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INTRODUCTION:
Other Modernisms, Othering the Nation
Abraham Ángel’s Retrato de Cristina Crespo (Portrait of Cristina Crespo) (1924)
captured the dramatic transformation of identity, modernism, and the nation that followed the
violent civil rupture of the Mexican Revolution between 1910 and 1920 (fig. 1).1 The artist
painted his subject, like the moonlit backdrop of Mexico City, at a metaphorical crossroads:
between tradition and modernity, between the weight of the past and the promise of the
postrevolutionary future. The large canvas centers on Cristina Crespo, sister of the Mexican art
critic Jorge Juan Crespo de la Serna, who wears a short bob fashionable among pelonas
(“baldies,” or women with short, masculine haircuts) and a stylish, ebony and blue taffeta dress.2
She gazes directly at the viewer, her body twisting slightly with one well-manicured hand
balanced atop the handle of a parasol. Crespo’s modern self-expression frames her experience of
the city behind her, which her body divides into two equal parts. At left, colorful rooftops of lowrise provincial homes peek out above a long aqueduct; the structure recalls the actual colonial
channel built atop the original pre-Hispanic waterway that carried freshwater across
Tenochtitlan, the Aztec capital and precursor to Mexico City.3 In the right half, modest
skyscrapers and a towering radio mast rise into the cloudy, dark sky. Through this urban

1

Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
Beyond Cristina Crespo’s relationship to Jorge Juan Crespo de la Serna, not much is else is known about the sitter.
Luis Mario Schneider, Abraham Ángel (Mexico City: Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 1995), 47; and
Claudia Gray Molina, “Abraham Ángel, Retrato de Cristina Crespo,” catalogue entry, in Catálogo comentado del
acervo del Museo Nacional de Arte: Pintura. Siglo XX (Mexico City: Museo Nacional de Arte, 2013), 51–56.
Studies of the pelona appear in Anne Rubenstein, “The War on ‘Las Pelonas’: Modern Women and Their Enemies,
Mexico City, 1924,” in Sex in Revolution: Gender, Politics, and Power in Modern Mexico, eds. Jocelyn Olcott,
Mary Kay Vaughan, and Gabriela Cano (Durham: Duke University Press, 2006), 57–80; and Esther Gabara, Errant
Modernism: The Ethos of Photography in Mexico and Brazil (Durham: Duke University Press, 2009), 157–65.
3
For a rich discussion of the Chapultepec and Acuecuexco aqueducts in the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries,
see Barbara E. Mundy, The Death of Aztec Tenochtitlan, The Life of Mexico City (Austin: University of Texas Press,
2015), 61–71.
2
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landscape, Ángel reflected the possibility of a postrevolutionary nation that simultaneously
embodied Mexico’s indigenous roots, colonial past, and modern momentum. And yet, just as
Mexico was redefining its national image in the wake of the Revolution, so too were its citizens
forging identities that challenged established archetypes and the notion of a hegemonic state.
Both Ángel, a homosexual painter then in his late-teens, and his portrait of Crespo reveal a vision
of Mexico and of modern culture that embraced the personal, feminine, cosmopolitan, and queer.
Such features clashed with the ongoing development of the state-sponsored aesthetic project of
muralism as well as the overarching discourse of cultural nationalism, which promoted a
populist, primordial, and masculinist national identity. Although Ángel died suddenly the same
year he completed Retrato de Cristina Crespo, just shy of twenty years old, his short-lived
contributions to Mexican culture embodied a set of broader artistic approaches that foregrounded
individual perspectives, anomalous identities, and expressions of difference.
In the 1920s and 1930s, a loosely defined group of likeminded figures known as the
Contemporáneos (The Contemporary Ones) established a multifaceted cultural position from
which to expand the dominant ideologies then shaping postrevolutionary culture, politics, and
national identity. The circle derived its name from the experimental literary and artistic journal
Contemporáneos: revista mexicana de cultura (Contemporáneos: Mexican Review of Culture),
which ran from 1928 to 1931 and offered a critical platform for engaging with the key cultural
debates of the period (fig. 2). Dozens of poets, novelists, artists, intellectuals, and other creative
practitioners associated themselves with the Contemporáneos circle through diverse means: they
contributed to the group’s namesake journal as well as to the related literary reviews La Falange
(1922–23), Ulises: Revista de curiosidad y crítica (1927–28), and Examen (1932); participated in
cultural projects such as edited anthologies, exhibitions, and theatrical productions; and
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supported these collective activities through patronage and promotion. Across these different
ventures, the Contemporáneos looked to express alternative modernisms and the connection
between personal experience and the postrevolutionary state. Even Ángel, despite his premature
death, was posthumously absorbed into the Contemporáneos circle by the time its members
declared a name for themselves in 1928—a move that signaled the painter’s continuing symbolic
role in the redefinition of the visual arts, modern culture, and the normative parameters of
Mexican identity.
In the chapters that follow, I propose a reading of the Contemporáneos through the lens
of their resistance to the homogenizing and patriarchal impulses of postrevolutionary politics and
culture. While the majority of scholarship on the Contemporáneos has focused on the literary
contributions of the collective and on the scattered efforts of its different artistic figures, this
study examines the role that the visual artists affiliated with the group played in influencing the
state of modern culture and challenging the dominant image of national identity in Mexico in the
1920s and 1930s. The works of Ángel, Julio Castellanos, María Izquierdo, Agustín Lazo,
Roberto Montenegro, Antonieta Rivas Mercado, and Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, among
numerous others, show a tendency to broaden the kinds of artistic expressions that were
otherwise being consolidated through sponsorship from the Mexican government. A fundamental
aspect of the Contemporáneos circle’s plural interpretation of mexicanidad (Mexicanism), I
argue, was an understanding of the ways in which social constructions of sex, gender, and
sexuality reflected interdependent notions of power, morality, nationalism, and belonging. By
working against monolithic, normative articulations of Mexican identity, expanding the
meanings of masculinity and femininity, and interrogating the porousness of sexed and gendered

3

bodies, the Contemporáneos developed an alternative modernism through which they expressed
otherness and asserted difference as a defining characteristic of the postrevolutionary nation.

Mexican Modernisms: In Search of Alterity
As the Mexican Revolution subsided around 1920, the reformed government under the
leadership of newly elected President Álvaro Obregón embarked on a cultural program that
purported to reflect the nationalist values and collective aims of the modernizing state.4 In 1921,
Obregón founded the Secretaría de Educación Pública (Ministry of Public Education, or SEP)
and appointed intellectual and political organizer José Vasconcelos as its head. Early in his
tenure, Vasconcelos established a cultural program that aspired to unify artistic production and
ideology and promote the importance of indigenismo (indigenism, or an abstract emphasis on
Mexico’s indigenous cultures) and mestizaje (the concept of Mexico’s racial and ethnic mixture)
in what he termed the “cosmic race.”5 Much like other postrevolutionary nationalists in the
political sphere, Vasconcelos sought, in Rick A. López’s estimation, “to remake the fragmented
Mexican population into something that might perceive itself as a sort of ‘Mexican race’ and, to
some degree, make state, nation, and race into one modern, unifying nationalist, and
primordialist reality.”6 After a decades-long civil war, federal politicians looked to bring the
nation together, in part through a re-orientation of the very meaning of lo mexicano (or the social
ideal of a Mexican ethos) and the realization of a codified, nationalist cultural program.
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For Vasconcelos, the optimal means of visualizing a postrevolutionary nation and modern
subject during a moment of widespread illiteracy came in the form of muralism. Under the aegis
of the SEP, he commissioned mural projects that helped to disseminate postrevolutionary ideals
and establish a state-sanctioned Mexican culture. Artists such as Ramón Alva de la Canal,
Fernando Leal, José Clemente Orozco, Diego Rivera, and David Alfaro Siqueiros adopted the
state’s nationalist attitude toward social progress and an artistic mode largely born from the
perceived realities of the Mexican nation. The motivations of this initiative, however, mirrored
many of the shortcomings of the period itself. As scholars such as Adriana Zavala have noted,
postrevolutionary discourse was enacted by wealthy, white-identified men who assumed “a
patriarchal concern” for women, lower-class individuals, and the country’s indigenous
populations, and in many ways promoted a symbolic interest in social reform rather than a true
redistribution of privilege, capital, and power.7 Thus, while muralism emerged as a politically
motivated and highly visible mode of creative expression, its proponents often failed to
problematize—or were altogether complicit in—the mechanisms of control that granted the
medium its political import and cultural currency.
Despite attempts by many politicians and muralists to monopolize the artistic output of
Mexico in the 1920s and 1930s, the emergence of diverse avant-garde movements reveals a
broader desire to revise, critique, and expand the parameters of an official state culture. In the
early 1920s, the Estridentistas (Stridentists, or members of Estridentismo) advocated for national
reconstruction through direct political and social action and an embrace of mass media,
cosmopolitanism, and international networks.8 The ¡30-30! (¡Treinta-treinta!) group, which
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formed in 1928 and appropriated many of the same tactics as the Estridentistas, re-engaged the
political potential of vanguardism to ignite social change.9 Both the Estridentistas and
treintatreintistas challenged the notion of a consolidated image of mexicanidad and formulated
varied avant-garde strategies for connecting art with their visions for a modern Mexico.
Nevertheless, these two movements shared with the muralist group a strong virile orientation and
heterosexist bias that informed their collective, masculinist imaginations of national identity.
Together, they waged numerous defamatory attacks against the figures associated with the
Contemporáneos in an attempt to debase their cultural position, despite the fact that these groups
overlapped with the Contemporáneos in some conceptual regards.10 While these groups censured
the Contemporáneos for promoting what they viewed as bourgeois individualism, decadence,
effeminacy, and homosexuality, the misogynist and homophobic language of their criticisms
bespoke an implicit desire to flatten difference and maintain a cisnormative, heterosexual, and
virile social order.
The Contemporáneos—whose artistic presence spanned the 1920s and 1930s, both before
and after the establishment of a collective moniker in 1928—acknowledged the need for plural
expressions of mexicanidad and diverse approaches to modernism. Their cultural projects sought
social engagement like their peers; however, they did so through an expansive visual language, a
measured skepticism about the realization of the emancipatory ideals set forth by the
postrevolutionary government, and a distrust for the quasi-militaristic tools of adjacent artistic
in his description of the group, criticizes the Estridentistas for a hypocritical position that “depended on a return to
the very bourgeois values the group claimed to have broken with.” Daniel Balderston, “Poetry, Revolution,
Homophobia: Polemics from the Mexican Revolution,” in Hispanisms and Homosexuality, eds. Sylvia Molloy and
Robert McKee Irwin (Durham: Duke University Press, 1998), 60–61.
9
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Revolutionary Avant-Gardes: From Estridentismo to ¡30-30! (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013).
10
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movements. As Luis Mario Schneider explains, the Contemporáneos were “nationalists without
the demagoguery or exaggerated rhetoric of their antagonists” and “loved their country critically
and without flag-waving.”11 One strategy through which the Contemporáneos interrogated the
narrow construction of Mexican identity was through an expression of individualism that
registered otherness and the experiences of those who deviated from traditional social and gender
roles. The artists affiliated with the circle inserted non-normative and otherwise modern
subjectivities into the record of postrevolutionary culture as a means of influencing both
modernism and ideas of national belonging. In other words, to invoke the second-wave feminist
rallying cry of the l970s, the Contemporáneos espoused the belief that the personal is political,
too.
Throughout this text, I call attention to the artistic, social, and political stakes of the
Contemporáneos in order to position the group within the broader terrain of postrevolutionary
culture in Mexico. In so doing, I propose an understanding of the crevices of mainstream
Mexican modernism, the importance of multiple subjectivities, and the fraught place of
difference within the modernizing nation. A reading of the Contemporáneos, then, necessarily
calls forth a reassessment of a canonized history of postrevolutionary art in Mexico and
resurrects the feminist, queer, and otherwise dissident voices that have been cast aside in favor of
an idealizing narrative that promotes normative ideas of gender and sexuality. By foregrounding
the inherently plural and contradictory character of Mexico’s modernisms, this study of the
Contemporáneos complicates singular impressions of art and culture in postrevolutionary
Mexico as defined by a select group of virile protagonists. Instead, through an analysis of the
Contemporáneos’ deliberate multiplicity and the abundance of modernisms in the 1920s and
11
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1930s, it redefines the boundaries of what constituted modern Mexican culture and the accepted
narratives of postrevolutionary society.

Defining the Contemporáneos
What is meant by the term “Contemporáneos,” and what type of collective venture does it
connote? Unlike many adjacent cultural movements in early-twentieth-century Mexico, the
Contemporáneos consisted of a nebulous and loosely tethered cluster of collaborators who, at
various times and with different degrees of involvement, functioned as writers, poets, editors,
translators, publishers, playwrights, dramaturges, set designers, actors, patrons, and visual artists.
This literary and artistic constellation refrained from the pronouncement of any unifying
manifesto or common aim, agreeing instead to diverse and at times contradictory directions. This
variability has prompted Schneider to pose the question, “The Contemporáneos: circle,
generation, or clique?”12 Rather than insist on a singular characterization, a more appropriate
definition of the Contemporáneos accepts the ambiguity, multiplicity, and erraticism of the
collective and its ability to embody multiple positions at once.
According to writer Ermilo Abreu Gómez, it was the poet José Gorostiza who came up
with the name Contemporáneos, a “subtle invention since it does not signify a social, political, or
aesthetic engagement on behalf of the members.”13 The term’s non-prescriptive and open-ended
nature fostered artistic difference and new forms of collectivity. Such mutability is reflected in
the various expressions that different literary members of the Contemporáneos elicited to
12
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describe the group. For Jaime Torres Bodet, the Contemporáneos represented an “archipiélago
de soledades” (archipelago of solitudes); for Jorge Cuesta, an “agrupación de forajidos” (group
of outlaws); and perhaps most famously, for Xavier Villaurrutia, a “grupo sin grupo” (group
without a group).14 Villaurrutia’s sobriquet insists on a permanent state of contradiction—of
being and not being, of belonging and not belonging—that stems from an understanding of “our
private complexities, our courteous dissimilarities, [and] our intentions, diverse in direction yet
united in the objective of our ambition.”15 While Villaurrutia suggests a communal orientation,
the group’s typically undefined character underlines the amorphous shape of its vision—one
built on feeling and friendships more so than dogma.16 Therefore, to speak of the
Contemporáneos is to summon a cultural attitude that accommodates movement, change, and
difference just as much as it celebrates collaboration, open exchange, and unexpected affinities.
The name itself functions much like a paradox: it both creates meaning and deflects it, unifies
figures and sends each one down an individual path.
The individuals affiliated with the group often relied upon deliberately vague descriptions
during their years of active collaboration—a decision that provided a safe distance from the
constant grabs for cultural dominance by varied figures during the 1920s and 1930s.
Villaurrutia’s 1934 explanation that the Contemporáneos “formed almost involuntarily by secret
affinities and by differences more than similarities” typifies the kind of reticent language used to
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elucidate the logic behind their collective function.17 Without naming their express intentions or
co-authoring a communal statement, the Contemporáneos operated like a moving target for other
intellectuals who attempted to quash their social and artistic influence.
Still, a set of commonalities did motivate the group’s decision to band together. In 1932,
for example, Cuesta wrote that the group's “common virtue had been distrust, incredulity,”
alongside their rejection of “the easy solution of a program, an idol, a false tradition.”18 His
description doubled as a circuitous critique of state-sponsored muralism and the codification of
artistic expression to meet nationalist aims. Through opposition, Cuesta implied that his own
group promoted independent thinking and diverse ways of working that resisted the populist
ideologies of postrevolutionary Mexico. As in Cuesta’s quote, members of the group often
defined themselves in relation to what they were working against, preferring relational
comparisons to affirmative declarations. In a restrictive and combative atmosphere of cultural
production, these kinds of indirect statements helped to position the Contemporáneos as a
definite part of modernist discourse without the burden of claiming a singular or fixed viewpoint.
The journal Contemporáneos nevertheless provides one record of the group’s collective
ambitions during its three-and-a-half-year span between June 1928 and December 1931. The
publication was first conceived of by the writers Enrique González Rojo, Bernardo Ortiz de
Montellano, Torres Bodet, and Villaurrutia, as well as Dr. Bernardo Gastélum, who at the time
was leading the Department of Health in Mexico City and provided early financial support of the
group. Over the course of forty-three issues, Contemporáneos published an ever-changing
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assortment of cultural criticism, reviews, poetry, fiction, theatrical pieces, and reproductions of
artworks by a wide slate of Mexican visual artists and occasional foreign figures (see Appendix
for an index of illustrations included in Contemporáneos). Guillermo Sheridan, in his study of
the literary character of the journal, lyrically describes Contemporáneos as a “multitude of
fragments from a multitude of writers that supposed it possible to fit into a hybrid and
changeable body.”19 The texts that dominated the pages of the monthly review show a desire to
engage with baroque traditions, literary avant-gardes, and aspirations of an urban Mexico, all
through an inclusive and heterogeneous approach. As Salvador A. Oropesa concludes, the
Contemporáneos writers “[bridged] different facets of culture to create a porous national
literature in which different cultural forms could merge.”20 While my focus here is not to recount
the literary contributions of the group, the aims of these writers forms an important part of the
context out of which the Contemporáneos’ visual strategies emerged.21
In addition to literature, the editors of Contemporáneos included reproductions of visual
art in brief, self-contained sections in all but four issues of the journal. These features provided
an extended, albeit mostly domestic audience for a group of artists that operated beyond the
state-sanctioned confines of cultural nationalism and saw their work as part of an international
network of modernism. Contextualized only with straightforward, descriptive titles, these visual
elements functioned like virtual exhibitions and offered one of the period’s most important
venues for artists to explore the outer edges of Mexican culture (figs. 3–6). The journal
highlighted works by Mexican artists Izquierdo, Lazo, Montenegro, Orozco, Manuel Álvarez
19
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Bravo, Emilio Amero, Castellanos, Francisco Díaz de León, Ignacio Gómez Gallardo, Carlos
Orozco Romero, Rodríguez Lozano, Rufino Tamayo, and Alfredo Zalce Torres. Additionally,
these sections showcased foreign-born artists who settled in or spent extended periods of time in
the country, such as Jean Charlot, Sergei Eisenstein, Tamiji Kitagawa, Carlos Mérida, and
Gabriel García Maroto, who also designed the journal’s graphic, multi-hued cover (see fig. 2).
Periodically, the features promoted European and North American artistic currents with
reproductions of works by the Italian Giorgio de Chirico; Spaniards Salvador Dalí, Francisco
Miguel, and Joan Miró; and U.S.-born photographers Man Ray and Edward Weston. In three
issues, including the final number from the end of 1931, the journal published the thematic
groupings “Pintores norteamericanos de hoy” (North American Painters of Today), “Pintores de
las escuelas al aire libre” (Painters of the Open Air Schools), and “Escuelas de acción artística
de Cuba” (Cuban Schools of Artistic Action). This sweeping breadth shifted the focus of artistic
production from a select group of celebrated artistic figures working around common cultural
aims and toward a broader view of Mexican culture and its divergent, multiple, and at times
discordant expressions of modernism. Even though the vast majority of artists presented in
Contemporáneos were Mexican and the review promoted the diverse currents of modernism in
the country, as Sheridan notes, “accusations about its supposed tendency for foreignness were
pounded on them so many times and from such diverse spheres that the label managed to affix
itself.”22 This denial of national belonging among outspoken detractors misconstrued the
Contemporáneos’ actual ethos and branded their universal interests as nationalist dissent.
A 1928 exhibition featuring many of the painters affiliated with the Contemporáneos
provided a platform for an explanation of the group’s impulses from the artists’ points of view.
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“Exposición de pintura actual organizada por la revista Contemporáneos” (Exhibition of
Contemporary Painting organized by the Contemporáneos journal), of which there are no known
photographs, ran from December 7–15, 1928 in Pasaje América and was conceived of by the
literary members of the recently established journal. Orchestrated with funds from the arts patron
and cultural organizer Rivas Mercado, the exhibition featured a selection of works by Ángel
(who had passed away four years prior), Castellanos, Mérida, Rodríguez Lozano, and Tamayo.23
The Contemporáneos also invited Orozco, Rivera, and García Maroto, the Spanish-born painter
of the Generación del 27, to present work in the show, as a letter quoted in the brief exhibition
booklet reveals.24 In their invitation, the Contemporáneos writers explained, “In the belief that
we serve the cause of Mexican art, so obviously puzzling in its current manifestations, [we] have
resolved to realize an exhibition that defines, without arrogance or indecision, a living aspect of
contemporary art.”25 While the text continues by outlining the various reasons why these three
invited artists did not participate—Rivera, notably, did not reply to the Contemporáneos’ call—it
also elides the provocation that the writers’ outreach to such adversarial figures as Orozco and
Rivera represented.26 Nevertheless, this passage, unusual in the directness of its ambitions, helps
to clarify how the Contemporáneos envisioned themselves within the modernist landscape. Their
letter advocates for a cultural aesthetic that responds to the present moment with urgency and
originality. As such, the Contemporáneos saw their revision to the populist imagery of modern
23
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Mexico as one attempt at reflecting the currency of Mexican culture as well as the formal, social,
and political concerns that informed their understandings of the nation. The circle’s choice to
include artists in this conversation who demonstrated competing and hostile visions—and in
particular, a figure like Rivera, who had launched homophobic attacks against the
Contemporáneos as early as 1924—signals a desire to blur the boundaries that contained their
collective and to create points of contact with adjacent cultural currents.
“Exposición de pintura actual” prompted a number of published interviews with the
Contemporáneos painters, who were each asked a common set of questions to help articulate
their motivations for exhibiting their work under the aegis of the literary review. For Tamayo,
the group offered a promising alternative to the predominant themes of cultural nationalism. As
he explained, “The problem of our painting lies in its still unresolved mexicanismo
[Mexicanism]. Until now, only folkloric or archaeological interpretations have been made,
resulting in mexicanismo as subject matter rather than as a true essence.”27 Rodríguez Lozano, in
his response to the interviewer, cited the Contemporáneos’ kindness and artistic integrity as
reasons for aligning himself with the circle.28 When asked to comment on the “problem” of
contemporary painting, Rodríguez Lozano asserted that art “has to be and must be incorporated
into life. Not an art for a select few, but an art for the people.”29 In this latter critique, Rodríguez
Lozano cunningly adopted the populist rhetoric of muralism in order to define the priorities of
his own group. Indeed, in both Tamayo and Rodríguez Lozano’s estimations, Mexican art in the
wake of Vasconcelos’s cultural program had become too restrictive and limited. Their exhibition,
27
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therefore, functioned as a visual response to the dominant artistic current in postrevolutionary
Mexico and extolled the possibilities of culture under the Contemporáneos’ innovative vision.
Against the government’s attempts to consolidate artistic production and encourage
normative expressions of mexicanidad, the Contemporáneos’ promotion of experimentation,
heterogeneity, and individual experience led muralists like Rivera, the Estridentistas, and the
treintatreintistas to characterize them as apolitical and counterrevolutionary. These accusations
not only shaped their contemporaneous reception, but have also dominated subsequent scholarly
understandings of the group to this day.30 This perspective has, in turn, motivated a reductive
view of Mexican art in the 1920s and 1930s that can be ostensibly divided into two neat
ideological camps: arte puro (pure art) and arte socializado (social art). Zavala traces the origins
of this dichotomy to an undated review of Izquierdo’s work by Gustavo Ortiz Hernán, in which
the critic defined two complementary paths in Mexican art distinguished by their emphasis on
free expression and visual pleasure, on the one hand, and collectivism and social appeal, on the
other.31 Novo criticized this point of view in 1924:
If art is a matter of taste, as it is, there is no possibility of a social art. Art and ethics unite
in that the latter helps the former to become dehumanized by rendering it divine, and art
will become less human, more perfect within a superior ethics, if it could be measured by
degrees, or it will become more exclusive.32
As the notion of arte puro took on a negative, aloof, and apolitical connotation, the relegation of
the Contemporáneos to this label knowingly devalued the social content of their work. Study of
30
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the Contemporáneos, however, calls forth a reevaluation of binary cultural divisions and an
embrace of modernism as plural and abundant. Despite Rivera’s desire through the muralist
movement to dominate social discourse and limit artistic expression to a standardized set of
approaches, postrevolutionary art followed multifarious directions. As Karen Cordero Reiman
explains, muralism in the early- to mid 1920s reveals at once “the need to control and unify
perception and the use of the artistic representation of the body in this sense” and “the difficulty
of this homogenizing effort.”33 Moreover, art historians including James Oles have correctly
pointed out that very few artists working under the rubric of official Mexican culture could
“claim to be truly proletarian, despite their sartorial and political identification with the
workers.”34 An awareness of the inherent falsehood and complications behind the muralists’
efforts to monopolize Mexican culture deconstructs the rigid criteria for what constituted arte
socializado. In fact, the Contemporáneos’ eschewal of overdetermined, hyper-didactic, and
explicitly political art represented something far different from a purely formalist approach.
Instead, these artists found a tactical mode of critique that allowed them to work beyond
abbreviated versions of the modern nation and toward a set of expressions that captured the
inherent complexity of their cultural and social surroundings.
Unlike the bulk of monographic studies on the Contemporáneos, which foreground the
literary members’ efforts to promote modern culture and challenge official understandings of
mexicanidad through personal and cosmopolitan themes, this thesis focuses on the visual
activities of the group and the expanded meanings of arte socializado. Scholarship on the circle
as a whole experienced a resurgence during the 1990s, with the publication of volumes authored
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by Guillermo Sheridan and Miguel Capistrán, and others edited by Rafael Olea Franco and
Anthony Stanton.35 These various texts, which deal primarily with the Contemporáneos’ work
across poetry, novels, theater, and the editing of journals, serve as largely historical accounts and
assemble a vast array of archival material in order to demonstrate the circle’s innovative cultural
approaches.
In 2013, Oropesa published his important study, The Contemporáneos Group: Rewriting
Mexico in the Thirties and Forties, which connects the group’s literary endeavors with the
broader cultural terrain of modern Mexico.36 Oropesa posits that the Contemporáneos writers
“[gave] modern readers not just a new perspective but a different gaze, a new way to view
reality, [. . .] and a new approach to perceive the different Mexicos.”37 His argument echoes a
sentiment in cultural critic and writer Octavio Paz’s accounts from his personal encounters with
the group, which, as he recalled in 1986, showed him that “there were other worlds, other
planets, other revelations.”38 Oropesa continues this analytical lens to illustrate how, in order to
achieve modern expressions of culture, identity, and nationhood, the group established “a
political system that could develop niches for difference and otherness.”39
While this thesis builds on the observations of these integral sources, it also recovers the
important role that the Contemporáneos artists—as cultural actors related to, yet distinct from the
circle’s literary figures—played in redefining the parameters of Mexican modernism. By and
large, the overwhelming focus on the group’s contributions to modern literature has reduced the
visual arts to fleeting mentions and only the rare interpretation of visual material and aesthetic
35
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strategies; notably, questions of gender and sexuality appear in the form of anecdotes rather than
a critical lens through which to examine the group. These topics, I argue, are key in more clearly
identifying the Contemporáneos’ relationship to and opposition against their cultural
surroundings.
A significant, albeit somewhat scattered array of literature centers on single artistic
figures affiliated with the Contemporáneos.40 In the last decade, however, scholars have
proposed original ways of understanding these individuals’ shared ambitions and collective
position within the broader history of Mexican modernism. In her 2010 book Becoming Modern,
Becoming Tradition: Women, Gender, and Representation in Mexican Art, Zavala posits that the
Contemporáneos established a commitment to “making space for modes of expression based on
difference, insofar as political art and revolutionary nationalism represented the normative.”41
Zavala’s statement elucidates the need to recognize degrees of social involvement in modernist
currents that did not necessarily conform to the idealizing and nationalist goals of the state. Most
recently, curator Mark A. Castro, in an essay on the Contemporáneos in the catalogue for the
2016 exhibition “Paint the Revolution: Mexican Modernism, 1910–1950,” considers how the
group challenged the gendered and heterosexist boundaries of the postrevolutionary nation.42
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These assessments constructively position the group as forging a heterogeneous cultural aesthetic
where difference participated in the formation of a rigid national identity. Nonetheless, the
specific terms through which this difference was constructed and the kinds of visual languages
espoused by the group have been heretofore unexplored.
In this text—the first considerable survey of the Contemporáneos artists—I consider the
various artistic strategies that the circle adopted as a means of expressing otherness, influencing
modern culture, and challenging the normative foundations of the postrevolutionary nation. By
situating the visual languages of the Contemporáneos in relationship to broader questions of
identity, gender, sexuality, and national belonging, I examine the social stakes of the group’s
cultural propositions. Importantly, while the name “Contemporáneos” has emerged as the
terminological shorthand for describing the circle of individuals under discussion, I contextualize
their work within an expansive timeframe that extends beyond the three-and-a-half year span of
their eponymous journal. The Contemporáneos belonged to and reacted against the broader
cultural arena of the 1920s and 1930s, creating direct responses to the homogenizing impulses of
the early postrevolutionary decades. Moreover, although the rhetoric of the postrevolutionary era
evinced a symbolic break from the past, as Zavala argues, “in truth, important aspects of the socalled postrevolutionary renaissance reached back into the late nineteenth century.”43 As such, I
incorporate longer social and visual histories of Mexico that informed the cultural environment
of the Contemporáneos. Taken together, the chapters that follow unveil how the Contemporáneos
engaged with, problematized, and reimagined the nationalist cultural aesthetics of the
postrevolutionary period and defined new parameters for Mexican modernism.
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Masculine, Feminine, and Non-Binary Maneuvers
This thesis traces the history of the visual artists associated with the Contemporáneos,
their social and cultural preoccupations, and their critical reception through the lens of shifting
discourses surrounding masculinity, femininity, and the non-binary in the early twentieth
century. Each chapter uses one of these manifestations of gender as a framework through which
to explore the Contemporáneos’ influence on both modern culture and dominant social norms.
By incorporating insights from the fields of gender studies, including transgender studies,
feminist theory, and queer theory, this text allows for a deeper understanding of the
Contemporáneos artists as well as the complex mechanisms of gender in the 1920s and 1930s.
The use of gender to organize the three chapters sheds light upon prevailing social structures in
postrevolutionary Mexico and, at the same time, provides useful context to analyze the
transgressions of the visual artists affiliated with the Contemporáneos. Equally, it creates a
critical framework for articulating the mutually constitutive notions of masculinity and
femininity in Mexico, and the place of androgyny, transgender identity, and intersexuality in
troubling this dialectic. As this text will posit, the ways in which the Contemporáneos circle resignified masculinity, femininity, and the non-binary both constituted its discursive character and
challenged dominant, cisheteropatriarchal ideas of gender, modernism, and national identity.
Just as the Contemporáneos demonstrated an awareness of the use of gender by cultural
and political nationalists to construct and maintain power, they were equally attuned to the ways
in which it could be wielded to disrupt, challenge, and call attention to social roles and
hegemony defined on the basis of biological sex. Together, these artists show an early
understanding of gender as “a primary way of signifying relations of power,” as later defined by
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feminist theorist Joan W. Scott.44 In her 1986 essay “Gender: A Useful Category of Historical
Analysis,” Scott explores how politics construct gender through a series of symbolic systems and
social relationships, in addition to the mechanisms by which ideas of maleness and femaleness
inscribe themselves as normative. “To vindicate political power,” Scott writes, “the reference
must seem sure and fixed, outside human construction, part of the natural or divine order.”45
While Scott primarily probes the processes by which social order embeds itself within systems of
meaning, her argument also alludes to the ways critical disobedience threatens to unsettle
restrictive frameworks of power and gender. She concludes that scholars can bring these
mechanisms to the fore:
only if we recognize that ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are at once empty and overflowing
categories. Empty because they have no ultimate, transcendent meaning. Overflowing
because even when they appear to be fixed, they still contain within them alternative,
denied, or suppressed definitions.46
Scott’s assertion plays a prominent role in this investigation of the Contemporáneos, as it
underscores how gender, despite its insistence on binaries, contains multiplicities and trap doors.
She offers the domain of gender as an analytical framework by which one can simultaneously
locate and critique desired conditions of power.
Using Scott’s essay as a point of departure, this thesis traces how the Contemporáneos
artists disrupted symbolic relationships between sex and gender and their normative expressions.
In Mexico during the early twentieth century, rigid definitions of maleness and femaleness, of
masculinity and femininity, resulted in a limited scope of acceptable behaviors, social roles, and
manifestations of gender. In the realm of the visual arts, theater, cinema, literature, and other
forms of cultural expression, the circumscription of bodies to select social ideals engendered
44
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archetypal representations for men and women alike.47 Masculine ideals, which I use to frame
the first chapter, set forth an image of the postrevolutionary man as virile, potent, strong, macho,
productive, valiant, proud, heterosexual, and unwavering. Robert McKee Irwin illustrates how in
Mexico, this construction of masculinity is “at once an absolute category, the binary opposite of
femininity, and a category to be measured in degrees and compared against the masculinity of
others.”48 Relatedly, the desired performance of femininity during this period, which forms the
basis of the second chapter, upheld passive, dutiful, submissive, domestic, loyal, fecund, and
maternal women. The arrival of feminism as a unified discourse in the early twentieth century
was perceived, in Gabriela Cano’s estimation, as a “double threat to the ‘Mexican woman,’” a
phenomenon that would masculinize and make foreign the women on whom the country relied.49
These sexed and gendered paradigms were closely intertwined with ideas of mexicanidad,
nationhood, and modernism—concepts that were being actively debated and redefined after the
Revolution. As such, the Contemporáneos’ challenges to the normative expression of gender—
and the harmonious social order that they purported to produce—defied the creation of a stable
definition of Mexican identity. Their insertion of non-normative subjectivities into a dominant
construction of nationhood demonstrates at once the Contemporáneos’ desire for a modernism
that incorporated otherness and the ways in which sexual and gender difference directly
undermined the goals of the postrevolutionary nation.
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The study of gender and gendered transgressions in the 1920s and 1930s impels one to
also consider their intersection with concepts of sexuality. Numerous members of the
Contemporáneos were bisexual and homosexual, and their sexual orientations often informed the
literary and artistic directions that they assumed. Within the visual arts, this manifested in
portraiture and other figurative imagery that implied a queer dimension through coded visual
language. Understanding queerness as both a non-normative sexual orientation and a discursive
tool, I examine the Contemporáneos’ artistic production as a destabilizing presence amid the
hegemonic consolidation of social order. My analysis follows Iván Acebo-Choy’s understanding
of the ways in which the visual artists associated with the Contemporáneos “dismantled
heteronormative representation by underlining its artificial nature and its potential for generating
other, less judged representations.”50 The homophobic bigotry that the Contemporáneos
repeatedly faced, in turn, emerged as a deep reaction against dissident identities that might derail
the nation’s heteropatriarchal project of modernization.
Where the first two chapters each engage expanded notions of masculinity and
femininity, respectively, the third chapter probes the ways that intersexuality and transgender
expressions troubled binary constructions of sex and gender as well as the normative body politic
that they created. In response to a nation that could only picture itself as two-sexed and
cisgendered, the Contemporáneos’ work between strict categories of sex and gender, best
observed in Castellanos’s paintings, reveals a desire to imagine bodies beyond binary confines.
The mere fact of intersex and genderqueer individuals and the visual expression of these
biological and transgender realities reinforced the porousness and instability of individual—and
relatedly, national—identities.
50
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The Contemporáneos’ understandings of sex, gender, and sexuality as expansive and
multiple equally characterized the ways they desired to see modernism, nationalism, and culture
in the 1920s and 1930s. Their prescient awareness of the ways in which feminist, queer, and nonbinary subjectivities challenged postrevolutionary cultural politics resulted in a set of aesthetic
approaches for imagining and actualizing the place of otherness within art and national identity.
By bringing the Contemporáneos’ relationship with gender to the fore, I posit how these artists
engaged with the sexed and gendered body and its primary position in cultural and national
debates to redefine what it meant to be Mexican.
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CHAPTER ONE:
Effeminate Portraiture: Shifting Masculinities and their Threat to the Nation
The painter Julio Castellanos and his mentor, Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, traveled
together from Mexico City to Buenos Aires in the summer of 1925.51 During their stay,
Castellanos painted Rodríguez Lozano’s portrait on a rooftop overlooking the city (fig. 7). In this
image, Rodríguez Lozano’s body sprawls across three corners of the canvas as he sits with one
leg bent toward his torso. He gazes out at the viewer, bags heavy beneath his eyes and slight
stubble framing his full lips. He dresses casually in a bright red button-up shirt, brown slacks,
leather dress shoes, and green socks. Behind Rodríguez Lozano, a tessellation of homes with
angular roofs intersect at irregular angles. In the far background, around the Buenos Aires coast,
factory chimneys, locomotives, and steamboats emit billowy clouds that spill into the blue
expanses of sea and sky.
Castellanos framed the image close around his sitter, suggesting a budding intimacy
between the two. In fact, Castellanos and Rodríguez Lozano had recently begun a romantic
relationship—a fact that very few scholars choose to acknowledge.52 As the two painters
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established their artistic kinship and personal partnership, they grew close with the intellectuals
associated with the Argentine journal Martín Fierro (1924–27), which offered an avant-garde
cultural model that later influenced the Contemporáneos.53 Castellanos’s painting, in which
Rodríguez Lozano sits before the modernizing South American city, reflects both artists’
growing awareness of a modernism with the potential to be international, cosmopolitan, and
rooted in personal experience. At the same time, this work hints at a form of portraiture that
departs from virile and heroic traditions of representation in postrevolutionary Mexico. From
Rodríguez Lozano’s available posture to the phallic, active smokestacks that line the horizon,
Castellanos’s portrait of Rodríguez Lozano signals an emerging context in which the contours of
a queer visual language that complicated the construction of a heteropatriarchal nation were
developing.
In Mexico, the recurring image of the revolutionary trinity reflected the masculinist,
collectivist, and heroic discourse of the postrevolutionary period and an abstract ideal for how
male citizens were to carry out the legacies of the Revolution. David Alfaro Siqueiros treated this
subject in 1924 for a woodcut print that appeared in the socialist newspaper El Machete (fig. 8).
The loosely symmetrical composition features, from left to right, the burly figures of a
campesino (peasant), soldier, and worker, a group known collectively as the revolutionary trinity.
Standing hand-in-hand with stern expressions and closely followed by a troupe of fellow male
revolutionaries, these unified protagonists embodied the heroic charge into Mexico’s uncertain
yet promising future and made direct reference to the divine nature of the Holy Trinity. While
Siqueiros distinguished each archetypal figure in the trio through his uniform, the men otherwise
bear a physical resemblance to their compatriots. As such, they stand in as masculine symbols of
53
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the Revolution, endowed with the strength and resolve to carry the nation forward, and create a
masculine field of postrevolutionary potential—one notably devoid of women or any trace of the
feminine.
Like Siqueiros, José Clemente Orozco and Diego Rivera included the motif of the
revolutionary trinity in murals from the mid 1920s. These three artists, often referred to as los
tres grandes (the three greats), catalyzed the political potential of muralism and engaged distinct
interpretations of the Revolution, its outcomes, and the national character of the
postrevolutionary state. Orozco, in 1926, completed a series of frescos at the Escuela Nacional
Preparatoria (National Preparatory School, or ENP) that included La trinidad revolucionaria
(The Revolutionary Trinity) (fig. 9). The mural positions the titular subjects in a pyramidal
composition, the vigorous soldier rising above the kneeling figures of the zealous campesino, his
vision obstructed by his hands clasped in prayer, and the worker, here an amputee. The central
armed combatant is effectively blinded by a billowing red flag, symbolizing his unshakable
conviction in the revolutionary fight. This collision of uncritical patriotism, metaphors rooted in
disability, and national tumult yields a fragmentary subject whose hypermasculine features—the
soldier’s muscular forearm, oversized hands, and rifle—convey his militant charge. Rivera
depicted the revolutionary trinity that same year in Noche de los ricos (Night of the Rich), part of
an ambitious mural program at the SEP headquarters (fig. 10). Beneath a painted architectural
arch reminiscent of the Florentine painter Masaccio’s fifteenth-century Holy Trinity, the
revolutionary trinity in Rivera’s image, turned inwards toward one another to create one cohesive
unit, bear witness to the frivolous men and reptilian women who engage in drunken gaiety and
indulgent decadence in the lower half of the composition. As a foil to a view of modernity as
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corrupt, foreign, and morally suspect, the stable image of the revolutionary trinity offers a
dependable and male-driven solution to the question of Mexico’s postrevolutionary future.
Against the virile and politicized backdrop of muralism, a group of Contemporáneos
artists embraced easel painting and portraiture as ways to register marginalized masculinities and
sexualities as important and visible aspects of Mexican society in the early twentieth century.
Painters like Abraham Ángel, Castellanos, Agustín Lazo, Roberto Montenegro, and Rodríguez
Lozano represented and coded masculine difference in ways that defied postrevolutionary ideals
for how the quintessential, male Mexican subject contributed to the making of a modern nation.
While these figures were regularly subject to homophobic censure by different cultural groups in
the form of public statements, newspaper articles, satirical imagery, and even statecommissioned murals, these assaults against their character and cultural position underline how
the Contemporáneos’ work functioned as a legitimate threat to hegemonic notions of power and
machismo. Even more, the fact that many of the Contemporáneos were employed by government
agencies extended their sphere of influence and engendered an imagined effeminization of the
state itself. Nevertheless, during a period that conflated categories of gender expression and
sexual orientation, the Contemporáneos explored—and at times critiqued—the overlapping
visual cues of effeminacy and homosexuality. Their paintings undermined masculinity’s routine
cultural signifiers and, in their place, sought a more inclusive modernism that recognized the
multiplicity of masculine and queer identities.
Portraiture offered an ideal arena for the Contemporáneos and adjacent avant-gardes to
assert different valences of mexicanidad.54 By its very nature, the genre celebrated individualism
in a way that challenged muralists’ oftentimes feigned connection to a proletarian struggle or
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shared revolutionary legacy. The commemoration of single literary, artistic, and cultural figures
on the canvas questioned the implications of placing the individual, rather than the collective, at
the center of the Mexican nation. For the Contemporáneos, portraiture also opened a space in
which to register latent or manifest homoeroticism, different homosocial relationships, sexual
ambiguity, effeminacy, and dandyism. Through the development of a set of gender signifiers for
male-identified subjects beyond the heroic, virile, and powerful, these painters pointed to
masculinity as socially constructed and performed, lifting the veil on the illusion of machismo
(hypermasculinity) upon which many of the group’s detractors relied. As Iván Acebo-Choy has
argued, the Contemporáneos used their own image and mannerisms “as if a political act, a
forceful action to destabilize the dominant representation from the very center of order.”55 By
inserting queerness into the discourses of both figuration and modernism, these Contemporáneos
painters troubled the heteromasculinist assumptions of official Mexican culture.

Making Masculinities, 1900–1920
At the turn of the twentieth century, the scandal of Los 41 narrowed the perceived
relationship between gender and sexuality in a way that dominated social understandings of
masculinity for the majority of the postrevolutionary era.56 In 1901, Mexican police raided a
dance in the capital attended by forty-one males, approximately one-half of whom dressed as
women.57 Early reports, such as an article published in the newspaper El Popular, insinuated the
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shocking nature of this incident: “We won’t give our readers any more details because they are
supremely disgusting [. . .] They dressed in very elegant ladies’ dresses, wore wigs, false breasts,
earrings, embroidered low-heeled shoes, and had make-up painted heavily around their eyes and
their cheeks rouged.”58 Within days, the story sparked a national scandal, taking numerous,
carnivalized twists and turns across newspaper articles, gossip pieces, novels, comic fiction, and
a fabricated diary supposedly written by one of the forty-one offenders.59 The array of
sensational accounts muddied the actual fate of these protagonists, although most reported that
the female-dressed culprits were sent to Yucatán to serve in the Mexican army, while the
remaining others, who wore masculine clothing, likely faced a less severe punishment in the
form of a monetary fine. The legacy of this event outlived the inciting scandal; as Robert McKee
Irwin writes, “effeminacy quickly came to be associated with transvestism and homosexuality to
the point that male effeminacy was for much of the twentieth century largely considered
synonymous with male homosexuality in Mexico.”60
A broadside titled “Los 41 maricones … muy chulos y coquetones” (“The 41 Faggots …
Very Cute and Coquettish”) created an image of the event in a ballad as well as an etching by the
Mexican printmaker José Guadalupe Posada (figs. 11–12).61 In a lively circle dance, figures in
masculine suits with tailcoats partner off with lookalikes wearing long gowns, many with ruffled
collars and cinched waists, and prominent handlebar moustaches—composites of binary male
and female signifiers. Where Posada alluded to the absurdity of the ball through the physical
similarities of the attendees, creating a farce out of the masculine transgressions, popular
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Mexican thought made sense of the perceived immorality of the ball by categorizing Los 41 into
one of two groups: duped men who retained their masculinity and effeminate delinquents. Most
accounts placed blame on the female-dressed partygoers who “instigated” the homosexual
activities and vindicated the remaining attendees, despite their probable same-sex attractions.
Even though, as Posada’s image recedes into the background, this systematic division between
the two groups begins to visually collapse, the inextricable link of effeminacy with
homosexuality incited by Los 41 prevailed in mainstream Mexican myths and popular memory
for decades to come.
During the 1910s, the Mexican Revolution further transformed and consolidated the
meanings of masculinity in response to beliefs that national losses from the previous century
were symptomatic of shifting ideas of maleness. Víctor M. Macías-González and Anne
Rubenstein chart the relationship between Mexico’s experiences during the U.S.-Mexican War
(1846–48) and French occupation (1861–67) and the symbolic rise of masculinist contours for
the nation. They explain that the clash of masculine ideals and crises during the Porfiriato “led
Mexico’s ruling elite to believe that the nation’s troubles had been caused by insufficient
manliness” and the ideological presence of homosexuality.62 This homogenizing impulse,
emphasis on virility, and pathologization of sexual difference continued into the second decade
of the twentieth century with the outbreak of revolutionary conflict. The beginnings of the
Mexican Revolution coincided with the Austrian psychoanalyst Alfred Adler’s influential
writing on the ways that exaggerated masculine behaviors overcompensated for doubts about
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one’s own masculinity.63 Accordingly, as Daniel Balderston succinctly notes, “Revolutionary
nationalism, [in Mexico] as elsewhere, had to be constructed by expelling all traces of sexual
dissonance.”64 This focus on a singular manifestation of excessive masculinity created at once a
need to perform a rigid idea of machismo and an oppressive social order for those whose
identities or behaviors misaligned with the dominant narrative of a unified revolutionary nation.
Still, in this hypermasculine environment, the limitations of masculinity as a hegemonic
force laid themselves bare before Mexican citizens. Sandra McGee Deutsch has noted how
revolutionary discourse framed the ideal masculine subject of the 1910s as “fearless, upright,
loyal, incorruptible, and constant.”65 However, the Revolution habitually put on display the
artifice and unrealistic nature of these values and, by extension, of masculinity itself. As a
continuous succession of military coups, power struggles, ousted incumbents, attempted
executions, and successful assassinations, the bloody civil war belied an image of masculinity as
unstable, illusory, and hard-won. In a single decade, the wealthy statesman Francisco Madero
issued a call to arms in 1910 that helped to overthrow longtime president Porfirio Díaz and
placed Madero at the head of the nation; military officer Victoriano Huerta turned on Madero in
1913, launching a conspiracy that resulted in the leader’s assassination and Huerta’s assumption
of the presidency; Huerta’s subsequent defeat in 1915 led to a three-way power grab between
opposing revolutionary factions; Venustiano Carranza, leader of the Constitutionalist Army,
gained control of the nation around 1916, then began as the first president of the young republic
the following year, and in 1919 called for the famous general Emiliano Zapata’s execution; and
in 1920, Constitutional leader Álvaro Obregón ousted Carranza and was elected president for
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four years (he later won reelection in 1928, but was assassinated by a Catholic oppositional
sixteen days after he was named president-elect).66 Of course, this dizzying summary excludes
the frequency of battles, betrayals, and executions en masse that affected civilians of lesser
political statuses. If masculinity represented a keystone in the ways power was constructed and
extolled before the Mexican people, then the volatile events of the 1910s inadvertently illustrated
its tenuousness and vulnerability. The Revolution placed notions of masculinity and power under
constant attack just as much as it relied on their collective illusion of control. Although the
nation’s masculinist framework continued to define its modern, postrevolutionary endeavors, a
young generation of watchful observers, including the Contemporáneos, was exposed to
significant events in Mexico’s history that cast doubt upon hegemonic masculine ideals.

Figuring Queerness: Abraham Ángel and Manuel Rodríguez Lozano in the Early 1920s
During his short artistic career, Ángel pioneered a visual language through which he
depicted effeminate men, strong-willed women, and the changing cosmopolitan backdrop that
surrounded them. Between his entry into the Escuela Nacional de Bellas Artes (National School
of Fine Arts, or ENBA) in 1921 and his death four years later at the young age of nineteen,
Ángel introduced gender and sexuality as visible elements in early-twentieth-century portraiture
and public life. A gay artist himself, Ángel’s contributions to defining a queer figuration had a
lasting impact on the soon-to-be Contemporáneos, due in part to his relationship with Rodríguez
Lozano, his mentor and romantic partner. Through a brief yet influential period of artistic
activity, Ángel broke new ground in Mexican painting through his inclusion of marginal
masculinities within a modernist aesthetic.
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Ángel’s Cadete (Cadet), a 1923 oil painting on cardboard, illustrates the artist’s visual
suggestion of a radical shift in gender and sexual norms (fig. 13). The vertical composition
positions a revolutionary soldier as a young flâneur who strolls through the starlit city. The
background divides between a provincial street where two short buildings stand and, overhead,
patches of royal blue sky, diminutive starbursts, and inky stretches of clouds. Ángel painted the
military figure’s face in three-quarter profile and with neat black outlines that sharply define his
eyes, individual eyelashes, cheekbones, nose, philtrum, and rosy lips. He wears a military
uniform including a long red trench coat with an upturned collar and a row of yellow buttons that
cause the fabric to pucker. The artist depicted the lower two buttons fastened and the upper two
undone, revealing the absent space created by two exaggerated, empty buttonholes. These slits,
rendered flat upon the picture plane in a way that invites the viewer’s piercing gaze, carry both
vulvar and sodomitc connotations, functioning as a sexually suggestive detail within the
compositional whole. Ángel reimagined the heroic, masculine, and heterosexual image of the
military soldier, as in the revolutionary trinity, into something queer; for example, the subject’s
nighttime saunter might be understood as his cruising for casual sex. This subtle shrouding of
homosexuality and transformation of traditional nationalist iconography exemplifies Ángel’s
cryptic approach to figuring otherness on the canvas.
Ángel portrayed himself using a similar visual vocabulary in an enigmatic self-portrait
that same year (fig. 14). The artist placed himself in a sparse landscape inhabited by two tall,
slender trees, a group of similarly-shaped dwellings, a mission complex, and four tall mountains.
The inconsistent scale of this imagery confuses a sense of pictorial depth, as does the flock of
oversized, V-shaped birds that fly out from the horizon yet sit flat upon the surface. Ángel
occupies the center of the composition, his shoulders square with the frame and his face tilted to
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the side. The artist modeled his cheekbones, Cupid’s-bow lips, and the musculature of his neck
with great care. As in Cadete, Ángel outlined his face in strong lines, including his arched
eyebrows and winged eyelashes. These stylistic features relate to Adolfo Best Maugard’s use of
decorative line and pattern to create a uniform drawing method in the early postrevolutionary
years that presented a Mexico of refinement and beauty.67 They also play into dandyish tropes of
a manicured appearance and slightly effeminate traits, androgynous strategies that Acebo-Choy
interprets as “an aesthetic reaction to a normative attempt at defining boundaries between good
and bad.”68 Moreover, these traits call attention to the importance of the gaze in queer culture.
Scholar of Latin American queer studies Héctor Domínguez-Ruvalcaba relates the desiring look
in Ángel’s self-portrait to writer José Joaquín Blanco’s description of the homosexual gaze as
“slanted, fixed, lecherous, sentimental, sarcastic, evasive, anxious, rebellious, servile, and
ironic.”69 In this sense, Ángel’s eyes animate a queer regard that invites, acknowledges, and
returns the peering look of the spectator. Through the artist’s focus on the gaze, facial
expressions, and their ability to silently convey multiple aspects of queerness, Ángel coded
sexuality for viewers inclined to note the subtleties of sexual identity.
The ambiguous location of Ángel’s self-portrait offers a point of entry for deciphering the
artist’s assertion of queerness as a longstanding feature of mexicanidad. The landscape resembles
indigenous pictorial logic, which can be seen in the Relaciónes Geográficas, a group of latesixteenth century maps created in order for Spain to survey its new land holdings following the
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fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521. In particular, Ángel’s setting echoes the compositional and
perspectival qualities of the Relación Geográfica map of Culhuacán from 1580 (fig. 15). For
instance, the church in the background of Ángel’s painting follows the same schematic nature of
the religious buildings mapped in the Relación Geográfica (figs. 16–17). The two images also
share a mostly flat perspective, a near-barren ground with sparse indications of nature, and
jagged masses indicative of the Valley of Mexico’s mountainous perimeter (figs. 18–21). Many
of these cartographic features from the sixteenth century relied on the survival of Aztec
ideographic language and modes of understanding place under Spanish rule.70 Spain’s conquest
of Mexico and the early colonial period played an important part in twentieth-century
nationalists’ conception of the modern nation’s origins and symbolic roots. By representing
himself within a landscape that corresponds to the cultural imagination of Mexico’s past, present,
and mestizo future, Ángel reoriented queerness from a foreign phenomenon to an intrinsic aspect
of the national character.
In Retrato de Hugo Tilghman (El tenista) (Portrait of Hugo Tilghman [The Tennis
Player]) from 1924, Ángel accentuated the homoerotic potential of masculine homosociality and
its inevitable place in the formation of national identity (fig. 22). The painting shows the
Mexican caricaturist Hugo Tilghman standing in an open field beneath a colorful patchwork of
sky. He wears a fashionable blue ensemble and holds a tennis racket at the ready. Again, Ángel
emphasized the musculature of the neck, collarbone, and biceps with great tonal contrast and
painted long, individual eyelashes. Tilghman peers to one side, where two players, dressed like
the central subject, engage in a casual game of tennis. One athlete flicks his leg in the air as he
prepares to serve, while the other, shown facing his opponent, braces to receive the ball. Ángel
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signals a queer orientation in this small vignette through the graceful, effeminate stances and
lissome silhouettes, even tracing the buttocks of the rear-facing tennis player with a well-defined
curve. The scene, with its warped perspective and puzzling setting, blurs the lines between an
actual event and a fantasy for Tilghman, the artist, or perhaps the viewer. Ángel imbued the
painting with multiple suggestions of tactility, ranging from the painterly dabs of the patterned
paints and the quick treatment of vegetation around the trees to the slight curve of Tilghman’s
fingers. Through this insinuation of touch and its denial—the spiky knots of the crisscrossing
tennis racket strings, for example, create a menacing, barbed wire-like grid—Ángel mapped
desire and longing onto the picture plane. This strategy quietly transforms an image of intermale
recreation into a scene laden with homoerotic potential. As Irwin observes, in modern Mexico,
the “hypermasculinity and intense male homosocial bonding common to national constructions
inevitably produce an unintended homoerotics that often later engenders fierce homophobia.”71
Retrato de Hugo Tilghman traffics in the latent queerness of homosociality and an otherwise
virile national construction, suggesting the ways that desire reorients standard accounts of
masculine identity and intermale relationships.
Ángel’s representations of shifting masculinities influenced Rodríguez Lozano’s own
artistic practice both during and after the conclusion of their three-year partnership. Rodríguez
Lozano taught at ENBA when Ángel enrolled at the school in 1921. From that point forward, the
two embarked on a profound artistic and amorous relationship, sharing a home and studio until
Rodríguez Lozano left Ángel for Castellanos around 1924. However, the impact of their time
together persisted in Rodríguez Lozano’s conception of the space of queerness within modernity.
Rodríguez Lozano’s 1924 portrait of Mexican writer Andrés Henestrosa owes a debt to Ángel’s
Cadete from the year prior (fig. 23, see also fig. 13). Rodríguez Lozano positioned the young
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author alone on a quiet city block. With hands in pockets and a guarded posture, Henestrosa
shares with Ángel’s soldier a vision of a postrevolutionary nation in which idly experiencing the
city makes up part of the urban fabric. Rodríguez Lozano’s solemn 1924 self-portrait also bears
traces of Ángel’s figurative approach (fig. 24). The image invokes the enigmatic air, architectural
environment, and longing gaze in many of Ángel’s portraits and self-portraits (see figs. 13–14
and 25). The artists’ connection during this period resulted in many visual and conceptual
overlaps that charted alternative modes of representation for postrevolutionary male subjects.
Rodríguez Lozano’s portrait of Salvador Novo from 1924 emblematizes a more
deliberate articulation of queer overtones in depicting the Contemporáneos writer and cultural
figure (fig. 26). In the large painting, Novo appears seated in a taxi car that, framed by flat
perpendicular walls, doubles as a semi-private interior. His slender body faces forward, but he
turns his head slightly and shifts his gaze even more, as if something—or someone—has just
caught his eye. Dressed in a belted robe, it is as if, as Mark A. Castro argues, “his boudoir and
the backseat of the cab have temporarily merged, melding public and private space.”72 A glimpse
of the street beyond Novo provides a backdrop for his self-presentation and recalls Novo’s own
textual explorations of the many lives of the capital city in his influential writing.73 The window
opens onto a view of Mexico City’s Central Post Office at the intersection of Tacuba and San
Juan de Letrán Avenues; the clock reads quarter ‘til midnight.74 Shadowy silhouettes—the
nocturnal inhabitants of the downtown metropolis—occupy a streetcar, an automobile, and the
sidewalk, which are lit by streetlights and a full, glowing moon. Between Novo’s suggestive
gaze and the moonlit street corner known by many as a popular spot for cruising in the early
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twentieth century, Rodríguez Lozano depicted, in no uncertain terms, his sitter in the process of
seeking out homosexual encounters. 75 Indeed, Novo’s sexual identity and dandyism constituted
part of his public persona. Victor Díaz Arciniega described Novo as “a flaming homosexual, his
eyebrows plucked, wearing makeup, rings, and wigs.”76 During his lifetime, some critics referred
to him as “Nalgador Sobo” (the fondler of asses), a play on words that reinforces the visibility of
Novo’s sexual preferences and exploits.77 Rodríguez Lozano took cues from Novo’s own
openness to transform the space of portraiture into a zone of homoerotic signifiers—even the
handle, lever, and knob on the car door convey a sexual character through their oblong shapes
and suggestions of the tactile. Furthermore, he positioned Novo not only at a common site for
cruising, but also one whose architecture Rivera attacked in a 1926 article, in which the muralist
called the Central Post Office “a massive pastiche, [the] ridiculous matrimony of the Doge’s
Palace in Venice with the Casa de la Conchas in Salamanca.”78 Rivera’s impression of the
Porfirian urban elements as the unwelcome remnants of effete elitism and decorative excess
created a context for Rodríguez Lozano to express Novo’s embrace of postrevolutionary
difference. Where Ángel created utopic settings of queerness, here Rodríguez Lozano inserted
homosexual desire into the modern, contested identity of the urban city.
When Rodríguez Lozano painted Ángel’s portrait in 1924, he brought forth many of the
aesthetic approaches that the young artist presented in his own practice (fig. 27).79 Rodríguez
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Lozano relied on a colorful palette to show Ángel in slight profile and dressed in a patchwork
fabric that drapes down one of his shoulders. Ángel delivers the same knowing, lustful look that
appears across many of his and Rodríguez Lozano’s portraits, and the almond shape of his eyes
repeats in the green and cerulean foliage in the background. With the implication of nudity and
tight frame of the image, Rodríguez Lozano painted both a likeness of Ángel and a capsule of
their romantic relationship. When the prominent scholar and chronicler of Mexican modernism
Anita Brenner encountered this portrait of Ángel in Rodríguez Lozano’s studio in 1927, two
years after the younger artist’s death, she remarked: “I think probably it was true what they say
about him, because of the very curious thing that I noticed in the glass of Ángel’s portrait—
marks of lips. [. . .] this alliance or friendship or whatever it was with Ángel—anyway they loved
each other very much.”80 Through their partnership, both artists found a space in which to
develop a queer portraiture that troubled the normative boundaries of masculine representation.
Their years together represented a prolific period of engagement with gender and figuration—
one in which, as Brenner’s anecdote makes clear, they found the support necessary to redefine
heterosexist notions of mexicanidad.

Discreet, Out, and Otherwise: Negotiating Effeminacy and Queer Visibility in Portraiture
In 1928, Rivera executed El que quiera comer que trabaje (Let Him Work Who Wants to
Eat), part of his mural program for the SEP (fig. 28). The image represents a hostile collision
between revolutionary proletarian ideals and the onslaught of modernity. To represent the latter,
Rivera included depictions of Antonieta Rivas Mercado (see Chapter Two) and Novo, who dons
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a pair of ass’s ears and kneels on the ground at lower left (fig. 29). In the foreground at right,
Rivas Mercado wears a short, modern dress and fine jewelry and, with a somber look across her
face, receives a broom from the central woman with a rifle strapped to her back. Novo crouches
over a lyre, pair of eyeglasses, artist’s palette, quill, and white carnation—emblems of European
tradition and frivolity. A soldier stands above Novo and presses his leg into the fallen subject,
placing him in a passive, receiving role that evokes the punishment of effeminate manifestations
of homosexuality during the 1901 scandal of los 41. Rivera deployed Rivas Mercado and Novo
as symbols of disgraced decadence and placed between them, discarded on the littered ground, a
crumpled issue of Contemporáneos.
El que quiera comer que trabaje came in response to a text in the inaugural issue of
Contemporáneos written by Gabriel García Maroto that commented on Rivera and the muralists’
instrumentalization of art in service of finite social and political aims. García Maroto’s criticism
prompted Rivera, during a public conference in the Anfiteatro Simón Bolivar at ENP, to deliver
a diatribe against the emerging Contemporáneos group where, according to writer Ermilo Abreu
Gómez, Rivera waved the first number of the journal around like “a useless rag” and spewed
homophobic epithets such as maricas (faggots).81
Within its earliest months, the Contemporáneos journal—and the artists and writers who
affiliated themselves with it—emerged as a primary target for proponents of an official
postrevolutionary culture build around normative constructions of gender and sexuality. The
Contemporáneos circle’s embrace of dandyism, effeminacy, and multiple masculinities informed
the kinds of critiques to which the members found themselves subjected. Groups such as the
Sindicato de Obreros Técnicos Pintores y Escultores (Technical Workers, Painters, and
Sculptors Union, or SOTPE), Estridentismo, and ¡30-30! lambasted the Contemporáneos for
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promoting individualism and weakening the postrevolutionary nation. Their rhetoric regularly
betrayed the homophobic and heterosexist formation of cultural nationalism. As José Quiroga
writes, in Latin America, “Visible homosexuality was meant to be expelled from a national
fabric that could only see itself as tenuously constructed.”82 Although the Contemporáneos
included individuals from a range of sexual identities, including heterosexual artistic and literary
figures, the group’s affinity for queer narratives and dissident expressions of gender quickly
transformed it into a threat to normative postrevolutionary values. Amid this oppressive
environment, some Contemporáneos artists developed strategies through which to signify sexual
difference that often corresponded with their own degrees of openness about their queer
identities. The resulting approaches ranged from masking and coding to embracing and
articulating, and reveal both a conscious response to their public condemnation and a form of
resistance to the heteropatriarchal reflexes of postrevolutionary Mexico.
Discourse that sought to circumscribe Mexican modernism to a nationalist model in line
with the goals of revolutionary reform emerged soon after the civil conflict concluded. In 1922, a
group of muralists including Orozco, Fermín Revueltas, Rivera, and Siqueiros came together
under the banner of SOTPE with the objective of shaping Mexican cultural and political life to
reflect the socialist thrust of the young nation. The following year, in 1923, the union produced a
manifesto drafted by Siqueiros, which it published in its newspaper, El Machete, in 1924. The
statement declared:
our fundamental aesthetic goal must be to socialize artistic expression and wipe out
bourgeois individualism. We repudiate so-called easel painting and every kind of art
favored by ultra-intellectual circles, because it is aristocratic, and we praise monumental
art in all its forms, because it is public property.83
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SOTPE elevated muralism as the singular, populist art form that responded to and visualized the
realities of Mexico’s agrarian and middle-class citizens. The group’s manifesto positioned easel
painting, a symbol of artistic expression that catered to the cultural elite, as antithetical to
postrevolutionary national identity. And yet, by claiming the state’s intellectual future for its
own, SOTPE engendered a normative and inherently limiting view of social participation
through artistic activity.
That fall, El Machete published an article titled “Los rorros fachistas” (Fascist Gay Boys)
that included a caricature by Orozco (fig. 30). The farcical text reacted against a recent visit from
an Italian fascist delegation to Mexico and parodied its warm welcome by the six titular rorros,
presumably Mexican intellectuals, public officials, and members of the bourgeoisie; some
scholars identify the third figure, with a finger up to his lips and quill underneath his arm, as
Novo.84 The licentious personages wear tight-fitting clothes that hug the exaggerated curves of
their bodies. At right, where a couple in heeled shoes stand with their backs toward the viewer,
one figure caresses the protuberant buttocks of his neighbor. This extravagant scene hyperbolizes
the presence of bourgeois, effeminate, and—in certain cases—queer Mexican citizens, some of
whom held governmental positions, thus raising concern about the state’s endorsement of the
feminine. Orozco’s image conflates the perceived threats of European fascism, modern
expressions of gender, and queer sexual identities, presenting them as concurrent and mutually
constitutive dangers to dominant nationalist ideals and heteropatriarchal constructions of power.
By the end of 1924, a number of texts appeared that established a gendered dichotomy
between cultural nationalism and the emergence of new visual and literary languages. Writer
Julio Jiménez Rueda’s essay “El afeminamiento en la literatura mexicana” (Effeminacy in
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Mexican Literature), published in the newspaper El Universal in December 1924, lamented the
idea that “success tends to be found, instead of in the marks of the pen, in the complicated arts of
the boudoir” and how this represented an offense to the heroic, masculine writing that had, up
until then, dominated the cultural narrative.85 The existence of literature that departed from the
medium’s ostensibly masculine form, for Rueda, tarnished the efficacy of the postrevolutionary
nation. Days later, author Francisco Monterde published a response titled “Existe una literatura
mexicana viril” (A Virile Mexican Literature Exists), which defended the new literary trends of
the decade and advocated for judgment based on quality rather than assumptions of effeminacy.
The debates around literature and national character reflected the masculine criteria for culture
and the gendering of artistic production. As Irwin explains, the language of virility “ends up [as]
little more than a vague normative term implying ‘good’ (with ‘effeminate,’ implying ‘bad’).”86
As a result, for any cultural venture to stray from the goals of cultural nationalism, it had to
openly declare its hypermasculine character or risk vilification in the mainstream artistic arena.
The masculinist rhetoric of postrevolutionary culture and nationalism informed the
identity and formation of adjacent modernist movements. The Estridentista group’s second
manifesto from 1923 declared that, “To be Estridentista is to be a Man. Only eunuchs won’t be
with us.”87 Germán List Arzubide, one of the founding members of Estridentismo, railed against
emergent cultural attitudes that were “infiltrating into the virile sap of our youth and our
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people.”88 As Guillermo Sheridan notes, “It did not take long for the avant-garde militancy of
Maples Arce to be replaced by an anti-homosexual militancy.”89 In August 1928, the treintatreintistas published in their journal ¡30-30! a piece of poetic prose by artist Rafael Vera y
Córdova that riffed on the Contemporáneos’ sexual identities and condemned them to selfinflicted violence.90 The detractors’ connection of alternative modernist impulses to notions of
homosexuality, the effeminization of the nation, and an assault on traditional values reinforces
the homophobic and misogynistic means through which cultural nationalists denounced the
presence of otherness within Mexican identity.
Portraiture by the Contemporáneos from this period shows not a singular aesthetic
response, but a range of tendencies for incorporating gender and sexual difference into
modernism. The painter Roberto Montenegro, who for a few short years worked as a muralist
after he was recruited by José Vasconcelos, largely devoted himself to easel painting and scenes
of Mexican life. In his portrait of gay Contemporáneos poet Xavier Villaurrutia, the artist alluded
to the well-dressed sitter’s identity through subtle visual cues, but avoided explicit signifiers (fig.
31). Villaurrutia stands to the side of the canvas, literally the margins of the frame, to reveal
rocky outcrops and an amber ground broken up by smoking craters. This setting connects
Villaurrutia to a primordial view of Mexico and the roots of the capital city’s topography.
Villaurrutia twists his body slightly to show a leather-bound book that he holds against his side.
Montenegro modeled his subject’s face with extreme care, painting his slightly pursed lips,
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observant eyes delivering a sidelong glance, and neatly trimmed eyebrows. The artist’s
representation of Villaurrutia aligns with descriptions of the poet as discreet and decorous.91 The
poet’s self-aware position departed from the crafted identities of muralists like Siqueiros, who in
a 1921 self-portrait, painted himself in a manner that emphasized his scale, mass, sense of
centrality, and a level of emotional remove through a guarded facial expression and posture (fig.
32). In depicting Villaurrutia, Montenegro abandoned the machismo conveyed through images
like Siqueiros’s self-portrait and used these visual differences to hint at his sitter’s sexual
orientation and prudence. In Balderston’s writing on Villaurrutia’s poetry, he addresses the
author’s ability to elude specifying the gender of the romantic subject “by referring instead to
parts of the body (some with the masculine grammatical gender, some with the feminine), to
emotions and actions”—what Quiroga later described as the Contemporáneos writers’ queer
politics of avoidance.92 This emphasis on body parts likewise emerges through Montenegro’s
depiction of Villaurrutia’s long hand and manicured fingers, which recalls Mannerist portraiture
by the likes of Florentine artist Agnolo Bronzino, but also points to one such way of disclosing
his sitter’s soft, polished, and incidentally queer demeanor. Montenegro repeated this use of
delicate hands in portraits of the more expressive queer poets Elías Nandino and Novo (figs. 33–
34).93 As Acebo-Choy explains, Montenegro’s vision of homosexuality in his portrait of
Villaurrutia neutralized extreme views of queerness in Mexico.94 Through this image, the
painter, like his subject, navigated heterosexist environs to conceal, without completely denying,
the strategic expressions of queer subjectivities.
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Lazo’s El carnicerito (The Little Butcher) from 1926 demonstrates a more suggestive
insinuation of queerness by casting a homoerotic lens onto a mundane scene of a man at work in
a butcher shop (fig. 35). Lazo met Villaurrutia in 1919 and the pair began a romantic relationship
that continued until Villaurrutia’s death in 1950. While Lazo developed a proclivity for surrealist
and theatrical scenes in the 1930s, he periodically engaged subject matter rooted in the everyday
and its homoerotic potential—as Villaurrutia explained in 1928, “Agustín Lazo is a painter of
delectable boys, mature as ripe peaches.”95 El carnicerito is a prime example of this tendency.
Lazo filled the coarse surface of the canvas with the swollen figure of a young butcher at his
cutting board. The sitter’s plump lips, broad shoulders, and oversized hands overwhelm the
composition. His dark skin, rouge cheeks, and full pink lips echo the tones of the two sides of
beef that hang behind him, flanking his head and torso. The large, albeit dull knife sidesteps
threatening connotations, perhaps due to the butcher’s listless demeanor. Instead, its phallic
blade creates a locus for the projection of homoeroticism. While it is unclear if this painting
represents a fabricated subject or a specific worker, the portrait nevertheless connotes a carnal
understanding of sexuality and queer attraction.96 Lazo transformed his subject into an object of
desire through the charged meaning of objects like the knife and raw meat as well as the
exaggeration of this figure’s physical features. This coded vision of homoeroticism creates a play
of reality and fantasy in which queer longing underlies quotidian encounters.
Rodríguez Lozano’s untitled 1930 line drawing is perhaps one of the most explicit sexual
images to emerge from the Contemporáneos circle (fig. 36).97 The artist depicted two faceless

95

Xavier Villaurrutia, Obras, ed. 2 (Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1991), 1044, quoted and translated
in Balderston, “Poetry, Revolution, Homophobia,” 64.
96
As James Oles notes, the magazine Sagitaria reproduced El carnicerito with the caption “Antonio;” however,
Villaurrutia implied that this work was a “completely invented picture.” Oles, Agustín Lazo, 84.
97
María Izquierdo’s ca. 1929 nude portrait (fig. 49), which I discuss in Chapter Two, is another key work that
explicated female sexuality, although through the image of the post-coital subject.

47

nude men who recline on an empty ground. They spread across the page, each one oriented
toward the other’s pelvis, likely in repose in advance of or following an act of sexual pleasure.
Rodríguez Lozano largely concealed the pelvic regions of these male-coded figures, but for a
glimpse of the penis. With the general absence of detail or a specific context, the image exists as
a representation of private (homo)eroticism that exists beyond the confines of place and time.
Rodríguez Lozano published this image in the April 1931 issue of Contemporáneos in a short
section devoted to portraits and other figurative drawings by the artist. Here, the work existed on
its own terms, unaccompanied by any kind of commentary or interpretive text, as was typical for
the journal. For Rodríguez Lozano, it appears that Contemporáneos offered a safe conduit in
which to represent homosexuality as not only a sometimes-public identity, but also a private
matter. The journal, in turn, functioned as a central platform for both the display of the artist’s
drawing and the more widespread insertion of queerness into the boundaries of mexicanidad.
Even after the Contemporáneos journal ceased publication at the end of 1931 and the
circle of affiliated artists and writers embarked on divergent cultural projects, the group remained
a symbol of delinquency to the artists and intellectuals who wished to uphold a rigid
interpretation of the goals of the postrevolutionary nation. The growing severity of attacks
against the Contemporáneos during this period shows an attempt at discrediting their place in and
contributions to Mexican modernism. In March 1934, the inaugural issue of Choque, a journal
founded by the Alianza de Trabajadores de las Artes Plásticas (Visual Art Workers Alliance)—a
collective of muralists formed by Jesús Guerrero Galván, Juan Manuel Anaya, Máximo Pacheco,
and Roberto Reyes Pérez—included pieces that pilloried the aesthetic tendencies of the
Contemporáneos. The first was an article attributed to Rivera, although perhaps ghostwritten by
the Bolivian writer Tristán Marof, provocatively titled “Arte puro, puros maricones: Picasso,
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vanguardia de la retaguardia” (“Pure Art, Pure Faggots: Picasso, Avant-Garde of the Rear”).98
The text castigated arte puro and tendencies toward art-for-art’s-sake in Mexico and abroad,
which, without citing any artists or specific examples, it pigeonholed using effeminate qualifiers
such as “decadent and weak” and “sentimental nonsense.”99
Elsewhere in this issue of Choque, Guerrero Galván visualized this divisive othering of
artists and artistic tendencies that did not explicitly serve postrevolutionary cultural nationalism.
His caricatural drawing Uno de los otros, uno de los nuestros (One of the Others, One of Us)
depicts Lazo back-to-back with a composite image of a brawny muralist (fig. 37). The image
casts the two as polar opposites: Lazo, his face rendered in angular and curved lines, wears a suit,
lapel flower, pocket square, and slicked-back hair, posing before an easel with an archetypical
representation of his surrealist compositions; his rugged counterpart, with a brute expression and
sharp jawline, dresses in overalls and executes a mural with militaristic imagery directly on a
wall. Each scene contains a book and an emblem of its sitter’s persona: for Lazo, French author
André Gide’s defense of homosexuality Corydon and a vase of blooming tulips, and for the
revolutionary, a Marxist text and an empty plate, a possible allusion to his masculine resilience
and ability to sustain work despite little sustenance. Through the paired images and captions,
Guerrero Galván played with numerous binaries to present “the others” as effete dandies who
luxuriated in their bourgeois disinterest. Their image ostensibly formed the antithesis of official
postrevolutionary culture, despite the fact that, as James Oles correctly points out, “in actual
practice, many artists—including Guerrero Galván himself—moved between [different artistic
alliances].”100 Furthermore, this composition illustrates the social construction of masculinity and
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its reliance on subjects deemed as other. Mexican philosopher Samuel Ramos theorized about
these procedures of masculinity in 1934, the same year as the debut of Choque, in his book El
perfil del hombre y la cultura en México (Profile of Man and Culture in Mexico). The
psychoanalytical text addresses the figure of the pelado (urban ‘bum’) in Mexico and the ways
that in his “verbal combats, he attributes an imaginary femininity to his adversary, reserving for
himself the masculine role. With this ruse, he attempts to affirm his superiority over his
opponent.”101 While Ramos concerns himself with Mexico’s lower classes, his awareness of
virility as a constant negotiation with other forms of gendered expression relates to the debates
taking place within modern Mexican cultural circles. As Guerrero Galván’s illustration
demonstrates, the self-image and self-proclaimed supremacy of artists working hand in hand
with nationalist goals depended on a comparison to the perceived motivations and effeminacy of
the Contemporáneos. In this instance, this relational identity served to reaffirm masculinity’s
perceived relationship to notions of hegemony, power, and political control. As a result, the
macho paragon of Mexican modernism portrayed in Uno de los otros, uno de los nuestros, who
Oles describes as “so masculinized as to become apelike,” constructs his virtue only through a
surplus of masculine and nationalist signifiers.102
The homophobic rhetoric against the Contemporáneos reached a critical point in October
1934, when cultural groups organized petitions and open letters calling for many of the
Contemporáneos figures’ termination from governmental positions. The attacks came partially in
response to the 1932 journal Examen: Revista de Crítica, directed by poet Jorge Cuesta, and
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accusations of its obscene nature (see Chapter Three). One rebuke, addressed to the Comité de
Salud Pública (Committee of Public Health) where Novo and Villaurrutia were employed,
declared that “individuals of doubtful morals who are holding official posts and those who, with
their effeminate acts, in addition to constituting an example worthy of punishment, create an
atmosphere of corruption that goes so far as to prevent the maturing of virile qualities in our
youth.”103 A second attack, launched by members of ¡30-30!, stated unequivocally: “we are
against homosexuality [. . .] The government should not employ in its ministries those of dubious
psychological condition.”104 These simultaneous slanderous statements moved beyond the realm
of the visual arts to influence Mexican public affairs, testifying to the close relationship between
the two. As Castro notes, these assaults “illustrate that although the Contemporáneos’ association
with homosexuality provided ammunition, what was at stake were larger differences over the
future of Mexico’s political-cultural philosophy.”105 The proposed removal of Contemporáneos
from their bureaucratic posts, which at first brought about a spree of resignations and these
individuals’ subsequent exoneration, shows a blatant attempt to expel all traces of homosexuality
from the public sector or, put otherwise, the presence of sexual difference in the
postrevolutionary nation.
These redoubled attempts at attenuating the cultural and political influence of the
Contemporáneos necessarily called forth more reserved attempts at registering queerness by the
mid 1930s. Rodríguez Lozano’s 1936 portrait of Alberto Soto, for example, shows an attempt at
reframing homosexuality and detaching it from ideas of effeminacy (fig. 38). The artist repeated
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the lascivious gaze, tight crop, and slight nudity of his earlier portraits, but applied these cues to
a sitter whose strength and burly build contrasts with the staple image of dandyism for which the
Contemporáneos became known. While the subject’s exposed chest still hints at a homoerotic
dimension, his conventionally masculine appearance divorces him from the automatic
assumption of a queer sexual identity. In 1950, Manuel Álvarez Bravo photographed Rodríguez
Lozano and his young protégé, Ignacio Nieves Beltrán (“Nefero”), with the portrait of Soto
displayed nearby in the room (fig. 39). The photographer used a large mirror to place Rodríguez
Lozano and Nefero in an illusion of closeness; within the mirror’s frame hangs another work by
Rodríguez Lozano from his series of women dressed in rebozos (a traditional wrapped garment)
occupying austere landscapes (see fig. 40 for a comparable example). Álvarez Bravo’s
photograph signals the complex ways in which Rodriguez Lozano navigated his masculinity and
homosexuality by presenting a field of contradictory visual signifiers: the artist’s strapping
mentee, Nefero, seen in strong profile in a way that encourages the eye of the viewer; his
implicitly homoerotic portrait of Soto; and his indigenist depictions of Mexico that appealed to
mainstream modernist impulses. For Rodríguez Lozano, the oppression of the state’s patriarchal
and heterosexist structures required that he adopt different aesthetic styles and means of working
as an artist. From the 1930s onward, Rodríguez Lozano, while still well-known for his
homosexual exploits, largely masked the expression of queerness at the same time that he
widened his access to opportunities and support from the state.
As Quiroga has argued, queer figures in Latin America “engaged with whole networks of
visible, invisible, out, closeted, semi-closeted, partly open, flaming, or circumspect lesbians and
gays.”106 Such was the case with the Contemporáneos, who visually conveyed these different
positions in order to inflect Mexican modernism with homosexual themes and homoerotic
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insinuations. In the context of a postrevolutionary state that wished to rid mexicanidad of any
signs of dissent, the Contemporáneos painters deployed the genre of portraiture to express the
queer undertones of modern Mexico. Given the inextricable link between sexual identity and
gender expression established at the turn of the century, masculinity represented a central forum
in which broader notions of nationhood, power, and heterosexism were constructed and debated.
The Contemporáneos’ ability to merge figuration with other masculinities and queer ciphers, in
spite of the public backlash that they faced, helped to call attention to the processes by which
masculinity inserted itself into the construction of nation and identity.
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CHAPTER TWO:
Staging the Modern Woman: Performance, Agency, and Contested Feminisms in the
Works of Antonieta Rivas Mercado and María Izquierdo
“The emancipation of women prevails,” declared an editorial published in the newspaper
El Nacional in 1930, in the midst of a key period of progress for Mexico’s women’s rights
movement.107 “Her weapons?,” the article continued: “Perseverance, study, work, sacrifice, and
abnegación, and the principal of all these, her own femininity.”108 The unnamed author’s
prescient awareness of femininity as a tool that one might wield in service of feminist gains
speaks to a fundamental shift in the social understanding of women not as postrevolutionary
moralizing archetypes, but as actors and agents of change. While the article lists conservative
feminine ideals that circumscribed women to familial and domestic duties—like abnegación,
which promoted selflessness and self-erasure—these impressions of what constituted an
upstanding woman and her contributions to Mexican society were undergoing rapid
transformation alongside the emergence of the women’s rights movement. Indeed, as Jocelyn
Olcott notes, “The common language of abnegación reflected not the stability of gender
identities but, rather, mounting anxiety about fragmenting conceptions of femininity.”109 Even as
the article straddles traditional and progressive views of women’s liberation, its pronouncement
of gender expression as a weapon points to greater social participation for women through the
rupturing of their customary symbolic roles.
For the actor, writer, and theater patron Antonieta Rivas Mercado and the painter María
Izquierdo—two women who aligned themselves with the Contemporáneos—the strategic use of
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their femininity and its intersection with ideas of performance were instrumental as they defined
their artistic positions within the patriarchal confines of postrevolutionary Mexico. As two of the
few female practitioners of the largely male-dominated Contemporáneos circle, Rivas Mercado
and Izquierdo each adopted a unique set of strategies informed by notions of theater,
performance, and fiction that enabled them to trouble social norms, create opportunities for
agency and involvement, influence modern culture, and counter the repressive gender norms of
the 1920s and 1930s. Their overlapping perspectives as cultural figures, divorced women, single
mothers, performance aficionados, and holders of complex feminist views led them down
parallel, yet nevertheless distinct paths in which they negotiated their embodiment of modern,
unconventional femininities.
Where Rivas Mercado performed within actual theatrical spaces and Izquierdo, through
her paintings, invoked the carnivalesque realm of carpas (itinerant circus sideshows), both
women utilized the language of performance and its removal from the reality of the everyday to
stage novel conceptions of femininity. Throughout the short duration of Teatro de Ulises, which
Rivas Mercado funded and whose creative direction she was instrumental in defining, the young
actress created a new arena for the enactment of women’s emancipation and engaged avantgarde currents in European theater that allowed her to inhabit complex roles. For example, in the
company’s 1928 presentation of Eugene O’Neill’s “Ligados” (Welded), Rivas Mercado played
an actress and one half of a romantic and creative relationship opposite her on-stage partner, a
playwright portrayed by the poet Gilberto Owen. In documentation from their performance,
Rivas Mercado stretches her arms wide across the stage, commands attention, takes up space,
and enjoys the ways in which the drama allowed her, a progressive feminist, to assume the
spotlight in a role not far from her own (fig. 41). In her adjacent work as a writer, translator,
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benefactor, organizer, and promoter of Mexican culture abroad, Rivas Mercado located various
creative ventures through which to broaden the patriarchal limitations of mexicanidad. Izquierdo,
for her part, visualized performance and liberation within the fictive space of painting. In La
cirquera (The Circus Performer) (1932), one example from her carpas series, the artist
constructed a scene of female liberation in the form of a poised circus performer balanced
confidently atop a white horse (fig. 42). Depicted from behind, the impressive equestrian stands
in as a surrogate everywoman who enacts modern feminine ideals of agency, fearlessness,
valiance, and defiance. Across dozens of circus paintings, Izquierdo depicted female circus
entertainers who embodied the kind of liberation she hoped to achieve in her personal life and
career as a painter. Through her affiliation with the Contemporáneos group and re-signification
of the female body, Izquierdo used the idea of performance more broadly to find professional
success and rehearse different feminist realities.
Alongside the emergence of feminist discourse in postrevolutionary Mexico, spaces of
performance emerged as important venues in which to both contribute to and alter national
culture. As sites of action and self-assertion, theatrical performance represented one avenue for
women to liberate themselves from the gendered tropes of marianismo, or the female cultural
ideal of abnegación and spiritual resolve modeled after the unattainable image of the Virgin
Mary. Adriana Zavala has discussed how depictions of women in early-twentieth-century
Mexico operated between feminine archetypes of “the traditional indigenous woman imagined as
pure and the modern woman conceived as corrupted,” despite the fact that these categories were
decidedly unstable.110 And yet, the image of the racialized, timeless female figure and her
connection to social ideals of virtue and self-sacrifice became an important tool in maintaining
the longstanding patriarchal order in Mexico. Diego Rivera’s mural La tierra fecunda (Fertile
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Land) (1927) in a former chapel at the Escuela Nacional de Agricultura (the present-day
Universidad Autónoma Chapingo) in Texcoco de Mora demonstrates the prominent artistic
impulse that elevated womanhood only through its reproductive, life-giving qualities and
allegorical contributions to the country and land (fig. 43). Depicted as a fleshy nude goddess in
the shape of Mexico and literally embedded within the stark desert landscape, the reclining
female, modeled on Rivera’s first wife, Guadalupe Marín, stands in as a prototypical woman
whose fertility and mere symbolic—rather than actual—presence strengthen the nation as a
whole. By reducing the image of women to allegorical space and time, Rivera overlooked the
important roles that female Mexican citizens played in the growth and momentum of the state
and measured women’s contributions through their relationship to traditional female values such
as fecundity and self-sacrifice in service of the nation.
Women like Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, however, saw their gender not as a marker
that limited them to a predetermined set of social norms, but rather as a maneuverable trait that
enabled new modes of social and artistic participation. Just as feminist advocates during this
period demonstrated a nascent and critical awareness of gender as socially constructed and
performed, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo interrogated the performative nature of femininity in
order to redefine its broader meanings within Mexican culture. This strategic response to their
hyper-virile social and artistic confines allowed both figures to circumvent social expectations
for the appearances, behaviors, familial roles, and domestic responsibilities of women. In a
moment of continued difficulty for female artists to gain equal access to academic training or
professional opportunities, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo simultaneously played into and against
the assumptions cast upon them by male-driven cultural and social institutions. Whereas, by and
large, the Contemporáneos group actively engaged with and pushed the boundaries of modern
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theater practices, for two of the group’s female members, performance doubled as an ethos that
allowed them to enter cultural debates, shape modernity, and embody or imagine different selves.
Through a focused comparison of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo’s adjacent creative practices and
individual involvements with the Contemporáneos circle, this chapter assesses the performative
tactics, spaces, and fictions that they developed in order to assert the emergence of modern
femininities and influence Mexican culture.

In Character: Antonieta Rivas Mercado and the Teatro de Ulises
By the beginning of 1927, by choice and by chance, Rivas Mercado found herself
separated from two influential male figures in her life. In 1926, the young intellectual had
returned to Mexico City after spending nearly three years in Paris and Madrid with her young
son, sister, and father, the esteemed Porfiriato architect Antonio Rivas Mercado. She had left
behind a tumultuous marriage with Albert Blair, a British-American who, by most accounts, did
not support her academic interests, even going so far as to burn the avid learner’s collection of
books.111 In the months that followed her return to Mexico’s capital city, in short succession,
Rivas Mercado initiated divorce proceedings against her husband and dealt with the sudden
death of her father. One left her with newfound independence and partial custody of her child;
the other, with tremendous grief and, incidentally, a great deal of wealth that drove her
subsequent creative ventures. That same year, the twenty-six-year-old Rivas Mercado
encountered the group of novelists, poets, artists, and actors—the soon-to-be Contemporáneos—
who banded around an experimental theater project, the Teatro de Ulises, and its eponymous
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journal, Ulises: Revista de curiosidad y crítica (1927–28).112 Her knowledge of and enthusiasm
for performance helped to expand the cultural endeavors of this burgeoning group, which
adopted the name Ulises, and offered a platform for the early formation of its collective identity.
In return, Rivas Mercado found a collaborative model that shattered the hegemonic discourse of
cultural nationalism in Mexico and welcomed unconventional models of social participation.
In cultural memory, Rivas Mercado’s involvement with this faction of intellectuals is
routinely underestimated, with most accounts positioning her solely as the group’s wealthy
benefactor. In Kristin Pesola’s writing, she considers how Rivas Mercado’s cultural and
intellectual legacy has been eclipsed by certain sensationalized components of her life, like her
romantic relationship with José Vasconcelos during his 1929 presidential campaign or her
eventual suicide in Paris in the Notre-Dame cathedral on February 11, 1931. Pesola distills the
reduced narrative of Rivas Mercado’s early biography to that of a “wealthy patron of the arts
during the cultural renaissance of the 1920s who had founded the Teatro de Ulises [and Mexico’s
National Symphony Orchestra], and had funded the publication of novels by rising stars of the
literary world.”113 This condensed version of Rivas Mercado’s personal history at the end of the
1920s, which remains popular to this day, both overlooks the wide scope of Rivas Mercado’s
cultural and feminist pursuits and implicitly confines her achievements to a life made possible by
the financial successes of her late father. Instead, my fuller assessment of Rivas Mercado’s
activities in and around the Ulises group recovers the various tactics she employed to introduce
international currents into Mexican modernism and trouble gendered expectations for women.
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In the months leading up to the Teatro de Ulises’s debut performance in January 1928,
Rivas Mercado gathered intellectuals, many of whom would later associate themselves with the
Contemporáneos circle, in her home in search of new parameters for Mexican modernism. Rivas
Mercado’s connection to these figures stemmed from her contact with Manuel Rodríguez
Lozano, the queer painter whom she met following her return to Mexico City and for whom she
developed a deep, yet ultimately unrealized romantic attachment. Rodríguez Lozano introduced
Rivas Mercado to two of her most important collaborators on the Teatro de Ulises: the writers
Salvador Novo—who later referred to Rivas Mercado as the “soul” of the group—and Xavier
Villaurrutia.114 The newly divorced mother began to host cultural salons at her home in the
Colonia Guerrero neighborhood, where the ideas behind the Ulises theater and journal first came
into being.115 Rivas Mercado’s background in performance made her the ideal figure to hatch a
forward-thinking theater program. In her youth, she trained in singing, classical dance, and
multiple languages, and through international travel, was exposed to trends in European theater,
including those pioneered by Paris’s Guignol Theatre and Théâtre de l’Atelier. In turn, in her
home, Rivas Mercado gathered emergent playwrights, poets, actors, set designers, painters,
musicians, and critics to, as writer Andrés Henestrosa recalled, “converse, read books, listen to
music, [and] review the national history in search of the real, definite meaning of Mexican
culture.”116 Through these events, Rivas Mercado fostered a shared vocabulary for the enactment
of a modernism that reflected broader avant-garde currents.
The transformation of Rivas Mercado’s home into a locus of creative activity testifies to
her commitment to expanding the rhetoric of domesticity and challenging the restrictive gender
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roles for women in Mexico during this period. While other key figures, including Rivera and
Marín, also doubled the use of their homes as creative milieus, the extent to which Rivas
Mercado turned the domestic realm into a cultural space marked a significant alteration of her
recently won status as a single mother. As a newly separated woman, Rivas Mercado embodied
an image of the Mexican woman who re-shaped her traditional role as wife, mother, and
homemaker. Her ability to gain independence from a controlling relationship owed partly to
revolutionary women’s activism in support of the Divorce Law of 1914, which shifted the
meaning of divorce from a separation to a legal annulment and attenuated the Church’s influence
over family relations, despite the fact that men executed this right with greater frequency.117 Still,
women like Rivas Mercado would go on to fulfill Monsiváis’s estimation that “if women can
separate from men, autonomy is already conceivable.”118 Mexican women made additional legal
gains again in 1927, the year after the dissolution of Rivas Mercado’s marriage, when reforms to
the civil code granted wives and husbands equal grounds to pursue divorce and permitted women
to leave their parental homes at the same age as men.119 Amid these moments of social progress,
Rivas Mercado modeled a life of independence and autonomy beyond the confines of marriage.
“A wife and mother in the traditional Mexican way, Antonieta could not be,” wrote
Henestrosa.120 She hosted not only the periodic gatherings of cultural figures in her living room,
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but also the initial rehearsals for the Teatro de Ulises, demonstrating a fluidity between her
inhabited roles of salonnière, cultural benefactor, performer, and mother. Rivas Mercado’s
household became an essential site in which she re-scripted women’s perceived domestic duties.
By shifting the space of the home from a limitation to an arena of possibility, she made use of
culture and performance to redefine her own gendered position.
Julio Castellanos painted Rivas Mercado’s portrait during this same period of abundant
creative activity (fig. 44). The almost life-size image shows the young patron seated with her
arms crossed over her lap. She wears her hair in the cropped style of pelonas, the decidedly
modern women of the mid 1920s who popularized short haircuts as a symbol of liberation in
spite of backlash and violent threats.121 Rivas Mercado sits before two overlapping stone walls
that fill the shallow pictorial space. While they perhaps belong to an architectural facade, their
irregular shape and the gap between them alternatively suggest the portable walls of an artificial
stage set. Together with the strong shadows indicative of stage lighting and Rivas Mercado’s
position on a piece of household furniture, this image creates an ambiguous setting that evokes
opposing notions of exterior and interior, street corner and stage, reality and fiction. One
imagines that Rivas Mercado, her gaze focused away from the viewer, glances off-stage toward
the wings or an adjacent audience. As such, in this painting, she rehearses the role of both subject
and performer, constructing her self-image in the context of theater and the gazes cast upon her.
As the Ulises group solidified its journal and theater, it prioritized new models of
experimentation and collectivity. Largely eschewing hierarchy and singular creative direction,
Rivas Mercado, together with her co-financier, the arts patron María Luisa Block, created a
setting where painters, photographers, poets, and novelists from diverse backgrounds could
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collaboratively carry out theatrical productions. Some figures preferred to find niches within the
preparation of these performances: the painters Castellanos, Agustín Lazo, Roberto Montenegro,
and Rodríguez Lozano, for example, excelled in set design and continued to work in
scenography even after the company closed (figs. 45–48). Others, like Novo and Villaurrutia,
assumed multiple concurrent roles, spanning on various occasions the tasks of costume-making,
mise-en-scène, lighting, dramaturgy, directing, playwriting, translating foreign scripts, and
acting. Rivas Mercado had her hands in nearly every aspect of the productions, serving as a
creative director, translator, actor, spokeswoman, and more. While she received praise for her
on-stage roles, her work behind-the-scenes saw scant acknowledgement during her lifetime or in
the years that followed. Rivas Mercado’s longtime love interest, Rodríguez Lozano, claimed
much of the responsibility for shaping the Teatro de Ulises in its earliest months, even insisting,
in 1949, that “if the Teatro de Ulises in Mexico was founded, it was because I wanted it to be.”122
His claim contradicts that of Rivas Mercado, who explained decades earlier that her interests in
creating a Mexican theater originated in the middle of 1926, around the time of her return from
Europe, when “the need to make theater, to have good theater, was pressing.”123 Sergio TéllezPon, too, refutes Rodríguez Lozano’s assertion on the basis that, by the time the company came
together, his points of reference for contemporary European theater had become quite dated.124
Instead, Téllez-Pon credits Rivas Mercado, together with Novo, for advising the group and
paving the way for its relationship to foreign avant-gardes. Yet, the question of who pioneered
the company’s identity leads down multiple dead-end paths. In reality, it was the group’s
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collaborative nature, egalitarian ethos, and de-centering of a singular figurehead that enabled
them to define a collective spirit and work toward broader parameters for Mexican theater.
Over the course of the Teatro de Ulises’s short seven-month duration, the company
pushed against traditional modes of performance and expanded the possible meanings of national
theater. From its debut in January 1928, the group offered a theatrical expression at odds with the
popular forms of theater of the decade, which ranged from vaudeville and slapstick comedies to
operetta and melodramatic works; this latter group, as Frank Dauster explains, perpetuated
classical Spanish influence.125 Hence, Lazo described Mexico’s theatrical precedent as the
“lethal routine of a false tradition.”126 With the arrival of the Teatro de Ulises, the experimental
program represented, in Henestrosa’s estimation, “a wakeup call in a sleepy environment” and
“an invitation to open one’s eyes to the world, to the burgeoning theater.”127 The theater looked
past sentimental or caricatural works and instead prioritized new forms of drama, scripts by
foreign-born authors, sincerity of theatrical delivery, and an understanding of the rehearsal
process as creative and generative rather than prescriptive. The group selected plays such as
Claude Roger-Marx’s “Símili” (Simili); Lord Dunsany’s “La puerta resplandeciente” (The
Shining Door); Eugene O’Neill’s Ligados; Charles Vidrac’s “El peregrino” (The Pilgrim);
Henri-René Lenormand’s “El tiempo es un sueño” (Time Is a Dream); and Jean Cocteau’s
“Orfeo” (Orpheus), in which Rivas Mercado played the titular role. These Spanish-language
adaptations looked to French and other North American sources for universal storylines that
related to social and moral concerns in Mexico. According to Pesola, the company also
broadened the available pool of talent, which at the time was dominated by “the rigid and highly
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commercialized star-system that ruled the Mexican stage,” not to mention the popularity of
vedettes (cabaret performers) and vaudeville performers. 128 The Teatro de Ulises promoted a
new generation of actors, including members of the Contemporáneos like Novo, Owen, and
Rivas Mercado, and newcomers such as Emma Achondo, Isabela Corona, Lupe Medina de
Ortega, and Clementina Otera. The theater’s initial venue likewise broke from tradition: after the
group’s rehearsals in Rivas Mercado’s living room, the members transformed a home rented at
calle de Mesones 42 in the historic center into an intimate theater that accommodated fifty
invited guests at a time. In the summer, the theater opened itself to larger audiences when it took
up temporary residence at the Teatro Virginia Fábregas, a sizable commercial theater in colonia
San Rafael, where it mounted performances before a broader public until the company disbanded
in July 1928 after just seven total months of productions.
While the Teatro de Ulises gained considerable press for its avant-garde forays, a wave of
disparaging criticism contributed to the theater’s short lifespan. From the beginning, critics
accused the theater of promoting a repertoire of universal, rather than nationalist appeal.129 Other
commentary took into account the experience of viewing the performances, noting the
peculiarities of the venue at calle de Mesones 42, the use of a curtain drawn across the stage, and
being called to one’s seats without chiming a bell, as was routine in Mexico City.130 The general
inability of critics to engage with the content that the Ulises circle put forth testifies at once to
the group’s extreme departure from theatrical traditions and to the formation of rigid criteria for
what nationalists deemed suitable under the rubric of official postrevolutionary culture. The
Teatro de Ulises, however, like the journal Ulises, never completely abandoned local concerns,
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selecting dramas for production and publication that responded to the social reality of the
postrevolutionary era. Their choice of theatrical works enabled them to stage the possibility of a
Mexican modernism that extended beyond its current cultural and geographical confines and
took into account a broader range of perspectives. They mounted and published a group of texts
that offered counternarratives of the Revolution, limned mythology and folklore, related foreign
literature to their own situations, and pushed beyond the scope of the accepted postrevolutionary
record. They presented theater that spanned personal experiences and collective crises and
provided an outlet beyond the heroic and melodramatic. Through the lens of experimentation,
they expanded both conventional modes of theatrical production and the kinds of stories that
belonged to the modern nation. For women, who, in the words of Zavala, saw their presence in
Mexican society reduced to archaic “templates of ideal femininity” during and after the
Revolution, this kind of theater project opened up roles beyond those available on the traditional
stage or in daily life.131 Indeed, the Teatro de Ulises welcomed and was made possible by
visionary women who saw the potential of theater to transform a society whose
postrevolutionary government failed to make true on its revolutionary promises of female
emancipation.
Rivas Mercado played an active part in providing a platform for feminist thought through
her work on the translation of foreign scripts. This role provided a tactical position from which to
influence the course of Mexican theater and modernist discourse. Like her other responsibilities
as benefactor, creative director, and organizer, her role as translator entailed both intellectual and
invisible labor. Feminist translation scholar Olga Castro describes how translation, “seen as a
reproductive activity, is perceived as being feminine and thus becomes a safety valve that
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enabled many women to gain access to the literary world.”132 Indeed, Rivas Mercado latched
onto the role of translator not only because of her linguistic acumen and interest in foreign
narratives, but also because, at the time, it offered a safe distance from which to contribute to the
Ulises group’s public-facing literary and theatrical endeavors. During Rivas Mercado’s reacclimation to Mexico City’s male-dominated artistic circuit, she demonstrated a knowing
awareness of the ways that translation provided access to the central cultural debates of the time.
Rivas Mercado’s selection of texts to translate belies her specific vision for reformulating
the postrevolutionary nation and her engagement with gender as a cultural construct. For the
journal Ulises, Rivas Mercado translated French author André Gide’s diaristic novel L’École des
femmes (The School for Wives, 1929) together with Villaurrutia. The story follows a young
woman who, in the first half, expresses adoration for her fiancé and, in the second, set some
twenty years later, voices her disillusionment with her marriage and the confines of her feminine
roles. Literary historian Vicky Unruh reads Gide’s novel as the protagonist’s “metamorphosis
from the self-effacing adulator of her new husband to a critically thinking, mature woman who,
in rejecting him, challenges romantic love and marriage and exposes women’s subordination of
themselves.”133 Unruh compares L’École des femmes to another text that Rivas Mercado
intended to translate: Austrian philosopher Otto Weininger’s book Geschlecht und Charakter
(Sex and Character, 1903). Unruh, like many literary scholars today, analyzes this source text
through the lens of its essentialist subjugation of women, gay men, and Jews. While this
interpretation holds true, at the time of Rivas Mercado’s engagement with Sex and Character,
the full scope of its fascist undertones would have been difficult, if not impossible to wholly
discern; instead, the text likely appealed to her for the ways that it sought to challenge dominant
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accounts of gender and sexuality, as some literary scholars have pointed out.134 Thus, Unruh’s
claim that Rivas Mercado’s selection of texts exemplifies a “radical ambivalence about women’s
roles” must be weighed against the reception history of Weininger’s text.135 By doing so, one can
come to understand how Rivas Mercado’s choice of literature offered a platform through which
she defined her cultural position and fostered critical awareness about the limitations and
possibilities of gender. Rather than a disinterested vanguardism, which early critics used to frame
the Ulises group, Rivas Mercado’s literary taste foregrounded the experiences of women and the
construction of gendered norms.
Throughout her time with the Ulises group, Rivas Mercado took advantage of
performance as well as literary and theatrical spaces of fiction as a way to stage an emancipated
self. As Unruh points out, “Her propensity for masking [. . .] constituted an apt bond with the
Contemporáneos writers, some of whom negotiated their coming-out as homosexuals [. . .] with
leadership roles in the growing cultural bureaucracy.”136 Numerous descriptions of Rivas
Mercado’s identity from the late 1920s reveal how she envisioned her own life as a sustained
character study, dramatizing and downplaying parts of herself as she saw necessary. The
journalist Fernando Ramírez de Aguilar, under the pseudonym Jacobo Dalevuelta, noted in an
early review of the Teatro de Ulises that Rivas Mercado “inhabited her role so intensely that in
many moments she could succeed in erasing the idea of fiction.”137 This collapse of the real and
the performative appears to have operated in both directions, with many observers likewise
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characterizing Rivas Mercado’s ordinary presence as what Unruh calls “a self-aware
performance.”138 Rivas Mercado, it seems, embraced the performativity of the everyday as a
strategy that allowed her to infiltrate traditionally masculine cultural spaces; indeed, the
transformation of her own home into a cultural salon and rehearsal studio, as well as the origins
of the theater within domestic space, reflect these blurred lines of private and public selves.
Rivas Mercado commented on her and her peers’ commitment to preparation and perfection, and
insisted upon the importance of “carefully choosing the works, rigorously memorizing the parts,
[and] painstakingly studying the staging. In short, leaving nothing to chance.”139 This ethos
mirrors the ways that Rivas Mercado chose to fashion herself in response to the patriarchal
cultural and social confines of postrevolutionary Mexico. Through the promotion of a modern
theater and simultaneous assumption of performativity in her personal life, Rivas Mercado found
a way to imbue new modes of fiction into both the stage and femininity. Her support of and
contributions to the Ulises group allowed her to create an identity that operated between
authenticity and performance.
In her work championing the Teatro de Ulises, Rivas Mercado opened an arena for
alternative theatrical and gendered expressions. In February 1928, shortly after the theater’s
debut, she published an article titled “La mujer mexicana” in the Madrid newspaper El Sol. In it,
she discussed what she perceived as women’s limited influence on Mexican society due to a
“strange concept of female virtue that consists of a ‘do-nothingness’ [un ‘no hacer.’]”140 By
calling out the constraints posed by traditional social ideals for women, Rivas Mercado
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highlighted the need for a new feminine symbolic order. She pushed against gendered
stereotypes of abnegación, submission, and idleness to not only imagine, but also embody a
feminist reality. In and outside of the context of the theater, she tried on methods of motherhood,
marriage, patronage, and professional success that troubled accepted archetypes for the
quintessential Mexican woman. Through her support of the Ulises group and essential place
within it, Rivas Mercado created an alternative arena where she could write her own feminist
present.

María Izquierdo’s Balancing Acts
Izquierdo published four images in the September 1929 issue of Contemporáneos: one
still life, two portraits of men, and a striking nude (fig. 49). In this now-lost painting, the female
subject perches on the edge of a bed, one arm pulling her leg toward her, the other lodged into
the tousled floral bedding. Her hunched posture, angular pose, lopsided breasts, and creased
stomach embrace the irregularity and asymmetry of the body at rest. The figure’s head cocks to
the side and gazes beyond the frame, her eyes highlighted by smoky rings of makeup. A small
table behind her displays a portrait of a male general, an unlit candle, and a bottle of wine with
its cork wedged in midway. By the side of the bed lay piles of clothes discarded during what one
presumes has been a sexual encounter. Izquierdo compiled an unromantic image of the postcoital subject who lingers among the spoiled signs of sexual activity. Women, Izquierdo seemed
to imply, have other lives, other moments, beyond that of the romantic object, a self that outlives
the erotic male gaze. The solitary subject registers the weight of womanhood in a world built on
the wants and desires of men, and yet, she also defies the roles in which women in Mexico have
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traditionally been cast. Like Izquierdo herself, this painting engages a modern femininity
liberated from the persistent tropes of timeless allegory or idealized erotic symbol.
Izquierdo’s decision to display this nude in Contemporáneos provides insight into her
views of the artistic and literary circle that had formed around the journal and how she utilized
her position within this group to navigate the rigid cultural environment in Mexico. The artist’s
time with the Contemporáneos marked a turning point in her career, providing a public platform,
an artistic context beyond the dominant nationalist discourse, and the stimulus to develop a body
of work that re-signified the female form. This period marked an active period in which
Izquierdo, as Zavala has argued, “appropriated and reformulated dominant, male, heterosexist
nationalism.”141 Indeed, the position that Izquierdo defined through her affiliation with the
Contemporáneos motivated later bodies of work including family portraits and self-portraits,
surrealist landscapes, ofrendas (altars), and—of particular interest here—circus paintings in
which female performers achieve bold technical feats, support one another, and transgress
expectations of submissiveness and marianismo. These images reinforce the importance of
performativity as a leitmotif in Izquierdo’s life and artistry: as a subject of cultural debates, she
relied on the performance of femininity to navigate the gendered artistic terrain of the
postrevolutionary period, while as a painter, she imagined liberated women who troubled their
patriarchal environs through the space of the theater. Playing into and against these two
positions, Izquierdo invoked fictitious scenes of circus performances from which a new feminine
logic emerged.
Izquierdo’s publication of the untitled nude in Contemporáneos in 1929 coincided with a
moment of masculine and paternalistic attempts to control her place within the modernist
landscape. Earlier in the year, Izquierdo entered ENBA and met Rivera, then the school’s
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director, who claimed to have “discovered” the up-and-coming painter and endeavored to
subsume her into the prevailing nationalist discourse of a true Mexican art. Rivera wrote two
essays on Izquierdo and arranged for an early exhibition of her work at La Nueva Galería de
Arte Moderno (The New Gallery of Modern Art)—attempts, as Zavala notes, to “claim her for
his side in the debate over the aesthetic and ideological parameters of Mexican art.”142 Rivera’s
support sparked outrage at ENBA, including a jolting incident where students tossed buckets of
water at Izquierdo as she fled from the school.143 While these precarious few months of support
by the muralist ignited Izquierdo’s awareness of herself and her art as part of a broader
nationalist discourse, it also inadvertently spurred her creation of a deliberate professional
reputation, self-image, and aesthetic approach. In fact, Zavala contends that Izquierdo was
“astute in allowing herself and her work to be ‘claimed’ by a cultural agent as powerful as Rivera
while simultaneously integrating herself into the Contemporáneos circle.”144 From this tense
situation, Izquierdo emerged with a clearer understanding of the obstacles and openings that
would limit or enable her success as an artist.
The reproduction of Izquierdo’s nude portrait in Contemporáneos and, three months later,
in an essay authored by Rivera illustrates the ways that she strategically negotiated her place
within competing cultural factions. With the Contemporáneos circle, Izquierdo found a group of
artistic and literary figures who aspired to broaden the parameters of Mexican culture, undermine
notions of artistic hegemony, and introduce difference as part of the national visual language.
She likely grew acquainted with the Contemporáneos toward the end of 1928 through her
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relationship with the painter, and soon her partner, Rufino Tamayo.145 Izquierdo’s spread in
Contemporáneos, the only solo-feature by a female artist across the journal’s forty-three issues,
was titled simply, “Óleos de María Izquierdo” (“Oil Paintings by María Izquierdo) (see fig. 5).146
The section omitted interpretive text, as was customary for the review, and offered an
unmediated look at four recent paintings by the artist. One imagines that this non-didactic format
would have appealed to Izquierdo, as it provided an opportunity for her work to speak and be
received on its own terms. However, in December 1929, the same nude reappeared in a five-page
spread on Izquierdo in the English-language magazine Mexican Life. The piece reproduced and
translated an essay that Rivera had written for Izquierdo’s first solo-exhibition the month prior.
Rivera’s calculated praise framed the reception of Izquierdo’s nude and a selection of her other
portraits. In the essay, he wrote of Izquierdo, “This girl possesses the handsome sharpness of an
already ripe spirit. Her person is like her painting: classically Mexican.”147 Rivera attempted to
use Izquierdo’s artworks, her gender, and—as his physical descriptions of the painter reveal—
her appearance as fodder for the definition of an authentic, nationalist, and timeless Mexican art.
In the context of Rivera’s words, Izquierdo’s nude functions as an unintended proxy for the
painter’s own consumption by masculinist discourse. An image created to record the aftermath of
masculine desire maps her own exploitation by Rivera, a figure who, shortly thereafter, would
disown Izquierdo’s aesthetic approach and even sabotage a mural commission that she received
in 1945.148 The female nude, therefore, functions like a surrogate for the artist herself, and its
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repetition across two printed contexts reenacted the double-edged nature of Izquierdo’s
affiliation with male-centered artistic circles.
Throughout her career, and especially in its early stages, Izquierdo demonstrated a keen
awareness of how her ambitions as an independent woman and artist related to and could be
advanced by the ways that other cultural figures perceived her. She thematized this dilemma to
great effect in her 1934 painting Mujer ante el espejo (Woman before the Mirror) (fig. 50). Set in
an abstract ocher environment, the image shows a long-haired woman with her back turned
toward the viewer and a large rectangular mirror in both hands. A strip of cloth partially cloaks
her otherwise nude body, which echoes the silhouette of the tall dress form to the right. The
female figure holds the mirror close to her face, blocking the reflection of her visage with the top
of her head and leaving visible only a glimpse of her forehead and scalp. She returns her gaze
only to herself, creating distance between the scene and its beholder. Even as the female figure
exists in her own world, Izquierdo constructed the image with an awareness—and slight
refusal—of the gaze cast upon it. While the painting features nudity in a way that perhaps caters
to the desires of an ostensibly heterosexual male viewer, it also frustrates a comfortable view of
the female body, offering only the backside of a preoccupied subject or the surrogate torso of the
mannequin—“a dissatisfying substitute for the woman’s nude body,” as Zavala describes it.149
The image reflects Izquierdo’s gendered experiences of being seen and categorized, but also her
reluctance to accommodate wholly the desires of others.
A later, undated photograph of Izquierdo in the artist’s personal archives bears an
uncanny resemblance to Mujer ante el espejo and reinforces her keen awareness of how
surrounding attitudes informed notions of self (fig. 51). The unknown photographer placed
Izquierdo to the left, where she sits at a vanity and gazes at her reflection, here visible to the
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viewer. Beside her, a second mirror propped upright on a tall easel displays another view of the
artist in profile. The photograph captured a kaleidoscopic Izquierdo, visible to herself, to the
adjacent two mirrors, to the camera’s eye, and to the spectator. She stages the tension between
self-perception and the embodiment of a public persona, which played out across her experiences
of Mexican modernism in the twentieth century. Where this image differs from Mujer ante el
espejo is in the presence of the second mirror, framed and positioned on the easel as if a canvas.
Instead of the dress form in Mujer ante el espejo that invokes the falsehood of feminine ideals,
here the photograph suggests an alternative space—that of painting—where Izquierdo might find
greater freedom to explore a world beyond the social gaze. While Izquierdo constantly
maneuvered the ways she saw herself as an artist and the ways others saw her, this image
allegorizes how painting offered an escape route from gendered categories and norms.
Izquierdo’s paintings of circus performers epitomize her exploration of different sets of
social norms, as the artist depicted active, intrepid, and skillful women on stage at the circus.
Izquierdo returned to this series repeatedly in the 1930s and early 1940s, testifying to the
important role that performance played in her understanding of identity and the formation of self.
Izquierdo’s relationship to the circus dates back to her childhood, when itinerant carpas and
sideshows cropped up in her hometown of San Juan de los Lagos.150 Numerous accounts attest to
Izquierdo’s fascination with the circus: according to her younger daughter, Aurora Posadas
Izquierdo, the painter occasionally visited the circus during off-hours to watch the performers
rehearse.151 Photographer and Izquierdo’s close friend Lola Álvarez Bravo recalled that, “The
pleasure that María got from the [circus performers] was not that of the spectator; rather she
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seemed almost to be inside, like another popular element.”152 Izquierdo thus seems to have
identified with the circus performers on a profound level, seeing their world as a kind of transient
utopia apart from the limitations of her strict Catholic upbringing and onerous responsibilities as
a single mother. In this realm, halfway between fiction and the real space of everyday life,
Izquierdo identified the potential for women to become protagonists, take risks, defy
expectations, and receive recognition for their fearlessness, merit, and skills.
The earliest group of these circus scenes from 1932–33 focused on individual performers
and single, controlled acrobatic stunts. In La cirquera (The Circus Performer) and Caballista del
circo (Circus Bareback Rider), female performers balance on one foot atop galloping white
horses (figs. 42 and 52). They stand steady and poised, one with her arms akimbo, the other
holding a red strap overhead. Each performer wears a theatrical ruffled skirt whose short length
would only have been permitted within the space of the circus. The compositions exclude the
interior of the tent, the presence of an audience, or other scenery that easily identifies the
backdrop as a circus. Instead, the austere settings blur the distinction between the existence of
actual horsewomen in traveling carpas and Izquierdo’s creation of these liberated performers as a
modern feminine ideal. When Izquierdo did place these empowered protagonists in a distinct
architectural environment, as in the case of Equilibrista (Tightrope Walker), the specificity of the
scene remains ambiguous (fig. 53). Here, the central tightrope walker fills the interior, which
reads as a cut-away of a building with geometric planes of grey, orange, and red evoking walls,
curtains, and tent covers. The titular figure does not tiptoe across a tightrope, but instead strides
through the room with great strength. Unlike the idle personage that sits nearby, Izquierdo’s
performer relishes in her active state. The image as a whole reflects Izquierdo’s interest in
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surrealism during this period, which here she used to conjure the circus as a space halfway
between reality and fiction.
In 1933, Izquierdo painted a self-portrait in which she, too, occupies the circus
environment (fig. 54). A slight curve across the top of the composition suggests the round shape
of the circus ring, inside of which a white steed sprints across the floor. In the immediate
foreground, Izquierdo painted herself in front of a fence post—perhaps the outer perimeter of the
ring or an obstacle mounted within it. Her appearance in this work is remarkably pared-down:
she wears her hair down, little if any visible cosmetics, and a knotted scarf that drapes across her
simple blouse—a stark contrast to other self-portraits by Izquierdo from the early-1930s where
she presented herself highly made-up and in styles ranging from Tehuana dress to modern attire
(fig. 55). Izquierdo regularly painted herself in elaborate braided hairstyles, dark makeup, and
loud clothing and jewelry. By crafting a visible self-image that deployed both pre-Hispanic
customs and modern fashion, she presented herself as quintessentially “Mexican” in a way that
appealed to and fascinated her male peers.153 Her self-portrait in the circus represents one of the
least staged paintings of Izquierdo in existence, however, and suggests how carpas constructed a
reality for the artist separate from her creative persona. While her circus scenes celebrated the
performance of a modern femininity, Izquierdo also saw this performative mode as one where
the true, unadorned self could assume the stage.
Izquierdo’s circus paintings from the end of the decade expanded her focus on
performance to group routines and backstage settings that explored relationships, dependency,
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and selves beyond the stage. In El circo (The Circus), five adult performers in jewel-tone
leotards execute a variety of stunts: acrobatics, such as dance and somersaults; at lower left, the
beginnings of a fire performance; and, together with a child performer, introductions to the
audience, perhaps before ascending the tall ladder to a tightrope or trapeze (fig. 56). The circus
appears to have just begun, signaled by the tall silver bell. The whiteface clown and ringleader
gesture at the women, who enter their own worlds of performance, character, and focus; the
central gymnast closes her eyes entirely. Although Izquierdo introduced male characters into this
scene, their presence does not alter the ways in which the female artists perform and behave in
the ring. A similar gender dynamic plays out in Caballistas (Horsewomen), where two women
hold hands as they balance atop horses that leap over an obstacle in unison (fig. 57). A third
performer sits nearby and applauds their feat. They form a triad of daring, support, and
recognition, offset only by the face of a grimacing clown in the lower-right corner. Despite his
sinister presence, the women find their own self-contained world of praise and performance.
An actual audience figures into En el circo (In the Circus), a rare sighting in Izquierdo’s
carpas series (fig. 58). In the upper register, two tightrope walkers pull off a challenging routine
as they meet toward the center of the suspended wire. Even as they wobble slightly—one on a
single foot, the other bracing herself on one knee—a group of three women and two children
cheer them on from their seats. These audience members sit at the edge of the ring and immerse
themselves in the circus, applauding this treacherous segment of the act. They function like the
trapeze net positioned beneath the aerialists, creating a supportive zone that encourages the
performers to persevere. Through this glimpse onto the outer limits of the ring, Izquierdo showed
the sense of community that can occur when the spectators participate in the realm of
performance.
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In Escena de circo (Circus Scene) from the following year, Izquierdo shifted her gaze
from the circus ring to the dressing room (fig. 59). In the foreground, an equestrian prepares two
bridled horses to assume their place on the stage. Close by, a female performer sits at a vanity,
her back to the viewer, as she readies herself for her upcoming act. Much like in Mujer ante el
espejo, her reflection evades the opaque haze of the mirror; only the blush-colored dress and
green parasol hanging beside her foreshadow the character that she will soon assume. If Mujer
ante el espejo and the undated photo in Izquierdo’s archive suggest a view of identity as
inherently rehearsed and on-display, then this off-stage figure’s preparation in the dressing room
makes literal the performance of self. In the feminine utopia that Izquierdo defined in the carpas,
the process of crafting oneself finally finds a logical use, enabling the embodiment of balance,
strength, and vigor.
Izquierdo’s choice of carpas as artistic subject matter throughout the 1930s illustrates her
understanding of performance as an integral part of modern femininity. The circus offered a
realm between fiction and reality where women carved out space, agency, and recognition due
not to their gender or appearances, but their mastery of technical skills. The idea of the circus as
a parable of modern liberation allowed Izquierdo to explore the performativity of daily life and
femininity. At the same time, they offered a logical venue where women could express virtues
beyond the commonplace tropes of submissiveness, modesty, and maternity. María de Jesus
González and Lucelley Gallegos therefore conclude that “Izquierdo found a kindred spirit with
these women and could relate her own life to that of a female circus performer.”154 Her fixation
with performing artists likely stemmed from a personal association with the ways they
circumvented social expectations in pursuit of their craft. Yet the imagery of carpas also helped
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to underscore the specific ways in which performance could be assumed as a strategy to rehearse
different realities. Izquierdo highlighted how female entertainers staged a modern performativity
in the circus ring as a means of recalling the ordinary enactment of feminine identity in daily life.
Throughout this series, Izquierdo re-signified the female body and challenged its routine
appearance in Mexican modernism. Gabriela Cano characterizes the representation of Mexican
women beginning in the twentieth century as “a battlefield” that mapped competing images of
femininity, ranging from traditional piousness and maternal duty to corruption under the
pressures of modernization.155 Izquierdo inherited the fraught conditions by which female bodies
were visualized and called into being. She also found a way, however, to navigate staid female
archetypes both professionally and through her paintings. As Zavala has demonstrated, in the
wake of the Revolution, as women increasingly infiltrated new social roles and milieus, “the
more some image makers sought to show them as timeless and unchanging, as constants and as
symbols of tradition in a rapidly modernizing society.”156 Izquierdo abused this symbolic desire,
representing women who, through performance, found an indifference to their patriarchal
surroundings and a space beyond the parameters of gender.
Much like the equestrians, aerialists, and acrobats that she depicted, Izquierdo forged a
space between competing cultural agendas in order to ultimately pave her own path as a
professional artist. In the transcript for a radio broadcast that Izquierdo delivered at an
indeterminate date between 1934–44, the painter laid bare her views on the gendered obstacles
that circumscribed her and other female artists’ experiences.157 The address, titled “La Mujer y el
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Arte Mexicano” (“The Woman and Mexican Art”), is anchored by a critique of women’s
exclusion from formal artistic training and the ways this hindered their ability to contribute to the
history of art—a prophetic precursor to art historian Linda Nochlin’s 1971 essay and feminist
mainstay, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?”158 Several decades prior,
Izquierdo proposed strategies that would enable women to prevail over these historical biases:
I think that for a woman to achieve success, [. . .] she ought to have an ample spirit of
self-criticism and of struggle, and never lose her femininity, always feel physically and
spiritually like a woman, feel with force in order to create, never feel inferior or superior
to man, and always consider him a companion in equal conditions. All this is difficult to
attain, but if a woman achieves consciousness, has ambitions, directs her forces, knows
what she wants to conquer [. . .] then I am really sure that she will triumph as long as she
can overcome the obstacles that arise.159
In this speech, Izquierdo relied on gender essentialism to attribute femininity as an important
factor in women’s emancipation. She insisted that women must not abandon their gender, but
rather view self-assertion as an extension of their feminine identity. Still, according to Izquierdo,
the feminine woman is “spiritual, self-sacrificing and humane. Her ethics are clean, and she is
happy to be a mother, because she has in herself a creative force.”160 This description, a view
shared by many middle- and upper-class feminists in Mexico, undermines the image of women
that Izquierdo promoted in her work and the feminist prototype that the professional circus
performer represented in her work. Celeste Donovan, however, cautions against a complete
reliance on Izquierdo’s public statements, which “strategically navigated a social terrain in a way
that would advance her own progressive principles while making them palatable enough to the
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ears of social convention.”161 In forming her public persona, Izquierdo likely elided overtly
feminist remarks that may have risked perception as radical or threatening to the Mexican state.
Even as she staged this ambivalence in her daily life, Izquierdo’s circus paintings reveal a
different reality, one in which she set into motion female subjects, agency, and control.

Antonieta Rivas Mercado and María Izquierdo: Duet
It is unclear the extent to which Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo were acquainted.162 While
they certainly knew one another and frequented similar spaces, no evidence exists of any active
collaboration or significant creative relationship. Nevertheless, these two figures bear a multitude
of similarities, which come into relief through an examination of their affiliations with the
Contemporáneos circle. Notably, Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo saw performance—both literal
and imagined—as a way to rehearse feminist scenarios that pushed beyond the traditional
gendered parameters of postrevolutionary Mexico. The potential for theatrical expression to
bridge fiction and reality, the stage and the quotidian, offered a compelling way to redefine
cultural expectations of femininity and to enact emancipated selves in the realms of theater,
painting, and beyond.
Even as the male-driven Contemporáneos group embraced the participation of female
peers, these women’s experiences and challenges differed considerably from their male
counterparts. As González correctly observes, even though the Contemporáneos circle provided

161

Celeste Donovan, “María Izquierdo: Religion, Gender, Mexicanidad, and Modern Art, 1940–1948” (PhD diss.,
City University of New York, 2011), 65.
162
María de Jesus González conducted a written interview with Izquierdo’s daughter, Aurora Posadas-Izquierdo,
and concluded: “Although [Rivas Mercado] was a friend of Izquierdo, it is not clear to what extent Antonieta
assisted Izquierdo, but they formed part of a sustaining, creative and intelligent environment by contributing their
creative works to Mexican culture.” Similarly, Tayde Acosta Gamas, does not count Izquierdo among Rivas
Mercado’s acquaintances in an essay on the patron. Over the course of my research, I have not come across any
photographic evidence of the two together. See González, “The Art of María Izquierdo,” 51; and Acosta Gamas,
“Antonieta Rivas Mercado,” 178.

82

access to cultural and intellectual activity, its financial support of women was quite limited.163 At
the same time that these male members of the group depicted women in ways that departed from
traditional ideals of femininity, as in Abraham Ángel’s Retrato de Cristina Crespo, in retrospect,
their feminist momentum and reallocation of power appears more symbolic than actual (see fig.
1). This kind of treatment was not uncommon in Mexico after the Revolution. Even shortly after
the armed conflict subdued around 1920, as Katherine Elaine Bliss has shown, “it had become
clear that most revolutionary leaders envisioned a role for women, which was not significantly
different from the nineteenth-century vision of women as mothers and domestic guardians of
nationalism.”164 While in general, the male Contemporáneos understood the failed promise of the
Revolution as it pertained to social reform, in numerous cases, this recognition did little to shift
their views toward women on a fundamental level. For the female members of the circle to
advance social and feminist progress, they needed to inflect Mexican modernism with their own
visions and subjectivities while performing a role that attenuated their perceived threat to the
status quo.
Many observers saw little distinction between the male and female Contemporáneos,
despite the unique experiences and hurdles of the latter. The Bolivian writer Tristán Marof
perceived both in a derogatory light, declaring: “Between the ‘faggot’ group (grupo ‘jotista’) and
women there is really little difference. [. . .] I cannot understand why such charming ladies have
chosen the hard work of writing to please the bourgeoisie.”165 Although Marof appears more
sympathetic to the agreeable literary and artistic women, he still sees them as deserting their
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customary social roles and serving the cultural elite. Furthermore, Marof’s condescending
misunderstanding of women’s cultural contributions dismisses both their visibility and the
multifacetedness of femininity.
Still, in a cultural environment that quickly cast judgment on women who assumed
untraditional roles, the Contemporáneos offered relatively greater flexibility to challenge and
reorient the gendered confines of the postrevolutionary era. As Zavala writes of Izquierdo, in the
1930s, the artist “allied herself with dissident groups, among them cultural cosmopolitans,
homosexuals, and even estranged French Surrealists, who actively used their difference to create
new spaces not only in the margins but increasingly at the center of the cultural order.”166 Rivas
Mercado and Izquierdo’s tactical affiliations with the Contemporáneos therefore signaled a
desire to align themselves with other sidelined individuals with whom they could transform the
discourse of modernism. They knowingly identified the Contemporáneos collective as one that
would support a broader range of artistic expression and construct other Mexicos in which
multiple femininities could coexist.
The hostile environment of Mexican modernism oftentimes required that women identify
unconventional means to influence the nation’s present and future. The extent to which male
figures attempted to “claim” Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo illustrates the patriarchal overtones of
modernism. Rivas Mercado, following her time with the Ulises and Contemporáneos circles,
joined Vasconcelos to chronicle his presidential campaign; after Rivas Mercado died months
later by suicide, her once-unknown “suicide note,” which partially pointed to Vasconcelos’s
rejection of her, was later published in a collection of her texts. However, Pesola claims that this
note, attributed to Rivas Mercado, was actually ghostwritten by Vasconcelos in an attempt to
assert his own masculinist legacy by reserving for himself the position of the unattainable
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lover.167 Relatedly, Rivera, as we have seen, pigeonholed and laid claim to Izquierdo in order to
bolster his specific vision of cultural nationalism as timeless, virile, and perceived through a
heteromasculinist lens. This manipulation of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo as cultural pawns
relates to broader discourses of gender and control. As Mary Kay Vaughan notes, in a moment
where the Revolution had expanded women’s access to previously off-limit public arenas,
“threatened artists and intellectuals turned women into traditional archetypes they could
control.”168 The remnants of this patriarchal desire to contain women and reassert power over
them through symbolic means infiltrated broader cultural practices. For example, in addition to
the examples of Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, in 1925, Guatemalan-Mexican writer and member
of the Estridentistas group Arqueles Vela organized a fictitious sale of women in the periodical
El Universal Ilustrado. 169 The piece priced different feminine archetypes according to their
amenability and appearance, and auctioned off the “common woman” ($12.50, price reduced
from $25), “beautiful woman for the mornings,” “complicated woman for the afternoon,” and
“woman for the theater.” This hyperbolized commodification of women literalizes the more
subtle manipulations that Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo experienced and brings to bear the
overarching cultural attitudes that led male figures to claim these women’s narratives and
creative outputs.
Such an atmosphere pushed women to assume alternative positions from which to partake
in modern culture. Rivas Mercado worked across a wide variety of creative roles that collectively
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formed her cultural position, while Izquierdo painted outwardly benign feminine subjects that
allegorized her desire for artistic and personal freedom. This self-awareness and ever-expansive
view of what constituted a cultural actor was adopted by countless female figures in the
postrevolutionary period and reflects the strategic positions that women identified to influence
their traditional social positions.170 While Rivas Mercado possessed the capital to bring about a
new theater setting and fund projects that related to her social and feminist aims, Izquierdo relied
on the imagined spaces of her paintings to bring into being an iconography and a logic beyond
her patriarchal reality. For both women, the possibility for cultural practices—including but not
limited to theater and painting—to conjure up new social scenarios enabled them to enact
modern femininities that they hoped might translate from imagined fictions to postrevolutionary
norms.
During a period of rapid shifts in the meanings of gender, demands for women’s rights,
polarized views of female bodies and social roles, and heightened attempts to assuage female
participation in society, the Contemporáneos group offered a foundation for Rivas Mercado and
Izquierdo to influence the course of modernism. The group served as an important support
system for these women’s visions of postrevolutionary Mexico, which aligned with the other
members’ recognition of difference as an absent component in nationalist definitions of
mexicanidad. For both Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo, notions of performance informed the ways
they navigated their participation within the Contemporáneos circle, the broader masculinist
cultural terrain, and their contributions to modern Mexican culture. Their views of
performativity, gender, identity, fiction, and feminism intertwined into two distinct approaches
for asserting a presence in the cultural landscape. Rivas Mercado’s work with the Ulises group
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provided a backdrop for her to stage experimental performances and express feminist ideals.
Izquierdo invoked the image of circus performances to re-contextualize the female body and
metaphorize the rehearsal of her own crafted persona. While each worked toward different aims,
Rivas Mercado and Izquierdo both wielded gender and changing feminine ideals as a means of
shaping their own practices and the future of the postrevolutionary nation.
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CHAPTER THREE:
Julio Castellanos and the In-Between: Signifying Sex, Gender, and their
Non-Binary Possibilities
At right, in Julio Castellanos’s painting El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day) (ca. 1939),
stands a tall figure draped in a long white towel (figs. 60–61). The sculptural fabric cloaks part of
the face, suspends over the chest and stomach, bunches between the legs, and piles up in the
shape of a conch shell on the floor, where it catches small drops of water falling from the
figure’s damp hair. Before a resplendent scene of more than one hundred nudes who swim, dive,
sunbathe, line up to shower, dry off, socialize, and loll, this androgynous personage emerges as a
central protagonist within the composition. It is perhaps tempting when discussing this work, as
the subconscious Euro-American mind is accustomed to doing, to categorize this character to a
single gender, despite the deliberate concealment of gendered body parts that would facilitate
(although not necessarily solve) this superficial endeavor. Yet, the figure signals how, on the
whole, El día de San Juan engages a mode of figuration wherein bodies confuse, complicate, and
deny the habitual gendering of the everyday. By placing itself between and beyond binary
notions of sex and gender, Castellanos’s painting imagines a modern Mexico in which bodies
transcend the hypergendered cultural and political environment of the postrevolutionary period.
Reading El día de San Juan through the lens of its non-binary potential reveals an
alternative history of 1930s Mexico, the radical deviance represented by those who embodied the
variability of sex and gender, and how these known and unknown individuals navigated their
cisheteropatriarchal environs. By deconstructing and reconstructing social ideas of masculinity
and femininity, intersex and transgender citizens challenged the binary ideologies of the nation
as its intellectuals grappled with what it meant to be modern. Still, in the early twentieth century,
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an obsession with rhetoric among political and cultural figures that evoked intersexual and
hermaphroditic subjects underlines at once an awareness of the instability of binary gender as a
fixed marker of identity and a paranoia about the tenuous nature of constructed nationalist ideals.
Castellanos engaged with this discourse, and his work represents one attempt in the realm of
painting to depart from the semiotic functions of normative gender signifiers. Through his
oblique representation of genitalia and gender, the artist unsettled the symbolic meanings of
female and male and dissociated the assumption of a linear relationship between biological sex
and gender expression. In works such as El día de San Juan and others from the mid- to late
1930s, Castellanos, in turn, explored visual languages of genderqueerness that profoundly
troubled postrevolutionary gender norms as well as cisgendered expressions of national identity
and modernity.

Unstable Bodies, Multiple Genders: Intersex and Transgender Identity in Mexico
This chapter asserts the presence of intersex and transgender individuals in earlytwentieth-century Mexico in order to show how many defined spaces of radical
postrevolutionary possibility beyond the binary division of femininity and masculinity.171 While
it is imperative to consider how the Contemporáneos broadened, co-opted, and upset the
meanings of femaleness and maleness, an artist like Castellanos reveals a desire to jettison these
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categories altogether. In this context, I rely upon the field of transgender studies, which considers
the incongruity of sex and gender and its varied embodiments across time, place, and culture. As
such, my parallel analysis of sex (e.g. intersex) and gender (e.g. transgender, genderqueer,
gender non-conforming) calls forth the related experiences of individuals who resisted, whether
by biology or by gender identity, the reflexive circumscription of bodies to reductive binaries. As
transgender theorist Susan Stryker writes, “the sex of the body does not bear any necessary or
deterministic relationship to the social category in which the body lives.”172
The mechanisms of sex and gender in modern Mexico crystallized after the Spanish
conquest in 1521, which displaced indigenous views of bodies and their boundaries with
European constructs of embodied selves.173 In the colonial period and in the two centuries since
Mexico’s independence, the country has established an understanding of gender, as scholar of
gender in Latin America Ramón A. Gutiérrez writes, “rooted in reproductive biology, which
ostensibly produced male and female bodies, which when properly socialized, naturally resulted
in masculine and the feminine selves.”174 During this ongoing definition of gender’s biological
determination and social manifestations, however, intersex and transgender individuals troubled
the very grounds upon which bodies came to be ordered and contained. Accordingly,
intersexuality and genderqueerness manifested the mutability of gender and threatened the
interdependent notions of patriarchy, social roles, and nation—animating Héctor Domínguez172
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Ruvalcaba’s description of gender nonconformity as “an unfolding of the derogation of the
naturalness of gender” and “a nauseous presence that blows up the strings of abjection.”175
The histories and experiences of intersex and transgender individuals in Mexico illustrate
the varied contours of social acceptability for different sexual and gender transgressions. Most
notably, they reveal a double standard determined by the degree to which one’s intersexuality or
genderqueerness re-inscribed binary constructs of gender. Examples ranging from Catalina de
Erauso, the Spanish nun who assumed the identity of a male conquistador in Peru and New Spain
in the early seventeenth century, to Amelio Robles, the early-twentieth-century revolutionary
soldier, testify, in general terms, to greater social tolerance for transgender men who assumed the
accepted image of masculinity in Mexico (fig. 62).176 Robles, who joined the Zapatista Army
early in the conflict, assumed his male identity in order to access superior military ranks. Unlike
combatants such as María de la Luz Barrea and Angel/Angela Jiménez who temporarily
presented themselves as men in order to participate in revolutionary battle before returning to
feminine social roles after the Revolution, Robles maintained his male identity through the
remainder of his lifetime.177 He adopted masculine cues, attitudes, and tropes of selfpresentation, found popularity in the Mexican press, and had romantic relationships with women,
all of which articulated a public image of heterosexual virility. As Gabriela Cano notes, Robles’s
gender transition “simultaneously subverted and reinforced normative heterosexuality and the
stereotypical masculinity it re-created.”178 The case of Robles therefore demonstrates a kind of
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transgendering that pacified anxiety about the variability of the body by operating within a
binary and hypermasculinized lexicon of gender.
While departures from dominant ideals of masculinity and femininity posed a perceived
threat against the desired national image, as the previous chapters have shown, the fixation on
transgender rhetoric within cultural and political discourse reveals yet another vehicle for
expressing social paranoia. During the early formation of the women’s rights movement in the
early twentieth century, for example, politicians and intellectuals warned against the
masculinizing forces of feminism by invoking genderqueer transformations. A 1901 column in
El mundo ilustrado worried over a reality in which “men [will] rock cradles and women will
make dissections and pronounce judicial allegations.”179 In his 1906 book La mujer moderna
(The Modern Woman), writer Ignacio Gamboa posited that “feminism completely transforms the
woman, making her lose her sweet sensibility and converting her into a man, forcing her to enter
the male field of action, destroying her soft and delicate manner, which until now has been her
source of divine power.”180 The following year, in 1907, the liberal Minister of Public Education
Justo Sierra pleaded with a group of schoolteachers, “I do not want [to see you] pursue your
feminism to the extreme that you wish to convert yourselves into men.”181 At the end of the
decade, Mexican Liberal Party leader Praxedis Guerrero responded to this misconception in his
defense of gender equality, arguing that feminism “does not attempt to make men out of women;
instead, it offers equal opportunity to both for developing their potential without disturbing the
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natural order between the sexes.”182 This anxious rhetoric carried into the postrevolutionary era,
as a 1933 column in the popular newspaper Excélsior illustrates:
[The] most disconcerting effect that feminism produces through the current customs,
styles, and manners is to feminize the masculine mentality. It can almost be said that
today man thinks in the feminine [. . .] Today, social ideas have no foundation in the
power of rough, strong, deep, and transcendent virility. Everything is softness, fear,
suspicion, and dread.183
Here, the author alluded to an operative gender transformation as an adverse effect of feminism,
warning against the impression that emancipatory discourse feminized men and masculinized
women. The transgendering of bodies that emerged in these rebukes produced a genderqueer
imaginary through which fears about modernity, feminism, and gender came to be expressed.
While the evocation of transgender subjects embodied paranoia about shifting gender
roles, discourse around intersexuality expressed the sheer incomprehensibility of bodies that
transgressed the presumed boundaries of sex. In 1904, criminologist Carlos Roumagnac
published a study on homosexuality and sexual relationships in Mexico City jails titled Los
criminales en México: Ensayo de psicología criminal, seguido de dos casos de hermafrodismo
(Criminals in Mexico: Essay of Criminal Psychology, followed by Two Cases of
Hermaphroditism).184 In the appendix, Roumagnac briefly considered two imprisoned, intersex
individuals alongside a series of close-up photographs of their body parts including their
genitalia.185 In one study, Roumagnac described an inmate whose “true sex was revealed” when
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they/she “went to bed with one of her co-workers with whom, during the night, she attempted
intercourse. Placed in the custody of governmental authorities because of this incident, [their/her]
case was discovered.”186 Roumagnac’s writing on these subjects is wanting; as Robert McKee
Irwin explains, his descriptions of intersexuality belie the author’s “discomfort and confusion
with the subject [of sexual anomaly].”187 Moreover, Roumagnac’s situation of intersex
individuals within the context of criminal behaviors, as is true of his discussion of homosexual
men as well, equated queerness and intersexuality with misconduct. The author’s incertitude
about how to contextualize genital variations in a study of sexuality collapsed the various
categories of biology, gender expression, and sexual identity, while also confronting the
existence of bodies that contradicted established gender norms in the early twentieth century.
Following the Revolution, poet Jorge Cuesta and his implications of intersexuality
confounded the gendered scheme of the body in a two-sex system. Cuesta came into contact with
the Contemporáneos circle around 1920, after moving from Veracruz to Mexico City to study
chemistry and engineering (he earned the nickname of “el alquimista” [the alchemist]). He soon
began writing and publishing poetry and developed an experimental, anti-institutional practice
that, as Irwin describes, “affected both government policy and artistic modes, traditional sexual
morality in Mexico, [and] the leftist ideology that was becoming dominant in Mexican politics
during the twenties and thirties.”188 In 1932, Cuesta established the literary journal Examen:
Revista de Crítica, which published only three issues featuring poetry, literary criticism, and
prose, including excerpts from Cariátide (Caryatid, later published as Camaradas), a novel by
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Rubén Salazar Mallén that made use of explicit and obscene language. Examen quickly became
the target of attacks by cultural adversaries who attempted to censor Cuesta and his
collaborators. These critics took their complaints to the state, submitting petitions to the Comité
de Salud Pública and SEP in another attempt to debase select Contemporáneos writers employed
by the government and to depose them from their public posts. One letter, in asserting these
goals, proclaimed, “If the presence of fanatics and reactionaries is combated in public offices, so
also should be the presence of the hermaphrodite, who is incapable of identifying with the
workers in the social reforms.”189 While this text used the image of intersexuality as a foil for the
gay identities of several of the Contemporáneos that they wished to censure, it also positioned
intersexuality within the realm of political debate and cast genital variance as an adversary
against nationalist morals; unknowingly, too, the rhetoric expressed in this petition also forecast
a crucial episode in Cuesta’s personal biography.
In 1940, an undelivered letter by Cuesta to the prominent Dr. Gonzalo Lafora recorded
the poet’s dysphoric thoughts as conveyed through his sexual anatomy. Cuesta had experimented
with his own body and injected himself with enzymes and other substances, including one that he
believed preserved the freshness of oranges.190 Concerned about the course of his bodily
transformations, Cuesta wrote to Lafora to re-articulate his somatic state and dispute the doctor’s
dismissive attitude:
I explained to you that changes in the character of some hemorrhoids that had been
afflicting me for sixteen years had made me fear that I might have been undergoing an
anatomical modification, with qualities of androgyny, as such modifications are usually
known, or of an intersexual state, as they are also commonly known. Then, without giving
me an anatomical examination, you determined that the exposition of my ailment, and
not my ailment itself, was what constituted my illness, which was an obsession or mania,
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and consequently nervous or mental in nature. Thus (you judged), what I tried to say was
absurd.191
Cuesta’s writing reveals both his longstanding experiences of gender dysphoria, exacerbated by
the presence of hemorrhoids and their implication of an intersex body, and Lafora’s dismissal of
his patient’s distress. As Irwin argues, Lafora did not examine Cuesta’s actual physical
condition, perhaps as a result of homophobia, and instead used psychoanalytic models as a way
to contain his body theoretically.192 In turn, Irwin concludes that responses to Cuesta’s sense of
corporeal variation “[refused] to acknowledge the possibility of a non-self-induced, nonimaginary state of intersexuality.”193 While Cuesta’s experience of his own body remains elusive
and distinctly personal, the flippant treatment of an intersex existence by a medical doctor
suggests the perceived impossibility of more than two sexes or of genital variation in
postrevolutionary Mexico.
While intersex and transgender individuals dually embodied certain non-binary
operations, they represented different challenges to the perception of bodies and gender. As seen
through the example of Robles, the potential for genderqueerness to re-inscribe binary views of
gender and sexuality through an embodiment of hypergendered tropes created provisional cases
of acceptance for transgender Mexicans—most oftentimes, men—who transitioned using the
tools available to them at different historic moments. Instances of sexual or gender deviance that
wholly eschewed established notions of female and male, however, created bewildering subjects
for a postrevolutionary sensibility and an unwelcome threat to nationalist values. The
Estridentista group’s declaration in its 1923 manifesto, “Only eunuchs won’t be with us,”
emblematizes a broader national attitude in which only the singular images of the virile Mexican
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male subject and his loyal wife belonged to the cisnormative narrative of the postrevolutionary
state.194 The idea of genital or gender variance, whether symbolic or real, thus epitomized a
challenge to the legacies of the Revolution. As Guillermo Sheridan has argued, “while
nationalism and social power possessed a sexual organ that was well-defined and proudly erect,
the ‘others’ vacillated in an ideological lack of definition that was always, by metonymy, sexual
in nature.”195 The (inter)sexualization and transgendering of opposing social forces and adjacent
cultural impulses reinforced the normative, cisheteropatriarchal structures of the
postrevolutionary nation and pathologized those whose anatomies or genders rejected binary
conventions. Thus, over the course of the postrevolutionary period, the sexed and gendered body
represented a contested site through which to enforce and articulate nationalist values.

Figuration Beyond the Binary: Julio Castellanos’s El día de San Juan
Painted around 1939, Castellanos’s El día de San Juan reflects the unstable conditions of
sex and gender in Mexico through a figuration that accommodates a varied set of bodily states
and gendered expressions (see fig. 60). The image expands upon the artist’s unconventional
approaches for signifying genitalia and gender since the beginning of the decade, visualizing
multiplicitous bodies that exist between, beyond, and in conflict with accepted categories of
identity. Through a combination of hypergendered vignettes, queer insinuations, and a fanciful
vision of gender ambiguity, Castellanos interrogated and reimagined mechanisms of sex, gender,
sexuality, and normativity.
Numerous scholars agree that El día de San Juan is one of Castellanos’s most
accomplished works, yet its interpretation thus far has been limited to formalist readings that
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emphasize its use of Mexican tradition to reframe modernity.196 The small canvas weaves
together a panoply of active and leisurely subjects who sprawl across an outdoor recreational
area. The saturated blue water of a rectangular pool spills across the center of the scene; an
arrangement of figures float, laze, and swim laps across its opaque surface, while others, their
bodies fragmented, dive into and emerge from the pool’s perimeter. Three swimmers huddle in
the corner of the pool, only their faces and fingers rising out from the ledge. To the left, a group
of young characters recline on a crimson towel, and just behind them, a duo of boys tussle on the
pavement. A tall, three-tiered diving platform—in use by a mix of agile, apprehensive, and
indolent divers—stretches above the tree-lined enclosure, above which a hilly landscape recedes
into the distance. Nearby in the upper register, a multistory bathhouse welcomes diminutive
guests who line up before curtain-clad stalls. A throng of tanned sunbathers fills the bleachers in
the right half of the middle ground, where they bask, lie, huddle together, repose, and converse; a
cluster of lighter-skinned subjects congregate in the upper-left and lower-right corners.
Throughout, Castellanos accented the composition with red, blue, and white fabrics that echo the
hues of the diving platform’s scaffolding, the pool, and the cloudy sky. Amid this boisterous play
of bodies, gestures, poses, and colors, the enigmatic subject standing alone in the foreground,
enveloped in an ivory white towel, offers a welcome, if uncertain place for the eye to rest (see
fig. 61).
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El día de San Juan, as its title indicates, takes as its point of departure the annual
summertime festival dedicated to St. John the Baptist. Its origins, tradition says, come from
Spanish conquistador Francisco Vasquez de Coronado’s answered prayers for rainfall on June
24, 1540—the same date that St. John’s Day has been celebrated through the twentieth century in
Mexico.197 To commemorate the anniversary of this miraculous event, Catholic followers
submerge themselves in bodies of water in hopes of bringing about auspicious blessings. While
Castellanos, in depicting his own version of the holiday, carried forth the notion of wetting the
body, he transformed this practice into just one aspect of an extravagant vision of midday leisure.
His image follows in Salvador Novo’s belief that “bathing is not only [for] hygiene, but also
[for] the pleasure of the gaze and the muscle,” as the poet wrote in a 1924 text in El Universal
Ilustrado.198 Similarly, Castellanos emphasized the communal nature and visual splendor of
bodies congregated in space more so than the religious or balneal motivations of St. John’s Day.
His painting creates a striking contrast to the heightened folkloricism of festival scenes painted
during the early postrevolutionary years, such as Diego Rivera’s Día de muertos (Fiesta en la
ciudad) (Day of the Dead [City Fiesta]), completed for the SEP in 1924 (fig. 63). The mural
shows a packed street where citizens celebrate the Day of the Dead in order to honor deceased
family members and loved ones. Calaveras (skeleton characters) hover above the crowd, which
includes small children holding skull masks and faceless women, their hair braided in indigenous
fashions, preparing food in the immediate foreground. In the distance, vendors sell colorful
wares and baskets. Rivera filled the scene with motifs that harken to traditional Mexican folklore
to create a quintessential vision of mexicanidad. Castellanos’s El día de San Juan, in
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comparison, eschews a portrayal of its namesake holiday through symbols or events that
explicitly narrate cultural mythology. Instead, the painter looked to the built environment,
themes of recreation and leisure, and the nude body—both in motion and at rest—as signs of
modernity. Thus, Castellanos’s choice to portray a holiday with roots in the history of the nation,
yet without an established or codified visual tradition, allowed him to invent an unconventional
language of festivity and Mexican identity.
According to multiple accounts, Castellanos derived this subject from a heretofore
unspecified photograph by Lola Álvarez Bravo, which I believe to be her 1930s image El baño
(The Swim) (fig. 64).199 Álvarez Bravo captured a pack of young boys lying across concrete steps
that stripe the lower two-thirds of the frame. The neutral backdrop of geometric architecture and
a flat area of sky remove the group of swimmers from a precise cultural setting, which perhaps
encouraged Castellanos’s repurposing of this image for a scene of quasi-religious festivity. For
his own composition, Castellanos remained somewhat faithful to the stepped platforms on which
his figures repose, yet invented the remainder of the scene, including its skewed spatial
dimension and multifarious cast of figures (fig. 65). Accordingly, Álvarez Bravo’s source
photograph apparently motivated an ambiguous and unusual imagining of communal recreation
in Castellanos’s later canvas.
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Even as Castellanos drew his subject matter from sources including Mexican tradition
and Álvarez Bravo’s image, he relied on a specific figurative style that positioned the body as
both classical referent and site of modern debate. In his practice, the painter deployed a wide
range of Western art historical citations—perhaps a product of his sojourn in Spain and France
between 1926 and 1927 where, as Salvador Toscano argues, he came into intimate contact with
European traditions and “learned the value of originality.”200 By the beginning of the 1930s,
Castellanos developed an artistic approach that called forth the classical body in the context of a
Mexican imaginary. In early works such as El baño (The Bath), Maternidad (Maternity),
Juventud (Adán y Eva) (Youths [Adam and Eve]), Tres desnudos (Three Nudes), Madonna, and
Las tías (The Aunts), Castellanos represented religious and domestic themes and compositions
through racialized subjects in simple, pared-down settings (figs. 66–71). By the following
decade, in images including Los ángeles robachicos (The Angel Kidnappers) and Bohío maya
(Mayan Hut), he explored multi-figure compositions that recall religious altarpieces and
nineteenth-century history painting by combining an interest in human forms with a strong
narrative dimension (figs. 72–73). While Castellanos demonstrated a knowledge of art historical
precedents, his fleshy and solid modeling of the human form bespeak his engagement with the
ways in which bodies construct identity and carry meaning.
Beginning in the late 1920s, Castellanos negotiated the complex representation of
genitalia in his works through two distinct strategies. The first, as seen in El baño, involved the
concealment of the groin, which eluded the very depiction of sexed symbols (see fig. 66). In this
painting, which appeared in the December 1928 “Exposición de pintura actual” and the February
1929 issue of Contemporáneos, a mother bathes her child with a bowlful of water that she holds
before the genital region. The water spills out and over the child’s legs in a few painterly
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streams. In one sense, the vessel stands in for the female sex, its slight cascade perhaps a
premature allusion to expectations of fecundity or ejaculation. In another, the bowl completely
hides the figure’s pubic area. This act of pictorial concealment contributes to a deliberate
ambiguity, one that departs from visual and thematic traditions of modesty. Instead, the artist
deploys the bowl to trouble a clearly defined sex or gender, leaving the young subject’s long hair
and small chest as the only possible, albeit fickle gender signifiers in the composition.
Castellanos’s second strategy entailed the abstraction of sex organs into indeterminate geometric
forms, as evidenced in Tres desnudos and Las tías (see figs. 69 and 71). In these paintings,
Castellanos reduced male and female genitalia to a series of nondescript, obliquely curved
planes. The sex of these two children is not coded through recognizable anatomical signifiers,
but rather suggested through attributes such as hair and their relationships to the other subjects in
these compositions. In this way, Castellanos invented an obfuscatory visual language that relied
on social cues of gender and frustrated the viewer’s desire to have assumptions of gender identity
corroborated by a straightforward view of the figures’ biological sex. Across these two strategies
of hidden and indistinct genitalia, Castellanos set forth a vision of bodies that trafficked in
anomalous expressions of gender.
The central figure who stands vertically at the right of El día de San Juan reifies these
two approaches of representation, as Castellanos invoked a transgender subjectivity through the
deliberate covering and obscuring of the body (see fig. 61). This androgynous personage
functions as both an engaging and vexing intermediary between beholder and image. Poised at
the edge of the foreground and locking eyes with the viewer, this figure acknowledges the
spectator’s gaze, yet confuses a clear or fixed identification, particularly as it pertains to gender.
The body exists as an amalgam of gendered signifiers: the long hair and slightly protruding
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stomach resonate with the female-coded figures in the background, while the slender silhouette
and large feet recall other male-coded bodies found throughout the image. At the same time, the
form refuses any obvious signification of sex, due to the arms crossed over the chest and the
folds of the towel that both conceal and abstract the genital region. It is through these strategies
that I posit Castellanos’s symbolic insinuation of an intersex and/or transgender subject or, put
broadly, the possibility of intersex and transgender subjectivity. Through the language of genital
and gender variance, El día de San Juan frees bodies from the reigns of hypermasculinity and
hyperfemininity to interrogate the space of androgyny, ambiguity, and intersexuality.
Further, by accepting the intersexual and transgender premise of this figure, the image’s
broader play on gender comes to light. Close examination of this painting shows how many other
figures across the canvas likewise exhibit this confusion of sexual signifiers alongside dissident
expressions of gender. While these figures might convey to the viewer one or multiple genders,
they also render these categories incomplete, insufficient, and in flux. Throughout the
composition, Castellanos included fragmented bodies that transform the exercise of identifying
sex or ascribing gender based on visual cues into a fruitless endeavor. For example, through the
opaque depths of the large pool, the artist reduced numerous bodies to only heads and limbs (fig.
74). The trio of figures huddled in the pool’s bottom corner, the duo just behind who swim laps
in unison, the pair of legs mid-dive, the groin-less figure hanging from the diving board, and
other partial bodies in this field of blue become conspicuous personages who transcend
identification to a single sex or gender (figs. 75–78). Elsewhere, figures lie completely flat (as on
the tallest level of the diving platform), cover themselves partially with towels (as with the two
figures on the right edge of the steps holding the long white cloth), and contort their bodies in
various positions that conceal and fragment their painted forms (figs. 79–80). Taking this
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premise further, as the image recedes into the background, the visible sex of the faraway figures
becomes impossible to discern; Castellanos rendered such attributes extraneous, revealing the
limits of both the human eye and painted pigment (fig. 81). In this way, Castellanos visually
deconstructed bodies and demonstrated the artifice of genitalia as a stable signifier of gender. At
the same time, he erased and confounded such cues as pubic hair, nipples, chests, and silhouettes
often assumed to belong to certain sexes. As Olivier Debroise notes in his writing on this
painting, the figures “belong to an almost unreal world—idyllic and unprejudiced, asexual but
not de-sexualized.”201 One imagines that, among the blessings brought into being by the
commemoration of St. John’s Day, this utopic vision of a non-sexed, non-gendered reality is one
desired result.
El día de San Juan retains certain gendered scenarios that help accentuate the presence of
anomalous bodies. In select passages, bodies with clear gender signifiers stage traditional values
of femininity and masculinity in alignment with the state’s symbolic vision of Mexican citizens’
gendered roles within the postrevolutionary nation. For example, the male pair wrestling at the
left of the image performs an allegory of aggressive virility (fig. 82). Positioned in unison, the
two boys sling their arms around each other’s waists and bury their faces into their partner’s
neck. Castellanos depicted their bodies such that their genitalia are completely visible to the
viewer, a phallic display that contradicts the genital ambiguity of the composition at large. Their
illustrative maleness preserves the revolutionary ideals of combat and toil as key to sustaining
the Mexican nation. This intimate performance of masculinity also recalls French painter
Gustave Courbet’s 1853 The Wrestlers, in which two muscular men skirmish before an audience
stretched across the perimeter of the grassy field, and the younger artist Alexandre Falguière’s
1875 Wrestlers (figs. 83–84). Where Courbet and Falguière, in two large-scale works, showed
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moments of tense combat where one athlete overcomes the other, however, Castellanos used the
wrestling motif to depict two equally matched opponents in momentary harmony: there exists no
clear victor, but rather overlapping bodies locked in an eternal, self-contained masculine clash.
Nearby, a group of breasted figures reclining on the first layer of steps at the center of the
composition embodies prominent feminine ideals of marianismo and female fecundity (fig. 85).
Set against cascading swaths of blue and red fabrics, these women, their eyes closed, lean away
from one another and into the legs of two adjacent figures. In this vignette, the women’s inaction
and languid bodily surrender reflects feminine virtues of self-sacrifice, submission, and
abnegation. The richly-hued fabrics behind them reference the blue and red garb in which the
Virgin Mary is traditionally depicted while their sinuous postures stage the tensions between
marianismo and expectations of submission (see fig. 70). Through these passages of traditional
masculinity and femininity, Castellanos created gendered schema against which his greater play
of gender nonconformity could be measured and defined.
The three-story bathhouse that recedes into the background represents a key space in
which binary divisions of sex and gender are enforced, yet at the same time, tested and
transgressed (fig. 86). The rectangular brick structure features a small triangular pediment that
extends above the roof, doorways—some covered by white curtains—on the upper two stories,
railed walkways encircling each floor, and an elaborate marble staircase and bannister around the
lower level. Here, two pairings of nude figures lean against the balustrade and engage in casual
conversation. Above them, several figures await their turn in the stalls, while others enter and
exit the dark portals of the showers. As Víctor M. Macías-González has argued, public
bathhouses in Mexico at the end of the nineteenth century became important sites for modeling a
masculinity in line with Porfirian ideals of cleanliness and decorum; and yet, Macías-González
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compellingly demonstrates, the “effete material decadence of the bathhouse, combined with its
homosocial dynamic, ultimately queered the very space that society had hoped would serve to
overcome men’s anxieties towards modernization.”202 Homosexual activities transformed the
public bathhouse into a fraught space of diverse and contradictory masculinities to the point that,
by the beginning of the twentieth century, these buildings “symbolized sexual license,
irresponsibility, degeneracy, and scandal.”203 Macías-González concludes that, in spite of the
state’s attempts to control the male body through hygienic and balneal practices, bathhouses
were “instrumental in making public, visible, or evident the artificiality of heterosexual
masculinity.”204 While Castellanos’s bathhouse appears orderly, its status as a site of possible
salacious activities likewise informed its reception in the early twentieth century. Much like the
male-coded figures who chat just outside of the building, posing in sexually suggestive manners
and holding direct eye contact with one another, the bathhouse codes the ways in which spaces
of homosociality can simultaneously host queer sexual encounters. Additionally, the queue of
mostly androgynous figures creates a scenario in which differently gendered bodies might
coexist. Transgender studies scholar Sheila Cavanagh contends that “Gender purity is disciplined
by hygienic imaginations and rendered sacred, while gender impurity—signified by a discord
between gender identity and the way the sex of the body is intercepted by others—is profane.”205
Castellanos refused clear boundaries between bodies of certain sexes and genders, creating a
space that disregards physical or anatomical appearances and refuses the assumed hygienic logic
of single-sex architecture. Debroise, while not invested in the gender politics of this image, still
202
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picks up on this aspect when he writes that Castellanos’s pictorial space “does not respond to a
need to represent an epic history, but to show how different individualities coexist in the same
place.”206 The bathhouse setting is a prime example; impossible to fully surveil, the space
represents a potential threat to the sexed and gendered regulations of postrevolutionary Mexico,
one where bodies and their differences mingle, come into contact, and converge.
The image of nude bodies swimming and bathing offered a critical site of identity and
gender formation in the history of modern art from Europe and North America. In 1869, French
artist Jean Frédéric Bazille painted Summer Scene (Bathers), an image of homosocial bonding in
a grassy field and pond dappled with patches of sunlight and shade (fig. 87). Two men in the
center wrestle one another while the six other male figures, in various stages of undress,
exchange glances.207 The image’s homoerotic dimension—what Kermit S. Champa describes as
“a conceptual and psychologically shadowy area, bordered on one side by fact and on the other
by personal fantasy purporting to be external fact”—creates a situation in which the men’s
bodies, poses, and actual and unrealized contact queers the space of homosocial bonding.208 U.S.
painter Thomas Eakins’s 1885 Swimming, in contrast, maintains an ostensibly platonic view of
collective male leisure (fig. 88). The six nudes, closely modeled on individual sitters, gaze at the
rippling surface of the water, avoiding sidelong glances or any insinuation of eroticism despite
the proud display of nude male bodies. As Martin A. Berger observes, “As a painting that so
obviously depicts a homosocial community, Swimming is significant for the ways that Eakins
chose to unite—and, just as significantly, not to unite—his swimmers.”209 Around fifty years
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later, Mexican painter and muralist Jorge González Camarena completed Las bañistas (The
Bathers), a celebration of modernization intended as an illustration for a calendar published by
the Cemento Cruz Azul cement company (fig. 89). The image and its machine-age forms, Fabiola
Hernández Flores shows, imply the masculine gaze through a feminization of athletic space.210 In
comparison, Castellanos’s El día de San Juan reinterprets the spaces of swimming and public
leisure as ones that, like a progressive form of modern Mexican culture itself, broaden the binary
possibilities of sexed and gendered bodies.
Through ambiguous, contradictory, and even absent gender signifiers, Castellanos
integrated intersexual and transgender identifies into the discourse of the “healthy”
postrevolutionary body. After the Revolution, the construction of athletic structures such as the
Estadio Nacional (National Stadium) in Mexico City in 1923 and the Estadio de Xalapa (Xalapa
Stadium) in the Veracruz capital in 1925 resulted in municipal spaces designed to promote and
contain normative bodies of ideal physicality. José Vasconcelos championed the Estadio
Nacional as a symbol of postrevolutionary vigor that advanced his ideal of a new, cosmic race. In
a bulletin attributed to Vasconcelos and circulated across local newspapers prior to the opening
celebrations for the stadium, the minister hailed “a clean Mexico, a new Mexico: it springs and
shines, shakes the shadows! Get moving!”211 As Lynda Klich argues in her writing on the
Estadio de Xalapa, “proof of a healthy postrevolutionary body signaled the achieved
regeneration of the mestizo population (long associated with sickness and degeneracy) sought by
thinkers such as Vasconcelos.”212 This archetypal body, Klich notes, was rooted in images of the
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virile and robust male subject.213 Thus, in El día de San Juan, by using spaces normally reserved
for athleticism and nationalist, normative body politics to stage non-binary, gender-expansive,
and homoerotic scenarios, Castellanos transgendered and queered bodily discourses of health and
welfare as they related to postrevolutionary ideals.
Castellanos transformed the hypergendered overtones of mexicanidad and national bodies
in order to present an alternative vision of sex and gender categories. El día de San Juan recalls
the writing of Spanish physician Gregorio Marañón, whose 1930 text La evolución de la
sexualidad y los estados intersexuales (The Evolution of Sexuality and Intersexual States)
circulated throughout Latin America over the course of the decade. Marañón theorized that:
the states of sexual confusion, on a scale of infinite gradations which range from
scandalous hermaphroditism to those forms which are so attenuated that they might be
confused with normality itself, are so numerous that there is scarcely a human being
whose sex is not blurred by a concrete doubt or a shadow of a doubt.214
This acknowledgment of variably sexed bodies and the wide reach of intersexuality, while
offered as a warning in Marañón’s text, testifies to the perceived loss of traditional classifications
of sex and gender around the 1930s. For Castellanos, however, intersex and transgender subjects
belonged to the cultural record of postrevolutionary Mexico. The insinuation of such embodied
selves through a figurative imagination of genital and gender variations, ambiguity, and
obfuscation accounted for the broader impressions of the instability of gender on a national scale
and the fears that this variability engendered. In El día de San Juan, the artist depicted figures
that subscribed to a corporeal logic beyond the rigid norms of clearly sexed and stably gendered
bodies, representing these binary systems of containment as incomplete and incongruous.
213
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Through an embrace of non-binary bodies and gender nonconformity, Castellanos subverted the
hypergendered ideologies that shaped the modernizing nation, conveying in pictorial terms a
sentiment put forth in the beginning of an unpublished poem by Cuesta from around 1938: “No
fixed form will contain you / no durable contour will imprison you.”215

Trans/gender Paranoia and Reponses to the Legacies of the Contemporáneos
The artist and instructor Antonio Ruíz—known to many by his nickname “El Corcito” (a
diminutive derived from his resemblance to Spanish bullfighter Manuel Corzo)—never affiliated
himself with a specific cultural current in the postrevolutionary period and instead portrayed
scenes of everyday urban life with elements of the uncanny and the cinematic. Around 1941,
Ruíz imagined a scene of six figures in the Contemporáneos orbit parading across a public
square in Mexico City (fig. 90). Titled Los paranoicos (The Paranoid Ones), the image, from left
to right, features exaggerated likenesses of the arts patron María Asúnsolo, artist Agustín Lazo,
writer Salvador Novo, painter Roberto Montenegro, poet Xavier Villaurrutia, and writer and
muse Guadalupe Marín. Through its evocation of peculiar bodies, exuberant demeanors, and
monstrous, gender-bending forms, the image sensationalizes the public presence of the
Contemporáneos. Ironically, the title Los paranoicos, intended to characterize the motley
subjects, operates in both directions, as the painting equally expresses social anxieties about the
changing identity of Mexican culture through the caricaturing of gender deviations.
Ruíz cast this band of misfits into three overarching ‘types’: the effeminate homosexual,
represented by the four men in the center; to their left, the extravagant, well-to-do modern
woman who frequents queer circles; and at far right, the masculinized woman who doubles as a
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surrogate cross-dressing figure. These stereotypes serve as visual devices to marginalize and
disgrace the subjects, yet at the same time, they belie the specific kinds of gender transgressions
that threatened normative culture. For example, the image of dandyism represented by the central
quartet relies on their interlocked arms, serpentine strides, prim attire, and the extreme angles of
their visages. Together, these cues equate their softened masculinity to homosexuality—perhaps
implied by the number “41” painted on the building overhead as a reference to the 1901 scandal
of Los 41. Asúnsolo’s hyperfeminine character, dressed in a fine feather cape, fashionable
bouffant dress, long black gloves, and oversized hat, connects her modern femininity to
bourgeois decadence. In turn, the class connotations of this personage show how her independent
pursuits led her astray from the revolutionary legacy of collectivism, nationalism, and feminine
abnegation. Finally, in the figure of Marín, Ruíz attempted a character whose gender-bending
appearance has rendered her repellent. With a hyperbolized physique, overly made-up face,
racialized facade, and lavish apparel, Marín’s character makes a spectacle of herself as she
wobbles in her nude-colored heels. Beyond the realm of Ruíz’s caricature, Marín played a
complicated role in the history of Mexican modernism. She modeled nude for her first husband,
Rivera, in several of his murals (including La tierra fecunda [see fig. 43]), and later, in 1938,
authored the tell-all, semiautobiographical book La Única, in which she maligned Cuesta, her
second husband, with accusations of homosexuality, rape, and incest. Ruíz depicted her character
as a defector to traditional norms who, by exposing what she saw to be Cuesta’s wrongdoings,
and in addition to her adjacent engagement with political and feminist ideas, represents the most
unnatural of social deviances. Her representation as an outrageous, gender-bending city dweller
casts her gender into question as a way to challenge her affiliation to and place within the
Mexican nation.
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Ruíz used the Contemporáneos figures’ reorientation of gender against them, positioning
their expansive language of bodies and bodily expression as a farcical, almost haunting presence
in the streets. The figures’ unabashed disobedience reflected paranoia about the ways in which
modernity—and in particular, the valences of modernism espoused by the Contemporáneos—
threatened to undermine a postrevolutionary nation that constructed itself through normative
ideas of sex and gender. As Domínguez-Ruvalcaba explains, in this image, “Dandyism,
extravagance, and transvestism meet together to represent the catalogue of the feared bodies
[. . .] which can be also interpreted as a feared modernity.”216 Indeed, in Ruíz’s hands, this
collective body corrupts an otherwise ordered view of Mexican public life and warns against the
perceived effeminacy, individualism, foreign influence, and body politics of the
Contemporáneos’ vision of a modern nation. His skepticism similarly maps onto the arrangement
of objects in the foreground. The froufrou dog in the foreground connotes the frivolity of the
bourgeoisie and the balero, or cup-and-ball game, waggishly references intermale sexual
penetration. Meanwhile, the sewer grate just behind the procession cautions the viewer that,
when the alleged ‘others’ move away from the subterranean and into the public arena, this type
of delinquency might take over the city and its national image. Ruíz’s painting captures this
social dynamic and widespread skepticism by placing its subjects under a banner of Mexican
identity. Their position beneath national symbols such as the flag and coat of arms poses a series
of challenges to the caricaturized individuals in this image: what is the state of a Mexico in
which social difference enters into the mainstream? What kinds of subjects, bodies, and identities
belong to the image of the postrevolutionary state? What happens when the traditional
characteristics of mexicanidad are violated, loosened, and taken over?
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Sex and gender in the postrevolutionary era were unstable and constantly transforming.
Despite widespread desires to present bodies as binary, fixed, and immutable, as barometers
against which to measure social virtue and national belonging, this national body was only
tenuously constructed and relied upon a hypergendered—and certainly, cisgendered—conception
of the Mexican state. Where Castellanos operated within and against the space between
normative femininity and masculinity, Ruíz’s Los paranoicos reveals a parallel attitude that
attempted to depict this subversion as monstrous, flamboyant, frivolous, and unruly. Though they
engaged in different tactics of deconstructing and reinforcing desires for binary order, both artists
created works that recognized the hypergendered schema of nationalism, normative identity, and
control.
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EPILOGUE:
Painting Other Mexicos
In November 2019, leading up to the centenary of the end of the Mexican Revolution and
as research on this thesis was underway, the Museo del Palacio de Bellas Artes in Mexico City
opened Emiliano. Zapata después de Zapata (Emiliano: Zapata after Zapata). The exhibition
took as its point of departure the history and cultural legacy of Emiliano Zapata, the infamous
revolutionary leader who mobilized peasant masses toward agrarian reforms and who, following
his assassination by Constitutionalist forces in 1919, became a symbol of martyrdom, heroism,
and Mexican masculinity. The curator, Luis Adrián Vargas Santiago, wove together a sweeping
and at times revisionist history of the Revolution, the soldaderas (female soldiers) who became
popular symbols of women’s contributions to the armed warfare, and the shifting meanings of
Zapata’s image in the century since his death.
In a final gallery focused on contemporary responses to Zapata and the possibilities of
revolution, Vargas Santiago included Fabián Cháirez’s 2014 La Revolución (The Revolution)
(fig. 91). In the small oil painting, Cháirez reimagined Zapata as a fanciful pin-up. Atop a
leaping, aroused white horse, the military leader appears nude but for a pink, broad-brimmed hat
and tri-colored ribbon that swirls around his arms and torso; his revolver has morphed into a pair
of gunmetal grey stilettos. In a coy yet sensuous pose, the mustachioed Zapata transforms into an
erotic subject. Cháirez forewent the general’s routine image of machismo to present Zapata as
effeminate and sexualized, queering both his legacy and the history of the Revolution itself.
Within weeks of opening, the exhibition ignited uproar from conservative protestors and
some descendants of Zapata who opposed the display of La Revolución on the grounds that it
disgraced the general’s reputation of virility. According to Zapata’s grandson, Jorge Zapata

114

González, the effeminate image of the war hero “denigrates the figure of our general [Zapata],
depicting him as gay.”217 Demands to have the painting removed and burned, physical
confrontations, homophobic demonstrations, and obstructions to the entrance of the museum
soon unfolded as a result of Cháirez’s image.
Both the artist and the curator of the exhibition spoke out against this backlash and the
attempted censorship of La Revolución, which ultimately resulted in the installation of a
secondary wall label, authored by Zapata’s family, condemning the inclusion of the painting. In
an interview, Cháirez explained, “There are some people who feel uncomfortable with bodies
that do not obey the rules. In this case, where is the offense? They see an offense because
[Zapata] is feminized” and “because the image of the hero is [customarily] linked to hegemonic
masculinity.”218 Vargas Santiago connected the debates to a broader discourse of oppression,
declaring how, “These men see femininity as a threat. This crisis of masculinity then translates
into forms of gender-based violence, hate crimes, homophobia, and transphobia.”219
In the three months of its display in “Emiliano. Zapata Después de Zapata,” La
Revolución confronted the fragile illusion that connected masculinity, heterosexuality,
nationhood, and power in Mexico. Curiously, the painting, which had previously been exhibited
between 2015 and 2016 in the Galería José María Velasco, did not elicit controversy until it
entered the official arena of the Museo del Palacio de Bellas Artes. In this context, the position
of the artwork within an institution overseen by a governmental agency and its ability to
influence national culture represented a clear threat to dominant, albeit tenuous,
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cisheteropatriarchal imaginations of Mexico. For many, the painter’s insinuation of an
effeminate and queer history of the nation within the walls of a building that shapes official
definitions of Mexican culture destabilized their vision of what belonged under the rubric of
mexicanidad. For others, it created a new icon that reflected LGBTQ+ identities in Mexico and
the impossibility of a singular national body.220 Above all, Cháirez saw the work as part of a
progressive continuum in the country’s history, noting, “A revolution is just that: shifting ideas,
shifting established things to lead them to a different place, generally in favor of freedom and
dignity. If Zapata were alive today, he would surely be on our side.”221
Cháirez’s La Revolución and the incidents surrounding its exhibition actively recall the
history of the Contemporáneos in Mexico in the 1920s and 1930s. In response to a statesponsored culture that articulated itself through heroic, idealizing, and hypergendered imagery
and rhetoric, the artists in the Contemporáneos circle visualized a type of inventive expression
that embraced difference and otherness. Their insinuation that art, national identity, and Mexico
itself could incorporate queer, feminist, and non-binary subjectivities informed a modernism
based on individual experience rather than a homogenizing, collectivist whole. While at the time,
these ventures were subjected to overt homophobic, transphobic, and misogynistic censure and
deemed apolitical and contrary to the goals of the Revolution, in retrospect, the hostile reactions
against the Contemporáneos betrayed the desire to construct a postrevolutionary society built on
the desires of cisgender, heterosexual men in positions of power. The Contemporáneos’
skepticism of and resistance to the realities offered up by the reformed nation of the 1920s and
1930s demonstrate their prescient awareness of the shortcomings of revolutionary discourse for
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citizens who did not conform to social and gender norms. Through the invention of diverse
visual languages and a collective model through which to express difference, multiplicity, and
modern understandings of sex and gender, the Contemporáneos broadened the possible meanings
of mexicanidad to create new spaces of belonging.
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APPENDIX
Illustrations in Contemporáneos, 1928–1931
Source Key:
ALR = Arturo López Rodríguez, Víctor Mantilla
González, Jessica Martín del Campo, and Evelyn Useda
Miranda, eds., Manuel Rodríguez Lozano: Pensamiento
y pintura, 1922–1958 (Mexico City: Instituto Nacional
de Bellas Artes, 2011)
CP = Carlos Pellicer and Salvador Toscano, Julio
Castellanos 1905–1947: Monografía de su obra
(Mexico City: Editorial Netzahualcoyotl, 1952)
JO = James Oles. Agustín Lazo (Mexico City:
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, 2009)
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Fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
Fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
Fresco de la Escuela de Agricultura en Chapingo
Fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
Fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
Fragmento de un fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
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Fragmento de un fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
Fragmento de un fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
Retrato
Fragmento de un fresco de la Secretaría de Educación
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Street Corner.
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August 1929
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No illustrations
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Cabeza
Mujer sentada
Cabeza
Retrato
November 1929

[SECTION NOT TITLED]
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n˚ 19

CARLOS OROZCO ROMERO

VARIOUS ARTISTS

Retrato de la señora Eva Sikelianos
Oleo
Escenas de la Revolución (Dibujo)
December 1929

No illustrations
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January 1930

OBRAS DE FRANCISCA SANTA CRUZ

FRANCISCA SANTA CRUZ

53
54
55
56

n˚ 21

February 1930

OLEOS Y DIBUJOS DE TAMIJI KITAGAWA

TAMIJI KITAGAWA
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March 1930

DIBUJOS DE NEW YORK POR MAROTO
211
212
213
214
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GABRIEL GARCIA MAROTO
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Omnibus
April 1930

4 DIBUJOS DE AGUSTIN LAZO

AGUSTIN LAZO

4
5
6
7

OBRAS DE SALVADOR DALI

SALVADOR DALI
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18
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n˚ 24

May 1930
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ROBERTO MONTENEGRO
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Pez
Paisaje

n˚ 25

June 1930

FOTOGRAFIAS DE IGNACIO GOMEZ GALLARDO

JOAN MIRO

IGNACIO GOMEZ GALLARDO
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213

n˚ 26–27

July–August 1930

No illustrations

n˚ 28–29

September–October 1930

No illustrations

n˚ 30–31

November–December 1930

LITOGRAFIAS DE AMERO

EMILIO AMERO

217
218
219

n˚ 32

January 1931

GRABADOS DE FRANCISCO DIAZ DE LEON

FRANCISCO DIAZ DE LEON

38
39
40
41

EL SOMBRERON
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La Máscara del Sombererón (Colección de máscaras
mexicanas)
Julio Castellanos, El Sombrerón
Julio Castellanos, Escenario 2
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FOTOGRAFIAS DE MANUEL ALVAREZ BRAVO
137
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139

n˚ 34

MANUEL ALVAREZ BRAVO

Hojas
Estudio del Arbol
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LA “CONQUISTA DE MEXICO <1519-1521>” POR MIGUEL GONZALEZ
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La Conquista de México

n˚ 35

April 1931

DIBUJOS DE MANUEL RODRIGUEZ LOZANO

MIGUEL GONZALEZ, JUAN
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MANUEL RODRIGUEZ
LOZANO
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15
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FOTOGRAFIAS DE EMILIO AMERO

EMILIO AMERO

36
37
38

n˚ 36

May 1931

LITOGRAFIAS DE ALFREDO ZALCE

ALFREDO ZALCE TORRES
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114
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136
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140
141
142

VARIOUS ARTISTS

[Sergei Eisenstein]
[Sergei Eisenstein]
[Sergei Eisenstein]
[Sergei Eisenstein]
[Sergei Eisenstein]
[Sergei Eisenstein]
Agustín Jiménez, Sergio M. Eisenstein

134

n˚ 37

June 1931

OBRAS DE JEAN CHARLOT

JEAN CHARLOT

211
212
213
214
215

n˚ 38–39

July–August 1931

FRESCOS DE ROBERTO MONTENEGRO

ROBERTO MONTENEGRO

52
53
54
55

ACUARELAS Y DIBUJO DE CARLOS MERIDA
83
84
85
86

n˚ 40–41

CARLOS MÉRIDA

Máscaras
Grupo
Los caballos y el maguey
Ronda de niñas
September–October 1931

DIBUJOS DE JULIO CASTELLANOS

JULIO CASTELLANOS

133
134

Retrato de Xavier Villaurrutia

135

Xavier Villaurrutia [CP, plate
23]

136
137
138

Retrato de Bernardo Ortiz de Montellano

[SECTION NOT TITLED]

EDWARD WESTON

160
161
162

135

n˚ 42–43

November–December 1931

ESCUELAS DE ACCION ARTISTICA DE CUBA: OBRAS

VARIOUS ARTISTS

264
265
266
267

136

ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 1. Abraham Ángel, Retrato de Cristina Crespo (Portrait of Cristina Crespo), 1924. Oil on
cardboard, 1.37 x 1.21 m. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 2. Contemporáneos: Revista mexicana de cultura (Contemporáneos: Mexican Review of
Culture), no. 30–31, November–December 1930. Mexico City, Imprenta Cvltvra.

138

Figure 3. “Cinco acuarelas y un oleo de
Agustín Lazo” (Five Watercolors and One Oil
Painting by Agustín Lazo). Contemporáneos:
Revista mexicana de cultura, no. 2, July 1928.
Mexico City, Imprenta Cvltvra.

Figure 4. “Pintores norteamericanos de hoy”
(North American Painters of Today).
Contemporáneos: Revista mexicana de cultura,
no. 7, December 1928. Mexico City, Imprenta
Cvltvra.

Figure 5. “Oleos de María Izquierdo” (Oil
Paintings by María Izquierdo).
Contemporáneos: Revista mexicana de cultura,
no. 16, September 1929. Mexico City,
Imprenta Cvltvra.

Figure 6. “Obras de Salvador Dalí” (Works by
Salvador Dalí). Contemporáneos: Revista
mexicana de cultura, no. 23, April 1930.
Mexico City, Imprenta Cvltvra.

139

Figure 7. Julio Castellanos, Retrato de hombre (Portrait of a Man) (Manuel Rodríguez Lozano),
1925. Oil on canvas, 1.2 x 1.2 m. Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes, Buenos Aires.

140

Figure 8. David Alfaro Siqueiros, La unidad del campesino, el soldado y el obrero (The Unity of
the Peasant, Soldier, and Worker), 1924. Print published in El Machete, no. 3 (April 1–15,
1924).
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Figure 9. José Clemente Orozco, La trinidad revolucionaria (The Revolutionary Trinity), 1923–
24/26. Fresco. Escuela Nacional Preparatoria, Mexico City.

Figure 10. Diego Rivera, Noche de los ricos (Night of the Rich),
1926. Fresco. North wall, Patio de las Fiestas, Secretaría de
Educación Pública, Mexico City.

142

Figure 11. José Guadalupe Posada, Los 41 maricones encontrados en un baile de la Calle de la
Paz el 20 de Noviembre de 1901 (The 41 Faggots Found in a Dance on Calle de la Paz on
November 20, 1901), 1901. Etching, 7.8 x 10.8 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York.

Figure 12. Los 41 maricones: Aquí están los
maricones muy chulos y coquetones (The 41
Faggots: Here are the faggots, very cute and
coquettish), 1901. Broadside. Harry Ransom
Humanities Research Center, The University of
Texas at Austin.
143

Figure 13. Abraham Ángel, Cadete
(Cadet), 1923. Oil on cardboard, 120 x
52 cm. Museo de Arte Moderno,
INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 14. Abraham Ángel, Autorretrato (Self-Portrait), 1923. Oil on cardboard, 81 x 72.5 cm.
Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 15. Pedro de San Agustín,
Relación Geográfica map of Culhuacan,
1580. Benson Latin American
Collection, The University of Texas at
Austin.

Figure 16. Abraham Ángel, Autorretrato (SelfPortrait) (detail), 1923. Oil on cardboard, 81 x
72.5 cm. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL,
Mexico City.

Figure 17. Pedro de San Agustín, detail of
colonial church, Relación Geográfica map of
Culhuacan, 1580. Benson Latin American
Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.
146

Figure 18. Abraham Ángel, Autorretrato (SelfPortrait) (detail), 1923. Oil on cardboard, 81 x
72.5 cm. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL,
Mexico City.
Figure 19. Pedro de San Agustín, tree
pictograph, Relación Geográfica map of
Culhuacan, 1580. Benson Latin American
Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.

Figure 20. Abraham Ángel, Autorretrato (SelfPortrait) (detail), 1923. Oil on cardboard, 81 x
72.5 cm. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL,
Mexico City.

Figure 21. Pedro de San Agustín, detail of the
Hill of Yztapalapa, Relación Geográfica map
of Culhuacan, 1580. Benson Latin American
Collection, The University of Texas at Austin.
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Figure 22. Abraham Ángel, Retrato de Hugo Tilghman (El tenista) (Portrait of Hugo Tilghman
[The Tennis Player]), 1924. Oil on cardboard, 1.36 x 1.20 m. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL,
Mexico City.
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Figure 23. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano,
Retrato de Andrés Henestrosa (Portrait of
Andrés Henestrosa), 1924. Oil on cardboard,
122 x 91.4 cm. Private collection.

Figure 24. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano,
Autorretrato (Self-Portrait), 1924. Oil
on board, 79 x 64 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 25. Abraham Ángel, La familia (The Family), 1924. Oil on cardboard. Museo de Arte
Moderno, INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 26. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, Retrato de Salvador Novo (Portrait of Salvador Novo),
1924. Oil on cardboard, 121 x 91 cm. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 27. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, Retrato de Abraham Ángel (Portrait of Abraham Ángel),
1924. Oil on cardboard, 61 x 42.8 cm. Museo de Arte Moderno, INBAL, Mexico City.
152

Figure 28. Diego Rivera, El que
quiera comer que trabaje (Let
Him Work Who Wants to Eat),
1928. Fresco, approx. 2.03 x 1.65
m. South wall, Patio de las
Fiestas, third floor, Secretaría de
Educación Pública, Mexico City.
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Figure 29. Diego Rivera, El que quiera comer que trabaje (Let Him Work Who Wants to Eat)
(detail), 1928. Fresco. South wall, Patio de las Fiestas, third floor, Secretaría de Educación
Pública, Mexico City.

Figure 30. José Clemente Orozco, Los rorros fachistas (Fascist Gay Boys), 1924. Drawing
published in El Machete, no. 10 (August 28, 1924). Biblioteca Histórica José María Lafragua,
Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla, Mexico.
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Figure 31. Roberto Montenegro, Retrato de Xavier Villaurrutia (Portrait of Xavier Villaurrutia),
ca. 1921. Oil on canvas, 69.9 x 54.9 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 32. David Alfaro Siqueiros, Autorretrato inconcluso (Unfinished Self-Portrait), 1921. Oil
on canvas, 98.5 x 81 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 33. Roberto Montenegro, Retrato
de Elías Nandino (Portrait of Elías
Nandino), 1926. Oil on canvas.
Colección del Pueblo de Jalisco,
Mexico.

Figure 34. Roberto
Montenegro, Retrato de
Salvador Novo (Portrait of
Salvador Novo), 1922. Oil on
canvas, 74 x 78 cm. Private
collection.
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Figure 35. Agustín Lazo, El carnicerito (The Little Butcher), 1926. Oil on canvas, 64 x 47 cm.
Colección Andrés Blaisten, Mexico City.
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Figure 36. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, Sin título (Untitled), 1930. Drawing published in
Contemporáneos, no. 38–39 (April 1931). Biblioteca Antonio Castro Leal, Biblioteca de México,
Mexico City.

Figure 37. Jesús Guerrero
Galván, Uno de los otros,
uno de los nuestros (One
of the Others, One of Us),
1934. Drawing published
in Choque, Órgano de la
Alianza de Trabajadores
de las Artes Plásticas, no.
1 (March 27, 1934).
Documents of 20thCentury Latin American
And Latino Art,
International Center for
the Arts of the Americas,
The Museum of Fine
Arts, Houston.
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Figure 38. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, Retrato de Alberto Soto (Portrait of Alberto Soto), 1936.
Oil on canvas, 48 x 37 cm. Fundación Robert Brady, Cuernavaca.
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Figure 39. Manuel Álvarez Bravo, Nefero y Manuel Rodríguez Lozano (Nefero and Manuel
Rodríguez Lozano), ca. 1950. Gelatin silver print, 23.5 x 16.5 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 40. Manuel Rodríguez Lozano, Mujeres en blanco (Women in White), 1941–42. Oil on
canvas, 94 x 69 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 41. Unknown photographer, Antonieta
Rivas Mercado and Gilberto Owen performing
in Ligados by Eugene O’Neill, February 16,
1928.

Figure 42. María Izquierdo, La cirquera (The
Circus Performer), 1932. Watercolor on paper,
27 x 21 cm. Colección Banco Nacional de
México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico
City.
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Figure 43. Diego Rivera, La tierra fecunda (Fertile Land), 1927. Fresco. Chapel, Universidad
Autónoma Chapingo, Texcoco de Mora.

164

Figure 44. Julio Castellanos, Antonieta Rivas Mercado, 1927. Oil on cardboard, 135 x 82 cm.
Location unknown.
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Figure 45. Julio Castellanos, set design for Los
Caciques (The Bosses) by Carlos Arniches, ca.
1936. Gouache on paper. Location unknown.

Figure 46. Julio Castellanos, set design for Los
Caciques (The Bosses) by Carlos Arniches, ca.
1936. Gouache on paper. Location unknown.

Figure 47. Agustín Lazo, set design: façade
with clouds, n.d. Watercolor on paper, 30 x 37
cm. Colección Andrés Blaisten, Mexico City.

Figure 48. Agustín Lazo, set design for La
petición de mano (A Marriage Proposal) by
Anton Chekhov, ca. 1932. Watercolor on
paper, 18 x 28 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 49. María Izquierdo, untitled nude, ca. 1929. Location unknown.
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Figure 50. María Izquierdo, Mujer ante el espejo (Woman before the Mirror), 1934. Gouache on
paper. Private collection.

Figure 51. Unknown photographer,
portrait of María Izquierdo, n.d.
Photograph. Archivo de María
Izquierdo, Museo de Arte Moderno,
INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 52. María Izquierdo, Caballista del circo
(Circus Bareback Rider), 1932. Watercolor and
tempera on paper, 28 x 21.5 cm. Archer M.
Huntington Art Gallery, The University of
Texas at Austin.

Figure 53. María Izquierdo, Equilibrista (Tightrope Walker), 1932. Watercolor and gouache on
paper. 25.1 x 32.4 cm. Dallas Museum of Art.
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Figure 54. María Izquierdo, Autorretrato (Self-Portrait), 1933. Oil on canvas. Location
unknown.

Figure 55. María Izquierdo, Autorretrato (SelfPortrait), ca. 1930. Oil on canvas. Location
unknown.
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Figure 56. María
Izquierdo, El circo
(The Circus), 1939.
Gouache on paper.
Colección Banco
Nacional de México,
Fomento Cultural
Banamex, Mexico
City.

Figure 57. María
Izquierdo,
Caballistas
(Horsewomen), 1939.
Gouache on paper.
Private collection.
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Figure 58. María
Izquierdo, En el circo
(In the Circus), 1939.
Gouache on paper,
41.9 x 49.5 cm.
Collection Marilyn
Maxwell, Santa Fe.

Figure 59. María
Izquierdo, Escena de
circo (Circus Scene),
1940. Gouache on
paper, 43 x 57 cm.
Private collection.
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Figure 60. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day), ca. 1939. Oil on canvas, 40 x
50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico City.
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Figure 61. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day)
(detail), ca. 1939. Oil on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco
Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico City.

Figure 62. Unknown photographer, portrait of
Amelio Robles, ca. 1915. Photograph. Archivo
Casasola, Instituto Nacional de Antropología e
Historia, Mexico City.
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Figure 63. Diego Rivera, Día de muertos (Fiesta en la ciudad) (Day of the Dead [City Fiesta]),
1923–24. Fresco, 4.17 x 3.75 m. Secretaría de Educación Pública, Mexico City.

175

Figure 64. Lola Álvarez Bravo,
El baño (The Swim), 1930s.
Gelatin silver print, 17.5 x 22.1
cm. Lola Álvarez Bravo
Archive, Center for Creative
Photography, University of
Arizona.

Figure 65. Julio
Castellanos, El día de
San Juan (St. John’s
Day) (detail), ca.
1939. Oil on canvas,
40 x 50 cm. Colección
Banco Nacional de
México, Fomento
Cultural Banamex,
Mexico City.
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Figure 66. Julio Castellanos, El baño (The Bath), 1928. Oil on cardboard, 105 x 85 cm. Museo
de Arte Moderno, INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 67. Julio Castellanos, Maternidad
(Maternity), 1928. Oil on canvas, 120 x 80 cm.
Private collection.

Figure 68. Julio Castellanos, Juventud (Adán y Eva) (Youths
[Adam and Eve]), 1929. Oil on canvas, 105 x 55 cm. Private
collection.
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Figure 69. Julio Castellanos,
Tres desnudos (Three Nudes),
1930. Oil on canvas, 1.35 x
1.44 m. Philadelphia Museum
of Art.

Figure 70. Julio Castellanos, Madonna, 1932. Oil on canvas,
133 x 67 cm. Private collection.
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Figure 71. Julio Castellanos, Las tías (The Aunts),
1933. Oil on canvas, 1.55 x 1.24 m. The Museum
of Modern Art, New York.

Figure 72. Julio Castellanos, Los ángeles robachicos (The Angel Kidnappers), 1943. Oil on
canvas, 57.5 x 94.9 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York.
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Figure 73. Julio Castellanos, Bohío maya (Mayan Hut), 1942. Oil on canvas, 56 x 71 cm. Museo
de Arte Moderno, INBAL, Mexico City.

Figure 74. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico
City.
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Figure 75. Julio Castellanos, El día de San
Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil
on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco
Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural
Banamex, Mexico City.

Figure 76. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan
(St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional
de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex,
Mexico City.

Figure 77. Julio Castellanos, El día de San
Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil
on canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco
Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural
Banamex, Mexico City.

Figure 78. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan
(St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional
de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex,
Mexico City.
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Figure 79. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico
City.

Figure 80. Julio Castellanos, El día de San
Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional
de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex,
Mexico City.

Figure 81. Julio Castellanos, El día de San
Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional
de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex,
Mexico City.
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Figure 82. Julio Castellanos, El día de San
Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional
de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex,
Mexico City.

Figure 83. Gustave Courbet, The Wrestlers,
1853. Oil on canvas, 2.52 x 1.98 m. Museum
of Fine Arts, Budapest.

Figure 84. Alexandre Falguière, Wrestlers,
1875. Oil on canvas, 2.40 x 1.91 m. Musée
d’Orsay, Paris.
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Figure 85. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico
City.

Figure 86. Julio Castellanos, El día de San Juan (St. John’s Day) (detail), ca. 1939. Oil on
canvas, 40 x 50 cm. Colección Banco Nacional de México, Fomento Cultural Banamex, Mexico
City.
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Figure 87. Jean Frédéric Bazille, Summer Scene (Bathers), 1869–70. Oil on canvas, 1.92 x 1.92
m. Harvard Art Museums, Cambridge.
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Figure 88. Thomas Eakins, Swimming, 1885. Oil on canvas, 69.5 x 92.4 cm. Amon Carter
Museum of American Art, Forth Worth.

Figure 89. Jorge González Camarena, Los bañistas (The Bathers), ca. 1935. Oil on canvas, 100 x
125 cm. Museo Nacional de Arte, INBAL, Mexico City.
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Figure 90. Antonio Ruíz, Los paranoicos (The Paranoid Ones), ca. 1941. Oil on board, 28.5 x
34.5. Acervo Patrimonial de la Secretaría de Hacienda y Crédito Público, Mexico City.
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Figure 91. Fabián Cháirez,
La Revolución (The
Revolution), 2014. Oil on
canvas, 30 x 20 cm.
Collection of the artist.
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