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SUMMARY 

Alfredo Ramos Martínez and Jean Charlot were central figures in the 

development of Mexican modernism, but by 1930, both artists relocated to the United 

States, with Charlot living in New York and Ramos Martínez in Los Angeles. In the 

United States, Charlot and Ramos Martínez produced major bodies of works that 

presented indigenous cultures of Mexico, emphasized their Catholic faith, and affirmed 

their dedication to Mexican muralism. Through their extensive work, they distinguished 

themselves from many major muralists by embracing Catholicism. Charlot lived 

primarily in Hawaiói after 1949, but traveled to the continental United States frequently, 

while Ramos Martínez lived in Los Angeles.  

This dissertation offers both descriptive and critical analysis of these artistsô 

works made in Mexico and the United States, with specific attention to the murals and 

religious-inspired works realized in the United States. Both artists are understudied, and 

many of their works referenced in this project have rarely, if ever, been addressed by 

scholars. While a number of secondary sources were consulted, a variety of primary 

materials such as letters, photographs, and pamphlets, were accessed at a number of 

archives. A few interviews with people who knew the artists or who had conducted 

research on the topic proved helpful. Viewing many murals in their original locations at 

universities, churches, and other public buildings contributed to this analysis, as did the 

study of small-scale works housed in archives, museums, galleries, and private 

collections.   
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A Spiritual Ma nifestation of Mexican Muralism in the United States: 

Works by Jean Charlot and Alfredo Ramos Martínez 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  

Mexican muralism was an essential contribution to the development of twentieth-

century American art, and artists Jean Charlot (1898ï1979) and Alfredo Ramos Martínez 

(1871ï1946) both participated in the Mexican mural movement and actively shaped the 

spread of muralism in the United States.
1
 Charlot and Ramos Martínez are fairly well-

known figures in the history of modernism in Mexico, but their full  involvement in 

twentieth-century art and the breadth of their work remain under-recognized. Each of 

these artists contributed both formally and informally to the education of Americans 

about the mural movement. Furthermore, Charlot and Ramos Martínez simultaneously 

documented the plight of the worker while emphasizing traditional customs of the 

indigenous populations of Mexico. Their agendas were similar to those pursued by artists 

such as Diego Rivera (1886ï1957) and David Alfaro Siqueiros (1896ï1974); however, 

Charlot and Ramos Martínez, as immigrants to the United States, differentiated 

themselves from those who made Mexican muralism internationally-renowned.
2
 Most 

significantly, after settling in the United States, Charlot and Ramos Martínez became 

increasingly devoted to Catholicism and took up painting murals in religious spaces. 

They retained a distinctive style they had each developed in Europe, refined in Mexico, 

                                                 

 
1
 Birth and death dates will be given for artists, writers, and other major figures when known.  

2
 Charlot and Ramos Martínez are a part of a larger story of immigration to the United States during the 

twentieth century. Many artists who came to the United States during the first half of the twentieth century 

came as a result of war or because they were in search of new economic opportunity. Many of these artists 

often had a major impact on the development of American art; for example, foreign artists in New York 

during World War II contributed to the influence of Surrealism among American artists. In Los Angeles, 

many foreign artists found work in the film industry. In terms of Mexican immigration, by 1940, L.A. had 

the largest Mexican population outside of Mexico City. 



2 

 

 

 

and realized in the United States, and they separated themselves from their 

contemporaries through their motivation to create Catholic art, an intent that was 

inherently tied to their interest in social justice. While both artists are important, in this 

study the focus is placed on Charlot, for he left behind a larger body of work to examine 

and a tremendous amount of archival material from which to glean information. The 

work of Ramos Martínez functions as a supporting narrative to the career of Charlot by 

demonstrating the fact that, although Charlot was a distinctive figure, his art fits into a 

larger story about the impact of Mexican muralism in the United States. As a result of 

their exposure to Mexican art, many artists active in the United States realized works that 

were a product of Mexican and American influences. 

Charlot and Ramos Martínez chose a remarkable moment in the history of 

Catholicism in both Mexico and the United States to produce religious art. Each artist left 

Mexico during the 1920s when there was intense debate over the increasingly 

antagonistic separation between the government and the powerful Catholic Church. In 

contrast, both artistsô arrival in the United States corresponded to a burgeoning 

movement of social activism amongst a group of Catholics who founded the Catholic 

Worker movement in the 1930s. As the Great Depression began in the 1930s, 

Catholicism still sought to find a prominent place amidst the Protestant-dominated United 

States.
3
 After 1930, many second-generation immigrants who practiced Catholicism had 

established themselves economically and were now a part of the middle class.
4
 A subset 

of this group became activists and advocated for the Catholic Worker movement. The 

                                                 

 
3
 Ronald W. Schatz, ñAmerican Labor and the Catholic Church, 1919ï1950,ò U.S. Catholic Historian 3, 

no.3 (FallïWinter 1983): 183. 
4
 Sheila Webb, ñDorothy Day and the Early Years of the óCatholic Workerô: Social Action through the 

Pages of the Press,ò U.S. Catholic Historian 21, no.3 (Summer 2003):78. 
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geographic and social context where each artist created religious work proved fortuitous 

as both artists increased their Catholic-inspired work in the United States. 

In terms of art historical context, Charlot and Ramos Martínez are typically 

analyzed through the lens of Mexican art, but in this project the attention rests on the 

work they created in the United States, how they made major contributions to American 

culture, and how their work can be understood in the context of both their American and 

Mexican counterparts. Charlot and Ramos Martínez were muralists, but the different 

media in which they created art (drawings, easel paintings, and prints) also reveal their 

commitment to the struggles of the people. Moreover, the study of small-scale works 

sheds light on their large-scale production and offers outstanding emblematic examples 

of their extensive and impressive bodies of work. 

From 1921 to the present, artists have confronted new ideas, materials, styles, and 

personalities when considering the revolutionary murals of Mexico.
5
 Some of the artists 

influenced by murals were originally from Mexico, several stayed in Mexico temporarily, 

and others visited and then remained in the country for the rest of their lives and became 

Mexican citizens. Not every artist changed by his experience with the art of the Mexican 

muralists encountered the source of his inspiration in Mexico. For certain artists, the 

impact of muralism occurred largely in the United States, where each of los tres grandes 

or the big three, Rivera, Siqueiros, and José Clemente Orozco (1883ï1949), created 

murals and pursued their art careers at some point. Furthermore, other American artists 

were first introduced to Mexican muralism by their fellow artists living in the United 

                                                 

 
5
 With the armed conflict of the Mexican Revolution over by1920, the following year of 1921 marked the 

beginning of a major effort on the part of the government and in particular, the Ministry of Education, to 

redefine a national identity for Mexico through the visual arts. 
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States who were inspired to spread the tenets of muralism decades after their own 

experiences in Mexico. For example, Juliette May Fraser (1887ï1983) was already a 

talented artist interested in portraying Social Realism in her work when she met Charlot 

in Honolulu.
6
 As a result of their friendship, however, Charlot taught Fraser the fresco 

technique, and he became a great supporter of her work. For his part, Ramos Martínez 

was influential to American artists such as Hugo Ballin (1879ï1956), Maynard Dixon 

(1875ï1946), Leo Katz (1924ï1972), Fletcher Martin (1904ï1979), and Millard Sheets 

(1907ï1989).
7
 

 This dissertation examines how Charlot and Ramos Martínez disseminated 

Mexican muralism, developed their own distinctive murals separate from the prevailing 

concepts of muralism in Mexico, and contributed to the formulation of an identity for 

Mexico forged in the United States during the first half of the twentieth century. To 

illuminate successfully the multifaceted diffusion of the mural-making process and the 

complex distillation of Mexican identity in the United States, this project focuses on the 

work of Charlot and Ramos Martínez because of their direct contact with the beginning 

of the mural movement and their continued recognition of the importance of murals 

throughout their careers. These two artists specifically embraced Catholicism, worked in 

art education, and engaged American audiences with their experiences in Mexico and 

their affinity for Mexican culture in distinctive ways that necessitate further investigation.  

Moreover, their devotion to religious art separated them from many of their American 

and Mexican counterparts whose work will be referenced in this project. This dissertation 

                                                 

 
6
 In relation to the visual arts, Social Realism involves the realist depictions of subject matter to convey 

political or social commentary. 
7
 Margarita Nieto, ñThe Game of Circumstance,ò in Alfredo Ramos Martínez (Beverly Hills, CA: Louis 

Stern Galleries, 1992), 18. 
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demonstrates why Charlot and Ramos Martínez are worthy of more research and study. 

My analysis uncovers their underappreciated works and recognizes their artistic 

production as major contributions to both Mexican and American cultures.  

Charlot and Ramos Martínez offer important case studies for their continued 

dedication to the Mexican mural movement (after 1940, murals became increasingly less 

fashionable), the diverse spaces in which they completed murals, and the disparate 

institutions in the United States that they used as vehicles for their artistic messages. With 

only Charlot spending considerable time in New York City, the focus of this project 

moves away from the notion of New York as the site for any major artistic development 

in the United States and investigates how Charlot was effective throughout the US 

(including Hawaiói) and how Ramos Martínez made an important contribution to modern 

art in California. Furthermore, because New York has been such a force in the narrative 

of modernism in the United States, artists working in other regions have been neglected. 

This study presents new narratives for modern art by focusing on Charlot, who lived in 

Hawaiói from 1949 to 1979, and Ramos Martínez, who lived in California from 1929 to 

1946.  

Although the art produced by the Mexican muralists has shaped the careers of 

many artists in the United States, this influence is in general not studied to the extent of 

its widespread impact. For example, while the Mural Division of the Federal Art Project 

of the Works Progress Administration (WPA), founded in 1935, and the murals it 

produced are frequently identified as being related to the Mexican mural movement, there 

are many artists who, in more nuanced ways (and in small-scale forms), spread Mexican 
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muralism via their work and their teaching in the United States.
8
 By exploring the 

trajectory of the careers of Charlot and Ramos Martínez and examining the work they 

produced as a result of their relationship with murals, distinctive and complex 

interpretations of Mexican muralism are revealed. Moreover, while the overtly political 

content of the Mexican muralists appears largely absent from the work of these two 

artists, each artist embraces an image of Mexico as a romantic place untouched by time, a 

notion also considered by the Mexican muralists, whether intentionally or not.  

The way in which these artists created work and the type of subject matter they 

emphasized are integral to understanding their art. In terms of media, murals, easel 

paintings, prints, drawings, and sculptures will be incorporated into my project. It is 

precisely through the analysis of varied media that many iconographic similarities are 

revealed. In regard to specific types of iconography, figural forms reverberate throughout 

the study as various artists focused on the human experience. Certain works present 

highly regarded individuals, while others feature the soldier, the worker, and the market 

vendor. The muralists idolized the worker, and in solidarity with the worker they often 

made similar wages. The murals by Mexican painters and their American contemporaries 

consistently reinforce a connection to human experience. This attention to the human 

condition manifests itself in two ways: through subject matter that elicits emotion and 

through the relationship between the built environment, the mural, and the viewer.  

 

                                                 

 
8
 After spending time in Mexico, American painter George Biddle (1885ï1973) encouraged his old friend, 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882 ï1945), to establish a government-sponsored mural movement 

in the United States. 
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A. Literature Review and Research 

Diverse avenues of investigation were explored to amass the necessary materials 

for this study. Research at the Jean Charlot Collection, Colorado Springs Fine Arts 

Center, La Jolla Historical Society, Coronado Historical Society, Santa Barbara 

Historical Museum, Scripps College Museum, Arizona State Museum, and The San 

Diego Museum of Art Library yielded important documents and historical photographs 

of, and related to, Charlot and Ramos Martínez. Visits to murals by the artists in 

divergent places in Mexico, for example, Ensenada and Mexico City, and in the United 

States in Arizona, California, Hawaiói, Indiana, and New York, among other locations, 

offered dynamic opportunities to study the visual content of the works and to learn about 

their relationship to local communities. Interviews with American artists Mark Rogovin 

and Philip Stein (also known as Estaño, a nickname given to him by Siqueiros), both of 

whom worked as mural assistants in Mexico, as well as many conversations with John 

Charlot (son of Jean Charlot), Julie Pinney (niece of Jean Charlot), David Charlot 

(grandson of Jean Charlot), Lucienne Allen (granddaughter of Lucienne Bloch and 

Stephen Pope Dimitroff, who worked as assistants to Diego Rivera in the United States), 

and Brigita Anguiano (widow of the second-generation Mexican muralist Raúl 

Anguiano) have informed my work. Visits with art collectors and dealers Louis Stern, 

Bryce Bannatyne, and Pierrette Van Cleve allowed me to see a number of works by 

Ramos Martínez and to learn more about the conservation of his murals. Lastly, several 

conversations with Chicano painter Judithe Hernández were helpful to understanding the 

current work of muralists and the lasting impact of the Mexican muralists.  
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To begin with, a number of important accounts of the Mexican mural movement 

written by authors who had direct experience with the muralists were consulted. Charlotôs 

own Mexican Mural Renaissance provided an insiderôs viewpoint to the history of murals 

in Mexico.
9
 While the opening chapters address pre-Columbian and colonial influences, 

the bulk of the book focuses on the modern movement and helps to illuminate the 

experience of living in Mexico City during the 1920s.
10

 Artist Ione Robinsonôs A Wall to 

Paint On presents mostly letters Robinson wrote to her mother while in Mexico City.
11

 

Robinson knew Rivera well and painted alongside Victor Arnautoff (1896ï1979) as an 

assistant on Riveraôs National Palace murals. Robinsonôs book offers a sense of the leftist 

politics active in Mexico through her relationship with Joseph Freeman (1897ï1965), a 

writer and activist whose papers are located in the archives of Stanford University.
12

 

Emily Edwardsôs book, Painted Walls of Mexico from Prehistoric Times until Today 

offers an important survey of the Mexican mural movement from pre-Columbian work to 

the murals by Orozco, Rivera, and Siqueiros. As Charlot notes in the opening pages of 

the book, Edwards offers a unique perspective in her analysis of the mural movement 

because instead of being a well-intentioned graduate student, she was an artist who 

experienced the murals in Mexico and met many of the major artists in the process of 

developing her work.
13

 She enlisted the help of noted Mexican photographer Manuel 

Álvarez Bravo (1902ï2002) to document some of the murals. Edwards was a Director of 
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the Art School at the Hull-House in Chicago, where she encouraged many artists to travel 

to Mexico and take part in the mural movement.  

Thus far, art historian James Oles has developed the most significant 

contributions to the scholarship on the influence of American artists and Mexican art. 

Through his landmark exhibition and accompanying publication, South of the Border, 

Mexico in the American Imagination, 1917-1947, Oles encourages both the scholarly 

community and the public to think about the relationship between Mexico and the United 

States and addresses artists whose connections to Mexico were previously unknown. This 

book offers a historical examination of the topic and includes a variety of styles of art 

created in diverse media. Furthermore, it provides background information on the 

motivations for artists to leave the United States for Mexico, such as the American 

Prohibition laws, the economic depression, the rise of fascism, and specifically, the Good 

Neighbor Policy.
14

 During 1933, the Good Neighbor Policy was legislation enacted by 

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1882ï1945) in which the US government declared 

its intention to have improved relationships with Latin America, with the specific goal of 

mutually beneficial trade agreements and a promise to refrain from interfering with the 

affairs of Latin American governments. This policy was promoted throughout 

Rooseveltôs administration, which lasted from 1933 to 1945, but as the Cold War ensued 

from 1946 to 1961, the Good Neighbor Policy was left behind. 

Other publications by Oles have contributed further to the US/Mexico dialogue 

about art, most notably Las hermanas Greenwood, an edited version of his larger, more 

comprehensive study found in his doctoral dissertation, Walls to Paint On: American 
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Muralists in Mexico, 1933-1936.
15

 An essay by Oles on Isamu Noguchi highlights the 

artistôs under-recognized work in Mexico City and offers a comprehensive overview of 

American artists in Mexico, specifically addressing the murals produced at the Abelardo 

Rodríguez market in Mexico City.
16

 The art of Pablo OôHiggins (1904ï1983), an artist 

included in many of Olesôs studies, plays an important part in the study of American 

artists and the influence of Mexican muralism.
17

 OôHiggins was the focus of a recent 

book entitled Becoming Pablo OôHiggins by Susan Vogel which examines his life and 

work and brings a detailed account of the artist to the attention of English-speaking 

readers for the first time.
18

 

As exemplified by Olesôs seminal project, which was a museum-sponsored 

initiative, museums have directed the recent scholarship in terms of studying cross-

cultural relationships in the arts between Latin America and the United States. The Bronx 

Museum of Art led the way with its groundbreaking exhibition and accompanying book 

The Latin American Spirit: Art and Artists in the United States, 1920-1970, which 

spanned fifty years of Latin American art and included references to the Mexican 

muralists and the more abstract artists from South America who found a home in New 

York City.
19

 More recently the Newark Museum of Art assembled Constructive Spirit: 

Abstract Art in South and North America 1920s-50s (2010). While this project looked at 
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geometric abstraction and focused on the artistic movements in South American countries 

such as Uruguay, it was a momentous exhibition that demonstrated how American art has 

been shaped, at least in part, by developments in Latin American art. Moreover, 

Constructive Spirit emphasized how the artists who crossed international borders 

established themselves as artists of significance in foreign cities. Though small, the 

Museo del Barrio in New York continues to create noteworthy exhibitions that incite new 

ways of thinking and viewing. Two recent exhibitions, Nueva York 1613ï1945 (2010) 

and Nexus New York: Latin/American Artists in the Modern Metropolis (2009) have shed 

light on the international influences, specifically Latin American, in the arts created in 

New York City. While Nueva York included works that demonstrate the Spanish 

influence on New York, the emphasis was placed on the myriad of Latin American 

cultures that have impacted cultural developments in the city. While all of the museum 

projects mentioned previously were important, they were survey initiatives that did not 

have the luxury of examining closely the multifaceted contributions of Charlot and 

Ramos Martínez. 

In addition to the global inquiries already addressed, a number of recent projects 

have looked closely at the exchange across the US/Mexico border and simultaneously 

focused on specific artists. Although Translating Revolution: U.S. Artists Interpret 

Mexican Muralism at the National Museum of Mexican Art in Chicago, Illinois (2010) 

did not have a catalogue, the exhibition brought together paintings, many for the first 

time, by both Mexican muralists and their American counterparts to reveal the influence 

of Mexican muralism in the United States. As curator of the exhibition, I assembled a 

diverse body of work to tell the story broadly, but there was also a concerted effort to 
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highlight works by Chicago artists who are often left out of the discussion of the impact 

of Mexican muralism on American artists such as Morris Topchevsky, Alex Topp, 

Edward Millman, Mitchell Siporin, and Charles White. More recently, Siqueiros: 

Censorship Defied (2011) at the Gene Autry Center in Los Angeles offered revelatory 

information not only about Siqueirosôs time in Los Angeles, but also his influence on 

young artists such as Philip Goldstein (1913ï1980) and Reuben Kadish (1913ï1992). 

Although a catalogue was not produced, the Autry Center devoted an issue of their 

quarterly magazine to the exhibition.
20

 The use of primary material from the Getty 

Research Institute and the involvement of Luis C. Garza, an artist who knew Siqueiros 

well, made the exhibition especially important. 

Much has been written in recent years about the experiences of the Mexican 

muralists in the United States. There was considerable attention focused on the work of 

Orozco, both José Clemente Orozco in the United States, 1927-1934 edited by Renato 

González Mello and Diane Miliotes, and Orozco in Gringoland: The Years in New York 

by Alejandro Anreus offer helpful information about the muralistôs time in the United 

States.
21

 José Clemente Orozco in the United States, 1927-1934 accompanied an 

exhibition originated at the Hood Museum in Hanover, New Hampshire. However, it 

provides a much more comprehensive study of the effects of the Mexican muralists on 

American art, as it goes beyond the influence of Orozco to look at several facets of 

cultural exchange, including more contemporary influences. Of particular interest to my 

own work are the essay by Alicia Azuela that examines the impact of Mexican artists in 

                                                 

 
20

 Convergence: Autry National Center Magazine, fall 2010. 
21

 José Clemente Orozco in the United States, 1927ï1934, ed. Renato González Mello and Diane Miliotes 

(New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 2002); Alejandro Anreus, Orozco in Gringoland: The Years in 

New York (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2001). 



13 

 

 

 

the United States and the essay by Victor Sorrell that explores the varied influences of 

Mexican muralism on American painters.
22

 Both essays advance understanding of the 

cross-cultural mural exchange, but neither discusses Charlot or Ramos Martínez in a 

substantive way. 

Another scholar, Anna Indych-López, has recently made important contributions 

to this field through her essays, books, and contributions to exhibition catalogues. 

Indych-Lópezôs Muralism without Walls: Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros in the United 

States, 1927-1940 addresses all three well-known muralists and asserts that when the 

portable frescoes became fashionable commissions for the Mexican muralists in the 

United States, their work changed not only in purpose, but also in meaning.
23

 The 

authorôs book stems from her dissertation and a subsequent article in Art Bulletin entitled, 

ñMural Gambits: Mexican Muralism in the United States and the óPortableô Fresco.ò In 

this essay, Indych-López writes, ñDuring the 1930s, audiences in the United States 

experience muralism indirectly, through a variety of media. One such medium, the 

portable fresco, as executed specifically for the United States by Rivera at the beginning 

of the decade, was a critical failure.ò
24

 Following Indych-Lópezôs interpretation, the 

portable fresco functions quite differently from a mural created on the public walls of 

Mexico City. Indych-López continues, ñThe history of the portable fresco by Rivera and 
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Orozco questions traditionally accepted assumptions about the hegemony of cultural 

institutions in the United States and their ability to use Mexican culture to serve 

ideological and political interests.ò
25

 Removed from the public walls of Mexico, the 

murals, according to Indych-López, became far from revolutionary. Charlot and Ramos 

Martínez also produced works that were indirect representations of Mexican muralism, 

but as my work claims, they were not critical failures. Indych-López contributed a short 

essay, ñAlfredo Ramos Martínez: Indians, Hollywood, and the Los Angeles Times,ò to 

the Museum of Latin American Art exhibition catalogue MEX/L.A.: Mexican 

Modernism(s) in Los Angeles, 1930-1985.
26

 This essay on Ramos Martínezôs work raises 

some of the ideas about Ramos Mart²nezôs popularity in Hollywood that are also 

discussed in Chapter IV of this dissertation, and supports the idea that during the 1930s in 

Los Angeles, Mexican culture was particularly popular among a group of prominent 

Anglo Americans. 

Foreign interest in Mexico has garnered attention from various scholars, and 

specifically, the work of the many photographers who traveled to Mexico has inspired 

several monographs. While there are many studies that address the individual work of 

artists such as Edward Weston, Tina Modotti, and Mariana Yampolsky, Mexico Through 

Foreign Eyes/Vistos por Ojos Extranjeros 1850-1990 presents the collective interest of a 

number of artists in the culture of Mexico.
27

 My 2001 Masterôs thesis Extranjera: 

Foreign Women Artists and their Encounter with Mexico addressed similar ideas in that it 
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sought to look at the expansive ways in which Mexico has served as a source of 

inspiration for artists from both the United States and Europe, with particular attention to 

geography, indigenous culture, and communities of artists.
28

 Charlot and Ramos Martínez 

were foreigners adapting to new surroundings in their moves to the United States. 

Moreover, before arriving in the United States, Charlot emigrated from France to 

Mexico, and after some seventeen years in Europe, Ramos Martínez returned to his birth 

country of Mexico and embraced traditional Mexican culture in a way he had never 

before, in fact, in a way that is analogous to a foreignerôs experience with Mexico. 

 A considerable amount of the scholarship written about Charlot comes from his 

son, John Charlot, a Professor of Religion at the University of Hawaiói. John Charlot 

continues to investigate a variety of aspects of Charlotôs art and is currently working on 

the second volume of a planned three-volume biography of his father.
29

 Certainly the 

aspect of Charlotôs career that is most emphasized remains his time in Mexico and the 

long-lasting impact the place and its people had on his work. México en la obra de Jean 

Charlot was an exhibition and catalogue that surveyed the diverse impact of Mexican 

culture on the artist.
30

 The catalogue includes a number of short essays that divide 

Charlotôs work into helpful sections that examine topics such as the influence of the 

ancient manuscript collection developed by his great uncle and Charlotôs archeological 
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work.
31

 Two small exhibition catalogues published in the United States, one by the 

University of Georgia and the other by the University of Hawaiói, include informative 

essays about the artistôs life and work.
32

 In terms of his Georgia murals, a book co-

authored by Charlot and Lamar Dodd was published in 1945 and features excellent 

documentation of his time in Athens via an essay about the murals by Charlot, as well as 

historical photographs, preparatory drawings, and personal anecdotes from individuals 

who were present when Charlot was living in the town.
33

 An essential source for 

understanding Charlotôs work is Peter Morseôs thorough catalogue raisonné on his 

prints.
34

 The text gives pertinent information on the prints but also provides extensive 

context for the work, as Morse was diligent in translating Charlotôs shorthand from his 

diary and applying the artistôs hastily written text to specific works of art.  

Currently, a few scholars are presenting new perspectives on Charlot. In the fall 

of 2011, a book by Lew Andrews was published on the dynamic relationship between 

Charlot and Weston, a friendship that began in Mexico.
35

 While the book is a shared 

study of Charlot and Weston and reveals the impact that Charlotôs wife Zohmah had on 

solidifying the artistsô friendship, it remains the first published book-length study to focus 

on Charlot. Breanne Robertson, a Ph.D. Candidate at the University of Maryland, is 

working on a dissertation that examines pre-Columbian references in WPA-sponsored 
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murals, and Charlot is one of the artists whom she plans to discuss.
36

 My own exhibition, 

Global Journey/Local Response: Works by Jean Charlot, which was on view in the 

spring and summer of 2011 at The San Diego Museum of Art, located Charlot as an 

international artist, as opposed to an artist simply affiliated with Mexico, and emphasized 

works created in France, the United States, Hawaiói, and Fiji.
37

 

In terms of specific reference to Charlotôs religious works, Image and Word: Jean 

Charlot and the Way of the Cross (Spring 2008), organized by Bronwen Solyom, Curator 

of the Jean Charlot Collection, was a revealing and comprehensive look at the ways in 

which Charlot rendered the Stations of the Cross for some sixty years. The exhibition was 

on view at the Hamilton Libraryôs Bridge Galley at the University of Hawaiói at MǕnoa. 

Marcia Rickard, a recently retired Professor at St. Maryôs College in South Bend, Indiana 

has done work on the Charlot murals in South Bend (both at St. Maryôs and the 

University of Notre Dame) and also on the religious connections between the writings of 

Paul Claudel (1868ï1955) and Jean Charlot.
38

 Caroline Klarrôs 2005 dissertation brought 

much-needed attention to Charlotôs mural cycle in a small church in the province of Ra in 

the Fiji  Islands.
39

 While a number of scholars have addressed Charlotôs religious works, 

there is still more work to be done. Artists who engaged with the liturgical arts during the 

mid-twentieth century have often been ignored by scholars, as their art has been viewed 

as outside of avant-garde trends. Important artists such as Charlot and Ramos Martínez, 

however, produced religious-inspired works that are worthy of closer examination. 
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As with Charlot, Ramos Mart²nezôs family has helped to promote the work of the 

artist. Ramos Mart²nezôs wife wrote a book of memories about the artist after he died.
40

 

Though the work reads as clearly subjective, it also provides intimate information about 

the artist from someone who lived with him and saw him work regularly. Ramos 

Mart²nezôs daughter, María Ramos Martínez Bolster, has aided many inquiries about her 

father as well. She has informed the work of scholar Margarita Nieto and also the 

organizer of the forthcoming Ramos Martínez catalogue raisonné, Louis Stern. Stern 

owns a prominent gallery in Los Angeles and produced two significant publications on 

the works of Ramos Martínez, to which Nieto made considerable contributions.
41

 Nieto is 

regarded as the foremost scholar on Ramos Martínez working in the United States. In 

addition to Nietoôs work, George Small contributed an early work on Ramos Martínez, 

though some of the analysis is now outdated.
42

 Perhaps the most helpful source on Ramos 

Martínez published in recent years is the exhibition catalogue Alfredo Ramos Martínez: 

Una vision retrospectiva, which includes essays by a number of leading scholars on the 

artistôs work. Nietoôs essay on Ramos Martínezôs time in Los Angeles proved to be 

particularly helpful in illuminating details about the artistôs transition from Mexico to the 

United States.
43

 Ram·n Favelaôs contribution to the book includes valuable information 
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on Ramos Mart²nezôs exhibitions in Paris and his correspondence with the American 

Phoebe Hearst (1842ï1919), who supported the artistôs trip to Paris.
44

  

B. Frameworks for Analysis 

Notions of place, colonialism, and performance are integral to the following 

analysis. These concepts enhance understanding about the American artists who traveled 

to Mexico and the inspiration they experienced upon witnessing, studying, and in some 

cases contributing to the Mexican mural movement. In terms of the notion of place, the 

ways the Mexican muralists changed American artists reflect the fundamental 

significance of place because it was the political climate in Mexico, combined with a 

long history of government-supported arts programs and a rich tradition of art-making, 

that led to the Mexican mural movement, gave the murals a dramatic stage, buoyed the 

muralists, and made popular the names of Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros. Long after the 

murals of Mexico were fashionable, American artists carried on making the trip south of 

the US/Mexico Border, and the influence of the muralists continued to resonate in their 

work.   

Since the study of Charlot and Ramos Martínez is so intricately tied to place, 

thinking about the many meanings and functions of place and how place operates as a 

mechanism for understanding contributes to this analysis. For many decades, the 

geographer Yi-Fu Tuan has eloquently written about the power of place. He explains that: 

Place is security, space is freedom: we are attached to the one and long for the 

other. There is no place like home. What is home? It is the old homestead, the old 
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neighborhood, hometown, or motherland. Geographers study places. Planners 

would like to evoke ña sense of place.ò These are unexceptional ways of 

speaking. Space and place are basic components of the lived world; we take them 

for granted. When we think about them, however, they may assume unexpected 

meanings and raise questions we have not thought to ask.
45

 

 

Indeed, place exists as an unexceptional word when discussed frequently and applied to 

daily circumstances. When we take this ñbasic component of the lived world,ò however, 

and think about the emotions tied to it, the political events that take place within it or 

because of it, and the economic benefits reaped and destroyed through its use, place 

becomes a potent idea tied not only to individual identity, but also to a communityôs 

identity. 

Cultural, political, economic, and often emotional associations within particular 

places result in profound connections to specified locales. Furthermore, signs and 

symbols call to mind places. Locations such as Coyoacán, Mexico inspire specific 

emotions tied to individual geographical circumstances and particular aspects of the built 

environment. For example, on a Sunday in Coyoacán, the central plaza fills with people. 

Families and vendors collide to create a flurry of activity. At night young adults pack the 

quaint cafés that line the plaza and music plays loudly. The church, founded by sixteenth-

century Franciscan friars, sees regular visitors. Some people simply walk in, move 

toward the front, turn around, and leave, while others stop for a moment and offer a brief 

prayer.
46

 A specified place and a strong reaction to that place may be personal, but 

certainly the example above relates to the communal identity of a group as opposed to 

simply an individual experience. Many people identify Coyoacán as a place of 
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significance. They view it as the place where Frida Kahlo (1907ï1954) grew up or where 

Leon Trotsky (1879ï1940) sought refuge from Stalinist Russia. With these specific 

people, a collective group is associated with a particular location. As will be seen in 

subsequent chapters, Coyoacán proved to be significant in both artistsô lives.  

A colonial framework infuses the idea that American artists came to Mexico, 

gleaned inspiration, returned to their home country, and refashioned their influences into 

something else. Thus, the American artists could be viewed as conducting a type of 

foreign invasion, extracting ideas and then reaping the benefits upon returning to their 

birth country. Indeed, there is something ironic about the fact that American painters 

working on a Rivera mural in Mexico that presents workers waving red flags with the 

words ñTierraò and ñLibertadò (Land and Liberty) would return to the United States and 

create less political and less controversial subject matter. The interpretive reactions to the 

Mexican murals are examples of hybridity.
47

 Following the definition of hybridity 

developed by postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha, the murals by Charlot and Ramos 

Martínez were formed in a colonial context and the end result is something newðnot 

decidedly a copy of something born of Mexico, but an entirely new entity with roots in 

both the United States and Mexico. Bhabha writes,  

What is theoretically innovative and politically crucial is the need to think beyond 

narratives of originary and initial subjectivities and to focus on those moments or 

processes that are produced in the articulation of cultural differences. These óin-

betweenô spaces provide the terrain for elaborating strategies of selfhoodð

singular or communalðthat initiate new signs of identity, and innovative sites of 

collaboration, and contestation, in the act of defining society itself.
48
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Both Charlot and Ramos Martínez, though deeply influenced by Mexico, are a part of an 

international movement and their work functions in-between spaces of cultural identity 

and the accepted norms of the art world. Furthermore, Bhabha states,  

Terms of cultural engagement, whether antagonistic or affiliative, are produced 

performatively. The representation of difference must not be hastily read as the 

reflection of pre-given ethnic or cultural traits set in the fixed tablet of tradition. 

The social articulation of difference, from the minority perspective, is a complex, 

on-going negotiation that seeks to authorize cultural hybridities that emerge in 

moments of historical transformation.
49

 

 

In the United States, Charlot and Ramos Martínez produced performances as muralists. 

They negotiated their own identities as artists influenced by Mexican muralism, and they 

were forever changed by their knowledge of Mexican culture, specifically indigenous 

tradition. As the ñAmerican Centuryò unfolded, each artist realized murals that function 

as cultural hybrids born of their experiences in France, Mexico, and ultimately the United 

States. 

Nonetheless, the colonial attitudes inherent in the great American inspiration to 

make murals during the 1930s derived from similar sensibilities among the Mexican 

muralists themselves.
50

 For example, the indigenous populations of Mexico were 

emphasized by the Mexican muralists and later by many American artists who went to 

Mexico. In their portrayal of the diverse native populations they saw something exotic. 

Often, the indigenous cultures were presented as innocent and untouched by modernity 

and therefore represented the true Mexico. 
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Colonialism also figures literally in the murals and their subsequent influence. 

The Mexican muralists referred to colonial events in their work. Siqueirosôs Death to the 

Invader at La Escuela Mexicana, Riveraôs portrayal of a sickly Hernán Cortes at the 

Palacio Nacional, and Orozcoôs large portrait of Hern§n Cortes and La Malinche at the 

Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso (popularly known as the National Preparatory School) 

are examples of the many works created by the muralists that literally referenced the 

colonial period. More broadly, there were also works that addressed Catholicism. For 

example, Orozcoôs Christ Destroying the Cross, 1922-24 revealed the dramatic and 

allegorical nature of Catholicism.
51

 Catholicism and mural-making possessed a long 

history, and the way in which particular artists such as Charlot and Ramos Martínez 

continued that history will be discussed further in subsequent chapters. 

Making and viewing murals is intertwined with performance. Large-scale murals 

involve the orchestration of a number of components to produce a single work of art. 

Moreover, the artistsô physical dynamic with the wall on which they create their work is 

also a type of performance. In particular application to this study, the translation of the 

mural process represents a performance as artists alter themselves through the inspiration 

they experience. Also, Charlot and Ramos Mart²nezôs connection to Catholicism and 

their creation of murals in religious spaces evoke the many performative aspects of 

Catholicism.  

American artists negotiated their own identities as artists after experiencing the 

work of the Mexican muralists. For the most part, their responses to Mexican muralism 
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were far from mimetic performances; instead, they took ownership of their inspiration 

and produced nuanced interpretations that reflected diverse influences ranging from 

technique to thematic and iconographic concepts. While in certain cases, contemporary 

Mexican and Mexican American muralists have evoked the portraits of los tres grandes 

or referred directly to the modern Mexican murals, for the most part the Americans who 

responded, roughly from 1920 to 1950, to the work of the muralists presented their own 

interpretations of Mexican muralism. Following the end of the Mexican Revolution, 

American artists engaged with Mexican art readily; not only did these artists reconceive 

Mexican muralism, but they also reinvented themselves. 

C. Cultural Context  in Mexico 

In 1921, Mexico was experiencing a distinctly different reality from that of the 

United States during the same year.
52

 The aftermath of the Mexican Revolution led to 

widespread destruction as over one million people lost their lives, countless families were 

displaced, and thousands of villages were destroyed. The country was ravaged by war, 

but from its ashes emerged a cosmopolitan capital city that served as the birthplace of 

several major artistic movements, and specifically, Mexican muralism.
53

 Many heroic 

icons emerged from the Revolution, in particular Pancho Villa (1878ï1923) and Emiliano 

Zapata (1879ï1919). Tales of their militaristic accomplishments contributed to their 
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iconic status and ultimately, repeated reference to them in the art of the first half of the 

twentieth century, particularly in the work of Rivera and Siqueiros. Orozco chose a much 

more critical look at the Revolution and its ñheroesò and avoided celebrating the spoils of 

war. 

After the fighting of the Mexican Revolution ceased, many of the issues that had 

served as a catalyst for the rebellionðsuch as the need for better land distributionð 

persisted. Throughout the Mexican Revolution, artists worked in Mexico. Photographers 

such as Agustín Casasola (born in Mexico, 1874ï1938), Sumner Matheson (born in the 

US, 1867ï1920), and Hugo Brehme (born in Germany, 1882ï1954) captured the country 

during a time of tremendous political upheaval. Siqueiros fought in the Revolution, while 

Orozco could not take part in the fighting of the Revolution in part due to a childhood 

accident; he referred to the period as a ñcarnival.ò
54

 

José Vasconcelos (1882ï1959), the Minister of Education, inaugurated a cultural 

revolution in Mexico by enlisting painters to transform the walls of their native country. 

The modern murals were new manifestations of an old practice in Mexico, as murals 

existed in the country long before Vasconcelosôs initiative. Pre-Columbian temples and 

sixteenth-century monastery complexes possessed murals, and nineteenth-century artists 

such as Juan Cordero painted murals that preceded the twentieth-century masters; 

however, the murals created in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution altered the 

history of visual culture forever.
55

 The governmentôs role in the beginning of the Mexican 
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mural movement proved fruitful and provided a catalyst and steady support for mural-

making.  

As the artists who were called to participate in the mural movement joined the 

artistic vision set forth by Vasconcelos and others, they also banded together and 

established the Union of Mexican Workers, Technicians, Painters, and Sculptors. In 

1923, the Union published their manifesto in El Machete, a Mexico City-based 

newspaper written for workers.
56

  Their manifesto began with the dedication, ñTo the 

Indian race humiliated for centuries; to soldiers made executioners by the praetorians; to 

workers and peasants scourged by the greed of the rich; to intellectuals uncorrupted by 

the bourgeoisie.ò
57

 The statement was brief and signed by Siqueiros, Rivera, Orozco, 

Xavier Guerrero (1896ï1974), Fermín Revueltas (1901ï1935), Germán Cueto (1883ï

1975), and Carlos Mérida (1891ï1984). The twentieth-century Mexican muralists seized 

the remnants of the Revolution, choosing to create works that championed land 

distribution and celebrated the indigenous population. Simultaneously, some muralists 

contributed to a growing tendency to define modern Mexico by referring to major 

historical events and furthering their own personal objectives in their dedication to 

Communism.   

To live in Mexico City and participate in the visual arts during the 1920s, 30s, and 

40s, was an immense experience filled with political and cultural change. Riveraôs three-

tiered murals at the Ministry of Education building are just a few blocks away from his 
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enormous works engulfing the grandiose staircases at the National Palace. Both Orozco 

and Rivera painted murals at the National Preparatory School from 1922 to 1924, and 

Orozco created large-scale works within the Supreme Court Building in 1941. As each 

larger-than-life mural appeared on prominent walls in Mexico, the murals inspired 

Mexicans and foreigners alike. Mexico City was a rich place with a vibrant art scene. 

From approximately 1920-1950, muralists, printmakers, and foreign-born surrealists 

contributed to a rebirth in the visual arts. While much was made of the New York City art 

scene in the first half of the twentieth century, Mexico City also emerged as a major art 

capital during this time. Foreigners from other parts of Latin America and Europe arrived 

in Mexico and became inspired by the culture they encountered. As a group, however, 

artists from the United States became the most enthralled with the Mexican cultural 

renaissance triggered by the mural movement. The proximity to Mexico granted 

American artists an easy journey to Mexico. Although the mural movement was centered 

in Mexico City, murals emerged throughout the country. Similarly, many American 

artists first arrived in Mexico City, but some ventured to other regions.
58

  

D. Setting the Scene in the United States 

A great exchange of ideas about murals occurred both in the United States and in 

Mexico. The physical presence of the muralists in the United States was a major factor in 
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their widespread influence. Rivera painted murals in San Francisco, Detroit, and New 

York. Siqueiros worked in Los Angeles and New York. During the height of the mural 

movement in Mexico, Orozco spent several years in New York and accepted 

commissions to create works at Pomona College in California and Dartmouth College in 

New Hampshire. The mere presence of these artists in the United States allowed for a 

whole generation of American artists to be exposed to their work. For example, in the 

years preceding his signature style, Jackson Pollock (1912ï1956) came under the 

influence of both Orozco and Siqueiros in New York. 

Other American artists such as John Sloan (1871ï1951), who is associated with 

the Ashcan School, were affected by Mexican muralism.
59

 Sloan, an important American 

painter noted for his portrayals of New York City life, interacted with both Orozco and 

Rivera in New York. Sloan did not travel to Mexico nor did his art reflect the influence of 

the muralists, but his support of their work emphasizes the way in which the muralists 

had seeped into the consciousness of American artists. ñThe Mexican triumvirate of 

Rivera, Orozco, and Siqueiros, was for Sloan, an example of the power that nonabstract 

art still retained, and he regarded Rivera as the paradigm of an artist who had profited by 

his study of Cubism yet moved on to even more distinctive accomplishments.ò
60

 Sloan 

had first met Rivera and his then wife Frida Kahlo (1907ï1954) at the Algonquin Hotel 

in New York City during October of 1933.
61

 Beyond respecting the technique and style 
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of the muralists, Sloan expressed support of Rivera in the ensuing debate surrounding the 

painterôs ill-fated mural at Rockefeller Center.  

Although Orozcoôs mural cycles in California, New Hampshire, and New York 

were significant, his time in New York was not always positive. He struggled in New 

York City and found it difficult to find a market for his work. In fact, he lamented that 

fellow Mexican painter Rufino Tamayo seemed to find much more support.
62

 While 

Orozco struggled to show his work, Rivera was honored with one of his most important 

exhibition opportunities. When Rivera received a solo exhibition at the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York City in 1931, it marked only the second solo exhibition in the 

Museumôs history.
63

 For this exhibition, Rivera was commissioned to create several 

movable frescoes.
64

 In comparison to Rivera and Orozco, Siqueiros was slightly less 

successful in the United States, taking on only three mural projects in California and 

briefly living in New York where he founded his Experimental Workshop, a space that 

was visited by several upcoming artists such as Pollock.
65

 Siqueiros created three murals 

in Los Angeles. He worked briefly at the Chouinard Art School where he made a mural, 

Street Meeting, for teaching purposes.
66

 In 1932, Siqueiros created a private commission, 

Portrait of Mexico Today, for a movie director in Hollywood that is now on view at the 

Santa Barbara Museum of Art. His most famous mural in the United States, La América 
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Tropical, 1932, created on Olvera Street in Los Angeles, is currently undergoing major 

renovation.
67

  

While murals of Mexico tend to conjure the thoughts of Orozco, Rivera, and 

Siqueiros, the mural movement consisted of more than the contribution of three men. At 

the heart of the mural production rests the work of many. Every muralist is helped by 

assistants who make the production of a single work possible. Stephen Pope Dimitroff 

(1910ï1966), Miné Okubo (1912ï2001), Ione Robinson (1910ï1989), Mark Rogovin 

(b.1947), and Ely de Vescovi (1910ï1998) are among the many that contributed to the 

murals produced by Mexican artists. Okubo aided Diego Riveraôs Pan American Unity, 

1940, now housed at San Francisco City College in San Francisco, California. Robinson 

worked on Riveraôs mural cycle at the National Palace in Mexico City and as mentioned 

previously, her book, A Wall to Paint On (1946), consists of many intimate letters that 

reveal the impact of muralism in both her professional and personal life.  Many artists 

who initially found work as assistants, such as Lucienne Bloch (1909ï1999), Xavier 

Guerrero (1896ï1974), Pablo OôHiggins (1904ï1983), Emmy Lou Packard (1914ï1998), 

Ben Shahn (1898ï1969), and Philip Stein (1919ï2009), eventually led their own mural 

projects. Ben Shahn helped with Riveraôs ill -fated Rockefeller Center project, Man at the 

Crossroads, 1934, and later created his own mural projects including a WPA-sponsored 

mural at Jersey Homesteads (now the town of Roosevelt) in New Jersey. Stein worked 

with Siqueiros on projects such as The People for the University, The University for the 
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People, 1952ï56 at the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México and eventually 

created one of his own murals at the Village Vanguard, a jazz club in New York City.
68

 

The Federal Art Project of the Works Progress Administration was created in 

response to current events, specifically widespread economic depression, but not in 

reaction to war. ñThe walls of public buildings across the country bear silent testimony to 

Americaôs great experiment in federal support for the arts. Post offices and court building 

are ablaze with the colors of murals; parks, public squares, and civic centers are 

decorated with sculpture created during the great Depression under the auspices of the 

federal art programs.ò
69

 The murals of the WPA lacked the ferocity of composition and 

vision, the leftist political sentiments, and the anger expressed in many of the best-known 

Mexican murals. The WPA murals were government-sponsored enterprises that relied 

heavily on the approval of both elected officials and the local community. While certain 

Mexican murals, like those created by Rivera at the National Palace and the Ministry of 

Education, were also government-supported initiatives, the same freedom of expression 

was not extended to the muralists in both countries. For example, Edward Millmanôs 

mural Contribution of Women to the Progress of Mankind at the Lucy Flower High 

School in Chicago, 1936 was whitewashed due to its ñcontroversial contentò as it was 

deemed depressing.
70

   

In the United States during the 1930s, some of the radically inclined artists joined 

the John Reed Club or had their work published in New Masses and Art Front, both leftist 
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and progressive publications. Charlot and Ramos Martínez were not actively engaged 

with the John Reed Club or any other Communist organization. Several American artists 

such as Mitchell Siporin (1910ï1976), Anton Refregier (1905ï 1979), and Morris 

Topchevsky (1899ï1947) who were greatly influenced by Mexican murals, were also 

members of the John Reed Club. Furthermore, in 1936, the less partisan American 

Artistsô Congress attracted members of the John Reed Club due to its commitment to 

supporting art that presents socially relevant material, but still did not find Charlot or 

Ramos Martínez among its members.
71

 Charlot was more active with American artists 

and their organizations, but Ramos Martínez remained less connected and less affiliated 

with overtly political organizations in the United States.
72

 

Recipients of major commissions in Mexico were typically men, while women 

often took supporting roles in the movement, often serving as assistants and models.
73

 A 

European immigrant, Fanny Rabel (1922ï2008), created murals in Mexico City through 

her relationship with Kahlo, who served as a teacher and mentor to the young Rabel and 

likely contributed to her studentôs access to such commissions.
74

 American women 

participated in the mural movement as well. Sisters Grace (1905ï1979) and Marion 

Greenwood (1909ï1970) witnessed the murals of Mexico, painting a few of their own in 
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Mexico and others in the United States upon their return.
75

 Emmy Lou Packard worked 

as an assistant to Rivera and was a personal confidante to the muralist and his wife 

Kahlo.
76

 Packard learned the techniques of Rivera while working for him and 

simultaneously developed her own work. Photographers Tina Modotti (1896ï1942) and 

Mariana Yampolsky (1925ï2002) moved from the United States to Mexico and engaged 

with the indigenous cultures and revolutionary politics of Mexico. 

E. Outline of the Dissertation 

Following this introduction, Chapter II examines the work of Charlot. After 

reviewing the principal facts of his life, formative influences, and his training as an artist, 

two major aspects of his life and work are emphasized. In this chapter, I examine the 

breadth of his artistic production, with specific attention to his interest in Mexican and 

Hawaiian cultures, and his role as a producer of both secular and nonsecular arts in the 

continental United States. In Chapter III, I address the relationship between Catholicism 

and Charlotôs work. His murals created for religious spaces provide an opportunity to 

understand his work in new ways and to evaluate the diverse translations of muralism. 

Charlot is often referenced as a minor figure in analyses about the Mexican mural 

movement of the 1920s in Mexico. This study changes that perception by positioning him 

as an important figure in the development of Mexican muralism and as a major catalyst 

for the spread of muralism in the United States.  
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Chapter IV focuses on the work of Alfredo Ramos Martínez. Charlot and Ramos 

Martínez share much in common in terms of their perceived roles as outsiders to the core 

group of famed muralists occupied by Rivera, Siqueiros, and Orozco. In fact, both 

Charlot and Ramos Martínez worked during the 1920s in Mexico and interacted with 

some of the best-known painters in Mexico. Furthermore, they share in common a 

commitment and a passion for Catholicism and the traditional cultures of Mexico. In 

expressing their affinity for indigenous customs of Mexico in the work they produced in 

the United States, both artists participated in the construction of a specific type of 

Mexican identity. Beyond drawing a comparison between the two artists, Chapter IV 

provides biographical material on Ramos Martínez and addresses the murals he created in 

Ensenada (Mexico), San Diego, Santa Barbara, and Los Angeles. As a Mexican artist 

who moved back and forth across the US/Mexico Border, Ramos Martínez created art 

that satisfied American patrons and reinforced a romantic perception of Mexican identity 

in the United States, but simultaneously demonstrated a commitment to social justice and 

Catholicism.   

Chapter V delves further into the relationships between the artistic vision of 

Charlot and Ramos Martínez. Furthermore, Chapter V focuses on the quest for social 

justice present in works by Charlot and Ramos Martínez. This chapter includes a 

discussion of how the development of modern religious history in Mexico affected these 

artists. To conclude this analysis, Chapter VI briefly addresses the continued relevance of 

murals in the United States and the legacy of Charlot and Ramos Martínez. The 

conclusion stresses how the examples of Charlot and Ramos Martínez offer strong case 



35 

 

 

 

studies because their work reveals both traditional and nontraditional ways in which they 

were inspired by Mexican muralism. 

F. Conclusion 

After Mexico, Charlot worked in diverse areas of the United States such as 

Georgia, Colorado, Kansas, and finally Hawaiói, where he spent the last three decades of 

his life. In the United States, Charlot painted many murals and taught at numerous 

universities across the country where he influenced generations of students. His teaching 

focused on fresco painting and the traditions of the Mexican muralists, specifically 

Orozco, who was a close friend. Although based in Hawaiói, Charlot continued to travel. 

He created murals and prints inspired by his experiences in the Fiji Islands. Hawaiói 

became Charlotôs permanent residence, and he died there at the age of eighty-one in 

1979. His legacy continues through his enormous artistic production that portrays his 

individualistic response to a well-traveled life. 

When Ramos Martínez left Mexico for the United States, his work became 

transformed. He increasingly made work about the country he had left behind, 

emphasizing the topography, traditional culture, and indigenous people of Mexico. 

Moreover, he became a muralist outside of Mexico. Although he knew the muralists in 

Mexico and inspired many of them, it was in the United States that he embraced his role 

as a muralist. He returned to Mexico twice for mural commissions, but for the most part 

he led his life in California after the 1920s. He died in 1947 while completing a project at 

Scripps College in Claremont, California. Ramos Mart²nezôs work testifies to the fact that 

art can transcend the physical border that lies between the United States and Mexico. 
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Ultimately, the impact of Mexican murals reinforced Social Realism in the United 

States, inspired the mural division managed under the auspices of the Works Progress 

Administration, promoted public art, and offered new opportunities for artists to consider 

Mexico. All  of these assertions have been examined by other books, essays, and 

exhibitions. My project aims to provoke further dialogue regarding the dynamic, historic, 

and ever-present cultural exchange between Mexico and the United States through an 

analysis of the work of Charlot and Ramos Martínez. The distinct ways in which my 

dissertation differs from previous analyses is its grouping of two under-recognized artists, 

placing an emphasis on their religious works in the United States, and by addressing a 

wide variety of work by both artists, a majority of which has never been discussed before 

in any thorough or critical manner. 
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II . JEAN CHARLOT  

The life story and multitude of work produced by Jean Charlot reveal an artist 

who traveled frequently, but who sought great inspiration from local environments. 

Charlot was not an artist who reveled in what was fashionable; instead he pioneered new 

techniques and emphasized the frequently neglected popular arts and daily life 

experiences of the people. He managed to create a diverse body of work that 

simultaneously synthesized Cubism, pre-Columbian art, and everyday life in Hawaiói. 

Charlot once stated, ñOne of the things that has guided me all through life is that I donôt 

like óart.ô I donôt like óart for art.ô What I am trying to do, and did even before I went to 

Mexico is art for the people. Thatôs why I am so fond of the Images dôEpinal [French folk 

prints], penny-sheets, Posada, and so forth.ò
77

 With this declaration, Charlot expressed 

the passionate point of view that would influence him throughout his long and varied 

career. Charlot was not interested in art for artôs sake. He favored art of the people and an 

inclusive definition of the arts.   

Charlotôs artistic production is impressive. In terms of his visual art, he often 

repeated iconography and recorded certain images in his memory that served as the great 

inspiration for future works. During his life he completed more than fifty murals in 

addition to mosaics, small- and large-scale sculptures, numerous prints, and easel 

paintings. Though Charlot experienced professional disappointment in his career, for the 

most part, he was immensely successful.
78

 He was celebrated with more than one-
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hundred solo exhibitions, and his work was acquired by numerous private and public 

collections. 

              The facts of an artistôs biography are often stated in great detail. Well-known 

biographies of artists such as Frida Kahlo and Willem de Kooning (1904ï1997) labored 

to provide ancestral information for the artists they examine, so much so that they beg the 

question as to how significant are relatives and ancestors in the formulation of an artistôs 

individual identity.
79

 In the case of Charlot, however, his initial experiences, along with 

the history of his family were extremely important, and they had a tremendous effect on 

the artist.  

A. Early Biography 

Born in Paris in 1898, Charlot was encouraged by his family in his pursuit of art 

and his curiosity of diverse cultures. Charlotôs parents, Anne and Henri, supported his 

love of art and his studious ways. In particular, it was his mother who recognized his 

earliest drawings as possessing great artistic merit. She was an artist herself with a small 

studio in the familyôs summer home where she painted. Her subjects were those around 

her including her son, Jean.
80

 Charlot later recounted, ñI was a model, an artistôs model, 

before I became an artist.ò
81

 Charlotôs mother was not a society lady who took up 

drawing as a pastime; she had studied art seriously at the Académie Julian and later at the 

Grande Chaumière and with the great French history painter Jean-Léon Gérome (1824ï
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1904).
82

 Due to his parentsô diverse heritage, Charlot grew up in an atypical Parisian 

family. Members of his motherôs family had lived in Mexico since the 1820s, and his 

father was born in St. Petersburg, Russia. The exact identity of the artistôs Russian 

grandfather remains unknown.
83

 

Charlot was raised in a comfortable financial environment. His fatherôs import 

and export company was successful, and therefore, the family was able to live in an 

established area of Paris and spend time in both the city and the country. Most important, 

as a budding artist, Charlot was permitted to pursue his creative impulses. Located a few 

minutes from the Charlot familyôs home in Paris, the church La Collégiale Notre-Dame 

de Poissy was built largely during the twelfth century, and it was a stunning example of 

religious architecture as it demonstrated the transition from the Romanesque to Gothic 

aesthetic. Scholar John Charlot asserts that his fatherôs childhood in Paris greatly 

influenced his appreciation for art and his interest in religious spaces. In particular, 

Charlot contends that his father found the church of La Collégiale Notre-Dame de Poissy 

and the art within it to be of profound importance.
84

 

During his adolescence in France, Charlot further developed an interest in local 

popular art, a curiosity that would later be particularly prominent in his work in Mexico 

and Hawaiói. From a young age Charlot desired to travel to Mexico, as his curiosity had 

been piqued by family stories about the country. His maternal grandfather was born in 

Mexico in 1840. His great uncle Eugène Espidon Goupil collected historic Mexican 
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manuscripts and other pre-Columbian artifacts. Goupil purchased an extensive collection 

of materials from Joseph Marius Alexis Aubin (1802-1891), a historian who had largely 

kept the materials away from public view. Aubin lived in Mexico during the first half of 

the nineteenth century, and he was one of the founders of the Sociéte Américaine de 

France in 1857.
85

 In fact, Goupilôs widow donated his collection to the Bibliothèque 

nationale de France in Paris in 1898, and it remains one of the most highly regarded 

collections of colonial and ancient Mexican manuscripts in existence.
86

 Beyond his 

interaction with manuscripts, Charlot was also exposed at an early age to ancient 

artifacts. For his first communion, Charlot received a small pre-Columbian whistle.
87

 

Furthermore, during the French occupation of Mexico, members of the artistôs family 

served as advisors to the French archaeologists. Indeed, Charlotôs later works of pre-

Columbian culture were strongly rooted in the history of his family. His passion for folk 

art was due in part to the prominent role Catholicism played in his life from an early age. 

While many grand religious images were painted in prominent churches throughout 

Europe, ephemera and other forms of popular art such as medals, beads, and prayer cards 

were created to promote faithful practice in daily life.  

 The religious faith introduced to Charlot by his mother during his formative years, 

proved extraordinarily influential. Although Charlotôs father maintained atheist views, his 

mother was a devout Catholic, and as a result of his deep connection to her and his own 
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personal interest in Christian faith, Charlot embraced religious practice and liturgical art. 

Charlot later wrote, ñMotherôs sweet proddings churchwise and fatherôs caustic, amused 

disapproval proved an unmatchable combination for devotion. I could thus 

simultaneously obey and rebel, be docile and choose a path of my own.ò
88

 The distinctive 

opportunity to be both loyal to his mother and rebellious to his father produced a 

passionate liturgical artist. As a teenager, he joined the Gilde Notre Dame and his earliest 

works were spiritually motivated. The Gilde, which included among its members 

painters, glass artists, sculptors, liturgical cloth designers, embroiders, and other 

specialists in decorative religious arts, provided a great source of intellectual and artistic 

inspiration for the young Charlot. He recounted, ñAs I grew up, the making of liturgical 

art became the common ground between my devotion and vocation.ò
89

 During his 

formative years, Charlot discovered a way to meld his passions for art and religion.  

Many of the artists involved in the Gilde were committed to bringing new energy 

and perspectives to liturgical art, a goal that was of great interest to the young Charlot 

and that would remain with the artist for the rest of his life. The Gilde also provided an 

intellectual forum in which members and guest speakers offered lectures. Charlot 

documented important lectures, in addition to giving a few talks to the membership of the 

Gilde. At this time in his career, he created several wood-relief sculptures intended for 

church spaces. Although he completed multiple versions of these works, only one early 

relief from approximately 1918 is known to exist (fig. 1).
90

 This relief is unfinished, but 

clearly depicts a female figure, and the shape of the work implies that it belongs in a 
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niche or church window. These early experiences contributed to his development as an 

artist engaged in creating art for a community and art that would be used in conjunction 

with religious services. 

From 1914 to 1915, Charlot studied at the École des Beaux-Arts, and after he 

spent time in Brittany, a region in the northwest portion of France, he developed an 

interest in local popular art. The Breton peasants, the traditional ways in which they lived 

their lives, and the material culture they produced were the beginning of a pattern of 

personal responses to diverse places that the artist experienced throughout his career. 

While Brittany was an influence, Charlot also traveled to Épinal to meet a family of 

artists who created the folk prints that he so admired. During his life, Charlot compiled 

three distinct collections: the images dô£pinal, prints by Honor® Daumier (1808ï1879), 

and prints by José Guadalupe Posada (1852ï1913). The images dô£pinal in Charlotôs 

possession were colorful and presented a high concentration of figures. There were two 

major types of these prints in his collections: battle scenes or works that record social 

customs (figs. 2-3). Charlot marveled at Daumierôs artistic skill and recognized him as 

one of the greatest artists of the nineteenth century. He saw the great irony in the fact that 

Daumier had his first solo exhibition at age 65 and that it met with little success.
91

 

Typical examples of Posadaôs work often present details of current events, 

sensationalized stories, or romantic tales of love. Charlot collected different types of 

Posadaôs prints, including Posadaôs Catholic-inspired pieces. Charlotôs collection 

contained Posadaôs portraits of Christ from the Sanctuary of Otatitlán and Our Lady of 

San Juan de los Lagos (fig. 4). 
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Charlotôs artistic production slowed down during World War I when he served as 

an artillery officer. During his service, he traveled to several towns in the Rhineland 

where he visited museums and bookstores. He began carving his important Way of the 

Cross series while fulfilling his duty to the French Army in Bavaria, and much of the 

series was carved while he was stationed in Occupied Germany. These works were later 

printed in 1920 as a set, and many years later in 1977, the artist reprinted the series.
92

 

Shortly before Charlot left for Mexico, he exhibited the Way of the Cross at the Louvre 

Pavillion de Marsan in 1921. The exhibition included other works identified as modern 

Christian art, though Charlotôs work was received negatively by some critics who 

deemed it as ñsometimes too brutal.ò
93

 Although Christôs last days reveal a tragedy filled 

with violent acts, Charlotôs modern take on the sacred story appeared ñbrutalò to certain 

viewers. Throughout his career as a liturgical artist, Charlot would be faced with criticism 

about his nontraditional approach to religious imagery.  

War was the backdrop for the artistic inspiration that led to Charlotôs rendering of 

the Stations of the Cross. What might at first glance be seen as a body of work shaped 

solely by religious scripture was in fact very much informed by the events of the day. The 

physical struggle of the Passion paralleled the human struggle endured by many as a 

result of war. Like many of the muralists, Charlot was personally affected by the ravages 

of war, both in his service and the economic aftermath. The mural movement of the 

twentieth century straddles several major military conflicts: the Mexican Revolution 
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(1910ï1920), World War I (1914ï1918), the Spanish Civil War (1936ï1939), and World 

War II (1939ï1945). Therefore, many of the participants in the mural movement 

performed military service.
94

 An early print by Charlot, Les blessés au travail, 1918 

represents a soldier looking upward at a small angel figurine that he holds delicately in 

his hand (fig. 5). War and religion were the primary influences in the formation of 

Charlotôs identity as a young artist. His experiences in the military and with the Gilde 

contributed to his role as an artist sensitive to the human condition and committed to 

social justice. 

Charlot had joined the Gilde just as war was erupting, and his time there was 

preempted by his own military service, but he was quick to return to the group once he 

had finished his official duty during World War I. In the course of Charlotôs time with the 

Gilde, the established artists who most inspired him were Maurice Denis (1870ï1943),
95

 

Marcel Lenoir (1872ï1931), and Georges Rouault (1871ï1958).
96

 Later, Charlot 

described these early influences, ñI mentioned how we were looking for Catholic 

artists. By artists I meant painters at the timeðMaurice Denis and so on. And of course 

Claudel as a Catholic poet helped round up the picture for me as a young fellow who was 
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trying to express myself, meaning my Catholic angle in art.ò
97

 In the opening decades of 

the twentieth century in France, Charlot was not without important religious artists and 

writers to admire. 

Charlotôs first mural commission came after World War I. The intended piece was 

entitled Processional and was meant to depict individuals engaged in a march on the 

walls on either side of the nave leading into the sanctuary.
98

 Charlot held with great 

excitement the blueprints approved by the priest and completed his own drawings for the 

proposed mural long before he received a note from the priest with the news that the 

commission was terminated.
99

 This disappointment was a major catalyst for his departure 

to Mexico from his birth country of France.
100

 The rejection of his work in France led to 

hope that he might find a different audience for his own distinctive interpretation of 

modernism. His situation with the canceled mural, however, was not the only time that he 

experienced rejection in terms of his mural aspirations, as further disappointment will be 

revealed later in this chapter.  

As a young man, Charlot was left to care for the family business and for his 

mother.
101

 He did not have much of an interest (or talent) for business, so he and his 

mother sought new opportunities. Charlotôs mother lived with the artist throughout his 

twenties. Charlot first traveled to Mexico in early 1921, and after a brief stay, he returned 
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to France and gathered his mother and their belongings, moving them to Mexico during 

the same year.
102

  

Mother and son arrived in Mexico at a time of great social and political change as 

a result of the tumultuous Revolution (1910-1920).  With his mother, Charlot settled in 

the community of Coyoacán on the outskirts of Mexico City. The area of Coyoacán, now 

officially a part of the metropolis of Mexico City, was home to many of the avant-garde 

artists living in Mexico in the first half of the twentieth century.
 103

 Rivera and Kahlo 

lived in her ancestral home, the Blue House, located in the storied neighborhood. At the 

same time Charlot arrived in Mexico, the Mexican-born painter Rivera was returning 

from nearly two decades abroad to inaugurate the Mexican mural movement. After 

moving to the artistic area in 1921, Charlot quickly became a part of the leading artistic 

circle. He befriended many artists, including Weston, Modotti, and Orozco. Both Weston 

and Modotti created noteworthy portraits of Charlot.  

In Mexico, Charlot was given the nickname, ñthe little Frenchman.ò Although the 

majority of Charlotôs friends in Mexico City tended to be radical in their political views, 

his family in Mexico was not. The family members who welcomed his mother and him 

upon their arrival were more conservative and less favorable to the revolutionary politics 

championed by the Mexican muralists. In fact, the Charlot family, like much of the 

French community in Mexico City, supported Napoleon IIIôs intervention in Mexico and 

his approved administration of Maximilian (1832ï1867), who ruled from 1862 to 
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1867.
104

 Despite the distance between their political views, Charlotôs family was always 

welcoming to his artist friends and many established congenial relationships with his 

mother. Siqueiros painted a portrait of Charlotôs mother in 1932.
105

 Although most of his 

friends and colleagues got along well with Charlotôs family, Charlot wrote two angry 

letters to Anita Brenner
106

 (1905ï1974), the groundbreaking scholar and art critic, after 

he felt she had been rude to his mother.
107

  

Charlot proved to be a pioneer in Mexico, leading the experimentation of fresco 

techniques in the mural-making process and reviving interest in the great printmaker José 

Guadalupe Posada (1852ï1913).  The medium of fresco painting would become a major 

part of his life as he created fresco murals at forty-five different sites throughout his 

career.
108

 He negotiated the art scene in Mexico City quickly and successfully, an 

impressive feat given his position as an immigrant and outsider. Charlotôs status as a 

foreigner and his departure from the country in the late 1920s has lessened the notoriety 

of his impact in Mexico, although he has been celebrated in that country with major 

exhibitions. If he had stayed in Mexico and created the majority of his work within the 

country, he would be a more famous figure there. While native Mexican painters such as 

Rivera are often credited with creating the first modern works done in true fresco in 

Mexico and resurrecting the career of the great printmaker Posada, Charlot was the 

trailblazer who should be credited with both. 
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Charlotôs knowledge of both techniques and the history of art made a dramatic 

impression on the artists he encountered. His Way of the Cross prints, presented as a 

portfolio, were used by the artist as a way in which to introduce himself to new artists and 

patrons in Mexico City. Charlot donated a set of the prints to the Academy of San Carlos, 

and they were appreciated by a group of young artists.
109

 Furthermore, although Mexican 

muralists such as Rivera and Siqueiros had visited various parts of Europe and had 

viewed the Italian frescoes, Charlot was often called upon for his expertise and 

familiarity with the art form. Charlot recalled in late interviews with his son that he had 

memories of being a young boy and viewing fresco murals in churches and museums.
110

 

As an adolescent and as a young man he looked to great fresco painters like Giotto (c. 

1267ï1337) and Piero della Francesca (c. 1415ï1492) for inspiration.
111

 The mural 

painter who most influenced Charlot before his departure for Mexico was Maurice Denis 

(1870ï1943). While a majority of Denisôs murals were oil compositions, he began to 

make a fresco work in 1915 at the Chapelle du Prieuré that Charlot knew well.
112

 Given 

Charlotôs knowledge of fresco, Pablo OôHiggins regretted that Charlot left Mexico. 

Moreover, OôHiggins recognized a great love for Mexico in Charlot and an ability to 

create great work.
113
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From 1922 to 1924, Charlot finished his own murals and worked as an assistant. 

His first fresco Massacre in the Main Temple was created at the Antiguo Colegio de San 

Ildefonso (also known as the National Preparatory School) from 1922 to 1923 (fig. 6).
114

 

Charlot later wrote about frescoes, ñBut I donôt believe that fresco is a very delicate 

affair. I think that if you nurse your mortar through the first days of drying out, it 

becomes very quickly tough. One of the toughest mediums. And I think that there is a 

little bit of affectation when you read the books about fresco paintingðabout people 

saying that they cannot paint fresco in such and such place.ò
115

 For Charlot, fresco was a 

tough and sturdy medium that did not necessitate the care applied to it by many artists. 

While Charlot painted a fresco at the National Preparatory School, Riveraôs first mural in 

Mexico, Creation, 1922ï23, was made with encaustic. Creation, painted nearby 

Massacre in the Main Temple, was Riveraôs last mural in encaustic, and moving forward 

he embraced the fresco technique.
116

 Rivera is the best-known artist to emerge from the 

Mexican mural movement and is certainly the most recognized of the muralists in the 

United States. The proximity in which Charlot worked to Rivera is significant, 

considering Charlotôs many murals in the United States are far less known. 

 In describing the power of murals, Charlot wrote,   

Mural painting presupposes in its make a certain amount of selflessness. The 

painted wall is only a fragment of an architectural complex. Communication 

remains in its essence, and the message must be stated in terms clear to the man in 

the street, the devout in his church, or the unionized worker in the meeting hall. 

By definition a mural is not intended to cater to a specialized art lover. Walls are 
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not a proper surface for a naked display of self, a dialogue between the id and the 

ego.
117

 

 

Charlot was not shy about expressing his reverence for the art of mural-making. Despite 

all of the artistic techniques he explored, he always identified himself first and foremost 

as a muralist. He possessed a great understanding of the history of mural-making and 

both its pre-Columbian and European precedents. Massacre in the Main Temple was in 

part influenced by three paintings produced by Italian painter Paolo Uccello (1397ï1475) 

that collectively represent the Battle of San Romano, c. 1435-40.
118

 While in this case 

Charlot derived influence from the subject matter and perspective of Uccelloôs work, 

many of the muralists studied Italian painting, in particular the frescoes created during the 

Italian Renaissance, and found inspiration from these historic artists. The actual battle 

which inspired the paintings by Uccello occurred in 1432 and consisted of a fight 

between forces from Siena and Florence. Like the Battle of San Romano, Charlotôs 

Massacre in the Main Temple presents a clash between two robust military forces. In the 

case of Massacre in the Main Temple the two warring factions are the Aztecs and the 

Spanish Conquistadors. Bold and long orange lines representing swords guide the 

viewerôs eyes across the composition. Charlot faced optical and physical challenges with 

this project as the mural was positioned on a wall along a grand staircase. While the 

overall composition presents a high concentration of figures and expresses the dizzying 

confusion occurring among the participants of the battle, singular components are a 

weeping man, a prominent horse, the armor of the Spanish, and an indigenous leader with 
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an elaborate headdress. In the lower right corner of the composition, Charlot painted a 

small portrait of himself and a few portraits of friends. 

Considering that Charlot arrived in Mexico City at a moment of nationalistic 

fervor as the country sought to repair itself, it is impressive that as a foreigner he was able 

to obtain such a prominent mural commission from the government. As the mural 

movement gained popularity, other foreigners, in particular Americans, were successful 

in obtaining mural commissions. OôHiggins was the first American muralist to create his 

own mural in Mexico in 1929 in the northern state of Durango. Howard Cook (1907ï

1980), who traveled to Mexico on a Guggenheim Fellowship, painted his first fresco 

mural in Taxco, Fiesta-Torito, at the Hotel Taxqueño in 1933.
119

 Reuben Kadish (1913ï

1992) and Philip Goldstein (later Philip Guston, 1913ï1980) worked on a mural in 1935 

for the Museo Regional Michoacano, Morelia; the mural was entitled The Struggle 

Against War and Fascism.
120

 During the same year, Kadish and Goldstein painted a 

mural, Progress of Life, in Duarte, California for the City of Hope Foundation (now City 

of Hope Medical Center). On both sides of the border, Kadish and Goldstein 

demonstrated their response to Mexican muralism and the influence of Siqueiros on their 

work.  

Charlot contributed to the murals for the Ministry of Education, but found himself 

at odds with Rivera. Charlot created Dance of the Ribbons, 1923, which celebrated an 
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indigenous custom (fig. 7).
121

 Similar to his Massacre in the Main Temple, his mural 

Dance of the Ribbons has prominent long angular lines that run along an extensive part of 

the composition, but in this case, the lines represent ribbons as opposed to swords. In this 

work, masked dancers hold the ribbons and move around a large pole from which they 

emanate.
122

 In 1924, Rivera destroyed Charlotôs work at the site because it did not fit 

with Riveraôs vision for the Ministry of Education and eventually repainted the wall 

where Charlot had painted the work with his own mural.
123

 Rivera was already the better- 

known painter and garnered more respect than Charlot, so he was able to manipulate the 

Ministry of Education initiative, which he led, while Charlot was for the most part 

assigned the role of assistant on the project. Charlotôs ill-fated work at the Ministry of 

Education was his last large-scale public art project in Mexico. Although Rivera was 

critical of Charlotôs work, the Frenchman forever embraced the Mexican mural 

movement and asserted that artists ñin Barcelona, Milan, or Paris could afford to sit at 

café tables and swap aesthetic theories heatedly or gleefully, at leisure. For us the making 

of art meant fresco murals, climbing scaffolds each morning to do a journeymanôs work. 

Painter and mason sat side by side on the same plank, each busy with the tools of his 

trade, and they received the same pay.ò
124

 Though his relationship with Rivera may have 
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been unnecessarily complex due to the destruction of his mural, he was quite close with 

Orozco. 

Though Massacre in the Main Temple and the controversy surrounding his work 

at the Ministry of Education dominated the story of Charlotôs mural career in Mexico, he 

did create one more work, a small public fresco, Shield of the National University of 

Mexico, with Eagle and Condor, in February of 1924 at the Biblioteca Pan-Americana in 

Mexico City. Beyond Charlotôs involvement with mural-making in Mexico, he became 

an important figure among the Estridentistas and continued to write poetry. The poet 

Manuel Maples Arce (1898ï1981) was considered to be the leader of Estridentismo, a 

literary group informed by visual art movements such as Dadaism and Futurism that 

remained active from approximately 1921ï1927. Charlot and fellow muralist Fernando 

Leal (1896ï1964) met regularly with the Estridentistas at Café Europa, where Charlot 

also exhibited his works.
125

 Although later in his life he would downplay his significant 

role within the group, many of the other participants cited his influence as important.
126

 

The Estridentistas called upon Mexican artists to form an art society that was informed by 

European art trends and that embraced the growing sense of internationalism within 

twentieth-century art. Due to his extensive time in Europe and his familiarity with 

Dadaism and Futurism, Charlot made an ideal consultant to the group whose members 

were eager for access to the most avant-garde ideologies of the day. 
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ñNovember 11, 1927. Colonial 9pm Orozco leaves.ò
127

 This brief entry was 

written by Charlot in his diary. Here, he referred to Orozcoôs departure for New York 

City. From 1922 until his death, Charlot kept a diary in which he recorded notes on the 

events of each day in French shorthand.
128

 This notation in Charlotôs diary relates to a 

series of letters that the two men exchanged from December 1927 and October 1928. The 

correspondence between the two men, which was later published by Charlot in 

association with the University of Texas Press, reveals a genuine affection between the 

two and an interest in helping one another succeed in their artistic careers.
129

 At the time 

of Orozcoôs departure for New York, he lived with this family in Coyoacán, the same 

area as Charlot and his mother. Rather dramatically, Charlot was the only one who bid 

his dear friend Orozco goodbye at the train station when he left for New York City.  

In 1928, with the assistance of writer and art promoter Alma Reed (1889ï1966), 

Orozco organized two exhibitions for Charlot in New York in 1929. While one of the 

exhibitions was a group show, the other was a solo exhibition at the New York 

Architectural League.
130

 Orozco wrote Charlot and reminded him that he was welcome to 

use his studio in Coyoacán in his absence, asked him to retrieve photographs of his work 

from Tina Modotti, and in a post script he informed Charlot that George Biddle (1885ï
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1973) ñcreated a big portrait of me in which I look like Lincoln.ò
131

 As Orozco struggled 

to establish himself in New York, he kept in touch with Charlot. 

Of all the people, specifically the artists whom Charlot met in Mexico, it was his 

encounter with the young American artist Dorothy Day that would have the strongest 

impact on his life, as she would eventually become his wife. Day was born on December 

13, 1909 in Bingham City, Utah. While she was still a young girl, her family relocated to 

Los Angeles. Day graduated from Fairfax High School in 1927. She disliked how 

common her first name was, so after speaking with a numerologist who suggested that 

she use the name ñZohmah,ò she changed her given name.
132

 In describing Mexico, 

Zohmah wrote ñHere they bow to the earth, handle it lovingly and hold to it furiously. It 

is more important than progress and ideas. Corn must be grown, clay shaped, and stones 

cut into gods. The earth is food, art, and the bed that comforts in sleep and death.ò
133

 

Here, Zohmah acknowledges a spiritual connection to the land and its resources. Charlot 

and Zohmah were together for eight years before marrying, eventually holding a modest 

ceremony in San Francisco, California. Zohmah continued to support Charlot throughout 

his life and was a strong advocate and promoter of his legacy after he died. She saved his 

letters and drawings, and organized his papers. In order to let him focus on his work, she 

often kept up with his correspondence. The plethora of information available in the Jean 
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Charlot Collection at the University of Hawaiói should in part be credited to the archivist 

tendencies of Zohmah Day Charlot.
134

 

Charlotôs thirst for knowledge led him to immerse himself in a variety of literary 

and art movements and also directed him to study the vast history of Mexican art. His 

exposure to pre-Columbian art was enhanced by his work for the Carnegie Institution 

from 1926 to 1928. During this time he was present at the excavation of the Temple of 

Warriors at Chichén Itzá in the state of Yucatán.
135

 This experience furthered his already 

well-developed curiosity about the pre-Columbian cultures of Mexico and afforded the 

young artist an opportunity to make an income. Although he arrived on-site as a 

draughtsman, by the end of his assignment he was one of three co-authors on the final 

report.
136

 The scholar most associated with the reports was the illustrious archaeologist 

Dr. Sylvanus Griswold Morley, although Earl H. Morris was also a part of the study 

team. Artist Lowell Houser (1902ï1971) who worked under Charlot on the project 

described the process: ñWe copied what Mayan murals were found in the ruins and then a 

great many were drawings and sculpture. Many times the sculpture was so eroded that 

actually a photograph didn't show it very well and we had to sort of search out with our 

hands and then make a drawing.ò
137

 In addition to his official contributions to the project, 

Charlot also created other works that were inspired by his experiences in the area. 
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In his lithograph, The High Comb, Yucatán, 1935 (fig. 8), Charlot demonstrates 

the influence of his time at Chichén Itzá and the Yucatán region of Mexico. During his 

stay at Chichén Itzá, Charlot was not only stimulated by the ancient culture, but also by 

the contemporary indigenous Maya communities of the Yucatec region. Though this 

particular piece was created several years after Charlotôs extended time in the region, it 

reflects Charlotôs typical way of working in which he would record certain images and 

ideas and repeat them over the course of many years. In describing The High Comb, 

Yucatán, Charlot stated that the young girl was about twelve years old; around the age 

that he believed local girls began to prepare to find their spouses.
138

 The long line that 

flows from the young girlôs body and up to the hair comb demonstrates the artistôs ability 

to use few lines to create complete compositions. Charlot stressed the importance of 

simple, bold lines, and a rejection of ornate detail. When Charlot arrived in Mexico in 

1921, he encountered a group of artists who were eager to revisit Mexican culture and 

identity and celebrate daily aspects of Mexican life that had not been recognized 

previously to any great extent. This work reflects that sensibility. Charlotôs involvement 

with the Carnegie Institution project was both indicative of his great connection to these 

important Mexican artists who worked at a time in which their national culture was being 

re-examined and an example of Charlotôs engagement with scholarly activities. His 

participation further demonstrates his place among a significant community of artists 

active in Mexico in the 1920s who professed a deep interest in the cultural preservation 

of Mexico. 
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While Charlot made several strong contributions to scholarship, his most 

important role in the promotion of Mexican art and the development of the history of art 

was his rediscovery of the printmaker José Guadalupe Posada. Charlotôs interest in 

Posada, a popular artist who created art for the masses and addressed political issues of 

the day, stirred the interest of the other muralists active in Mexico. Posada created tens of 

thousands of prints for the penny press. His works were made for the consumption of the 

masses and often dealt with culturally significant images, current events, or subliminal 

political messages. The cultural and political content of the prints and their creation for 

the masses appealed to many Mexican modern artists. But, when Posada died in 1913, he 

remained largely unknown to most of Mexico City and certainly underappreciated by the 

leading art critics and collectors of the day.  Charlot encountered Posadaôs work in 

broadsheets sold in flea markets and as illustrations in popular books. These experiences 

allowed him to resurrect knowledge of Posada and to share the printmakerôs work with 

the avant-garde circle of artist friends with whom he surrounded himself in Mexico City. 

Indeed, it is hard to imagine the story of modern Mexican art without Posada.  

The better-known muralists benefited from Charlotôs recognition of Posadaôs 

work. Both Rivera and Orozco praised Posada and owed their knowledge of his art to 

Charlot. In his mural Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Park, 1948, Rivera 

depicted himself as a child holding hands with Calavera Catrina, one of Posadaôs most 

iconic representations. Catrina was a female dandy represented as a skeleton with a fancy 

hat that was meant to evoke the upper class women who benefited from the reign of 

Porfirio Díaz. Posada often used skeletons to depict the living in terms of the dead. On 

the other side of Catrina is a portrait of Posada. Here Rivera honors the printmaker by 
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placing him at a position of prominence, near the center of the composition, in a mural 

with a dizzying array of figures. Though Mexico proved to be a source of great artistic 

inspiration for Charlot and he was able to make many personal and professional contacts 

in the country that would last for a lifetime, his ability to receive major commissions and 

to participate in important exhibitions was not tremendously successful. Given the fact 

that Massacre in the Main Temple was the artistôs only large-scale mural in Mexico, he 

hoped that the United States might provide more opportunity, and specifically financial 

security.  

B. Shifting Roles: New Professional Directions for Charlot 

Charlot once stated, ñYes, of course, one thinks of the pay check. But I do think 

then even if I was a millionaire, which I am not, I would go on teaching. I like very much 

to see the succeeding generations and it makes me feel a little settled to see their 

successive conclusions.ò
139

 Charlot expressed a great love for teaching. He painted and 

did some teaching at the Open Air School in Coyoacán; however, in the United States, 

teaching positions became an important part of his life and took his career in a new 

professional direction. After moving to New York in 1929, Charlot became not only 

increasingly engaged with teaching, but also with his artistic passion, mural-making. 

Moving to the United States provided him with an opportunity to make murals, while in 

Mexico his prospects to create work in his favorite medium had dwindled. 

In the United States, Charlot received several significant teaching appointments 

and should be credited for teaching generations of students about fresco painting and the 
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traditions of the Mexican muralists. Charlotôs first mural project in the United States was 

overseeing a five-hundred-square-foot mural entitled The Art Contribution to Civilization 

of All Nations and Countries, 1934, for the Strauben-Muller Textile High School (now 

the Bayard Rustin High School for the Humanities) in New York.
140

 The mural was 

realized in the entrance foyer of the school and was created by students. The project had 

already begun when Charlot arrived, but he guided the work to completion. To 

accompany his supervising role, Charlot painted his own mural at Strauben-Muller 

Textile High School, Head, Crowned with Laurels, a fresco begun in August of 1934 and 

completed in 1935 (fig. 9). The classical composition includes a central female figure 

seated with a crown of laurels. Surrounding the central figure are both seated and 

standing figures, the majority of which are women. For many years it was believed that 

the mural was destroyed, when in fact, it remains on the wall of the school.
141

 Shortly 

after it was completed, the mural was painted over, but it was completely restored in 

1995. 

Charlot accepted brief teaching assignments at diverse institutions such as the 

Chouinard Art School (1938), Arts Students League (1938), Columbia University (1938), 

University of Iowa (1939), College of Notre Dame (now University in 1939), Smith 

College (1944), and Arizona State University (1951). He deemed the series of lectures on 

Mexican art that he conducted at Yale University to be his ñmost gloriousò teaching 

assignment.
142

 The prestige of Yale University and its dedication to employing 
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internationally-renowned artists contributed to Charlotôs sentiments. In addition to the 

academic institutions where he taught, he also engaged students at nontraditional places 

such as Disney Studios in Los Angeles where he gave eight illustrated lectures in 1938 to 

animators and draftsmen.
143

  

One of Charlotôs most documented teaching appointments was the time that he 

spent at the University of Georgia in Athens, where from 1942 to 1944 he created three 

murals, one at a local post office and two at the university. The mural at the McDonough 

Post Office was entitled Cotton Gin and was created from January 14 to February 17, 

1942 (fig. 10). The mural was officially unveiled after its installation on May 12, 1942. 

This particular mural was a WPA-sponsored project. In describing the government-

sponsored mural, Charlot wrote,  

I had brushed murals for a government once before, but Mexican officials in the 

1920s still disported a revolution-bred informality. In contrast, not-withstanding 

the genuine affability of its dispensers, Washington intricacy bred unease. The 

contract entered into that day referred to ñThe Artistò with quote, unquote and a 

capital A, a fancy dress for a fact long taken for granted, while the future mural 

was tagged ñWAlpb3661ò which made it all the harder to envision.
144

  

 

Here, Charlot reveals the difference he felt between government-sponsored murals in 

Mexico and the United States. Furthermore, many post offices were decorated by 

American painters during the 1930s and 1940s. The particular location of this mural and 

its government sponsorship places Charlotôs work within direct context of a major 

movement of modern art in the United States that was directly inspired by Mexican 
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muralism. Here, with the McDonough Post Office mural, Charlot participated in the 

American branch of the mural movement firmly rooted in Mexico. 

Charlot produced two murals on the campus of the University of Georgia, Athens: 

Visual Arts, Drama, Music, painted from April 20 to May 1, 1942 on the Fine Arts 

Building (fig. 11) and Time Discloseth All Things, Cortez Lands in Mexico, and 

Paratroopers Land in Sicily, produced from January 3 to February 29, 1944 in the 

corridor of the Journalism Building (fig. 12-13). Time Discloseth All Things, Cortez 

Lands in Mexico, and Paratroopers Land in Sicily marks the artistôs only literal 

representation in the United States of Mexican colonialism. He portrays Hernán Cortés 

on a big white horse, dramatically pointing his finger in the air as if to tell the two 

indigenous women who stand by his side, graciously presenting him with goods, to 

abandon their lands. As is typical with these types of illustrations of colonialism in 

Mexican mural art, the Spanish and the indigenous sectors of society are presented as 

polar opposites, without any reference to the more nuanced relationships between the 

Spanish colonizers and the indigenous communities during the colonial period. While the 

mural for the Journalism Building represents the colonial past, it also refers to current 

events in its depiction of paratroopers landing in Italy. With World War II raging abroad, 

the journalism students at the University of Georgia were acutely aware of recent events. 

Charlot dealt with vastly different imagery in his Georgia work, ranging from allegorical 

figures, military operations, and Spanish colonialism, to a local cotton gin, which he had 
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visited for inspiration. Moreover, in his mural for the post office, Charlot portrayed 

African American workers for the first time.
145

  

One of the most influential and creative environments experienced by Charlot was 

Black Mountain College, an experimental school in North Carolina that operated from 

1933 to 1956. Black Mountain was not accredited and did not give degrees but some of 

the most important artists of the twentieth century either studied or taught there, including 

John Cage (1912ï1992), Merce Cunningham (1919ï2009), Buckminster Fuller (1895ï

1983), Robert Rauschenberg (1925ï2008), Kenneth Noland (1924ï2010), and Josef 

Albers (1888 ï1976). Charlotôs diary entries from about August 31 to September 10 of 

1943 reveal that when he was at Black Mountain College for a brief visit, he was able to 

interact with Josef and Anni Albers. He responded with enthusiasm to Anniôs textiles, 

and he and Josef juried a show together. Charlot and Albers spoke about composition, 

painting, and Mexico. Albers collected pre-Columbian objects and photographs of 

Mexico.
146

 

After a considerable amount of teaching, Charlot became eligible for 

administrative work as well. In 1947, he received both a teaching and an administrative 

position when he was named Director of the Colorado Springs Fine Art School.
147

 

Correspondence between Charlot and Colorado Springs Fine Art School reveals great 

excitement on the part of the institution to have such an artist of international reputation 
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assume the directorship.
148

 The Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center had welcomed other 

artists of note before. The previous director of the school was Boardman Robinson (1876-

1952), who needed to retire due to his failing health. A lesser known artist today, 

Robinson was born in Canada and became a successful illustrator in New York and 

taught for several years at the Art Students League. One of his many students who would 

go on to extraordinary successes was the painter Thomas Hart Benton (1889ï1975).  

In Colorado Springs, Charlot taught painting and fresco technique.
149

 Even before 

he officially started, Charlot contributed to a discussion on the state of art education at a 

conference entitled Education in the ArtsðTheory and Practice.
150

 The conference was 

an annual event co-organized by the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center and Colorado 

College. By teaching at so many universities in the United States, Charlot was able to 

play a role in the formation of arts education in the country, as well as in the spread of 

knowledge about Mexican culture and identity. Many have credited Charlot for his 

tremendous contributions to art education, including Lester C. Walker who wrote, ñFrom 

the 1930s through the 1960s, he helped form the great period of expansion and 

development of the concept of training in art as an integral part of American higher 

education.ò
151

 Due to Charlotôs first-hand experience with Mexican muralism, he 
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participated in constructing a body of knowledge about the Mexican mural movement 

among generations of students in the United States. 

While Charlot was based in Colorado Springs, Mexico was not far from his 

artistic inspiration. His painting Mexican Kitchen, 1948 was created while the artist was 

working at the Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center (fig. 14). It presents a muted color 

palette with a small window in the upper right part of the composition offering a mild 

light source, a convention that is repeated in Charlotôs representations of interior spaces 

such as kitchens and some of his representations of Josephôs carpenter shop. Furthermore, 

the dark ambience of the painting, lit by a single light source from a window in the right-

hand corner, evokes traditional Baroque compositions. The juxtaposition of light and 

dark areas of the canvas lends a sense of drama. In the lower right portion of the canvas, a 

woman leans over a metate and grinds corn. A rebozo, a traditional shawl, wraps around 

the womanôs shoulders and holds the womanôs baby close to her back. The image of a 

woman wearing a rebozo accompanied by her child was a common iconographic element 

throughout Charlotôs work.  

One of Charlotôs favorite poems, originally written in Nahautl (the language of 

the Aztecs), reveals the significance of his enduring interest in portraying kitchen scenes 

and tortilla-making. 

Mother dear, when I die 

Bury me under the beaten earth of the kitchen 

And when you do the tortillas 

And thinking of me, you cryï 

If somebody asks you, óWhy do you cry?ô 

Answer, óThe wood that I put in the fire is green, 

And it is the smoke that chokes me.ô
152
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This poem demonstrates Charlotôs connection to the historic Aztec culture and also a 

sweet, personal relationship to motherhood. Mothers were frequently portrayed in the 

various media that Charlot worked in and his own relationship with his mother was 

influential to his art. Charlotôs repeated depiction of mothers will be discussed further in 

Chapter V, alongside a discussion of Ramos Mart²nezôs shared interest in this particular 

subject matter. The connection to the ancient poem reinforces Charlotôs own interest in 

writing poetry and his appreciation for the works of others. Furthermore, Mexican 

Kitchen reveals the artistôs own distinctive style. Though many artists were drawn to 

portray the indigenous populations of Mexico, Charlotôs representations are recognizable 

for their simultaneous presentation of angular and rounded forms. 

Beyond creating work inspired by Mexico and teaching the fresco technique, 

Charlot finished a mural in the home that his family rented while living in Colorado 

Springs. The mural was discovered when a local librarian, Helen Michelson, donated her 

property to the city of Colorado Springs. Michelson died in December of 2003 and 

bequeathed three houses to the city of Colorado Springs. Inside one of the homes was a 

small fresco mural by Charlot, Tortillera, 1948.
153

 

The composition returns to a familiar theme for the artist in that it depicts a 

woman making tortillas. Charlot likely made this mural as a teaching tool for his fresco 

classes, as it was not as finished as his other murals. Moreover, the work was created in 

his home, so it was not available for public viewing. In Colorado, this teaching fresco 

was one of the only opportunities for Charlot to explore the medium he truly loved. 
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During his time in Colorado Springs, Charlot was not offered walls to realize murals, and 

for an artist who identified himself most as a muralist this would not do. 

Although mural opportunities were not plentiful for Charlot in Colorado Springs, 

he did have some professional opportunities beyond teaching. Charlotôs work Mexican 

Kitchen was also represented in the exhibition Tenth Annual Artists West of the 

Mississippi held at Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center from February 25 to April 11 of 

that year.
154

 He was joined by artists based in New Mexico, Oklahoma, Colorado, 

Wyoming, California, Washington, Iowa, Missouri, Texas, Kansas, and Arizona. Other 

well-known artists who participated in the exhibition were New Mexico-based artists 

Howard Cook (1901ï1980), Andrew Dasburg (1887ï1979), Randall Davey (1887ï1964), 

and Werner Drewes (1899ï1985) from Missouri. 

In his diary, Charlot recorded on May 11, 1949, ñmake linocut for a catalogue Nix 

show.ò
155

 The notation referred to an upcoming exhibition in Colorado Springs at the 

George Nix Gallery, which Charlot identified as the only gallery in town. The outline of 

the female figureôs face and the decorative lines on either side of her profile are thick and 

heavy, in contrast to the artistôs more typical style and technique (fig. 15). In reviewing 

this linocut many years later, Charlot commented that he must have used a bad knife 

when carving the linoleum block used to make this print.
156

 

Charlot taught at the University of Hawaiói from 1949 to 1966.
157

 He began his 

career at the institution as a Professor of Art. He befriended many of his colleagues, 
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several of whom have been referenced in this study, including Claude Horan and Juliette 

May Fraser. At first, his connection with his art students was more elusive. When Charlot 

joined the faculty of the University of Hawaiói, his students were more interested in 

abstraction, specifically the Abstract Expressionist artists active in New York. They did 

not see an immediate significance in the work of Charlot, with his emphasis on narrative 

art and figural representations. So, Charlot began teaching more history of art courses and 

gradually developed relationships with his students through his vast knowledge of the 

trajectory of art history and his distinctive experience and approach to it. 

In the summer of 1950, after his first year in Hawaiói, Charlot accepted an 

invitation from his old friend, artist Everett Gee Jackson, to work as a visiting professor 

at San Diego State College (now San Diego State University). Referred to as one of the 

San Diego Moderns, Jackson developed a reputation in Southern California, but for the 

most part he escaped larger recognition. During this time, Charlot also taught a class at 

the Fine Arts Gallery of San Diego (now The San Diego Museum of Art). The publicity 

material for the class stated, ñMr. Charlot, internationally famous painter, lithographer 

and art writer, will give a 5-weekôs general painting course at the Summer Art Institute, 

concurrently with his program at San Diego State College. Mr. Charlot will divide his 

attention between advanced students, and those less experienced, and should be able to 

help with problems of large-scale composition.ò 
158

 

While Charlotôs time in San Diego in 1950 was formally a part of a teaching 

program, Charlot was often informally influencing others and providing arts education. 
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Jackson brought Charlot to San Diego after his own first-hand experience with the artist. 

Charlot provided Jackson with important education opportunities. In his Burros and 

Paintbrushes: A Mexican Adventure, Jackson recounts an early interaction with Charlot: 

By that time Anita Brenner had introduced us to the artist Jean Charlot, who was a 

member of the Mexican group of mural painters. Whenever Charlot would drop 

by to see us, he would go immediately to our long center room to see what we had 

been painting. We noticed that he would always look carefully at Lowelitoôs 

[Lowell Houser, 1903ï1971] work and also at my work, but that he would pass by 

the work of the Impressionist as though it simply were not on the walls. Since he 

apparently had not seen it, although it was in plain view, he would never make 

any comments about it.  

 

At that time, I think my own painting was also quite impressionistic in style, since 

I looked at what I painted and tried to record what I believed I was seeing, and 

since by then I had about ceased órecognizing the visual subject before me. 

Perhaps Charlot always looked at my work because I was a friend of Lowelitoôs, 

or perhaps because I had such a pretty wife. But Charlotôs attitude toward that 

Impressionistôs work made me wonder about the kind of painting I was doing. 

And when one wonders or questions what he is doing, his faith in his activity is 

weakened. He may then be very vulnerable to outside influences.  

 

Since those early days, I have continued to be interested in the fact that groups of 

artists shift from one style to another quite rapidly, often following some leader as 

though they were a flock of sheep, and showing more concern for conformity than 

for the creation of visual quality using their own imaginations. Jean Charlotôs 

attitude toward the painting of that Impressionist may throw some light on the 

way those shifts come about. Lowelito and I regarded Charlot with unfaltering 

respect, so we watched his responses very carefully. We felt that he just might 

indicate the right direction to go forward.
159

 

 

Here, Jackson remembers Charlot as not openly critical, but he carefully points out that 

by omitting certain works completely from discussion, Charlot let his reactions to those 

works be known. As an artist who still clung, if loosely, to Impressionism, Jackson 

clearly noted Charlotôs lack of interest in the style and it was a motivation for him to 

embrace more deeply the tenets of modernism and to simplify his form, color, and line. 
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As a result of growing up in the tiny town of Mexia, Texas, Jackson had been intrigued 

by Mexico for a number of years. He and his wife Eileen lived in Chapala before they 

relocated to Mexico City. In Coyoacán they met Brenner, Orozco, and Charlot. Although 

Jackson admired the work of the muralists, he and his wife shied away from the parties 

with the avant-garde artists living in Mexico City.
160

 

After being in San Diego during the summer of 1950, Charlot returned to the 

southwest portion of the United States during the summer of 1951 for a teaching and 

mural opportunity in Arizona. With the exception of his Fiji project and the many works 

he completed on the islands of Hawaiói, the majority of Charlotôs mural production was 

realized on the continental United States. Most of these projects occurred during the 

summer, when Charlot was on a break from his teaching duties at the University of 

Hawaiói. One of these projects was for Arizona State University in 1951. The Arizona 

project offered Charlot an opportunity to represent Native Americans (indigenous groups 

of the United States) for the first time.  

Charlot was invited to Arizona State by the artist Paula R. Kloster. Charlot and 

Kloster met at the Art Students League in New York. As a result of her familiarity with 

Charlot, Kloster asked him to teach a mural painting class at Arizona State College (now 

Arizona State University) in Tempe, Arizona and expressed her hopes that he might be 

able to paint a mural in one of the campusôs new buildings.
161

 At the time that Charlot 

was invited to the campus, Arizona State had undertaken a massive building program, 

which left Charlot with an opportunity to produce a mural in a newly completed 
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structure. Twenty-six students helped Charlot realize the Hopi Dance mural, and they 

conducted a variety of tasks from mixing paints, outlining the cartoon on the wall itself, 

and doing some minimal painting on the plaster.
162

 Charlot was popular on campus and 

some poems were written about him by students.
163

 

The building where Charlot produced his mural, Manôs Wisdom Subdues the 

Aggressive Forces of Nature, was completed in March of 1950, and therefore, Charlotôs 

mural production was to be undertaken in front of an admiring public.
164

 It was Kloster 

who initially urged Charlot to think about painting a mural about either early or 

contemporary Native American culture.
165

 Charlotôs appointment with Arizona State was 

from June 4 to August 11, 1951.
166

 He hoped that the creation of this mural just outside 

of Phoenix would inspire future mural production in Arizona.
167
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Hail Charlot; Hail great master of art, 
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Charlotôs Manôs Wisdom Subdues the Aggressive Forces of Nature is located in a 

stairwell and is divided into two distinct triangles as a result of a railing that runs the 

length of the stairwell (fig. 16). The upper triangle depicts a Hopi Dance in which a snake 

is calmed by indigenous spiritual powers.
168

 Although these works related to the local 

Native American cultures, they focused on the connection to the natural environment (a 

frequent subject in his Hawaiói murals) and ceremonial tradition (a common theme in 

both his Hawaiói and Mexico works). The bright yellow hues that make up the 

background of the top tier of the mural at Arizona State are not typical of the artistôs 

work. Moreover, in the corner of the bottom-half, the mural fades into a series of purple, 

red, and yellow, evoking thoughts of a rainbow. The presence of these colors might be a 

result of the local climate. Charlot worked in Phoenix during the summer, and the warm 

sun that beats down across the topography might have inspired the yellow hues. The 

bright rainbow hues suggest the differentiation of colors seen at sunset against the desert 

landscape. 

The lower triangle shows a scientific practice in which venom is extracted from a 

snake and then used to save human life. This imagery was inspired by real research on 

the campus of Arizona State University. Dr. H. L. Stahnke, the Chair of the Department 

of Biological Science, had been recognized for his research on antivenom serum, and Dr. 

Stahnkeôs hands were used as a model for the doctorôs hands depicted in the mural. His 

easily identifiable scorpion ring is visible in the portrait.
169
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Charlotôs work at universities in the United States was often in conjunction with 

mural projects. For example, during his stay in South Bend, Indiana, Charlot produced 

murals at both the University of Notre Dame and St. Maryôs College. The artistôs 

experiences in Indiana yielded the following murals: Fresco Class in Action, 1955 and 

Mestrovicôs Studio, 1956 (both of which were originally on view in the student lounge of 

OôShaughnessy Hall and are now the basement offices of the Snite Museum on the 

campus of Notre Dame); Fourteen Panels Symbolizing the Fine Arts, 1955; and The Fire 

of Creation, 1956 at OôLaughlin Auditorium and Moreau Hall respectively at St. Maryôs 

College.
170

 The sculptor Ivan Mestrovic (1883ï1962) was a professor at Notre Dame 

from 1955 to 1962 and interacted with Charlot during his time on the campus. 

 Even when Charlot was creating murals outside of the university environment, he 

often established a learning environment. For Charlot the camaraderie, in addition to the 

educational opportunity, augmented the significance of murals. He stated, ñI think the 

thrill of fresco is working as a team. I always like to remember the cathedrals of the 

middle ages where one man would have been incapable of doing the whole thing and yet 

which stand as a unit, and we think of them as a unit of art. It is the same thing with those 

large fresco jobs.ò
171

 Here, Charlot acknowledged that the creation of a successful mural 

is a result of teamwork. Charlotôs commitment to collaboration and his alignment with 

the cause of the worker echoed the Socialist impulse that was prevalent among many 
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artists and activists in the United States, although Charlot did not publicly declare an 

interest in Socialism.  

 Charlot received substantial attention for his work, and he was embraced by many 

art educators. Although respect for his work did not necessarily translate into a 

considerable number of commercial sales and a plethora of museum exhibitions, news of 

Charlotôs arrival in a community sparked interest among art professionals. For example, a 

teacher asked if she and four of her students could visit the Benedictine Abbey in 

Atchison, Kansas where he painted a mural cycle in 1959 and ñwatch the master as he 

works.ò
172

 Indeed, the Abbey provided a space for educational opportunities. Brother 

Mark, who was particularly engaged with the arts, was an assistant to Charlot at the 

Abbey. Charlotôs project offered local clergymen the opportunity to learn about the 

fresco technique, and specifically they expressed curiosity about the amount of lime that 

might be used to create the right mixture.
173

 The artist, like most fresco painters, was well 

aware of the measures that needed to be taken to properly mix the paint pigments with 

water to apply directly onto the layer of plaster or lime mortar that covered the walls 

where the mural was to be realized. 

C. Charlot and His Peers 

Charlot was friends with numerous well-known intellectuals throughout the 

twentieth century. While many of the people Charlot interacted with were visual artists, 

Charlot also exchanged correspondence over the years with clergymen, philosophers, 
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poets, and journalists. During his career, Charlot often portrayed the likenesses of the 

people who were close to him. Portraits created by Charlot of his peers include Anita 

Brenner, Germán List Arzubide, Manuel Martínez Pintao, Tina Modotti, Nahui Olin, José 

Clemente Orozco, Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Edward Weston. Charlot 

later recounted that the artist Henrietta Shore (1880ï1963) was disappointed with her 

physical appearance in Charlotôs portrait.
174

 Shore spent time in Mexico and was inspired 

to develop a body of work in response to Mexican culture. She completed a mural for a 

post office in Santa Cruz, California that portrayed day laborers at work. 

As mentioned previously, many American artists made their way to Mexico 

during the first half of the twentieth century. Weston, along with his companion the 

Italian-born Modotti, arrived in Mexico in 1923.  Weston and Modotti created enduring 

images of modern Mexico during the 1920s, and both were influential to the most 

significant Latin American photographer of the twentieth century, the Mexican-born 

artist Manuel Álvarez Bravo (1902ï2002). While in Mexico, Weston continued with the 

modernist approach he practiced in the United States, often choosing Mexican objects as 

sources for inspirationðbut he also created a series of important portraits of well-known 

painters active in Mexico such as Rivera, Orozco, and Charlot. Weston embraced these 

artists and remained in touch with Charlot after they had both left Mexico. Weston also 

took photographs of Charlot and his wife Zohmah in Point Lobos, California in 1939. 

          Charlot developed many deep relationships with the assistants who worked for him 

during his career. His sensitivity to those who helped him realize his murals stemmed 

from his own experiences as an assistant. Two assistants who were particularly important 
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to Charlot were the mason Paul Hendrickson and the painter Brother James Roberts. All  

three men united to work together on Charlotôs commission in Farmington, Michigan. 

After the Korean War, Roberts entered the Brothers of Mary (Marianists).
175

 He came to 

Honolulu in 1963 and became the head of the Art Department at Chaminade College, 

where he designed ñstained glass windows, vestments for the Mass and sacred 

vessels.ò
176

 Roberts painted some of his own murals after working with Charlot and 

designed the circular chapel for the St. Louis-Chaminade campus. 

D. Charlot and Scholarship 

In addition to his own artistic production, Charlot proved to be a significant 

scholar, producing both articles and books on a wide-range of topics including pre-

Columbian art and the muralists.
177

 Indeed, Charlot was a prolific artist, writer, 

playwright, and illustrator. Some of his more noteworthy achievements were his status as 

the art editor of the periodical Mexican Folkways from 1924 to 1926 and the creativity he 

employed when he composed plays in several different languages.
178

 

Due to his personal contact with the muralists in Mexico, Charlot was able to 

continue to spread the tenets of muralism as well as provide insider information about 
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noted Mexican artists. He explained, ñMy desire to tell its story comes in part from a 

concern for the history of aesthetics, for to have assisted at birth of a national style is a 

rare event, as well worth recording as the birth of a volcano. But I have been moved also 

by a more subjective urge, inasmuch as the story of the making of the Mexican 

renaissance encompasses the autobiography of my early twenties.ò
179

 Charlot recognized 

the tremendous historic moment that he was a part of during the 1920s and saw the 

rebirth of Mexican art as intimately connected to the events of his own life.  

While Mexico was never far from his mind, another part of his life that was 

connected to his scholarship was his practice of Catholicism. ñHe wrote not mediations 

but cogent essays about liturgical art, scathing about its failures, vivid in appreciating its 

achievement, seriously concerned about its future in America. He studied the works of 

others and knew the place of his own. He was distressed by mass-produced tasteless 

reproductions displacing good original art.ò
180

 Charlot held liturgical art to the same 

standards required of all other art.  

From 1923 to 1979, Charlot illustrated fifty-two books.
181

 Throughout his career, 

he used his skill for illustration to further the great connection he had with children as he 

produced images for several childrenôs books.
182

 In fact, when Charlot died he was in the 

                                                 

 
179

 Jean Charlot, preface to Mexican Mural Renaissance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963), vii . 
180

 Bronwen Solyom, Image and Word: Jean Charlot and The Way of the Cross, Introductory text. Jean 

Charlot Collection. Hamilton Library, Honolulu, Hawaiói. 
181

 Nancy J. Morris, ñLos Libros Ilustrados por Jean Charlot,ò México en la obra de Jean Charlot (Mexico: 

Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes, 1994), 100. 
182

 Melchor Ferrer, Titoôs Hats (New York: Garden City Publishing Company, Inc., 1940); Dorothy 

Rhoads, The Story of Chan Yuc (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, Doran and Company, Inc., 1941); 

Margaret Wise Brown, A Childôs Good Night Book (New York: William R. Scott, Inc., 1943); Margaret 

Wise Brown, Fox Eyes (New York: Pantheon Books, 1951); and Dorothy Rhoads, The Corn Grows Ripe 

(New York: The Viking Press, 1956). 



78 

 

 

 

process of completing a childrenôs book for which he supplied the illustrations and his 

wife Zohmah wrote the text.
183

 

While he illustrated several books by other authors, he also created artistôs books, 

entitled Picture Book I and Picture Book II. The images in Picture Book I focused on 

Mexico, while the works in Picture Book II addressed Hawaiói. For the Picture Book I, a 

small, book-sized project with thirty-two lithographs, Charlot wanted to create a book 

that offered a selection of his repertoire of images. It was a culminating piece in the sense 

that it presented imagery that he had developed since his arrival in Mexico. He often used 

the same images repeatedly across different media and favored certain types of figures 

and compositions. The Picture Book was a collaborative project between Charlot and 

Lynton Kistler (1897ï1993), the artistôs favorite printer.  

In terms of the Picture Book I, Charlot wrote rhymed captions for the images, but 

instead of using them, he asked the French poet Paul Claudel (1868ï1955) to write 

descriptions. Generally speaking, Claudelôs writings and his attention to both spiritual 

concerns and his recognition of the struggle, power, and beauty of the rural worker 

inspired Charlot in his representations of the people.
184

 Claudel was a highly regarded 

poet who often wrote in free verse. Later in life, he worked as a diplomat. Claudelôs 

strong commitment to Catholicism was intertwined with his writings. Charlot developed 

an affinity for those who engaged in physical labor. Although it was not his own 

experience, he viewed the labor performed and endured by the people as a part of his 

world view and as a motivation for his art. Many of the multicolored images in the text 

demonstrate Charlot and Kistlerôs interest in the mastery of color lithography.  
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Charlot was in Los Angeles in 1933 working with printer Lynton Kistler and 

teaching at the Chouinard School.
185

 Kistler was the son of a commercial printer who 

chose to work as frequently as possible with artists. After his brief time in L.A., Charlot 

continued to work with Kistler and often mailed him detailed instructions about color 

selection. The printer and the artist each possessed a pantone guide that they shared to 

keep track of specific colors. While Charlot would work with many printers during his 

career, he regarded Kistler as the best.
186

 Of all their collaborations, it was the production 

of the Picture Book I with its brightly colored lithographs with multiple colors in a single 

work that is the most important. 

Charlotôs print The Sacrifice of Isaac, 1933 was the tenth work created for Picture 

Book I (fig. 17). Like all of the prints for Picture Book, Charlot applied an inscription, 

ñDeflect your blade, Abraham,/From your son to the ram.ò
187

 After hearing from the 

angel, Abraham let go of his son and killed a ram as an act of sacrifice. In Charlotôs print, 

the figures are tightly packed within the pictorial space. The angular cloak of the flying 

angel contributes to the sceneôs dynamism. The raised knife in Abrahamôs hand is 

stopped by the angelôs hand, which wraps around Abrahamôs fistð the proximity of the 

knife to the angelôs arm and chest reinforces the dangerous aspect of the scene. 

Sacrifice of Isaac refers to the biblical story in which Abraham, believing that he 

is following the word of God, takes his son Isaac to Mount Moriah, binds him, and raises 

a knife to kill him. Just as it appears that Abraham might murder his son, an angel sent 

from God stops the gruesome event. The angel informs Abraham that he does not have to 
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kill his son, but in attempting to follow this extraordinarily horrific request from God, 

Abraham has proven his loyalty to the word of God. Like many of Charlotôs prints, 

Sacrifice of Isaac includes several colors. In this work, Charlot uses yellow, white, 

brown, pink, black, dark blue, and light blue colors, although the most striking are the 

bright green used for the background and the sharp yellow used for Abrahamôs robe. 

Charlot later recalled that this was likely his first representation of this particular biblical 

story, but that he would follow this print with three or four oil paintings.
188

 

While Charlot created stunning books of his own works, he was limited in his 

ability to analyze them. Charlot stated, ñYes, but I have a blind spot about my own work. 

I never criticize it. It is always the work of my fellow painters.ò
189

 During his career, he 

wrote on disparate artists such as Juan Cordero, a nineteenth-century Mexican painter 

who created large, sweeping historical narratives, and Josef Albers, the German-born 

American painter who specialized in abstract minimalism. Charlot asserted, ñIt happens, 

however, that a percentage of me is an art critic, and I have written a few little books on 

the subject; and the other side of me is a practicing artist versus the art critic, and I have 

to fight with myself.ò
190

 As mentioned previously, Charlot knew Albers personally, and 

after initially meeting him at the Black Mountain College, Albers spent some time with 

the artist in Hawaiói. Charlot wrote,  

Thus, in Albersô art, geometry acquires dramatic undertones, man pleading his 

right to imperfections even as he handles the cold perfection of numbers and 

geometric relations. One could say that, in measuring mind against law, Albers 

humanizes geometry. He says, óBut for me a circle, a triangle, has a face,ô and 
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means it. For it is geometry only as it percolates inside manôs nature and not 

geometry in a void that Albers treats of.
191

 

 

Certainly, Albersôs preferred aesthetic differed greatly from the type of work Charlot 

pursued, but Charlot found aspects of Albersôs work that he could understand. 

Scholars have often pondered why Charlot is not a more prominent part of the 

story of Mexican Muralism and the other artistic movements of the day. He is frequently 

mentioned as a supporting player, and had Charlot stayed in Mexico, he would likely be 

made to be a larger figure in the movement of Mexican modernism. For example, after 

arriving in Mexico, OôHiggins spent the rest of his life there and as a result, he has been 

more celebrated in terms of noteworthy exhibitions and publications produced in Mexico 

about his work. Furthermore, Charlot has only one extant large-scale mural in Mexico, 

and though he is noted for his printmaking, he left Mexico before the founding of the 

internationally respected Taller de Gráfica Popular in 1937.  

Despite some neglect, during the 1968 Olympics there was a large Charlot 

retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art in Mexico City. The artistôs old friend Anita 

Brenner wrote of the show, ñThe major retrospective of his work being put on in 

Mexicoôs national Museum of Modern Art is therefore an event in many ways, but most 

handsomely, an invitation to return and to be acknowledged as the great and gifted 

pioneer he indubitably was.ò
192

 Brenner knew well the tremendous contribution of 

Charlot to Mexican modernism, and she recognized the show as an important opportunity 

for the artist to be appreciated in Mexico, a place where he experienced great artistic 
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inspiration, but also was faced with many challenges and a lack of opportunity to fulfill 

his ambitious mission to be a prolific muralist.  

Charlot wrote frequently about the contributions of Mexican culture and 

individual Mexican artists to art history. Furthermore, when Charlot died in 1979, he was 

one of the few remaining ambassadors of the Mexican mural movement. For example, he 

was asked to write the Foreword for the 1977 edition of Toward a Peopleôs Art: The 

Contemporary Mural Movement, a survey book on the continued significance of murals 

by Eva Cockcroft, John Pitman Weber, and James Cockcroft. Charlot wrote, ñClear 

though your motives are to yourselves, a time may come when onlookers will have lost 

the key to their meaning. For the very reason that your murals document strictly 

contemporary attitudes, they deserve to last and enter history, as medieval shrines did, as 

Mexican murals do.ò
193

 Charlot championed the power of murals and recognized their 

ability to possess cultural significance long after the issue that they might represent had 

ceased being salient in a contemporary context. For Charlot, murals were worthy of 

preservation and were a part of a communityôs shared history. 

E. Charlot and the Mexican People 

As mentioned previously, Charlotôs ancestral connection to Mexico and his 

affinity for pre-Columbian artifacts contributed to his quick adjustment upon arriving in 

the country. He was drawn to rendering the indigenous people of Mexico, and women 

often figured prominently in his work. By repeatedly representing populations of Mexico 

that were so often ignored by mainstream artists throughout history, Charlot attempted to 

                                                 

 
193

 Jean Charlot, foreword to Toward a Peopleôs Art: The Contemporary Mural Movement (Albuquerque: 

University of New Mexico Press, 1998 (1977), x. 



83 

 

 

 

preserve the cultural legacy of the people. His beliefs as a Catholic were deeply tied to a 

commitment to social justice, and as we will see in later chapters, this connection was 

manifested in his creation of liturgical art for religious spaces. By rendering those who 

were historically denied basic human rights, Charlot attempted to perform social activism 

through his work. His interest in Mexican women was tied to his own close relationship 

to his mother, his respect for motherhood, and his reverence for the Virgin Mary. The 

women that Charlot portrayed regularly were likely related to his reverence to the Virgin 

Mary, and the representations of women with their children are linked to the Virgin Mary 

and baby Jesus.  

Charlotôs print Woman Standing, Child on Back, 1933 is an example of a theme of 

motherhood that reoccurs frequently in his work (fig. 18). Specifically, Charlot depicts on 

several occasions a mother with a baby on her back. Mother and child are tied together by 

a traditional rebozo. This piece was created in Los Angeles and is based on a 1925 mural 

of the same subject. Another similar work, Woman Washing, 1933 comes from a period 

in which he created a group of nudes that were inspired by the pilgrimage that he took to 

Chalma (fig. 19).
194

 He wrote, ñThe stream there is a little bit like Lourdesðthere is 

certain good luck having to do with the water.ò
195

 The types of women represented in 

Woman Standing, Child on Back and Woman Washing are common in Charlotôs body of 

work, as they are the type of imagery that was inspired by the artistôs friendship with Luz 

Jimenez, his frequent muse and model. Jimenez was an indigenous woman from Milpa 
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 Chalma is a small town in the state of Mexico, located approximately 95 kilometers from Mexico City.  

While a cave in the town was traditionally associated with the ancient deity of Oxtoteotl, during the 

sixteenth century locals found an image of a Black Christ. From the sixteenth century on, pilgrims have 

visited Chalma to worship the Black Christ. Today, Chalma is the second most visited pilgrimage site in 

Mexico (after the Basilica of the Virgin of Guadalupe) as it welcomes over two million people annually.  
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Alta who spoke Nahuatl (ancient language of the Aztecs) and taught Charlot her native 

language. Beyond knowledge of the language, Jimenez educated Charlot about traditional 

customs that he would not have known about if it were not for her willingness to share 

information. She was frequently used as a model by several significant twentieth-century 

artists working in Mexico, for example, Modotti. Charlot and Jimenezôs relationship 

proved to be particularly fortuitous for the artist, as the people of Milpa Alta spoke a rare, 

classical form of Nahuatl, and Charlot accompanied Jimenez and her family on a sacred 

pilgrimage to Chalma.
196

 Although in other portraits of Luz, Charlot chose a much more 

naturalistic portrayal of his muse, with Luz, 1933, he offers a more abstract representation 

of the model, particularly in his depiction of her block-like head; her voluminous body 

references monumental sculpture, evoking a sense of confidence and pride (fig. 20). The 

creases and edges of the large blue rebozo that covers her possess a sense of movement 

that counteracts the solid, stoic-like body of Luz. The bareness of the space, save for Luz, 

her clothing, and the chair she sits on, allows the viewer to focus on the subject, an 

indigenous woman who was close to the artist, but in this representation she also 

functions an icon for all indigenous women. The abstract, round, horse-shoeïlike shape 

of Luzôs hands draw the attention of the viewer by emphasizing the part of her body 

associated with physical labor. 

The representations featured in many of his prints discussed previously also 

appeared in his prints of Mexico and in his mural art. Charlotôs Village Fiesta at Syracuse 

University was completed during the spring of 1960 (fig. 21). The work is a part of the 
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artistôs extensive commitment to making murals, some discussed earlier, that were 

realized on college campuses. Village Fiesta is a fresco, located in the  

Universityôs Shaw Dormitory.
197

 Laurence Schmeckebier, Professor of Fine Arts and 

Director, School of Art of the College of Fine Art at Syracuse University expressed to 

Charlot the excitement experienced by staff and students alike in reaction to Charlotôs 

impending arrival to paint a mural.
198

 Schmeckebier was an early champion of Mexican 

muralism and completed a major book Modern Mexican Art in 1939.
199

 

In describing Village Fiesta, Charlot stated: 

 

I did a Mexican fiesta. For a long time I had wanted to do one of those village 

fiestas with girls dancing that Iôll call malinches or malintzins in Indian with their 

little wooden swords and their rattles and so on. I have done many of these 

pictures of the subject but I wanted to do a mural of it. And I put it there on the 

wall of one of the dining rooms to the great astonishment of everybody concerned 

who asked me what relation there was between those little girls dancing and the 

University of Syracuse. Well, it was the dining room for the girls whose 

dormitory adjoined. So, I said that there were girls in the dining room and there 

were girls on the walls, and that was fine. Everybody liked itðit has nice colors 

and is a pleasant thing to look at.
200

 

Here, Charlot stresses that not only was he pleased with the work, but that it was received 

positively by those at the University as well. While Charlot mentions that he created the 

mural depicting girls in part because it was located within a girlsô dormitory, today Shaw 

Dormitory is a coed facility.  

The composition of the mural presents several daily life scenes. From left to right 

the mural portrays early-morning cooking, a child taking first steps, a tortilla lesson, hair 
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braiding, and a child playing with a rattle. The mothers represented in this mural, 

teaching their children different traditions and ways of daily life, recall Charlotôs 

collection of Images dôEpinal in France (fig. 3). In this quaint scene of domesticity, the 

artist also celebrates rituals of daily life and the customary work of women. Furthermore, 

these types of representations suggest the colonial legacy of visual aids made in Mexico, 

most notable the Codex Mendoza, 1541ï42, used to illustrate to the Spanish Crown the 

customs of the native people. In the lower central portion of the mural, a mother 

encourages her daughter to participate in a ceremonial dance, the Dance of the 

Malinches, which unfolds at the right side of the composition. The Dance of the 

Malinches appeared in both small-scale and large-scale works by Charlot and in different 

media including prints, easel paintings, and a fresco mural.
201

 The traditional Dance of 

the Malinche symbolizes two cultures (Spanish and indigenous) in competition with one 

another. Malinche interpreted for different societies, the Spanish and the given 

indigenous group they wished to communicate with, who at least in theory, attempted to 

understand one another. Although Charlot recalled that the subject matter of this mural 

related to the status of the building as a dormitory for young women, and Syracuse 

University officials were enthused to have an example of the artistôs best-known subject 

matter, representations of Mexico, the muralôs colonial overtones and its presentation of 

the relationship between mothers and their children make it an odd fit for a university 

dormitory in which young women were striking out on their own for the first time and 

were hopefully removed from a colonial context at an institution of higher learning. 
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 Malinche (or Malintzin) is the indigenous woman who served as an interpreter to Hernán Cortés after 

his arrival in Mexico. Malinche had been sold several times among different indigenous groups and learned 

languages quickly, making her an excellent interpreter. 



87 

 

 

 

F. Romantic Mexico and Beyond 

Charlot described with great attention to detail his first Catholic experience in 

Mexico; in particular, he recalled the first mass he attended at the Cathedral of Veracruz 

where a priest of indigenous descent presided over the service. Ever the devout Catholic, 

Charlot remembered feeling uneasy at the service, as what he encountered was different 

from the church and clergymen that he knew in Paris. ñFor a while, I would be nothing 

but eyes, taking in this new face of the Church. I can only hope that, as in the case of the 

juggler somersaulting his devotions before Our Lady, there was a certain prayerful 

residue in my looking, or else I must confess to total distraction.ò
202

 The awe that Charlot 

experienced was in part a reaction to the priest who presided over the mass. Charlotôs 

ideas about Mexico were formulated in his mind long before he arrived in the country 

and surely he must have imagined what Mexico would be like before he arrived. This 

way of constructing narratives was typical of many of the colonists who traveled from 

Spain to Mexico. As the sixteenth century proceeded, rumors about Mexico developed 

quickly in Europe and many travelers heard sensational stories before embarking on their 

journeys across the Atlantic. Upon arriving in the Americas, a sense of romanticism for 

the geography and the people was long brewing. Centuries later, Charlot imagined what 

Mexico might be like before arriving in Mexico and after settling there, it provided him 

with the artistic inspiration that lasted throughout his career. While Charlot focused on 

specific aspects of Mexican culture such as indigenous tradition, he (unlike many of the 

foreign artists who had preceded him to Mexico) developed his opinions of Mexican 

culture after direct experience with individuals and their customs. 
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John Charlot describes his fatherôs interest in portraying indigenous people as 

meant ñto combat the Western prejudices against Native Americans as cruel barbarians 

and to publicise [sic] their great cultural achievements.ò
203

 So often, Charlot presented 

various people engaged with instruments, tools, clothing, and other material possessions. 

He studied cultures like a trained anthropologist to make accurate depictions of a given 

societyôs material culture. These artifacts represented a deep connection to popular 

culture. Furthermore, Charlot rarely portrayed violent imagery. Unlike some of his fellow 

muralists, in particular David Alfaro Siqueiros and Diego Rivera, Charlot did not portray 

the Mexican Revolution. In fact, his first completed mural commission, the Massacre in 

the Great Temple, is one of the artistôs few compositions to represent a violent scene. In 

continuing his assessment of his fatherôs work, John Charlot writes of the artistôs 

purpose, ñCharlot would devote much of his life to revealing the native side of history 

and to promoting the understanding and appreciation of native cultures.ò
204

 With this 

estimation of the artistôs intent, John Charlot may well be right, but this intention is not 

always evident in the work. In fact, Charlot tended to use a simplified approach to his 

understanding of Mexican identity. He writes, ñMexican tradition is a spark that oscillates 

between two equally valid poles, Indian and Spaniard.ò
205

 While in this quotation Charlot 

gives validity to both the indigenous and Spanish people, this simplified and limited bi-

cultural viewpoint articulated by the artist became increasingly popular among artists in 

the 1920s who were schooled in academic traditions and rendered portraits of indigenous 

people that came to symbolize ñindigenous cultureò broadly or as a singular entity 
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without acknowledging the diversity or the exposure to change that happens within every 

traditional community. While one pole is Spanish, the other pole can simply not be 

ñindigenous,ò as different communities speak disparate languages and follow particular 

customs. Despite often being represented as one culture, different indigenous societies in 

Mexico retain individual characteristics. 

During the 1920s, many artists in Mexico embraced mexicanidad (or Mexican-

ness). As a part of the newfound interest in Mexican identity, indigenismo was a practice 

that involved the investigation, and in terms of the visual arts, the presentation and 

emphasis on the indigenous cultures of Mexico.
206

 Charlot later wrote, ñI accepted as part 

of my patrimony the monstrous chubby forms of Indian idols,ò recognizing his own 

Mexican heritage, but simultaneously emphasizing the physical forms of certain pre-

Columbian idols in his construction of an identity for the native indigenous populations 

of Mexico.
207

 Charlotôs smaller scale worksðmostly prints and paintingsðtend to 

represent indigenous culture in a static way and evoke thoughts of a foreigner 

emphasizing native culture in a romanticized fashion. When considering his murals, Klarr 

disagreed with this viewpoint of Charlotôs work, asserting that Charlotôs murals were 

progressive in their presentation of native cultures. She wrote, ñWhat stands out as 

possibly the most unconventional aspect of his life and work, however, is his original 

conceptual approach to subject matter, specifically his desire to create monumental, 

permanent, and public images of local, native, minority, colonized peoples, within an 
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environment dominated by global, non-native majority, colonizer cultures.ò
208

 The mural 

Village Fiesta discussed previously, exemplifies this statement by Klarr. In its 

representation of indigenous women in a university space not visited by indigenous 

people, Charlot inserts the presence of a sector of the population that is often denied 

access to a university education. Furthermore, she argued that Charlot was a trailblazer: 

ñHis public artworks documented a populace of native Amerindians, Europeans, African-

Americans, Pacific Islanders, and Asian-Americans. I submit that Charlot was the only 

American artist of the twentieth century who created public, monumental artworks that 

represented such a diverse and inclusive perspective of the demographics of the United 

States.ò
209

 While this declaration might be true, it is a grand statement and the question as 

to whether Charlotôs representations of diverse cultures are truly comprehensive remains 

unanswered. He was more inclusive than many of his contemporaries, and his time in 

Mexico, Hawaiói, and later Fiji  granted him a truly distinctive artistic vision. It is 

difficult, however, to ignore that Charlot was always an outsider and found motivation in 

the ways in which he was different from his subject matter.  

Although much has been written on how the ancient arts of Mexico contributed to 

the development of Mexican modernism, and specifically the Mexican muralists, far less 

research has been conducted about the influence of ancient Hawaiian culture on the 

development of modernism. Artists such as Charlot who lived in Hawaiói were able to 

seek inspiration from the colors of the featherworks and quilts and the forms of the 

sculpture and petroglyphs.
210
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I believe that art has a virtue.  I donôt know if virtue should be understood in a 

regular theological context, but maybe mana, the old Hawaiian word, is 

closer.  That is, good art encloses a certain power that comes to it from God, or if 

you want to use the pagan term, from the gods, and bad art lacks, is negative as 

far as that godly power is concerned.  So it seems to me, of course, an absurdity to 

pretend to praise God with the form of art that would not contain Him, that would 

not accept Him and reject Him, so to speak. Thatôs in a way why I think that the 

only liturgical art in the sense of the word doesnôt depend on subject matter but on 

being good art.
211

 

 

Here, the artist contends that the most important aspect of religious art is quality, not the 

specific representation of the religious image. For instance, an artist might have his own 

distinctive response to religion, but as long as his work was of quality, it was a valid 

work of art, and furthermore, as articulated by Charlot, ñgood artò derives from God. 

Charlot immersed himself in the study of ancient Hawaiian culture, and he embraced 

learning about various types of Hawaiian art.
212

 While Charlot knew Nahuatl, Spanish, 

French, and English, he also studied Polynesian dialects. The Bishop Museum provided 

him with an opportunity to study art, artifacts, and archival photographs.
213

 In fact, within 

weeks of arriving in Hawaiói, Charlot was sketching objects at the Bishop Museum, 

including musical instruments and elaborate costumes.
214

 Furthermore, Charlotôs artistic 

inspiration after moving to Hawaiói developed quickly and after a few weeks, he already 

knew the concepts for his first mural commission on the islands, Relation of Man and 

Nature in Old Hawaiói, 1949.
215

  While ancient art such as sacred sculptures was 

particularly interesting to the artist, he also marveled at quilts, which were transformed 
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from their original iteration as work by missionaries into ñemblems of totemic power.ò
216

 

In terms of more contemporary work, Madge Tennent (1889ï1972) ñgave him a sense of 

the monumental, heroic quality of Hawaiians.ò
217

 Born in London, Tennent lived in 

South Africa and New Zealand before settling in Hawaiói with her husband in 1923. 

Tennent quickly embraced Hawaiian subject matter in her art. She was also active with 

the Honolulu Academy of the Arts, which was founded shortly before her arrival in 1922.  

Charlot, on his part, not only embraced the local culture and history of Hawaiói in 

his art, but he engaged with his community in his daily life as well. In 1950, he designed 

a print for the annual carnival at his church, Mary Star of the Sea. When he could, he 

liked eating at Helenaôs Hawaiian Food (located at 1364 North King, Honolulu), where 

his works also decorated the walls.
218

  

Another important aspect of Charlotôs work was music, and the new types of 

instruments and rhythms that he encountered in Hawaiói were a major influence. The 

inspiration he gleaned from music was most visible in his Hawaiói works and specifically, 

his continued representation of drummers. Drummers in Hawaiói resonated with the 

artist, and he created several versions of these particular musicians at work. His 

lithograph War Drum, 1950 was printed by Lynton Kistler in Los Angeles (fig. 22). The 

print was commissioned by the Honolulu Printmakers as a gift for their members. War 

Drum demonstrates the artistôs dedication to color lithography. Each color was drawn on 

four separate stones, resulting in final proofs with four superimposed printings. Another 

representation of drums produced by Charlot was a mural for a private residence owned 

                                                 

 
216

 Ibid, 66 
217

 Ibid. 
218

 Walker, 9. 



93 

 

 

 

by John Young in 1950. Around the time that he created this lithograph and mural, he had 

recently completed a fresco for Bachman Hall, an administration building at the 

University (fig. 23). The mural, entitled Relation of Man and Nature in Old Hawaii, 1949 

has a man (on the left side) and a woman with a baby (on the right side), both dressed in 

traditional attire, flanking either side of the composition.
219

 The main action of the mural 

is a musical performance with drummers and dancers. Traditional drums predominate, 

but gourd drums are in the scene as well. To the left side of the musical performance, 

workers engage in labor. The background includes dense foliage typical of Hawaiói. 

Other important examples of large-scale murals by Charlot that directly deal with ancient 

Hawaiian culture include Early Contacts of Hawaiói with Outer World, 1951ï52, 
220

 

created for the Bishop Bank, which later became the First National Bank, and Relation of 

Man in Nature in Old Hawaiói (a different mural, but it shares the same title as the earlier 

mural created for Bachman Hall), 1974, located on the campus of Leeward Community 

College in Pearl City, Oóahu. It is located at the entrance of the Collegeôs theatre.
221

 

After he moved to Hawaiói, Charlotôs mural production in the US accelerated, 

both on the Islands and in the continental United States, where he received steady 

commissions throughout the 1950s and early 1960s. While his murals on the Islands 

tended to address either religious themes or the traditions of the Hawaiian culture, he did 

occasionally create works that dealt with current issues. Late in his career, from 1970 to 

1975, he completed an enamel tile mural across the School Street façade of the United 
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Public Workers Building (officially, the Henry B. Epstein Building) in Honolulu (fig. 

24). Isami Enemoto, a Honolulu-based ceramic expert, was the technician who 

engineered the realization of the complicated project.  

The imagery on the building included representations of cafeteria workers, 

garbage collectors, hospital workers doing laundry, and various laborers participating in 

two different types of strikes on each side of the work (fig. 25ï6).  This subject matter, 

different from most of his large-scale work in its celebration of the modern urban worker, 

echoes the type of imagery popular among many WPA artists. In the protest represented 

on the left side of the mural, workers play music and dance at the State Capitol in 

Honolulu, while on the right side, workers carry picket signs in the rain with slogans such 

as ñAn injury to one is an injury to all.ò Here, Charlot comes closer to the type of public 

art promoted by the Mexican muralists in his portrayal of rebellion and the plight of the 

worker; however, Charlotôs work was far less controversial. Instead of the red banners 

proclaiming slogans such as ñland and libertyò in Riveraôs work, Charlotôs protest on the 

Capitol is a far more passive image; in fact, it appears more like a party than a protest. In 

Charlotôs representation, the workers gather, sing, play music, and dance as opposed to 

engaging in any overtly contentious behavior. Charlotôs representation of a protest 

corresponds more with the peace movement and the nonviolent protests against the 

Vietnam War that occurred in the US during the late 1960s and early 1970s and which 

Charlot supported. Covering the length of the façade of the building and created in front 

of the watchful eyes of the public, this large mural solidified his connection to the 

workers of Hawaiói.  
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In fairly close proximity to the union headquarters on the island of Oóahu, the 

Charlot family house in Kahala was designed by the artist in conjunction with the 

architectural firm Wimberly, Whisenand, Allison, Tong, and Goo.
222

 Charlot created a 

fresco within the house that could be seen from the first floor (from a family room that 

looked onto a lanai) and from the second floor (from the master bedroom) (fig. 27). The 

art inside the home further demonstrates Charlotôs evolving ingenuity, his relationships 

with diverse cultures, and the artistôs direct involvement in the development of his 

familyôs domestic space. Artistic inspiration was all around him in Hawaiói. In the 

backyard, a tree that is representative of the native Hawaiian landscape stands tall. The 

roots of this tree appear in later works by Charlot. Ceramic tiles featuring interpretative 

representations of Hawaiian petroglyphs are located within the house and on the back of 

the house. Charlot wrote, ñPetroglyphs and pictographs are a poignant reminder of this 

longing of the ancient Hawaiian for some sort of spiritual survival. Besides, these shapes 

of men and dogs, of fans and paddles and birds, seen from the vantage point of our 

twentieth century, deliver a message of beauty exciting as an adventure in aesthetic, 

untainted by the clichés of the European, Greco-Roman tradition.ò
223

 These works reflect 

the artistôs interest in tiles, an interest that began in Mexico.
224

 In Mexico, artists 

continued the tradition of ceramic tiles that they gleaned from the Spanish colonists; 
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during the colonial period, churches and large homes often included elaborate tilework.
225

 

Tiles were also used in the representation of religious imagery at Charlotôs home. At the 

front door is a small tile representation of the Sacred Heart by Charlot (fig. 28). While the 

decoration near the front door remains, the tile piece on the back of the home that 

represented St. Francis has been removed.  

Family, from Charlotôs early childhood to his death, played a significant role in 

his life. First as a son to Henri and Anne, Charlot was exposed to influences that would 

stay with him throughout his life: Catholic iconography and Mexican history and culture. 

His family nurtured his artistic talent and inspired the watershed decision of his life; to 

move to Mexico with his mother was very much a decision that was a product of his 

family connections to the country. After practicing Mexican muralism in the 1920s, 

Charlotôs mural career was just beginning when he settled in the United States. As 

Charlot traveled the country accepting teaching jobs and mural commissions, his family 

continued to grow. Charlot and his wife Zohmah would have four children. Once he 

settled in Hawaiói in 1949, family continued to be an important part of his life and when 

he was able to buy his house in Honolulu, he made art especially for the space.
226

 Just as 

family was a profound part of Charlotôs life, so too was religion. From the beginning and 

throughout his professional life, religion transformed Charlotôs work. The specific 

connections between his work and his Catholicism are revealed in the following chapter. 
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 Many colonial towns possess homes and churches that demonstrate the popularity of tile work. The city 

of Puebla is known for its colonial tiles on the façades of private homes and within church spaces. Not far 

from Puebla is the small colonial town of Acatepec which boasts a church with an incredibly decorative tile 

façade.  
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Architecture at the University. 
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Fig. 1. Jean Charlot, Untitled, c. 1918                                    

Wood relief, 49 3/16 x 19 1/16 x 1 1/2 inches 

Private Collection, Del Mar, California  

Photograph by author 

© The Jean Charlot Estate LLC. With permission. 

1.  Jean Charlot, Untitled (wood carving), c. 1918 
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Fig. 2. Bataille des pyramides from Imagerie de P. Didion, à Metz                                  

Print, 31 x 54 1/2 inches 

Jean Charlot Collection, Hamilton Library, Honolulu, Hawaiói 

Photograph by author 

© The Jean Charlot Estate LLC. With permission. 

2.  Bataille des pyramides, an example of Images dôEpinal 
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Fig. 3. Jeux de lôenfance, an example of Images dôEpinal                                                               

Print, 15 1/4 x 11 5/8 inches 

Jean Charlot Collection, Hamilton Library, Honolulu, Hawaiói 

Photograph by author 

© The Jean Charlot Estate LLC. With permission. 

3.  Jeux de lôenfance, an example of Images dôEpinal 
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Fig. 4. José Guadalupe Posada, Nuestra Señora de San Juan 

de los Lagos, c. 1905                                                              

Print, 11 3/4  x 8 1/4 inches                                                                                                           

Jean Charlot Collection, Hamilton Library, Honolulu, 

Hawaiói 

Photograph by author 

© The Jean Charlot Estate LLC. With permission. 

4. José Guadalupe Posada, Nuestra Señora de San  
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Fig. 5. Jean Charlot, Les blessés au travail, 1918 

Print, 5 1/2 x 9 inches 

Jean Charlot Collection, Hamilton Library, Honolulu, Hawaiói 

Photograph by author 

© The Jean Charlot Estate LLC. With permission. 

5. Jean Charlot, Les blessés au travail, 1918  






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































