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4 The walls speak

Mexican popular graphics
as heritage

Martin M. Checa-Artasu

The observation of movement in cities reveals the existence of a whole se-
ries of complex and dynamic scenarios. Urban centres tend to be loci for
noisy cacophonies often mixed with varieties of odours and, almost always,
a veritable flood of visual stimuli that catch one’s attention. For purposes of
this analysis, this will be called the landscape, and it is eminently anthropic.
Thus, the landscape as the visual reflection of an urban space contains nu-
merous elements that we can detect and decode, actions which assume that
these visual images are signs that must be understood if one is to fully ap-
preciate that the landscape determines how to move within it and compre-
hend the diverse characteristics of cities (Arias 2003, 131-132).

Visual elements can and have been categorized by social scientists that
study urban landscapes. Bailly (1979, 161), for example, offered a diaph-
anous, bipolar classification that highlights both unique and constant el-
ements. The former include different kinds of monuments, buildings and
unique spaces. The latter consist of other natural or constructed elements
that form part of the city’s fabric: this includes the publicity and the materi-
als that support it, which manifest typical features such as communications
intended to persuade people to buy products and so stimulate production or
to inform and contribute to the socialization and integration of urbanites
(Molero 1995, 56). That said, we must remember that diverse forms of public-
ity became established in European cities through a long historical process.
This began in the eighteenth century amidst the turmoil of the Enlighten-
ment and the French Revolution and were handed down to us through dis-
tinct moments or periods. In the mid-nineteenth century, for example, signs
painted on walls were antecedents of popular graphics that evolved into
poster art. Both expressions later became forms of publicity par excellence
that endured into the mid-twentieth century. At that point, new mediums of
expression like billboards, canvases, monopoles, UIPI (urban installations
that present information) and IPO (illuminated publicity objects), among
others, progressively appeared in urban spaces. Parallel to their emergence,
design — gradually consolidated as a discipline — began to elaborate new
theoretical conceptualizations including visual design and techniques that
continued to expand with the advent of new technologies and digitalization.
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This was a global evolution, but one marked by disparity when we con-
sider the different geographical areas of the planet that have emerged as a
result of capitalist development, market economy, colonization, trade ex-
pansion and industrialization, the transmission of ideas, construction of the
urban phenomenon and the effects of globalization (Pacheco 2007, 121-123).
This disparity explains the persistence of diverse support for publicity that
exists in the same temporal framework throughout history, a kind of strati-
graphic sequence that reveals multiple supports that have led to a high de-
gree of graphic contamination and an excess of messages whose meanings
must be discerned. It is precisely amidst this maelstrom that signs painted
on walls, a form known as commercial art, can be found. They are also
called, in some Latin American countries, ‘popular art’ or ‘popular graphic
art’ or, as in Brazil, ‘popular or vernacular typography’ (Guimaraes 2005).

This chapter analyses popular graphic art in Mexico, a place where this
form of advertising has a long tradition and its presence is widespread across
cities and towns. The professionals who produce graphic art are called
rotulistas, a term that broadly encompasses what in English are painters.
letterists and graphic artists. Likewise, their varied production, in Spanish
rétulos, will be referred to as popular graphics, signs and paintings on walls.
In Mexico, popular graphic art is a communicative artefact that conveys
a concrete and synthetic message. It is a painting technique that combines
lettering and drawing and is presented on a lintel or on a wall close to a
commercial establishment. The messages conveyed are purely commercial.
and popular graphic art must not be considered an artistic mural, such as
those realized by the great Mexican muralists (Rivera, Orozco, Siqueiros).
It probably does not follow the same Mesoamerican tradition. However, it is
painting on a wall using letters, typographies, colours and drawing with the
intention of transmitting a message. Furthermore, although the commer-
cial requirements leave little room for artistic expression, these advertise-
ments can convey a secondary, parallel message where the rotulistas express
irony, humour, sensuality, social constraints and other such themes. This
following chapter analyses popular graphics arts in Mexico while taking
into consideration the graphic artists and their work and techniques, and
the conceptual meaning of this form of publicity.

Popular graphics in Mexico

The last 15 years in Mexico have seen several attempts to recover popu-
lar graphics that go beyond simple compilations. Particularly notable is the
study coordinated by two graphic designers, José Carlos Mena and Oscar
Reyes (2001) entitled: Sensacional de disefio Mexicans. This is an exhaus-
tive compendium of popular graphics from central Mexico. They published
and presented this as an exhibition that toured several cities in the USA
and some in Europe, but is rarely seen in Mexico (Mena and Reyes 2001).
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Though it includes diverse elements that appear in Mexico’s urban spaces
er the heading ‘graphics’, it is highly suggestive and rich in nuances and
2 meritorious pioneering work.

Four similar studies — photographic collections of murals artwork — have
sppeared in the last 15 years. The first was by the photographer German
ontalvo (2002) where the image of the Popocatépetl volcano, one of
exico’s most representative symbols, is transformed into a recurring
n on walls and other surfaces of schools, houses and businesses, as well
on buses and advertisements for bottled water. The second, also by a
otographer, Rafael Lopez Castro (2006) is entitled Vestida del Sol. 1t pre-
ts an extensive series of images of the Virgin of Guadalupe from walls
throughout Mexico that reflect devotion and the significance of religion
among Mexicans. The third contains an exhaustive collection of images
from the city of Puebla and its neighbouring municipalities by Enrique Soto
Eguibar (2003, 2009), an amateur photographer, biochemist and university
professor. After 20 years and thousands of images photographed, he pub-
lished a compilation of them. His work shows the ephemeral nature of these
graphic representations but simultaneously allows these images of faith to
reveal the richness of this resource. The most recent work is compiled by
the North American writer and editor Phyllis La Farge and presents im-
ages taken by the Swedish photographer Magdalena Caris. Entitled Painted
Walls of Mexico (2008), it contains a collection of samples of graphics from
Mexico City and the states of Yucatan and Veracruz. It is a collection nar-
rated in colloquial language reminiscent of the style of travel books, and
its great merit lies in presenting works by several graphic artists. This book
rescues these artists from anonymity while elucidating the meanings of their
graphic art through a primarily semiotic approach that allows the authors
to penetrate into the sociological elements underlying the scenes depicted.

Several studies also emerged recently from the academic world with
reflections on the characteristics of popular graphics in Mexico. Particu-
larly important is the research of the graphic designer and professor at the
Universidad Auténoma de Aguascalientes, Monica De la Barrera Medina
(2005), based on paintings from markets in San Luis Potosi. We should
also include the exceptional 2006 BA Thesis, Tipografia y grdfica popular
Mexicana como influencia para el Disefio Grdfico, by the designer and plas-
tic artist from Coahuila, Patricia Hernandez, a graduate of the Universidad
Iberoamericana (La Laguna). Additional work, such as the collection of im-
ages by two graphic designers from the Universidad de las Américas (Puebla),
Alejandra Escamilla Yarahuan (2004) and Liza Bueno Linero (2005), fo-
cuses on popular graphics in Veracruz. Finally, it is worth mentioning a
study by the graphic designer Pilar Castro, and the author of this article
(Checa-Artasu 2008; Checa-Artasu and Castro 2009, 2010). This study takes
a cultural geography approach to the analysis of popular graphics and its
presence in the urban landscape. All of these scholars seek to identify the
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characteristics of graphic expressions and to find a way to incorporate the
within the parameters of academic design from a historicist perspectiv
The undercurrent is one that seeks to vindicate this form of popular desig

Often, these graphics are not only collected but also become sources
inspiration or even a resource that stimulates new typographies, especiall
in today’s digital environment. In this regard, the work of Mena and Rey
(2001) is an excellent attempt to reutilize sources that emerged from popul
graphics. Perhaps the most successful such attempt is found in the jour
nal Tiypo which, in its eleven issues, presents diverse typographies creat
by young Mexican designers, including some that emanate directly from
popular graphics. These ‘figures’ include the so-called Santa Clara typog
raphy devised by Angeles Moreno in her study of hand-painted graphi
in downtown Puebla (Pedn 1999, 31), and the Luchita Payol, a font deriv
from prints that advertise wrestling matches that uses movable type mad
of cut linoleum to rescue the textures and imperfections of printing o
low-quality paper.!

The characterization of popular graphics

Popular graphics are a set of communicative artefacts that transmit mes-
sages that are synthetic and easily understood. These two features are ke
to identifying the essence of this form. Popular graphics are typical of citi
where they were born and flourished in response to commercial flows derive
from capitalist expansion. Cities also concentrate the most diverse expre
sions of human activity. Their technique and material supports — of bein,
paintings on walls or glass, concrete or sheeting — and their permanence in
urban landscapes is determined by their resistance to inclement weather and
the more or less frequent renewal of paintings by whoever sponsors them.

Perhaps the most inherent, typical feature of popular graphics, and what
differentiates them from other communicative artefacts, is that they cannot
be automatically copied, unlike prints, lithographs, linotypes, serigraphy or
offset. They are described as ‘popular’ because of the characteristics of the
agents who create them — designers (graphic artists) —and the party that com-
missions them. The former are artisans, ‘masters’ of a trade learned through
tradition and experience that, through the techniques employed, seems to
approach the academic postulates of the field of graphic design — though their
work is not included in it. The clients who commission such works expect
the artefact to solve their need to communicate, especially in an effort t
sell products or services, but also to transmit information on ludic activities.
announce public policies or publicize institutional campaigns.

Formally speaking, works of popular graphics consist of four intercon-
nected elements: lettering, drawing, colour and support. Of these, the first
is the essential component for without it, popular graphics would not exist
due to the fact that its messages would be diluted and easily misinterpreted.
The companion of the lettering is the drawing which may be figurative or



Popular graphics as heritage 63

saricaturist. This is the second primordial element and is inextricably linked

ith the lettering in a union that explains the communicative function of
ular graphics. This makes it relevant to the typographic characteristics
of the words and the concrete characteristics of the image which appear
secther in vignettes on the walls where they are painted. The wording on
own — depending on the target population sector — cannot assure com-
nicative and functional success, so the drawing is a complement that cor-
orates the function of the sign and assures that it is fulfilled effectively
erlow 2001, 9; Checa-Artasu and Castro 2010, 28).

Two additional elements complete the artefact: colour and the support
where it appears; i.e. a wall, facade, fence, metallic curtain or other flat sur-
face. Formally speaking, these four elements — wording, drawing, colour
and support — characterize popular graphics. However, often these graphic
expressions transcend the purely functional purpose of transmitting certain
information to introduce elements. This is especially the case with images
that convey humour, irony, desire, vanity, irreverence, covert sexuality or
social criticism. This gives the resource added value and expands its dimen-
sion as a sociocultural artefact. The transcendence that derives from the
creativity of graphic artists proclaims their artefacts as an inexhaustible
source of typographical solutions with a broad panoply of drawings, logo-
types and caricatures. These are all created by individual initiative or cop-
ied from foreign models adapted from globalized or local cultures (Garcia
Canclini 1990, 68; Monsivais 1978, 104). In light of these considerations,
we can say that this is a manifestation of an unofficial form of commu-
mication if by this we understand that it is not framed within any specific
discipline such as graphic design. It would appear that popular graphics
is exempt from the academic conventions that govern plastic composition
{typography, the use of colour, etc.), though skill is clearly reflected in the
use of these elements (Mena and Reyes 2001, 12). A detailed study of the
work of popular graphic artists reveals that in many cases they do take into
account the tools typical of academic conventions, but that they readapt
and re-comprehend them as a function of the greater efficiency and resolu-
tion of their work (Troconi 2009, 44; Populardelujo 2009, 12-56; Cardenas
2009; Checa-Artasu and Castro 2009, 2010).

Both the creators of popular graphics and those who demand their ser-
vices come from the popular classes, and it is there that this form has de-
veloped. It is assumed to be their form of communication. This explains
why popular graphics may be created, assumed or used by other social sec-
tors that need to communicate with those classes: for example, the politi-
cal or governing class that wishes to send messages, business people of all
economic levels who publicize products or services or even university cen-
tres that paint on walls their lists of undergraduate courses. All of them use
popular graphics to reach a broader public and transmit messages to large
segments of the population. Likewise, popular graphics is a perfect example
of hybrid culture and a referent of multidimensional heterogeneity, to use
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Garcia Canclini’s expression (1990, 71). By drawing on resources, messages
and artefacts from the mass media and global cultural industries, it is possi-
ble to claim that popular graphics symbols have originated in cultured art.
They then assimilate, alter and adapt them to transmit messages that incite
people to consume.

The creators: graphic artists

Rotulistas hide behind three names: graphic artist, letterist and painter.
These are synonyms that recall the figure of a ‘master’ who teaches a trade
learned through tradition and experience. Indeed, the fact that it is a trade
leads to the belief that those professionals are anonymous and invisible, an
opinion held by those who analyse and vindicate popular graphics as an el-
ement of visual urban culture. Actually, upon deeper understanding of this
profession, anonymity was found to be relative. These graphic artists are
professionals who are sought out — like plumbers, carpenters, bricklayers or
locksmiths - by an astounding variety of clients who require the kind of com-
municative artefacts they create. Over time, they may become well-known
in local circles through word of mouth as their reputation for excellence
spreads. However, this does not mean that none aspire to be artists someday
and that some have actually already achieved that ‘status’ (Populardelujo
2009). To the trained eye, it is possible to recognize their style and identify
them. Some graphic artists are better at lettering. Others are more gifted
at drawing. While others are extraordinary caricaturists. Certain constant
elements are integrated into the artists’ work: for example, the use of diverse
typographies taken from manuals or created freehand; realistic drawings
copied from a broad range of everyday objects; characters from comic books
or animated drawings; attempts to caricature public figures; animation of in-
animate objects; and the use of colour contrasts that do not obey the canons
of correct combinations. Moreover, rotulistas work outdoors and, despite the
anonymous nature of their trade, they may become public figures.
Significantly, this trade emerged in various cities in Europe and colonial
America in the eighteenth century when it was known as ‘sign-painting’,
but it underwent a transformation as it expanded in cities due to the pro-
cesses of industrialization in the second half of the nineteenth century
(Combier and Merou 2007, 44; Vitta 2003, 245). Professional sign-painters
were trained through the typical guild sequence of apprentice-official-
master. They became more dexterous through practise, direct instruction
and systematic repetition. Their methods conferred a singular ability to
draw images or trace different typographies. While, today, these popular
graphic artists tend to work individually because the popularity of their
trade is declining, they were once organized in workshops where they accu-
mulated professional experience and handed it down from one generation
to the next. Serigraphy (silk-screen printing) later challenged their trade,
but graphic artists were able to adapt and carry on, though the same cannot







