


• 
$ •· 
Ill .. • i:L 

• • ..... 
c ·-~ 
ra 
E 
I ' c ·-... n 

::ra 
'CI .... 
Ill ·-::c -ra ·-.... .... 

c 
ra 

'-
1 • ra 
'-D.. 

CC-.:::~ 

ra ..., ·-1 • ·-
c ra .._ 
IU ·-'-

CIIZI 
"CC 

3 
.5! 
Q.. ra ..... 

.c: ra .... 
Cl 

..CI 
G.l 

Cl 

ALL ART HAS POLITICAL IMPLIC~TIONS, but SOCially 
conscious art actively protests against war, 
injustice and corruption. This kind of art is 
a recent phenomenon, appearing first in 
paintings and prints by Francisco Goy a at the 
beginning of the nineteenth centur~. While 
many artists painted images with political 
intent, printmaking has a special advantage. 
Because of its reproducibility, low cost and 
potential for graphic expressiveness, the 
print is an ideal way to voice opposition. 
Prints are often a form of public art, as they 
are circulated widely outside the private 
sphere. Political prints have always been in
tended to engage the viewer, change opinion 
and inspire action. In the twentieth century, 
waves of printmaking throughout the world 
reflected the importance of communtcat
ing urgent messages to wide audiences; in 
Europe, the U.S., China, and Mexico, print
makers worked collectively to generate pow
erful images that reflected the social condi
tions of the times. 

The printmaking medium is generally not 
accorded the status of painting or sculpture 
and does not traditionally have a high mar
ket value. Artists who are known for their 
printmaking, like Rembrandt and Goya, are 
included in the canon of art history primarily 
because of their paintings, while printmakers 
like Kathe Kollwitz are much less well known. 
In addition, prints often have an ephem
eral quality and some of the best, pasted 
on walls or distributed as leaflets, are rare, 
while some, like those of Goya, Daumier and 
Manet, were banned because of their con
troversial nature. Posters and broadsides 
are timely and topical, and book illustrations 
are not intended as autonomous art objects. 
Political art has often been labeled as pro
paganda in efforts to defuse its power, and i 
mainstream art cntlClsm and art h1story m 1 

the U.S. have marginalized representational j 
political art since the late 1940s. Very few 
exhibitions and books have been published 
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on this subject, and only 
recently have critics and 
art historians taken polit
ical art as a serious topic 
for discussion. 

Goya created both paint
ed and printed images 
to protest the war and 
folly of his time. His epic, 
large-scale Executions of 
the Third of May, 1808, of 
1814, is a grim reminder 
of the continuity of histo
ry. Goya painted a group 

of citizens of Madrid, Francisco Goya,This is what you were born for, 1810-20 
insurgents against the (from The Disasters of War series) 
forces of Napoleon's ~q~a:i~t,_B'~x_6'~ ___________ _ 
army, waiting their turns - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

dramatic scene of police brutality in his 
accusatory Rue Transnonain, 15" April, 
1834 depicts three generations of a 
working-class family murdered in the 
bedroom of their Paris apartment by gov
ernment forces. Like Goya in Executions 
of the Third ofMay, 1808, Daumier dated 
the image to anchor it in a specific time 
and place, but such an image could have 
been created in Mexico City in 1968 af
ter the student massacre in the Plaza of 
Tlatelolco, during which innocent resi
dents of surrounding buildings were also 
killed in their own homes. Daumier's 
!83!lithograph Gargantua, portrays King 
Louis-Philippe devouring the food and 
money of the poor. This work earned him 
a six-month jail term for his audacity in 
opposing injustice and corruption . 

as the French invaders shoot them down 
in a hellish nocturnal scene, one man's 
white shirt and outstretched arms a cry 
of martyrdom that stands for all innocent 
victims throughout time. Goya's etchings 
in the series Los Caprichos (Caprices) and 
Los Desastres de Ia Guerra (The Disasters 
of War) also comment directly on issues 
of his time. He provided a brilliant and 
complex critique of human folly in his 
print The Dream of Reason Brings Forth 
Monsters, and he bitterly condemned the 
violence of the Napoleonic War in Spain in 
the first decade of the nineteenth century 
in such prints as /Saw ft. Here Goy a offers 
first-hand testimony and, by extension, 
involves the viewer as a fellow witness in 
acts of atrocity. He was the first to depict 
war without glory or purpose, instead fo
cusing on the terror experienced by the 
civilian population-truly a disaster in hu- Painter Edouard Manet also commented 
man terms. 

Two decades later, the French painter/ 
printmaker Honore Daumier made thou
sands of lithographs denouncing cru
elty and corruption in France. Daumier's 

on current events in his Execution of 
Maximilian of 1867. Manet based this im
age directly on Goya's Executions of the 
Third of May, 1808, directing his criti
cism at the Emperor Napoleon Ill, who had 
helped Maximilian invade Mexico in the 
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Kathe Kollwit~ The Mothers, 1922-23 
woodcut 

1860s and then deserted him there. The 
French government prohibited the artist 
from exhibiting his painting and banned 
the engravings Manet made from the 
painting, not wishing the graphic images 
to make an already volatile situation worse 
for the government. 

In the U.S., Thomas Nast attacked crooked 
politicians in New York. His series of cari
catures, including the ingenious1871 wood 
engraving A Group of Vultures Waiting 
for the Storm to Blow Over-Let Us Prey, 
satirized Boss Tweed and his Tammany 
Ring, corrupt officials who stole millions 
of dollars from the city. Nast's campaign 
against them led to Tweed's arrest and 
imprisonment. 

Political printmaking had an even more 
important role in the early twentieth cen
tury. Prints became a pragmatic medium 
of political communication during the 
brutal upheaval of World War I and the 
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revolutions and, class 
struggles that · fol
lowed. In Germany, 
artists such as Kathe 
Kollwitz, Otto Dix, and 
George Grosz used 
their prints to attack 
injustice, poverty and 
war. Kollwitz's wood
blocks and lithographs 
personalized and 
universalized human 
suffering in unprece
dented ways. Kollwitz 
focused on the emo
tions of human faces 
and bodies in eloquent 
graphic works, im-· 
ages that are instantly 
recognizable as pro
tests against injus
tice, poverty and war. 

She based her prints of starving and sick 
working-class Germans, especially women 
and children, on her first-hand observa
tions in the slums of Berlin; they represent 
the wretched of any time and place. She 
also portrayed the sorrows of those who 
lost their fathers, husbands and children 
in war, as in her 1921 lithograph Killed in 
Action, which expresses the overwhelming 
grief of a mother and her children by using 
a few simple lines. Her lithographic poster 
No More War of 1924 became a cri de co
eur for the pacifist movement that spread 
through Europe in the 1920s, the will of the 
people embodied in a single figure with 
raised arm. 

Another German Expressionist, Otto Dix, 
depicted the horrors of World War I in 
his series Der Krieg (The War), a group 
of etchings with aquatint created from 
1920 to 1924 that portrayed the carnage 
Dix had himself witnessed first-hand. 
The etchings have a savage directness 

equaled only by Goya's 
prints of more than a 
century earlier. Like 
Goya, Dix showed the 
destruction and devasta
tion of warfare stripped 
of all heroism. His im
ages of decaying, de
composing bodies have a 
nightmarish quality that 
highlights the stark real
ity of trench warfare and 
its effects. 

Dix's fellow artist George Otto Dix, Wounded, 1924 
etching and aquatint 

Grosz satirized the cor- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
rupt officers of the German army and their In that era, political imagery was a power-
financial backers in images that match ful force, for good or evil, and while the 
those of Goya in their relentless condem- Nazis vilified all modern artists, leftist art-
nation of social evil. In 1925, Grosz at- ists were in great danger. Kollwitz worked 
tacked Hitler directly, portraying him as a in semi-secrecy, Dix was imprisoned for a 
caveman with a swastika tattoo on his arm. time, Heartfield fled to England and Grosz 
Grosz and John Heartfield had developed emigrated to the U.S. 
the political photomontage around the 
end of the First World War, and after Hitler 
came to power, Heartfield began to use this 
medium to attack the activities of the Third 
Reich and to denounce anti-Semitism. 
Heartfield's 1934 montage 8/ut und Eisen 
(Blood and Iron) depicts four axes in the 
shape of a swastika, dripping blood. This 
powerful image, which became a sign of 
resistance in Germany, deconstructed and 
recontextualized the Nazi symbol and was 
widely distributed in underground publi
cations and posted on walls. In the 1930s, 
Kollwitz, Dix, Grosz and Heartfield were 
all threatened by the Nazis and prevented 
from working openly in Germany. The 
Nazis confiscated the work of leftist artists 
from museums and dismissed them from 
their teaching positions. Images by Dix, 
Grosz and Heartfield were held up to ridi
cule in the Entartete Kunst (Degenerate 
Art Exhibition) of 1937, where millions of 
Germans were taught to mock modern art. 

Elsewhere during the 1920s, '30s, and 
'40s, artists created graphic work with 
revolutionary content in collaborative 
groups. After the Russian Revolution, art
ists used photomontage and woodcut to 
urge participation in the new revolutionary 
society. In the loosely organized Popular 
Front, formed in 1935, artists throughout 
the world focused their work on the evils 
of fascism. Even Picasso, not known for 
creating political content, responded to 
the growing violence with his monumental 
Guernica, which he painted after hearing 
of the bombing of the ancient Basque town 
of Guernica during the Spanish Civil War. 
On April27, 1937, in collaboration with the 
forces of Franco, the Condor Legion of the 
German Luftwaffe attacked and destroyed 
Guernica, a civilian target, as a practice 
mission for their warplanes, soon to be 
used in World War II. On May Day, more 
than a million Parisians took to the streets 
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tb protest, and Picasso began his dramatic 
painting of this crime against humanity. He 
achieved a sense of immediacy by combin
ing semi-abstract black and white shapes 
with the gra~hic effect of newspaper print. 

In the U.S., social realist artists formed 
organizations such as the Artists Union and 
the American Artists Congress, published 
their work in Art Front, and held print ex
hibitions that traveled around the coun
try. Prints such as Louis Lozowick's 1936 
Lynching (one of many on this subject) 
and William Gropper's Miners of 1935 ad
dressed issues of racism and labor unrest. 

In Mexico, collective associations of 
leftist artists like the Liga de Artistas y 
Escritores Revolucionarios (LEAR, League 
of Revolutionary Artists and Writers) and 
the Taller de Grafica Popular (TGP, Popular 
Graphic Arts Workshop) produced high
quality woodcuts, linocuts and lithographs 
as illustrations for political events and ac
tivities. During the 1930s and '40s the TGP 
directed its efforts against fascism. The 
group created a number of images about 
Mexican fascism, the Spanish Civil War, and 
the rise of Hitler and Mussolini.ln 1938, the 
TGP issued a series of powerful anti-Nazi 
posters that advertised lectures by leading 
intellectuals and scholars in Mexico City. 
The printmaker Leopolda Mendez, a lead
ing force in this print movement, made 
numerous anti-Nazi prints; his Deportation 
to Death of 1942, depicting a train bound 
for a concentration camp, is one of the first 
portrayals of the Holocaust by someone 
outside the camps. This print, and many 
others by members of the Taller, appeared 
in the book fl Libra Negro del Terror Nazi 
(The Black Book of Nazi Terror), a remark
able document of Nazi atrocities published 
in Mexico in 1943. Many printmakers from 
the U.S., Europe, and Latin America studied 
with the TGP in Mexico City. 

,.. I ---- --CI.: ...... 

In China, as in Mexico, printmakers began 
to use "art as a social weapon" (as Diego 
Rivera called it) to depict suffering and 
injustice and to express the artists' stands 
against fascism and imperialism. In the 
1920s Lu Xun, the first Chinese author 
to write about poverty and oppression 
in China, started the Chinese Woodcut 
Movement, promoting woodcuts as a po
litical medium tor the nascent Chinese 
Revolution. He drew upon European and 
Japanese sources as well as Chinese folk art 
for inspiration and organized workshops 
and classes throughout China. Although 
the Mexican Revolution had already oc
curred and the Chinese Revolution had not 
yet taken place, Chinese and Mexican art
ists made their work in response to similar 
social conditions and political ideologies 
and worked with the same European in
fluences. The work of Goya, Daumier, and 
Kollwitz, as well as Soviet prints of the 
1920s and '30s especially inspired them. 
The work of Mexican artists of the Taller 
de Grilfica Popular reveals striking paral
lels to the prints of Chinese artists Cheng 
Tiegeng, U Hua, and Li Qun, a similarity 
of style and content that can only be ac
counted for by a remarkable consonance 
of artistic and political concerns in the two 
countries. In fact, the prints of this period 
are so easily identifiable that even in the 
present, graphic work of this type func
tions as a sign of leftist political activity, 
indicating that, in the case of printmak
ing, political context became inextricably 
associated with artistic style and content. 
This connection persisted long after the 
historical movements that produced the 
original work. 

After the Second World War and with the 
beginning of the Cold War, the role of polit
ical printmaking diminished dramatically. 
European and American artists, enamored 
with Abstract Expressionism, turned away 

Patrick A. Piazza, Los Siete Vicios, 2004 
screen pnnt, 25" x 22. 5" 
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from overt political content. Remarks by 
the critic Thomas Hess express the strong 
assomtwn between printmakers and the 
political image: 

Visiting galleries with franz Kline 
around 1955, I asked him how he felt 
about making prints, perhaps litho
graphs, thinking that his vivid white 
and black image could be perfectly 
su1ted to the velvety inks and papers 
of the medium. "No," he said, "print
making concerns social attitudes 
you know-politics and a public ... :'· 
"Politics?" "Yes, like the Mexicans in 
the 1930s; printmaking, multiplying, 
educating; I can't think about it; I'm 

involved in the private image," (quot
ed in Huntington Gallery, El Taller 
de Grdfica Popular: Block Prints and 
Lithographs by Artists oft he TGP from 
the Archer M. Huntington Art Gallery. 
Austin, Texas: Huntington Gallery, 
University ofTexas, 1985, p. 9). 

However, artists continued to make so
cially conscious images. Activists made 
prints and posters during the Civil Rights 
Movement and the Vietnam War in the 
U.S., in democracy movements worldwide 
and in revolutionary Cuba and other Lati~ 
American countries. From the 1960s to 
the present many well-known artists have 
produced powerful political images. In the 
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/1, also made prints such as Men Are 
Not for Burning about the war. Sue 
Coe, another painter of political im
ages, has created Tragedy of War, a 
cycle of twenty-three etchings on 
the theme of war, guns and violence 
at the end of the twentieth century. 
(Her print, We're All in the Same Boat, 
can be seen on page 40.) 

Sue Simensky Bietila, Capitalism Breaks My Heart- Stop 
Evictions, zoog 

Today, interest in graphic political 
art is on the upswing. Prints pro
testing war and oppression, in the 
form of posters, flyers and stencils, 
appear on the walls and streets 
and in newspapers and magazines. 
Racism, sexism, the World Trade 
Organization, the Gulf War, 9/11, the 
war in Iraq, and nuclear prolifera
tion all elicit responses from politi
cally engaged artists. Organizations 
such as the Center for the Study of 

linocut, 11.25" x 15" 

1960s, Ed Kienholz's installations provided 
searing indictments of social conditions; 
for example his State Hospital is a night
marish scene of the treatment of the men
tally i1l in America and The lllegal Operation 
is a chi11ing look at the issue of abortion 
before Roe v. Wade. While denying any in
terest in politics, Andy Warhol created the 
silkscreens Red Race Riots, of 1963, based 
on photographs of civil rights protesters in 
Birmingham, and Electric Chair, of 1971, a 
haunting image of the execution chamber 
at Sing Sing. African American artists have 
addressed issues of racism and sexism in 
graphic art, in such early works as Elizabeth 
Catlett's 1947 linocut Sojourner Truth and 
Alison Saar's 1999 Washtub Blues, or have 
celebrated African American life, as in 
Faith Ringgold's prints based on women's 
quilts of the late 1990s. Leon Golub, known 
for his paintings of the Vietnam War, such 
as his1973 forty-foot long canvas Vietnam 
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Political Graphics promote and pre
serve politically motivated images. 
And Paper Politics artists from many 

countries, working in a variety of styles and 
mediums, have contributed 200 compelling 
images that expand on the enduring tradi
tion of socially concerned printmaking, a 
tradition that wi11 continue for as long as 
such images are needed. 

Deborah Caplow teaches art history at the 
University of Washington. In 2007 she pub
lished Leopolda Mendez: Revolutionary Art 
and the Mexican Print (University of Texas 
Press). 

next page: 
Alec Icky Dunn, The Flood, 2007 
screen print, 18" x24" 









PRINTMAKING HAS BECOME AN ART Of resistance. In 
many ways, it comes as no surprise that in 
an age of advancing "technological repro
ducibility," as Walter Benjamin so power
fully wrote in 1939, many contemporary 
artist-aCtivists have intentionally decided 
to reconfigure the print within their work
ing practices. Unlike the "aura-less" re
productions that Benjamin described in 
his essay "The Work of Art in the Age of its 
Technological Reproducibility," I turn to the 
hand-printed image to confront an ever
increasing digitized visual environment. We 
commonly walk around with self-mediated 
devices, such as iPhones and Blackberries, 
in our hands, while corporate-controlled 
visual messages attack us on the aural and 
visual fronts. Through the creation of the 
artisanal craft of the relief print, I begin to 
escape this colonizing space via an act of 
emancipation. 

Just as printmaking is a mode of (creative) 
production capable of evading the predica
ment of mass manufacturing, the popular 
print tradition attempts to operate outside 
the domain of the contemporary art market. 
Although the print has the potential to be 
either a reified fine art object or a mass-pro
duced commodity, my own work is printed in 
small (often unnumbered) runs, creating a 
body of accessible, yet non-elitist images. 
The tactility and expediency of the print is 
paramount to its capacity to circulate within 
wide audiences, without being contained by 
capitalist social relations. 

In the world of late-capitalist consump
tion, where mass-produced commodities 
and highly designed products are natural
ized, the creation of hand-made objects 
becomes an overt act of resistance. By 
using the language of anti-capitalist activ
ism and Indigenous visual cultures, I have 
decided to produce intentionally "crude" 
objects that, if nothing else, challenge the 
ambiguity of the contemporary artworld 
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by operating within a tradition of political 
didacticism. Through the production of re
lief prints, I attempt to give narrative to a 
particular anti-colonial and anti-capitalist 
desire, one shared by many of the artists 
in Paper Politics. In turn, as a printmaker I 
become a uniquely visual storyteller. 

Commonly printing onto found materials, 
such as re-used grocery sacks-a material 
that is becoming increasingly rare with the 
abundant utilization of plastic bags-1 see 
my art making practice as the embodiment 
of my politics. The printed image and the 
materials I work with remain an expression 
of my day-to-day realities. In a consumer
based society, the print becomes a small 
(productive) expression against the alien
ation I feel. My objects mark my existence 
and declare that I am alive. Just like the 
cave paintings and petroglyphs created by 
societies the world over, these little acts of 
printmaking make their mark on the world. 

Through the printed form, I engage with 
the history of art from an anti-colonial and 
anti-capitalist position. This hemispheric 
print tradition is strong: from the Taller de 
Grafica Popular in Mexico to the wonder
ful array of Cuban serigraphs, to the work 
of Emory Douglas and Malaquias Montoya, 
two recent U.S. examples. Alongside the 
other artists involved in Paper Politics, Ire
fuse to acquiesce to the dominant modes of 
contemporary art. Printmaking commonly 
exists outside the purview of the art estab
lishment. In fact, the marginalization of the 
printed object sparks my desire to continue 
working with this media. 

In the end, the print serves as an alterna
tive to the mechanization of contemporary 
life by offering a specter of humanity in an 
alienated existence. Through its heterod.ox 
visual language, new and generative hu-
man relations can be produced. • 
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clockwise, from top: 
Dylan Miner, Anarco-Syndicalismo Ameri
cana: Ricardo Flores-Magan y Joe Hill, 2006 
linocut, 14" x 12.5" 

Jesus Barraza, Edward Said, 2004 
screen print, 19" x 25" 

Raoul Deal, Portrait of Larry Adams, 2009 
woodcut, 19" x 25" 
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next page spread: 
Ginger Brooks Takahashi, i no we can reign 
here, 2005 
screen print, 25" x 9.5'' 

Miriam Klein Stahl, Untitled, 2005 
linocut, 29" x 10.5'' 
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