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ABSTRACT: Based on an oral history interview, this essay examines the work of Yolanda
M. Lépez, one of the most significant Chicana artists of the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries. It posits that her work portrays feminist intersectionality and oppositional
consciousness, predating the Chicana feminist literature on these paradigms. Documenting
her political activism and the aesthetic strategies that emerged from her involvement in the
Chicano movement, the essay illuminates the conceptual, deconstructivist, and semiotic
style of the artist, which is frequently overlooked by critics. It concludes with the observation
that Lépex’s work recuperates Chicana empowerment.

In the 1970s, when Yolanda M. Lépez began to investigate media repre-
sentations of Chicanas, she was shocked to notice that “not even Dolores
Huerta” was present in the public images of the Chicano civil rights
movement. Huerta’s role as cofounder of the United Farm Workers could
not surmount the ideology of patriarchy that erased Chicana activists and
leaders. When Lépez began her analysis of the function of images, represen-
tations of Chicana activists, labor organizers, and student leaders were not
prevalent, and the Catholic and Mexican icon of the Virgin of Guadalupe
was the most popular female figure within Chicano public and private space.
Guadalupe appeared on banners, placards, murals, and calendars, and in
home altars and store windows, although it was difficult for Lépez to find
the icon at Catholic religious stores or parish shrines in her hometown of
San Diego, California. For ten years, Lépez explored the function of the
sixteenth-century painting of Guadalupe, and as a result she produced one
of the most widely circulated images in Chicana/o art history: Portrait of
the Artist as the Virgin of Guadalupe (1978, fig. 1). Consistently reproduced
in the 1980s and 1990s to represent major traveling exhibitions as well as
regional group shows of Chicana and Chicano art, the oil pastel self-portrait
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drawing is probably the most recognizable work of art associated with the
Chicano art renaissance.!

Drawing on an extended life history interview, this essay examines the
work of Lépez and argues that it articulates the multivocal, or polyvalent,
identity consciousness developed by U.S. Third World feminists, thereby
enacting oppositional consciousness—the method, epistemology, and praxis
described by Chela Sandoval (2000).? As it traces the oppositional con-
sciousness within the art of Lpez, the essay documents her earliest political
activism and the subsequent aesthetic strategies that emerged from social
protest. The larger study that gave rise to this essay investigates the artist’s
biography, documenting her family as a source of her artistic expression,
her activism as a source of her conceptual approach, and her formal arts
training as the place where she develops a language for her deconstructivist
and semiotic aesthetic project (Davalos 2008b). It also places Lépez's art
within American art history. An underlying goal of the essay is to draw
out the conceptual, deconstructivist, and semiotic approach that is usually
overshadowed by the figurative composition, a misinterpretation that has
led critics and scholars to misclassify her work as representational, figura-
tive, or Catholic romanticism.

Since much of the work discussed here was created in the 1970s, |
argue that it anticipates the 1980s feminist scholarship on intersectional-
ity. I do not wish to imply that Lépez was the first to visually render the
matrix of gender, race, class, ethnicity, and, to some extent, sexuality.
Rather, my intention is to balance the uneven scholarship on literature,
performance, and visual arts. As Laura Pérez notes, scholars have not paid
the same amount of intellectual attention to the visual arts as they have to
literature and performance (2007, 13). We are familiar with the creative
writing of and critical scholarship on Sandra Cisneros, Denise Chdvez,
Lorna Dee Cervantes, Helena Marfa Viramontes, Cherrfe Moraga, and
Gloria Anzaldda—to name a few. The Chicana/o studies canon is rich
with Chicana feminist literary voices that braid race and class with gender
consciousness. In addition, scholarship on these and other writers has
brought sexuality, citizenship, migration, and language into the trenza of
intersectionality.

Yet as Rita Gonzdlez (2003) points out, scholarship on Latina and
Latino visual artists is lacking. Using the primary search engines of art
history, such as Art Abstracts, Art Index Retrospective, and the Getty
Research Institute’s Union List of Artist Names, as well as six major teach-
ing texts for twentieth-century American art history, Gonzélez searched for
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citations on a sample of ninety-three Latina and Latino artists, focusing
on established artists in midcareer. She found that “few artists on [the
sample] list had more than one article published about their work; and
more often than not the few articles published consisted of brief exhibition
reviews. [n comparison, searching for one hundred of the most exhibited
non-Hispanic White artists would yield thousands of entries” (2). Chicana
artists faired especially poorly. For example, the survey revealed thirteen
works on Amalia Mesa-Bains, eleven works on Carmen Lomas Garza,
seven on Diane Gamboa, six on Judith Baca, five on Barbara Carrasco,
one on Yolanda Lépez, and none on Santa Barraza or Yreina D. Cervantez.
In contrast, the indexes record thirty works on Luis Jiménez, twenty-two
on Anthony Hernandez, eighteen on Carlos Almaraz, fourteen on Gronk,
twelve on Rupert Garcfa, and eleven on John Valadez.” The picture is very
bleak. Therefore, I wish to intervene, and similar to the way Pérez positions
her book-length study on Chicana art since the 1980s, 1 offer this essay
as homage to Lépez’s work and her participation in the most important
advance in ethnic and feminist studies: recognition of the intersecting and
multiple subjectivities of women of color.*

Recent scholarship on Lopez does not consistently or systematically
account for the complexity of her consciousness.” More critically, scholars
rarely address within the scope of a single analytic piece Lopez’s shifting
oppositional consciousness. Some authors emphasize her Mexican heritage,
and others focus on her Latino and Third World orientation (Cordova
2005; Ferreira 2003). The maj ority of visual arts and social analyses describe
her antisexism and her Chicana consciousness (Chabram-Dernersesian
1994; Goldman 19905 Keale 2000; Mazurana 1999). Lépez was frequently
associated with the visual arts and religious movement that redeemed
feminine spiritual authority (Gadon 1989; Orenstein 1996; Stott 1995).
For example, Gloria Feman Orenstein used Lépez’s Guadalupe triptych as
an example of the California-based goddess art movement of the 1970s.
This interpretation amused Lépez because she was not concerned with
the divine or with the sacred powers of women. Claire Joysmith (1995)
did not analyze the Guadalupe triptych, but it was the central illustration
for an argument about reclaiming female figures that empower mothers,
grandmothers, and women’s traditions. In contrast, Lépez was interested in
the power of working-class women rather than in feminine mystical power.
As | argue below, Lopez was not concerned with recuperating Guadalupe.

Within Chicana scholarship, Alicia Gaspar de Alba and Angie
Chabram-Dernersesian offer solid efforts to account for Lépez’s antiracist,
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ir}tlsexist, an}cll anticlassist orientation. Gaspar de Alba briefly describes
6pez as “upholding Marxist ideologi
gies of el Movimiento that focu
arxist. 1sed
on clas; ?d wor1.<er solidarity” (1998, 125). While this analysis suggests
some 'o the multllple subject positions that compose Lépez’s oppositional
consciousness, it elides the role her famil i
. y played in developing Lépez’s criti
ess, pez’s criti-
cism of cap}tallsln. Chabram-Dernersesian acknowledges “linkages between
sle7x91§m, r;msm, patiarchy, homophobia, and economic exploitation” (2006
and argues that the Guadalupe tri “ :
| hal ptych “echoes the resolution of
many Chlicana activists who clarified, once and for all” that liberation is
21;); Segftia}ale. In her sl;.lort examination, Chabram-Dernersesian correctly
ects Lépez’s triptych to the work of other Chi i
, icana feminists, includi
artist Ester Hernandez, who al However
, so explored female icon h
the brilliantly argued arti e
cle by Chabram-Dernersesian i
the imbalance in Chicana li itici e
. iterary criticism, performance, and art hi
since the bulk of the analysis i e ol o
ysis is devoted to textual works; the vi
are addressed only briefly. Thi i i e visual e
y. This essay contributes to scholarshi 5
P ; o scholarship on Lépez
g her childhood and youth, analyzi
. : ; , yzing a range of her artistic
productions, including work produced within the Guadalupe series as well

as work produced after it, and explori
v , ploring the complex and i j
positions rendered in her visual project. ’ e subect

Charting Differential Consciousness of

U.S. Third World Feminists

Ch i
o eg 1?andoval argues that the differential consciousness of U.S. Third
) do . ‘ S.
Vor ; eminists of color is mobile rather than permanently aligned with a
S , .
.mglﬁ ar ideology or form of resistance to U.S. social hierarchy. This mobil
ity a jectivi . ‘
t }zr O\?VSI for adnew subjectivity and . mode of perception that accounts for
e social conditions of racializati
on, sex and gender heter ivi
the social cor . onormativit
ands aterial L‘nequahty. The new mode, known as the differential mode 0y;
$ iza' c}(insctousness, combines four other political modes of resistance:
equal- i i ‘
\ (;;1 rig ts,. re.:volumonary, supremacist, and separatist. It is the ability
v mlzrgfe existing political positions that makes the work of U.S. Third
orld feminists of color historic i o
, particularly during the period i
o | : : period of activ-
o , SCEOEWS?IP’ and creative expression that lasted from the late 1960s
rough the
e egs e 91805 (Sl: Sanclioval 2000, 44). A shifting consciousness that
ultiple modes makes clear that th i iti
. e social conditions of raci
sexism, homophobia/hetero ivi entary
normativity, and classism ar
o . ) e complementar
competing forms of social control. In the visual arts of Yolanda Lépezy
)
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an oppositional consciousness makes visible the previously invisible and
unimaginable Chicana feminist working-class subject position. A shifting
consciousness launches a new Chicana subjectivity, and it is rendered in
Lépez’s image bank. One example is the Guadalupe series, in which Lépez
joins formerly separate political projects of feminism, cultural nationalism,
and anticapitalism into a proposal for Chicana womanhood that empowers.
In short, Sandoval posits that differential consciousness is the necessary
position, tactic, and epistemology for authentic liberation.
Indeed, the bulk of Sandoval’s project in Methodology of the Oppressed
is devoted to a critique of the ways in which social theorists of postmodern,
poststructural, postcolonial, feminist, and ethnic studies rely upon separat-
ist disciplinary methods and practices that limit the possibility of social
transformation. Ruby Tapia makes this observation in a review of the book,
noting that Sandoval asserts that social theorists in these fields “have not
spoken to each other or read each other’s work,” even though they share
a vision for liberation (Tapia 2001, 734). Unfortunately, as a result of this
intellectual seclusion, the contributions of U.S. Third World feminists of
color are ignored or appropriated. The theoretical genealogies that San-
doval reconstructs through the advancements made by U.S. Third World
feminists enable resistance and emancipation and plot a path for authentic
liberation previously unimagined by the legitimated citizen-subject.
The shifting and braided consciousness of U.S. Third World feminists
of color creates tools and methods for survival under global capitalism
and its imperatives of racism, sexism, and imperialism. It travels between
and mixes equal-rights, revolutionary, supremacist, and separatist tactics,
creating a new modality in the process. Unlike the “formerly centered
and legitimated bourgeois citizen-subject of the first world” that was “once
anchored in a secure haven of self” but is now “set adrift under the impera-
tives of late-capitalist cultural conditions,” the “historically decentered
citizen-subject” has precisely the tools needed for survival (C. Sandoval
2000, 27). “The colonized, the outsider, the queer, the subaltern, the mar-
ginalized” (27) developed an oppositional consciousness “in response to
such fragmentation” under colonialism, imperialism, material and political
inequity, and other systems of oppression (33). Gloria Anzaldda names this
response “la facultad,” by which she means a knowledge that emerges from
fragmentation (1987, 38). Lépez uses her knowledge of subordination and
daily inequalities to create a visual world filled with dignified Chicanas
and Mexican women. I turn now to her life and education to trace the

foundations of her differential consciousness.
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Family and Political Practices

Born i ¢
e tol;lnliltzs,dYolalnda M. Lépez grew up in San Diego at 3 time when
eveloping a military-industria]
e . ial complex to
ho\;czl \;emenF 1rc1l 1\z(/orld War II (Villa 2000). The household ol;p}?eorrt:}llj'ii .
omprised her grandparents, Senobj i ad
: , io and Victoria F
B  gra a Franco, wh
ianIUd ; fiim %\/Iexy:o in 1918; her mother, Margaret; and severaivurc:clllad
- ai ! nc he Mlk/ey, who became her surrogate father after Senobeis’
passed k.ylllw en .Lopez .was eleven years old (Lopez 2007). Senobi ’O
- g sklds perrfutted him a remunerative profession in a tow‘n that 1(1?15
e | :131 Ie dMexu:an?, Southern white migrants, and African Ameri: -
n 194081 ed End semiskilled jobs. His employer vouched for him durtclns
Ve and he was able to avoid deportation, but unfortunately his wl? ;
inddent, was noz1 s; lucky, and she was deported to Mexico in 1941 Tlhéy
outraged the family. Lépez recalls. othor
jnetd | ecalls, “Bven though my grand
mad tw: or thf'ee s?ns in the [U.S] military, they deported hfr Shren;) e
2o (zyéeoa; in Tijuana before she could migrate” hack to t.he U [')enc;
s . )
). Lépez credits the family’s survival to Victoria’s ingerrll:;t:
y

clothed. N
i beZoone v;fent hungry. The multigenerational household allowed
trips o T me close to her grandparents, who took her on frequent sh
o ACCL]u;na anci on a few extended vacations to Acapulco and M: 'Ort
. ording to Lépez, her grand xico
‘ , parents offered her iti
ot uncondit
pro e?stlon, ar%d comfort, and before her younger sisters were b 10}?31 o
considered raising her as their own child (2007) o the

insi

b ii Ctihceo};i;ne, but slhe réturned to paid labor when her husband lost his

T con Hno}tl maintain the myth of patriarchal econ,

s Cfst }:S atI }:r mother, Iilfe Senobio and his sons, enjoyed sewing

e conn e ,L 5(15 teough she rejected other forms of domesticity such

PR E z was a teénager, Margaret created for her children
g inexpensive fabrics, a strategy that the artist would

omic authority,
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left for work before the sun rose and returned after it had Isde,t. W;th rf;ﬁ;iz
imi ides to and from day care, Lopez tou
time limited to the long bus i : :
enjoyed the otherwise monotonous trips on public tragl;portatui:l biia;i;
inti ion between her and her mother.
it allowed for intimate conversation ,
Iiur'mg these bus trips that Margaret taught her daughter to regsg;;:t labor
to support unions, and to “never cross a picket line” (Lépez 2 0 d .
Victoria was also a model of female autonomy. She 1’Vlvas ;he E.adc; he
io died around 1953. With only a thira-
household, even before Senobio e
i ictori If to read and managed a hou
education, Victoria taught herse R
i isi ats and chickens (and later, pige .
growing food and raising go e e e
i i d treated her with dignity,
respected her ingenuity an | dgnity, Ao e e of
nsideration. These
did not always grant her the same co e
i tful of women, the other insisting
atriarchy—one polite and respec at
I\))vomen pZ:rform the dirty work, pick up after men, a}rlld1 serv;:l rr:n f;f; "
i u
. i der expectations. Nevertheless, the ho
taught Lépez to question gen: : . e, thebowene s
’ . Lépez did not recall any
largely supported women'’s autonomy. : : nyone chastiing
i Saturday nights, divorcing ,
Marearet for staying out late on :
ever%tually living on her own with her daughte;s (Lop;z. ZSOYf)Lerself -
i i i i Lépez did not think o
While growing up in San Diego, R,
i i i first language was Spanish, her y
Mexican American girl. Her e
led to the border, and Victor
Mexican food and frequently trave . d Victorias (a7
i i ked her as indigenous Mexican; n ,
skin, hair, and eyes clearly mar peee
i identity. She was taught to recogn
Lépez’s schooling shaped her i ; pecosnize Ceoree
i . At a young age, L6pez associate
Washington as a forefather
ture with tourist art and arte popular, and these markers werelfxot p;tt of herr
I .
ily’ i ic (Lépez 2007). While in college, however,
family’s experience or aesthetic ( ' e, hovever
f color to recognize that assimila
she learned from other students 0 imilation v
i ion. and she no longer wished to deny
the goal of her childhood education, she |
the ﬁistorical presence of Mexicans in California, her heritage, or the role
i i i munities.
men played in shaping Chicano com |
" Thé3 education in public schools was largely subtr;ctwi of her }:10}1:16;
) ‘ ) .
ithin the family and elsewhere Lopez an
language and culture, but wit . - Lopez and Ber
lop their creative expression.
sisters were encouraged to deve ‘ coston, Fler uncles
i king with one’s hands, and she delig
taught her to appreciate wor me’s | ‘ ielightec
i i d rebuild bicycles and car eng
watching them make furniture an 1 nes: The
' ic and theater, read popular magazines,
entire household enjoyed music an : | pop ageaines, 2
ings for Margaret’s girls. Victoria care g
created toys and playthings ared fora gorcien
i hs and recuerdos near a Crucifix, a g
nd arranged family photograp : hou y
?amﬂy was not religious. She allowed Lépez to create hats from pie tins an
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flowers. Aesthetic expression was also reinforced at the Bayside Settlement
House, where Lépez and her sisters attended day care: the program took
them on trips to museums and the zoo, taught them how to create dolls and
games, and provided them with a library of books and magazines. Margaret
also shared with her oldest daughter her hobby of arranging images in
scrapbooks, a leisure activity that developed among women during World
War II. While this feminine craft supported consumerism, domesticity,

and Eurocentric and middle-class images of beauty, it was for Margaret and
Lépez a chance to reformulate mainstream images into their own visual and

gender narrative, Lépez and her mom cut pictures from glamour magazines,

initiating Lépez’s first explorations into the collage and photomontage
techniques, and they imagined lives outside of gender expectations.

Her sensibility to push against gender norms is seen in her childhood

dream of becoming a set or costume designer. During her teenage years, after
working in the costume department at the Globe Theatre, Lépez hoped to
study for a career in animation. She set her sights on attending the Chouinard
Art Institute, which was known as a major force in training and employing
West Coast artists. But these adolescent dreams were born of the notion
that her artistic talent was not useful and that she would therefore need a
career in set or costume design. She enjoyed Disney full-length animation
movies, but she did not have a deep desire or aspiration to emulate the Disney
animators or costume designers that had trained at Chouinard. She simply
did not know how or why an artist could make a living; more important, she
saw no immediate necessity for her art, although her uncles, grandparents,
and mother were constantly creating clothes, furniture, and other useful
household items. It was not until she became involved in student activism
at San Francisco State College and later in the Mission District, where she
met Emory Douglas of Oakland’s Black Panther Party, that she began to focus
on the power of images to create social change (Lépez 2007).

Deconstruction of Images

Lépez grew up in a generation that was critical of the liberal state. Living
in the San Francisco Bay Area, she found her political voice on the picket
lines of the Third World Liberation Front (TWLF) at San Francisco State
College. There she developed the ability to organize on behalf of workers,
women, and people of color while at the same time referring to herself as
a Chicana. When twenty-four-year-old Lépez transferred to San Francisco
State College, she was already participating in the cultural revolution in
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Northern California. She had ventured into the counterculture scene
through fashion, style, books, and music. In March 1968 the TWLE a
multiracial and multiethnic student coalition at State College, began mobi-
lizing to demand ethnic studies, a voice in faculty hiring, and admissions
and financial aid policies that would create a student body more reflective
of the demographic profile of the city. Underlying their activism was a
Jdetermination to “overturn the pejorative meaning” of the term “Third
World” and to create solidarity across lines of race, ethnicity, national
heritage, color, and immigration status in their struggle to win these
demands (Cordova 2005, 8).7 After the administration failed to deliver on
its promises, the group of African American, Latina/o, Native American,
and Asian American students led a five-month strike using radical tactics
that included building occupations, chanting, trash can fires, amplified
speeches, picket lines, and sit-ins.

Several factors influenced Lépez's decision to join the strike rather
than attend classes. First of all, her mother had raised her to respect worker
solidarity, a political strategy she continues to practice. She would not have
crossed a picket line under any circumstances. Second, her household was
filled with people who were self-taught. For Lépez, learning was never
confined to the classroom. Another major factor in her decision to join the
TWLE was the participatory democracy she learned at home, which was
reinforced in multiple ways. Lépez remembers excitement in the family as
they watched several Democratic conventions. She recalls that her mother
took all three sisters to “stuff envelopes for Jack Kennedy's [presidential]
campaign” in 1960 (Cordova 2005, 15). In addition, her mother’s union
membership signaled the importance of collective action, and the collective
action of the students proved invaluable for the TWLF when the president
of the university attempted to split the coalition by making promises to
the Black Student Union. This sense of shared interests and goals was
the high point of Lopez’s education at State College. Throughout the
five-month student strike, Lpez l;aamed to see herself as a person of color
whose history and experience was connected to that of African Americans,
Asian Americans, Native Americans, and other Latinos. She also began

to identify as a Chicana, shedding the constraints of a childhood in which
the curriculum of Americanization and denial had taught her to see herself
as a descendant of Mayflower Pilgrims (Lépez 2007).

The Third World Liberation Front taught Lépez that inclusive political
action and self-determination could coexist. A shifting consciousness allowed
her to understand the structural inequalities common to people of color while
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e .
affirming the need for Chicanas and Chicanos to become the producers of

their own hi ive i inati
phelr o history, creative imagination, visual library, and futures. Lépez
n to i i '
" g questlonlthe production and function of images, and this was more
an an epistemological exercis
e. She noted how some i
me images and i
makers aation e s
ak \;vere valued over others and understood that the valuation wasga
er of un
e of heamed powe;1 due to race, class, or gender privilege. In fact, as she
ued her activism she formulated isti ‘ :
an artistic goal to deconstruct i
© . ruct image
d fzfpropose new representations of Chicanas and Chicanos -
ter i ‘
it Fhe strike came to a successful end, Lépez and some friends
eir organizing skills on the Missi istri
ission District. There they f
a youth empowerment ' e ponded
group that changed into Los Si
2 youth empo o Los Siete de la Raza, a
mittee for seven youn i )
g Latino men accused of killi i
officer. As the organizati i o arapotie
zation grew, it offered servi
' ices as well as ad
oifcer. A ‘ . : as advocacy to
thela gS : 3; m;mlxgrla{nt Litmo community. The direct political engagerni:nt
iete de la Raza helped L6
pez strengthen her identi i
o Sie . entity as an artist.
o Pthr:}txgh Los Siete that she met Douglas, minister of culture for
e D] :;m er Party. He taught her inexpensive methods for laying out
ete newspaper, jBasta Ya! More i
: ! More important, his di
the Los 8 :  Ya! , irect style and
on of text and image inspired her to identify as a political artist

One‘ of flhe r;l:asons I liked Emory Douglas . . . what I learned from Emor
ha{l :n; gafimz leoTes hIIS_I peo.ple so much. He’s done a lot of beautifulY
black man wii Sa.l;e‘l;nete—df ;;’:;?Xignant e e PRl Of;
: my man . .. in hi
S;r;eglcst:res (ii Vietnamese dead and mzrdered bl:cnlfégo};lli};;h;fet
e Z:; ! nd thers was just a single tear going down the side [of
[ami_wa;.] Statemwas so beautiful. And one of the most, I felt, eloquent
fantwarl - énts. -+ . He was talking about their humanity; he was
g about their humanness. And that’s what it was. So it 't i
a stereotypic image of a black person. (Lépez 2007) ' et lke

Activi 1 .
ar:,m’/)lsrlxj‘wmhm Los Siete provided Lépez with her “function as an
th e1st (Lopez 2007). She created the artwork and graphic designs for
newspaper as well as the buttons, placard
(e newspaper a5 e , placards, and posters used at mass
y support for Los Siete. Because th i
the Latino defendants as “h ' (L eporaved
oodlums” and “militants” (Lé
; . 6pez 2007), L6
;xrzlags determmeglﬁto examine the role and function of these images by offl')eerZ
new ones (figs. 2, 3). Indeed, just as Dougl ’
e pew ones (i . ) j s Douglas crafted images of Black
g, intelligent, and ready for mili i
, y for military conflict i
the happy sambo, the illi Y < beffoom, Lépe,
, iterate and lazy drug user, or
: , or the baffoon, L6
was determined to show that Latino youth were not gang memb;,rs Olgez
. For
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Figure 2. Cover of {Basta Ya! no. 5
(October 1969).

. . . d
Figure 3. Yolanda M. Ldpez, Liberta
para Los Siete: Bring the Brothers Back
Home to the Mission! Printed in {Basta
Ya! no. 8 (March 1970).
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example, she provided illustrations and graphic designs for articles that told
how two of the defendants were student organizers who assisted Latinos
with college applications (Ferreira 2003, 296).

Influenced by Douglas, she realized that the audience for new images
of Latinos was the Mission District community itself. The masthead of the
newspaper and the photomontage and collage techniques are examples of
Lépez’s effort to reimagine Chicanos and other Latinos. By overlapping a
variety of images, Lépez could document the diversity within the Latino
community. In the masthead of the earliest editions, an open hand hold-
ing a broken chain visually represents new possibilities. The palm gestures
up to the sky as if to signify the hope and future of Chicanos and Latinos.
Unlike the closed fist raised to signify solidarity and Black power, the open
hand and powerful forearm presents an empowerment already achieved; the
struggle is over and it was a success. The chains of institutionalized racism,
capitalist exploitation, and exclusion are literally broken. Using this and
other images in ;Basta Ya!, Lépez offered radically new representations of
Chicanos and Latinos, and she avoided romantic images of noble native
people or overly idealized themes and motifs. That is, she did not indulge
in an exotic or sentimental view of Mexicans and their ancestors.

Enacting Differential Consciousness:
Its Shade, Form, and Color

In 1970 Lépez decided to return to school to complete her bachelor’s degree
in painting and drawing, and she enrolled at California State University,
San Diego. While studying there, she created several portraits of her
grandmother in order to “show her at different ages: young, middle-aged,
and older” (L6pez 2007, figs. 4-6). Working from photographs and using
the techniques of photomontage and ¢ollage, the series of portraits is her
first homage to “ordinary women,” a phrase she uses to describe the com-
monplace fashion, comportment, and simple appearance of Mexican-origin,
working-class women. The phrase “ordinary women” is meant to counter
the objectifying visual vocabulary of the media; it was not meant to position
women as lowly or intellectually inferior. Instead it asserts the everyday and
nonenticing corporeal presence of women. Lépez’s eye began to focus on the
nonglamorous or nonsexualized woman, and the work visually legitimated
elderly skin, eyes, arms, and breasts that sag or droop from age and labor.
Moreover, Victoria was in her late eighties when Lépez created the portraits,
and the goal was to render an elderly woman as fully active, which Lépez
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Figure 6. Yolanda M. Lépez, Victoria
F. Franco series (4 of 4), 1974.
Mixed-media collage, 18 x 15 inches.

Figure 4. Yolanda M. Lépez, Victoria
F. Eranco series (1 of 4), .1974.
Mixed-media collage, 18 x 15 inches.

Figure 5. Yolanda M. Lépex, Victoria
F. Franco series (3 of 4), }974.
Mixed-media collage, 18 x 15 inches.

signified through coloration: “I did it in color, because I wanted to express
she’s alive—in color” (Lépez 2007). The early series is also an example of her
experimentation with multiple images of Mexican-origin women. Lépez did
not assert a single portrait but crafted at least four portraits, each showing a
distinct aspect of Victoria’s beauty and experiences.

Funding from the Ford Foundation allowed Lépez to immediately enter
the master of fine arts (MFA) program at the University of California, San
Diego in 19758 During this time Lépez enhanced the artistic vision she
had been developing while living in San Francisco. Her graduate training
with artist-scholars Allan Sekula and Martha Rosler provided a language
for her feminist deconstructivist and semiotic approach that had initially
emerged on the front lines of the Third World Liberation Front strike and
with Los Siete in the Mission District. She explores concepts, signs, and
meanings; unlike her contemporaries, she is little interested in figuration
and pigmentation, internal self-expression, or abstraction. Her monumental
compositions, notably the series Tres Mujeres/Three Generations, are explo-
rations in the large format; the formal approach draws on feminist analysis
of images and the gaze (figs. 7-9). In this series produced for her MFA
exhibition, Lépez successfully joins the feminist critique of the patriarchal

49




Davalos

50

5 i Tres
Figure 7. Yolanda M. Ldpez, Self-Portrait, from
I\:I%eres/Th-ree Generations series, 1975-76. Charcoal

on paper, 8 X 4 feet.

i

Figure 8. Yolanda M. Ldpez, Motl_xer,
from Tres Mujeres/Three Generations
series, 1975-76. Charcoal on paper,

8 x 4 feet.

5 Tres
Fiowre 9. Yolanda M. Lépez, Grandmother, from
I\/l[gul;eres/Three Generations series, 1975-76. Charcoal

on paper, 8 X 4 feet.
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gaze and rejects racist objectification of Mexican women and Chicanas.
This dialogue of critique and rejection serves as the conceptual backdrop
of the series. The refusal of the patriarchal male gaze visually renders the
work of film critic Laura Mulvey (1975), who in the same decade argued
that Hollywood film depends upon the fetish, the spectacle, and the sex
object in its representation of women. Lépez advances the argument in two
ways. First, by noting that Mexican women and Chicanas are objectified
differently than white women, the portraits remind us that looking is also
racial. Second, by presenting women in plain and unadorned ways, the
portraits reject a heteronormative stare. The portraits offer new images
of Chicanas and Mexicans, bringing into view representations of brown-
skinned Latinas that are not possible under sexism, racism, and economic
exploitation and middle-class bias.

As implied by the monumental presence of the women in Tres Mujeres/
Three Generations, who engage the viewer with their gaze, a major part of
the MFA exhibition was its dialogic premise. Lépez forged a collaboration
between the art department and El Centro Cultural de la Raza, a com-
munity arts organization in San Diego’s Balboa Park. She joined with El
Centro in order to bring residents from her hometown to the university
gallery. Operating in the cultural nationalist mode of pride in heritage
but also registering rights politics and the acknowledgment of women’s
presence, the exhibition invited Chicanos and Mexicans to bear witness
and to claim ownership in the university. As Lépez wrote about the series
in her artist’s statement,

Tres Mujeres represents one of the first systematic efforts on my part to
explore the presentation of Raza women as we see ourselves. It is a subject
that has long interested me as an artist. And it is in general the subject
matter of this exhibition. (1978)

This statement indicates her deliberate attempt to dialog with Raza, or
people of Latin American heritage; she was interested in Raza-gazing,
exploring how “we see ourselves.” She produced this type of looking by
providing transportation across town from the southeastern neighborhoods
of San Diego to the university in La Jolla. Yet the exhibition also shifts its
political register to women, those not yet present as citizen-subjects in the
nation-state or within Chicano cultural nationalism. This feminist mode
avoids the romanticism she saw inside and outside of Chicano communities.

My intention was to consciously work against traditional commercial
stereotypes. . . . A common Chicano/Latino experience in contemporary
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American culture is the lack of positive visual representations of Latin
Americans as normal, intelligent human beings. This omission and the
continued use of such stereotypes as the Latin bombshell and the passive
long suffering wife/mother negate the humanity of Raza women. (1978)

Through Tres Mujeres/Three Generations and also the Guadalupe triptych,
Lépez proposed new signs in the semiotic landscape by representing three
generations of women. Both series visually render a mestiza or indigenous
Mexican woman (Victoria), a Mexican American worman (Margaret), and
a Chicana (the artist). In the statement, Lépez weaves in a gender analysis
and expands the discussion of Chicano cultural nationalism and its privileg-
ing of patriarchy. L6pez aimed to challenge the racist and sexist portrayals
of Latinas. The charcoal-on-paper portraits of Tres Mujeres, a set of nine
in total, accomplish this complex oppositional consciousness though the
“simple device of scale” and by having the model “confront the viewer
directly” (1978). The gaze of patriarchal heterosexism and racism is cut off
by the larger-than-life direct gaze and frontal posturing of the women. It is an
{nvitation to view ordinary women as heroes, but their valor is accomplished
through proportion rather than through flattery or sexual appeal.

Tres Mujeres/Three Generations, more than the Guadalupe series, isa
semiotic exposition of the female human form. Lépez accomplishes this in
two ways. First, the line drawings offer minimal but realist interpretations of
the female form. A woman stands, sits, or leans. She wears an apron, baggy
pants, or a housedress. The portraits are uncluttered and feature expanses
of blank space; in fact, they isolate each woman in space. Each female
figure has no landscape or surroundings, and she exists in a blank and, thus,
llusory space. She stands and leans without a wall or sits without a chair;
each woman exists nowhere and everywhere. Lopez uses only the title to
anchor the viewer, a point to which I will return. But their isolation in
space is not intended to heighten or reinforce objectification of the female
body. The portraits are not for “pleasurable looking” (Mulvey 1975, 17);
rather, they are mirrors for Chicanas. But the scale transforms the portraits
into affirmations of Chicanas and Mexican women that are otherwise
obscured. As both semiotic investigation and feminist psychoanalysis argue,
this mirror is the articulation of subjectivity, but again Lépez advances
the discourse of recognition through multiplicity and size. And this is her
second method of accomplishing a semiotic analysis.

She creates not just one portrait but three of each woman, and the
different generations and body types are important. The ages, experiences,
and physicality of the women are vital to Lépez’s semiotic presentation.
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Mo itter i i k

ref)ver, each sitter is asked to duplicate the pose of the other two, an

exper i imi

© f fuﬁent. in bf)dy language and mimicry to suggest new signs and subje;cts
e following titles reveal who is mimicking whom and the original pose:

Grandmother: Victoria F. Franco [also known as Grandmother]
Mother: Margaret F. Stewart [also known as Mother]

Daughter: Portrait of the Artist [also known as Self-Portrait]

Grandmother Sitting as Mother
Avtist Sitting as Mother
Grandmother Standing as Mother
Anrtist Standing as Mother
Grandmother Standing as Artist

Mother Standing as Artist (1978)°

Eac.h title reinforces the act of imitation and repetition, a pr h
Judith Butler argues is essential to gender formation——and’ ]op o}cless It ; t
adds,' to racialization (Butler 1993; Inda 2000). The nir;e ;113; e ?
drawings express Chicana and mexicana similarity (imitation) anlilnlleigta
ence. "Ijhe series is a collective articulation of multiple subjectivities and ;’:’
re/cogmtion of the self in relation to others. However, a shift occ 1: N
Fo.pez names herself “the artist” rather than the daught,er or grandclllarls Wh er%
it is a maneuver that pushes against the law of the father and assertiga :z{f

tha i
i{ does not depend upon the patriarch. This identity outside of patriarch
evokes the separatist or insurgent mode. !

Braiding Political Modes

Mapping an equal rights project within the work of Lépez is not difficul
fio, s’mce much of her activism and her artistic product aimed to r i t}tlo
inability of the nation-state to secure liberty, equality, and justice fcfrc zfy : .
dents. Her aesthetic choices clearly point to insurgent rather than refosrrrzissl;
stratt’agles. A celebrated poster that presumes the ideology of equal rights i
Who's thf.a Illegal Alien, Pilgrim? The messenger formulates the radicalgrn Sd1 :
ot c.o.nsmousness with an angry snarl and jabbing finger. This revoluti oy
political gesture questions the nation’s early settlers of European heriot?;zy
)
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pointing out their immigrant status; by implication it demands the same
open border, economic and political opportunities, and legal protections
for recent immigrants as the colonial settlers enjoyed (Lipsitz 2001, 7).
But the poster is also a vision of settlers’ fear: the indigenous inhabitants
will take back their land and territory and deport everyone else. The text—
European settlers are illegal aliens—and the image of a man dressed in an
Aztec headdress propose a time and place where the European conquest
has not happened, or at least has not succeeded. Insurgent and separatist
modes are used ironically and with humor, a strategy that demonstrates the
creative and tempered shifts of a differential consciousness.

This mobility allows Lépez to align experiences actoss time and space.
Two posters in the series Women’s Work Is Never Done illustrate how she
bridges past and present social conditions to express a different future.
Your Vote Has Power was Lépez's invention to frighten then-governor Pete
Wilson and other proponents of California’s anti-immigrant Proposition
187 (fg. 10). To render this nightmare, Lopez selects a fertile Latina who
votes to confront the xenophobic misperception of Latinas as welfare moth-
ers who burden society. In this new social imaginary, the Latina—taken
from a journalist’s photograph of an Ecuadorian woman—supports democ-
racy and self-empowerment as indicated by the repeated X, a sign of her
past voting record. The image of a dark-brown-skinned woman who casts
her ballot while also caring for a child requires new mental calculations:
Latinas are politically informed, active, and at the same time caretakers;
they repeatedly engage in democracy, and they do so to maintain their
liberties and ensure their children’s future liberties.

The poster is a unique articulation of Latina autonomy and intellect
coupled with motherhood and leadership. The series title, Women'’s Work
Is Never Done, an old adage, calls attention to the economic exploitation
of women and particularly women of color, but an ironic twist of meaning
changes it into a description of women’s leadership. Latina leadership is
never done because the Latina’s knowledge is needed to ensure society’s
future survival and democracy. Latinas must protect the world from those
unwilling or unable to participate in.a democratic society and childrearing.
Is Lépez pointing her finger at Wilson and his xenophobia? At deadbeat
fathers? At cynics who forego democratic participation? I suggest that
Lépez’s multivalent consciousness allows for a critique of each: it is an anti-
racist, antisexist, anti-imperialist, and pro-participatory democracy message.

Another poster from this series also joins activism and labor of women
across time and space. Homenaje a Dolores Huerta is a silkscreen print that
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YOUR VOTE HAS

Figure 10. Yolanda M. Lépez, Y« , S
1997. Silkscreen, 24 x 0 inches. Vote Has Power, from Women's Work Is Never Done series,

coTnmemorates three decades of women’s labor in the fields, women’s lead
ship, and the continued struggle for workers’ rights and ’dignit (fi 1?;’
Repairing the damage of patriarchal authority, Lépez pairs Hueita ga; th'
symbol of historic UFW activism, with California broccoli worke;s Swhz
?epliesent the contemporary fight for safe labor conditions and ecor;omi
justice. Four Latinas, wearing hats, scarves, and gloves to protect themselveC
from pesticides and the sun, dominate the center and right side of the printS
They gaze away as if to suggest apprehension, up as if to imply hope anci
down as if to document their exhaustion. These women are not preie;lt to
pay respect to Huerta. Their labor is a testimony—women’s work in the
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WOMEN’S WORK IS NE

Figure 11. Yolanda M. Lépez, Homenaje a Dolores Huerta, from Women’s Work Is Never Done
series, 1995. Silkscreen, 20 x 20 inches.

ey

fields, on the picket lines, and in the union halls is never done. The poster
is a bitter reminder of the ongoing battle and endless labor of. womerll; Afor
this reason, Lépez venerates the history and presence of Latina activists
rs.
e gilrizgzk;e most compelling composition of antisexism, antiracis:,
and anticapitalist exploitation i$ the installation The Nanny‘(ﬁg‘ 12). The
installation is set into a corner and makes use of two perpendicular walls. A
grey uniform hangs on a white screen. On either side of the screen are two
advertisements, one for the wool industry and the other for trav§1 to Mexico
on Eastern Airlines; both degrade dark-skinned indigenous Mex‘u.:an women
by contrasting them to light-skinned white, beautiful, anfi smiling worﬁeg
(Pérez 2007). The installation challenges viewers to consider the so-calle
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Figure 12. Yolanda M. Lépez, The Nanny, from Women’s Work Is Never Done series, 1994,
Mixed-media installation.

hidden labor of Latina domestic workers and the matrix of racism and
sexism that undergirds the low wages paid to these workers.

An analysis of the uniform, however, suggests that Lépez is articulat-
ing the nanny’s potential political consciousness, The uniform has several
images silkscreened or drawn on the fabric: Guadalupe covers a pocket on
the chest; a naked infant, taken from a portrait of the artist’s son, is placed
in the lower register, near the womb; a plumed serpent emerges from the
hip pocket; and the necklace of Coatlicue is drawn around the bodice. A
necklace of human hearts and hands symbolically indicates female power
over life and death. A cultural nationalist reading would presume that the
nanny is, therefore, an Aztec female goddess.

But Lépez does not allow the viewer to romanticize the nanny and turn
her into the all-powerful preconquest goddess. The romantic or sentimental
interpretation is blocked by the arrangement on the floor. A large white
laundry basket contains dirty clothes, toys, and objects to remind the viewer
that the nanny works in two households. This double labor provides some
economic support for her own family, but because of her low wages and
physically demanding work, it also ensures a distance between the nanny
and her own children. Coming home late at night, she is simply too tired
to enjoy leisure time or play with her children. If her power to create life
is doubled, so is her labor. The basket also illustrates the harsh realities of
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domestic work. The nanny washes the clothes and dishes, cleans 1ihe (}1101%53,
and cares for the employer’s children. She is asked to perform other duties,
no extra remuneration.
o ‘i?;j?;fgzmtic impression of the nanny is further dissolved1 by a{ci;).k;t
reproduction of the airline ad, placed on the ﬂoor’ near thefi;\s ket T ;Z Z
clothes and thus within the space of the nanny’s world. Opfez ﬁ) aé: 1
cutout of the light-skinned smiling woman near a cutout 0 the 'a.r -
skinned woman (fig. 13). Between them is 2 magazine on Mex1c?n culs.xfne,
and the smiling white woman’s hand gestures toward the magazine as i to
offer it to the indigenous woman. The extended h'and and tfhi1 magaz;rﬁz
signify the double consciousness of the nanny. She is aware of the wa;; e
is viewed by her middle-class white female employer. She .cann%t esclag N
patronizing gaze or degraded position. While the nanny is pal toha ‘or i
the home of white middle-class families, her know‘ledge o.f ber own %r{t.aget,
symbolically represented by the magazine on Mexman cuxsme},lm l1<nsu c:,er;t
or lacking. The white woman is the authority or .expert who nc?ws
and must teach the nanny how to do her job. This double conscu;usnés?
surfaces through daily exchanges—the small an‘d large gestgres o .racxil
superiority—in which middle-class employers instruct Elh.eu‘ nann;eshla t
cooking, cleaning, and caring for children. The presumed ignoranc

Figure 13 Yolanda M. Lépez, The Nanny (detail), from Women's Work Is Never Done series,
1994 . Mixed-media installation.
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necessitates these instructions serves to justify the low wages the nanny is
paid. From this experience of overlapping sexism, racism, and economic
inequality, the nanny develops a critical consciousness of her condition.

“Ordinary Women” as the Proposal

Lépez’s investigation of images is part of a larger Chicana feminist move-
ment to locate and create alternative identities for Mexican-origin women.
It is an aesthetic method that emerges from her upbringing, her activism in
the social movements of the 1960s and 1970s, and her training in graduate
school. Her formal education honed an existing antisexist and antiracist
orientation, but it also provided her with a language for the ways in which
she would look at, analyze, and deconstruct images. That is, her aesthetic
productions are evidence of shifting strategies against containment, submis-
sion, erasure, and absence. The work defies the nationalist presumption of
a singular or homogeneous citizen and the fantasy of the neoliberal nation-
state’s promise to guarantee liberty and equality. In formulating a critique
of the potent figure of the Virgin of Guadalupe and offering alternatives
for women, Lépez paralleled in some sense the work of other Chicana
feminists engaged in recuperating historical figures known as “monstrous
women,” such as La Malinche (Malintzin Tenepal, the so-called mistress
and translator for Hernan Cortés) and La Llorona (the weeping woman
who cries for her dead children).® Yet unlike recuperations of La Malinche
and La Llorona, which uncover valuable skills, honor survival strategies,
or simply acknowledge the ways in which patriarchy or colonialism have
injured, erased, or elided these historical women, Lépez's renderings of
Guadalupe did not point to la virgencita’s endearing qualities. On the con-
trary, she highlighted the ways that Guadalupe functioned to support the
subordination of Latinas within the home, church, and society.

This divergence is significant. While Chicana and Chicano artists
such as Yreina D. Cervéntez, Rupert Garcia, Celia Herrera Rodriguez,
Santa Barraza, René Yéiiez, and Amalia Mesa-Bains created tributes to
Frida Kahlo, La Malinche, La Llorona, Emiliano Zapata, Dolores del Rio,
and other Mexican figures in order to recuperate a historical and cultural
legacy, Lépez invoked Guadalupe to question her meaning for contemporary
Latinas."" She was not interested in recovering the previously lost quali-
ties of Guadalupe that may have been subordinated by racism or sexism.
According to Lépez, Guadalupan iconography functions to support these

‘ideologies.!? Lépez raises the questions: What does Guadalupe permit for
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Chicanas and Mexican women? Does the Io‘ng' gown reprfas?nr [c)onstr}?i?r
What is the meaning of her posture? Does it signify her Passxwty .m f};ties?
virginity idealize motherhood within Chicanc? and Mex}llcai ?Orjrecovereé
Through an investigation of Guadalupan Lconogrgp v, fo(];i recovered
“ordinary women” and expanded popular tepresentan?ns of hicans and
Mexican women by depicting them at worl‘<, engaged in activi ;he houra
man, or aging and near deat}k;l. Thzy are disF1§ct1zg1;1;¢‘gf12}rlr;ofgciiiéric did ot
wish to portray the predictable and romantic 1m; : " e
i aids, peasant blouse, and juaraches, an image that reinforces ‘
g;i;gl fan,tfsy heritage made popular by Egtopean and Ebureopzsxzl {:trixézr;ff
can settlers in the Southwest. Nor did she invoke 'the urban aefh fos o
Chicano nationalism by showing the loyal woman in t}.le arr,ns of b er chol
or pachuco. In both cases, Chicana autonomy and dl}letsmz 13 1r11vinneS;
hidden, or denied. Therefore Lopez creats:d wome'zn 0 ?ar ed p it e
and banality, and her intentional composimo.ns avoid the heterosex
gaze and draw out the power, beauty, and w1s.dom of wo@en. o
Lépez depicted women of various ages, sizes, 0cc11pat£(1)ns, ski 0 fo;
cultural identities, and connections (or not) to men. er.propods o
Chicana womanhood emphasizes multiph'city and 'comlplem?l a(r:lhi;na
lenges the singular gendered subject of Chicano natlon.a ism, at‘omjlhsn.1
Now acknowledged as a problematic ideology, Chlcarfm nla i aliom
structured solidarity and unity through the heterosexual a{nfx y, and ike
other feminists, Lépez did not support this ideology. Severah'actorsfm .
enced her ability to question the romantic image of the C IV;cano ilr:né
and community. As a child, she \A(fiitnessed1 t\}/ihwirr}l;r:sehiigiir%v and
ictori ke responsibility for and control of thel ds. .
\o/:gcziri;?rjlgin the II\)/Iission District, she saw f.trsth?nd the getrlier 1r:§;1taltﬁz
within the movement as well as the material differences t ro}\igd. o
Chicano community. Her objective, therefore, was to portray the dn{erhez
of Chicana womanhood. The multiple subje.:ct p031t.1ons co;ve;lri . 1t11 he
work depict survival under the forces of sex.ls‘m, racism, and po ;1 1ce£ and
economic injustice. Her consistent compos'mons of women Bw1t ox;ndmg
implicitly resist heteronormative constructlo.ns‘ of w’omenl. Z Zf)s ndine
the space for challenges against heteron.ormatlwt.y, Lépez a S(t) hzmo fob-la
possibility for discursive anj aesthetic interventions agains D
ions of leshian desire.
e Ell\fflarlirilitglise of various tactics and ideological. p'ositigns,lfe;lw?;'lf
belongs within, and in some regions predates, th‘e artlst‘xac.lan Zu urtinp ‘ 1,]1 :
ects that express oppositional consciousness. It is a mobile and conting
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art strategically critical of the images and institutions that have provided
her with a material and aesthetic foundation. It is the oppositional mode
that allows for disidentification and countermemory; without it Lépez could
not construct a proposal for female subjectivities, racial equity, transnational
solidarity, class consciousness, or self-determination. As Chela Sandoval
argues, oppositional consciousness emerges from everyday strategies of
survival, and Lépez began to articulate these strategies in the early 1970s
through quotidian images of working women: the voter, the seamstress, the
nursing mother, and the runner, to name a few (1991, 3).

The rejection of an image and its message relies upon oppositional
consciousness, especially when the deconstruction of the master narrative
builds toward new meanings. When Lépez takes apart or analyzes an image,
she turns to the oppositional mode to aesthetically express a multitude of
displacements. The artist sees the previously unseen, looks beyond the
icon, and pulls out new forms and symbols. Similar to the work of Emory
Douglas, Lépez’s conceptual projects make the unreal real; she takes the
previously unimaginable social bodies of Chicanas and Mexican women
and figuratively expresses a new reality. By moving into the realm of what
is unthinkable—or at least unimaginable to heteronormative patriarchy,
racism, classism, imperialism, and other institutions of oppression—L6pez
calls up countermemory, that is, histories and pasts not yet told by or
not acknowledged within these institutions and systems. The open hand
holding a broken chain on the cover of jBasta Ya! was an example of this
countermemory, as the battle against social and political freedom had not
yet been won. Such is also the case in Your Vote Has Power, since white

privilege and supremacy cannot imagine an intelligent, fertile Latina who
regularly participates in democracy. Nor can patriarchy envision a Chicana
who controls her own body with ease, as in Portrait of the Artist as the Virgin of
Guadalupe. American myths of Manifest Destiny and immigrant assimilation
cannot admit to the realities of annexation and extermination of indigenous
populations, but Lépez presents this countermemory in Illegal Alien.
Moreover, the aesthetic political project of deconstruction consistently
acknowledges the viewer, the author, the message, and the channel or
medium by which the message is conveyed. This semiotic venture is one
that supports Lépez’s avoidance of romanticism or sentimentalism. Each
work pulls the viewer back to the construction of the object, forcing her
or him to reconcile and ultimately abandon the celebratory relationship
to the image or a sentimental reading of the artist. Lépez’s grandmother or
the reference to las abuelitas may tug at our heartstrings, but the portrait of
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Victoria from the Guadalupe triptych as well as other portraits. of.Lépéz’s
grandmother are ruthlessly honest in their tefer.ences to death, (;tcsl‘me‘\tntj(;
bility or its nearness. Likewise, The Nanny requires us to accoz1 ¢ igni }1: o
Jdomestic workers but it does not romanticize their labor con 1t;01113‘ |
installation, with its laundry basket of dirty clothes anfi bottles 0. c eagmi
solution, suggests that the nanny is hired to care for children but is requ1rteal
to perform other domestic chores as well. The tableau ’pr;mpti a rrcllen o
consideration of what it is like to clean other people’s dirty ‘axf? 11'y :
care for other people’s children while your own are left alone. Similarly, in
Homenaje a Dolores Huerta, the women farmwo'rkers are 'OTlr corgtet?xp‘or;.rfy
warriors in the battle for better wages and working conditions, but it is .1 ’
ficult to become celebratory about their position since Fhe scarves coven?lg
the women’s faces and the rubber gloves protecting the%r hands 1ionvey ; e;
dangers of pesticides. Lopez has no tolerance for. the social detachment tha
can emerge from sentimentality and romantl'msm. ' y .
The power of her work also stems from its c?mplex1ty, as og)ezd?
these aesthetic articulations to challenge overlapping Systems' of subordina-
tion and control. Oppositional consciousness allc?ws for a ta‘ctlcal mane}xlnf:z
against these interlocking systems of dispésse531on. Wulhm onelaesfl t; ;e
project, Lopez can voice cultural nationahsm. and sxlmu tan'eous y O :
its limitations for women. Or she measures racism as it fun,ctlons to suppor
imperialism in Latin America but does not flatten .the d1fferer}§ci>s amrc;ng’
Latino populations. She turns away from heterose'mst patriarcha assvi1 p
tions that only value women in their relationships to men, asln}ot ers,
daughters, or wives, but she never disowns tbe II’loth'QI‘t Hefb Wor 1,(1 is netvc'er
about a singular social position or form of injustice; it inha %ts t e‘ <flna r~1x
of domination and privilege, acknowledging that her own Chicana C11 entity
carries more political value than her grandmother’s undocurrﬁwnte s'ta;ltxf‘
Within Chicano communities, Lopez recognizes the autho.nty kclarne v
images of las abuelitas, and her compositio.ns‘alm to un.dermme the roman-
ticization of the ancestors or‘qthe approptt.a'non of md1gen0usré;s.. t
In short, she proposes new subjectivities but encou'rages . icanas to
invent themselves again and again as she questions the 1mage, its context,
and what it accomplishes for them. The project is never static. Undersgora
ing Lépez’s art is a pedagogy of liberation, and the met‘hod of deconstmcgin
s a tool that can be applied to multiple reptesentat1or}s, those created by
Mexican-origin people and those created by nonfMeXL.cans. o
Finally, because the site of recuperation is the Chu‘:ana 1amd ' IC?YZ
body, her political project need not depend on the neoliberal nation-sta
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or other sites or sources of regulation. The subjects of Lépez’s work wait for
no one, and yet the artist would be the first to question the utopia imagined
by the active or self-possessed female figure. After all, her mother’s body
behind the industrial sewing machine is not in perfect health, and the
nanny she brings to public attention must still divide her time between her
own children and those whom she is paid to tend. Lépez is uncomfortable
with sentimental projections onto her mother and grandmother, even onto
herself, and she consistently argues for the valuation of “ordinary women,”
not the female superheroes who manage work and kids, fight for workers’
rights, and still have time for themselves. The viewer may find joy and hope
in the images, but the celebration of new forms of Chicana subjectivity need
not arise from idealization. This is her “proposal” (Lépez 2007).

Notes

The wisdom and experience that Yolanda M. Lépez shared with me is so precious;
I continue to seek outlets that allow me to share it. [ am deeply grateful to her.
Colin Gunckel’s editorial wand made magic; it is possible to repeat Wendy Belcher’s
spell and I am thankful. Anonymous reviewers at Aztldn made the work stronger.
Finally, I acknowledge Tiffany Ana Lépez for tutoring me in the fine art of effective
argumentation. All errors are mine.

1. Portrait of the Artist as the Virgin of Guadalupe was used to illustrate reviews,
press announcements, and critical analysis of major traveling exhibitions, such
as Chicano Art: Resistance and Affirmation, 1965-1985 and The Once and Future
Goddess, as well as regional group shows of Chicana visual arts, such as Chicana
Voices and Visions at SPARC. Furthermore, it is typically reproduced and made to
represent all of Chicana and Chicano art in major art history textbooks. Some
works by Lépez have been published with various titles; in this essay, I use the
titles that Lépez herself preferred.

2. The author’s two-day interview with Lépez was conducted in Los Angeles
in 2007, and the transcript is housed at the UCLA Chicano Studies Research
Center Library and Archive.

3. The survey was published in 2003, four years before the first scholarly
book on Gronk was published. See Benavides (2007).

4. Although I do not have the space to address the significance of intersec-
tionality as the major paradigm to advance the fields of ethnic and feminist studies
since the 1980s, the insertion of race, class, gender, and sexuality challenges the
assumed sameness among mainstream feminists, cultural nationalists, and imperialists.
Moreover, the acknowledgment of multiple subjectivities interrogates disciplinary
conventions in the humanities and social sciences. See also Davalos (2008a).
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jor scholarly analysis of Yolanda
. Betty LaDuke (1986) produced the first major scho
M.Lé 22’5 v:olEly( including two series of the MFA exhibition in 1978, that have rarely
be.en thibited or critically examined since then. See also LaDulT.e (1}?94)}'1 e
6. Yolanda and her sisters were allowed to attend a Catho ic churc bi)
own bu‘; her connection to Catholicism ended when a prlezsg ééf)used to bless one
: i i ident (Lépez .
i ho died at age twenty-two in a car acci
e w7 OT;ES sectigon benefits from rigorous original research by Cordova (2005),
i 003), and T. E Sandoval (2002). ’ .
1:erreuaS(ch’)piz (2007) acknowledges that Arturo Madrid helped her directly to
e hi i holarship.

he highly coveted Ford Foundation sc ship. .
e t9 eThge tiZles are written here as they appear in Lépez’s 1978 MFA ex}l;nbilon
brochure; In some other publications on the artist, the shorter titles in brackets

7-9. ’
* usei% fo(r)fxgltzel\s/lalinche, see Romero and Harris (2005) and Del Castillo (1917d7)).
On La I;lorona see Cano Alcald (2001), Alarcén (1)990, 1998), and Anzaldda
’ 6, 93).

. the quoted phrase, see Chavoya (2006, . .
(1998)1 1Fo(r3arlz qTruj illo (1998) offers to recuperate Guadalul?e for lesbian Chicana
fem'mists' but she does so by questioning the meaning of the Virgin for contemporary

h as does Lépez. .
womerll’Zm/lijthough Lépez is not interested in recuperating Gu‘adalupe,'s}.le gse,s;
works su;:h as Nuestra Madre (1981-88) to uncover “the thl;l veil of (?gmuargley
“ i i i f an actual Aztec statue from the state of Coxcatlén,
by “superimposing an image o : ate of Coxearlin,
irgin’ i la.” Most scholars identify the statu
Puebla over the Virgin’s radiant mandor| ‘ :
i i desses known for their powers to
iction of Tonantzin or Coatlicue, Nahuatl god s
‘i::;t l;)rtlldoextinguish life. The first quote comes from Lépez (2007) and the second

from Villasefior Black (forthcoming).
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