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Modernists revered popular and pre-Columbian art articulating that
Authenticity was to be found in the relationship between art and the
life of working men and women and in the spontaneity of expressions
unfettered by the strictures and canons of bourgeois taste. As a result,
Mexican modernists were especially attuned to the creative expression
of children, women, and of course Indians.
– Claudio Lomnitz, Deep Mexico Silent Mexico; An Anthropology of Nationalism

Ahuehuete De La Noche Triste, 2018. Paper and glue on board. 83 x 61 inches
Photo © Mikayla Whitmore. Courtesy of the artist
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DEL PUEBLO Y PARA EL PUEBLO

THE PAPER PAINTINGS OF JUSTIN FAVELA exist

of the genre. The paintings in this exhibition

THE RENOWNED TWENTIETH-CENTURY art histo-

those from historical-cultural contexts, which

in a liminal space where meaning is a process

aim to re-contextualize Mexican identity from

rian Manuel Toussaint declared that popular

are perceived as deviating from an elitist Euro-

that is dependent not only on the wonder of its

a state-deﬁned paradigm to a delicate and lay-

art was “de el pueblo y para el pueblo” (from the

centric center.”5 By the nineteenth-century,

viewers, but on the context of the materials
and references from which they were created.
Made out of papel de China (Chinese paper),
using a piñata technique of overlapping rows
of colored paper, and drafting images from
academic nineteenth-century paintings, the
works of this exhibition are contingent on the
construction of artistic practices that date
back to the sixteenth-century. His work may
superﬁcially be mistaken for “authentic”
views of Mexico—an ideal view of a landscape
full of color and tradition. However, in their
“indigenous/popular”art skin, Favela’s paintings are a web of complex referents that
require a meticulous understanding of Mexico’s colonial past. The images cannot be
understood without a knowledge of Mexico’s
internal and external nationalistic sentiments
that continue to obstruct a general understanding of this Latin American country.

ered abstract utopia.
One of Favela’s main focuses has been the
work of the nineteenth-century painter José
María Velasco (1840-1912), and his approach to
this seminal academic painter interrogates the
politics of “popular” art and painting in Mexico. From the middle of the sixteenth century
onwards, Mexico City became the center of
Spanish colonial artistic production. A series
of artist-run guilds fashioned a stratiﬁed system where, for the most part, only Peninsulares
artists, or those from other European descents,
were allowed to create institutional art, that is,
the great art at the service of the hegemonic
institutions of colonial Mexico.1 As a result,
during the three hundred years of Spanish
colonial dominance in Mexico, art was highly
controlled, thus creating an “ofﬁcial” visual
culture that rendered the Colony in the aesthetic terms of the European Continent. All

Favela’s paintings are much more than re-

other artistic practices, such as lower-caste art

appropriations of nineteenth-century

production, were deemed unworthy of intel-

academic painting; they negate a formula of

lectual admiration. Art historians have

rigid design by way of “popular” craft. Favela,

negatively deemed “popular” any form of art

with his signature piñata technique, creates a

production created outside the visual parame-

series of paper mosaics that transform the

ters of colonial hegemony.

naturalism of nineteenth-century Mexican
landscapes into abstractions of color, simultaneously denying the propagandistic qualities
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people and for the people). Such painting,

and with the advent of the Mexican independ-

declared Toussaint, was viewed as sponta-

ence and the creation of the nationalistic Art

neous and without any inﬂuence from prior

Academy of San Carlos, the guild system of the

artistic schools, i.e., styles such as European

colonial period was academically institutional-

Mannerism, italianismo, or Baroque.3 Accord-

ized, and it continued to champion European

ing to Toussaint’s evaluation, the production of

aesthetics over local Native (the original peo-

popular painting included ex-votos, murals,

ples of Mexico) artistic production as a visual

storefronts, and site-speciﬁc paintings—infor-

program of the new Republic. As a result, by

mal, non-religious imagery for everyday

the twentieth century the visual culture cre-

consumption—and according to him, lacked

ated in the peripheries of these practices was

signiﬁcant artistic value. Such descriptions,

to be known simply as “popular.”

however, deny the power that art made by el
pueblo had in colonial art markets. Such
images, created outside the guild system, were
sold widely and serve as strong examples of
what everyday life must have looked like in
Mexico City. Most disregard traditional aesthetics in order to focus on narratives of civic
events independent of European techniques of
observation, putting to record their historical

tory in regards to understanding the nuances of
“popular” art are precisely the room in which
Favela’s art thrives. The playful take on academic painting combined with popular paper
techniques are geared towards a reformulation
of deﬁnitions that have traditionally affected
the perception of art made by el pueblo.

contexts of creation in their own terms. Toussaint’s de el pueblo y para el pueblo can more
productively be reformulated as “imprecise
deﬁnition,” an incidental quality of depiction
that, as the art historian Ray Hernández-Durán
has shown, motivates and enlivens “popular

2. Manuel Toussaint, Pintura colonial en México, (México: Impr.
Universitaria, 1965): 196.
3. Ibid. 196. When Toussaint mentions any prior school, he is most
likely referring to styles of art established in Mexico City from the
mid-sixteenth century onwards.

study of creative expression from segments of

4. Ray Hernandez-Duran, “Popular Art.” In Encyclopedia Latina:
History, Culture, and Society in the United States, ed. Stavans, Ilan,
and Harold Augenbraum, (Danbury, Conn: Grolier Academic Reference,
2005): 138. Art del el pueblo y para el pueblo is also understood as
the artistic production of Natives.

society deemed ‘lower’ on the social scale and

5. Ibid. 138.

art.”4 “Such imprecision in deﬁnition and classiﬁcation,” he argues, “can be found in the

1. Peninsulares was the name used in the colonial period to
refer to people born in the Iberian Peninsula.

The failures of Mexican and American art his-
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THE “POPULAR”AND THE “AUTHENTIC”

Cone Piñata. 2017.
Found objects, cardboard,
paper and glue.
60 x 60 x 60 inches.
Courtesy of the artist

STARTING IN THE NINETEENTH-CENTURY, the

ronments acquired new vigor and feeling when

Mexican government aimed to create an image

they drew near to the taste of the people.6

that best represented Mexico internally and
externally. Velasco’s landscapes were exhibited in world expositions such as the
Philadelphia International Exposition in 1876
and the Paris Universal Exposition in 1889.
After the Mexican Revolution of 1910, the
national government sought to reconstruct the
fractured identities of the Mexican territory by
way of its artistic production. Folkloric or
“popular” art was at the center of the emergent
“mestizo” identity, and a series of exhibitions
in Mexico City and in the United States were
organized to expose the world to the diverse
material culture of the country. In 1940, the
Museum of Modern Art in New York City
organized an exhibition, which highlighted
300 years of artistic production from Mexico,
before and after the independence. Antonio
Castro Leal, original founder of Mexico’s cultural center, the Palacio de Bellas Artes (Palace
of Fine Arts), wrote the introductory remarks
for the exhibition’s catalogue. He highlighted
the aesthetic achievements of Mexican artists,
as well as the growing importance that Mexican Baroque art was gaining in the world of art
history. In regards to folk art, he wrote:

Today we continue to perceive “popular” art
in the interstices of these ideological opposites, anchored in false notions of
“authenticity” and the “purism” of Native
artists. Our perceptions of popular art anchor
Mexico’s past in a place safe for its consumption. At the same time, the hierarchical
baggage that sinks its semantic and artistic
value outside our notions of “high art” further
reactivate discriminatory colonial ideologies
that negate all Native arts as either purely
“aesthetic” or “anthropological,” rather than
placing them in the more nuanced, comprehensive category of artistic practice. Favela’s
development of his piñata technique (example, opposit), and its usage in the paintings of
this exhibition, aim to formulate a commentary on the long history of piñatas, as
opposed to simple re-appropriations of
“popular” techniques. Prior to the Spanish
colonization of American territories, the
piñata was an olla (clay pot) ﬁlled with seasonal fruits and used in the celebration of
local deities. Later in the sixteenth-century,
and as instruments of spiritual conquest,
piñatas, with their seven pointed cones,

Mexican popular art reveals a people unusually

where used in colonial Catholic missions as

gifted for self-expression in forms of esthetics,

catechism tools that taught Natives about the

and the vitality explains why the plastic arts

dangers of the seven deadly sins. Augustini-

that are becoming debilitated in cultured envi-

ans would instruct Natives to smash the
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cones as symbols of a ﬁght against heresy and

The piñata is now regarded as a symbol of

temptation. Finally, by the seventeenth-cen-

identity and celebration, however, to deny

tury, the commercial ties with Asia allowed

this political history of use further retrenches

the piñata to be decorated with the familiar

such objects into binaries of aesthetic purity

colorful paper we see today. The piñata

and anthropological authenticity.

became the central object in the celebration
of Posadas, commemorations of Mary and
Joseph’s pilgrimage to Bethlehem, foreshadowing its use today in a variety of festivities.

6. Museum of Modern Art (New York, N.Y.). Twenty Centuries of
Mexican Art: Veinte Siglos De Arte Mexicano. México, D.F.: Instituto de
Antropología e Historia de México, 1940). 17.
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Gypsy Rose Piñata. 2017.
Found objects, cardboard,
styrofoam, paper and glue.
60 x 234 x 78 inches.
Courtesy of the artist and
Petersen Automotive Museum
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RE / PRESENTING MEXICO

FAVELA’S WORK PROHIBITS such anti-historical

tures ﬂourished. As symbols of a nascent

simpliﬁcation. Re/Presenting México is a culmi-

nation, the paintings of this prominent artist

nation of years of exploration into the oeuvre of

served as Mexico’s ﬂag throughout the world in

Velasco’s late-nineteenth-century nationalist

a series of international expositions.

paintings. Layering the aesthetic conventions
of academic painting into quasi-abstract patterns through piñata paper techniques, Favela
re-evaluates the meaning of popular painting
and its political baggage. Velasco, under
Favela’s umbrella, becomes a conduit to critically approach the art of the Mexican state, and
not as a reappropriation tool to further romanticize it. His interests reside within a series of
ideological layers that are deconstructed
throughout this exhibition, particularly that of
addressing the erasure of Colonial Mexico in
Velasco’s iconic images.7 In general, many of the
artists of the nineteenth-century were creating
an art that connected the new independent
nation with the grandeur of the Meso-American
empires. Instead of a proliferation of images
idealizing the conquest, the memory of the

With this in mind, Favela approaches each
and every piñata painting in the exhibition
with the end of dismantling nationalist myths
that are rooted in a romantic notion of Mexico
as a pastoral idyll. Favela selected the piñata
as a medium, a playful symbol of Latinx culture, as a point of departure for an exploration
into his Chicano roots and the Latinx diaspora
of America. His previous work has subverted
traditional notions of the sublime as opposed
to the popular by substituting popular content, such as the famous Gypsy Rose lowrider,
for more conventional subjects (pages 6/7).
Reimagined as life-sized piñatas, Favela
employs scale as the sublime, making the
presence of pop culture undeniable in its
overwhelming size and presence.

colonial past was being substituted and erased

For Re/Presenting México, Favela continues

in order to give room to the pre-conquest past

this exploration of identity by questioning the

of the Valley of México. José María Velasco cre-

symbols that established notions of civic pride

ated idealizations of the valley by painting

that remain ingrained in a romantic Mexican

landscapes that romanticize the area in which

past. In his version of Velasco’s 1888 The Valley

the Aztec and other important “national” cul7. As part of his work, Velasco included images of archeological
ruins and Ahuhuetes (Montezuma bal d cypress) without imposing a
new memory of past local civilization. Instead, the artist created
landscapes that contained a sense for the sublime, and at the same
time, that idealized México City and its surroundings.
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of Oaxaca (opposite, top), Favela outlines the
original painting and then assigns a different
color value to each portion of the work (opposite, bottom). The papel de China correlates to

top: José Maria Velasco. Valley of Oaxaca, 1888.
Oil on canvas, 41 7⁄8 x 63 1⁄4 inches.

the modulation of light and depth in the nine-

Courtesy of Philadelphia Museum of Art, Gift of the Mauch

bottom: Justin Favela. Valle de México desde el
Cerro de Santa Isabel, after Jose Maria Velasco,
2016. Paper and glue on board. 64 x 86 inches.

Chunk National Bank, 1949-56-1

Photo © Mikayla Whitmore. Courtesy of the artist
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Piñata Hotel. 2016.
Paper and glue on
existing motel.

RE/PRESENTING MEXICO

Photo: Krystal Ramirez
Courtesy of the artist

teenth-century original, creating a ﬁnal result
in which its imprecise deﬁnition—wildly saturated but recognizable, a pixelated mosaic—
promotes the very same creative expression
Hernández-Durán identiﬁes as the cornerstone
Doritos, Nacho Cheese.
2015.
Cardboard, paper and glue.
36 x 36 inches.
Photo: Mikayla Whitmore
Courtesy of the artist

of de el pueblo y para el pueblo aesthetics. Favela
foregrounds the sublime in a recognition of the
popular. He utilizes a similar move with regard
to subject matter. Whereas Velasco’s original

8. In the original, one can distinguish in the foreground of the composition an indigenous family engaging in daily activities, while the
colonial city and the Zapotec Valley ﬂourish in the background.
Velasco frames past as present, suspending his landscapes into a
romantic inﬁnitum where Native peoples engage with their ideal
present and idealized past. This anthropological fallacy erases the
violence of the colonial period and creates a national symbol that can
be exported around the world. In fact, Velasco’s images were exhibited around the world, not only creating the impression that Mexico,
with its panoramic landscapes, was a newly minted country with endless commercial potential, but also providing the conceptual seed
necessary to begin envisioning a territory that had reconciled its
indigenous past with its European imperial history. The myth of the
nation is what Favela seeks to deconstruct.

created a painting about relationships between
locals, their natural environment, and their
national symbols in the name of iconicizing the
State, Favela obscures the conventions of academic painting with pedazitos de papel (small
pieces of paper).8 The integrity of the academy—

EMMANUEL ORTEGA received his Ph.D. in Ibero-

America colonial art history from the University of
New Mexico. Since 2007, he has explored themes of

with its naturalistic project of building a

violence, identity, race and class difference in colonial

coherent national image—disappears, and it is

Latin American art. Among other venues, Ortega has

abstracted in Favela’s work by layers of paper

presented his work at The Universidad Autonoma de

that test the boundaries of recognizance and

Mexico (UNAM), The Denver Art Museum, The College

signiﬁcation. The Valley of Oaxaca, under

of Art Association, and American Studies Association.

Favela’s technique, loses its propagandistic

He has curated art exhibitions for Museo de Arte

qualities and its visual ﬁdelity and gains a level

Religioso Ex-Convento de Santa Mónica in Puebla,

Photo: Krystal Ramirez

of political ambiguity that denounces the

México, the Mexican Consulate in Las Vegas, and the

Courtesy of the artist

romantic delusions of the original. The image

Donkey Piñata. 2010.
Mixed media.
54 x 72 x 30 inches.

ceases to be a symbol of the nation, and instead,
it becomes a space for historical examination of
what we see and what we recognize from lived

University of Nevada Las Vegas (UNLV). An essay,
titled “Hagiographical Misery and the Liminal Witness:
Novo- hispanic Franciscan Martyr Portraits and the
Politics of Imperial Expansion,” was published by Brill
in the spring of 2018. Currently, Ortega is a Visiting

experience as being true. In so doing, his work

Professor in Chicago, collaborator in the development

reconceives traditional notions of popular and

of education programs for Arquetopia, Foundation for

high art to show that the production of meaning

Development in Puebla and Oaxaca in México, and

lies in the liminal intersection of wonder and

lectures on Latinx visibility in the podcast world.

context, order and expression.
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JUSTIN FAVELA

Bano De Nezahualcoyot,
2017.
Paper and glue on
board, 58 x 79 inches
Photo © Mikayla Whitmore.
Courtesy of the artist

JUSTIN FAVELA is a Las Vegas native working

This brochure accompanies the exhibition

in the mediums of painting, sculpture, and

JUSTIN FAVELA
Re/Presenting México: José María Velasco
and the Politics of Paper
September 7, 2018 – December 19, 2018

performance. His work draws from art history,
popular culture and his Guatemalan/Mexican
heritage. He has participated in exhibitions
and been awarded artist residencies across
the United States, Mexico and the United
Kingdom. Las Vegas venues include the

The Valley of Oaxaca
September 7, 2018 – July 28, 2019

Contemporary Arts Center, Trifecta Gallery
and The Clark County Government Center.
Favela has curated many shows throughout
southern Nevada, at spaces such as UNLV’s
Marjorie Barrick Museum to El Porvenir Mini-

The Philip and Muriel Berman Museum of Art
at Ursinus College
601 East Main Street, Collegeville, PA 19426
610 409 3500 ursinus.edu/berman

Market in North Las Vegas.
Recent exhibitions of note include Unsettled

Tuesday–Sunday, 11–4.
Closed Mondays, and for College Holidays

at the Nevada Museum of Art in Reno; Mi
Tierra: Contemporary Artists Explore Place,
featuring site-speciﬁc installations by thirteen
Latino artists that express experiences of
contemporary life in the American West at the

All Berman exhibitions and programs are free
and open to the public.
This exhibition is made possible through the
generosity of The Philip & Muriel Berman Foundation.

Denver Art Museum; and the group exhibition
Shonky: The Aesthetics of Awkwardness

© 2018, The Philip and Muriel Berman Museum of Art.

touring the United Kingdom. Favela is also

All rights reserved. All images reproduced in this
brochure, unless otherwise noted, are copyright of
the artist.

the 2018 recipient of the Alan Turing LGTBIQ
Award for International Artist.

Design: Joseph Guglietti
Printing: Brilliant, Exton, PA
cover: Arbol Caido, 2017 (detail).
Paper and glue on board, 58 x 79 inches
Photo © Mikayla Whitmore. Courtesy of the artist
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