of his use of French cubist forms. Indeed,
Cuesta continued, Rivera’s bolshevism was irrelevant, a mere “convention,” a trap into
which both Rivera's supporters and detractors fell. The real power of Rivera’s work lay
in its essential “skepticism,” derived from his immersion in cubism. Cuesta defined
this as “a skepticism of painting,” understood as “a precise consciousness of the rela-
tivity of all perspective, whether moral, political, or religious.””® Cuesta thus saw in
Rivera’s work an effort, like that of cubism, to interrogate the ethics of Western pictorial
convention. For Cuesta, what legitimated this “skepticism” as ethical critique was its
firm basis in a uniquely modernist attention to an autonomous, self-referential artistic
practice; only such a rigorous self-critique could stand as a model for ethical conduct
in the socio-political realm. Cuesta called up the works of Picasso and Stravinsky as
examples of this model of avant-garde cultural production, which, familiar to us now,
found itself embattled in 19305 Mexico. The meaning of their works, he wrote, “does not
depend on certain local and temporal conditions [...]; their value does not depend on
the political and religious convictions of those who contemplate or listen.” Instead, he
argued, they generate a meaning that registers the same for anyone from an “Israeljte”
to a “Mason.””?

Cuesta reserved his most insightful analysis for Orozco, a favorite of the Contem-
pordneos. In his essay of 1934 he detected certain similarities between Orozco and the
Contempordneos, arguing that both chose the most difficult route, the “most sterile of
territories,” in order to move beyond facile political ideclogies.® Cuesta’s “Nietzschean”
Orozco (like Cuesta himself) used art to expose dilemmas or contradictions, to elaborate
them, to push them to their limits.?" In 1938, while Orozco was in the midst of produc-
ing his most existentially anguished work—the Hospicio de Cabatias murals (figure
8.1), Cuesta described Orozco’s painting as encompassing the very essence of art itself,
the ability to embody humanity’s essential moral torment: “Man carries within himself
the enemy of man. And what must be discerned is the art and effect of that rivalry. It
must be noted that there is as much ruin for art in the suppression of an enemy as in
[the suppression of] the other. The ruin of art is in the suspension of this struggle. Art
needs its enemy.”82

Nevertheless, Cuesta’s fascination with Orozco was double-edged. The artist's pow-
erful reliance on mysticism and symbolism ran against Cuesta’s preference for classi-
cism and threatened to undo his concept of aesthetic modernism. “The originality of
Orozco [unlike that of Picasso] does not correspond to the modern concept of original-
ity, based in an idea of progress according to which each era is accompanied by a fatal
expression of its . . . gradual unraveling.” Rather, his genius was an “absolute radical-
ism” but “barren,” so that the younger generation of painters could not assimilate it.
Orozco, in Cuesta’s eyes, belonged more to Quattrocento Italy than to post-revolution
Mexico, where he was forced to live “artificially.” Yet this internal tension was precisely
the source of Orozco’s greatness, in that it mirrored history's “internal conflicts.”®3

Tamayo also figured centrally in the Contemporineos’ effort to address those “inter-
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FIGURE 8.1
José Clemente Orozco. Man of Fire, Hospicio de Cabafias, Guadalajara (1938-

39). © 2010 Artists Rights Society ({ARS), New York/SOMAAP, Mexico City.
Photograph: Art Resource

nal conflicts” of history that gave rise to Mexico's crisis of identity. Foreshadowing Paz’s
Labyrinth of Solitude (and his key 1951 text on Tamayo), the Contempordneos returned
to the long-standing problem of how mexicanidad might, in Benedict Anderson’s term,
be “imagined” so as to confront—rather than deny—the inherent instability wrought
upon Mexican identity by the Conquest. The Contemporéneos strove to counteract the
adoption after the revolution of a triumphalist ideology of indigenismo, which they felt
ignored, rather than resolved, the recurrent existential crisis of a nation continually tor-n
between its indigenous and European heritages.® To this end, Tamayo offered a psychic
model, different from muralism’s socialist realism, of how to suture Mexico’s ancient
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FIGURE 8.2

José Clemente Orozco. Cortés, Hospicio de Cabanas, Guadalajara {(1939).
© 2010 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/SOMAAP, Mexico City.
Photograph: Art Resource

past to its modern present. Capitalizing on the Oaxacan painter’s purported indigenous
status, the Contempordnecs framed Tamayo as simultaneously primitive and modern
in a public image that emphasized his “instinctual,” psychological mexicanidad ® He
was able, they argued, to conjure visually the aura of the past, not as revival but rather as
a mode of confronting the uncertainty of the present.® Tamayo’s primitivism rejected
Rivera’s anecdotal, folkloric pre-Conquest arcadias as well as the European avant-garde’s
penchant for alien cultures. Instead, he envisioned the past and its recurrence in the
present as terrifying symptoms of a culture-wide psychic anguish. Mexico’s crisis of
modernity, unlike that of Europe, was not the terror of the new unhinged from the past,
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FIGURE 8.3
Rufino Tamayo. Landscape in the Night (1933). © D. R. Rufino Tamayo/Herederos/México/2009/
Fundacién Olga y Rufino Tamayo, A.C.

but rather the pathological resurgence of the ancient in the guise of the modern.*” What
Orozco, throughout the 1930s, envisioned as apocalyptic histories (figure 8.2), Tamayo
imaged as psychic dramas, “at once refined and savage,”®® in which the modern turned
on the uneasy dream memories of previous historical trauma (figure 8.3).

By choosing a psychic, rather than historical, model, Tamayo allied himself with
the Contempordneos against the muralists, to claim a pure, “universal” attention to
aesthetic practice.®® Arte puro, for Tamayo and the Contempordneos, was thus a practice
analogous to, but separate from, politics for exploring the dilemmas and contradictions
of modernity.?® This is evident in Tamayo’s first mural, Song and Music, of 1933 (plate
6 and figure 8.4). Painted both to enter into debates on muralism and to influence the
direction of public arts, it is situated in the stairwell of the former National School of
Music.?! In it, Tamayo amplified the somber color palette, archaizing stiffness, and psy-
chic aura of his easel paintings to monumental scale, to picture a set of massive fermale
allegories. In the center panel, a statuesque, white-robed Music plucks a mandolin,
surrounded by soaring figures of Intelligence and Intuition and the seated figure of
Humanity. Music, staring solemnly, ignores her surroundings, engrossed in inward
contemplation. Song, on the left wall, concentrates on her métier, her rounded mouth
mimicked by the cherub floating above her. Two muses of lyric and dramatic song ani-
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FIGURE 3.4

Rufino Tamayo. Song and Music, right wall, National School of Music
(now the Coordinacién Nacional de Arqueologia), Mexico City (1933).
© D. R. Rufino Tamayo/Herederos/México/200¢/Fundacién Olga y
Rufino Tamayo, A.C.

FIGURE 8.5

Diego Rivera. Liberated Earth with the Natural Forces Controlled by Man,
Autonomous University of Chapingo (1926). © 2010 Banco de México Diego
Rivera Frida Kahlo Museums Trust, Mexico, D.F./Artists Rights Society
(ARS). Photograph: Bob Schalkwijk/Art Resource

mate the shallow space above her head. On the right wall, allegories of stringed, wind,
and percussive instruments float in a compressed, airless space, organized visually by

the moon’s full white orb. with the full moon above) evoke the traditional and the ancient. And while Tamayo’s

Song and Music deliberately distinguishes itself from the principal mural models references to pre-Conquest visual forms might remind us of an early work by Siqueiros,
on offer in 1933. Although Tamayo, like Rivera at Chapingo, takes up the monumental Burial of a Worker, the Oaxacan painter’s figures carry none of the references to contem-
female body as national allegory, his archaizing style deliberately challenges both Rive- porary social conflict that we see in the Siqueiros (figure 8.6). Nor does Tamayo indulge
ra’s political narratives and the luxuriant bodies he uses to embody them (figure 8.s). in Siqueiros’ growing propensity for defying the restrictions of the architectural sur-
Tamayo's figures have none of Rivera’s sensuality, nor do they take up Orozco’s mystical round (see figure 11.4). Song and Music presents a flat, condensed space that adheres to
anguish. Instead, their monolithic forms suggest a solemn grandeur, while the dark, the spatial dictates of the wall with a starkly modernist concentration. Tamayo combines
earthy tones (offset by the cool white of Music’s classical drapery or the mandolin paired a pre-Conquest visual vocabulary of self-contained, sculptural monumentality with a
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FIGURE 8.6

David Alfaro Siqueiros. Burial of a Worker, Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso (formerly Escuela Nacio-

nal Preparatoria) (1923-24). © 2010 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/SOMAAP, Mexico City.
Photograph: Art Resource

stringent economy of form that is entirely modernist, to produce weighty, hieratic fig-
ures that bring the severe stylization of Aztec sculpture into the modern era.

THE LEGACY OF THE CONTEMPORANEOS

Both Orozco and Tamayo were key figures for the Contemporaineos as they elaborated
their ethics of individual creative freedom as essential to the modern Mexican nation.
Against the state’s conception of the nation as a collective defined by a pragmatic logic,
into which the individual was subsumed, the Contemporéneos insisted on an aesthetic
of the intuitive, the melancholy, and the solitary inner experience of the individual that
Villaurrutia would famously describe as a “nostalgia for death.”?

Despite persecution of the Contemporaneos in the 1920s and 1930s, this existential-
ist model of the national soul would have repercussions after World War 1. Paz’s enor-
mously influential book The Labyrinth of Solitude adapted this paradigm to the anxieties
of a world seeking explanation for the horrors of the holocaust, the atomic bomb, and the
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gulag. Writing in 1950, Paz extended the Contemporéneos’ concept of anguish, arguing
that modern Mexico carried a burden of psychic trauma and repressed rage as a legacy
of the Conquest.?? History, rather than offer a means of transcending the emasculation
of rape and colonial subjugation, is only repeated endlessly as national destiny, forcing
the Mexican male continually to oscillate between despondency and outbursts of rage
and random violence. In this model, the political violence of the Revolution and its
aftermath resulted from the cycliéal psychic violence imposed centuries before, not
from social relations, as muralism would have it. Paz, by articulating national identity
as a pathology of violence, took the Contemporaneos’ rejection of muralism’s Marxism
further, arguing that individual solitude and anguish were more profoundly Mexican
than the realm of social conflict. In 1951, Paz linked this view of Mexico’s afflicted
nature to the aftermath of world war, when he commented that Tamayo “opens for us
the doors of the old sacred universe of myth and images that reveal to us the double con-
dition of man: his atrocious reality and, simultaneously, his no less atrocious irreality.
Twentieth-century man suddenly discovers what, by other routes, was already known by
all those who had lived a crisis, an end of the world.”* Paz argued that Tamayo, unlike
the muralists, could embody the chaos of the modern precisely because of his intuitive,
individualist ability aesthetically to conjure up Mexico’s cataclysmic past.”®

The sophistication, impact, and valid criticisms of Paz’s powerful formulation are
too complex to analyze fully here. But whereas post-Revolution socialism forced the
Contemporéneos into an embattled minority position, Paz's thoughts took hold after the
global failure of socialism’s utopian project. His model reverberated in post-war Mexico
as the state “institutionalized” the Revolution, forsaking all but the superficial rhetoric
of socialism for a capitalist model of economic growth. In the atmosphere of the cold
war, the cultural stereotypes Paz had elaborated entrenched themselves so that even

today they remain powerful.
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