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By John Beagles
In their carnivalesque street performances, 
media hoaxes and multimedia works of the 
1970s and 80s, the Chicano art collective Asco 
deployed a sharp, humorous and engaging form 
of tactical inventiveness to deal with the nausea 
and repulsion – the Spanish word for disgust is 
‘Asco’ – they felt on being confronted by racist 
America, the cool liberal indifference of the art 
world and the conservatism of their own Chicano 
community. Nottingham Contemporary gallery’s 
retrospective overview of what Asco referred 
to as “artmoreorless”, is both timely and highly 
relevant, as Asco’s legacy is ripe with possibilities 
for today’s artist similarly looking to counteract 
the untrammelled exercise of power in society. 

The core members of Asco – Harry Gamboa 
Jr, Patssi Valdez, Gronk and Willie F. Herrón III 
– came together as teenagers in the turmoil of 
late 60s America. As East Los Angeles Chicanos, 
Mexicans who had grown up in America, their 
experiences were highly distinctive. Bearing 
witness to the disproportionate singling out 

of Mexicans for the Vietnam draft, the sight 
of their friends returning in body bags and 
the elite political class’s apathy to their plight 
scarred all the members. It bred in them a core, 
fervent desire to imagine and create, as Gamboa 
Jr remarks, “a better story out of nothing”. 

Walking the streets of East LA, their feelings of 
disgust were only intensified by being in spitting 
distance of the Hollywood sign. This proximity 
to the industry responsible for disseminating 
negative stereotypes of Mexicans or simply 
naturalising their social and political invisibility 
was profound. As Valdez recalls in the show’s 
accompanying documentary, she was always 
confused and angry as a girl watching movies, 
because she never saw the beautiful Mexicans she 
knew on screen. Crucially then, the geographical 
location of Asco members furnished them 
with a lived understanding of the imbrication 
of cultural representations and ideology. 

The word ‘Asco’, in its invocation of being 
repulsed by the brutality of America society, could 
suggest that the group’s politicised aesthetic was 
rather one-dimensional in negatively reacting 
against the values of white America. While this 
was clearly the source of the anger that propelled 
the group, however, their position in relation to 
both the wider values and culture of America 
and their own Mexican community in East LA 
was always far more complex. For although they 

primarily contested the naturalised exclusion of 
Mexicans, they also found themselves on another 
level somewhat alienated from their own culture. 

This sense of being doubly dislocated is 
exemplified in their early performances, such as  
Walking Mural (1972) and Instant Mural (1974). 
In these carnivalesque street interventions Asco 
both parodied and borrowed from the Mexican 
mural tradition. For example, in Walking Mural 
the group, dressed in glam feather boas and 
heavily made up with face paint, took the fixed 
mural on a walk about town; while in Instant 
Mural, Valdez became a living-moving mural as 
a result of being taped to the wall of a building. 

While Mexican mural work often traded in 
affirmative images of working-class authenticity 
(variously depicted in works by Rivera, Orozco 
and Siqueiros), Asco’s embodied murals, in their 
exuberant excessiveness, purposefully undercut 
any indigenous or external ideas of how a good 
Mexican should look or behave. In rejecting 
the mural tradition’s jargon of authenticity and 
nationalist identity – the honest farmer, the good 
mother – Asco were suggesting that such images 
could be almost as restrictive as Hollywood 
stereotypes. Always unapologetic, self-proclaimed 
cultural mongrels who enjoyed borrowing from 
a wide range of sources, Asco regarded the mural 
tradition as being guilty of imposing an insipid 
cultural straitjacket with which the Mexican 

artmoreorless

The work of LA art collective Asco 
shows that truly effective protest 
must include a vision of the future 
as well as a critique of the present

Up against the wall: Instant Mural (1974) borrows from and parodies the tradition of murals in Mexican art
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