East and Weste A ditferent story: the impact of Mexico

on 20" century Asian art
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tim Rt epted universally that the world splits through

the Pacific. There be-a date line knifing down., whare

travellers lose and gain toime — an unbeard of conoepl fo
the rest of the Westernised waorld. In the past. the Pope
started the iden with the Treaty of Tordesillas of 1494,
expanded in 152% to divide the warld thrdugh this misty
ime, allocating colonial-possessions fif they could be pot| to
the Portuguess nnd Spanish de pu&nrlin__q om their gengraphic
relatiom toit Today, the Paclfie Ocein foame a8 one of the
aal-greal unkndwns, a Huge area W be Nevrn over, with
grateful reference to & few islands onowhich o elther land
to refuel, or aim towards If shipwrecked

Yet-at a key stage in the history of Aslan art. around
the mriddle of the 20" centory; there was a very steong
artistic relationship bervesn artiste o Asia and Moxoo
Teday, it does seem strange. Certainly, contemporary
Mectcans ool easterly, io Edrgpe; or north and south e 1he
rest of the Amenceas, This article aims to trace wihnd
happened in Asia inrelation o Mexico; it §s 8 story too-for 8
place lke Auatralls — unusual in te cultuissl posltioning
outmiche msimple East/West reading of cultere.
The imipac of mid-century Meooan art = the art of

Diggo: Bivera, Jose Orogoo-and David Siqueiros, in particilar -
att thee 4t ol thelr comtempbearies b Asln was surpisingly
oomsiderahle and wids-ronging: 1€ ook two very mporiant
forms; the confidence that the then-colonised artints in Asia
gained from the internotdonally fecognised achilevemenis of the

wiwrw atimonihlyorg.ow

non-Eormpesn, non-Cascasinn Mexlcana) and the physical
formm of thew work — leige. politieal and olten an the will.

This impact came at o key time i Asiawhen the
Secand World War was changing long-eatablished Buropesn
colomial camtral| natonal Independence was baroming a
political possihility; nformation about ideas and trends
elsewhere was mobe aceessibhle throagh 'rr|'|rn|:|l.l|"rinnn amd
bioplen; andl travvel for artlsts was more available. When many
Artists of Auks were starting to Hex thietr own locally-dedved
artlztie miascle, the example of the revolutionary Mexicons
was of great interest and inspiration Bure first ghiowld be
acknowledged an earller and very dhose relatiormahip the
gallenn trade from Acspulco, on the west coast of Mexico, to
Kuonila, meeting up with the trede goods poesing through the
Philippinss’ capital from Ching, s well as from other pars
ol Aria. Incloding splees Inom the East Indies. The ©Mamils
gallenns were the largest shipa then built, made of
Philippinas’ higrd weod, and Their trading ked o buge profits
for-their owners. From the E7 e the early 19% cenmiry
jwhen Mexico gained independence fmm Spain), the trade
included ivory (vin Indin-and Africa) gnd Chinese silk 1o
Manila pric Mexico

Itwain feom the 1930z that the Maesdean acHsse ways
passed sver parts of Asin. The new work of Rivera, Orosco,
Siqueires and, aswe shatl see, artiste ks Mimae]
Covmrrubias fwhose work had been acknowledged and was
suedeaalul noe anly o Mexien but alss in the USA)L gradially
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The Arat in Asia who overtly followed the Mexicar
lend were, unsurprsingly, the Filipings, Vicwoerio Edades

(FB95-19485] travelled 1o the USA testudy in 1919 and

stayed there untl returning to Manila m 1928 stagin

ol the capatnl's monst i ential exhibitions of modern” wr

He codl=cted books on Moxicsn art, b lucing the firals

8

during hig fime in-Americs and ey, ke the new i

N Oon

apl that he discudsed with his y

bmequent partners, G

|knoam as ‘Botone') Fra

of the most interesting art o
dnd ofvwands
Maost img

wianthy, the three artiss jeined 1o paint

numiser of very large, miniental and publc mirads.

Unloriunately most were lost in the Second Workd War and
rermaining photographs only give o pale monochrome hint &f
their achievement. The firsi was the serles done for the

Capital Thester i Mandla, in 1934, Edades vanied to;

ith and arfplicity of the Mexican

mniralsEis 10 Dicgo Brvars and Oroeco inte then

cullpburative worl 1o forges the noe-point perupscoe

Ton (0 cusel palnting dnd justEpaEe obeescts, srenEa mrcd

f.
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poserisitotil, fist the Philippine Commonwenlth was shortly

b0 -be evimbliabed Ihe-rignt eide of the |Copitod Theater)
mural degicted Spanish infiwense i religlon aned rode whil

Thet 1T - aldde - saambalEdd the cookedl sl the United
. | I Tkl

iten, guch as indusirinfisation and a system al

S
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Phillppiries cscture. Ledt of these 1hiees e

They went on o paint mumls at the State Theater

|=e =|, e well as for leading businessmen. All the
paas 2t a4t L 1 tan, They were successiul 1n the West commissEidsns were infuenced by architect Juan Makps
F o g HET G | I SOy D R, |, Lo P
it ot of the Weat, and that, Hke the Japaness military thi painited images for his hovuse ms well. The osd

dateal of Weslern powers, wis an important psychological

shép in
caleniakism and other forms of Western hegemon Rt

important cominisgion for o privete dwelling was the ceil

e minds ol ma

Fars - - = " =i P - ¥ , - .
¥ drtists in Asia st strageiing wath mmuiral fior the residence of President Meanual L Quezon. The
18l work with Edaces in dame befors the war and
Further, the Mexican work was-about issues that hed thia

fret i aetund rasco, the Criszon Institute, &

i § T L |1 S B L o g
trport 11 A during thas decade in particular = a dme of grvernment hospital. All the images were educational

palitical cha e and social ahange - and it was crentsd celebrstory and effirmative. [n contrast to the Mezkeas

lenoe nomind,. Therd were thes main

al gl

abveer

armsig rendency (or sairs ond iraony. Hiwever, Lh
Isaaes, beghides the fact that the o 3t Canrasian

I8 Wer

2 history, and

e, narratiee intention, focus on EFLCL] e

8, it whas pall eires expelled fromn

al gualities = the Gar shallow picturs plone |aa Edades
-

Ang bt overt outhine - all rélated =

LIS for his workl, Second, it was ul al lazuies

ey and £ res delinenisd with

attened, slmpl
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Mexican works

| thir ey made the work accessihl he o
ynd third, they made the v wressible to tha p [t womakd be of Ins=rest to ko

| by Edad

1 ln Bun Franecisco, in terms of the agdience

part iarky themagh murals But alss thireueh i

in

Be done i 193% o the

aia this waa reliecied in the smergence of paintings which Eimaaiile

Wers DEuratve emative aarrative mrd noften I\

understanding that the sk, called Dhadhy of Culturve, with

Fh |'|i!|_|:||-'I I'|":'|"'|d-.'I =5 DUl ePrnE - So e to fiee oweedl-

Much Bettor Mow 1 Plem B'E“alla

Indigenous Works feam tho Collecckon

b Art Gallery

Mew Acguisitions b 10 . b e, Beruihy Bt

Ohutsdde in - Dux Cunnlagharm Cillection

13 ] | Atk Moniniy Austral ja www arfmanthly arg . au



LEFT Gt v, Francion, W

AHGHT, Wi Crrammibip, T Lingy Mo, 1

known Mexicans, was by & Filiping, Edades’s and Ocampo’s

winrly wiss different to Franeigea's in the way they showed the

sivhimiee mlluerce of the Megicans. Francisos acknom ledped

his debt tiv the work of Rivera, but as critic Aliredo Roces
says: 'He learned much from Rivera, But Rivera's figures
A,
Epces annlys=s Francisco's special Filiping character m s

were pasaie, Kualking: not 68 8l graceiul likee Aot

portrayval of men; ‘A= in [Filipino nationalist| Rizml's novels,
they are ull sad,-strong men, and the women are nlways
sormnewhnal mesiea, romentic, like elusive poddeases

Framcisen, lile Rivern, celebrated-the simple life of the ocal

people, printing scenes of tThe countneside; in wil BT E]
Lilee Rivers, he mbued these

sokrees with & herpic strenghh, imphang thal fom these

almple domestiz setiigs
people crme the locus and fmcos of the wider society, He also
inciuded locel, Indigernous Filipino symbsic references

Franclsen |ived this almple e

documents ol bellsl and place
himsell, refusing imvitations or inlermaticnnl travel,
remAining as ane of the people in his own village of Anpona
A ltthe outelds Manila, He e loved and respected for this as

well as s st This Tved affimity with the mtentions of the

Mexicans is furthered by his siviistic affimity, especially with

L VTH3A Jeiriady, Mmis mages col i of Yiclome Edades

ph, Gy Firsy Bris Fusaima of S8 Francieon, kb nheck Faundajion fov |

A fhE A

Rreera's workt! Lange, flat, inear, decorative figures active
acroEs & usually Bar plenoes plans

A muilti~ialented and open-minded manof the worbd in
thee F030s was Mexican artist Mipoe| Covarmubias | 15904-57)
Mot g8 wall knewmn as Rivers, Sigeeiros and Drozce oF, W

recently, hahlo, he hng been recerding more attentuon recenily

in Morth- Americn through exhibetions and publications, The
focusn theses, not surpnistngly, see the sery sucoessiul
entree for the Mexsco Cliny-born young man i 19023 10 New
York, makmg very withy dramings of noinbles of the bome- for
uwpmiarket publicetons: He quickh joined the fashionable
cronwd of Mewr Yorle, and abwave theough his fife sremed

Imatinetvely o have fraaeful contect with creative and

interesting individuals, Certainly, his book fsfomd of Sal,
prablished in 1937, desoribes his personial jarmey getting o
b penple wivo: abiowed and teid him the intricacies. of this
complicated iskand society, The bool, which became sery well-
pare, fluld, withy line drewings of people,
costumes mnd details of Balinese life, and a number of images
of hig patntiegs of Bali These paintings, Hke Svery Mgl 15 o
Festival in Bal, reprodsced in Life magazine, 1937, also made
the exctic island euliure better lmown.

letorwn, tncludes his
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Covmrrubias s book talks of himsel ar
Foze, alzo from Mexico;, as "Western', and indeod his

Itatien ke a artlst was made 1 the USA, But ths belles

o nmpartant issues that seem, mdeed, o come from b

Mexican background: First was his tnterest (of el in a

alture likee Bali, His wark in New York was (i parnt koo
becalase af |
nightelube and dancing, done with the Ausd Hveline

15 depietion of Harlem's nhisb fmeEges of

55 SEEM
later in his images of the barong or legong. He choses to laak
yutakde the mainsiream culiune of the Anglo West, and

siliehirs 5

o dn gl

Wit b sy thete. T

= tgdand of Bahiis

rary for s admiration of and sympathy with this
mlture, seeing the opmplex ssues of ite capacity 1o chonge

=i mterest. Hes last chapter is

with the ofvslaught of ov
titled MWexdern Bali and the Future'

e 15 thai ke did brime with him to 1k
L3 e use and interest in the siyvle and details ol pre-

Hispane Mexios, The sparensss of b bgures, their rooand

The second izs

w5 nnid

ilptuarec]

iy of hig paanbed fig
plastichy spesls ol pre-Lalomiaan S ulptitre, and e
remnlscenl of Bvera's manimenialising worke His bl
Baliness figores with smonoth, unhoned imbs; cleari

et i the work of

AnRK- Agung Crde Shbrat (1591 1-92) wihio knew Covacrudlxngsg

irisctibated with strong outlines, are appare

and i mentioned in his bl
Presplte Covermiblas’s forus on Ball, his work hags

beer acimowledped as more influenial in Clhilna, 'gpecifically
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in Shanghal which he only briefly visited on his sy o the
Duteh East Indies: Shanghan ire the 159308 was the centre of
modermising freney, with foreigners and locals alilee striving
io work hand-and Hve fast-in this booming ‘international’
iy [t was wcentre Far writers and socinl commentainrg,
atttacted and oppalied by the city's opportunities and soeind
turmodl, Visuel artists responded fo both mainstream
international-art trends of the tome - often coming n
through Japan bot alse directly thraugh books and
reproductions
popular forms of visusl commentary; woodout 1mages,
drawings lor the masy magasmnes and newspapes
abounding, and cartoans. One of the leading mrioonists was
Zhang Gomngyu (1H1E-68) who, inthe 19205 andd 305 in
Shanghad, led others In establishing magazines, exhibitions
and support for this newksk visual form. The young artisis
were atiracted to the criticnl socinl imoges of George Grose
and David Low, Kethe Kollwitz and Franclsco Gova and
Miuel Covarrubias:

Covarmahias i seen as a8 Western' artist, knowmn
through his work mads in Mear Yorl. But thers was
acknowledgement of the importance of Medoan forms.in ks
work, purticiiarcly the peometiic desligns

and aiso developed hups followings for

CAme i was Enowm
that he was Mexorn, a man [ilee them who might be norscting
& different responsa in the maimstream Angho world of the

United Btates. Zhang and his confrere Lino
Bimgedung (197152006, like: Coverrabins,
lookeed o boenl folk st tnaditions as well gas
mgh-art references. Zhang porticularly
admired Covarmaihias’s sivle = within the
vealm of the cartoon but atao slegant and
siybish, spare and Howing. Perhaps has
reduiced, curving; elepant lines appenled to
the Lhinese respect for the beaurtifully
cortialled brush strake of traditensl art,
expecinlby compared wath the mgged and
aften harsh line of Grose or Kolbaifz
Covarrubidas visiced Shanghal in
Beptemiber 1935 and was met by adimiring
voing Chinese martists.* However, his less
sirident politicnl stvle and indeed the
elegance of his world were fo knger aeen
an relevant after the events of the
Jepanesse immsion of 1937 and Ching's
Leriy priEricecd O Eawil WikT

Kany artists in Javn were mnmvolved
in the war agairst the Japancse and
then agaimst tle Duteh ln the 1940 and it was only &t the
ond of that decade and mto the 15950 that they could feam
turm greater attention to their art.,
admired what their confiéres in'the Philippines had achisved
in thelr struggles for [ndeperdence. And they oo kEnew of the
achievements of the Mexican remluotionooy artints. Many

Javaness artists had long

wanted to po b Mexico 10 see the works, Two whe did wers
Sudjans Kerton [192:23-94), wha travelled there in the 19508,
and Alfaestdl [1907T-90), ane of the leading artists of the
persd, While Affandi respected the work of the Mexican
artists, their overt political stanee ond flat inear style s very
different from hizs expressive; pecaonal brush soroles
Studjunn Kerton stayved in the L& until the 19708, and it won
anly oo his return then fo Indonesia that his comtribotion to
Indonestan art woe really made

Orhers wanted to g, but could not. One of these was
the preit Indonesian artist Hendrm Gumawan (1918835
whipte political views led to his rrest. He had been ceniral
o the developmeant ol 8 sacially focused am in Yognekarcta,
central o, m the vears around the straggle for
independence; and he remalned outapolkenly afigned 1o lefi-
wing politics, [ndeed, his long ssaociation with Lekea, ki
Artists’ group close to the Indonesion Commimst Party; led
to his long-term tmprisonment. Befors this, in the 1950s, he
bl toht at the madin art atademy In Yograkania and
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irevelled to the USSR, PRC, East Germany, [hsly ond
Rumania, ot he never made it o Mexdon,

e [adliaapain the: period afrer independences in the
L9508 opened maore oppartunities for fis artists. Coe of the
mad T -RErtisrs to depict socialissues, Batsh Guagral (b, 1925)
tesvilled o Mexboo o study fn 1953, He had e=en the
troirnas ol Partiton in s fnabve Panjab. He soadied et in
Bombay and came in contact with the modernist movement
thare, though was less attractsd (o the new ‘expressionist’
siyle. He was more intercsted in loosl traditdons and, always,
sorcisl dssues. He subsegquenttly pnimed a Mexican
Gipvernment achotarship and went there, rather than 1o
Landan o Eurape s other young Indians did, He served an
apprenticealip wilh Rivera ad Siguedcos, though The
bravsara of his stele @5 closer 0 Omoreo's work, and beld his
firat solo ghow in Mexieo City in 1933 He peinted many
mitirala o l1s return to lndin fand also in the UDSA), from
the 1 9hls it the 19808 ujrml's later work was also ool
widely followed, markedly different ftom the more rnical
riaredtives of the Baroda school. Another mdividual link
betieeen Indis and Meslos was the appointmient of [lster
Mobel loureate] author Octavio Paz, [1914-98) who had
garher written on Memean entity, a8 Mexico's Ambessador
1o Indhia i 1962

The last fiw decades hoave seen the thind manitestation
of the link between Mexioo and Asin in the sork of the
Filbplro arssts whs paint the hugs, mursl-derved images of
lide o both art gelleries and wader alield. Pablo Baens Santos
| 153} and Damilo Dalena (b, 1942} were sarly Eoders of
this new gronp of arists. Cehers who emerged includs Edgar
Fernnndes (b, [955) who began g series of lacge,
melodramatic;, religious history paintings about the
Fhilippines, & mix of Hallywood, Spanish baroque and a
detuiled rendition of the symbals of oppresslon mnd
naticnniism (i edample betng UnfimEted paoding af S
presant, 1R 0-03, Am x &mj. Likewise. Nunehscio Alvarado
[l 15e50) with s huge (2.7m x 153} canvas Losd not dulles
(1503 jsee page 14, showed the plight of poer farmers in the
Vigavas. Almrado’s worlke — Had, neer and massies - 6 balya
formal descendent ol the Mexscans. The group of muralists
called Sanggnves, that rose o prominencs in the late 15900,
contimnes this hermtnge. More than other Asian ariesie
descendant= of the Mexicans, their werk o5 aocoessful
becavze-t glorifes the spint and history of the local peaple n
stocy, symbaol and malenals, bt dlss pobsts ool very wividly
the various problems and [@ilings of the poweriul — whethsr
|_|r||-.r||'|.1:|5-_ lamclowners or the heerarchy of thie charch

1 have gpeculated on & geographic resson wiy this
debt to Mextoo ks a0 Hrtle articulated; the Pacibe Coean bs o
formidables phyaical and psyoholageenl barrier. Bud sacial
histere also has g role. Orians Baddeley and Valerie Fraser
mizke the point in thelr book on et in Latin America,
Dirmzemng the Line, that Swquetros and others hed led many-of

the pevolutionary practces for the US artists from the

19305, melading the uss of machine pamt smd engmnes;
which artiets Uke Jackeon Pallack took over, bt thit by the
19508 the debl o Mexico was unfashionable 1o seate, and
the references were inafead to Evuropenn sources.” They
further ATHEUE that the promotion of abstract art by the US in
Latin Amerbeaaleo reduced sacknowledgement of the
importance of the fgimtve Mexioan work: In this post-war
period i Asla ton, the inoreased prosperity and Eoree of the
riew abatraction took the wind out of the sails of the socisl
renliat artigts and, with'it, doe acknowledgement of the role
ol these importonl non-Eoropean preclarsars

Notes

1, There are’ atill verbal peferences: the manieies de el the

embrosdered ailk and Innged scarcen worn #10 carm s and
shoulders: by warnen of Spanish beckground, either in Lhe
Amences or Spain iweelf, which came from China, but with thesr

F||||,1|1|-_| ke, ArmoigEst the legion of coresd ivary CIrestiam

figures seen and oodlected thoough Mexico ace those tha
orpnate with Chiness artisans in Manils, Their round-cheeleed,
ey erouthed, aloe-eved foces nre ol Chiness deities or beutes
rather than Eurapean or Middls Esatern anes, [ 1R 20 1hink
their swoyving figures are not only doe o the bend of the fnory
mask but gleso e the trodiconal Chinese pdmirntiony for the
houwisd-feated srancs of thelr womien-lind

2. Puriim Kalaow-Ledesma and Amadis Ma. Goerrero, Edades,
Nertsonal Ardst, Filipinas Foundation, Manila, 1979, ppoTE-7F2

3, Allredn Bopces Tnterdew’, Manila 1971, in Cid Repes
Coateraahians o Ff-u'.'.ulu et Al Cuklowral Centpe o the
Phibippines, Manila, 1989, pp. 103; 185

1. A wileiranging disodssion on this period of cartooning in
:L_-\-]'I;I.||l_'||lll| 12 0 Hung Chiang-rmal, Wiar ar
Restatenee 10 ladern Chine TRIF-T045, Brrkeley

Californin Press, 1904

3 Popadlar Cailtiere,;

Lpkersiiv af

The Jakoria Post, 28 June 2000, for

enttimEnla N Sud s Kemon s ann Affandi™ Mezlenn Ini=resty

A, See Astri Wright

She s reviowing an exhibitian at the Mexcan Ambassadors

residence, which inclades two wondecful works mede o Mexicn
o Bl ol & '..'i|I|'-!.l__|' ||1.'|rl:(-' SCETE RO 8T ail [A=iENELTIY ed &

Mesicun bundly,. She aleo says thial reproductions of ter athel

Mexicon pointings are exhibited as well

& See Astr Wright ‘Printing the Pespée’ in Josoph Fischer [ed ]

Maderr Mdbanesian At Jalarti snd New' York, 1990, p 123

7. Uriana Baddeley and Valerie Fraser, Dngagag dhe Line) A
and Cerleorre | [dentity in Contempormry Lolin Americn, Yers=o,
Landap, 1585, pp M HT

Alinon Carrall has bieen an academie, eritls, writer, caresar and
ndminmtrater of art exhibitions ond artist exchanges with Asia
for orcete 20 vears: She sasablshed and s DOirectnr of the Aris
Program at Axmlink
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