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David Kordansky Gallery is pleased to present Fata Morgana, its first exhibition of paintings by 
Raul Guerrero. Featuring a selection of new and recent paintings, the exhibition will be on view 
July 17 through August 28, 2021. 
 
Spending significant amounts of time in locations of specific interest, Guerrero approaches his 
subjects by sourcing and remixing elements that allow him to further excavate histories of place. 
This investigative approach is presented in the exhibition, where three bodies of work (largely 
grouped thematically by location: the Great Plains and the Black Hills of South Dakota, Latin 
America, and present-day Los Angeles and San Diego, California) address the myths and 
realities of the settlement of Southern California, specifically as a region where Native, Latin, 
and European American identities converge. For Guerrero, this collection of locations functions 
as a series of metaphors for examining his own Mestizo ancestry (of Spanish and Indigenous 
descent) and the various cultural environments in which he is embedded. 
 
One new group of paintings emerged from a formative trip Guerrero took through the Great 
Plains to the Black Hills of South Dakota in the early 1990s. While there, Guerrero was struck by 
the realization of what he calls “place as an idea,” and the fact that his perception of the 
American West had long been informed by Hollywood’s representation of Indigenous peoples 
(such as the Oglala Sioux tribe) and images of South Dakotan saloons occupied by outlaws. 
Seen together, these works depict the scope of settler-colonial conflict between 1832 and 1885. 
Yet each painting functions as a singular vignette drawn from the quotidian world during an era 
rife with conflict and achieves its own autonomy as a multi-faceted picture of the social history of 
the Black Hills. Imbued with Guerrero’s signature brand of mythopoetic surrealism and 
incorporating appropriated art-historical images, the Black Hills works also reflect his interest in 
cinematic techniques like montage and, therefore, nod to the medium in which the artist was 
first introduced to these depictions.  
 
The use of historical fiction is a prominent narrative device in a collection of works chronicling 
the colonial legacies of Latin America. As a child, Guerrero often traveled between National 
City, California, and Tijuana, Mexico, where he observed the visual- and object-based 
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contradictions of American and Mexican culture pushing up against the border. Confronted with 
these differing realities, Guerrero developed an interest in examining Southern California’s 
connection to the continent at large, as well as the ways in which the region uniquely crystalizes 
the colonial experience observed around his home in National City. Drawing on this observation 
further, he began to research colonial legends as they appeared in an array of cultural forms. 
For example, a painting on view in this series imagines the shipwreck of the Spanish galleon 
Nuestra Señora de Atocha, which sank in 1622 off the Florida Keys while en route to Spain from 
the empire’s colonies in the Americas. Carefully portraying a speculative account of this vessel’s 
holdings, the artist creates a portrait of the Spanish conquistadors through coveted objects lost 
at sea.  
 
In another work, Ataque de Una Diligencia (1995 – 2021), Guerrero lovingly recreates 
appropriated imagery from an 1880s lithograph, adding an overlay of text that reads “FIN, Es 
Una Pelicula Mexican.” The use of “FIN” as a gesture to the ending of a film is a graphic 
element Guerrero frequently utilizes to demarcate—and critique—historical topics of interest. 
Here, he combines it with an image of a Mexican stagecoach under attack, a common scene in 
Western films popularized during the golden age of Mexican cinema. Appropriating the “FIN” 
title cards in his compositions, Guerrero visually creates a separation between his identity as an 
American of Mestizo ancestry and the institutionalized images of Mexican national identity—
specifically, stereotypical imagery depicting Spanish colonial conquest and plunder. 
 
Other works focus on the experience of contemporary life in Southern California, and in 
particular, life in Los Angeles and San Diego, California. Inspired by a biography of Spanish 
Mexican filmmaker Luis Buñuel (who often edited film scripts in bars), Guerrero began depicting 
artist-frequented bars across Southern California. Chez Jay in Santa Monica, Hal's Bar and Grill 
in Venice, Musso and Frank's in Hollywood, and The Whaling Bar & Grill in La Jolla, California 
all make appearances in Guerrero’s pictures, designating these sites as locations of communion 
and reconciliation. The bar paintings represent Guerrero’s own understanding of Los Angeles as 
representative of immigrant experiences in California—a place where stories of exile, 
displacement, and refuge have helped construct his own hybridized sense of belonging. 



press@davidkordanskygallery.com    
www.davidkordanskygallery.com    
T: 323.935.3030   F: 323.935.3031

` 

Raul Guerrero (b. 1945, Brawley, California) has presented solo exhibitions at Ortuzar Projects, 
New York (2018); Air de Paris (project space), Romainville, France (2014); Athenaeum Music 
and Arts Library, San Diego, California (2001, 2007, and 2013); CUE Art Foundation, New York 
(2010); Long Beach Museum of Art, California (1977); and San Francisco Art Institute, California 
(1977). In 1989, the Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego presented a retrospective 
exhibition of his work. Guerrero has been the recipient of an NEA Photography Fellowship 
(1979) and the San Diego Art Prize (2006). He lives and works in San Diego, California. 
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Raul Guerrero
Ataque de Una Diligencia, 
1995 - 2021
oil on linen
80 x 108 x 1 1/2 inches 
(203.2 x 274.3 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.027)

Raul Guerrero
Pebble Portrait: Canyon de Chelly, 
2018
oil on linen
12 x 12 x 1 1/2 inches
(30.5 x 30.5 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.025)

Raul Guerrero
Portrait of Raymond Chandler at the
Whaling Bar c. 1954: La Jolla, 2018
oil on linen
56 1/2 x 75 x 1 3/8 inches
(143.5 x 190.5 x 3.5 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.026)

Raul Guerrero
The Indian Guide (After AJ Miller),
2021
oil on linen
108 x 80 x 1 1/2 inches
(274.3 x 203.2 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.015)



Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Wanted Poster - B, 
2021
oil on linen
30 x 24 x 1 1/2 inches
(76.2 x 61 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.041)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Bank Robber - B, 
2021
oil on linen
16 x 18 x 1 1/2 inches
(40.6 x 45.7 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.034)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Bank Robber - A, 
2021
oil on linen
24 x 16 x 1 1/2 inches
(61 x 40.6 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.049)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Highwayman - A, 
2021
oil on linen
24 x 18 x 1 1/2 inches
(61 x 45.7 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.036)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Custer, 2021
oil on linen
18 x 12 x 1 1/2 inches
(45.7 x 30.5 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.038)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Gold Nugget, 
2021
oil on linen
18 x 24 x 1 1/2 inches
(45.7 x 61 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.035)



Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Gunfight,
2021
oil on linen
24 x 32 x 1 1/2 inches
(61 x 81.3 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.009)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Wagon Wheel, 
2021
oil on linen
24 x 40 x 1 1/2 inches
(61 x 101.6 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.037)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Saloon Doors, 
2021
oil on linen
32 x 24 x 1 1/2 inches
(81.3 x 61 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.011)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Highwayman - B, 
2021
oil on linen
20 x 24 x 1 1/2 inches
(50.8 x 61 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.048)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Prospector,
2021
oil on linen
14 x 18 x 1 1/2 inches
(35.6 x 45.7 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.010)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Wanted Poster - A, 
2021
oil on linen
32 1/4 x 24 x 1 3/8 inches
(81.9 x 61 x 3.5 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.050)



Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Indian Attack, 
2021
oil on linen
18 x 24 x 1 1/2 inches
(45.7 x 61 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.012)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Bar Room Brawl, 
2021
oil on linen
32 x 24 x 1 1/2 inches
(81.3 x 61 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.047)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Buffalo Hunter, 
2021
oil on linen
24 x 18 x 1 1/2 inches
(61 x 45.7 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.040)

Raul Guerrero
The Black Hills c. 1880s: Barber Shop, 
2021
oil on linen
20 x 16 x 1 1/2 inches
(50.8 x 40.6 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.013)

Raul Guerrero
Buffalo Hunt (After George Catlin),
2021
oil on linen
46 x 102 x 1 1/2 inches
(116.8 x 259.1 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.014)

Raul Guerrero
Chez Jay: Santa Monica, 2006
oil on linen
80 x 108 x 1 1/4 inches
(203.2 x 274.3 x 3.2 cm)
(Inv# RGU 20.223)



Raul Guerrero
Hot Dog: The Weinerschnitzel, 2006
oil on linen
70 x 80 x 1 1/2 inches
(177.8 x 203.2 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 20.231)

Raul Guerrero
Exile: The Untold Story of Francisco 
Madero, 2021
oil on linen
56 x 80 1/8 x 1 3/8 inches
(142.2 x 203.5 x 3.5 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.017)

Raul Guerrero
Portrait of Guadalupe Marin, 2021
oil on linen
76 x 60 x 1 1/2 inches
(193 x 152.4 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.016)

Raul Guerrero
The Wreck of Nuestra Señora de
Atocha #1, 1998
oil on linen
42 x 80 x 1 1/2 inches
(106.7 x 203.2 x 3.8 cm)
(Inv# RGU 21.032)
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With His Heartfelt Paintings, Artist Raul Guerrero 
Searches for His Place in the World

By Maximilíano Durón | June 15, 2021

For much of his life, artist Raul Guerrero has thought about his place in the world. He was born and raised in National City, California, 
a coastal town that’s part of the San Diego metropolitan region. After a year studying art at a local community college, Guerrero, then 
only 19, began hitchhiking through Mexico, from Tijuana to the Yucatan Peninsula, hoping that his ancestral homeland might offer some 
answers.

“I was looking for myself, you might say,” Guerrero recently recalled during an interview with ARTnews. “As a Mexican American, I never 
really felt like I belonged anywhere, culturally speaking. I thought maybe Mexico will be the place. Over the years, I’ve realized Mexico is 
not my country—my country’s the U.S. At the same time, my affinity to this country was blocked off because of the cultural environment 
that was very Eurocentric and Anglo-centric.”

This quest has informed his art practice in the years since his first visit to Mexico in the mid-1960s. Guerrero said that a set of underlying 
questions guiding his practice are: “Where do I belong? What am I about? What’s the context that I came out of?”

Guerrero’s artistic journey will be the subject of a forthcoming solo exhibition opening in July at David Kordansky Gallery in Los Angeles, 
which has added the artist to its roster. (The gallery will also offer six works by Guerrero as part of Art Basel’s “OVR: Portals,” which 
launches on June 16.)  For his forthcoming show at the gallery, Guerrero has created a suite of entirely new paintings in varying sizes. 
When we spoke by Zoom in May, they lined the walls of his L.A. studio. A majority of them are inspired by earlier works that he had painted 
over at some point—he felt that they weren’t where he wanted them to be in terms of technique. He sees this part of the show as a “syn-
opsis” of sorts of his previous explorations.

Raul Guerrero in his Los Angeles studio, 2021. PHOTO: ELON SCHOENHOLZ/COURTESY DAVID KORDANSKY 
GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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“His work is an exploration of Los Angeles as a hyper-complex and diverse space,” dealer David Kordansky said. “For the show, he’s not 
only mapping the invention of California, in particular Southern California, but he’s creating these bridges between where the Indigenous 
and the Northern Mexican collide.”

Some of the pieces are Guerrero’s own take on historical fiction, “a reconciling of fact and fiction to create a representation of the things 
that I’m thinking about,” he said. Two paintings imagine the shipwreck of the Spanish galleon Nuestra Señora de Atocha, which sank 
during a 1622 hurricane off the Florida Keys while en route to Spain from the empire’s colonies in the Americas. Guerrero envisions it 
as seen from the ocean floor, with the ship’s treasures on full view. “When it sank,” Guerrero said, “in my mind, this is what happened.”

Another new painting, Exile: The Untold Story of Francisco Madero (2021), depicts a revolutionary who initiated the Mexican Revolution 
in 1911 but was assassinated in 1913. Guerrero also has a personal connection to Madero; his maternal grandfather grew up and worked 
on Madero’s estate until he moved to the United States in 1896. In the painting, Madero is seated at a desk looking at what appears to be 
a pre-Colombian statue but is actually a trinket that Guerrero bought in Tijuana. Hanging above Madero is a portrait of the revolutionary. 
“This is sort of a fictional figure that could be Francisco Madero,” he said.

Other works are direct copies of work by likes of Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, including a portrait by Rivera of his second wife Gua-
dalupe Marin. Scenes by white American artists, like Alfred Jacob Miller and George Catlin, who painted Native Americans in the Great 
Plains region, are also appropriated. One of those paintings recasts an image of a buffalo hunt by Catlin, which Guerrero appropriated to 
highlight the U.S. government’s “outright attempt to create a genocide against the Indigenous population by eliminating their food source, 
which is the buffalo,” he told me. While making that work, he asked himself: “What do we really know about history?”

In his family growing up, Guerrero said, “there was always some sort of artistic sensibility going that I think affected the way I see the 
world.” That didn’t necessarily make him believe he would be an artist, even though an older brother and a cousin were both artistically 
inclined. During the summers as a teen, Guerrero’s parents sent him to pick grapes to earn some money. Around that time, he started 
thinking about what he might do with his life and came to the conclusion that he wanted to be an artist.

After high school, Guerrero enrolled at Southwestern College in the nearby city of Chula Vista to study visual arts, where he had John 

Raul Guerrero’s Portrait of Guadalupe Marin (2021) is a re-creation of Diego Rivera’s 
portrait of his second wife, Marin. It will be include in his upcoming show at David 
Kordansky Gallery. PHOTO: ELON SCHOENHOLZ/COURTESY DAVID KORDANSKY 
GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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Baldessari as a professor. Guerrero didn’t get the best of grades and soon left school for his sojourn throughout Mexico. After he had 
traveled much of the country, he returned to Mexico City and took classes in ceramics at the Instituto Nacional de Bellas Artes for a few 
months.

Upon his return to the U.S. in 1964, at the height of the Vietnam War, Guerrero learned that a draft notice had been waiting for him. If he 
wasn’t enrolled in a U.S. school, it said, he would have to report for basic training. Guerrero’s cousin was already a student at the legend-
ary Chouinard Art Institute in L.A., and suggested he apply for a spot. It was a gambit that paid off: Guerrero was accepted, and avoided 
being drafted.

In 1969, the year before he graduated from Chouinard, Guerrero questioned what he wanted to do as an artist. He found an answer in 
Marcel Duchamp, whose famed 1963 retrospective he saw at the Pasadena Art Museum. Guerrero began making installations reliant 
upon ready-made objects. A sculptural installation comprising a body cast of the artist (made in collaboration with Ed Kienholz) and other 
elements, an installation resembling an inverted nylon pyramid, and a sculpture in which a Yaqui mask was mounted to a motor that ro-
tated it at 15 rpms count among Guerrero’s earliest mature works. Then, after a little over a decade, Guerrero’s work moved in an entirely 
different direction.

“Eventually I began thinking that I needed a different way of expressing my thoughts, because the given object has limitations—it’s not 
as plastic as something that you might create, like a painting,” he said. “I needed something that would allow me to introduce color, form, 
movement, and narrative.”

In 1984, Guerrero returned to Oaxaca and rented a studio space there for six months, during which time he taught himself painting. 
Though he had gone to one of the most respected art schools in the U.S., Chouinard was more focused on an artwork’s ideas than its 
aesthetics, so he had never learned painting techniques.

When he arrived at the bed and breakfast he was to stay at in Oaxaca, another artist was finishing up his own stay in the inn’s studio.

Guerrero asked him, “How do you get started with a painting?”

To which the fellow artist replied, “Well, you work from the back forward.”

“That’s all he said, nothing else,” Guerrero recalled.

Raul Guerrero, Las Indias, 2006. PHOTO: ELON SCHOENHOLZ/COURTESY DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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So Guerrero bought his painting materials and books that focused on technique and just began experimenting on the canvas. It took him 
about two months “to get into the swing of things.”

The paintings he created there became an examination of Oaxaca, his own personal interpretation of the city based on his time there and 
the conversations he had with the area’s residents. In one painting, a pre-Colombian pyramid is rendered bright red and surrounded by 
various lush flora and fauna. In another, an Indigenous mask is pictured floating in mid-air in a blue forest as a bullfrog looks on.

This approach became one that Guerrero relied upon often: make paintings about a certain place based on time spent there, mixed 
with fantastical elements that further excavate its history. Other locales he took as his subject matter were Venice and Tijuana, and after 
completing those, he soon set out to Iowa, which he thought “would be like going back in time and seeing the authentic Anglo before he 
comes out to California,” he said.

On his way back to California from Iowa, he ended up in the Black Hills of the Dakotas, where he realized that everything that he knew 
about this place came from the movies, typically Westerns. He quickly began creating art about this place as well.

“Up until that point, the Black Hills seemed to be more mythical than real,” he said. “But once there, I’m in that reality. It introduced me to 
this idea that our reality is informed by the media, and then that’s the way we filter our history.”

One of the bodies of work Guerrero is presenting at Kordansky this summer features images of people at bars. “When you go to a bar 
and sit there, you have a drink and commiserate about life,” he said. Among those paintings is a portrait of the bartender Ruben Rueda, 
who worked at the famed Hollywood restaurant Musso & Frank Grill for 50 years before he died in 2019.

But these paintings are not merely bar scenes—they’re also far more than that. This body of work, taken together with the other works 
that will feature in the show, represents Guerrero’s attempt to map what he views as the real history of Southern California, accounting for 
the region’s first Indigenous populations and the Spanish conquistadors, as well as the region’s relationship to both Mexico and the white 
settlers who arrived there as part of Manifest Destiny. Speaking of the people who attend these watering holes, Guerrero said, “It’s the 
historical images that created them, that gave them their contexts. You turn around, and you can see that history in the beyond.”

And has Guerrero figured out where he belongs in that beyond? “Absolutely, I settled that about yesterday,” he said with a laugh. Then he 
got serious and said he came to the realization somewhere between five and eight years ago. “I’m not Mexican, but at the same time I’m 
not Anglo. I’m a hybrid that lives in this country, and I embrace it fully.”

Raul Guerrero, Chinle, 2021. PHOTO: JEFF MCLANE/COURTESY DAVID KORDANSKY GALLERY, LOS ANGELES
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Advisory Selections at Art Basel OVR: Portals
By Rory Mitchell | June 15, 2021

In anticipation of Raul Guerrero’s first solo presentation with David Kordansky Gallery opening in July 2021, the artist 
is being featured with the gallery at OVR: Portals.

Drawing on his personal experience navigating U.S. culture as a person of Mexican ancestry, Guerrero’s paintings 
address the shifting cultural landscape of the American Southwest, containing a range of popular and art-historical 
references.

Raul Guerrero, Las Indias (2006). Oil on linen. 142.24 x 203.2 x 3.81 cm. Courtesy David Kordansky Gallery.

Running between 16 and 19 June 2021, OVR: Portals is the first curator-led edition of Art Basel’s Online 
Viewing Rooms, with Magali Arriola, Christina Li, and Larry Ossei-Mensah at the helm. Ocula Advisory 
present a selection of fair highlights.

Raul Guerrero at David Kordansky Gallery
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Five Los Angeles Shows to See This Week
By Eli Diner | March 3, 2021

William Leavitt and Raul Guerrero, “Time and Place” at Marc Selwyn Fine Art

Raul Guerrero and William Leavitt are exemplars of a brand of art from the 1970s sometimes called California Conceptual-
ism, a shaggy post-medium approach that drew on surrealism, popular culture and the Los Angeles dreamscape with a wry 
sense of humor. Curated by Leavitt, best known for his eerie tableaux of suburban Southern California domestic interiors, 
the exhibition offers a presentation of mostly recent paintings by these not-so-recent friends. Leavitt’s works, whether on 
paper or canvas, collage imagery of the Western landscape, built environment and interior details, rendered in a muted 
illustrational style. After working predominantly in sculpture, installation and photography since the early 1980s, Guerrero 
has devoted himself to painting. The selection of his works here comes, with one or two exceptions, from the past decade: 
still lifes, landscapes, a bar scene and film still. The cumulative effect is a historical phantasmagoria mixing indigenous 
American objects and modernist icons, Spanish Golden Age painting and Mexican Golden Age cinema, five centuries of 
narrative and counter-narrative that end at the bottom of glass in La Jolla.

RAUL GUERRERO, “STILL LIFE WITH SARAPE AND CRYSTAL BALL,” 2012, ON VIEW AT MARC SELWYN FINE ART IN LOS ANGELES.



Campbell, Andy, “Raul Guerrero,” Artforum, May/June 2020, p. 177
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Duchamp in the Desert: the Surrealist Synthesis of Raul Guerrero
At Kayne Griffin Corcoran, Los Angeles, the artist’s paintings of the Sonoran desert span millennia of cultural references

By Jennifer S. Li | April 2020

When Raul Guerrero was growing up in Southern California in the 1940s and ’50s, the US–Mexico border was more porous 
than it is today, and he would often drive with his family across the Sonoran Desert – a habit the artist continued into adult-
hood. The septuagenarian’s latest body of work, ‘Sonoran Desert: Flora, Fauna, Artifacts’, comprises surrealist paintings 
that, in places, evoke the crisp sure-handedness of René Magritte and, in others, the dreamlike filigree of Leonora Car-
rington. It unfolds through the loose construct of a road trip, albeit a non-linear journey that explores the artist’s multivalent 
Mexican–American identity and disparate artistic and cultural influences.  

On weekly childhood visits to Tijuana, Guerrero was exposed to both Mexican folk handicrafts and cheap marketplace 
kitsch. At home in Southern California, there were Hollywood movies, surf culture, low riders and beatniks, as well as the art 
of John Baldessari and Ed Ruscha. In the 1970s, he was schooled in the mostly white, Eurocentric tradition at Chouinard Art 
Institute (now CalArts). A Desert Road (all works 2019) envisages Guerrero’s cultural heritage and art-school pedigree as 
a roadside duel between a traditional Yei Bi Chei, the spirit god of the Navajo nation, and a classical nude. The Yei Bi Chei 
wears a grimacing wolf mask as he shakes a gourd rattle at the languorous Venus. Like the trail of ants marching across 
the bottom of the canvas, Guerrero shuttles between seemingly opposing aspects of his experience, synthesizing European 
and Indigenous, Mexican and American, traditional and avant-garde influences.

Raul Guerrero, ‘Sonoran Desert - Flora, Fauna, Artifacts’, 2019. Courtesy: Flying Studio, Los Angeles
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In a series of spinning circular paintings inspired by Marcel Duchamp’s ‘Rotoreliefs’ (1935/1953), Guerrero activates sym-
bols from the prehistoric Hohokam and Mimbres societies, who once lived in portions of the Sonoran Desert. Inverting the 
Duchampian attempt to enhance the two-dimensional into three, Guerrero’s spinning works distil two entities into one. In 
Mimbres: Road Runner and Coyote and Mimbres: Tortoise and Hare, each symbol is reliant on the other for meaning: the 
tortoise is only slow because the hare is fast. As the paintings spin, the hunter is no longer discernible from the hunted, the 
beginning indistinguishable from the end. 

At four and a half metres long and nearly a metre wide, Apache Trail unfurls like a vast comic strip. A petroglyph-like coyote 
gives chase to a roadrunner against a sparse landscape of cacti and roadside litter; a billboard advertises a hamburger 
and fries. In the centre, an idiosyncratic message in a bottle signals Guerrero’s interest in the transmission of information 
between people and cultures across time. The Apache Trail, today a popular scenic tourist drive, was originally used by the 
Apache people to cross the Superstition Mountains, before it became a stagecoach road and, finally, incorporated into High-
way 60. Guerrero’s anachronistic references all return to the origins of the American West, though sometimes in strange, 
circuitous ways.

Canyon de Chelly, Arizona, which almost fills the gallery’s back wall, records a pseudo-artefact Guerrero made while at 
Canyon de Chelly National Park in 1989. In a nonchalant gesture, the artist rearranged some colourful stones into a smiley 
face, which he then captured in a photograph. Thirty years later, however, Guerrero has come to believe that he was chan-
nelling his Indigenous ancestors. Behind his monumental painting of this act lies a humble wish: that someone might one 
day encounter the rock smiley face, like that message in a bottle, and carry on the cycle of cultural transmission.

Raul Guerrero, ‘Sonoran Desert - Flora, Fauna, Artifacts’, 2019. Courtesy: Flying Studio, Los Angeles
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The Mask and the Motor
By Eli Diner | October 3, 2018

Around 1968 Raul Guerrero purchased a Yaqui cere-
monial mask from a dealer in indigenous artifacts (and 
purported warlock) working out of an apartment in the 
McArthur Park neighborhood of Los Angeles. Guer-
rero, then a student at the Chouinard Art Institute, was 
under the impression that his grandfather had been 
Yaqui, and he saw the mask as a kind of personal 
curio. A carved wooden human face painted black, its 
features are simplified and exaggerated: a wide sharp 
nose, fanning ears, teeth that jut down into a parted 
mouth, and a pair of twisted goat horns that splay up-
ward from the forehead. In 1973, now working under 
a Duchampian influence and a reading diet of Carl 
Jung, Lévi-Strauss, and Margaret Mead, Guerrero 
returned to the mask, considering it in relationship 
to archetypes, primary images, and the readymade. 
He remembers reading a passage in Foundations of 
Modern Art in which Amédée Ozenfant argues that the 
removal of native artifacts from their original context 
depletes them of their significance. Guerrero took the 
mask, rigged it up with a motor and a foot pedal, and 
affixed it to the wall; stepping on the pedal sets the 
mask spinning at fifteen rotations per minute.

Rotating Yaqui Mask offers a corrective to Ozenfant: the meaning of an object is always in motion, turned upside down 
and sideways, made and remade again. As an experiment in reanimation it is droll and weirdly beautiful, but there is also 
something plaintive in these steady revolutions and mechanical whir. The motor, too, is a simple artifact of its moment, no 
less archetypal for being unseen. The mask and the motor — they measure a distance, spatial and temporal, a span char-
acterized, of course, by violence but equally by the ceaseless transformation and hybridization of cultures. The vagaries 
of history and geography dramatized by Rotating Yaqui Mask have marked a recurrent theme in Guerrero’s thinking and 
artmaking over more than four decades — history, that is, as a process of perpetual revision, place as always mediated by 
narrative, imagery, myth, and imagination.

In conversations with Guerrero, this sense of place and past is palpable. He recounts his family history and his development 
as an artist almost as a sequence of points on a map, a geo-narrative stretching from Chihuahua and Sonora through South-
ern California to Europe and back, across several neighborhoods in Los Angeles, and filtered through references to history, 
books, films, and art — as much a consideration of the idea of each location as of his experiences there. The grandson of 
immigrants from Mexico, Guerrero was born in 1945 in Blythe, California, in the Palo Verde Valley, a farming region beside 
the Colorado River in the desert between Los Angeles and Phoenix. His father would drive workers to and from the fields, a 
kind of lower managerial role in the local agricultural economy. When school ended each year, they would load up a flatbed 
truck and drive north to the San Joaquin Valley to work the summer season: a childhood tracing a line up and down Cali-
fornia’s breadbasket interior, a world apart from the emerging popular mythology of the state. When Guerrero was eleven, 
the family moved to National City, a working-class suburb south of San Diego. There his father worked construction, and 
his mother opened a hair salon, launching the family into the middle class. In National City Guerrero encountered a world 
of surfing, car culture, and hamburgers from Jack in the Box, set to a soundtrack by Rosie and the Originals. The timbre of 
the place was equally determined by its proximity to the border, with Tijuana just minutes away. This zone of cultural cross-
currents was encapsulated in the treasures proffered by Mexican kitsch artisans: velvet paintings, plaster of Paris casts of 
The Last Supper. “That was our Metropolitan Museum,” he says.

Raul Guerrero, Hot Dog Portrait: The Weinerschnitzel, 2005
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Guerrero speaks of the effect of border life on one’s perception of the world, proposing a particular attention to the ways 
images travel and their meanings shift in transit, a sensibility he sees exemplified in the work of John Baldessari, also from 
National City, with whom Guerrero studied during a stint at Southwestern College in San Diego in 1964. In his own work, 
we glimpse this interest in border-crossing not only in the frequent depictions of places he’s traveled — Tijuana, Oaxaca, 
Morocco, Berlin — but also, significantly, those he hasn’t. Vuelo Mundial (1976) is a three-minute film comprised of a found 
photograph of a DC-7 airplane in flight and a soundtrack of the groaning piston engine of a DC-7, purchased from a Holly-
wood sound library. Every few seconds the Spanish name of a city appears on screen — Tokio, Singapur, El Cairo — chart-
ing a six-hundred-mile-per-hour journey from Honolulu east to Los Angeles. A roaring, frozen animation of a flight at nearly 
twice the speed of sound, Vuelo Mundial gently picks apart the magic of Hollywood, collapsing movement and stasis, the 
iconic and the generic. Does the plane mean the same thing over Katmandu as Ho Chi Minh City? Would it mean the same 
in English?

In 1966 Guerrero began his studies at Chouinard and would spend the next decade and a half in Los Angeles, working pre-
dominantly in photography, sculpture, and installation, at home in a group of conceptually oriented artists — including friends 
Jack Goldstein, Allen Ruppersberg, and William Leavitt — who, like Guerrero, were interested in narrative, processes of 
signification, and the idea of California. In a tone cool and effusive, he reels off anecdotes. He tells me how Goldstein walked 
into class the first day at Chouinard looking like Paul McCartney, and how he told Guerrero that all these bands wanted him 
to be their front man. There are stories from the Pacific Building in Santa Monica, where Guerrero lived in the mid-1970s 
and where Goldstein, Ruppersberg, James Welling, John Miller, and the Kipper Kids had apartments or studios, and the 
bar downstairs where he would drink with Guy de Cointet and whose owners, he says, were funneling money to the IRA.

As it did for many of these artists, Los Angeles — home of the culture industry and already-faltering fantasies of the boom 
years — made a rich subject for Guerrero in the 1970s, appearing sometimes in his work as a dreamscape of mediation 
and cliché. Take, for example, a couple of composite photographs: there is deadpan humor to the simple sci-fi effects of 
U.F.O.L.A. (1973), in which he inserted a flying saucer made of hubcaps into the sky above the construction sites of Grand 

Avenue, and Menu of the Future (1976), where he 
added a “2” to the price of each item on the menu 
at a Santa Monica coffee shop. Notwithstanding the 
dystopian vision of a twenty-one-dollar tuna sand-
wich, these works satirize California’s mythology of 
progress while historicizing the present (U.F.O.L.A. 
documents the ongoing urban renewal project on the 
ashes of the working-class neighborhood of Bunker 
Hill). One can hear echoes of, say, Ruppersberg’s 
Greetings from L.A. (1972) or Leavitt’s tableaux in 
Guerrero’s presentation of the city with a mingling of 
fact and fiction, the banal and the strange. But where-
as Leavitt’s and Ruppersberg’s interest in a Southern 
California vernacular focused on popular and mate-
rial culture or the region’s built environment, Guer-
rero, in a work like Four Obscene Hand Gestures 
with Spanish Translations (1973), approaches the 
subject, if you will, through a different neighborhood. 
A set of photograms of the artist’s hands performing 
insults from the repertoire of Mexican-American ges-
tural slang, each accompanied by a caption — ma-
mame la verga, chinga tu madre — Four Obscene 
Hand Gestures, from the perspective of an anglo-
phone audience, leaves the translations “half-trans-
lated.” Art’s extraction and application of vernacular 
material relies on the assumption that the viewer can 
adequately decode these things. Highlighting the 
workings and limits of these assumptions, Guerrero 
grafts elements of a Chicano vernacular onto a spoof 
of assumptions from an earlier age — the hand of the 
artist and the gesture as a mark into which we read 
meaning.Raul Guerrero, Rotating Yaqui Mask, 1974
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Guerrero’s exhibition history from these years looks not unlike those of his Pacific Building colleagues, all still in the early 
phases of their careers, including shows at Cirrus Gallery, the Long Beach Museum of Art, and the Los Angeles Institute 
of Contemporary Art, then the city’s premiere venue for experimental art. His resume then diverges from theirs — quite of 
few of his friends going on to achieve financial and critical success in varying measures. Though Guerrero has continued to 
exhibit when he can, it has generally been at out-of-view venues, often around San Diego, where he has lived since 1980. 
Even as that period in Los Angeles art, in particular the group of artists of which he was a part, has become a subject of 
increasing art-historical interest, these accounts typically exclude Guerrero. Though he doesn’t dwell on it, the question of 
this divergence and exclusion is unavoidable, as is the conclusion that, at least in part, it has to do with the experiences and 
subject position that inflect his art. Or perhaps the ways that they inflect it. If a Chicano conceptualism (a term that anyway 
only captures a portion of his output from the 1970s) was a tough sell in its own right, the irony, playfulness, even capricious-
ness in Guerrero’s work made it altogether unmanageable, out of step as well with the expectations of what would come to 
be enshrined under the banner of identity politics.

Since the mid-1980s Guerrero has worked predominantly in painting. It’s a postmodern medley of styles, historical pastiche, 
kitsch indulgences, and freely appropriated imagery —Velázquez, Mexican cinema, George Catlin’s nineteenth-century 
portraits of Plains Indians. At first, he often worked within the scope of discreet and defined series. In the Oaxaca paint-
ings, from 1985, he draws both from Surrealism and colonial Mexican painting to create a night world of jungle scenes, a 
pre-Columbian fantasia. The strippers and bars in the series “Aspects of the Nightlife in Tijuana” (1991) Guerrero renders 
in a florid decorative manner reminiscent of Raoul Dufy. Then, in 1991 he inaugurated a project that was supposed to take 
three years to complete. He is still working on it today. Titled Los problemas y secretos maravillosos de las indias — a title 
borrowed from Juan de Cárdenas’s sprawling 1591 study of the New World — Guerrero’s project is concerned with nothing 

Raul Guerrero, Marco Polo Restaurant: Menu of the Future, 1976
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less than the history of the Americas from the conquest to the present. Not so much a series as a series of series, the prob-
lemas y secretos offers a parallax history focused on three regions of unequal sizes — the Great Plains, Latin America, and 
Southern California. It’s a long, lopsided triangle that provides a frame for the restlessness and exuberance of Guerrero’s 
painting as he works out the endless variations on a historical narrative comprised of quotation and illustration — from the 
chronicles of the Spanish to accounts of CIA treachery in Latin America. For the history of the continent is, for Guerrero, the 
history of the ways — and vantages from which — that story gets told and retold.

The first time I visited Guerrero at his studio, two years ago, The Battle of Cajamarca (2016) was displayed on the floor: a 
group of maybe a dozen coconuts — a few real, the others cast in resin and painted — with craved faces and inset marbles 
for eyes. Staring up with a dead gaze from those quaint children’s toys, the heads lay upon an overlapping collection of Na-
tive American textiles and rugs. The title refers to the key event in the Spanish conquest of Peru in 1532. Guerrero employs 
the canonical name, though it was not so much a battle as the ambush and kidnapping of the Inca ruler, Atahualpa, and the 
slaughter of his largely unarmed retinue by Francisco Pizarro and a gang of conquistadors. Pizzaro’s deeds — like those 
of Cortez in Mexico a decade prior — seized the European imagination, in turn glorified over the coming centuries in texts, 
engravings, and paintings, a repetition mirrored, in a sense, in a dissenting account, in which the conquest — or genocide 
if you prefer — is revisited as a kind of originary trauma. With the cartoonish violence of those glinting-eyed coconut heads, 
Guerrero’s version is less a retelling than a consideration of the process of retelling, of mythmaking. His decapitated tableau 
unsteadies its nominal subject, mischievously combining geographically far-flung elements into a continental pastiche: the 
rugs are not exclusively Peruvian, but rather drawn from all over the Americas — Ecuador, Mexico, the United States. And 
like the coconuts, the rugs are a combination of “authentic” and “ersatz” — many of them tourist schlock. And anyway, they 
don’t grow coconuts in Cajamarca.

Raul Guerrero, The Bolivian Jungle, 2006
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Raul Guerrero
By William Corwin | July 27, 2018

Raul Guerrero is a pragmatic conceptual artist: he aims for the maximum emotional and mythopoetic impact 
using a pithy economy of means. For instance, The Rotating Yaqui Mask (1973) presents a fearsome devil’s visage 
with authentic animal horns and teeth, attached to a small motor installed on the far wall of the gallery. A foot 
pedal activates the machinery and the mask begins to rotate on the wall. This simple mechanism is a substitute 
for the imagined fiestas, dancers, and choreography that drag conceptually behind the Yaqui mask as a not-incon-
sequential mass of cultural baggage. Yet the precipitous spinning of the grinning demon on the wall goes far in 
conveying a great deal of the disquiet, fear, and even horror of those myriad traditional performances.

Throughout the exhibition, Guerrero chooses to not interject himself into the paintings, videos, and photographs; 
instead he appropriates pre-existing styles of painting and vocabularies of imagery such as posters and religious 
imagery produced for mass-consumption by anonymous artists; stills from popular movies; and fonts recogniz-
able from advertisements. This method is used especially in his work appropriating imagery from the romantic 
film Mujer Del Puerto for a work of the same name (1993-1998). Guerrero dispenses with plot and narrative, 
but he uses cinematic techniques such as mise-en-scene, radically alternating the scale of figures in foreground, 
middle ground, and background much as a director might do; and employing text so as to mimic the closing cred-
its of a film. Mujer del Puerto (1993-1998) is based on the tale of star-crossed lovers in the 1934 movie based 

Raul Guerrero, Mujer del Puerto, 1993-1998. Oil on linen, 80 x 108 inches. ©Raul Guerrero, courtesy of Ortuzar Projects, New York.
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on the Guy de Maupassant story The Port. In the painting, 
a dramatically and vertiginously framed composition is 
overlaid with the definitive word “FIN,” implying a termi-
nal and pejorative statement. The intensity of the lighting 
and positioning of the figures indicates a filmic source, and 
even without knowing that the plot is one of betrayal, des-
titution, and desperation, the artist’s explanation/verdict is 
clearly labeled across the front. The production studio is 
listed below “FIN.” In this way Guerrero tacitly informs us 
of the origin point of his inspiration—Mexico in the 1930s 
and thus lays down a historical context/reading.

Vuelo Mundial (1977), a three minute video, asks us to 
imagine a specific entity, in this case capital cities around 
the world, simply by showing the name at the bottom of the 
screen accompanied by the ideograph of traveling placed 
above each capital’s name &frac34;a stock black-and-
white image of a propeller plane with audio of the motor. 
Even in 1977 this evoked the retro 1930’s golden-age-of-
Hollywood scene change trick to show movement across 
wide geographical distances (think Indiana Jones and 
the Raiders of the Lost Ark, 1981). We never experience 
any actual city or site, instead we find ourselves in limbo, 
somewhere between a shaggy dog story (a long arduous ab-
surdist joke with no punchline) and an intellectual exercise 
which demands that we fill in all the blanks based on our 

own mnemonic capabilities. The video juxtaposes travel as a dream-realm of popular cinema with the reality of 
how impossible such a flight around the world is for those living in an impoverished developing country.

Ultimately, collecting a distinctively Mexican selection of signifiers on canvas leaves Guerrero in a no-man’s 
land between a vernacular non-political surrealism and conceptual painting. This is a not a pejorative assessment 
though, Guerrero’s Oaxaca series of paintings are an innovative direction in the tradition of Mexican painting, 
clearly inspired by Rivera, Kahlo, and Si Quieros, among others. For instance, a series of four paintings from the 
artist’s Oaxaca series: Vista de Bonampak (1984), and Pre-Colombian Lovers, Desire, and The Pool of Palenque, 
all made in 1985, appear to draw on the style and imagery found in the popular and always titillating series of 
paintings depicting the ill-fated Aztec lovers Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl seen in Mexican restaurants, bars, and 
homes. But gone are the muscled strapping warrior Popocatepetl and his deceased buxom princess Iztaccihuatl. 
Instead Guerrero has created a series of visual assemblages of details of ocelots, frogs, palm fronds and waterfalls 
drawn or inspired by the quotidian love story imagery. The artist requisitions a few more specific objects; the Ve-
nus de Milo and quotes from Mayan wall paintings, to imply that though cobbled together from popular culture, 
he is angling towards a more accurate and de-mythologized representation of Mexican culture, by removing the 
hackneyed myth and working solely with the details. Without being didactic, the artist instills meaning and import 
with a conceptual artist’s slight-of-hand; there is no illusion or fakery, merely careful collection, culling and ar-
rangement in the service of presenting the elusive idea of a culture. This perhaps parallels Guerrero’s own quest 
to understand his Mexican origins, as he grew up in California. But, by using the tools of conceptual art such 
as appropriation, quotation, and mimicry, Guerrero is able to explain cultural circumstances and rectify colonial 
mythologizing utilizing many of the objects and images that confused and caused those misunderstandings in the 
first place.

Raul Guerrero, The Rotating Yaqui Mask, 1973. Ritual mask, motor with foot pedal, 
18 x 20 x 15 inches. ©Raul Guerrero, courtesy of Ortuzar Projects, New York.
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Raul Guerrero
Through Aug 3. Ortuzar Projects, 9 White Street, 212-257-0033, ortuzarprojects.com.

Ales Ortuzar, a former partner at David Zwirner Gallery, opened Ortuzar Projects this year with an intent to focus on international artists 
who have not had recent exposure in the United States. His third show features Raul Guerrero, a San Diego artist who fuses traditional 
Mexican culture with conceptualism, video and painting.

The earliest works here are a series of bright, radiating and psychedelic watercolors from the early 1970s that depicts objects like a tea-
kettle and kif pipe. Mr. Guerrero shifted into more autobiographical territory with “The Rotating Yaqui Mask” (1973), a kinetic sculpture 
activated with a floor pedal that refers to Mr. Guerrero’s Tarahumara and Yaqui heritage from Northern Mexico. A slow, cryptic video 
portrays a shamanistic “Tribal Act” (1973), while a series of black and white photographs titled “Obscene Hand Gestures” (1973) docu-
ments gestures derived from Mexican-American street culture.

The most captivating works here, however, are Mr. Guerrero’s paintings from the mid-80s to the ’90s that mix Mexican folk art with 
tourist-market kitsch and the Southern California subcultures of surfers, low riders, pachucos, Beats and motorcycle gangs. The dark 
and deeply colored “Pre-Columbian Lovers” (1985), “The Pool of Palenque” (1985) and “Vista de Bonampak” (1984) include Classical 
statues, landscapes, Gauguinesque women and exotic animals. “Mujer del Puerto” (1993-98) features a heavy-lidded diva with the word 
“Fin” painted over her face, as though we are witnessing the final credits of a telenovela or epic film.

Mr. Guerrero’s paintings recall David Salle’s work from the ’80s, but unlike Mr. Salle’s more generic pastiche, Mr. Guerrero specializes 
in mixing iconic and ironic images from the Mayan and Aztec past with the mixed-culture, media-saturated present. Seeing his work for 
the first time now, when we need to be reminded about the fluidity of borders, history and cultures, is especially instructive and grati-
fying.  

Raul Guerrero’s Mujer del Puerto (1993-98) at Ortuzar Projects. Raul Guerrero/Ortuzar Projects, New York

By Martha Schwender | July 20, 2018
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A Multifaceted Career: Raul Guerrero talks with Mary Jones
By Mary Jones | July 3, 2018

Since “Pacific Standard Time,” the comprehensive survey of art in Southern California from 1945 to 1980, organized in 
2011 at multiple venues, documentation of artists from that innovative and experimental period has been on reset. The 
early 1970s, in particular, were a watershed, as young artists emerging in the wake of the game-changing 1963 Duchamp 
retrospective at the Pasadena Art Museum, turned to conceptual and performative practices the boundaries between them 
blurred. Some, like Ed Ruscha, extended the notion of object making into specific sites of investigation, the surreal nature 
of Southern California itself chief among them.

Raul Guerrero was born in 1945 in Brawley, California, and is currently living and working in San Diego. He was an active 
part of the groundbreaking scene of the early 1970s, and has continued in the decades since to contextualize the hybrid 
culture of Southern California.

In his second solo show in New York City, and his first at Ortuzar Projects, we’re introduced to over 20 years of Guerrero’s 
ongoing trajectory, from 1971 through 1993. That he began his career at a unique moment in Southern California isn’t lost 
on Guerrero—this is the time of Chris Burden’s most notorious performances, the 1972 Womanhouse of Judy Chicago and 
Miriam Schapiro, and the work of David Hammons, Bruce Nauman, John Baldessari (his first teacher) and Doug Wheeler. 
Al Ruppersberg, Jack Goldstein, Vija Celmins, William Leavitt, and James Welling were all Guerrero’s peers.

In conversation, Guerrero often uses the phrase, “by coincidence,” usually in appreciation of the fortuitous events that 
marked his journey and aesthetic.

Raul Guerrero, La Mujer del Puerto,1993. Oil on linen, 80 x 108 inches. Courtesy of the artist and Ortuzar Projects.
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“Since I was a child, every summer my family and I would 
travel north and work as migrant workers,” he says. “All 
the accoutrements we’d need for the summer, the pots 
and pans, everything, were loaded into the back of my 
father’s flatbed truck. As we’d go over the 101 Freeway, 
from the back of the truck I’d gaze out at the Capitol Build-
ing, and think, ‘Wow, this is Hollywood.’  We’d stop and 
cook our meals right by the side of the road, and join the 
encampments by the Merced River, and suddenly there’d 
be so many other people, Anglos, Oakies, African Ameri-
cans, gypsies, Mexicans, and Mexicans from Texas. My 
aspiring family eventually became middle class, and at 
16, I’m lying under a vineyard, wondering, what I’m going 
to do with my life? I hitchhike down to Mexico City and 
4 years later I’m in Chouinard Art Institute. On the first 
day of class, I found myself sitting next to Jack Goldstein. 
Can you imagine? He looked just like Paul McCartney, 
and we became close friends.”

At the Chouinard, which later became part of CalArts, 
Guerrero understood Duchamp’s work instantly and 
found it liberating, the essential foundation of his aes-
thetic philosophy. Not only was he drawn to the concept 
of the assisted readymade, but also to the subliminal power of a single, iconic object or image. This, for Guerrero, resonated 
with another influence—Carl Jung’s theories of archetype and the collective unconscious.      

Among the 46 pieces in the exhibition, the earliest are Guerrero’s Moroccan watercolors from 1971, shown here for the first 
time. These come with the intriguing backstory that sparked their creation. At the suggestion of his friend and mentor Ed 
Kienholz, Guerrero sold all his belongings and headed to Europe. “By coincidence” (again) he managed to meet everyone 
right away: sitting next to Francis Bacon at dinner in London, he meets Lee Miller, (Man Ray’s model and muse), and meets 

his idol, Richard Hamilton, and this is just the first week. 
He ventures down to Morocco, and soon was living on a 
few dollars a day in El Ksar Seghir, a small village outside 
of Tangier. The series of watercolors are intimately sized, 
as they were created to be postcards for his girlfriend. He 
shares the dazzling ambiance in beautifully patterned, 
detailed, and hallucinogenic pieces in which teapots, tiles 
and other domestic objects with their exotic symbols and 
arabesques vibrate in talismanic bands of energy—re-
verberations from the local hashish.

After that summer, Guerrero returned to LA blazing. In 
just a few years he made significant bodies of work in 
photography, sculpture, performance, installation, and 
video. Each of these directions could have fuelled a life-
time of work. Guerrero is a gifted and emotional photog-
rapher, as evidenced by his California Sur Photographs 
from 1972. (He cites the Mexican movies of Luis Bunuel 
as a childhood passion.) These photos were his personal 
documentation of a two week road trip through Baja with 
artist friends. The compositions are effortless. Through-
out his photographs, Guerrero’s utilization of light is mys-
terious, otherworldly, and exquisitely tender, as in the 
ethereal portrait, for example, of his elderly grandmother, 
who seems to hover between the tangible and spiritual 
realms.

Raul Guerrero, Baja 03B, 1972 (printed 2016). Gelatin Silver print, 8 x 8 
inches. Courtesy of the artist and Ortuzar Projects.

Raul Guerrero, Teapot, 1971. Watercolor on paper, 4 x 4 inches. Courtesy of 
the artist and Ortuzar Projects.
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Another standout in his multifaceted career is the assisted readymade: Rotating Yaqui Mask(1974) is a seminal, declarative 
work. Guerrero describes this piece as a formal exploration of, and direct response to, Duchamp’s “Rotating Glass Disc,” but 
the personal choice of the Yaqui mask can be unsettling. For me, the psychic energy released from the mechanized spin-
ning of this ritual object multiplies seismically in a fearsome way, the context feeling both taboo and dangerously displaced. 
Similarly, in his movie “Primitive Act” of 1974, Guerrero is squatting and naked among rocks and shrubs, reenacting the 
primitive discovery of fire.

Seeking a more subjective, and pliable medium, since the 1980s Guerrero has focused on oil painting. Among those on 
view are four selections from his Oaxaca series from 1984 plus La Mujer of the Puerto from 1993. The Oaxaca series was 
done on location and, like the Moroccan watercolors, he entrenches himself in the history and culture of this particular place. 
Guerrero treats stylistic representation like a local language and adapts a flat colonialist style relevant to his theme. Like 
many of the painters he admires —Walter Robinson, Neil Jenney, Lisa Yuskavage and Alida Cervantes — Guerrero opens 
the door to Kitsch and pulp desire. As if he is writing a detective novel, heembeds layers and clues in his post-conceptual 
approach.

Much of Guerrero’s process involves honing his attention and allowing his emotional responses to connect him not only 
to his own history but to that of the culture at large.He interprets his painting Vista de Bonampak (1984) for me:  “I want to 
capture not only what represents the place for me, but also a critique of the culture, so after visiting the archeological ruins 
of  Bonampak, once a Mayan city near Chiapas, Mexico, I imagined a jaguar, coveted within Mayan culture for ferocity and 
strength, stumbling on the scene of the murals, depicting men dressed as jaguar knights, in jaguar skins, capturing enemies 
for sacrificial purposes who are also dressed in jaguar skins.  Although I might question who is the most vicious creature in 
the jungle, I also want to make paintings that are interesting and beautiful.

“There’s a lot that can be said about the brutality of the 
system, especially with our current president, but I prefer 
images that don’t delve into it overtly.”

After 40 years of structured study of North America, 
Guerrero has a new theory:  “Because we’re living on 
a continent that was occupied by indigenous people 
through millennia, and their voice has been suppressed, 
their culture, especially in the artworld, is changing things 
subliminally by gaining a voice though artists, one way 
or another. It’s a philosophical and cultural virus that’s 
spreading. For example, John Baldessari grew up in 
National City, like I did, ten miles from the border. Now, 
here’s a major artist, he goes to Mexico and is exposed 
to all this stuff that you see coming out of Mexico that’s 
really interesting, but in fact it’s all indigenous culture.

“If you dig tacos, you’re being affected by an indigenous 
culture. You’re consuming part of that philosophical virus. 
It’s full of indigenous material: tortilla, beans, corn, the 
way it’s prepared—it changes the way you see your real-
ity. What that reality is I’m not sure, but somehow that es-
sence, that philosophy, is expressing itself nonetheless 
into the culture unbeknownst to us.

“In this encounter between culture and things,” he says, 
“your sense of reality is shifted. Artists like Baldessari, 
who’s making art about culture on a large scale, has had 
his view shifted, and then he turned all these other guys 
on at CalArts. Bizarre, right?”

Guerrera is planning a trip to the Amazon sometime later 
this year. Raul Guerrero, Vista de Bonampak, 1984. Oil on canvas 54.5 x 37.25 inches. 

Courtesy of the artist and Ortuzar Projects.
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Tribeca Art Spaces Yearn for Love in the Time of Cholera
By Daniel Larkin | June 25, 2018

On the evening of the 2018 Summer Solstice, more than 20 art 
and design spaces in Tribeca stayed open late for The Tribeca 
Art + Culture Night, which is part of the River to River Festival, 
and what stood out immediately was how many spaces decided 
to explore the darker side of sex and desire, all with a critical 
edge.

Love in the time of Trump may be a buzzkill, as it’s often hard to 
enjoy a romantic evening as democratic norms are violated al-
most daily. All this is coupled with the past year’s revelations from 
the #MeToo movement, which are forcing us to reconsider social 
mores that encourage exploitation. We’re all doubting, ruminat-
ing, and wondering how to cherish one another in these dark 
times. A lot of us are looking to art to grapple with the social impli-
cations of these questions. To steal a page from Gabriel García 
Márquez, what does it mean to Love in the Time of Cholera?

And in space after space in Tribeca, it was fascinating to see 
contemporary artists rising to the occasion — offering commen-
tary on what it means to love and desire today. It was also intrigu-
ing to see organizers bringing voices back from the 1980s that 
we can now appreciate in a whole new light given recent events.

For example, Hunter College Art Galleries’ 205 Hudson Gallery 
invites us into the rainbow of the City of Angels, circa 1960–’90s, 
for Axis Mundo: Queer Networks in Chicano LA.

A giant monochromatic painting by Mundo Meza, “Merman with 
Mandolin” (1984), depicts a stud of a merman. It was painted the 
year before Meza died of complications related to AIDS. It’s hard 
not to connect these bleak colors with how this plague darkened 
the gay sexual liberation of the 1970s. The artist’s sister, Pat 
Meza, was at the opening and explained to me that the exhibition really “helps to put the mourning aside and to celebrate 
his life now. It’s been 30 years.”

Looking at the entire show, it was striking to see the willingness of these individuals to invent a new language for their desire 
and love, even during the dark days of AIDS, which I think offers a lesson as we search for our own answers in 2018.

We all know that desire is often complicated and impacted by race. A painting at the Ortuzar Projects from the 1980s by Raul 
Guerrero “Desire” (1985) juxtaposes a woman of color with the Venus de Milo. Do we want to stay trapped in the classic 
white definition of beauty this painting forcefully asks? Guerrero’s entire show masterfully probes this difficult intersection 
of race and desire.

Venus’s son Cupid was also greeted with a healthy dose of irreverence at the Postmaster’s Gallery. Kensuke Koike had a 
show of mesmerizing cut out postcards and other manipulated ephemera. The urinating Cupid was a hilarious reminder that 
we shouldn’t be taking the classical past and its baggage too seriously.

Kazumi Yoshida also re-negotiates classical ideals at the Cheryl Hazan Gallery. Her series of gouache & vintage wallpaper 

Raul Guerrero Desire, (1985) (courtesy of Ortuzar Projects, collection Mary 
Donkerslot)
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cut out decoupages recast the muses of antiquity. Here 
we have Erato, muse of love and erotic poetry.

So, let’s be honest, there’s only so much we can mine 
from old symbols like Venus, Cupid, and the Muses. And 
while it’s definitely one strategy to adapt them to a con-
temporary idiom, other artists are feeling the pull of more 
recent icons.

Who can resist Ziggy Stardust? At her basement studio 
on White Street, Erin Ko created this impressive stained 
glass window. His famous album Aladdin Sane was re-
leased in 1973 right at the height of the Watergate era. 
Maybe Bowie had it figured out with his idea to counter 
corruption with dark glamour?

Bill Travis offers an homage to Walt Whitman’s homoerot-
ic poetry at the Soho Photo Gallery. The poets words were 
put up on the wall and then viewers could gaze down at 
little erotic queer miniatures in cases. This is an example 
of the set of blue nudes.

Moving from men to women, it’s a bit more daunting to 
figure out how to confront the male gaze and the desire for 
the female body, especially given the past year. But con-

Iris Brosch, Woman and Nature near Extinction (2013) (photo by author)

Kensuke Koike, 3-2-1-Liftoff / Rocket boy (2018) (image courtesy of 
the artist and Postmasters Gallery, New York)

temporary artists never shy away from a challenge. And it was really great to see how they approached these paradoxes.

At the Untitled Space, there was a rich selection of video art exploring the body. In one work, Iris Brosch also took on the 
mermaid in the second part of her trilogy exploring the relationship between feminism and ecology, “Women and Nature 
near Extinction” (2013). This project was performed at the 2013 Venice Biennale but the videos are attractive and stand on 
their own. Brosch entangles women’s objectification with environmental degradation as subversive mermaids that bend the 
rules in polluted water.

Another strategy is to re-appropriate the objectification of women and 
throw it in the viewers face.  At Lubov, the drawings of Manuela Soto 
indict the hyper-sexual caricatures of women circulating online. It’s a 
powerful moment to walk in the space and just think about the messag-
es many young men take on board. This is how many of them discover 
their sexuality — secretly poking around the internet as teenagers in 
mom’s basement.

The other way to approach the female nude is to conceal it, and to 
deny the viewer full access. Patricia Beary’s series of nudes at the 
Soho Photo Gallery took this approach. Although I got the impression 
the primary goal was formalist, notably to explore chiaroscuro with spe-
cial exposure photographs and custom printing. “Reincarnation” (2014) 
was haunting in light of recent events. Somehow the blur over the face 
felt like it was capturing the zeitgeist.

El amor en los tiempos del cólera doesn’t fully translate into English, 
Francisco Correa Cordero explained to Hyperallergic. It conveys not 
only the need for love despite a disease or plague, but also loving 
amidst deep sadness, anguish or depression, deriving from its etymo-
logical root of the medieval humor of choleric. We are not the first, nor 
the last, to live in dark times. What emerged walking through Tribeca 
is that we can face this bitter moment with irony, humor and guts, while 
pioneering new ways to love and support each other.
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Eleven Summer Book Covers, Reimagined by Artists
We asked artists, including Tony Cokes and Katherine Bernhardt, to create new jacket 
designs for their favorite vacation reads, exclusively for T.

By Kate Guadagnino | June 21, 2018

There are generally two schools of thought when it comes to summer reading. Some see the season as 
a time to rest their weary minds with books that do not ask too much of them. We know the covers of 
these titles well: Rendered in mollifying colors like aqua, they do little but advertise their own breez-
iness. Others see summer, with its long days tinged with a sort of heaviness, as a chance to sit very 
still and give themselves over to the most demanding and long-deferred of books. “Are people going 
to read Proust and make a living at the same time?” Roy Blount Jr. asked in a 1985 essay published 
in The New York Times. No they are not, he argues, because they are waiting for the beach. But then 
what if, in addition to being a reader, you are also an artist, and find that other people’s creative work 
is not so easily separated from your own?

Here, 11 artists propose a new cover design for one of their favorite summer reads. While the selec-
tions range in genre, mood and seriousness — no one chose Proust, but you’d be hard-pressed to find 
any of these titles at an airport shop — most relate back to their makers’ practice. Though that doesn’t 
mean that their literary inspirations can’t be our welcome escapes.

Raul Guerrero Reimagines “The Thin Man” 
by Dashiell Hammett

“It’s a detective story, but it’s actually quite so-
phisticated and filled with fascinating charac-
ters. You have Nick — who has a Bloody Mary 
for breakfast and probably 10 other drinks by 
the end of the day — his wife, Nora, and Asta, 
their schnauzer sidekick. It’s set in the ’30s and 
makes me think of an America that no longer 
exists, although John’s Grill, a San Francisco 
steakhouse where Hammett used to eat, is exact-
ly as it was. You know, mysteries are very similar 
to art-making. It’s about the quest, the attempt 
to resolve an idea. I included the double-faced 
portrait, similar to something Picasso would 
have made, to suggest deception — you ask a 
question but no one’s going to give you the right 
answer.”

On June 21, a survey of Raul Guerrero’s work 
will open at Ortuzar Projects in New York.
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Artist’s Stardom Didn’t Come Out of Nowhere : Art: 
Raul Guerrero, who calls himself a “working-class art-
ist,” has long been known in San Diego. But his fame 
is growing and now includes a spread in “Vanity Fair.”

By Leah Ollman | November 21, 1989

SAN DIEGO —  He is modest, serious, private--not the kind of person you’d expect to see on the glossy 
pages of “Vanity Fair.” But there he was last month, peeking out among the perfume ads and gossip, under the 
headline, “Hot Paints.”
Now that the art world has become hopelessly star-struck, perhaps the magazine was a good place for local 
artist Raul Guerrero to be seen. His Los Angeles dealer thinks so. Guerrero, mildly allergic to marketing strat-
egies and hype, just smiles.

“I’m a working-class artist,” he said in a recent interview at his San Diego home and studio. “I’m in a situation 
where I need to make a living off my art, to continue my artistic quest.”

That quest, begun in the late 1960s in Los Angeles, where he attended the legendary Chouinard Art School, 
has gradually but steadily assumed the characteristics of a successful career. Guerrero’s third one-person show 
at Los Angeles’ Saxon-Lee Gallery opened last month and continues through Nov. 25. He is one of 13 artists-
-and the only one living outside the L.A. area--featured in the inaugural exhibit at Pasadena’s Armory Center 
for the Arts (through Jan. 31).

The current issue of the art quarterly, “Visions” carries a statement by Guerrero in its special section on mul-
ticulturalism and the arts. And next year, a fountain designed by the artist will be unveiled as part of the Hope 
Street redevelopment project commissioned by the city of Los Angeles. Other participants include architect 
Frank Gehry and artist David Hockney.

Guerrero’s work is, indeed, “ caliente ,” as Karen Smith exclaims in “Vanity Fair.” But the artist, 44, is no 
overnight sensation. He has had nearly 20 solo exhibitions in San Diego, Los Angeles and elsewhere since his 
first show in

1974 and a healthy dose of attention from the press as well. One critic dismissed the inverted pyramid, flying 
saucer hubcaps, rotating Indian mask and other symbolic constructions in his first show as “irritatingly hip.” 
Others since have labeled his photographs, paintings and constructions mysterious, disturbing, vital, intrigu-
ing, timeless, gentle, ironic and haunting.

Despite the extreme permutations in style that his work has shown, varying from severe conceptualism to 
lyrical romanticism, Guerrero said he has been following the same line of thought for the last 15 years. He’s 
searching, he said, for a poetic reality that exists between an object or situation and the person perceiving it.
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“To illustrate reality is, in itself, not significant enough to achieve a level of poetics,” he said. “There’s a mo-
ment when you enter that realm, a transitory zone between fiction, what you imagine and what you perceive, 
based on your entire contextual history, your background, education, what conditions you to see.”

Guerrero’s interest in reconciling reality and fiction surfaces in perhaps its most accessible form in his paint-
ings of the last few years. The suite, “Reflections on the Life and Times of a Venetian Jewess,” conveys Guer-
rero’s impressions of the textures, light and color of the Italian city as much as it restates certain cliches about 
the place, stemming from “what Hollywood fed me, what I read in books.” The melange of expectations he 
brings to a place, he said, are as tangible as the direct sensations experienced there.

The Venetian series launched a trilogy, whose second part is the current series, “Aspectos de la Vida Nocturna 
en Tijuana B.C. (Aspects of the Night Life in Tijuana B.C.).” Each of these environments required a different 
attitude, he said.

“I set out to do places that were exotic, romantic, that offered the possibility of color, places that were a cel-
ebration of life, places that I had an affinity for.”

Venice, he said, is “part of our collective knowledge as one of the grand cities of the world,” while the bars 
and clubs of Tijuana summon more personal memories. Painting this series “was part of re-experiencing what 
I had done as a teen-ager, as a rite of passage, to go down to the Blue Fox.”

Guerrero still sees work ahead for the Tijuana series, which was shown locally at the David Zapf Gallery and 
is now on view at Saxon-Lee in Los Angeles, but his third destination is already set: Iowa.

“It’s part of my cultural heritage, since I was brought up in the U.S. It affected my psyche, because many of 
the dreams lived out in Southern California originated in the Midwest.”

Though he has never been there, he expects his visit will be like “going back and delving into the historical 
side of myself.”

Each of the locales Guerrero chooses poses a different structural problem, he said, and each calls for a dif-
ferent solution. An earlier series based on a stay in Mexico related to the “magic realism” of such Latin 
American authors as Gabriel Garcia Marquez in its combination of the imaginary and the concrete. The cur-
rent trilogy draws comparisons in style to the loose, buoyant brush strokes of Matisse and the color-saturated 
romanticism of Delacroix.

Fundamental to all of his work, however, is a curiosity about symbols, myths and the cultural archetypes 
that strike deep in the viewer’s unconscious. His passionate pursuit of these essential symbols led artist Ed 
Ruscha, who collects Guerrero’s work, to believe that “he has some demons haunting him and he lets them 
out in his work.”

Guerrero chuckled at the thought, then quickly sifted the comment for insights.

“I had never thought about it like that, and I think he’s right. But I think he missed the angels hovering around 
me. I think what he meant was that I’m obsessed by it. I’m totally captivated by the creative act, the creative 
pursuit. I think about it all the time.”
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