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There are a number of organizations and artists' groups that
have werked in the city for over 26 years (and somstimes far
lengar) to make art more available and relevant at the commu-
nity level. While the second installment of my diseussion will
canter on the publle Institutions, nonprofit arls organizations,
and exhibitien venues that promote and encourage public art
in Chicage, | would like to begin with the Chicage mural
movement. In the late '60s, muralists bypassed the limitations
of a madiated museum and gallery system in order to speak
directly to a larger and more diverse audlence, following

the lead of earlier, community-based organizations, such as
Beacon Street Hull House, that were established in neighbor-
heeds to erganize activities that integrated art with other life-
sustaining programs. My diseusslon of murale aims to demon-
strate how their development set the greundwork for new
theorles that are now becoming part of mainstream debate
and practice. A closer look et the history ef the Chicago mural
mevement, documented in "Hesling Walls: Murals and
Coemmunity, &8 Chicage Histery," an impertant recent exhibition
at the lllinois Art Gallery,! highlights some of the Issues raised
in the develepmant of this ganre.

One ean theerize that the murallsts transformed such views as
Michael Fried's Medernist attack on Minimalist art as theater 2
inte a positive stance, in which tralned professional artists
incorperaied their sophisticated and spacialized knowledge
inte new processes for new ends. Thus, Fried's negative view
of artwerk that Included the spactater articulated a position
that was subsequently reversed by the muralists. As these
artists bagan challenglng themselves to roplace the relatively
small scale of easel painting and the privacy of their studios
with the menumental ecale of exterler walls, architeciural ele-
ments, and the publle space of the eity, they simultaneously
gimed te invent alternative techniques and approaches In
order to redefine art's function and censtituency. For them,
innovation teok place on the streets Instead of in their studios.
Instead of endlessly talking about art, er the interior machina-
tions of the artist and the art world, they baegan developing
new ways 1o locate and make visible their communities’
often hidden and heteregensous concerns, This process also
” resulted in the re-examination of certain wern-out dogmas
about significance In art: that it is only possible as the creative
act of an individual; that collaberation necessarily erases differ-
ences; or that serious art Is fundamentally adversarial to its
community. Another issue that has, te my knowledgs, naver
been theorized systematlcally, but is explered by the muralists,
eoncerns how ertistie innevation is defined by art-world profes-
sionals in contrast to examining how different kinds of innova-
tion oceur in differant kinds of art.

Muralists seldem define themselves aceording to the conven-
tional medel of the individualistic and elignated artist/hero:
instead, thair stance toward strengthening their cemmunities
often comes from & sense of affiliation. As seli-preclaimed cul-
tural workers, some work to unearth and decument shared his-
tories and unspoken values In order to ceammunicate them col-
lectively, publicly, and menumentally. Others are concernad
with eenstructing positive images of self as Individuals and as
groups, end to make visible a sense of the spiriual, According
to muralist and educator Olivia Guds, "The exploration of self
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through miythical arehetypes, and poly-
\heistie, rather than monotheistic, con-
ceptions of self and spirit have been

important eultural develepments in the ¢
1680s and '80s,"¥ Muralist Marcus 2l |
Akinlana stated, "To ma, an artist is like |

a priest. Coming from the Alfrican eultural
standpoint, the artist is a spiritual person,
like &8 medicine man, There is & blg
responsibility that éemes with that." To
this end, Siddha Webber's combining
text and poetry—often prayers—with
Images in many of the 33 murals he has
rade since 1969 is ene unique approach
to transforming forgotten, dilapidated
walls Into sites that neurigh the spirit.
Reslstance takes place against des-
tructive forces, such as racism, gang

or police violance, drugs, and oulside
encroachment—i.e., unwanted govern-
ment policies or financial develepment—
which could destroy the eharacter of the
community. Some murals ldentify with a
group's vietimization, while ethers take a
mere proactive position as they strive for
their eommunity's enhancement,

Although murals have long and dissimilar

histeries In Mexico and in Europa— .
two artistic eanters whose Influence is
strongly felt In the Chicage mural tradi- |
tion—thelr davelopment in the United

States has been shaped differently
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dapanding on their locations. John
Pitman Weber and Hector Duarte note
that cartain Mexican stylistic devices and
theoretical developments have greatly
influenced Chicago murals; in particular,
they discuss the mural as being visually
interactive with its suppert, so that the
architecture is an active ingredient of the
pieture. For them, murals must take inte
aceount their location and audisnce.
Thus, & primary step in planning a mural
consists of an analysis to datermine who
the potential viewers are, from what
positions the mural will bs seen, and
hew much time the average viewer is
likely to epend at & particular location.

Alse, by borrewing Mexican narrative
devices, fractured compositions, and
giant shifis In seale, Chicago muralists
began alluding to events and ideas
separated in time and space, and to

mix images of myth, metapher, and real
events. They devised ways of collabo-
rating while malntalning their individual
artistic identities, For Instance, by juxta-
posing dissimilar elements such as flat
African patterns with the naturalistic ren-
dering of soms figures and the stylization
of others in an ordered but highly eem:-
plex spatial design, the artists eould

incorporate different styles, ideas of
places, kinds of objects, or sats of .
opinions and experiences within ene
frame. Furthermore, like Inslders in the
art world utilizing eertaln Idiems peculiar
to contemporary art in order to Increase
the work's abstract complexity, many of
the best muralists empley urban images
and languages that are meaningful
locally but sesm hermetic to eutsiders,

The Chicago mural movement's begin:
niAg i usually attributed to Willlam
Walker, who conceived the 1967 Wall
of Respect It was mads jeintly by
artists In the midst of their African-
Amarican eemmunily to davelop a posl-
tive image for people of that cemmunity:
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a language for black pride, identily, and empowerment. As with
subsequent murals, Its goal was to generate growth and heal-
Ing through dialegue. Sinee then, several generations of mural:
Ists have worked alone or in ad hoc groups in different nelgh:
berhoods of the city.

In 1970, Walker founded The Chicago Mural Greup with
Eugene Eda and John Pitman Waeber, developing ever the
years a theoretical and organizational structure that later
evolved into the Chicage Publie Art Group (CPAG).F Altheugh
its membearship has shifted over time, it has always been a
multi-racial and multi-ethnle erganization, now numbering about
30 membears. CPAG Initiates many of Chicago's most eutstand-
ing eommunily-based murals, develops resourcas for funding,
and, importantly, provides leadership in ghaping the field.

Because thero are 8o many neteworthy murals In the ¢ity, | can
dascribe enly a few examples of the different types made ever
the yoears by some leaders in the moverment. Another Time's
Voice Remembers My Passion’s Humanity Is ene of a number
of collaborations by African-American artists Calvin Jones and
Mitchell Caton.® Painted in 1879 on a wall facing the playlet
adjoining the Elliet Donnelley Yeuth Center, this 18- by 42-feot
work remains an exceptional example of the ways in which
some murals can integrate images to eonvey multiple meanings,
placas, times, and artists' voicas on a large scals. A realistically
painted, middie-aged woman anchors the right edge of the wall:
her shape, dress, and upright, purposeful stance faithiully repre-
sents the personage this figure symbolizes: the the stalwart
strength of the matriarch. On the left, a similarly reafistic depic-
tion of a father embracing a child cempletes a family, while in
front, ellheusttes of running children pleture the mischie-
vousness and joy of youth. Occupying the center are
depletions of the ordinary, weod-frame houses that
may be feund in working-class neighborhoods all over
Chicago. Other, stylizad images of faces, statues, and
designs are Afriean-Amarican symbols of identity and
empowermant, tying the prasent to reconstructions of
tha past and a hoped-for future. Recently, the cemmuni-
ty's commitment te Its public art was demonstrated by its
commissioning a restoration of the mural and the davel-
opment of & unique art playlot that contalns ether two-
and three-dimensional works by several artists, such as a delight-
ful mosaic grotto, by Mr. Imaglnation, in which ehildren ean play,

Continuing the tradition of Chieage murals that took held In the
'80s, Olivia Gude teamed up with graffiil-artist Dzine, working
with six teenagars to create Still Deferred, Still Dreaming fer
the Martin Luther King Boys and Girls Club. Effectively eoupling
different styles and sources for text and Imagery based on the
club’s namesake and the engagement of the myth of the
American Dream In African-American discourss, its design
wraps the cerner of the building, radically aceentuating it.
Traditionally palnted, naturalistic pertraits of Dr. King,

Maleolm X, and Ghandi exemplily peopls of coler who worked
for peace and systemic change, while famous texts and refer-
ences to Egypt speak to pride of heritags. Finally, by incorpo-
rating the street writing and spatial design of today's hip-hop
culture, along with the appropriation teehniques and fractured
and flattened spatlal design of contemporary painting, the




artists symbolically intermix different ganerations and groups
of psople who are usually separated. Thus, the mural
expresses the opiniens of two widsly diverse artlsts (teacher
and graffitl writer), their teen collaborators, the sponsors, and
the mural movement's ongoing examinations of the symbalic
and thecretical complexity of Martin Luther King, Jr.

While themes of raclal or ethnic pride and empowerment
have continued to be important in the mural movement,
artists such as Weber have generated murals that confront
the widely contested secial and political messages of their
time (such as anti-war, environmental, and Integrationist
themes). These artists fermed metheds of targeting diverse
but receptive audiences, negotiating funding (or, at least, sup-
plies), shaping Imagery and composi-
tional devices, and aequiring sites
(sueh as liberal ehurches and nelgh-
borhead community canters) sultable
for such agendas. These murals,
executed largely in the 1970s, were
part of an effort to ereate now, issue-
oriented communities that were not
necessarily geographically situated.
Unfertunately, few of these histeri:
cally Important murals remain in geod eonditien due te the
vagarles of weather, changing ownarship of sites, and inade-
quete technical precautions.

Although Weber is less active today as a muralist, his leader-
ship has been profound in the engelng creation ef a theoretieal
position for murals as a distinet genre of art. He has bean
active in developing appropriate principles for mural design
and has experimented with mere dursble media, new tech-
niques for collaboratlon, and various narrative and abstract
styles to convey different sorts of meanings. One extant mural
s an arresting relief of concrete, sgraffito technique, and
moesaic: 1979's For the People of the Future,? in which he and
co-artists Lynn Takata and José Guerrero corfelated a plant-like
form abstractly alluding to nature with a8 hand holding a scroll
imprinted with pictographs reprasenting culture. Utilizing a
strong, simple design that is Immediately neticed on Its busy
street, and constructed out of nearly Indestructible materials,
the mural pletures the artists’ plea for the continuation of both
culture and nature.

Olivia Guds Is an extraordinarily productive muralist of the
genaration following these originating the movement. She
warks both alene and in collaberation with cemmunity groups
and other muralists, ineluding her husband, Jon Pounds (now
the director of the CPAG). In a 1892 solo mural on a rallroad
underpass In Hyde Park, Gude explored new ways to dapict
the multiple veleas that eecupy eommoen space in this neigh-
berheed. Where We Come From . . . Where We're Golng
stems from her ebservatien that many of Hyde Park’s divarae
inhablitants are atomized Individuals who seldom talk te ene
anothar. By stopping and interviewing pecple at the 66th
Street and Lake Park Avenue rallroad underpass where her
1600-square-feat mural now appears, she obtained fragments
of eral historles that she transcribed onto a palnted, frontally
arranged lineup of portraits, She used other painterly and

e

compesitional devices, such as radical
ghifts In scale and transparent layering
of motifs, to peint out that the singular
stories and relationships that underlie
these solitary facades aro indlcations of
fmultiple sub-communities: a neighber-
hoed that Is integrated, yet net inte-
grated, and 8 community in which its
constituent parts are far more Important
1o Its inhabitants than Hyde Park as &
suppesedly Integrated whole.

An exemplary collaboration between
Gude and students representing ever 30

Muralists seldom define themselves according to the con-
ventional model of the individualistic and alienated
artist/hero: instead, their stance toward strengthening
their communities often comes from a sense of affiliation.

different ethnie groups is the serias of
stunningly beautiful Venetian-glass
mosaic murals created at Steinmetz
High Schoel in 1993-95.9 Although part
of their purpose |s to beautily the acheo!
and to recontextualize the space for its
present users, the mosalcs are alse
meant to be part of a didactic process to
create a secluded work setting in which
students frem the racially tense high
schoal could admire esch ether's davel-
oping mosale skills and discuss differ-
ences and divisions among them. For
two years, these students learned to
research thelr histories and te eemmuni:
cate with eaeh other to form rew under-
standings. In the process, they learned
technlcal skills necessary for tranalating
thermes from their diverse baekgrounds
into eellaboratively generated designs
and for executing the highly prefessional
mosalies that now cover celumns in the
gchool's main entrance—a lasting
legacy for themselves and their school.

Several other school murals alse aim to
represent the composite nature of the
schools' populations. Images gleaned
from children's drawings appear along-
side Alrican and Amerindlan deslgns on
the eracked-tile mogaics at the entrance
to the Nabel School.® Relating to the
school's population of predominantly
Latino and African-American kids,

this lively hybridization of symbals is
designed in & non-hiararchical schema.
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While the murals at thase schools strive
te highlight bath the mixed origins and
the hybridizatien of their students, many
of Chicago's Chieano murals isolate and
amplify thelr particular historical and
cultural roots and their stylistie ties to
the great Mexiean muralists, Although
Mexico's traditlon of mural art was a
reftection of its government's earlier
revolutionary ldeals of edueating and
uplifting the "eemmon man,"” in the
United States it bacame an outsider art
ef a minority, displaced culture, Working
mainly in the Pilsen neighborhood,
Chieane muralists, both professional and

amateur, were also Influenced by
protest movements of the '60s and
‘708, including the Chicano movement
in the Seuthwast and the Civil Rights
and anti-Vietnam War movements, A
major project, racently restored, was the
earigs of menumental murals covering
several walls outside and insida the
Benite Juarez High Seheol. These huge
and cemplex works, a cellabaration
between many well-known Latine
muralists,!? celebrate Mexiean culture
and history. Sevaral other mural projects
in Pileen, lad by Francisco Mendoza,
tend to be generalized depletions of
Mexiean eultural symbols dene in col-
laberation with lecal students, while
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Marcos Raya has worked to depict evolving ideas of cultura
and to air ether community issues, Fer the mest part,
Chicago's Chicano murals remain a monumental art, as they
convert dilapldated walls Into the sites ef an art form symbelic
of a culture that Is alive, thriving, and evelving.

Hector Duarie's 1992 mural, Honor Boricus, (asaisted by
Ssndra Antonglorgi) deserves close attention because it is an
excellent example of how the Mexican mural tradition has
been used by many erlists to depict a variaty of ethnic themes.
Duarte is a Mexlean-bern artist who was trained in Siqueires's
workshop and has worked |n Chicage for the past decads, pro-
dueing many murals depleting various Latino themes.!! This
20- by 33-foat acrylic mural depicts a Puerto Rican flag inge-
nleusly floating among images of its host building's side wall

(pletured as a new, columned areade reminls-

¥|  cent of a beloved Pusrto Riean histerical site—
; an anti-alavery monument) and of Chicago and
Puerte Rican landscapes. These symbols, and
the body of water dapicted In the mural's middle
ground, signify themes of dual [dentity and a
spiritual energy flowing baek and forth from
Duarte's patrons' roots in Puerto Rico and pre-
sent reality In their Chicage eemmunity. The
mural's exceptionally skillful, naturalistic painting
is executed with a baroque sense of exagger-
ated perspective. It exemplifies the sense of
eptimism, integration, and harmeny, and the
technical drawing proficlency and eemmand
of space that are typical of many traditional
Mexiean murals,

Other murallsts, in their efferis to resist homoge-
nizatien within an Anglo soclety and affirm a
sense of pride |n their heritage, bafrow images
from felk art and pra-Columbian artifacts—partic-
ularly frem the highly complex symbelic vecabu-
lary of the Aztec and Mayan civilizations—as
reductionist symbels of an imagined democratic
and peaceful past. Unfortunately, this kind of
unexamined, repetitive, and reductive use of
symbols sometimes results in decorative and
nostalgic elichds rather than a considered
attempt to come to grips with the complexities and violence of
elther the past or the present.

Murals in other parts of the city refleet the histeries and
themes of various ether ethnic and raclal gemmunitias.

Eor Instance, Cynthia Welss and Miriam Seceloff's 1989
mosale, Fabric of Our Lives, for the Bernard Horwich Jewlsh
Community Center, focuses on Jewish histerles of labor and
immigration. Welss's continued development of the mosaie a8
a partieularly durable and beautiful technique has Influenced
many muralists.

From the baginning of the mavament in the late '60s, murals
have held dual and eonflicting positions in the art world,
Chicago's murals are ubiuitous. Like the features of long-mar-
ried spouses, they are seen on our dally reunds but not always
registered on our consciousnass, However, their status as art Is
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often dismissed by arts professionals, even as they loek fer
ways to duplicate many of the muralists' working methods,
Paradoxlcally, those very artists who have been at the forefront
of developing ways to deliver relevant messages via art to a
wide and general audlence are often relegated to the margins in
malnstream art-world discussions of such topics, Thelr sephisti-
catlon and efficaey In addressing their audience and developing
imaginative uses of their sites—incorporating architecture, land-
scape, and scale In the precess—are invisible to the uninitiated.
Similarly ignered is their exhaustive investigation of the diffieult
process of collaboration: of
learning to dlalogue, to juxta-
pose conflieting world views
witheut fighting (an aesthetlc
a8 well as a real-world activ-
ity), and te give up power In
order to achieve a stronger
and mere efficacious whole,

In practice, the werd "collabaration” is used to meen many dif-
ferent things. "Art by Commitlee" is still considered to be
woak art by many artists and critics, its power diluted through
compremise; on the other hand, it is left unsecrutinized as an
unpreblematic goal by athers. Muralists sometimes collaborate
only ameng themselves, using the wall as a
forum for their joint messages to their audi-
ence. Sometimas collaboration means solicit-
Ing eemmunity (nput but not allowing for
dacislon-making, and sometimes it actually
Invelves the eemmunity in all aspects of the
work's development, Its most radical inter-
pretation by muralists calls for a flattening of
hlerarchy among all involved,

As the mural movemaent eontinues its devel-
epment, some artists ere engaging in push-
ing the genre In naw directions, Most Influen-
tial to them are recent theorias In feminist,
deconstructionist, and minerity fislds of
scholarship, wharein discussiens of [ssues
related to Identily formation and empower-
ment, and of social structures that allow for
diversity and hybridization, are germane to
their goals. Indeed, a fascinating but problem- -
atic mural by Bea Santiago Muiez with Tim
Porleck exemplifies such experimentation as
younger muralists begin to put their Interpre-
tation of recent theory Inte action. This 19956
mural, Fishing On Hogarths Head's Bay,t is
interesting and proveeative In that it engages
many of the important and centested issues of contemporary
murals, Mufiez and Perleck worked collaboratively with their
patrons, the students at Prologue Alternative High Scheel, to
dapict thermes and ideas gleaned from both the students’ expe-
riences and those of thelr artist leaders. Their witty and signifi-
cant textual input is interspersed with various symbels and nar-
rative elements in a determinedly nenhierarchical way.

it
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Two cogent phrases in this mural summarize the engelng
dilemmas that the best murals address: |s the role of the publie

artist to bring issues to the aitentlon of
tha community? OF is the artist's role to
depict the values, concerns, and inter-
@sts of the community? These are ques-
tions of the artists, whose concerns pre-
sumably are part of, but not dominant in,
the totality of the piace. Another phrase
in the mural, "The Classical Here has
grewn Old," conveys the workers'
desire for change. Devices such as

Murals’ status as art is often dismissed by arts profession-
als, even as they look for ways to duplicate many of the
muralists’ working methods.

these, in which many disparats activities,
scenes, poriralis, and symbols are
included within ene frame, continue the
muralist traditien of indicating multiple
sources of experience. Another tradi-

tional deviee—allowing for multiple draw-
ing styles—also has been used to speak
to the dilemma of how one can deplet
diversity {i.e., through images of people
holding hands?). Howaever, the tightly
controlled space of the Mexican tradition
hae been replaced by a more haphazard
arrangement of motifs to break up any
tandency toward a unified narrative,
Moreever, the mural's drawing tends to
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be differentiated more by Individual
dagraes of gkill than by well-defined Indi-
vidual styles. Further notable incluslons
are local “tags,” which not enly convey
information among the students but alse
validate their "writing" as art.

This work squarely faces the muralists'
desire to avoid unproblematic representa:
tions of people who &are not accurately
pictured by singular and stereotypleal
images, and their datarmination to find
new ways to validate and portray
hybridization. Altheugh the work displays
its leading artists' intelligence and profi-
cieney with lsnguage and theory, It alse
epltomizes a contradiction between the
artists’ acceptance of advanced theory as
an unproblematized basls for the weork
and a slmultaneous disregard for a simllar
degres of aesthetic mastery. This mural's
uneven drawing technlgues and lis
unconslidered use of color and design in
much of iis field highlights the problem.
In this ease, language and concept have
been falsely naturalized, while aesihetics
are dismissed as belng too eulturally
blased. Thus, part of the muralists'
funetien, that of teacher and role model,
has been abrogated In its failure to pro-
vide a paradigm for the studants' develop-
ment of a visual language. Furtharmore,
another commen function, te provide
aesthetic pleasure, is also lessenad.

In contrast, the best murals, such as
Gude's Where We Come From . . .
Where We're Going, bacome the sum of
all thelr relationships: of words, pictures,
and concepis to thelr spaclfic support,
and thus they stand In thelr cemmunities
88 more than the detritus of thelr
process. Thelr effectiveness should be
|udged en multiple levels of aesthatics as
well as the freshness of ihelr appreach
to solving issues of more or leas signili-
cance 1o both the arlists and their com-
munity. The best of Chicago's murals
have not enly contributed to the way we
think about arl, but bacause thay are
avarywhara in tha city—=not only in the
poorer neighborhoods with whieh they
are often associated—they have also
changed the way Chicago looks,

Claire Welf Krantz is an artist and writer bised in Chicigo.
notes

1 "Healing Walls: Murals and Community, & Chicago
History,” eurated by Judith Bursen Lleyd, was on
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view Irom October 27, 1995 to January 28, 1833 at the lllinals Art Qallery.
Mighael Fried, “Art and Objscthoed,” Artferum, Juna 1887,

All quotations are from intarviswa conducted by the auther of from decuments
and 1alks eenngcted with the exhibition, "Healing Wa!ls: Murals and Community,
a Chleage Histary."

Wall of Respectwas eriginally located en Chicago's South Side at 43rd and
Langley. Part of it has been preserved and is installed at Malcolm X College.
Other cooperatives with wider goals but that also produced murals includs
MIRA, feunded by Carlos Cortez and José Oonzales, MARCH (Mevimente
Artistieo Chicano), founded by Victor Sorrell, José Gonzales, Rleardo Alenia, and
Marie Castilla in 1687; and The Public Art Werkshap, feunded by Mark Regovin in
1672. Other multi-purpess erganiiations that eceasionslly aponsor murals ara
The Mexican Fine Arta Center Museum, Gallery 37, and the Boulevard Arts
Centar.

This mural was restorad in 1683 by Bernard \Wiiliams and Palge Hinsan.

For the People of the Future is located at tha cornar of Springlie!d Strest and
Nerth Avanue,
8ponsared by Stelnmeiz High Behoal end The Chicage Publie Arts Group, the
mmurals ara loeated at 3030 N, Mobile.

Located at 4127 W. Hireh. Co-designara wara Miriaa 2wlerzynski and Nina Cain,
with @ taam of yeunger muralists and teenagara.

10 Paricipating aftists inelude Auralio Diaz, Antanio del Santes, Hector Duart,
Joaé Qonzales, Jalme Longoris, Oscar Moya, Malu Drtege, Ray Patldn, Marcos
Raya, Celia Redriguez, Robario Valadez, and Ssivedora Vega.

11 Seme of these ware preduced In callabaration with Marish deFarest, who
helped translate a convarsation with Heetor Duarte and elucidated many of my
quastions,

12 Thia 16- by 66-foot mural is on Lawrenee Avanue, beside the railroad underpass
just east of Sheridan Road.
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and Olivia Gude, Ed Maldenade, and Jehn Pitmian Weber, who
provided me with guidance and histerical data. Mariah deForest,
Pal Devine, Diane Gramm, Hector Duarte, Joyee Fernandes,
Juana Guzman, Jane Hellman, Karen Indeck, Greg Knight, Mike
Lash, Pat Murphy, and Peter Taub were also extremely generous
with their time and resources.




